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INTRODUCTION 

 
Introduction 

 

 Aanii, boozhoo, sago, waachay, tunngasugit, bienvenue, and 
welcome to the first volume of the University of Sudbury’s 
Undergraduate Journal of Native Studies / Dbaajmowin.   As a publication 
of undergraduate papers relating to the discipline of Native Studies, 
this journal is intended as a respectful and inclusive space of scholarly 
expression.  As well, we encourage submissions that engage with 
Indigenous knowledge and practice, and which are supportive of 
Aboriginal community efforts towards decolonization and self-
governance.   In their responsiveness to these areas of focus, the 
following six articles examine a range of related topics, including 
culturally appropriate mental health services for Aboriginal youth; the 
role of Bimaadiziwin in the co-management of lands and resources; 
language acquisition as a function of decolonization; legislated self-
government as an expression of Aboriginal rights; Indigenous and 
Western understandings and practices of death; and some of the 
challenges of Aboriginal education in Ontario.  
 In “Discursive Challenges and Possibilities for Aboriginal 
Youth in non-Aboriginal Mental Health Settings,” Honarine Scott 
contributes to the emerging scholarly discourse on Native Critical 
Theory in her examining of the experiences of Aboriginal youth 
within a Western mental health setting.  Informed by the knowledge 
shared by several Elders in dialogue with Foucault’s notion of 
discourse and power, this paper explores a diversity of discursive 
struggles operating within an institutional mental health setting where 
Honarine was hired as an Aboriginal Child and Youth Worker. In 
documenting the prevalence of racial stereotyping and in raising 
questions of cultural competency and acceptable practices of 
institutional authority, this paper suggests a particular view of power 
that is not manifested in force and which may offer the necessary 
parameters for an effective mental health treatment environment for 
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Aboriginal youth.  Honarine ends this paper with an edited transcript 
of the contributions of three Elders to this topic, as well as a 
cautionary note on the risks of cultural appropriation when 
incorporating Indigenous knowledge within academic research and 
writing.    
 In “Going Beyond Science to Get to Bimaadiziwin: A 
Convergence of Indigenous and Western Knowledge for the Purpose 
of Natural Resource Co-management,” Darren Pacione examines the 
convergence of Indigenous and Western knowledge within the 
context of a growing trend towards Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
co-management of lands and resources.  Informed by the Anishnaabe 
view of Bimaadiziwin in conversation with notions of cultural 
parallelism and ethnoscape, this paper critically examines the unequal 
relationship between Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Western 
science as they are understood and applied within co-management 
contexts.  This paper suggests, however, that sites of co-management 
can provide opportunities not only for Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal groups to  come together across cultural differences and 
colonial standing, but also for meaningful relationship-building, the 
sharing of power, and the promotion of essential social learning in 
both Western and Indigenous circles. 
 In the “The Power of Language,” Nancy Rowe-Henry draws 
on the work of contemporary Indigenous scholars in conversation 
with early critical theorists to highlight the important link between 
the longstanding marginalization of Aboriginal languages and 
systemic colonial violence.  In exploring the importance of language 
as the foundation of culture and identity, this paper suggests that the 
individual learning and/or re-learning of Aboriginal languages 
provides Aboriginal people with an important foundational basis of 
self-determination that can expand outwards to families, clans, 
communities, and nations.  In highlighting the connection between 
self-determination, decolonization and language acquisition, this 
paper further suggests that these larger political goals are manifested 
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within personal choices and that the learning and/or re-learning of 
one’s language is possible and does not require state/colonial 
permission or recognition.   
 Lynn Despatie’s paper on the Sechelt First Nation’s 
municipal model of self-government explores notions of sovereignty 
and subversion in arguing that, in spite of being widely criticized for 
not adequately embodying Aboriginal political theories of sovereignty 
and Nation-to-Nation treaty relations, the Sechelt self-government 
agreement is working well for this particular community.  In opting 
for a pragmatic political agreement that legally recognizes the Sechelt 
First Nation as a delegated municipal authority outside of the Indian 
Act, this paper highlights some of the important ways that the 
community is prospering and incorporating their cultural knowledge 
and practices within their present colonial, legal framework.   This 
paper does, however, also acknowledge that the Sechelt First Nation 
land claim continues to be outstanding and is an important, 
unresolved point of contention between the community and the 
federal government.  
 As part of his own grieving process relating to the loss of a 
close friend, Scott Walker-Gillett’s “Death: Indigenous and Western 
Views” provides a more personal exploration of both Western and 
Indigenous understandings and practices around the topic of human 
death.   This paper outlines some of the prevalent ways in which 
death is denied in Western cultural practices and the role that 
technology—in its creation of the human–machine cyborg—plays in 
attempting to solve the “problem” of death.   In applying the work of 
Aboriginal scholars and the knowledge shared by Elders, this paper 
then highlights some of the important ways that death is understood 
and more readily accepted within an Indigenous context as a sacred 
and important aspect along the path of living.  Ultimately this paper 
provides some important and insightful points of comparison 
between Western and Indigenous conceptions and practices of death 
and may be considered as a useful resource on grieving processes.   
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 And lastly, in “Native Education in Ontario: Problems, 
Solutions, and Implementation,” Michael Smith highlights some key 
theoretical approaches to Native education and relates them to 
Ontario’s present policy for improving Aboriginal educational 
experiences and closing the achievement/attainment gap.  Using 
Simcoe County as a case study on the implementation of provincial 
policy, this paper goes on to highlight the importance of fostering a 
sense of belonging and community for Aboriginal students, the need 
for increasing culturally relevant curriculum, and the necessity of 
addressing the gaps in statistical information relating to Aboriginal 
student access and retention rates. 
 

