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Preface and Acknowledgements

This teaching and learning resource emerged out of a year-long series I edited for Equity
Matters on the Ideas-Idees (formerly Fedcan) Blog at the Canadian Federation for the
Humanities and Social Sciences. Each of the 19 scholars generously accepted my invitation
to write an entry for the “Indigenous education and Indigenizing academy” series. This
eBook, Transforming the Academy: Essays on Indigenous Education, Knowledges and
Relations, includes the contributions to the series. I initiated the Equity Matters series on
the Ideas-Idees Blog in January 2010 in my capacity as Vice-President (Equity Issues) at
the Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences. A primary aim was to mobilize social
science and humanities research and scholarship in order to educate about equity and
diversity issues generally, and Indigenous issues more specifically, within our disciplines,
schools and universities, as well as the broader society. In the spirit of engaged scholarship
on equity, the series essays were designed to be written in an accessible language and the
contents were open-access and freely available for use in public education as well as for
teaching and learning in schools and universities. It is my hope that educators and students
will find this eBook a useful resource for teaching and developing gaining greater insights
into Indigenous knowledges, and the importance of Indigenous education for Indigenous
futures. As well, essays in this volume variously the contested concept of “Indigenizing the
academy,” and what it might mean for transforming practice in an era of intensified
neoliberalism. Finally, the essays throughout the volume, and particularly in Part II and
Part III, offer critical insights into the challenges to transformation, including those
associated with decolonizing the mind, curriculum, the university, and institutional and
social relations and practices in a settler colonial context.
The original Ideas-Idees series, as this eBook, was made possible with the generous support
of a number of people. First, I’d like to thank each of the 19 Indigenous and non-Indigenous
contributors to this eBook, who are located at 10 universities across Canada and the United
States. This eBook is possible because of the commitment of each of these scholars to
advancing Indigenous knowledge, expanding Indigenous education, and transforming the
academy. Second, I want to express my appreciation to colleagues at the Federation for the
Humanities and Social Science’s Ottawa Secretariat who supported the initiative at every
stage, particularly those on the Communications team who posted the weekly blog entries
that I sent to them on this, as other Ideas-Idees Equity Matters, series. The teamwork was
indispensable for ensuring the success of the series, evident with the numbers of blog “hits,”
downloads, and linkages to online courses and requests to reprint. I am grateful both to the
former and current Directors of Communications and Policy at the Secretariat, Pierre
Normand and Alison Hebbs, respectively, and to Karen Diepeveen with whom I worked on
this as well as other Equity & Diversity Issues Portfolio policy initiatives. Finally, I want to
offer special thanks to two people who helped to bring this project to fruition over the past
months: first, to my University of Alberta undergraduate research assistant, Eréndira
Cervantes, for her superb research skills, technical abilities, and attention to details as she
worked with me to convert the blogs to an eBook format. As always, I want to extend special
appreciation to Janine Brodie for her incisive and generous intellectual interventions on
virtually all of the some 200 essays that were solicited for the Ideas-Idees Blog.
3

About the Editor
Malinda S. Smith is an associate professor in the Department of Political Science at the
University of Alberta and Vice-President (Equity Issues) at the Canadian Federation for the
Humanities and Social Sciences (CFHSS). Dr. Smith’s teaching, research, and engaged
scholarship traverses three main areas: conflict and critical terrorism studies; poverty,
inequality and critical development studies; and equity, diversity and social justice in higher
education. Her current Social Science and Humanities Research Council-funded research
collaboration with diverse and multidisciplinary scholars across Canada investigates
racism, racial/ethnic biases, and racialization for the university in Canada. She is the author
of numerous publications and editor of three books: Globalizing Africa (2003), Beyond the
‘African Tragedy’: Discourses on Development and the Global Economy (2006); Securing
Africa: Post-9/11 Discourses on Terrorism (2010). She is also the co-editor of two other books:
States of Race: Critical Race Feminism for the Twenty-First Century (2010), and Critical
Concepts: An Introduction to Politics (2013).

4

Contributors

Chris Andersen is an associate professor in the Faculty of Native Studies, University of
Alberta. He is currently writing a book-length manuscript with UBC Press entitled, “In
Addition to Our Mixedness”: Race, law and the misrecognition of Métis identity.
Mark Aquash is Potawatomi/Ojibwe Anishinaabe from the Council of Three Fires, Walpole
Island First Nation, Ontario. He is an assistant professor in Educational Administration
and Leadership and the Director of the Native Indian Teacher Education Program, in the
Faculty of Education at the University of British Columbia.
Tasha Beeds is of nêhiyaw (Cree), Métis and Caribbean ancestry and is a PhD student in
the Indigenous Studies Program at Trent University in Peterborough, Ontario.
Martin J. Cannon is Oneida, from Grand River Territory, an assistant professor of Sociology
and Equity Studies in Education at OISE, University of Toronto, and co-editor with Lina
Sunseri of Racism, Colonialism, and Indigeneity in Canada.
Jeff Corntassel is a citizen of the Cherokee Nation and Acting Director of Indigenous
Governance, Faculty of Human and Social Development, University of Victoria.
Dwayne Donald is an assistant professor of Curriculum Studies and Indigenous
Perspectives in the Department of Secondary Education at the University of Alberta, and
President of the Canadian Association for the Study of Indigenous Education.
Patricia Doyle-Bedwell is an assistant professor and Director of the Transition Year
Program (TYP) in the College of Continuing Education at Dalhousie University and the Past
Chair of the Nova Scotia Advisory Council on the Status of Women.
Jo-Ann Episkenew is a Professor of English and the Director and Co-Principal Investigator,
Indigenous Peoples’ Health Research Centre, University of Regina.
Len M. Findlay, FRSC, is a professor of English at the University of Saskatchewan, coDirector of a SSHRC on ‘Animating the Mi’kmaw Humanities’, and a researcher on the
‘Postcolonial University’ project.
Florence Glanfield is an associate professor and associate chair in the Department of
Secondary Education in the Faculty of Education, and an Affiliated Faculty member with
the Centre for Research for Teacher Education and Development at the University of
Alberta.
Lynn Gehl, Gii-Zhigaate-Mnidoo-Kwe, is Algonquin Anishinaabe-kwe from the Ottawa
River Valley and a course director at York University in Toronto.

5

Joyce Green is a professor in the Department of Political Science at the University of Regina,
and the editor of Making Space for Indigenous feminism.
Shanne McCaffrey is a Senior Instructor in The School of Child and Youth Care, Faculty of
Social Development, University of Victoria, British Columbia.
Onowa McIvor, Swampy Cree Nation, is Director of Indigenous Education in the Faculty of
Education at the University of Victoria.
Jean-Paul Restoule is an assistant professor of Aboriginal education and Counselling
Psychology at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education/University of Toronto.
María del Carmen Rodriguez de France, Kickapoo nation (Mexico), is an assistant professor
in Indigenous Education at the University of Victoria in British Columbia.
Malinda S. Smith is an associate professor of Political Science at the University of Alberta,
and vice-president, Equity Issues, at the Canadian Federation for the Humanities and Social
Sciences.
Dale A. Turner is an associate professor of Government and Native American Studies at
Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire, and the author of This is Not a Peace Pipe:
Toward a Critical Indigenous Philosophy
Waziyatawin Angela Wilson is an associate professor and the Indigenous Peoples Research
Chair in Indigenous Governance, Faculty of Human and Social Development, University of
Victoria.

6

Table of Contents
Preface and Acknowledgements …………………………………………………………………. 3
About the Editor ……………………………………………………………………………………. 4
Contributors ………………………………………………………………………………………….5
Part I: Indigenous Literacy, Education and Knowledges
1.Situating Indigenous Education in Canada
Malinda S. Smith ...................................................................................................................10
2. On making love to death: Plains Cree and Blackfoot wisdom
Dwayne Donald ......................................................................................................................14
3. Indigenous knowledge, anticolonialism and empowerment
Waziyatawin Angela Wilson ……...........................................................................................19
4. Indigenous knowledge, symbolic literacy and the 1764 Treaty at Niagara
Lynn Gehl ...............................................................................................................................23
5. Beyond ‘beads and feathers’: Indigenous knowledge and pedagogies
María del Carmen Rodríguez de France.………………………………………….……………...27
6. Everything is alive and everyone is related: Indigenous knowing and inclusive
education
Jean-Paul Restoule.................................................................................................................32
7. ‘Finding a place to stand’: Indigenous education through oral and written narratives
Tasha Beeds ...........................................................................................................................37
8. Life and death of Canada’s founding languages (and not the two you think)
Onowa McIvor ........................................................................................................................41
Part II: Towards Transforming the Academy
9. Insurgent education and the roles of Indigenous intellectuals
Jeff Corntassel ........................................................................................................................47
10. Changing the subject in teacher education: Indigenous, diasporic and settler
colonial relations
Martin J. Cannon ...................................................................................................................52
11. Lawyer, professor, Mi’kmaq woman: Equity matters in my experience
7

Patricia Doyle-Bedwell ...........................................................................................................58
12. Indigenizing university administration or Tâwaw cî? (Take 2)
Jo-Ann Episkenew ...................................................................................................................64
13. Locating my Indian self in the academy’s tenure process
Shanne McCaffrey ...................................................................................................................69
14. ‘The truth about stories’: Yes, I am Aboriginal and I enjoy mathematics
Florence Glanfield ...................................................................................................................75
15. Soft Sovereignties and Strokes of Genius: Situating the Indigenous Humanities
within Canada
Len M. Findlay ........................................................................................................................78
Part III: Transforming Indigenous, settler and diasporic relations
16. Relations with First Nations: Decolonization in the Canadian context
Mark Aquash ...........................................................................................................................87
17. Don’t Tell Us Who We Are (Not): Reflections on Métis identity
Joyce Green .............................................................................................................................93
18. ‘I’m Métis: What’s your excuse?’: On the optics and misrecognition of Métis
in Canada
Chris Andersen .......................................................................................................................98
19. Aboriginal Relations in Canada: The Importance of Political Reconciliation
Dale A. Turner ......................................................................................................................103
Bibliography .........................................................................................................................107

8

PART I
SITUATING INDIGENOUS LITERACY, EDUCATION
& KNOWLEDGES IN CANADA

9

1

Situating Indigenous Education in Canada1

Malinda S. Smith, University of Alberta

In Canada, we laud ourselves for supporting education of children in Afghanistan, while
First Nations children get 60 to 80 per cent of government education investment received by
non-Aboriginal children here. Canada is also celebrated for its contributions to human
rights: a beacon of hope for immigrants, a safe haven for refugees, and a country with a high
quality of life. Yet, when it comes to First Nations, Inuit and Métis communities, we are
hard-pressed to deal with a reality that has been with us throughout Canada’s settler
colonial history.
While Canada is recognized as a leading force in the 1948 United Nations Declaration on
Human Rights although, paradoxically, it denied status Indians the right to vote in federal
elections until 1960. Today, Canada overall is in the top 10 countries on the United Nations
Human Development Index, but First Nations communities ranked 68th, reflecting
structural inequities in access to basic human necessities such as education, housing and
clean water.
The country is lauded for supporting education to children in war-torn countries like
Afghanistan and, yet, education for First Nations, Inuit and Métis is chronically
underfunded. Indigenous children in Canada receive 60 to 80 per cent of the funds that their
non-Indigenous counterparts receive. According to the 2006 Canadian Census, 60 per cent
of First Nations and 75 per cent of Inuit students do not complete high school. While offreserve status and Métis fare better, there is a growing education gap that is aggravated by
a chronic underfunding gap, which too often, with deficit thinking, gets reconfigured as an
“achievement gap.”2
This essay was originally published as “Equity in aboriginal education is the only way forward,”
Rabble.ca (2011, July 7), http://rabble.ca/news/2011/07/equity-aboriginal-education-only-wayforward. It was slightly revised as, “For Aboriginal people education is the ‘new buffalo’,” for the
Ideas-Idees Blog (2011, August 23). http://www.ideas-idees.ca/blog/aboriginal-people-education-newbuffalo. Both versions were part of the series in the lead up to the “Transforming the academy:
Indigenous education” series for the Equity Issues Portfolio at the Congress of the Humanities and
Social Sciences, University of New Brunswick and St. Thomas University, Fredericton, New
Brunswick, 2011. Retrieved from http://www.ideas-idees.ca/blog/aboriginal-education-mattersstatus-aboriginal-people-and-scholarship-academy
2 Simon, Mary. (2010). “Inuit in Canada: Embracing the Maple Leaf.” 5 th Annual Hurtig Lecture on
the Future of Canada, Myer Horowitz Theatre, University of Alberta, September 25:
http://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/embracing-the-maple-leaf-1.2979048
1
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These statistics are just part of current social realities. Indigenous peoples in Canada have
a shorter life expectancy, have more chronic health problems, and are over-represented in
the criminal justice system, making up 20 per cent of the federal inmate population.
Given these challenges, why do Indigenous communities, particularly Indigenous children,
remain largely invisible in Canadian public life and policy priorities? In a Big Thinking/Voir
Grand Lecture at the 2011 Congress of the Humanities and the Social Sciences in
Fredericton, New Brunswick, Indigenous author and former Ontario lieutenant governor
James Bartleman explored the troubling and troublesome invisibility of Indigenous children
in public policy and the devastating implications for us all. And in his book, As Long as the
Rivers Flow,3 dedicated to those who committed suicide as a result of their residential school
experiences, Bartleman conveys an ethical, emotional and intellectual urgency to make
visible society’s blind spot towards the plight of Aboriginal children, youth and communities.
What are we to make of the fact that a distinctively Canadian human tragedy unfolded in
plain sight of one generation after another? However well-intentioned, it was, federal
legislation sent more than 150,000 Aboriginal children to residential schools.4 There, they
often were physical, sexually and emotionally abused, neglected, denied access to their
families, and living and experiencing their communities, cultures and languages.
In June 2008, the Canadian government began to come to terms with the residential schools
when the Prime Minister apologized in the House of Commons and acknowledged the
intergenerational trauma of the state policy.5 And, headed by Justice Murray Sinclair, the
world’s first Truth and Reconciliation Commission6 (TRC) dedicated to the experiences of
children has been tasked with developing a historical record of the stories of residential
school survivors.
Coming to terms with the past includes recognizing that this is a distinctively Canadian
tragedy, not only an Indigenous one, and the suffering experienced by residential school
survivors is not simply a collection of individualized or isolated symptoms; it manifests itself
in the destruction of individual and collective identities and in the loss of language, cultural
mooring and traditional ways of life. Were this to happen today it would be recognized as a
crime against humanity, which is made possible by the logic of a settler colonial state
determined to “kill the Indian in the child”7 and to erase the fact of Indigenous dispossession.
Bartleman, James. (2011). “Residential Schools: Have we forgotten our responsibility?,” Big
Thinking Lecture, Congress of the Humanities and Social Sciences, University of New Brunswick and
St Thomas University, June 2011, https://vimeo.com/26021332. See, also, James Bartleman, As Long
as the Rivers Flow. New York: Knopf, 2011.
4 Haig-Brown, Celia. (1988). Resistance and Renewal: Surviving the Indian Residential School.
Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press. http://www.arsenalpulp.com/bookinfo.php?index=8; and John S.
Milloy. (1999). A National Crime: The Canadian Government and the Residential School System
1879–1986. Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press.
5 “Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s Statement of Apology,” CBC News (2008, June 11),
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/prime-minister-stephen-harper-s-statement-of-apology-1.734250
6 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. (2011). Truth and Reconciliation Commission of
Canada. Retrieved from http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/index.php?p=26
7
See: “About the Indian residential schools Truth and Reconciliation Commission”
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/index.php?p=39
3
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While the TRC hopes for healing through truth-telling, this will be no easy feat, for it
requires political will, thinking outside the box of Indigenous-settler relations, bold
politically and socially innovative shared resolutions.
So what is to be done? Unsettling the durable legacies of settler colonialism will be no easy
feat, given the unresolved land claims, chronic under-resourcing of Indigenous health,
education, housing; the large numbers of Indigenous children still being removed from
homes and placed ineffective child welfare services; the large numbers of Indigenous men
and women imprisoned, including for minor infractions; and the violence against women
and the growing number of missing and murder Aboriginal women.
Schools and universities have an important role to play in transforming these political,
economic and social conditions, including educating about difficult knowledges and
contentious issues such as settler colonialism, dispossession, land claims, and inequitable
funding for Indigenous communities. Equitably resourcing Indigenous education must be a
key priority. Sometimes longstanding challenges can seem so big, so intractable, that people
throw up their hands, uncertain of where to begin. But this is not where we are. We are in
an historic moment characterized by remarkable social policy consensus. While we cannot
put all of our eggs in one policy basket, Indigenous education is recognized as the priority to
help level the playing field and to lifting children out of disparities and Aboriginal people
out of the conditions of systemic inequities.
Aboriginal elders often refer to education as the “new buffalo.”8 In a recent book, The New
Buffalo: The Struggle for Aboriginal Post-Secondary Education in Canada, 9 Blair
Stonechild, an Indigenous scholar and survivor of the Qu’Appelle Indian Residential School
at Lebrat, argues that education is the means by which First Nations, Inuit and Métis will
rebuild healthy families, reclaim the cultural and linguistic vibrancy of Aboriginal
communities, pursue sustainable economic development and achieve self-government.
Among the most ardent advocates of Indigenous, particularly First Nations educational
equity, is Shawn Atleo, former National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations. During his
time as AFN Chief Atleo repeatedly made passionate pleas to all governments, education
institutions, and private and public sector organizations to support his vision of Aboriginal
education initiatives as the foundation for growth for First Nations communities. For Atleo,
this is an urgent moment in which we all needed to understand the context and the choices
in which Aboriginal peoples and non-Aboriginal peoples can move forward, together.
When Chief Atleo 10 recently addressed scholars, citizens and leaders in Fredericton, he
recounted complaining bitterly about Grade 11 algebra, which he doubted he could ever
The Alberta Teachers’ Association. (2006). Education is our Buffalo. Retrieved from
http://www.ldaa.ca/assets/pdfs/freeResources/EducationIsOurBuffalo.pdf
9 Stonechild, Blair (2006). The New Buffalo: The Struggle for Aboriginal Post-Secondary Education
in Canada. Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press. Retrieved from
http://uofmpress.ca/books/detail/the-new-buffalo
10 Chief Shawn A-in-Chut Atleo. “First Nations Education: Can we afford to miss out?” Big Thinking
Equity Lecture, Congress of the Humanities and Social Sciences, University of New Brunswick and
8
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pass. His father responded, “You have what you say,” adding, “There is no easy way. There
is the hard way or the harder way.” Achieving equity in Aboriginal education will be hard
to be sure, but consistently ignoring it as we have done is definitely the harder way.
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2.

On making love to death: Plains Cree and Blackfoot wisdom

Dwayne Donald, University of Alberta

My main role in my Faculty is to create, expand and enhance the opportunities students
have to engage with Indigenous standpoints and experiences in association with curricular
and pedagogical considerations. This is a new and unique role for our Faculty. My
encounters with students can be difficult, contentious, and punctuated with various forms
of resistance. I endeavour to be ever mindful of the ways in which these encounters are
circumscribed by colonial logics11 and remember that all students, whoever they are, will
naturally resist new knowledge that is intended to make some rather significant claims on
them.
In doing this work, I am also mindful of the troubling ways in which Indigenous knowledge
systems and philosophies are often reduced to a cultural show-and–tell, couched in
curricular terms as culturally-relevant or culturally-appropriate. In this model, what we call
“culture” is distanced from the philosophies that inform it and instead framed in the
Enlightenment traditions as an inorganic anthropological “thing” that provides an
interesting distraction from the real work of schools.12
When a teaching, such as the medicine wheel13, gets reified and thing-ified as an isolated
example of “culture,” “spirit,” and “identity,” then the teaching is effectively divorced from
the processes and commitments that give it depth, meaning, and life. What preoccupies me
most, then, in doing this work is some rather careful thinking on the possibility that the
spirit, intent, and integrity of Indigenous philosophies and teachings can be meaningfully
maintained when they are shared in formal institutional settings – with students who
typically have very little prior experience with such philosophies and teachings. Anyone who
has tried to negotiate these tensions knows that this is a very complex task.
Donald, Dwayne T. (2009). Forts, Curriculum, and Indigenous Métissage: Imagining
Decolonization of Aboriginal-Canadian Relations in Educational Contexts. First Nations
Perspectives, 2, 1. Retrieved from
http://www.mfnerc.org/images/stories/FirstNationsJournal/Volume2/004_donald.pdf
And Donald, Dwayne T. (2009). Forts, Curriculum, and Indigenous Métissage: Imagining
Decolonization of Aboriginal-Canadian Relations in Educational Contexts. First Nations
Perspectives, 2, 1. Retrieved from
http://www.mfnerc.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=228&Itemid=116
12
Donald, Dwayne. (2010).On What Terms Can We Speak?. University of Lethbridge, Faculty of
Education. Podcast retrieved from http://vimeo.com/15264558
13 Anishanaabemdaa. (2011). Medicine Wheel. Retrieved from
http://www.anishinaabemdaa.com/medicinewheel.htm
11
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One tension that I wish to focus on grows from the common assumption that the current
character of Indigenous-Canadian relations is basically an informational problem. By this,
I mean that the common curricular and pedagogical assumption seems to be that talking
about Indians with students will somehow improve the relationship. The lovely educational
ideal in this case, then, appears to focus on getting the information right as a means of
gaining control of a contentious situation.
“If the students just know more about Indigenous peoples, their history and culture, and
who they are, then they will be feel more comfortable discussing those issues in classroom
settings – and less likely to be prejudiced against Indigenous people today.” The information
is perceived to be able to solve the problem. Now, I don’t want to suggest that information is
not an important consideration in this case. It is. However, I do want to suggest that there
is much at stake in our curricular and pedagogical relationships to knowledge, what we
think it is for, and what it can do for us. Plains Cree14 and Blackfoot15 wisdom traditions
have something to teach about this. It has to do with making love to death.
Indigenous peoples in North America tell innumerable, interconnected, and unending
stories of a Trickster-Teacher-Brother being who is involved in the creation and discovery of
the world and all those that inhabit it. Tricksters16 are simultaneously spirit and human
and possess unique transformative powers that give them the ability to appear in diverse
forms such as Coyote, Spider, Raven, Whiskey Jack, Crow, and Old Man. They also often
appear in differing human-like forms – male, female, and sometimes a balance of both –
depending on where they are and what they are doing. The telling of Trickster stories was
an important part of the teaching ‘curriculum’ in traditional times and these stories were
told to the young with specific pedagogical intent. These traditions continue in many
communities today.
Over the years, I have heard Plains Cree stories about the Trickster Wîsahkecâhk17 and
Blackfoot stories about the Old Man Naapi18. The stories tell of creation and the ways and
means by which Wîsahkecâhk and Naapi discover the uses, purposes, and characters of the
different lifeforms – people, plants, animals, trees, rocks and so on – that they encounter as
they travel around. These stories teach the young about the nature of the world as their
ancestors knew it, but also provide pedagogical guidance and insight on how to behave with
good manners in the world.
Donald, Dwayne T (2004). Edmonton Pentimento: Re-Reading History in the Case of the
Papaschase Cree. Journal of the Canadian Association for Curriculum Studies, 2, 1. Retrieved from
http://pi.library.yorku.ca/ojs/index.php/jcacs/article/view/16868
15 Native Languages of the Americas. (2011). Blackfoot Culture and History. Retrieved from
http://www.native-languages.org/blackfoot_culture.htm
16 Ryan, Allan. J. (1999). The Trickster Shift: Humour and Irony in Contemporary Native Art.
Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press.
17 Native Languages of the Americas. (2011). Native Languages of the Americas: Wesakechak
Stories and other Cree Legends. Retrieved from http://www.native-languages.org/cree-legends.htm
18 Blackfoot Digital Library. (n.d.). Earl Willows Tells the Story of Naapi and the Boulder. Retrieved
from http://blackfootdigitallibrary.org/en/asset/earl-willows-tells-story-naapi-and-boulder
14
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The stories of Wîsahkecâhk and Naapi enable this instruction by providing us with vivid
examples of how not to behave, and we are expected to learn from their mistakes. In the
stories, both Wîsahkecâhk and Naapi often forget their relations and act in disrespectful,
selfish, deceitful, and thoughtless ways. Both beings typically want to find shortcuts, take
the easy road, avoid work, and trick others into doing things for their own benefit. They are
both often hungry, thirsty, tired, in need of shelter, in want of a sexual companion, jealous
of what others have, and unwilling to put in the time and effort to meet these needs and
wants for and by themselves. They are revealed as spirit beings subject to very human
emotions and desires.
As students of the stories, we are trained to see ourselves and our own foolishness in their
mistakes. We all have Wîsahkecâhk and Naapi within us. One powerful insight that I have
learned from these stories is that both Wîsahkecâhk and Naapi constantly endeavour to
secure the surety and comfort of a good life at the expense of others. In attempting to do so,
they both selfishly covet – make love to – something that is impossible to possess. In their
endless attempts to attain the unattainable, do the impossible, craft surety out of ambiguity,
Wîsahkecâhk and Naapi make love to death. And they repeatedly fail.
This idea of making love to death can be interpreted in many different ways, most notably
with reference to the ongoing human love affair with market capitalist devoted notions of
technology, progress, and development juxtaposed with the environmental damage done in
the name of such devotions. As we continue to “make love” to oil,19 we slowly kill ourselves.
For the purposes of this piece, though, I suggest that our curricular and pedagogical
dedication to informational surety as a way to solve ambiguity and difficulty is also a form
of making love to death.
We know that for many years now curriculum and pedagogy have been regarded as
mechanistic tools that aid in the educational attainment of single-minded and exclusionary
notions of truth. The belief has been that the right information from the proper knowledge
system, sequenced in the correct order, presented in the correct way, would produce the
desired effect in the student. The significance of the educative process comes predetermined. Such a truncated curricular and pedagogical approach, applied throughout the
grades with the proper instruction, would eventually produce the right kind of citizen. This
approach longs for surety, a conclusion, and the language it uses suggests a troubling kind
of foreclosure. As David Jardine20 has written:
It longs for the last word; it longs for a world in which the Word no longer lives, a world in
which the droning silence of objective presentability finally holds sway over human life. The
difficult nature of human life will be solved. We will finally have the curriculum “right” once
and for all. We will have turned children inside-out and searched out every nook and cranny.
Nothing more will need to be said.
CBC Shows (Producer). (2011, January 27). The Tipping Point. The Nature of Things. Video
retrieved from http://www.cbc.ca/video/#/Shows/The_Nature_of_Things/1242300217/ID=1769597772
20 Jardine, D.W. (1990). Awakening from Descartes’ Nightmare: On the Love of Ambiguity in
Phenomenological Approaches to Education. Studies in Philosophy and Education, 10.Retrieved
from http://www.springerlink.com/content/x538797424040p8m/
19
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Like Wîsahkecâhk and Naapi, adherents to these curricular and pedagogical approaches
make love to death.
So, if informational surety is problematic, then which reframed curricular and pedagogical
understandings do I encourage my students to adopt? Plains Cree and Blackfoot Elders21
have taught me some very important lessons about human relationality. What is required
for knowledge to become organic and make a claim on us that will facilitate a necessary shift
in our understanding is a storied approach to knowledge that helps us see ourselves
implicated in and in relation to what it is that we want to know.
The important lesson here is that meaningful teaching and learning requires the creation of
a pedagogical context that fosters an organic, life-giving, and life-sustaining form of hope.
To state it more directly, what we want to learn cannot be separated from the processes we
go through while learning. For teaching and learning to be meaningful, we need to see
ourselves in ecological relation to that which we want to know. Relations always come first.
This is what stories teach us.
If it really is all about relations, then what guidance does this wisdom provide to the
particular problem of Indigenous-Canadian relations in the context of teacher education
today? It is the ethical and relational commitments emphasised in Indigenous wisdom
traditions that will foster and teach a specific form of historical consciousness among
Canadians, and thus set the context for renewed partnerships.
These teachings are the inspiration for the notion of ethical relationality – an ecological
understanding of human relationality that does not deny difference, but rather seeks to
more deeply understand how our different histories and experiences position us in relation
to each other. This form of relationality is ethical because it does not overlook or invisibilise
the particular historical, cultural, and social contexts from which a standpoint arises. It puts
these considerations at the forefront of engagements across frontiers of difference.
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Indigenous knowledge, anticolonialism and empowerment

Waziyatawin Angela Wilson, University of Victoria

Indigenous knowledge recovery is an anti-colonial project.22 It is a project that gains its
momentum from the anguish of loss of what was and the determined hope for what will be.
It springs from the disaster resulting from the centuries of colonialism’s efforts to
methodically eradicate our ways of seeing, being and interacting with the world. At the dawn
of the 21st century, the recovery of Indigenous knowledge23 is a conscious and systematic
effort to revalue that which has been denigrated and revive that which has been destroyed.
It is about regaining the ways of being which allowed our peoples to live a spirituallybalanced, sustainable existence within our ancient homelands for thousands of years.
In privileging writings about current work in Indigenous knowledge recovery 24 , we are
challenging the powerful institutions of colonization which have routinely dismissed
alternative knowledges and ways of being as irrelevant to the modern world. As Indigenous
Peoples and other advocates of Indigenous knowledge have typically been denied access to
the academic power structures which legitimize knowledge production, those of us with
access to those structures must work to support Indigenous knowledge recovery efforts for
our own purposes.
Rather than engaging this issue simply as an “intellectual property” exploit, the goal of
Indigenous scholars working in this area is to discuss Indigenous knowledge in the broader
context of Indigenous empowerment. Indigenous knowledge is meaningless and actually
harmful if its holders and practitioners are not simultaneously empowered and supported
in efforts to not only survive – but also thrive. 25
The process of colonization required the complete subjugation of our minds and spirits, in
addition to our physical subjugation, so that our lands and resources could be robbed from
Wilson, Angela C. (2004). Introduction: Indigenous Knowledge Recovery Is Indigenous
Empowerment.
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23 UNESCO. (n.d.). Best Practices on Indigenous Knowledge. In Management of Social
Transformations (MOST). Retrieved from http://www.unesco.org/most/bpindi.htm
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underneath our bodies. Ngugi wa Thiong’o describes the largest weapon of imperialism as
the cultural bomb: “The effect of a cultural bomb is to annihilate a people’s belief in their
names, in their languages, in their environment, in their heritage of struggle, in their unity,
in their capacities and ultimately in themselves.” 26 Indeed, through the combined efforts of
government institutions and Christian workers, Indigenous Peoples in the United States
and Canada faced severe persecution for practicing our spirituality, for speaking our
languages, and for attempting to live the way our ancestors before us had lived. The federal
boarding and residential schools27 continued this tradition, aiming their most concerted and
brutal assaults on our most vulnerable and precious populations: the children. While the
devastation wrought from these assaults was not totally complete, it has been sufficiently
thorough to severely disrupt our ways of living and to cause us to question the usefulness
and importance of the ways of life given to us.
We were taught that the conquest and “civilizing” of our people was inevitable; that we too
must give way to “progress.” It was hammered into our heads that our Indigenous cultural
traditions were inferior to those of Euro-Americans and Euro-Canadians, that there was
nothing of value in our old ways, and that those ways were incompatible with modernity
and civilization. But they really meant something different.
In order for the colonizers to complete their colonizing mission, they were required to not
only make themselves believe these ideas, they were also required to make us – the
colonized28 – believe them. 29
In one way they were correct; within the confines of colonialism our ways were irrelevant
and incompatible. Indigenous traditions are of little value in a world based on the oppression
of whole nations of people and the destructive exploitation of natural resources. Our values
and lifeways are inconsistent with the materialism and militarism characteristic of today’s
world powers. In this world that colonialism has created, there is no place for Indigenous
knowledge.
When Indigenous peoples were taught the worthlessness of our traditions and knowledge,
it was designed to perpetuate the colonial machine. If Indigenous cultural traditions were
deemed to be on equal ground with the colonizer’s traditions, colonialist practices would be
impossible to rationally sustain. Unless they were willing to complete a project of complete
extermination, their sense of peace required the muting of Indigenous voices, the blinding
of Indigenous worldview, and the repression of Indigenous resistance.
Ngugi wa Thiong’o. (2009, December 11). Introduction: Towards the Universal Struggle of
Language. Excerpt, Decolonizing the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature ]. Langaa
Research and Publishing Common Initiative Group . Retrieved from http://www.langaarpcig.net/+Decolonizing-the-Mind-by-Ngugi-wa+.html
27 Assembly of First Nations. (n.d.). Indian Residential Schools Unit. Retrieved from
http://www.afn.ca/index.php/en/policy-areas/indian-residential-schools-unit
28 Memmi, Albert. (1965). The Colonizer and the Colonized . Boston, MA: Beacon Press.
29 Waziyatawin Angela Wilson. (2007, October 12).Talking Decolonization with Waziyatawin, Part 1.
Healing the Earth Radio. Rabble.ca. Podcast retrieved from http://rabble.ca/podcasts/shows/healingearth/talking-decolonization-waziyatawin-part-1
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However, within a broader context, we know these ideas about Indigenous ways of life to be
false. At any point in history, we could have worked jointly towards conditions that would
facilitate the return of Indigenous ways of being while appreciating the knowledge that
supported those ways. Even now this is not an impossible task. The same human beings who
created the conditions of this world also have the capacity to change it. In telling us we must
change and adapt, they really meant that the old ways must end because they were
unwilling to change their colonizing ways. They were unwilling to end their occupation of
our homelands; they were unwilling to foster the restoration of the plants and animals
indigenous to our homelands; they were unwilling to discontinue their exploitation and
destruction of all that we cherished; and they were unwilling to let us retain the knowledge
of alternative ways of being. Because the colonizers wanted to continue colonizing, we had
to change and our way of life had to be destroyed. So goes the nasty business of empire
building.
The legacy of this colonizing objective is frequently parroted by Indigenous peoples – even
by some academics – who have obediently learned to restrict their own vision according to
the parameters set for us by our colonizers. Fortunately there have always been those among
us who understood the political motivations behind their thinking, who held fast to the
original directions given specifically to our ancestors, and who resisted colonization by
carrying that knowledge into the present. There is a growing number of Indigenous people
and non-Indigenous allies who have seen the fallacy of Euro-American and Euro-Canadian
self-purported superiority and who have complete faith in the ways of life that sustained us
for thousands of years. In fact, many of us even go so far as to suggest that eventually these
ways may resolve some of the global crises facing all populations today.
Before knowledge of these ways of being and interacting with the world can be shared,
however, as Indigenous Peoples we must first work on recovering these traditions among
our own populations. While decolonization 30 ultimately requires the overturning of the
colonial structure, that must be initiated by the colonized. As I have argued elsewhere, “The
recovery of Indigenous knowledge is deeply intertwined with the process of decolonization
because for many of us it is only through a consciously critical assessment of how the
historical process of colonization has systematically devalued our Indigenous ways that we
can begin to reverse the damage wrought from those assaults.” 31
The revaluing of our traditional knowledge has to begin in our own communities among our
own people, not only because we are the major holders of the knowledge and the major
impetus for decolonization begins there, but also so that we can prevent that knowledge from
being appropriated by the colonial system.

Waziyatawin Healing the Earth Radio. (2007, October 12).Talking Decolonization with
Waziyatawin, Part 1. Rabble.ca. Podcast retrieved from http://rabble.ca/podcasts/shows/healingearth/talking-decolonization-waziyatawin-part-1
31 Waziyatawin, Angela. (2006). In the Footsteps of Our Ancestors. St. Paul, MN: Living Justice Press;
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4.

Indigenous knowledge, symbolic literacy and the 1764 Treaty at
Niagara
Lynn Gehl, York University

Kwey Kwey; Mnakinag ndoodem. Pikwàkanagàn n´doonjiba. Peterborough megwa
ndidaa. Giizhigaate-Mnidoo-kwe ndizhinikaaz. Nda zhaaganaashii noozwin Lynn Gehl.
It was in the year 1764 when the Treaty at Niagara took place. This event served to ratify
the 1763 Royal Proclamation 32 , commonly thought of as Canada’s first constitutional
document. In actuality, the 1763 Royal Proclamation is only one of Canada’s first
constitutional documents. Because successive governments of Canada have promoted a
particular version of history – a fiction of two founding nations – the broader Canadian
public may be unaware of the significant roles Indigenous Nations held in Canada’s creation.
Perhaps this storytelling and my narrative approach, both of which are valid and legitimate
ways of knowing, will serve well to convey an Indigenous understanding of Canada’s history.
Indian Superintendent William Johnson called the congress of 1764 as a means to congeal
the interests of several different groups of the newly emerging society: British,
Anishinaabe33 (Algonquin, Mississauga, Nipissing, Odawa, and Ojibway), Cree, Huron, and
Haudenosaunee.34 Johnson was concerned about Anishinaabe Chief Pontiac whose freedom
fighting actions resulted in the death of many European settlers and the destruction of a
number of British forts. In addition, Johnson had to safely secure the land holdings of the
French people who had settled in Lower Canada, part of which is Algonquin Anishinaabe
traditional territory.
The Algonquin and Nipissing Anishinaabe Nations were commissioned by Johnson as
runners for the 1764 congress. As constitutional delegates the Algonquin and Nipissing
Nations travelled the land and waterscapes with a printed copy of the Royal Proclamation
as well as with several strings of white wampum35 to signify peace and invite all of the
surrounding Nations to attend. Due to the success of these constitutional delegates well over
2,000 Chiefs from the Great Lakes region attended.
Canada in the Making. (n.d.). Aboriginals: Treaties & Relations. Retrieved from
http://www2.canadiana.ca/citm/themes/aboriginals/aboriginals3_e.html
33 Anishinaabemdaa. (2011). Anishinaabe Culture. Retrieved from
http://www.anishinaabemdaa.com/culture.htm
34Handenosanee Confederacy. (n.d). Welcome to the Handenosanee Confederacy. Retrieved from
http://www.haudenosauneeconfederacy.ca/
35 Prindle, T. (1994). Woven Wampum Beadwork. Retrieved from
http://www.nativetech.org/wampum/wamphist.htm
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To guarantee the successful ratification of the Royal Proclamation, to ensure a clear
understanding as well as to codify the historic event at Niagara, Johnson relied on
Indigenous practices of wampum diplomacy and its inherent forms of symbolic literacy.36
During the ratification process Johnson presented two Wampum Belts to the Anishinaabe.
These two Belts are known as The British and Great Lakes Covenant Chain Confederacy
Wampum Belt37 and The Twenty Four Nations Wampum Belt.38 The former Belt codified a
relationship between equal allies that was as strong as links in a chain, a relationship that
required a process of polishing and re-polishing what may tarnish, just as silver tarnishes.
The latter Belt represented the Indigenous Nations that participated at the Treaty at
Niagara, where the chain secured around the rock, running through the twenty four Nations’
hands, and attached to a British vessel, and represented the negotiating process Indigenous
Nations were to take to ensure their equal share of the resources and bounty of the land. In
turn, Indigenous Nations also gave Johnson a Wampum Belt: the Two Row Wampum Belt.39
This Belt codified a nation-to-nation relationship rooted in the philosophy and practice of
non-interference mediated by peace, friendship, and respect.
In sum, through offering The British and Great Lakes Covenant Chain Confederacy
Wampum Belt and The Twenty Four Nations Wampum Belt to the Indigenous Nations and
through accepting the Two Row Wampum Belt, the British accepted a nation-to-nation
relationship rooted in a policy of non-interference. This nation-to-nation relationship applied
to matters such as Indigenous Nations’ right to self-government, their right to define their
own citizenship laws, as well as their right to an equal distribution of land and resources
required to self-govern. Clearly these three Wampum Belts embody Indigenous agency as
sovereign Nations versus subjects of the British.
Although many Canadians are unaware, in conjunction with the 1763 Royal Proclamation
these three Wampum Belts and the knowledge they codify are also Canada’s first
constitutional documents and thus an important element of Canada’s history that must be
respected and honoured in practice. Certainly in Indigenous Nations’ continued quest for
self-determination the knowledge of this nation-to-nation relationship lives on in our hearts,
minds, and practices. In the contemporary context the knowledge codified in these three
constitutional documents translates to the need for the governments of Canada to respect
and commit to a nation-to-nation relationship and provide Indigenous Nations with their
rightful share of the necessary land and resources that allows for our financial,
jurisdictional, and administrative independence for as long as the sun shines and the rivers
Battiste, Marie. (1984). Micmac Literacy and Cognitive Assimilation. Retrieved from
http://eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED267957.pdf
37 Canada’s First Peoples. (2007). Treaties & Change: Treaties and Alliances before European
Contact. Retrieved from http://firstpeoplesofcanada.com/fp_treaties/fp_treaties_earlyalliances.html
38 Canada’s First Peoples. (2007). Treaties & Change: British Relations with First Peoples after
1763. The Pontiac Rebellions. Retrieved from
http://firstpeoplesofcanada.com/fp_treaties/fp_treaties_br1stpplafter1763.html
39Akwesasne. (2011). The Kaswentha: Two Row Wampum. Retrieved from
http://www.akwesasne.ca/tworowwampum.html
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flow. This constitutional relationship ratified at Niagara, as Kiera L. Ladner40 has argued,
is known as Treaty Federalism.41
To create a larger space for an Indigenous hegemony, one where our right to selfdetermination and mino-bimadiziwin42 resides at the core, I have constructed new editions
of these three historic Wampum Belts or alternatively these three constitutional documents.
It is important that these three Wampum Belts be valued as “new editions” versus merely
as “reproductions” as indeed the original meaning of a nation-to-nation non-interfering
relationship remains intact in the minds and hearts of Indigenous people. I completed this
task through the time-honoured and ancient traditions of Anishinaabe ways of knowing and
being such as Elders, tobacco, storytelling, and learning by doing. Elder, language speaker,
and ceremonialist Doug Williams offered tobacco asking me to learn the knowledge of these
three Wampum Belts. I also received Wampum Belt instructions from Elder, language
speaker, and ceremonialist Grandfather William Commanda.43
Prior to beginning my process of weaving these three Wampum Belts I also learned from the
knowledge and wisdom of others such as Annie Cooper, Paul Williams, Anishinaabe
historian Alan Corbiere, and Anishinaabe legal scholar John Borrows. 44 In addition, in
weaving these three Wampum Belts I relied upon descriptions and sketches found in the
historic literature. Along my journey I made tobacco offerings, paid particular attention to
my dreams, and smudged all the necessary elements required. To wrap and protect my
Wampum Belts my brother, Dennis, was kind and gifted me with both a bear pelt and a
moose hide harvested from traditional Algonquin Anishinaabe territory. When I completed
the entire task I feasted my new knowledge bundle to honour its spirit. In re-building this
Treaty at Niagara Wampum Bundle I have articulated the knowledge our ancestors
carefully embodied in the hearts and minds of the Indigenous peoples. The year 2014 marks
the 250th anniversary of the 1764 Treaty at Niagara, the event that ratified Canada’s
constitutional beginnings.
This is my story. Aapjigo ndoo-gchinendam Anishinaabe-kwe eyaawyan!

University of Manitoba. Centre for Human Rights Research Initiative. (n.d.) Dr. Kiera Ladner.
Retrieved from http://www.chrr.info/researcher-of-the-week/43-dr-kiera-ladner
41 Ladner, Kiera L. (2006). Indigenous Governance: Questioning the Status and the Possibilities for
Reconciliation with Canada’s Commitment to Aboriginal and Treaty Rights. Retrieved from
http://fngovernance.org/ncfng_research/kiera_ladner.pdf
42 Anishinaabe Mino Bimaadizwin: Principles for Anishinaabe Education. [PDF document]. (n.d.).
Retrieved from http://www.7generations.org/Anishinaabe%20Mino%20Bimaadizwin.pdf
43 A Circle of All Nations. (n.d.). William Commanda: A Mini Backgrounder. Retrieved from
http://www.angelfire.com/ns/circleofallnations/page2.html
44 University of Minnesota Law. (2011). John Borrows. Retrieved from
http://www.law.umn.edu/facultyprofiles/borrowsj.html
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5.
Beyond
pedagogies

‘beads

and

feathers’:

Indigenous

knowledge

and

María del Carmen Rodriguez de France, University of Victoria

“My hope emerges from those places of struggle where I witness individuals positively
transforming their lives and the world around them,” writes bell hooks. “Educating is
always a vocation rooted in hopefulness. As teachers we believe that learning is possible,
that nothing can keep an open mind from seeking after knowledge and finding a way to
know.” Like bell hooks in Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope,45 my own hope
emerges from the places and the spaces in which uncertainty, confusion, and chaos renders
me with opportunities to change and transform life. Such spaces and places of struggle are
found most often within the university, in the classrooms where I facilitate courses on
Indigenous knowledge and pedagogy.
Although I am an Indigenous woman (Kickapoo nation),46 I am also an immigrant, a visitor
on this land that I now call home. A land whose history I explore and try to understand
through facilitating courses that I teach. At a personal level, courses on Indigenous
knowledge, education, and epistemologies render me with possibilities to reflect on my own
Indigenous heritage and my identity. As a teacher and facilitator, these courses offer me
challenges and opportunities to think of my role within a Teacher Education Program where
most of the students are non-Indigenous and are required to take a course on Indigenous
Education as part of their program of study.
For several years now, every student teacher in the elementary, secondary, and Post Degree
Professional Programs has experienced with a common course on Indigenous education. The
topics within this common course include ways to address the learning and teaching
requirements of Indigenous children, youth, and adults through the appreciation of
Indigenous peoples’ relationships with the land, language, and the community.
The course was developed having in mind the ethical responsibility of teachers to learn about
the territory in which they will be working and the people of the land; teachers should be
better prepared to serve Indigenous children and youth within the schools. The Faculty also
offers elective courses on Indigenous perspectives. As well, at different times during the
academic year, the students have opportunities to participate in community events and
Hooks, B. (2003). Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope . New York: Routledge.
Native Language of the Americas. (2011). Native Languages of the Americas: Kickapoo (Kikapoo,
Kikapu). Retrieved from http://www.native-languages.org/kickapoo.htm
45
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activities thus learning about and engaging in relationships with members of various
Indigenous communities.
Throughout the province of British Columbia, as across Canada, the number of Indigenous
children at school continues to increase. Although the number of Indigenous students
enrolled at my university has increased, the population in our teacher education programs
still is predominantly non-Indigenous. As part of our commitment to inclusive education and
respectful learning environments, it is important to create opportunities for Indigenous and
non-Indigenous pre-service teachers to learn about Indigenous perspectives, worldviews,
history, and pedagogy in order to better serve this growing population and to better engage
different ways of being and knowing.
The experiences of the pre-service teachers are varied and often times reflect their level of
comfort (or discomfort 47 ) in relationship to their prior exposure (or lack thereof) to
Indigenous topics whether they relate to history, worldviews, and/or pedagogies.
Consequently, this required course presents them with opportunities and challenges when
trying to “fill the gaps” in their school experience, the degree of knowledge about Indigenous
education, and their own preparation to become teachers. It is surprising and sometimes
shocking for me to learn that some of the students arrive to this point in their academic
career not having learned about the Indigenous territory where they grew up, about the
devastating impact and legacies of residential schools48 nor about the era of the 60s Scoop,49
the ‘stolen generation’ of Indigenous children removed from their families and put up for
adoption. Given this context, I think that part of my ethical responsibility is to expose them
to such histories through diverse means: interactions with guest speakers, performing arts,
poetry, and so forth.
In “Aboriginal education teaching experiences,”50 Indigenous scholar Laara Fitznor suggests
courses that require students to challenge the dominant pedagogical discourse as they relate
to Indigenous history and worldview are only now beginning to form part of postsecondary
curriculum across Canada. This presents wonderful opportunities for me in learning how to
develop strategies and ways to engage students in topics that require a shift in perspective
and the acceptance of ambiguity.
Because I consider myself a lifelong learner, my students and I navigate together the
complexities of learning about, from, and with the Indigenous people of Canada. Due to the
Corntassel, J. (2011, January 1). Indigenizing the Academy: Insurgent Education and the Roles of
Indigenous Intellectuals [Blog Entry]. Retrieved from http://www.ideas-idees.ca/blog/indigenizingacademy-insurgent-education-and-roles-indigenous-intellectuals
48 CBC Newsmagazine. (2009, September 29). A Lost Heritage: Canada’s Residential Schools. CBC
Digital Archives. Podcast retrieved from http://archives.cbc.ca/society/education/topics/692/
49 Kakeeway, S. (2004, December 6). Canada: The 60s Scoop: The Repatriation Process. Native
News North,Yahoo Groups. Retrieved from http://groups.yahoo.com/group/NatNewsnorth/message/6414
50 Firznor, L. (2005). Aboriginal Educational Teaching Experiences: Foregrounding
Aboriginal/Indigenous Knowledges and Processes. Retrieved from
http://www.cst.ed.ac.uk/2005conference/papers/Fitznor_paper.pdf
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challenging nature of courses like this, some students often experience emotions 51 and
feelings that hinder their learning process. Other students embrace the opportunity to be
challenged in their prior knowledge, their belief systems and, as importantly, in thinking or
re-thinking their role as educators. There are different ways in which I try to engage my
students in these processes. At times, the attempt is evident. At times, it is subtle. And
herein lies a challenge for me as facilitator and for them in their role as student-teachers:
How to move beyond a “beads and feathers” approach to working with Indigenous students,
parents, and communities?; How to “live” different perspectives within the classroom?; How
to become an ally or in the words of Shawn Wilson, an “Indigenist”?52
Mindfulness,53 both as process and outcome, is needed as part of the shared commitment
that is respectful of and sensitive to Indigenous contexts. However, in order to become a
competent educator, the fusion of reflection and practice or as bell hooks would say, “engaged
pedagogy”54 is paramount to the teaching and learning process, as Kwame Nkrumah put it
in Consciencism,55 “practice without thought is blind; thought without practice is empty.”
There is a part of me that wants these future educators to understand that learning about
Indigenous perspectives does not necessarily mean that they will leave my course being
experts on the topic; after all, I tell them, this is not a course entitled, “Everything you
always wanted to know about Indigenous people (in a term).”
I am learning about this land called Canada and trying to better articulate my own positions
and approaches about teaching and learning as they relate to Indigenous matters. Therefore,
I invite the students to take this time in the program as an opportunity to pay attention to
classroom dynamics, to methods and methodologies, to strategies, and even to content in
order to reflect on how the ideas I present, the ways in which I teach, the readings I choose,
and the way in which I carry myself are all part and parcel of what they will be doing in
their future practice. I ask them to think of how all of these elements might inform their
own work. I ask them to be aware of the fact that the course is not a “tool kit” of approaches
or methods. Rather, it is an opportunity to learn about the impact that history, policy,
politics, and diverse practices have had on Indigenous people and how these have
implications for us as teachers working in the field of education.
Boler, M. & Zembylas, M. (2003). Discomforting Truths: The Emotional Terrain of Understanding
Difference. In Pedagogies of Difference: Rethinking Education for Social Change. New York:
Routledge (5). Retrieved from http://www.routledge.com/books/details/9780415931496/
52 Wilson, S. (2009). Research is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods . Halifax, Newfoundland:
Fernwood. Also, see: Rodríguez de France, María del Carmen. Reflective Practice and Reflexive
Praxis: Teaching Indigenous Pedagogy at the University of Victoria [PDF document]. Retrieved
from Camosun College: http://camosun.ca/aboriginal/pdf_files/stenistolw-defrance.pdf
53 Subramanian, Suneetha M. and Pisupati, Balakrishna. (2010). Introduction. In Traditional
Knowledge in Policy and Practice: Approaches to Development and Human Well-Being. Tokyo:
United Nations University Press. Retrieved from http://archive.unu.edu/unupress/samplechapters/TraditionalKnowledgePolicyAndPractice.pdf
54Hooks, B. (1998). Engaged Pedagogy: A Transgressive Education for Critical Consciousness . New
York: Greenwood Press.
55 Nkrumah, Kwame. (1964). Consciencism. London: Monthly Review Press.
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Education, I believe, is a field where our role is to lift each other up, to bring about what is
within. This is, after all, what “education” means at its root.
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6.

Everything is alive and everyone is related: Indigenous knowing
and inclusive education

Jean-Paul Restoule, OISE, University of Toronto

Boozhoo. Jean-Paul Restoule nintishinikaas. Wajask nitootem. Okikendawt mnissing
nitoonci. Anishinaabe ndaaw.
This greeting and introduction in Anishinaabemowin,56 that is, the Ojibwe language, tells a
fellow Anishinaabe some key information. It communicates my name, my clan, my
community, and my people. In about ten words I’ve given a knowledgeable Anishinaabe
much of what they need to know about who I am and where I come from. Anything else I
say afterward can be contextualized by this standard introduction.
If one looks closer at the way the introduction is stated, it communicates a series of
relationships that grow ever wider and more numerous, from the self, to the clan, to the
community, to the nation. Outward from here I am related to all other humans and all living
beings in Creation too. This greeting embodies a fundamental tenet of Anishinaabe, and
Aboriginal, worldviews: the notion that everyone is related. Another standard tenet of
Aboriginal worldviews is the idea that everything is alive or has spirit. Together with
everyone is related, these two principles form the foundation of an indigenous ethic of
education. One of the implications of acknowledging everything is alive and everyone is
related is that teaching and learning are necessarily going to be inclusive. An example
drawn from indigenous ways of group learning is the circle process.
Meeting in circle, everyone can see everyone else present (unlike meetings where everyone
sits in rows). Everyone’s voice is sought, welcomed and respected. There is a saying among
the Onkwehonweh57 that everyone in the circle is of the same height. The circle acts to
disrupt hierarchy and power imbalances. There is space and time for the most minoritized
views to be expressed. We accord respect to all views in the circle because all beings are due
that respect.
Ojibwe Language. (2011, October 14.). Retrieved October 30, 2011 from Wikipedia:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ojibwe_language
57 A Message from Ganienkeh Independent North American Indian State. No.30. The Acquiescent
Indian. (1980, January). In Ganienkeh Newsletter. Retrieved from
http://www.louishall.com/newsletters/ganienkeh/no30.html
56
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This pedagogy is bolstered by an ethics that emerges from our stories and guides our actions
and our words. Often referred to as the Seven Grandfathers or seven sacred teachings,58
they are often presented thusly:
To cherish knowledge is to know wisdom;
To know love is to know peace;
To honour all of Creation is to have respect;
Bravery is to face the foe with integrity;
Honesty in facing a situation is to be brave;
Humility is to know yourself as a sacred part of Creation;
Truth is to know all of these things.
Inclusion naturally follows from the path set out by these grandfather teachings, from
embracing wholly the tenets of Aboriginal education that everything is alive and everyone
is related and by using the processes that embody these ethics and principles in action, like
circle.
Greg Cajete, a Tewa Pueblo educator, has written extensively on indigenous education. In
his work, Look to the Mountain,59 he eloquently describes what indigenous education is and
should be: an ecology of education that allows each individual, in relation to community and
creation, to find one’s face, one’s heart and one’s foundation. To find one’s face is to know
who one is as well as one’s gifts. Finding and developing these gifts for the good of the
community is the work of finding face. To find one’s heart means searching for what one is
passionate about, for the things that move you to do what you do. To find one’s foundation
means discovering what allows you to express your face and your heart. It’s a vocation, a
calling that originates from and ultimately benefits those outside and beyond the self.
Indigenous knowledge and Anishinaabek education is meant for everybody. When
Anishinaabek share traditional teachings and stories they are meant to reveal the nature of
life and human nature, not just Anishinaabek culture. The stories teach us what it means
to be alive and anyone can learn from them if they listen carefully. The building of
responsibility to self, relations, community and life has never been more significant than
this time of ecological crisis that will require us to shift our consciousness ever more to
attending to each other’s survival, quality of life, and the protection of endangered species
and habitats, including our own. Indigenous education is in line with the movement that
many are calling the “great turning.” 60 The time is right for the strengths and gifts of
indigenous education to be embraced by others. To integrate all learners in relation to one
another and all life, in the pursuit of full human development is an inclusive education.
Kizhaay Anishinaabe Niin (I am a Kind Man). (n.d.). Seven Grandfather Teachings. Retrieved
from http://www.iamakindman.ca/IAKM/seven-grandfather-teachings-aboriginal.html
59 Cajete, Gregory. (1993). Look to the Mountain: An Ecology of Indigenous Education. Durango, CO:
Kivaki Press.
60 Daedalus, L. (Producer). (2007, August 18). Joanna Marcy on the Great Turning. Video retrieved
from http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LwlXTAT8rLk&feature=related
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There is also the matter of making our classrooms more inclusive to Aboriginal people who
have rarely seen their true selves reflected in the curriculum, classrooms, pedagogy,
teachers, and principals of their schools. Aboriginal people continue to lag behind the
Canadian population in school achievement,61 significant particularly because this factor is
a key determinant of one’s health and employment status.62 If Canadians want to see less
Aboriginal involvement with the courts, child welfare, poverty, the streets, and addictions,
certainly one significant avenue is to increase their positive education experiences.
Indigenous students are often excluded in classrooms and we need to welcome them as they
aim to succeed. When Aboriginal learners see that they are valued, then they will engage in
the positive feedback loop, in turn, giving back themselves, contributing, and participating.
When they cannot see their experiences reflected or valued, they likely will turn away and
the marginalization will continue.
Education is necessary for Aboriginal people to take up the challenges of governing our
communities, negotiating our participation with the Canadian nation-state, and ensuring
our survival as peoples and as people. Canadians, and particularly teachers, have to pay
attention. Aboriginal children and youth will constitute a disproportionately large segment
of the student population in Canada. The Aboriginal population is increasing nearly six
times faster63 than the non-Aboriginal population and now accounts for nearly 4 percent of
Canada’s enumerated population. This demographic is also much younger. Nearly half of
the Aboriginal population is under 24 years of age, compared to 31 percent of the Canadian
population of this age. The Aboriginal population is also increasingly urban64 and mobile
and an Aboriginal person is likely to be found in any school across the nation. We aren’t
always easily identifiable as Aboriginal people, however. The visual stereotypes persist,
leading to bemusement among co-workers or friends when a blue-eyed Cree or a blonde
Mohawk finds a relevant moment to acknowledge his or her heritage.
We cannot achieve our goals alone. We need non-Aboriginal people to understand our shared
histories, our perspectives, our visions and our goals, and to participate in achieving them
together. This means we need non-Aboriginal teachers respecting and using indigenous
perspectives in our classrooms. I’ve often encountered two types of benign resistance from
those who would otherwise be strong allies: the fear of appropriation and a lack of
confidence. Approaching indigenous inclusion through the fostering of relationships can
address both of these issues.
The answer lies in beginning with self and acknowledging what one knows and doesn’t know.
Learning is a continual process and everyone has to start somewhere. Seeking and
Statistics Canada. (2009). 2006 Census: Educational Portrait of Canada, 2006 Census: Findings.
Retrieved from http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2006/as-sa/97-560/index-eng.cfm
62 Public Health Agency of Canada. (2003). Key Determinant 3. Education and Literacy. . In What
Makes Canadians Healthy or Unhealthy. Retrieved from http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/phsp/determinants/determinants-eng.php#education
63 Statistics Canada. (n.d.). Aboriginal Peoples in Canada in 2006: Inuit, Métis and First Nations,
2006 Census. Retrieved from http://www12.statcan.ca/census-recensement/2006/as-sa/97558/pdf/97-558-XIE2006001.pdf
64 Environics Institute. (n.d.). The Urban Aboriginal Peoples Study. Retrieved from
http://www.environicsinstitute.org/research-aboriginal.html
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maintaining relationships with indigenous people and organizations to gain the knowledge
needed can lead to meaningful classroom activities, and deep friendships. In the beginning
a teacher can invite indigenous people into the classroom. Over time, they may learn for
themselves. There is always room to go deeper, to learn more. Mistakes will be made along
the way but these too are opportunities for learning. This sense of inquiry can be shared
with one’s students. Building relationships with Aboriginal people defuses the appropriation
issue because one is not speaking for but speaking with and our allies will learn to
acknowledge and state the sources of their knowledge: from whom they learned what they
are sharing. Instead of asking, “Do I have the right to teach this material?” ally teachers
should reframe the question as “What is my responsibility?”
Hand in hand with this anxiety about the right to teach is the fear of presenting material in
an area where one is not the “expert.” Again, relationship-building helps the teacher who is
learning to realize they do not have to be an expert. Many teachers teach subjects they never
majored in at university; if there is something in the curriculum they are expected to teach,
they find a way to locate the information and resources to do it. It’s only slightly different
with indigenous knowledge. A key difference is that the learning can’t happen by simply
googling it; it has to be developed through relationships. This can’t be done overnight. But
fortunately this means that one can take the time to do it right. When one approaches the
teaching as a process, it’s a lifelong and continuous spiral of learning, refining, learning and
refining. There is no end.
Gregory Cajete sums up indigenous transformative education in “A pueblo story for
transformation” as follows: “one must find one’s relationships, first of all, of oneself to
oneself, then one’s relationship to the family, to the clan, to the tribe, to the place in which
you live, your homeland, then the natural world and finally, to the whole cosmos. These
concentric rings of relationship, these practiced responsibilities, these sets of
understandings, form a context and also work together to help one find one’s face, and one’s
heart, and one’s foundation.”65 This is the core of an Aboriginal approach to education. And
it is inclusive of all.
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7.

‘Finding a place to stand’: Indigenous education through oral and
written narratives

Tasha Beeds, Trent University

“Maybe the stories can help the young people to learn our own history and find a place to
stand,” is what Louis Bird hopes for in Telling Our Stories.66 As a woman of nêhiyaw-Métis
(Cree) and Caribbean ancestry raised and acculturated in my maternal ancestral nêhiyaw
and Métis territories in Saskatchewan, I see my academic scholarship as contributing to a
landscape where Indigenous knowledges are foundational.
Following the footsteps of other Indigenous scholars, my work deconstructs and reconstructs
Western academia in order to create a space for my people’s knowledge system, thought
processes, and ways of being. I strongly believe Indigenous knowledges must be equally
placed alongside Western ways of knowing without compromising the epistemologies,
ontologies, axiologies, and intellectual traditions of Indigenous nations.
Many Indigenous peoples have created this balance by drawing upon ancient Indigenous
memories contained within oral traditions and incorporating them into written texts.
Contemporary Indigenous scholars, writers, and storytellers have grounded themselves
within these traditions despite the repeated attempts of colonial forces to sever the
connections to them.
These scholars, writers, and storytellers have re-fused traditional Western literary
constructs with Indigeneity. In the style of wîsahkêcâhk/nanabush/raven/iktomi, they have
re-Created English, placing Indigenous worldviews into English textual bodies. In turn,
Indigenous kêhtê-ayak (Old Ones) such as Anishnaabe/Saulteaux historian Alexander
Wolfe,67 Omushkego (Swampy Cree68) historian Louis Bird,69 and nêhiyaw (Plains Cree70)
Bird, L., Brown J. S. H and DePasquale, P.W. (2005). Telling Our Stories: Omushkego Legends
and Histories from Hudson Bay. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. Retrieved from
66

http://www.utppublishing.com/Telling-Our-Stories-Omushkego-Legends-and-Histories-fromHudson-Bay.html
67 Moses, D.D. & Goldie, T. (2005). An Anthology of Canadian Native Literature in English. Canada:
Oxford University Press.
68 Swampy Cree Tribal Council. (2011). Home. Retrieved from http://www.swampycree.com/
69 Bird, L.; Brown J. S. H and DePasquale, P.W. (2005). Telling Our Stories: Omushkego Legends
and Histories from Hudson Bay. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. Retrieved from
http://www.utppublishing.com/Telling-Our-Stories-Omushkego-Legends-and-Histories-fromHudson-Bay.html
70 Saskatchewan Indian Cultural Centre. (n.d.) Plains Cree. Retrieved from
http://www.sicc.sk.ca/culture_plains-cree.html
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writer Edward Ahenakew, and other Keepers of Knowledge have related stories through
both orality and the written word, guiding contemporary Indigenous scholars and writers
home.
Locating ourselves within the nexus of Indigenous knowledge bases, Indigenous peoples
have continued to ensure successive generations know their own histories and are able to
find a “place to stand.” One of the ways Indigenous peoples have formed “places to stand”
within the Western written landscape is through our oral traditions. For many Indigenous
nations, orality has been, and continues to be, a vehicle for the movement of our ways of
being and knowing in the world. It is important to recognize that oral traditions are not
static ones mired in the distant past of Indigenous peoples. Instead, oral narratives create
sound maps that enable generation after generation of Indigenous peoples to locate
themselves in their respective identity, nation, and territory. In Cree Narrative Memory,71
nêhiyaw scholar, Neal McLeod, speaks of how the late Jim Ka-Nipitehtew described his own
bundle of knowledge as an “echo of older voices from a long time ago.”
The late kêhtê-ayâ (Old One) Ka-Nipitehtew’s description illustrates the nature of the oral
tradition. These oral narratives, once spoken, do not simply disappear. Instead, as echoes of
voice, they reflect off the memory of Indigenous peoples, allowing them to be heard long after
they have been spoken. In Earth Elder Stories,72 the late Anishnaabe/Saulteaux kêhtê-ayâ
Alexander Wolfe, a keeper of his people’s stories, articulates how memory is required within
the context of oral traditions. He further speaks of how the kêhtê-ayâk wanted the younger
generation to listen and use their minds as a “storeroom.” This storehouse of memory
holding the narratives does not belong to a singular individual; instead, this storehouse
contains the ancestral memories of Indigenous peoples creating a mindscape of narratives
that connect not only to each other, but also to the people and their territories.
As “storehouses” of knowledges Indigenous oral traditions contain a vast and varied amount
of information that is particular to each Indigenous nation and culture. By pluralizing
knowledge, there is recognition that there is not a singular body of Indigenous knowledge;
just as there are many Indigenous nations, there are many Indigenous knowledge bases.
Because of the immensity of these knowledge bases, and because they are, in many ways,
specific to each Indigenous nation, applying one definition that encompasses the totality of
Indigenous knowledges is not possible. There are, however, commonalities and
characteristics from Indigenous nation to nation. For instance, in Ganigonhi:oh The Good
Mind meets the Academy, Onondaga scholar David Newhouse speaks of how Indigenous
knowledges contain theories and laws while showing Indigenous peoples how to live in a
world of transformation and change.
One of the reasons we have maintained our ways of knowing and being in the world is
because Indigenous societies are mirrors of this philosophy of transformation. As such, the
teachings embodied within the oral tradition that our kêhtê-ayak have held for generations
Neal McLeod. (2007). Cree Narrative Memory: From Treaties to Contemporary Times. Saskatoon:
Purich Publishing Ltd. Retrieved from
http://www.purichpublishing.com/?module=swm_ecommerce&page=product_detail&categoryID=4&
productID=29
72 Alexander Wolfe. (2002). Earth Elder Stories. Markham, ON: Fifth House Publishers.
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are continually re-animated, in transition, and always evolving to acclimatize to a new
generation’s place in the world. Alexander Wolfe further speaks of how adaptable the
philosophies are to any time or place. Thus, the integration of writing to convey Indigenous
knowledges is an extension of this fluidity. It is important to note, however, that while these
traditions may incorporate new technologies, the core values and teachings they transmit –
such as respect, honesty, integrity, and balance – remain constant.
The Indigenous worldviews transmitted through oral narratives are keys to understanding
why the kêhtê-ayak foresaw the need to ensure future generations of Indigenous peoples
would be able to access them. This future-orientated characteristic of oral traditions also reaffirms that they are not motionless archives and that the philosophies embedded within
the oral narratives act as guides to every aspect of life. Both Louis Bird and Edward
Ahenakew speak to the extent of their kêhtê-ayak’s knowledge likening them to
“encyclopedias” and “institutions” within the context of their respective cultures.
Recognizing their world was changing with the impact of colonization, many kêhtê-ayak
such as Ahenakew, Wolfe, and Bird saw writing and recording oral narratives as an
opportunity to maintain our values, histories, and cultures while providing guidance in the
living present for our people.
Indigenous peoples have always been innovative and adaptable in order to ensure their
survival. The transition from the oral to the written is as natural an adaptation as the use
of the gun or the horse. In addition, using the written word to transmit knowledge does not
mean orality will cease to exist. As peoples who have, at the core of their value systems, the
notion of kinship or interrelatedness, the knowledge that we need to spend time with our
respective kêhtê-ayak in order to grasp a full understanding of our ways of being is one that
is a part of being Indigenous. Anishnaabe scholar Nicole Bell articulates the nature of the
Original Teachings/Instructions the kêhtê-ayak have carried for us in ‘Just do it’: Providing
Anishnaabe culture-based education: 73 “The original teachings are not ideas. They are
reality. They are actually natural law, the way things are – the operational manual for a
working creation. They cannot be totally explained in words. They must also be
experienced.”
Words have the potential to be sacred bundles of power; however, in order to tap into that
power, one must live the knowledge one is writing about. This Indigenous philosophy about
the importance of experiential knowledge is what ensures oral traditions will never cease to
be. It also ensures those who are writing from this lived experience will echo the voices they
have heard, allowing us to continue to ‘stand’ in our respective Indigenous cultures
generation after generation.

Bell, N. (2010). Just Do It: Providing Anishinaabe Culture-Based Education. Saarbrüken,
Germany: VDM Verlag Dr. Müller.
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8.

Life and death of Canada’s founding languages (and not the two
you think)
Onowa McIvor, University of Victoria

Most Indigenous languages in the land now called Canada are on the decline. I have seen
the language die in my family in one generation through the premature deaths of both my
maternal grandparents. My grandparents chose not to pass their language MuskegoNîhîyaw (Swampy Cree74) to their children either due to their own learned disregard for the
language or a belief that their children would truly be better off without it, or both. I fear I
will witness the death of most of the first languages of this land within my lifetime.
Many factors have contributed to the devastation of Indigenous languages, particularly over
the last 100 years. Of course, this varies depending on the region as each territory has its
own story. For instance, some parts of Canada have had much longer sustained contact with
settlers (east coast versus the west coast). Further still, some languages appear to be safer
from extinction due to population size and vast reach of territory (such as the Anishnaabe75
and the Cree76) or due a more remote location (many Inuit communities).
However, many of the factors that have contributed to the decline of Indigenous languages
are common across Indigenous nations, such as the effects of contact with Europeans in the
form of disease (some nations had 50-80 percent of their population wiped out by contact
with European-introduced diseases to which they had no immunity), warfare, the creation
and enforcement of colonial law banning cultural, spiritual and governmental practices (all
of which were important vessels for continuing the language), and lastly, the erosion of land
and water-based sustenance lifestyles due to the diminishment (through various means) of
territory.
In addition, there are many contemporary contributors to the continued and further
devastation of the first languages of the land now known as Canada. They include the
(unofficial) promotion of monolingualism in Canada through the lack of support or
encouragement for a state-supported multilingual society; the globalization, expansion and
promotion of English worldwide; a plethora of competing and pressing issues facing First
Peoples’ communities due to the lingering effects of colonization such as poverty, addictions,
mental health issues, physiological health issues, treaty negotiations/struggles, (re)building
Saskatchewan Indian Cultural Centre. (n.d.). Swampy Cree. Retrieved from
http://www.sicc.sk.ca/swampy-cree.html
75 Anishinaabemadaa. (2011). Home. Retrieved from http://www.anishinaabemdaa.com/
76 Online Cree Dictionary. (n.d.). About Project. Retrieved from http://www.creedictionary.com/
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self-governance, and relentlessly new and reoccurring environmental battles with
government and industry.
There are also a number of current challenges facing many communities who are tackling
the revival or continuance of their language(s).77 These include dialectical differences that
can be enormously divisive and stall the efforts to revive a language while the negotiations
carry on about “what is to be done” about dialectical differences. Secondly, in many
communities we have very few speakers and of those, many are elderly and have health
conditions that make it difficult for them to work outside the home for extended periods of
the day as is necessary for teaching groups of students. Thirdly, those speakers who are well
enough to do paid work outside the home are often doing so at other jobs that may or may
not be related to language.
Lastly, there is a lack of understanding of second language learning in Indigenous
communities for two reasons. One is that this is a relatively new phenomenon in First
People’s communities. Since time immemorial First People’s languages have been passed on
naturally from the mouths of parents and grandparents to unborn babies, infants and young
children who learned it as a first language or perhaps grew up concurrently bilingual (if also
exposed to English or other languages).
The other reason many First Peoples’ communities do not understand how to teach their
language effectively is due to a lack of opportunity for exposure to relevant and accessible
theoretical knowledge and practical skills of second (or subsequent) language learning.
Although an entire field of study has developed within institutions of higher learning that
is focused on second language acquisition theory and practice, it was largely developed apart
from the reality of Indigenous language loss and the efforts being made to revive them.
Therefore, most Indigenous communities are not benefitting from this knowledge or having
the opportunity to adapt it to their situation and reap the rewards of these practices.
So, where do we go from here?
Some of the first languages of this land already have gone to sleep78. Others still may meet
this end. Without some radical changes in this country now called Canada, all of the first
languages could meet this end. However, this does not have to be the way this story ends:
First, Canada and the provinces and territories within must embrace and encourage
multilingualism (beyond French/English) and beyond the rhetoric of multiculturalism which
“celebrates” the multiplicity of Canada without much in the way of state- support to promote
multiple languages and cultures. The Northwest Territories (11 official languages, 9
McIvor, Onowa. (2009). Strategies for Indigenous Language Revitalization and Maintenance.
Retrieved from
http://www.literacyencyclopedia.ca/pdfs/Strategies_for_Indigenous_Language_Revitalization_and_
Maintenance.pdf ; First Voices. (2011). First Voices: Language Legacies Celebrating Indigenous
Cultures. Retrieved from http://www.firstvoices.com/ and First Peoples’ Language Map British
Columbia. (n.d.) Sleeping Language. Retrieved from http://maps.fphlcc.ca/node/124
78
First Peoples’ Language Map British Columbia. (n.d.) Sleeping Language. Retrieved from
http://maps.fphlcc.ca/node/124
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Indigenous79) and Nunavut (Inuktitut80) already recognize the languages indigenous to their
respective territories as official alongside the introduced official languages of Canada.
Second, Canada as a nation, the provinces, and those territories that have not already done
so, need to formally recognize Canada’s first languages as the founding languages of this
land and elevate them to equal standing with the existing colonial official languages.
Third, in June 2008 the Prime Minister made an official apology to those affected by the
residential school era81 in Canada. Now, to support the work of First People’s to revive and
continue their languages, a commitment must be made to allocate resources that are equal
to – if not greater than – that which were given to create and operate that residential system
(adjusted for inflation and in recognition that it takes greater resources to rebuild something
than it does to destroy it. A bomb is a useful metaphor for this.)
Fourth, a new generation of Indigenous scholars specializing in Indigenous second language
acquisition must be supported to work alongside community advocates, activists, speakers
and learners to make the best use of the limited resources and limited time we have to turn
the tides. In the meantime, I call upon those who currently hold this knowledge and these
skills to respectfully join Indigenous communities in their efforts and offer your expertise to
assist them in making the very best use of the time they have with the most fluent speakers
today.
Fifth, research and the experiences of other groups internationally tell us that the only way
to create new speakers is through immersion methods (such as Language Nests, 82 fullimmersion schooling, the Accelerated Second Language Acquisition method, and the
Master-Apprentice Language Learning Model). Therefore, the resources and shared
expertise to create and sustain immersion programs for parents of young children, infants,
preschool-aged children, K-12 schooling and adult are critical to the revival and continuation
of the first languages of this land.
The First Peoples of this land did not arrive at this situation alone, and therefore the
monumental task of saving83 our languages should not be our burden alone to shoulder. If
mainstream Canada held the first languages of this land in higher esteem, wanted these
languages to be taught to all children (regionally), this task of saving our languages would
become considerably more manageable.
Language Commissioner of the N.W.T. (n.d.). Language Commissioner of the N.W.T. Retrieved
from http://www.nwtlanguagescommissioner.ca/
80 Inuktitut Living Dictionary. (n.d.).Inuktitut Living Dictionary. Retrieved from
http://www.livingdictionary.com/
81 CBC News. (2008, May 16). Residential Schools: A History of Residential Schools in Canada. CBC
Canada. Retrieved from http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/story/2008/05/16/f-faqs-residentialschools.html
82 First Peoples’ Cultural Council. Pre-School Language Nest Programs. Retrieved from
http://www.fpcc.ca/language/Programs/Language-nest.aspx
83 Cardwell, M. (2010, November 8). The Fight to Revitalize Canada’ Indigenous Languages.
Retrieved from http://www.universityaffairs.ca/fight-to-revitalize-canadas-indigenouslanguages.aspx
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As co-inhabitants (Indigenous and non-Indigenous) of this land, this is our shared history
and therefore it is our shared future and shared responsibility too. If you are not Indigenous
to this land, consider your contributions to the language revitalization movement84 as rent
for this beautiful place you are able to call home. I certainly plan to spend the rest of my life
fighting for a happier ending to this story and I hope you will too.
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9

Insurgent education and the roles of Indigenous intellectuals

Jeff Corntassel, University of Victoria

When I’m not on my home Cherokee territory, I always start my talks by acknowledging
that I’m a visitor on a particular Indigenous nation’s (or “nations”) homeland. Folks have
asked me over the years why I do this and my answer is always simple: It is to honor the
ongoing relationships that Indigenous peoples have with their homelands – regardless of
what yonegas85 (white settlers) are calling it on their colonial maps.
In some ways, however, this is more than simply acknowledging that I’m a visitor on
Indigenous homelands. It is a call for justice and for returning stolen lands to the
Indigenous peoples who maintain a special relationship with that place. But this kind of talk
makes those who have benefitted – and continue to benefit – from living on Indigenous
homelands a little uncomfortable. I see this settler discomfort as a teachable moment86 and
as a way to promote an honest dialogue about the need for the state and settlers to make
amends to Indigenous peoples today.
Some scholars – like Paulette Regan in Unsettling the Settler Within87 and Megan Boler
and Michalinos Zembylas in Discomforting Truths: The Emotional Terrain of
Understanding Difference88 – have discussed this approach as a ‘pedagogy of discomfort.’ I
take it further as a demand for insurgent education.89 If an insurgency is a state of rebellion
or act of rising in revolt against established authority, then insurgent education is an
important part of an anti-colonial struggle and of pedagogies of decolonization. According to
Mohawk Taiaiake Alfred,90 “to be a real Indigenous intellectual, one must be a warrior of
the truth.”
List of Terms for White People in Non-Western Cultures. (2011, September 26). Retrieved
October 11, 2011 from Wikipedia:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_terms_for_white_people_in_non-Western_cultures
86 Teachable Moment. (2011, July 4). Retrieved October 11, 2011 from Wikipedia:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teachable_moment
87 Paulette Regan (2011). Unsettling the Settler Within: Indian Residential Schools, Truth Telling,
and Reconciliation in Canada. Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press. Retrieved from
http://www.ubcpress.ubc.ca/search/title_book.asp?BookID=299172936
88 Boler, M. and Zembylas, Michalinos. (2003). Discomforting Truths: The Emotional Terrain of
Understanding Difference. In: Pedagogies of Difference: Rethinking Education for Social
Change (110-137). New York: Routledge. http://www.routledge.com/books/details/9780415931496/
89 Corntassel, Jeff (2006). To be Ungovernable. New Socialist, (58): 35-38 Retrieved from
http://corntassel.net/ToBeUngovernable.pdf
90 Mihesuah, Joshua K. (2004). Graduating Indigenous Students by Confronting the Academic
Environment. In: Indigenizing the Academy: Transforming Scholarship and Empowering
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If the “university is contentious ground,”91 what are some of the roles and responsibilities of
an Indigenous intellectual? The late Standing Rock Sioux scholar Vine Deloria, Jr.
challenged Indigenous educators and students to be more like “scouts” 92 by using their
powers of observation to provide useful information to their Indigenous communities in
order to guide future decisions. Others, such as Anishinaabe philosopher, Dale Turner,
discuss the need for “word warriors” 93 who must mediate and reconcile indigenous and
European worldviews.
Being a warrior of the truth is not, however, about mediating between worldviews as much
as challenging the dominant colonial discourse. It is about raising awareness of Indigenous
histories and place-based existences as part of a continuing struggle against shape-shifting
colonial powers. Insurgent education entails creating decolonizing and discomforting
moments of Indigenous truth-telling that challenge the colonial status quo. It does this by
questioning settler occupation of Indigenous places through direct, honest, and experiential
forms of engagement and demands for accountability. Insurgent educators exemplify
Indigenous forms of leadership by relating their daily struggles for Indigenous resurgence
to broader audiences using innovative ways that inspire activism and reclamation of
Indigenous histories and homelands.
The truth is that Indigenous peoples are land-based and water-based cultures and need new
ways to educate settlers who have become much too comfortable and complacent about living
on stolen Indigenous homelands. If colonization is about disconnecting peoples from their
lands and territories and depriving them of their cultural practices, then acts of
decolonization – including decolonizing knowledge – are, in part, about reconnection and
community resurgence.
As part of a larger decolonizing strategy, insurgent education94 does at least four things:


First, it localizes Indigenous struggles and avoids the pitfalls of what I call “Free
Tibet Syndrome,” which is a settler tendency to cast their decolonizing gaze to

Communities (191-200). Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. Retrieved from
http://www.nebraskapress.unl.edu/product/Indigenizing-the-Academy,671140.aspx
91 Mihesuah, Joshua K. (2004). Graduating Indigenous Students by Confronting the Academic
Environment. In Indigenizing the Academy: Transforming Scholarship and Empowering
Communities (191-200). Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. Retrieved from
http://www.nebraskapress.unl.edu/product/Indigenizing-the-Academy,671140.aspx
92 Deloria, Vine. (1997). Science and the Oral Tradition. In: Red Earth, White Lies: Native
Americans and the Myth of Scientific Fact (23-93). Golden, Colorado: Fulcrum Press. Retrieved
from http://www.amazon.ca/Earth-White-Lies-Vine-Deloria/dp/1555913881
93 Turner, Dale A. (2006). Word Warriors. In: This is not a Piece of Pipe: Towards a Critical
Indigenous Philosophy (71-93). Toronto: University of Toronto Press. Retrieved from
http://www.utppublishing.com/This-Is-Not-a-Peace-Pipe-Towards-a-Critical-IndigenousPhilosophy.html
94 Corntassel, Jeff and Witmer, Richard C. (2008). Conclusions. In: Forced Federalism:
Contemporary Challenges to Indigenous Nationhood (134-150). Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press. Retrieved from http://www.amazon.ca/Forced-Federalism-Contemporary-ChallengesIndigenous/dp/0806141913
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faraway places and provide token support (e.g. tax deductible donations, affixing a
bumper sticker to their car in a show of “solidarity” etc.) for distant selfdetermination movements rather than focus on local Indigenous struggles95;


Second, it counters the politics of distraction by centering Indigenous peoples and
their relationships to homelands in the discussion;



Third, it occurs both in formal and, more often, informal settings; and



Fourth, it compels accountability and action to counter contemporary colonialism and
to make amends to Indigenous peoples.

What does insurgent education look like in practice? One example comes from O’ahu,
Hawai’i, which is visited by over 4.5 million people each year. Most of these tourists
congregate at the hotels and beaches in Waikīkī, which was once known for its taro fields
and natural springs. In 1998, Gaye Chan and Andrea Feeser launched a public art project
that challenged tourists to recognize that they are on Kanaka Maoli96 (Native Hawaiian)
homelands. Appealing to the consumerism of Waikīkī tourists, Chan and Feeser’s souvenirs
are touted as an “authentic piece of Waikīkī’s past.” In reality they are selling small chunks
of concrete wrapped in plastic accompanied by a historic timeline of colonial encroachment
and destruction of Waikīkī.
Additionally, tourists are invited to take an online tour of historic Waikīkī and enter the
website 97 as either Kanaka Maoli (Native Hawaiian), Kama’aina (Native-born) or Haole
(White settler). This anti-colonial reality tour raises awareness of contemporary Kanaka
Maoli struggles as well as promotes the idea that “Another Waikīkī is possible.” It is an
effective insurgent education project for “unsettling the settler within.”98
Another instructive example is the 1677 Treaty of Middle Plantation99 between Mattaponi,
Pamunkey, and the Commonwealth of Virginia. The Pamunkey and Mattaponi have been
upholding the terms of that treaty for the past 300 years. Every year they go to the
Governor’s mansion and bring a tribute (usually deer or geese) right to the foot of the stairs.
These Indigenous peoples are demonstrating that the terms of the treaty continue to be
upheld in their homelands by their communities. Continuing these practices are important
to inspire and remind people that the agreements we make as Indigenous peoples are sacred
Corntassel, Jeff (2006). To be Ungovernable. New Socialist, (58): 35-38 Retrieved from
http://corntassel.net/ToBeUngovernable.pdf
96 Native Hawaiians. (2011, October 24). Retrieved October 24, 2011 from Wikipedia:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Native_Hawaiians
97
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Productions.
(2011,
June
14).
Historic
Waikiki.
Retrieved
from
http://www.downwindproductions.com/
98 Regan, Paulette. (2011). Unsettling the Settler Within: Indian Residential Schools, Truth Telling
and Reconciliation in Canada. Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press. Retrieved from
http://www.ubcpress.ubc.ca/search/title_book.asp?BookID=299172936
99 Corntassel, Jeff. (2009). Indigenous Governance Amidst the Forced Federalism Era. Corntassel
Proofs. Retrieved from http://corntassel.net/IndigenousGovernance.pdf
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and we uphold them. Actions like these could also spark a resurgence of treaty-making
agreements between Indigenous nations to deepen alliances, protect Indigenous peoples
crossing borders and regenerate old trade networks.
Insurgent education takes several forms, such as the Dakota Commemorative Marches, 100
uses of Haudenosaunee passports 101 and diplomacies, and the Anishinabek Nation
outlawing the use of the term “aboriginal.”102 The thought of Indigenous peoples mobilizing
to reclaim their histories and their homelands makes settlers very uncomfortable. Yet, it is
through this discomfort that meaningful cross-cultural education, awareness and action can
take place. An insurgent educator calls for new solidarity movements with local Indigenous
nations and finds innovative ways to assist in their resurgence efforts.
According to Shuswap leader George Manuel, “We will steer our own canoe, but we will
invite others to help with the paddling.” 103 By helping with the paddling, insurgent
education is about making one’s research priorities directly relevant and centered on the
needs of local Indigenous communities. This is a challenge to Indigenous intellectuals and
others who want to act in solidarity to become “warriors of the truth,” both inside and outside
the classroom. When we renew our responsibilities to defending and regenerating
Indigenous land-based and water-based cultural practices, we can move from insurgent to
resurgent Indigenous peoples.
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10.

Changing the subject in teacher education: Indigenous, diasporic
and settler colonial relations
Martin J. Cannon, OISE/University of Toronto’

In current and past teaching for well over a decade now I have been engaging with people
– in the majority of cases, non-Indigenous peoples – in the shared challenge of thinking
about the histories of racism and settler colonialism. One of the recurrent obstacles in
doing this work involves the discomfort that ensues in upsetting people’s everyday
investment in seeing Canada as a fair, generous, and tolerant nation. A far greater
challenge, perhaps, has to do with our starting points: It has to do with asking white
settler and diasporic peoples to think about and transform their own investment and
relationship with colonialism.
In Canada, it is typically Indigenous scholars, teachers, and populations that are left to
explain away the impact of colonization on our communities, even the impact of residential
schooling. 104 Some scholars, such as bell hooks, 105 already have written about the
troublesome ‘service positions’ this tendency can sometimes create for those called upon to
engage in this ‘service’ work. One problem is that so long as we remain focused on racism
and colonialism as belonging only to Indigenous peoples, we do very little in the way of
having non-Indigenous peoples think about matters of restitution, their own decolonization,
and what it might mean to transform their complicity in ongoing dispossession.
I am not the only Indigenous person in Canada to raise the matter of having non-Indigenous
peoples think about their relationship with settler colonialism, and the implications of this
relationship, particularly for education. This issue in fact recalls to our mind the writings
of Verna St Denis, and the story of the Kanienkehaka man mentioned in John Milloy’s book,
A National Crime,106 who, when asked to recount his experience of residential school for an
Indian Affairs publication in 1965, responded astutely: “When I was asked to do this paper
I had some misgivings, for if I were to be honest, I must tell of things as they were; and
really, this is not my story, but yours.”
CBC News Canada. (2010, June 14). Residential Schools: A History of Residential Schools in
Canada. CBC News. Retrieved from http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/story/2008/05/16/f-faqsresidential-schools.html
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My call to a different way of doing things – a changing of the subject as it were – is, therefore,
not entirely new. What is new is the kinds of questions I am asking, specifically: What sorts
of transformative and/or equity-minded frameworks will bring about changes in the
structural and interpersonal advantages that accrue to settlers as a result of colonialism
and, in some cases, the fact of hegemonic whiteness?107 What sorts of equity-minded and
transformative frameworks can people participate in as settlers – those allies who want to
be proactive – and how might these transform teacher education programs and priorities in
Canada?
Education scholar Susan Dion has addressed similar questions. In Braiding Histories 108
Dion’s concern is with the self, especially the bifurcation of self/Other that takes place in
educational settings where much of learning is structured by the acquisition of facts,
information, and attributes that “presupposes a distance (or detachment) between the
learner and [the] learned.” Other scholars, such as Carol Schick and Verna St Denis, suggest
the bifurcation of self/Other leads some white teachers, students – and even faculty – to
conclude that they do not have a culture or, at least, that they are culturally neutral and,
therefore, that they can be a helper to Indigenous peoples in defining theirs.
I understand my colleagues to be calling for a more systematic and far ranging pedagogy
aimed at having non-Indigenous peoples think about the construction of the Other and,
indeed, their own investment in a politics of representation, the land, its use, and its history.
The tendency to focus on “the Other” does very little to help non-Indigenous peoples know,
understand, and challenge normalcy and/or their own investment in colonial dominance and
self-identification. This kind of decolonizing work is time consuming, difficult, and
challenging, but also imperative in light of literature that identifies the limits of the
“colonizer who refuse”109 or that is critical of the politics of apologies and “reconciliation.”110
How do we engage privileged 111 learners to contest settler colonialism and bring about
change in education and their own classrooms? This question requires further inquiry, but
I have found Andrea Smith’s 112 writings useful when trying to appreciate fully the
importance of this question, especially where finding “common ground” is concerned. Smith
explains that it is often much easier to start from a framework that assumes everybody as
107Applebaum,

Barbara. (2007). White Complicity and Social Justice Education: Can One be
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108 Dion, Susan. (2009). Braiding Histories: Learning from Aboriginal Peoples’ Experiences and
Perspectives. Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press. Retrieved from
http://www.ubcpress.ca/search/title_book.asp?BookID=299171936
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110 Soyinka, Wole. (1998). The Burden Memory, the Muse of Forgiveness. Don Mills, ON: Oxford
University Press.
111 Currie-Stevens, Anne. (2007). New Forms of Transformative Education: Pedagogy for the
Privileged. Journal of Transformative Education, 5, 33-58. doi: 10.1177/1541344607299394
112 Khan, Sharmeen; Hugill, David and McCreary, Tyler. (2010). Building Unlikely Alliances: An
Interview with Andrea Smith. In Upping the Anti, (May). Retrieved from
http://uppingtheanti.org/journal/article/10-building-unlikely-alliances-an-interview-with-andreasmith/
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a potential ally rather than as a potential opponent. It is important for learners to
crystallize their involvement in questions of social inequality by considering the impact of
oppression on their everyday lives.
As an example, I often find it productive in my classrooms to raise the potential for
environmental destruction as a way of giving teacher educators a reason to start addressing
related oppressions. I try to connect consumerism and environmental destruction, including
the way these are intimately connected to histories of colonization and forms of predatory
capitalism. In doing so, some teacher candidates begin to realize that the advantages
accruing to them from colonialism might not afford any guarantees or relief from
environmental devastation.
It is worth asking if the work we do to engage privileged learners in these ways results in
any tangible outcomes, especially where addressing and working toward the reparation of
colonial injustices is concerned. On these matters the work of Tyler McCreary113 – who has
explored issues related to settler responsibilities in Canada – is exemplary. McCreary also
speaks directly to the effectiveness of pedagogy employed by the late Patricia Monture 114
who famously started her courses by asking all people to define their treaty rights.
In seeking to reconcile colonial pasts, some will ask whether it is enough to have Canadians
come to understand and to identify treaty rights. How, if at all, do these articulations result
in a structural relinquishment of advantages acquired through settler privilege? And so we
arrive back at the question: how do we engage privileged learners to take responsibility for
histories and legacies of settler colonialism and make change? Will it take place through the
introduction of Indigenous world-views into teacher education curricula – or for that matter
– efforts to ‘Indigenize’ the academy?115 And finally, what does it mean to ask Canadians,
especially new Canadians, to take responsibility for colonial injustice?
Working across differences will be hard work. The reality is that these conversations,
especially the ones about the complicity of diaspora in the ongoing colonization of Indigenous
peoples, have only started to play themselves out in Canadian scholarly literatures and with
startling gaps in educational writings. The building of Indigenous-diasporic relationships
has received ample, though often times discomforting, attention in international contexts.
Haunani Kay Trask’s Settlers of Color and ‘Immigrant’ Hegemony: ‘Locals’ in Hawai’i,116
and Candace Fujikane and Jonathan Okamura’s Asian Settler Colonialism 117 are both
exemplary examples.
McCreary, Tyler. (2005, August 01). Settler Treaty Rights. Briarpatch Magazine (August 1).
Retrieved from http://briarpatchmagazine.com/articles/view/settler-treaty-rights/
114 Smith, Malinda S. (2010, December 7). Thunder in her soul- Remembering Patricia A. Monture
[Blog Entry]. Retrieved from http://www.ideas-idees.ca/blog/thunder-her-soul-remembering-patriciamonture
115 Corntassel, Jeff. (2011, January 12). Indigenizing the Academy: Insurgent Education and the
Roles of Indigenous Intellectuals [Blog Entry]. Retrieved from http://www.ideasidees.ca/blog/indigenizing-academy-insurgent-education-and-roles-indigenous-intellectuals
116 Trask, Haunani-Kay. (2000). Settlers of Color and “Immigrant” Hegemony: “Locals” in Hawai'i.
Amerasia Journal: 2000, 26, 2: 1-24.
117 Fujikana, Candace and Jonathan Y. Okamura. (2008). Asian Settler Colonialism: From Local
Governance to the Habits of Everyday Life in Hawai’i. University of Hawai’i Press,
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Over the past year, I’ve had the pleasure of working with 17 graduate students who were
thinking through some of these ideas in the Canadian context. My course, “Centering
Indigenous-Settler Solidarity in Theory and Research,” is a graduate seminar, which aims
to explore, and reflect on the building and rejuvenation of alliances. The objective of this
kind of course stems in part from realizing that I work and teach in one of the most ethnically
diverse graduate programs and cities in the country. But my rationale was also much more
personal. It stems from realizing that I can no longer stand back or avoid my responsibility
as an Indigenous intellectual and scholar to work toward the building of intercultural
relationships, not when the very core of my emotional, spiritual, and physical being – as
both Haudenosaunee and white – embodies these very alliances.
We need to stake out, name, and explore the kinds of intellectual, intimate, and intercultural
relationships that exist, and might be further realized and rejuvenated between white
settler, diasporic and Indigenous populations including the possibilities, challenges, and
limitations that surround the building of these alliances in theory, research, and practice. I
am not alone in making this call in education. Indeed, Susan Dion outlines a strategy for
engaging diaspora in anti-colonial dialogue in her “critical pedagogy of remembrance.”118
Celia Haig Brown119 also addresses the need to build diasporic-Indigenous relationships in
her work.
The works of Dion and Haig-Brown do not exhaust the range of possibilities for engaging
diasporic populations in thinking about Indigenous peoples and the history of settler
colonialism. Nor do they speak to the emotional and psychic complexities this can – and
often does – create. What such works do suggest is a need for further research, scholarly
engagement and writing in this area. Educational, classroom-based, and pedagogical
literatures need to think about having non-Indigenous peoples – especially new Canadians,
some of them Indigenous peoples – locate and name their investment in continuing colonial
dominance in Canada, including how best to engage with questions of reform.
What does it mean to effect equitable outcomes in teacher education today? I would suggest
it starts, not in thinking about decolonization as an exclusively Indigenous practice, but
rather, in recognizing that every non-Indigenous person has a stake in making restitution
for continuing colonial dominance. It involves working to disrupt the binary of self/Other. In
broader institutional terms, it requires more than the incorporation of Indigenous culture
and world-views into teacher education and other curricula. It also involves placing a
https://uhpress.wordpress.com/2008/08/26/asian-settler-colonialism/. See also: Candace Fujikane,
Introduction: Asian Settler Colonialism in the U.S. Colony of Hawai’i. In: Asian Settler Colonialism:
From Local Governance to the Habits of Everyday Life in Hawai’i , Eds. C. Fujikana and J.
Okamura: http://www.uhpress.hawaii.edu/books/fujikane-intro.pdf
118 Dion, Susan D. (2007). Disrupting Molded Images: Identities, responsibilities and relationshipsteachers and indigenous subject material. Teaching Education. 18, 4: 329-42. Retrieved from
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10476210701687625?journalCode=cted20
119 Haig-Brown, Celia. (2009). Decolonizing Diaspora: Whose Traditional Land Are We On? Cultural
and Pedagogical Inquiry, 1, 1: 4-21:
http://www.sfu.ca/~decaste/OISE/page2/files/HaigBrownDecolonizing.pdf
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developing literature concerned with the building of settler-Indigenous alliances into
productive dialogue with educational literatures aimed at anti-colonial and solidarities
pedagogy.
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11.

Lawyer, professor, Mi’kmaq woman: Equity matters in my
experience
Patricia Doyle-Bedwell, Dalhousie University

I am a Mi’kmaq woman who also holds an academic post and, to many, it appears that I
have succeeded in the mainstream educational system. I have pondered the issue of equity. I
have tried to wrap my head around the abstract notion of equity within my own experience
and work. I also direct the Transition Year Program (TYP) at Dalhousie University,120 a
preparation year for African Nova Scotians121 and Aboriginal – Mi’kmaq122 – students. I am
a firm believer in what I call the Nike school of equity, “Just Do It.” But just doing it seems
to be more difficult than ever.
As a law student, I asked a constitutional expert (naively I know now) why the Canadian
Government does not ensure all laws meet the standard of equality as set out in the
Charter.123 He stopped short and looked at me with surprise. He sputtered an answer about
keeping lawyers employed. I never understood why a country such as Canada did not have
equity/equality as foundational qualities of lawmaking and power sharing. I never received
an adequate answer. Equity matters because equity means respecting our fellow humans,
regardless of colour, creed, religion and race. To only talk about equity while refusing to
implement equity measures due to the difficulty of unmasking one’s own limitations reduces
equity to a simple vacuous concept.
In this blog, I hope to explore the meaning of equity in my life and work.124 As Director of
TYP, I have implemented equitable principles in our program to ensure that accommodation
of difference receives respect and acceptance. First, TYP’s vision has remained unchanged:
to increase the number of Aboriginal and African Canadians in university. Prior to 1969,
few African Nova Scotians and Aboriginal students gained entry into Dalhousie. Community
leaders advocated for the inclusion of those students. When Dalhousie, in response, relied
upon “we only accept the cream of the crop” argument, TYP became the program to ensure
students met the academic standards of admission to Dalhousie.
Dalhousie University. Continuing Education. (2011). Transition Year Program. Retrieved from
http://collegeofcontinuinged.dal.ca/Transition%20Year%20Program/
121 Government of Nova Scotia. (2006). African Nova Scotians: in the Age of Slavery and Abolition.
Retrieved from http://www.gov.ns.ca/nsarm/virtual/africanns/
122 Government of Nova Scotia. (2011). Office of Aboriginal Affairs. Retrieved from
http://www.gov.ns.ca/abor
123 Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. (2011). Department of Justice. Retrieved from
http://laws.justice.gc.ca/en/charter/
124 Doyle-Bedwell. (2003). Address- Mi’kmaq Women and Our Political Voice. Atlantis, 27, 2.
Retrieved from http://forms.msvu.ca/atlantis/vol/272all/272bedwell.PDF
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Prior to TYP, students did not have a means to obtain the academic requirements to gain
entry into university. Residential schools, 125 segregated schools, 126 and a racist school
system that refused to see African Nova Scotians and Mi’kmaq127 students as anything but
domestics
and
labourers
prevented
students
from
studying
academic
courses. Subsequently, students often graduated from high school (if they did) without the
courses needed for university admission. Far from being the fault of the individual, the
systemic racism and segregation actively stunted or ignored the academic potential of
students. Yet the failure of students to attend university became one of individual failure,
not systemic racism. Thus, TYP became the vehicle to better the individual.
Over 1000 students have passed through our doors. At the beginning, students from both
communities had deficits128 because of race that had to be remedied. The course load hoped
to fill in some of these deficits such as lack of writing and reading skills, in order to ensure
their preparedness for university. But race could never be overcome. No one asked students
if they wanted to overcome their race, the institution assumed that was the appropriate
course of action. Students maintained connection to their communities within an institution
that refused to acknowledge that link.
Underlying the need to prepare students for university lay a twisted logic, a logic that led to
educational policies of focusing on a strict and limited standard one had to meet to prove
one’s “fitness” for mainstream education: to ‘overcome’ race. In other words, students had to
effectively promise to allow mainstream education to assimilate you into a nice white person.
That twisted logic permeated all affirmative action programs at university. That somehow,
students from minority communities could leave those communities behind and assimilate
seamlessly into the majority culture.
Equity in Canada 129 has always meant accommodating difference. I interpret that as
allowing diverse cultures to adhere to their own ways of doing, knowing, speaking and
living. However, moving into the monolithic university culture left no room for difference or
the other. So TYP hoped to change students and encourage them to leave their souls behind
for the sake of mainstream success. But students did not go gently into that dark night of
assimilation. Students held onto their culture and identity while resisting the pressure of
the mainstream. TYP students have gone on to become social workers, lawyers, teachers,
nurses, RCMP officers (to name a few), while maintaining their connection to community.
Atlantic Policy Congress (n.d.). Indian Residential School. Retrieved from
http://www.apcfnc.ca/en/community/indianresidentialschool.asp
126 Historica Dominion Institute. (n.d.). End of Segregation in Canada. Retrieved from
http://blackhistorycanada.ca/events.php?themeid=21&id=9
127 Library and Archives Canada. (2005). Mi’kmaq. In The Kid’s Site of Canadian Settlement.
Retrieved from http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/settlement/kids/021013-2091-e.html
128 Portelli, John P. (2010, January 19). Leadership for Equity in Education: Deficit Mentality is a
Major Challenge [Blog Entry]. Retrieved from http://www.idees-ideas.ca/blog/leadership-equityeducation-deficit-mentality-major-challenge
129 Reitz, Jeffrey G. and Weiner, N. (2011). Employment Equity: Policies, Programs and Practices
for Aboriginal Peoples and Visible Minorities. In Human Resources and Skills Development
Canada. Retrieved from http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/eng/labour/equality/racism/racism_free_init/reitzweiner.shtml
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Yet with each person who managed to succeed, a few left the path, unable to bridge the
cultural divide and either unwilling or unable to negotiate the cultural chaos within
themselves. At the same time, mainstream institutions blissfully continued their culturally
hegemonic ways.
I also directed the Program for Indigenous Blacks and Mi’kmaq (IBM) at Dalhousie Law
School.130 Here, the law school expected students from both communities to assimilate into
the mainstream. The focus always remained on the student’s ability to succeed within an
environment that expressed at best, little or no respect for their culture and at worse, total
contempt. The institution did nothing to accommodate difference, even going so far as to say
that speaking in one’s native tongue was a disability. So while they held the door open, none
of us could change the very attributes that led us to law school through an affirmative action
program: our race, and more importantly, yet unspoken, our culture.
I remember reading old documents about the Indigenous Blacks and Mi’kmaq initiative that
spoke of our cultures as a deficit, a disability, a disadvantage. The question remained: a
disadvantage for whom? At the law school, the admission of students through a program,
initiative or whatever they defined it, meant “less than.” Instead of seeing diverse students
bringing unique skills and talents to the class room, the law school did not want to
acknowledge any positive attribution we possessed. As one dean said to me, “we never had
these [racial conflict] problems until we had the program.”
Cultural conflict begins when the institutions refuse to acknowledge the continued
connection to culture and community that students maintain while studying. I have
discovered that interwoven into equity issues, the issue of culture, gender, race, and the
accommodation of difference remain elusive. The simplicity of “equal means the same” belies
the complexity of accommodation of difference that the mainstream prefers to ignore.
Accommodation of difference continues to suggest “less than” and unequal treatment. The
mainstream institution has refused to critically examine issues of knowledge, relevance, and
retention of minority students, instead seeing student failure as a personal one, rather than
one that may be based upon the inflexibility of mainstream norms.
Because of my experience at law school and as director of the IBM initiative, I approached
TYP with a vision, not unlike the original vision of preparing students for university. How
to accomplish that goal meant more than reading and writing. First and foremost, TYP had
to acknowledge and respect community connection. To respect community connections
means involving community members at all levels of TYP programming. We need to
accommodate difference, in real terms. That meant exploring learning styles, and respecting
the communities that all students called home.
Implementing real change calls for bold leadership131 and the ability to encourage others to
feel part of the whole. Many times the decisions I have made prove to be unpopular with the
mainstream. I do not see my students as “less than,” but instead acknowledge their
Dalhousie University. School of Law. (2011). Indigenous Blacks & Mi’kmaq Initiative. Retrieved
from http://ibandm.law.dal.ca/
131 Scheurich, J.J. and Skrla, L. (2003). Leadership for Equity and Excellence: Creating HighAchievement Classrooms, Schools, and Districts. California: Corwin Press.
130
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contributions to the courses based upon their experiences and culture. Most importantly, we
teach students to negotiate that cultural divide while advocating for change in the larger
university structure. I cannot say that I have fully succeeded. Equity matters because
universities must accommodate a wide variety of students. Most often our students may fall
off the path, and do not complete a degree in four years. I have strongly argued that
completing a degree in four years may not be possible for many of our students due to
barriers such as poverty, family responsibilities, racism, and conflict. The fact that we have
students that graduate within five-six years does not show a lack of skill but instead
illustrates perseverance132 and how effectively students handle the complexity of managing
family and studies.
But the diversity tide (or tsunami) has begun to shift. The population has begun to shift in
favour of minority populations. Soon, in my lifetime, visible minorities 133 and Aboriginal
people134 will begin to outnumber the mainstream. Universities have seen the writing on the
wall at least in terms of declining enrolments and subsequent lack of tuition money. As a
result, universities have begun the tenuous journey of self-reflection, to delineate the
institutional barriers that limit diverse populations from participating fully in the
university experience. Institutions have also begun to realize the essential need to include
community members and leaders in their journey to make university a fulfilling experience.
How do we measure equity and progress in discernable ways? By offering evidence-based
research that shows types of degrees, jobs, and curriculum changes that reflect our students’
ways of knowing. We offer relevant courses that teach the history of each community,
allowing students to have a more holistic understanding of current social issues that impact
them. Understanding our history gives students a strong sense of self, by discovering the
resistance of our ancestors to colonialism135 and the resilience we relied upon to keep our
communities strong. Negative stereotypes become debunked and students understand that
the mainstream has used our peoples for wealth, land, and labour. Students begin to accept
themselves and their communities with a fresher understanding of the social forces of racism
and discrimination. We hope to build strength and resilience in our own student body that
will serve them well as they continue their education in an environment that barely accepts
their presence.
At TYP, we understand that curriculum development must reflect the diversity of the
student body. For over twenty years, TYP taught the only courses on African History and
Aboriginal studies, and for over forty years, those courses did not have credit. TYP has
faculty members from both communities that teach our history courses. Today, we need
Native Council of Nova Scotia. (2011). Our Perseverance. Retrieved from
http://ncns.ca/about/our-perseverance/
133 Statistics Canada. (2011). Study: Projections of the Diversity of the Canadian Population.
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/daily-quotidien/100309/dq100309a-eng.htm
134 Statistics Canada. (2011). Aboriginal Peoples. Retrieved from
http://www5.statcan.gc.ca/cansim/subject-sujet?lang=eng&spMode=master&themeID=10000
135 Waziyatawin, Angela Wilson. (2010, April 30). Indigenous knowledge, anti-colonialism and
empowerment. [Blog Entry]. Retrieved from http://www.ideas-idees.ca/blog/indigenous-knowledgeanti-colonialism-and-empowerment
132
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more courses in African Canadian studies, Aboriginal studies, taught in ways that reflect
the students’ learning style and knowledge. The need for academics from diverse cultures
has increased while the actual numbers of faculty remain low. The need for courses relevant
to our communities taught by members of those communities currently occupies the
administration. How do we increase the number of faculty members from diverse
communities?
To make equity relevant requires concrete action. Hiring people who represent our
communities remains a significant hurdle. The limitations of institutional vision hinder the
hiring of diverse members of faculty because, again, those in power only see race and the
negative stereotypes of our communities. Even when we have succeeded by their terms,
those in power will seek to devalue that accomplishment either through the negative
assessment of “affirmative action” or the application of standards (i.e. complete a degree in
four years) that do not fit our experience.
Scrutinizing research and writing to ensure “objectivity” flies in the face of our culture that
demands we seek truth from within. Most often non-Aboriginal peoples teach Aboriginal
issues in their “objective ways “ and bring in a speaker (me) who might be able to talk about
the experience of living in Canada as an Aboriginal woman in an hour and a half. “How
cute, storytelling is a value of Indigenous cultures and here we have our own little
storyteller,” does not move equity forward, as we become little more than circus performers
instead of valued teachers.
One day, after hearing about another suicide in the Mi’kmaq nation, it suddenly occurred to
me that our youth must learn about resilience and action to understand where we come
from. The strength of our own ancestors and the reliance on our elders reignites the fire
within each of us, to be proud, to be free from colonial constructs such as racism and
discrimination. If the concept of equity continues to underpin our legal philosophy, it must
find expression in our everyday lives. Universities educate the leaders of our society. To
ignore equity and the principles of respect and accommodation of difference will turn our
society into unrecognizable chaos of unfairness. To achieve equitable principles requires the
participation of all members.
At one time, I could not be a lawyer, a professor and a Mi’kmaq woman. Today I am.
Universities must incorporate practices that reflect diversity and accommodation so that
both become possible in an environment that supports and encourages the whole person.
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12.

Indigenizing university administration or Tâwaw cî? (Take 2)
Jo-Ann Episkenew, University of Regina

Iskwêw ka-wasaka pîkiswêt niya. Kishchee tey mo’yawn aen li Michif wi’yan. My name is
Woman Who Speaks for the Circle, and I am proud to be Métis.
Several years ago my friend Deanna Reder136 and I made a presentation to the Chairs of
English Departments in Canada. Our presentation was subsequently published in
Academic Matters 137 as “Tâwaw cî? [Is there room?]: Aboriginal Faculty, Students, and
Content in the University English Department.”138 At that time, we were both advocating
for English Departments to make room for Indigenous faculty and students by
understanding who we are and what we could contribute.
My life has changed considerably since then. I am on leave from my faculty position to serve
as an administrator, the director of a health research centre. 139 This year I am not
teaching. Instead, in addition to budgets and grant writing, I am learning how to adapt the
skills learned in literary studies140 to research with human beings. In other words, I am
learning how to engage in close readings of human texts. Accordingly, my focus is much
different than it was when Deanna and I wrote that article, but our question – Tâwaw cî? Is
there room?141 – is still pertinent.
Now I am asking if there is room for Indigenous people in university administration. I ask
this question because of a disconcerting experience that I had very recently. While meeting
with senior administrators from several universities to discuss my plans for our research
centre, I mentioned that I would be travelling to another institution the following day to
Wilfrid Laurier University Press. (n.d.). Indigenous Studies Series. Retrieved from
http://wlupress.wlu.ca/press/Series/IS.shtml
137 Academic Matters. (2011). Academic Matters Ocufa’s Journal of Higher Education. Retrieved
from http://www.academicmatters.ca/
138 Episkenew, J. & Reder, D. (2008). “Tâwaw cî? [Is there room?]: Aboriginal Faculty, Students, and
Content in the University English Department. Retrieved from
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meet with a number of senior administrators in health disciplines, some I had never met
before while others I had met when we had occupied different positions. I was asked to
identify my goal for each meeting but did not know how to respond. After all, my goal was
to meet the people. After that, who knows what will happen?
Since I could not identify a specific goal, I received a mini-lecture on the importance of
identifying a goal for each meeting I attend, setting the agenda, and ensuring that I have a
firm plan to move the agenda along to achieve my goal. My physical response to the
suggestion was visceral. I could hear the voices of people from my community in my
mind. “Ever cheeky, eh!” Having said that, I didn’t quarrel. I took notes and asked questions,
but my own internal voice kept shouting, “Hell, no.”
As I walked back to my office, I tried to examine my response and wondered if this was
merely my ego smarting from the implied criticism. I was, after all, somewhat insulted
because I thought that networking was my area of strength. I really like working with
people, which is probably why I keep finding myself in academic administrative positions;
however, I knew that if I followed this advice I would not be myself and would not enjoy my
work. I decided to talk to a colleague, another Métis woman, since I was having difficulty
deciding how to handle the situation. When I told her the story, my colleague’s first response
was to say, “But we’re not like that.” When she transformed the “I” to “we,” I realized that
perhaps this was not just a problem of me and my ego. Clearly, the matter required more
reflection.
My first meeting the following day was with an old friend who had recently been appointed
to an academic administrative position responsible for “Aboriginal Affairs” (sounds a bit too
much like Indian Affairs, doesn’t it!). Because we’d known each other for many years, I was
comfortable sharing my story and to hear her response. I learned that she had a similar
experience. A senior administrator had suggested to her that she take a leadership course,
thinking that she needed to be more assertive. My friend told me, “But I don’t want to be
like that.” Like me, she valued collaborative relationships. I asked her if she had read
Maggie Kovach’s book Indigenous Methodologies: Conversations, Characteristics, and
Context.142 Although her focus is research methodology, Kovach’s theories can be applied to
multiple aspects of indigenizing the academy.
Kovach’s discussion of relationships, storytelling, trust, and the co-productions of knowledge
as they apply to research can also be applied to an anti-colonial classroom and decolonizing
pedagogy. In fact, as I read Kovach, I realized how much of the things that she identifies are
things that I do without question or critical examination. To me, they are normative. I
started to appreciate how my students must feel when I tell them to examine their
positionality and the things that they consider normal. Sometimes it is much easier to
identify characteristics of the other than it is to identify our own characteristics as cultural
insider.
As I talked to my friend, the newly appointed academic administrator, I realized that
Kovach’s theories also apply to my approach to administrations. The goal of my meetings
142
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was to build relationships with the people whom I had not met before and to renew and
maintain relationships with those people I had met in other circumstances. Relationshipbuilding was not a means to an end, a means to achieve my goal; it was the goal. We would
meet to share our stories of self and our workplace. In my mind, sharing stories would
inevitably lead to good things, since we were all concerned with improving health. To impose
an agenda on our first meeting would be presumptuous and premature. How could I, as a
singular individual, know what the agenda for a first meeting should contain? We had yet
to establish a relationship.
Like Kovach’s discussion of the importance of co-creation of knowledge, the creation of our
agendas should be a collaborative endeavour. To develop the agenda myself and impose it
on others would be, well, ever cheeky, eh. Or perhaps it would be appropriate to say that it
would be cheeky according to the values of my community and my culture. And, I think that
our way of building relationship is more effective than one that focuses on the ends, and the
university would be well advised to turn to our cultures for guidance on relationship
building.
I know a young Métis man who graduated with a Masters degree a few years ago. He is a
brilliant scholar and a hard worker. A group of us have been unsuccessfully trying to
persuade him to begin a Ph.D. program. He is afraid, not of the work or the cost or the time
commitment. Instead, he is afraid that further education would require him to change in
such a way it would distance him from his community. I understand. Indigenous academics
often find themselves split between their home self – dare I use the word “authentic” self? –
and the persona that we are often forced to assume at the university.
Sometimes I made the wrong jokes in the wrong places. A few months ago, I saw one of our
non-Indigenous researchers at a fancy dinner. I’d never seen him in a suit and thought that
I would tease him by telling him that he “cleaned up real nice.” He looked horrified and a
bit embarrassed. Right joke, wrong situation. If he were Métis, he would laugh and perhaps
tell me that it was his “going-to-court suit.” Then I’d laugh because we say these things to
Indigenous people wearing suits. We would bond over dark humour and our mutual
understanding of a history that resulted in our communities’ over-representation in the
justice system. Unfortunately, this researcher, who understands much about Indigenous
health, did not understand our humour. Right joke, wrong situation.
Lately there has been much talk in Canadian universities, particularly those in provinces
with large Indigenous populations, about recruiting and retaining Indigenous students and
faculty. Most of these discussions seem to focus on what the university can do to make us
feel “more comfortable,”143 which is an expression that’s beginning to grate. It is a part of
the discourse relating to what I call “the deficit model” 144 of planning for Indigenous
Mason, G. (2011, November 11). UVic Shows There’s a Better Aboriginal Way. The Globe and Mail. Retrieved
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students. Universities perceive that we come with a deficit in our preparation for higher
learning, so they must develop special programs to help us fit into their world. A nonIndigenous colleague pointed out that this language is problematic because the people whom
we typically want to make comfortable are our guests. To take analogy a little further, good
guests follow the rules of the house since they know that they are not at home and are
visiting at the sufferance of the host. And guests eventually leave. So what are universities
saying when they want to make their Indigenous students feel comfortable? And what
happens to the ones who, like me, decide to stay?
I have been at the university for more than twenty years, first as a student, then as a faculty
member and frequently as an administrator. I have changed. Although I succeeded in
obtaining a university education of the highest order, have universities changed to make
room for people like me? Granted, there are safe places, Indigenous Studies departments
and Indigenous student centres. But other than the occasional cultural awareness programs,
what have these institutions of higher education learned about Indigenous people? There is
still an expectation that Indigenous people change on some very basic levels. We must be
careful how we relate to people, watch what jokes that we tell, and hide a multitude of forms
of cultural expression that we hold dear. Many of my Indigenous colleagues take the path
of least resistance by self-censoring their identities under veneers of professional decorum.
Others rant and fight, while still others just leave. Each one of these choices has a cost not
only to the individual but to their institution.
Indigenous students, scholars, and administrators have something to contribute. Is there a
willingness to embrace Indigenous people in our totality? Can the university tolerate other
ways of being? Which brings me back to what is becoming the eternal question relating to
Indigenous people in the academy: tâwaw cî? Does the university understand what it means
to make room?
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13.

Locating my Indian self in the academy’s tenure process
Shanne McCaffrey, University of Victoria

When I began to prepare my portfolio for the tenure process, little did I realize how
incredibly difficult this was going to be, from a location that is, for many Indigenous
scholars, devoid of spirit, identity, culture and Indigenous traditions. When I prepared my
portfolio I inserted many pieces, gifts that were related to my scholarship of engagement145
in Indigenous communities. When I had finished it, I bound my portfolio with a Métis
sash146 and presented it to the committee.
I soon found the Métis sash in my office, taken off my portfolio. Apparently it was too difficult
to tie it back on after viewing the portfolio. As well, the act of placing the sash around the
portfolio had been interpreted for its esthetics rather than symbolic literacy147 or deeper
connections to Indigenous ceremony.
As I went through my portfolio, I experienced a deep sadness. I saw my community
engagement work pushed to the side, as the writing, curriculum work, and course-based
evaluations took up all of the space. I was told to keep it ‘scholarly’ and ‘academic,’ to take
out the pieces that were connected to community, to relationships and to spirit. And the final
blow? A small cobalt blue glass bead that had been presented to me by a northern community
was tucked at the back of the portfolio, the piece that talked about the bead, its history and
relationship was tucked elsewhere, in the binder’s flap.
It was time for me to re-think not only my portfolio, but my Indian self and how I wanted to
(re)present that self to the academy. I needed to find a way that I could connect with my
spirit, my identity and ancestry in an academy, located, importantly, on traditional
Lekwungen territory.
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For support on this journey, I went to my mother, sat with her and explained my dilemma.
My mother had walked two cultural worlds and moved on both sides of the feather, for years.
She understood the dual cultural ways that often are required in working with nonIndigenous communities and institutions. She calmly replied that I needed to weigh the
consequences of any action, which might mean that I could be denied a place in the academy.
If I could accept that, then I would be able to move forward in any matter that I felt most
comfortable presenting myself.
For me, there was no hesitation. I would present myself in my Indigenous ways. I would not
disconnect or compartmentalize myself. I could live with the consequences of my stand of
locating myself, with integrity and honour. After all, I had come from a people on both my
mother and father’s sides, who were used to taking a stand, and from a social location that
often circumscribed their autonomy, identity, lives, and homes. It would be the least that I
could do to honour their indomitable strength, trials and enduring legacies.
After thinking through all of this, I sat down and wrote a small treatise, which began to take
the shape of a prayer and then a keening wail. I decided to print it on salmon paper, to
signify that ‘salmon always return home’. I put it on the front of my portfolio and handed it
in for the final time. I had also given notice to the university’s tenure committee that I
would be attending the gathering in-person, something not typically done.
My words on salmon paper were deeply offensive to some. One person called it a “rant” and
gave me a wide berth and silence to show displeasure. Another person said it made her cry;
she did not understand how painful this process could be. Through the academic ivy I heard
another person say that they wanted to “push” me to do the best that I could. Yet another
person claimed that he did not want me to be ‘embarrassed’ by not meeting the standard
demanded at a prestigious School. Finally I was asked if the salmon letter could be taken
off, after all, the point had been made and the portfolio seemed in order now. I stated I would
not take the letter off and it would remain in the front of my binder all the way through the
process.
I wanted to go to my university tenure committee to explain and interpret a couple of pieces
of community peer “assessment” to them. These objects, on the surface, may seem to be a
simple glass bead, or four quarters, or a brightly woven belt, but these were all part of
community evaluations, affirmations and ways of assessing. These objects spoke to the
ceremonies, contracts, witnesses and relationships that I had forged and earned with people
and communities. They were as precious as any paper from a high office in the academy.
So, I went to the university tenure committee and explained these pieces. I looked down the
table and explained my Indian self. Walking out, I proudly strode back to my office,
comfortable at last in my brown skin. Later, the phone rang and the head of the committee
informed me that I had passed the tenure process and would be receiving a letter to that
effect. I immediately gave thanks to my ancestors in the traditional ways that I had been
taught – kitatamihin (literally, you make me glad). The following is the ‘salmon letter’ I
wrote that was on the front of my portfolio.
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My ‘Salmon Letter,’ or on Indigenizing the tenure process
I first must hold my hands and acknowledge the Coast and Strait Salish people, who are the
territory holders of this land that I have been a guest on for fourteen years. To them I extend
my sincere and grateful thanks for being such kind and generous hosts in so many good
ways.
As a Nehiyaw Cree Métis148 person, I have the responsibility to bring my ancestry forward
and to acknowledge those before me, to honour them and the blood that flows through my
veins from both my mother and father. I am not an island. I cannot represent a sliver of
myself, but must bring forward this self that I am, that I identify with, which includes my
brown Indian self.
I am Shanne McCaffrey, my mother is Yvonne Cecile Marie McCaffrey. Her mother, my
grandmother, is Rose Marie Wapistikwan (White Head) Lafond. My great grandmother was
Kamiyosit (the pretty one). My great-great grandfather was Pikakam (Churned Up
Water). My ancestry is located in Saskatchewan on the Beardy’s Okemasis149 Reserve, Fort
Carleton and Batoche in Saskatchewan. I am a Nehiyaw Cree Métis woman who has an
Irish father, George Joseph McCaffrey. His father, my grandfather was Phillip McCaffrey.
Phillip’s father, my great-grandfather was Owen McCaffrey and my great-great-grandfather
was Laughlin McCaffrey, who came over from Ireland and first settled in Quebec.
I have struggled fiercely with this tenure process, to show the academy my scholarly,
teaching and expert self. There is an assumption deeply embedded in the tenure process
that I want to be an academic. I do not aspire to be an academic. I aspire to be a person who
will be remembered as having good and caring relationships with people both inside and
outside of my work. I aspire to be a lifelong learner as well as I want to continually strive to
be a good teacher and a good person to others.
I was hired to be a teacher, a senior instructor and I was also hired for being an Indian; for
those cultural mysteries, traditions, and relationships that I am fortunate to enjoy. To those
systems, social conventions, politics, culture that I know the signs, language and codes of
membership to. To knowing those intricate matrices of relationships between nations and
communities, traditions, cultures and protocols essential to working in effective reciprocal
partnerships and circles with diverse and strong cultural peoples.
All my life, I have watched, talked, experienced, thought and learned, but all of these ways
have no place of honour, validation or acknowledgement in this tenure system. This is
colonialism of the Indigenous spirit, mind and body. I have felt physically sick at being
pressed to represent a sliver of who I am and to try to twist and contort myself to fill in the
blanks of curriculum vitae papers, ready-made forms, systems, cycles, timeframes and
framework agreements that were created for the ‘professor’ stream at the academy. When
asked about the ‘standard’ for the Senior Instructor process, I am told about the framework.
I go there and prepare my first portfolio. I am then told that I needed to re-do it and add in
more ‘scholarly’ achievements and to pull out some personal pieces. When I ask again, I am
Native Languages of the Americas. (2011). Cree Culture and History. Retrieved from
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given still give vague, veiled instructions about the ‘tone’ of my work. That only pushes me
into resistance. I do not know this coded system and cannot trust anyone to show me how to
navigate or steer this iron horse that is careening down the tenure track.
The tenure process has a long and deeply embedded history in the learning institutions of
the Euro-Western world with accompanying Euro-western ideology and conservatism that
will not allow the Indian in me to come out. For myself, I have found this step to be
excruciatingly painful. I hear and feel the swing of the iron cross of colonialism. I know it is
real. This is a colonial process and it tears deeply into my Indian heart, head and spirit. It
has a flavouring reminiscent of residential school.150 You cannot speak your speak, your
words, ways of knowing, doing, being have no place in this privileged domain, only your
white-self need step forward. This process is a shaming process. I feel deep shame at leaving
my Indian self.
Every part of my authentic whole self that I bring to the relationships I have in and out of
the academy are denied a space or a place in the tenure process. Only my scholarly self need
stand up and take a bow, while the Indian self in me is pulled from the binders, piece by
piece. My Indian self is not honoured or valued in this process. That side is banished to
reside in the shadows and darkness, daring to peek out for a chance to speak – my speak –
speak my truth. My Indian self is “Kguss kay tin” (lonely and sad).
I am being taught through this process to pull that Indian self inward, allowing my Eurowestern self to stand up and take a bow, when this is not my culture, these are not my
ways. I have grieved, wailed and felt deep sorrow and confusion about this colonial
process. I ask: ‘Am I assimilated enough to be accepted?’ ‘Do I want to be assimilated
enough?’ ‘Is this the measure, the standard they speak of?’ The only self that need appear is
my Euro-western self, while my Indian self shrinks and recedes to the shadows. ‘Can I really
move forward this way?’ My Indian self is an outcast in this process. There is no invitation
for the Indian in me to come forward. My tears have been pregnant with sorrow as I struggle
to move out of this place of contradiction, control and imbalance.
Now it is this very Indian self, that I am being denied the right to voice, express, represent
in an institutionalized tenure process. The Indian self in me demands that I make reparation
– that I acknowledge this Indian self. I straighten my shoulders and I whisper aloud: “I am
not you. Don’t assume I aspire to be like you. I am not aspiring to be like you. I am ‘me.’ I
am aspiring to learn and grow into the person that I am meant to be.” My Indian self nods;
“Gway-iss” (good). Yet, this is the Indian self that this institution and others are always
seeking from me – my Indian eyes, head, and heart.
If I dance the hoop dance and spin all the hoops, take all directions to show my academic
and scholarly self, will I be assimilated enough, white enough, colonized enough,
institutionalized and finally good enough for the academy? At what cost to my spirit, sense
of self-identity, responsibility to my ancestry, and authenticity will be damaged and
negotiated in this process. What about my Indian self? My Indian self grins and pokes me
forward – “ma kee skway in” (you’re crazy).
150
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The tenure process will not take the Indian out of me or from me. I am clinging to my
brownness, arms wrapped around like a straight jacket with my fingernails embedded
deeply into my back, hanging on a like a dog soldier, to life to limb, to spirit and membership
to the collective and to self, especially to my Indian self. You cannot pull it from me. It is not
a shroud that can be donned and then taken off. It is skin that blankets me and is rooted in
blood and bone, to my being, my self, my spirit, and my identity. It is me. My Indian self
takes a creep forward another step and says ‘kin stoo tin?’ (Do you understand?) I reply:
‘ehheh, kin stoo ta tin’ (I understand).
I have been taught to critique, to assess and evaluate. I have a responsibility to start the
conversation of the colonial process of tenure. So here I am today, hovering around the
academy. In or out, on the teeter – totter. To be brought in to be corseted and cloistered by
colonial fingers that are pinching the Indian in me into silence, seclusion until it is time for
that Indian to be brought into the light again. Now is that time. “Peeyeswak”!
(Thunder) “Peeyeswak”’!
I have been taught to tell the truth. Sometimes I am more successful at this than other
times. But I have a responsibility to tell the truth especially to my Indian self, my cultural
self and beloved ancestry. This tenure process has been damaging. It is colonialism living
inside my head, like a fuzzy fungus that causes confusion and unease and pain. At first I did
not recognize this invasive discomfort until I actually sat down and moved to that deep place
and began thinking – thinking with all of myself represented, speaking with the Indian in
me. “kee nan skomitin” (Thank you) I say to myself.
I have a responsibility to those who have come before me, to honour, validate and
acknowledge and stand them up. This must be done first. These are my ways, my ways of
knowing, doing, being. My Indian self comes into the light and screams joyously: “Ka kee oni
wa ga ma gannuc”’ (All my relations).
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14.

‘The truth about stories’: Yes, I am Aboriginal and I enjoy
mathematics
Florence Glanfield, University of Alberta

When people learn that I am of Aboriginal descent and that I enjoy mathematics I am often
looked at in a quizzical way. Often I am asked how I came to enjoy and to teach mathematics.
And, I often assume, that I am being asked how you – as an Aboriginal person – came to
enjoy mathematics. Over the years I’ve found it productive to respond by sharing two stories.
“The truth about stories is that that’s all we are,” suggested Thomas King 151 , the first
Massey lecturer of Aboriginal descent. Once you’ve heard a story, “It’s yours. Do with it what
you will. Tell it to friends. Turn it into a television movie. Forget it. But don’t say in the
years to come that you would have lived your life differently if only you had heard this story.”

Story 1: I have many memories of spending time with my father and maternal grandfather
walking in the bush around the ranger station where we lived. As I’d walk alongside my
father and grandfather they would point out the impressions that our footsteps would make
and differences in the types of trees and grasses depending on the amount of sunshine. My
father would tell me about the cycles of growing; the role of a forest fire in forest renewal;
how the growth pattern of a tree is changed when a branch is broken. My grandfather would
notice small animal tracks and teach me how we could follow those animal tracks in amongst
the trees and grasses to learn about the animal. As I grew up, I learned to listen to both my
father and grandfather and I learned to give my own thoughts when I heard, “My girl….what
do you think?”

Story 2: I’ve wanted to be a teacher since I was five years old, the year I started school. I
was a prolific reader and eager to engage in all aspects of school. My first memory of
mathematics was counting popsicle sticks. My first grade teacher would put a pile of popsicle
sticks on my desk and my task would be to count the pile by first of all making bundles of 5
sticks and then by combining two bundles of 5 for a bundle of 10. We eventually combined
10 bundles of 10 sticks for a bundle of 100. While in school, for me learning the symbols
related to mathematics was like reading and learning to solving a puzzle.
For me, the symbols used in mathematics needed to have meaning, just like the letters in
reading. I loved the activities with bundling popsicle sticks because the symbols associated
with the counting of the popsicle sticks illuminated a pattern for me in number. I learned
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for example that the number 140 could be one bundle of 100 sticks and 4 bundles of 10 sticks
or it could be 14 bundles of 10 sticks. I remember becoming excited when I noticed patterns
in the pages of calculations that we would be asked to do in mathematics class or when we
would have to do “timed tests.” I often did not finish the ‘timed tests’ because I would get
lost in the patterns. These early experiences with letters and numbers taught me that no
single letter and no single number had any meaning without a context.
What do these stories mean for me?
My quest for learning and understanding came from these early experiences of noticing –
my father and grandfather teaching me to notice patterns around me, to recognize
relationships, and to be curious by expressing what I thought; and my first grade teacher
inviting me to notice relationships and patterns in numbers through the activities she
planned. This noticing of patterns and relationships in numbers and then when I was older,
in algebra, contributes to my enjoyment of mathematics. When I see a mathematics problem
I begin to look for patterns. The enjoyment for me is in the noticing. I remember once when
I was in the 11th grade when I began to be conscious of the noticing of these patterns: the
teacher was introducing a unit on solving quadratic equations and I remembered noticing
that it was similar to ideas about linear relations that we’d studied the previous year. I
realized why I so enjoyed mathematics. I liked to figure out or solve the puzzle about the
relationships between ideas and that meant noticing patterns.
What do these stories mean for my teaching practice?
In the same way that my father and grandfather wanted me to be aware of my footprints on
the grasses, I want my students to see interconnections among mathematical ideas. I want
my students to come to know that mathematics isn’t just about a collection of textbook
chapters, a collection of different ideas, or a collection of formulas to be memorized. Rather,
mathematics is a web of interconnected ideas and relationships.
Although the two stories that I shared with you are now over 45 years ago, the memories
stay with me. These memories have contributed to and continue to shape who I am as a
teacher. As a teacher, I pay attention to the patterns and relationships within mathematics
– as in life – and I invite my students to talk about how they are noticing patterns and
relationships. By spending time getting to know the students I taught when I was a high
school mathematics teacher I learned that by listening to the stories that they told about
who they were, it helped me to build relationships with them. Building relationships with
my students helped me to feel comfortable when I would ask, “What are you thinking” in my
mathematics lessons. When I was asking “What are you thinking,” I was inviting each of my
students to share that noticing of patterns and relationships with me.
I now teach in-service and pre-service teachers about what it means to teach mathematics.
I invite my students to look for patterns and relationships within school mathematics
curricula so that they can ask their students, “What are you thinking?” Like I wanted for
my high school students, I want my current students to notice patterns and relationships
among mathematical ideas so that they can invite their students to notice patterns and
relationships.
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Some final thoughts
The stories I shared with you in this writing are my own. They are the stories that I tell
about who I am in relation to learning and in relation to mathematics. Learning and
teaching mathematics is about noticing patterns and relationships. Mathematics is, for me,
a human endeavour.152
You’ve now heard my story about how I have come to enjoy mathematics. And, yes, I am an
Aboriginal person who enjoys mathematics. So, please, “It’s yours. Do with it what you will.
Tell it to friends. Turn it into a television movie. Forget it. But don’t say in the years to come
that you would have lived your life differently if only you had heard this story. You’ve heard
it now.”
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15.

Soft Sovereignties and Strokes of Genius: Situating the
Indigenous Humanities within Canada
Len M. Findlay, University of Saskatchewan

Canadian Literature is now so well recognized domestically and internationally that both
CanLit, and the notion of recognition itself, can be interrogated outside the binary of
dismissal and hype: that is to say, dismissal by the mother country and the ‘proper’
guardians of the mother tongue versus uncritical promotion by cultural nationalists in the
former British colony. Such interrogation is being undertaken in many venues and modes,
under and beyond the aegis of the TransCanada Institute153 directed by Smaro Kamboureli
at the University of Guelph. For instance, CanLit is being rethought and remade by those
who insist on Canadian literatures in the plural, a move instantly productive of a different
politics of distinctiveness and difference in much the same way as insisting on Americas in
the plural frees inquiry instantly, though not necessarily permanently, from the neoimperial frames of America in the singular.
CanLit is also aptly unsettled and resettled by linking literacy to orality and to cultural
forms that access other senses or even the fully embodied and hence racialized, sexualized,
and classed human sensorium, and in so doing contest the presumptions and privileges of
CanLit as the production and consumption of texts written in English by ‘real’ Canadians.
Admittedly, one does not want always to be eager and willing to critique the literary as such
and its institutions, because the enforcers of the new instrumentality, the new usury, and
the pseudo-democratic effects of first-world dumping of its pop cultural products on other
worlds, like nothing better than us doing their work for them in acts of self-indenturing and
self-destructive labour.
In this context of equity mattering I feel compelled to a certain robustness of critique: and
to target my adopted country and academy, not least because that critique offers a key way
of resisting and replacing the instrumentality, usury, and dumping which I just mentioned.
I engage with the determinants of cultural and scholarly production at a grim moment in
Canada’s history, a moment when the Canadian government has taken up the toxic legacy
of the United States government in the form of renewed militarism, social conservatism,
semiotic thuggery, fiscal and environmental exceptionalism, and selective amnesia such as
Harper himself employed at the G8 meetings in Pittsburgh in September 2009 in declaring
that “Canada has no history of colonialism.”154 In such mixes of arrogance and ignorance
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our national government now enjoys its majority status by advancing an agenda that bids
fair to replace the Ugly American with the Ugly Canadian.
In this short blog I will connect a few components of this disappointing and damaging
process to analogues in Indian country, that is, to the capacities of Canada’s First Nations,
Inuit, and Métis peoples to educate white-settler elites and their diasporic accretions into
practices that might lend more legitimacy and purpose to Canada’s pretension to be an
honest broker on the international stage and a poster democracy at home.
Soft Sovereignties
What do I mean by “sovereignties”? I look to the plural form to insist on Canada as a site of
multiple sovereignties rather than a state singularity. The origins of Canada as a French
and British colony, followed by imperial dominion status en route to sovereign statehood is
rooted, more or less willingly, in recognition of the antecedent and inalienable sovereignty
of Canada’s Indigenous peoples as generous hosts and equal partners in treaty federalism.
The legal, political, and socio-cultural realities of treaty federalism can, as John Ralston
Saul has recently argued, be seen as shaping Canada as A Fair country; 155 or, treaty
federalism can be seen as preventing Canada from realizing its neocolonial, neoliberal
destiny, an interpretation promoted by an assiduously rewhitening cohort who construct
‘our’ Aboriginal peoples as incurably backward or infuriatingly obtuse.
From the perspective of our current federal government, the Scramble for Arctica requires
it to admit and commend Canada’s Inuit as guarantors of a national entitlement to landmass and seabed and the oil and gas beneath them. However, the Inuit are also a nuisance
and embarrassment, a scattering of inconveniently resilient, observant, and articulate
witnesses to the effects of global climate change. Moreover, ‘our’ Inuit are also contributors
to the circumpolar solidarity of Indigenous peoples whose transnationalism from below
exposes the arbitrary avarice behind the current map of national borders in the Arctic and
the need for, and achievability of, collective environmental stewardship envisioned as a
planetary practice.
Either “there goes the Indigenous neighbourhood” or “there goes national sovereignty.” But
softness of this indigenous sort should not be mistaken for weakness. Rather, it is hardness
that needs to be exposed as weakness, because Canada’s hard stand on arctic sovereignty is
a cover for state capitulation to multi-national oil and gas interests whose fluid scutcheon
morphed recently into a mega-Rorschachian blot lethally dispersing in the Gulf of Mexico
beyond the reach of even Ed Burtynsky’s156 incomparably wide lens. Brittania never did rule
the waves, and nor does British Petroleum, yet this myth persists in political and
commercial empires.
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The Inuit are of course only one source of soft sovereignty within Canada as a multi-nations
state, though a crucially important source that nourishes cross-cultural solidarity in
initiatives like the Art and Cold Cash Collective whose extraordinary work Smaro
Kamboureli brought to the TransCanada Three157 conference in New Brunswick in 2010.
Canada has often aligned itself with initiatives such as the banning of land mines (Lloyd
Axworthy in particular played a key role in promoting the Ottawa Treaty of late 1997); and
Canada has traditionally done so in order to demonstrate that soft power works. And the
notion of soft power is clearly part of the national aura to which Queen Elizabeth the Second
attested when, in her 1991 speech on Symbols of Nationhood, she declared: “Canada asks no
citizens to deny their forebears or forsake their heritage – only that each should accept and
value the cultural freedom of others as he enjoys his own. It is a gentle invitation, this call
to citizenship, and I urge those who have accepted Canada’s invitation to participate fully
in the building of the Canadian society and to demonstrate the real meaning of the
brotherhood of man.” Of course there is much colonial violence as well as paternalistic
‘gentleness’ in this invitation to enter participatory parliamentary democracy, and claims of
gentleness accord ill with the experience of state power by non-canonical Canadians.
The language employed by the Commonwealth’s one and only Queen is much preferable to
the language employed in Canada’s new Citizenship Guide158. I have not time to go into this
in detail here, but the Guide is an alarming national rebranding produced with the
assistance of academics who really ought to know and demand better, but whose complicity
with a neoliberal narrating of the nation helps, as we will see, to explain the rise of the
Indigenous humanities.159 Soft sovereignties, multilateralist, transculturalist, and treatybased, including those performed by resurgent Aboriginal cultures and their nonviolent long
marchers within Canada’s legal, political, and educational institutions, function
increasingly as a brown precinct within a white practice both politically assertive and
economically abject, and especially vulnerable to cultural interruption and indictment in
work that celebrates “the insubordination of signs” – most notably in work by Aboriginal
writers, musicians, curators, and performance artists.
Strokes of Genius
Let me turn now to another of my key terms, namely “strokes.” The multiple implications of
this deceptively simple term “strokes” afford opportunities for unsettlement that writers and
literary scholars are well positioned to pursue. As my title suggests, I engage particularly
with the idea of strokes of genius, an expression associated with important breakthroughs
but also with their rarity (and perhaps unpredictability). The dominant national narrative
in Canada holds that we have a genius for compromise and hence for diplomacy, a claim
supported by the quality and accomplishments of our public service and foreign service, the
contributions of our many NGOs, and by our honourable connections to the United Nations.
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With regard to the latter, we can point proudly to the role played by John Humphrey160, a
legal scholar from McGill University161, in drafting the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights. This accomplishment led fairly directly to Lester B. Pearson’s Nobel Peace Prize and
the internal and external expectations, within and beyond the British Commonwealth, that
Canada operate as a peace-keeping middle power and effective advocate of soft power. Even
in Harperland, this is still a vital part of our national imaginary reinforced by educators at
all levels and by the media and much of the political class.
But when Ted Moses, Leroy Little Bear, and Sakej Henderson play roles at least as
important as Humphrey’s and Pearson’s in drafting and bringing to fruition the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,162 what do we find in much of
Canada? A deafening silence rather than a celebration of the enrichment of our national
and global citizenship and an eager embrace of the fact that Canada remains a “significant
player on the world stage” by virtue of the diplomatic skills of its Indigenous peoples and
not because of the blustering of the Canadian Falstaff, retired General Rick Hillier, and his
realpolitiking admirers inside and outside the academy. The Harper Government, given the
racializing imperatives of its tough-on-crime domestic agenda and its hard-nosed
unilateralist foreign policy, at first dismissed the Indigenous Declaration as merely
“aspirational” but still posing problems for Canada’s legal sovereignty, and then modified
its refusal to sign the Declaration in ways tokenist at best before doing the right thing for
the wrong political reasons.
Canada was for too long an ugly and almost solitary holdout163 on this matter, contradicted
at home by Aboriginal organizations, the Parti Québécois, and the federal opposition parties,
on an initiative promising the reconnection of legal recognition to economic redistribution,
and to an Aboriginal-led shift from knowledge economies to knowledge ecologies. Unless the
Declaration is embraced as a stroke of genius from Canada’s better self, then the Ugly
Canadian will become even more brazen and prolific, making a mockery of “the duty to
consult” Indigenous peoples before starting the next version of the gold rush on their
territory and contributing thereby to the divided and divisive neocolonial, neoliberal flows
of poison and prosperity. The recent Declaration was a laboriously accomplished stroke of
collective genius on behalf of collective rights and an invaluable rethinking of the human,
and those who oppose or trivialize it betray, usually in the names of modernity and
knowledge, their own clinging to outmoded and unsustainable privilege and to a deliberate
ignorance of the Other essential to the construction and subordination of that Other.
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The Indigenous Humanities in the Neocolonial Academy
One of the major features of the current Canadian moment as I have described it, is a
governmental need to both disdain academic work and depend on it while directing it into
ever narrower channels. At the core of this endeavour is the belief that the so-called logic
of the market should drive the decisions of all institutions, including universities and
colleges. A rabid neoliberalism mistakes market muscularity for economic rationality while
avoiding most of the consequences of casino capitalism and its crony cousin. Consequently,
university leaders used the passive and uncritical voice when explaining massive
budgetary shortfalls and their academic consequences in face of the “economic meltdown or
downturn” or “the need to press the reset button.”
This silence and passivity in high places go largely unnoticed in Canada, as do demands to
deregulate tuition and further casualize academic labour in the humanities and fine arts, so
that the corporatization of education matches the corporatization of government. Humanists
in particular are faced with careerist temptations to undervalue teaching, to make spurious
claims to direct wealth-generation, to resent or feebly mimic the claims and practices of their
colleagues in the “hard” sciences, or to be grateful for the crumbs of legitimacy and comfort
thrown their way.
The Canadian humanities’ deep complicity with colonialism has now morphed more
emphatically into a complicity with, or subjection to, the imperatives of 21st-century
capitalism. The situation is far from hopeless. But the audacity of hope associated with
Obama must be critically connected to its veracity, as expressed in Kant’s 164 use of the
Horatian tag, sapere aude, dare to know. And daring to know means daring to know the
limitations of your white enlightenment universals, the provinciality of your Eurocentrism,
and the implications of your ignorance of Indigenous languages and knowledge systems. And
in order to understand and mitigate your ignorance, you need to learn to listen, and listen
to learn from Aboriginal knowledge keepers and seekers.
And hence the development of the Indigenous humanities as an insurgent, explicitly
decolonizing formation whose agenda has roots in education, visual culture, the co-operative
and social economies, literary and cultural studies, and law. Within our group, the example
of Sakej Henderson165 is especially instructive and inspiring in that, over the past twenty
years, while participating in the Indigenous working group at the United Nations, he has
both passed and refused to pass by the standards of the Euro-Canadian academy. In so doing
he has developed a variety of techniques for Indigenizing the humanities so as to decolonize
the university. His is a distinctive hermeneutics relying on a double gesture of compliance
and circumvention, first studying and counter-colonizing such terms as imperium (control
of jurisprudence), and dominium (control of lands), concepts from canon law that underwrote
Mi’kmaw relations with the Holy See. Henderson then deployed anew or for the first time
within the flows and portages of treaty federalism a series of transformative formulae: most
notably Aboriginal tenure, sui generis citizenship, First Nations jurisprudence, Indigenous
diplomacy, and dialogic governance.
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At the same time, Henderson revitalized Indigenous resistance and renaissance via
Mi’kmaw and Great Plains legal orders and languages, and by means of postcolonial ghost
dancing and ledger drawings, using cultural practices in different media to animate more
fully the force of his blackletter legal analysis. In North America, how the west was won was
intimately connected to how the west was spun, and Henderson continues to show how
resistance entails cultural as well as legal performance while refusing entrapment in either
law or culture (or relations between them) as Eurocentrically understood.
Sakej Henderson’s and Marie Battiste’s166 commitment to protecting Indigenous knowledge
and heritage required them to envisage the reconstitution of academic disciplines – and all
their relations – via the key hermeneutic notion of the Honour of the Crown, according to
which, as Canada’s judiciary has increasingly recognized, the treaties do not support textual
finality and interpretative closure but rather ongoing cultural performativity whereby all
colonially scripted ambiguities or conflicts must be resolved generously in favour of the
Indigenous parties , in a much fuller realization of the promise of the treaties and the
Canada they can still make possible.
While the Canadian state resorts to iterative particularism, dividing up issues, territories,
and peoples with all the arrogance that capitalism more broadly has brought to the division
of labour, the neoliberal university eagerly follows suit, espousing assimilationism in
virtually every aspect of its teaching, recruitment, retention, and reward, while publicly
avowing precisely the opposite. (The recent treatment of the First Nations University of
Canada 167 is particularly revealing as regards the federal and provincial governments’
dispensing of tough love and restructuring that the International Monetary Fund and World
Bank would be proud of, while university presidents across the land maintained a
disappointing silence.) University autonomy may seem like a lesser analogue of political
sovereignty, but it is more courtly than critical in face of corporations and their government
proxies. Meanwhile, under an increasingly withering Indigenous gaze, and increasingly
effective coalitions of indigenous and non-Indigenous humanists building on traditional and
new forms of capacity and accomplishment, federal power has turned into parochialism and
resentment, while academic institutions’ desires for global eminence are premised on
ongoing ignorance of the knowledge systems of the prior occupants of the land on which our
campuses have without exception been built.
State stonewalling of recognition and redress based on Aboriginal and Treaty Rights has
required great patience and tenacity on the part of Indigenous humanists in the courtroom
and the classroom and many other venues. But endless rehearsal of evidence and
arguments, case by case, has had the effect of making aboriginal scholars, creators, and
litigators more fluent and compelling while exposing ever more clearly the ignorance and
incoherence of many federal policies and practices. The arts of opposition and circumvention
are nowhere better understood than in Canada’s Indian country, as is the need for change
Battiste. (2002). Project Researcher. In Postcolonial University. University of
Saskatchewan. Retrieved from http://www.usask.ca/education/postcolonial/battiste.htm
167 First Nations University of Canada. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.firstnationsuniversity.ca/
166

Marie

83

beyond redress. And just as surely as culture and education were essential to the completion
of colonial projects instigated by main force and economic power, so decolonizing is
undertaken on all these fronts, with the Indigenous humanities an emergent formation and
usable model for those who wish to live in a truly fair country.
Decolonization and the Indigenous Humanities
I conclude, then, with a simple listing of five key features of this strategic formation. First,
there is our preference for Indigenous leadership in our research projects, so as to model the
realities and promise of Indigenous knowledge instead of the persistent construction of First
Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples as damaged and dysfunctional affronts to an otherwise
peaceable kingdom.

Second, there is the confidence born of our growing experience in effecting the convergence
of distinct decolonizing forces: one force located within the traditional humanities and
therefore primarily revisionist and oppositional; the other deriving from Indigenous
traditions which refuse the academic servitude of the native informant in favour of plenary
scholarly authority and creative agency.

Third, there is collaborative authorship combined with a collectivist politics of citation from
the margin, this quasi-nepotistic practice being our way of countering the worst academic
excesses of possessive individualism and the cult of celebrity.

Fourth, we regularly guest-teach in each other’s classes and occasionally co-teach, making
regular declarations of dependency on each other and on our students as we do so, for, as
Ojibway legal scholar John borrows reminds us, we need far fewer declarations of
independence and many more declarations of interdependency.

Fifth, and lastly, we practise internationalism from below, building on the modes of
production and eventual success of the UN Declaration, invoking powerful covenants of the
International Labour Organisation and contributing to the invaluable work of UNESCO, as
well as developing relations with other groups across Canada, and in New Zealand and
Australia.
This may not sound like rocket science, but then it does not have to, because cognitive justice
has a far different trajectory than that of the military-industrial-academic-complex.
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16.

Relations with First Nations: Decolonization in the Canadian
context
Mark Aquash, University of British Columbia

First Nation communities and individuals can resolve their own issues by focusing on
community development, and by strengthening processes of decolonization, selfdetermination and citizenship.168 Yet a review of the historical and contemporary record
show that policy development and legislation in Canada continue to reflect the inequities
that flow from Canada’s colonial relationship with First Nation communities. As Indigenous
intellectuals and communities we are faced with several interrelated challenges: first,
dealing with the legacies of Canada’s colonial history; second, working towards the
decolonization of Canadian legislation and relations with First Nations; and, third,
decolonizing the colonial mindset and educational system as well as First Nations identities
and communities.
My experience suggests it is much easier to imagine an idealized history, based on how
things might have been rather than how things have turned out. We might, for example,
think about what First Nations people and communities would look like today, had there
been a different outcome to the War of 1812.169 It is difficult to focus on an optimistic outlook
when negativity including blame and guilt are so pervasive in contemporary relations
between First Nations and Canada. Perhaps we might turn to the thoughts of the elders and
leadership from the many Tribes and First Nations of the past. The historical record offers
us documentation of their thoughts and analysis that reflect Indigenous knowledge, wisdom
and intelligence. Many of these wise elders and leaders were faced with how difficult the
world could be and anticipated changes that future generations might face.
And indeed there have been many changes since European settlers made contact with first
peoples and established alliances with the diverse Indigenous nations across North
America. Alliances with the Spanish, French, British and many others have had direct
impact on the political, geographical and social borders between European settlers and First
Nations and their legacies persist. The War of 1812 made a huge impact on the alliances
with First Nations. The outcomes of that war continue to shape contemporary relations
between First Nations in Canada and Tribes in the United States.
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It was the vision of Tecumseh170 seeking a First Nations homeland that ultimately led to an
alliance between the First Nations and the British during the War of 1812. This alliance
was formed between Major General Isaac Brock and the many First Nations led by
Tecumseh. At the time Brock made it clear that the British would not negotiate a peace
treaty with the Americans without providing an independent homeland for First Nations,
which would have included all of what we now know as the State of Michigan and southern
Ontario. As we know all too well, both leaders were killed during the war – Brock in the
Battle of Queenston Heights,171 and Tecumseh in the Battle of the Thames,172 near present
day Chatham, Ontario.
Within twenty years the vision of a First Nations homeland along with the alliance between
Canada and the First Nations faded into an assimilationist project. Since then Canada’s
policy developments have been marred by a lack of consultation with First Nations. Federal
agents, sometimes with little knowledge or experience with First Nation communities have
been empowered to make recommendations for policy development. In many of these early
recommendations and policies we see a paternalistic approach that continues with First
Nations today. We often see commissioners’ reports that cover issues primarily of concern to
the federal government, and policies established that fail to serve the best interests of First
Nations. Indigenous knowledge, protocols and belief systems are seen as subversive to
federal officials (and scholars) intent on pursuing a policy of assimilation. This is the mindset
of continuing colonization.
Colonization through legislation and dispossession
The many land concessions and treaties made between First Nations and Canada after the
War of 1812 reveal the unique relationship and fiduciary obligations between Canada and
First Nation communities. Policies and mechanisms continue to be developed in order to
address both the specific and underlying intent of treaties and other agreements. The
development of Canada was, and must continue to be, a partnership with First Nations.
Equitable sharing of resources and economic development, education, health and well-being
are what the elders and Indigenous leadership understand as integral to these agreements.
In many cases, legislation outside of treaty-making is in direct contradiction to the treaties.
Colonization of First Nations was enabled through many discriminatory laws 173 and by
dispossession. 174 The Bagot Commission 175 of 1844 established key elements of colonial
policy and produced recommendations that have had far reaching implications for First
Nations communities. A major recommendation was for a centralized policy for control over
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all Indian matters, which resulted in the introduction of attendance policies at residential
schools, 176 individual ownership to parcels of land, and surveys in regard to land
management. The major objective was to discontinue treaty gifts and payments, made
possible by distributing individually owned parcels of land that were to be bought and sold
among Band members. It was believed that through participation in the process of land
tenure and the free enterprise system, a sense of individualism and materialism would
undermine, if not displace, community among First Nations.
The ‘Gradual Civilization Act’ 177 of 1857 encouraged abandonment of Indian status in
exchange for the ‘privilege’ of enfranchisement of Indian persons. The Pennefeather
Commission in1858 recommended the complete assimilation of First Nations into colonial
society, dismantling traditional forms of government, and abolishing the Indian Department
once assimilation had been achieved. Based on the Pennefeather and Bagot reports, the
Indian Lands Act was passed in 1860, transferring authority over Indians and Indian lands
to a single colonial official, the Superintendent of Indian Affairs.
When the Province of Canada united with Nova Scotia and New Brunswick to form the
Dominion of Canada, the Constitution Act of 1867178 (section 93) delegated jurisdiction of
education to provinces across Canada. This allowed the provinces to create standards and
criteria through education legislation and training to meet the needs of the Canadian settler
state. Simultaneously, section 92 removed provincial legislative authority over Indians and
their reserved lands and gave this authority to Parliament. This legislation placed First
Nations education under federal jurisdiction and it continues to exist today, as departmental
policy rather than public legislation.
The Gradual Enfranchisement Act179 of 1869 eliminated status of First Nations women who
married non-status men. This policy became very apparent in the Indian Act of 1896, which
is prescriptive and dictates all aspects of Indian policy from birth to beyond the grave. The
Act’s original intention was to dispossess Indian lands and impose Canadian citizenship
through enfranchisement, essentially promoting assimilation. The focus was for male
Indians to read, write and speak English or French, receive an elementary education, and
be of good moral character. This gender specific policy did not provide for equitable
treatment of female Indians until Bill-C31 in 1984. Upon individuals fulfilling the
requirements for enfranchisement, the Governor General would then impose citizenship
without choice. The Gradual Enfranchisement legislation did not have enough participants
to significantly reduce the number of status Indians.
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Gradual Civilization Act. (2011, April 22). Retrieved October 19, 2011 from Wikipedia:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gradual_Civilization_Act
178 Constitution Act, 1867. (2011). In: The Canadian Encyclopedia online. Retrieved from
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179 An Act for the Gradual Enfranchisement of Indians, the better Management of Indian Affairs, and
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Decolonizing education and facilitating access to postsecondary education is important to
First Nations self-determination. The Indian Act of 1896180 has been the most prescriptive
and dominant legislation in Canada, which provides an external controlling mechanism over
First Nation communities, including over education. Until 1960, sections 109-113 under the
Indian Act stated that Indians who had acquired post-secondary degrees, were admitted to
a profession, or had become clergy would automatically be enfranchised and lose status as
an Indian. Although assimilation policies of enfranchisement under the Indian Act were
appealed in 1985, there exists no public legislation, which set standards and criteria to meet
the funding needs of First Nation communities. Sections 114-122 gives the Minister of
Indian Affairs the authority to enter into school agreements with provinces and other
entities, such as the establishment and operation of schools, administration of educational
organizations (buildings, transportation, teachers, etc.), school attendance, truancy and
truancy enforcement, religious denominations and denomination of teachers.
Decolonizing Canada’s Relations with First Nations
Colonization and its legacies have had an enduring impact on First Nations identity. Loss
of identity among many First Nation people is all too common. Some communities have
taken ownership of the foreign systems, designed with the aim of assimilation. Thus we see
the evolving symptoms and psychopathologies derived from colonization. Many First Nation
people feel inferior in regard to their own historical, cultural and social background. Others
have low self-esteem, experience identity crisis, a broken spirit, and a lack of hope. Social
problems, often exhibited through violence, have become common. Post-traumatic stress
disorder and other health problems associated with efforts to escape everyday realities have
been added to the social and cultural milieu.
Decolonization begins with an individual learning about who they are in relation to their
Indigenous ancestors. Such a rediscovery by a First Nation community or individual may be
enabled by curiosity, accident, desperation, or intent. This rediscovery may lead to the
development of a thirst for understanding Indigenous knowledge, which is important for a
continuing process of decolonization. There is need for caution: Indigenous individuals
should take care so that they are not easily misled; some may have difficulty understanding
different aspects of, or perspectives on, Indigenous knowledge. The excitement of finding
identity and the resulting pride may cause an individual to become too impatient in their
learning. It is important to maintain patience and humility when seeking knowledge of
one’s own traditional teachings.
Decolonization also requires an individual to address closure and healing in their life. There
must be a time for First Nations individuals to deal with their anger, loss and grief. Some
individuals may feel rage when they learn of or recount historical events. For some, this
knowledge may be overwhelming. For others, feeling victimized by society may seem like
justification for violence, as has happened in the past. Decolonization requires owning
history and accepting your ancestors’ part in it. Continuous reinforcement and rediscovery
of Indigenous language, cultural, and spiritual protocols will empower individuals to move
forward with their growth as a proud First Nation citizen.
Makarenko, Jay. (2008, June 02). The Indian Act: Historical Overview. Retrieved from
http://www.mapleleafweb.com/features/the-indian-act-historical-overview
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Confronting the challenges of ongoing efforts of assimilation can be difficult. Indigenous
knowledge may enable individuals and communities to consider new structures and
systems. Communities could engage in processes of visioning as a way of charting their own
decolonization. Visioning may allow the community to develop a philosophy, as well as a
mission or purpose. The community can also provide a mandate for continuous consultation
so that they can revisit their vision on a regular basis. Such a process could include ongoing
re-evaluations of the political, social, economic, judicial, administrative and educational
structures and how they advance or impede decolonization and self-determination. There
are many problematic situations that can develop during such processes. Time is also a
factor: Valuing every community members’ contributions is important; it can also be very
time consuming.
Once Indigenous communities begin to make progress with their own self-understanding of
decolonization and achieving their goals, it is easier to move forward as one voice and to
provide a mechanism for achieving future goals. Continuous reinforcement of the vision
must be maintained in order to avoid external pressures and the invariable political
maneuverings from colonizing forces.
Community development among First Nations also requires techniques and organizational
skills that maintain unity while simultaneously engaging in ongoing processes of
communication, healing and organization. Over the long term, commitment and engagement
in First Nation community development require a focus on decolonization through action.
Decolonizing action requires inclusivity, and building a consensus that is proactive in
affirming unifying processes and outcomes, as well as in establishing community mandates
designed to achieve self-determination.
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17.

Don’t Tell Us Who We Are (Not): Reflections on Métis identity

Joyce Green, University of Regina

After having messed up Indian and Inuit identity for over 140 years, the federal government
has just passed Bill C-3, yet another inadequate amendment to address gender inequity in
the membership provisions of the Indian Act.181 Now the federal government proposes to
study and regulate Métis identity. This aim of regulating Métis identity was conveyed
through suggestions182 that, among other things, federal agencies examine different Métis
organizations for consistency of membership criteria.
Despite the backpedalling of some bureaucrats and politicians when the media and the
Métis National Council 183 (MNC) asked questions, it is reasonable to read this as a
government wish to standardize what it means to be Métis, and to define Métis for the
purposes of policies, rights claims, and other identity claims. Having unilaterally enforced
a limited vision of what it means to be ‘Indian,’ arguably a category created by the colonial
imagination, these sorcerers’ apprentices now feel compelled to expand their expertise to the
Métis.
Recognition by the state, or “status,” always has been a tool of the colonial government,
intended to identify a discrete community for policy attention, the ultimate objective of
which was assimilation; and to limit financial liability of the colonial state. Clarifying or
standardizing Métis “status” is not driven by the needs or interests of Métis communities,
nor is it apparently framed by international law about self-determination and indigenous
human rights.
One danger of an authentication formula, designed for the purpose of colonial legal and
administrative clarity, is that it would subject Métis, in all our diversity, to an external
legitimation process. And, as history has shown, only some will be legitimated. Further,
such a process indicates that colonialism has been so effective that some Aboriginal people
rely on externally-imposed criteria for internal recognition.
Identity via self-determination is one means to remedy the legacy of colonialism. But it is
unclear which is the self-determining entity or entities. While the best known Métis
Department of Justice. (2011, October). Indian Act (R.S.C., 1985, c. I-5). Retrieved from
http://laws.justice.gc.ca/en/I-5/
182 Pogorzelski, Roy (2011). INAC Hires CSA to Determine Criteria for Métis Identity. Aboriginal
Multi-Media Society. Retrieved from http://www.ammsa.com/publications/saskatchewan-sage/inachires-csa-determine-criteria-m%C3%A9tis-identity
183 Métis National Council. (n.d.). Home. Retrieved from http://www.metisnation.ca/
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community emerged in the Red River environment,184 and suffered dislocation and dispersal
through two military and political crises culminating in the state murder of Louis Riel185
and others, many other Métis communities also emerged, both in other locations and as a
result of dispersal.
The Métis National Council definition of Métis186 privileges descendants of the historical
Red River Métis; it ties identity to recognition by the Métis Nation, which eliminates many
other communities and families, such as those in Newfoundland and Labrador, and in
Yukon. The MNC criteria for recognition can be, at times, problematic. For example, the
criteria require applying for a Métis card from where one resides, not from where one is
‘from’. Based on this, I would have to get a benediction from the Saskatchewan Métis
bureaucracy for my Métis identity, despite coming from a British Columbia family with ties
to the Red River community (and with ties to the Ktunaxa Nation187 in southeastern British
Columbia); and despite the fact that some family members have obtained Métis status by
applying from our home community in B.C.
A status card 188 confers recognition of identity. As Sharon McIvor argues 189 in her
eponymous cases litigating Indian identity, it leads to feelings of self-worth. McIvor’s cases
challenged the sexist and racist consequences 190 of the 1985 amendments to the status
provisions of the Indian Act. Dissatisfied with the latest decision, she is now taking her case
to the United Nations Human Rights Commission, arguing that Canada continues to
privilege those who trace their Indian ancestry through male line, discriminating against
those who trace their ancestry through female forbearers. 191
In her brilliant case comment – “McIvor: Justice Delayed – Again,” – on the challenges to
the membership provisions of the Indian Act, Mary Eberts wrote:
What Canada sees as a bedeviling lack of consensus among First Nations and
the National Aboriginal organizations is actually a healthy diversity, a
Canada’s First Peoples. (2007). The Métis & The Red River Settlement. Retrieved from
http://firstpeoplesofcanada.com/fp_metis/fp_metis_redriver.html
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without Apology,” American Quarterly, 60, 2 (June 2008): 241-315. Retrieved from
https://muse.jhu.edu/journals/american_quarterly/toc/aq.60.2.html
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welcome escape from the one-size-must-fit-all confines of the Indian Act. For
its part, Canada should forget the exploratory process, and explore instead
the simple option of simply deferring to First Nations on the citizenship issue.
And who are the Métis? Ask six different organizations or six different kinds of Métis, get
an equivalent number of different definitions. As Jean Teillet writes, “Métis identity is
confusing to everyone.” Some communities and people consider themselves “half-breed”192
or “breed.” Others claim to be Métis by tracing ancestry to the historic Red River community.
Others still claim to be “metis,”193 including those who originate elsewhere on Turtle Island,
such as Newfoundland and Labrador. Some are nationalist, and privilege certain originary
myths. Some communities and identities are culturally formulated. Some frame boundaries
between insiders and outsiders, but it is not yet clear why those boundaries are necessary,
or if they are in compliance with communities’ experiences (rather than political
organizations’ aspirations) and with international and domestic protection of Indigenous
peoples.
For some Métis communities the shared boundaries were those imposed by external racism
and exclusion, and by rejection; and the result led to the creation of particular conceptions
of identity and of community. This is very different than the Red River experience. Some
communities became Métis by default – boundary people, who were not permitted to be
status Indian and were rejected as white. As University of British Columbia sociologist
Renisa Mawani argues,194 people with “mixed” heritages were stigmatized as biologically
and culturally degenerate and deviant; the state sought to regulate authenticity and purity.
The colonial objective of assimilation motivated the official policy set toward Métis; the
political culture of racism shaped its distinctions. Métis non-Aboriginal heritage was
considered to be a step toward assimilation – a dilution of the “Aboriginal blood,” understood
in racist and eugenic terms. This approach viewed Métis as “less authentic” Aboriginals
because of the assumption of diluted Aboriginality, thus framing colonial denial of Métis as
Aboriginal through to the 1982 constitutional recognition.
As Jean Teillet suggests in her “Métis Law Summary 2009,”195 Métis invisibility:
…is the result of several factors: (1) the fact that, historically there were only
two identity options in Canada B white or Indian B because no one wanted to
recognize the existence of a mixed-race people; (2) the erasure of historic
aboriginal geographic boundaries; (3) the hidden language of the Métis; (4)
the fact that the Métis are not phenotypically distinct; (5) a general
Campbell, Maria. (1983). Halfbreed. Halifax, Nova Scotia: Goodread Biographies.
Memorial University of Newfoundland. (2007). The Métis. Retrieved from
http://www.heritage.nf.ca/aboriginal/metis.html
194 Mawani, R. (2010). ‘Half-breeds,’ racial opacity, and geographies of crime: law’s search for the
“original” Indian. Cultural Geographies, 17, 4: 487-506.
195 Teillet, Jean. (2009). Métis Law Summary 2009. Retrieved from
http://www.pstlaw.ca/resources/MLS-2009%20FINAL.pdf
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disinclination to publicly identify following the events of 1870 and 1885; and
finally (7) their mobility.
Canadian colonization, sexism and racism has damaged all Métis communities, though not
all in the same way. Yet, the Métis are not walking away from recognition and the
possibility of revitalization. While a lack of legislative attention and of land has contributed
to cultural erosion, Emma LaRocque196 has rightly argued that, “cultural erosion does not
mean cultural amnesia.”
Amen: this approach is the only respectful one, consistent with international guarantees of
the right to self-determination within the framework of human rights law that protects all
of the members of our communities from such violations as sex discrimination. The right to
self-definition is part of the panoply of Indigenous human rights.
Why do Métis need to be defined – for what and by whom? As with other Aboriginal peoples,
the Métis are concerned to maintain their cultures and identities but, as Emma LaRocque
has argued, this is not a claim to a racial or ethnic purity or cultural superiority. The colonial
and racialized history of Canada has led to many Aboriginal identities, and thus, of histories
and communities. Not all of us fit a formula, and not many of us fit only one formula.
As Métis, we’ll figure it out, and find ways to define citizenship, identity and community.
We don’t need the federal or any other government to do this for us. The very polyvalent
nature of Métis-ness will impel more inclusive, less absolute frameworks for identity. The
definition process may take time, as communities grapple with the consequences of the long
history of state and settler societies telling us who we are not. After all, we know in our
psyches, in our families, that we do not – cannot – choose “either/or” identities and be true
to all that shapes us.

References
American Indian Studies Program. (2006, April 28). Native Feminisms: Without Apology.
Retrieved from http://www.ais.illinois.edu/news/features/native/
Campbell, M. (1983). Halfbreed. Halifax, Nova Scotia: Goodread Biographies.
Canada’s First Peoples. (2007). The Métis & The Red River Settlement. Retrieved from
http://firstpeoplesofcanada.com/fp_metis/fp_metis_redriver.html
196

University of Manitoba. Centre for Human Rights Research Initiative. (n.d.). Dr. Emma LaRocque. Retrieved
from http://www.chrr.info/researcher-of-the-week/102-dr-emma-larocque

96

Day, Sheila. and Green, Joyce. (2010, April 26). Sexist Bill C-3is Racist and Fatally Flawed
[Blog Entry]. Retrieved from http://www.rabble.ca/news/2010/04/bill-c-3-sexistracist-and-fatally-flawed
Department of Justice. (2011, October ). Indian Act (R.S.C., 1985, c. I-5). Retrieved from
http://laws.justice.gc.ca/en/I-5/
Ktunaxa Nation. (n.d.). The Four Pillars. Retrieved from http://www.ktunaxa.org/
Mawani, R. (2010). ‘Half-breeds,’ racial opacity, and geographies of crime: law’s search for
the ‘original’ Indian. Cultural Geographies, 17, 4: 487-506.
Memorial University of Newfoundland.
(2007). The Métis. Retrieved from
http://www.heritage.nf.ca/aboriginal/metis.html
Métis National Council. (n.d.). Home. Retrieved from http://www.metisnation.ca/
Métis
National Council. (n.d.). Qualifying as Métis.
Retrieved from
http://www.canadianmetis.com/Qualifying.htm
Métis
National
Council.
(n.d.).
The
Métis
Nation.
Retrieved
from
http://www.metisnation.ca/index.php/who-are-the-metis
New Brunswick Advisory Council on the Status of Women. (n.d.). Rights of Fist Nations
Women. Retrieved from
http://www.acswcccf.nb.ca/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=892&It
emid=88&lang=en
Pogorzelski, Roy (2011). INAC Hires CSA to Determine Criteria for Métis Identity.

Aboriginal
Multi-Media Society. Retrieved from http://www.ammsa.com/publications/saskatchewan-

sage/inac-hires-csa-determine-criteria-m%C3%A9tis-identity
Louis. (2011). In The Canadian Encyclopedia [Online]. Retrieved from
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/index.cfm?PgNm=TCE&Params=a1ART
A0006837
Teillet, Jean. (2009). Métis Law Summary 2009. Retrieved on November 21, 2011 from
http://www.pstlaw.ca/resources/MLS-2009%20FINAL.pdf
University of Manitoba. Centre for Human Rights Research Initiative. (n.d.). Dr. Emma
LaRocque. Retrieved from http://www.chrr.info/researcher-of-the-week/102-dremma-larocque
Riel,

97

18.

‘I’m Métis: What’s your excuse?’: On the optics and misrecognition
of Métis in Canada

Chris Andersen, University of Alberta

As a kid, I spent my formative years growing up in Prince Albert, Saskatchewan. In addition
to the numerous visits to family living north of the city, we used to attend “Back to
Batoche,”197 an annual Métis celebration held adjacent to the historic battleground between
Métis troops and Canada’s army during the 1885 Battle of Batoche.198 For those who don’t
know, the Batoche Days festival represents both a commemorative and a “living” site of
Métis politics and national identity. What I remember most about the Batoche Days of my
childhood, however, is not its more overt political symbolism but, rather, a t-shirt my mom
bought me one year. It featured a fairly iconic picture of Gabriel Dumont 199 on a horse,
captioned underneath with the phrase “I’m Métis, what’s your excuse?” What I remember
thinking at the time was that the phrase meant “I’m Métis, this is why I – why we – act this
way: What’s your excuse?”
To be honest, I wasn’t sure what “acting this way” entailed, exactly, although I suppose I
have since roughly equated it with part of the original sentiments behind the title of Murray
Dobbin’s excellent account of Métis political activity during the twentieth century, “The One
and a Half Men.”200 According to Dobbin, the term was coined by a priest who, upon arriving
at Red River during the nineteenth-century heyday of the Métis nation, described the Métis
he saw as the “one-and-a-half men: half white, half Indian and half devil.”
Unlike the Métis of the priest’s taxonomic imagination, my identification as Métis wasn’t
and isn’t based on the apparently obvious fact that I’m not white but have white ancestry,
nor because I’m not First Nations but have First Nations ancestry. Nonetheless, the idea
that Métis are “mixed” remains a near-ubiquitous feature of Canadian society. John
Raulston Saul201 opines that, at its root, Canada is a “metis” nation. The Supreme Court of
Métis Nation Saskatchewan. (n.d.). Home. Retrieved from http://www.mns.ca/index.php?id=batoche
198 Parks Edmonton. (2009, June 22). Batoche National Historic Site of Canada. Retrieved from
http://www.pc.gc.ca/lhn-nhs/sk/batoche/natcul/histo5.aspx
199 Gabriel Dumont Institute. (n.d.). Home. Retrieved from http://www.gdins.org/
200 The Virtual Museum of Métis History and Culture. (n.d.). The One-and-a-Half Men: The Story of
Jim Brady and Malcolm Norris. Retrieved from
http://www.metismuseum.ca/browse/index.php?id=1017
201 Saul, John Ralston. (2010). A Fair Country: Telling the Truths about Canada. Toronto: Penguin
Canada. Retrieved from http://www.johnralstonsaul.com/non-fiction-books/a-fair-country/
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Canada in its wisdom declared in the 2003 Powley decision202 that Métis are Aboriginal
despite – or in addition to – our “mixedness.” And, where I live, an Edmonton news station,
leading their 16 November 2010 newscast with a story about the anniversary of Métis leader
Louis Riel’s 1885 hanging,203 immediately explained that Louis Riel was mostly white but
thought of himself as Métis. (One wonders how those who voted Tommy Douglas Canada’s
“Greatest Canadian” might react to his being described as someone who, though mostly
Scottish, thought of himself as Canadian).
These and similarly banal indignities raise complicated issues around Métis identity, both
in the realm of the “whom” and the “what”: namely, “who” gets to decide and “what” does
Métis identity consist of? In a recent Globe and Mail article, journalist Joe Friesen waded
into these deep and admittedly muddy waters by discussing a recent attempt by Indian
Affairs officials to seek clarification and standardization of Métis membership systems by
awarding a contract to the Canadian Standards Association. For someone like me, who is
Métis and who has been researching issues of Métis identity for more than a decade,
Friesen’s article is especially interesting for its attempts to come to grips with the “what” of
Métis identity because he writes according to a logic that most Canadians readily identify
with: namely, that the “truth” of Métis identity lies in our “mixedness.”
Friesen’s definition of Métis as being “the descendants of fur-trade marriages of Europeans
and natives” – a definition that, despite Friesen’s specific application to Métis identity,
applies to many First Nations people(s) and European-Canadians as well – is one that
continues to resonate widely among Canadians. Of particular relevance to my own research,
Friesen’s remarks on the recent doubling in the “Métis population” 204 in the Canadian
census between 1996 and 2006 in the last decade are instructive examples of this
“Métis=mixed” logic. He argues, as most Canadian demographers have, that this increase
cannot be explained by conventional demographic factors alone (such as mortality and
fertility). Rather, we must also account for a large increase in the number of individuals
beginning to declare a Métis identity despite their not having done so in the past.
Friesen and the demographers are probably correct about the reasons for the “Métis
population” increase. The matter is, however, more complicated than their positioning
indicates. In a colonial country like Canada, the decision to declare a Métis identity never
takes place in a vacuum. Indeed, we might legitimately ask why someone would begin to
self-identifying as Métis rather than, say, any number of identities that fall under the “First
Nations” umbrella. And, what role, if any, might commonsensical “Métis=mixed” logics play
in such a decision? Scholars have written extensively205 about the racist and patriarchal
Métis Nation of Ontario. (n.d.). Fulfilling Canada’s Promise. R.v.Powley: A Case Summary and
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underpinnings of the Indian Act that, over successive generations, led the Department of
Indian Affairs to declaim thousands of (formerly) status Indian women and their families,
forcing them to move away from their reserve communities and kin. And, while many were
able to maintain links to their family, many were not. This institutional genealogy and the
avenues for justice closed off by it, coupled with deeply and widely held presumptions about
the essential “mixedness” of Métis identity, have conspired to produce an identification of
Métis in geographical regions of Canada with no historical Métis collectivities.
All of this begs the following question: If we can think about Métis identity in terms other
than essential mixedness, are we prepared to do so? If not, what does this say about how
little we know about and value the political core of Métis identity or, for that matter,
Indigenous identity more generally? If so, what can it teach us about Canada’s continued
obsession – at virtually all levels – with the “mixedness” of Métis identity?
Thinking about these issues through the lens of Indigenous nationhood might allow us to
tell a much different – and more complex – story, about a Métis society historically centred
in Red River206 (now roughly Winnipeg, Manitoba). It rose to prominence during the middle
and latter parts of the nineteenth century, fueled by a varied economic role in the mercantile
political economy of the era; it took up arms to challenge the colonial claims, first, of the
Hudson’s Bay Company and, later, of the Canadian state; and, following the events of 1885,
faded into political obscurity (or at least so it might seem to the mainstream). We need not
list here the litany of events, people, and social relations central to such a narrative. But,
were we asked to do so, we would not have to presuppose the “mixedness” of Métis identity
as a price of admission as the Supreme Court of Canada’s definition of Métis, for example,
seems to require. Yet, little academic discussion and even less media coverage seems able to
resist the temptation to explain Métis identity in terms of mixedness – even, apparently, at
the conceptual ground zero of Métis nationhood, the anniversary of Louis Riel’s hanging!
Now, lest this collapse (further) into a nationalist rant about Métis identity, we should bear
in mind that Métis are not without responsibility in the entrenching of this racialized207
logic. Not only do we indulge in such rhetoric from time to time (i.e., “we are the result of
the unions of the strongest fur trading men and the most beautiful First Nations women…”),
but our political history has included a history of tempering our claims to fit into the
interstices of Canadian legislation massively geared towards “Indian” issues. Likewise, a
century and more of colonial authorities – and sometimes even First Nations – declaring our
“mixedness” has exerted its own impact in shaping our self-consciousness. Some days, it’s
enough to give an identity a complex!
If Métis identity is “caught between two worlds,” it isn’t because it somehow reflects the
“core” of our identity. Rather, it is because Métis identity carries the freight of more than a
century of official Canadian attempts to impose binary “truths” – “Indian or Canadian” –
Canada’s First Peoples. (2007). The Métis & The Red River Settlement. Retrieved from
http://firstpeoplesofcanada.com/fp_metis/fp_metis_redriver.html
207 Andersen, Chris. (2011). Moya ‘Tipimsook (“The People Who Aren’t Their Own Bosses”):
Racialization and the Misrecognition of “Métis” in Upper Great Lakes Ethnohistory. Ethnohistory,
58. Retrieved from http://ethnohistory.dukejournals.org/cgi/content/abstract/58/1/37
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onto Indigenous social orders, the avenues of resistance such attempts have opened up (and
closed off), and the “leakage” of such racialization discourses into our perceptions of the
world. A quick peek at the historical documentation, for example, (one place we might look
for evidence of the historical core of Métis identity), doesn’t reveal a “respect for mixedness”
among the list of demands by the provisional government in 1870 Manitoba.
When I argue for the drawing of boundaries around Métis identity to reflect a commitment
to recognizing our nationhood, however, colleagues often object, as many of you might, in
one of two ways. The first objection usually takes the form of a challenge rooted firmly in
racialization: “If someone wants to self-identify as Métis, who are you to suggest they can’t?
Why do you think you own the term Métis?” I ask them to imagine raising a similar challenge
to, say, a Blackfoot person about the right of someone born and raised, and with ancestors
born and raised, in Nova Scotia or Labrador, to declare a Blackfoot identity because they
could not gain recognition as Mi’kmaq or Inuit. Second, I am sometimes asked, “What of
those Indigenous people who have, due to their mixed ancestry and the discriminatory
provisions of the Indian Act, been dispossessed from their First Nations community? What
happens to them if we prevent the possibility of their declaring a Métis identity (some of
whom, due to complex historical kinship relations, might legitimately claim one)?”
Such disquiet is often buoyed by a broader question of fundamental justice: What obligation,
do any of us – Métis included – owe dispossessed Indigenous individuals, and even
communities, who forward claims using a Métis identity based not on a connection to Métis
national roots but because it seems like the only possible option? Whatever we imagine a
fair response to look like, it must account for the fact that “Métis” refers to a nation with
membership codes that deserve to be respected. We are not a soup kitchen for those
disenfranchised by past and present Canadian Indian policy and, as such, although we
should sympathize with those who bear the brunt of this particular form of dispossession,
we cannot do so at expense of eviscerating our identity.
An unfortunate reality of colonialism is that non-Indigenous people get to choose when and
how they have relationships with Indigenous people(s). Educators, journalists, and policy
actors alike must take responsibility for the fact that recognizing Métis as “mixed” rather
than as a nation – that is, to use the term “Métis” rather than “person of mixed ancestry”
because you think it more dignified than the latter phrase – is an ethical choice. It is to
choose a racialized rather than an Indigenously national relationship with the Métis people
and, for that matter, with Indigenous peoples more generally. It is also to choose to
reproduce and re-entrench the racism of the Indian Act and the categories originally
anchored in its logics.
I’m Métis because I belong to and claim allegiance to a set of Métis memories, territories,
and leaders who challenged and continue to challenge colonial authorities’ unitary claims to
land and society. What’s your excuse for recognizing me – for recognizing us – in any terms
other than those of the Métis nationhood produced in these struggles?
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19. Aboriginal Relations in Canada: The Importance of Political
Reconciliation
Dale A. Turner, Dartmouth College

What is the meaning of reconciliation? In this short contribution to the conversations
unfolding in Canada, as elsewhere, I will focus on just two ways the term is used in
contemporary Aboriginal politics and relations in Canada. Both uses of reconciliation are
significant for Aboriginal aspirations for self-government. The Oxford English Dictionary
defines reconciliation as follows:
The action of restoring estranged people or parties to friendship; the result of
this; the fact of being reconciled.
The action or an act of bringing a thing or things to agreement, concord, or
harmony; the fact of being made consistent or compatible.
The Canadian federal government’s current Truth and Reconciliation Commission208 (TRC)
embraces the first sense of reconciliation, while the second understanding of reconciliation
is what lies at the heart of the Supreme Court’s understanding of s. 35(1) of the Constitution
Act, 1982.209 In order for the TRC to genuinely move the relationship between Aboriginal
peoples and non-Aboriginal Canadians down a more respectful, just path, its understanding
of reconciliation must incorporate the form of reconciliation associated with the hostile
politics of interpreting the meaning and content of s. 35(1) of the Constitution.
The federal government presents the TRC’s mandate210 as a step towards reconciliation:
“This is a profound commitment to establishing new relationships embedded in mutual
recognition and respect that will forge a brighter future. The truth of our common
experiences will help set our spirits free and pave the way to reconciliation.” The TRC’s
primary focus is on healing Aboriginal individuals and communities, producing an archive
of Aboriginal voices speaking about their residential school211 experiences, and educating
the general Canadian public on the historical injustices perpetrated against Indian school
children.
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. (n.d.). Retrieved from
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/index.php?p=3
209 Constitution Act, 1982. Part I. Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. (2004, May 10).
Retrieved from http://www.solon.org/Constitutions/Canada/English/ca_1982.html#Part%20II
210 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. (n.d.). Principles. Retrieved from
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/index.php?p=7#Principles
211 CBC Newsmagazine. (2009, September 29). A Lost Heritage: Canada’s Residential Schools. CBC
Digital Archives. Podcast retrieved from http://archives.cbc.ca/society/education/topics/692/
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The TRC is an ambitious, important project and its idea of reconciliation as a kind of
restorative project continues to shape contemporary Aboriginal politics. But this big picture
view of reconciliation does not incorporate the ongoing hostile legal and political dialogues
over of the meaning and content of s. 35(1). For an understanding the meaning and content
of s. 35(1), we turn to the Van der Peet212 decision. The Court states that:
…what s. 35(1) does is provide the constitutional framework through which
the fact that Aboriginals lived on the land in distinctive societies, with their
own practices, traditions and cultures, is acknowledged and reconciled with
the Crown. The substantive rights that fall within the provision must be
defined in light of this purpose; the Aboriginal rights recognized and affirmed
by s. 35(1) must be directed towards reconciliation of the pre-existence of
Aboriginal societies with the sovereignty of the Crown.
The assertion of Crown sovereignty is tethered to the idea that the state rightfully embodies
the highest form of political sovereignty in Canada. Whatever the meaning of Aboriginal
laws and customs, they need to be made “consistent or compatible” with Canadian common
law (legitimated by authority of the state). In addition to the superiority of state sovereignty,
Canadian common law is rooted in the idea that moral individualism lies at the heart of a
liberal democratic society.
The wording of s. 35(1) was the outcome of an intensive consultative process throughout the
1970’s, where, after the publication of the “Statement of the Government of Canada on
Indian Policy” (White Paper213) in 1969, Indian leadership made greater political inroads
into mainstream Canadian politics. The White Paper was a serious proposal proffered to
once and for all solve the “Indian problem” in Canada. The general idea was to dissolve any
special form of legal and political recognition that Indians may possess and (forcibly)
assimilate them into mainstream Canadian society. The political vision was firmly grounded
in a liberal view of justice, one that emphasized the moral priority of the individual situated
within a constitutional democracy under the presumed superiority of state sovereignty.
Indian leaders reacted harshly to this Liberal vision of a just Canadian society. A year later,
Indian leaders formally rejected the six recommendations of the White Paper by placing
before Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau their own response in a paper titled “Citizens Plus”214
(otherwise known as the “Red Paper”). Indians countered that the treaties and the treaty
R. v. Van der Peet (1996). CanLII 216 (SCC), [1996] 2 SCR 507. Retrieved from
http://www.canlii.org/en/ca/scc/doc/1996/1996canlii216/1996canlii216.html#par31
213 Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada. (2010, September 19). Statement of the
Government of Canada on Indian Policy (The White Paper, 1969). http://www.aincinac.gc.ca/ai/arp/ls/pubs/cp1969/cp1969-eng.asp
214 Citizens Plus. (1970, June). Retrieved from Education Resources Information Centre.
http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/search/detailmini.jsp?_nfbp=true&_&ERICExtSearch_Searc
hValue_0=ED056791&ERICExtSearch_SearchType_0=no&accno=ED056791
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relationship between Indian nations and the Crown created moral obligations on the part of
both signatories and the state had failed to live up to its side of the bargain.
The White and Red Papers reinvigorated Indian politics and brought the issue of Aboriginal
rights into mainstream political debates about constitutional reform in Canada. The state,
however, remained committed to a view of Canadian society founded on the discourse of the
rights and freedoms of individuals and the unquestioned sanctity of nation state sovereignty.
Red Paper liberals also defended individual rights, but within a view of state sovereignty
that respected the sanctity of the nation-to-nation political relationship embodied in the
treaties.
Section 35(1), created 13 years after the release of the White Paper was intended by many
to represent the political fallout of the White and Red Papers. S. 35(1) can be interpreted to
respect the integrity of individual rights and protect the Aboriginal demand to respect the
sanctity of the treaty relationship. By the time Van der Peet is decided in 1996, though, the
Supreme Court had cordoned off the discourse of Aboriginal rights in such a way that
Aboriginal rights arose in a narrow context and Crown sovereignty definitively became a
non-negotiable in the political relationship.
The form of reconciliation at work in s. 35(1) demands that Aboriginal laws, customs, and
practices be reconciled with Crown sovereignty. Aboriginal laws, customs, and practices
need to be articulated in the language of the common law, as opposed to Aboriginal peoples
looking to their spiritual practices and philosophical systems of thought as the logical
sources of their rights. However Aboriginal peoples generate these explanations, and
reiterate them in Canadian courts of law, the Supreme Court will temper them with the fact
of Crown sovereignty. Aboriginal explanations of their rights must be made “consistent or
compatible” with the uncontroversial fact that Crown sovereignty legitimates the state
itself.
Aboriginal leaders, and now Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal legal scholars, have resisted this
characterization of Aboriginal rights and continue to press for greater recognition of
Indigenous nationhood in how we ought to understand the meaning of s. 35(1). Although the
Supreme Court has not been flexible about recognizing Indigenous nationhood as a source
of Aboriginal rights in Canadian common law, Aboriginal politics remains steeped in the
discourse of nationhood.
So, let me return to the current TRC. My concern here is not with the idea whether resolving
past historical injustices are a good thing for Aboriginal peoples. I am worried that the TRC’s
work will not take advantage (or be able to take advantage) of the government’s goal of
reconciliation as a project of “restoring estranged people to friendship” without considering
the political dimension of this form of reconciliation.
If part of healing, or renewing, the relationship means reinvigorating the Aboriginal right
of self-government, then it follows that the TRC has an obligation to address the
constitutional and political obstacles that have historically prevented re-instituting
Aboriginal governments in Canada. I am not calling on the TRC to devote its intellectual
energy and precious time to hacking out constitutional interpretations of s. 35(1). Rather, I
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hope that as the Commissioners215 begin to listen more to what Aboriginal peoples have to
say about the past they realize that healing, and laying out a vision for how it is to evolve,
is itself an expression of Indigenous nationhood – that is, reconciliation is, by necessity,
political.
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