Kevin FitzMaurice 
Professor and Chair, Department of Native Studies 

University of Sudbury 
February 2011
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Discursive Challenges and Possibilities for Aboriginal 

Youth in non-Aboriginal Mental Health Settings 

 

Honarine Scott 

 

Abstract 

This paper utilizes the emergent concept of Native Critical Theory, which 
brings Western and Indigenous knowledge together to examine the 
experiences of Aboriginal youth within Western mental health settings.  
Introducing the concept of discursive power highlights the unequal 
relationship between Western and Indigenous knowledge that manifests in 
a variety of situations within the setting and undermines healing for 
Aboriginal youth.  The author calls for another dialogue that brings respect, 
equality and co-existence between Western and Indigenous knowledge 
through the concept of communal power.  In addition, the knowledge of 
Indigenous Elders is brought forth to articulate what would be needed to 
create a nurturing environment for Aboriginal youth seeking treatment in 
mainstream mental health settings.   
 

Biography 

Honarine Scott is a fourth-year student in the School of Native Human 
Services (Honours Bachelor of Social Work).  Honarine is from the Cree 
nation and is a parent to a five-year-old daughter.  Upon graduating, 
Honarine will pursue graduate studies in a Master of Social Work program 
in Ottawa.  
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Introduction 

During the period of time I spent as an Aboriginal youth 
worker within a non-Aboriginal mental health setting, there were 
many challenges that I faced with regard to the treatment of 
Aboriginal youth.  Working from an Aboriginal worldview, it was 
also apparent that Aboriginal programming was tokenized within the 
setting.  Challenging the established discourse of social work 
treatment to make room for Indigenous ways was a frustrating and 
precarious position from which to speak.   

By using the emergent idea of Native Critical Theory that 
brings Western and Indigenous knowledge together, I hope to 
contribute to it by speaking through my experiences working with 
Aboriginal youth.  Most importantly, I want to convey that the 
discourse of language projected by these institutions continues to 
oppress and negate the cultural identity of Aboriginal youth who 
reside within them.  Therefore, in order to effectively treat Aboriginal 
youth within this setting, mainstream social work must critically 
examine its own discursive position and promote a new dialogue 
together with Indigenous treatment modalities.   

Utilizing Native Critical Theory, this essay will demonstrate 
how the power of discourse hinders Aboriginal youth from attaining 
holistic healing within a non-Aboriginal mental health setting.  
Furthermore, I will create a forum for Aboriginal Elders whose 
knowledge and guidance has influenced me to search for a dialogue 
of co-existence.  
 

Origin of Author’s Discourse 

Aboriginal Elders have taught me that in order to help others, 
you need to share who you are as a person.  I am originally from one 
of the Cree communities along the coast of James Bay but I left with 
my mother when I was five years old.  As a child in the cities, I faced 
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a lot of racism.  Since these encounters affected me so deeply, it took 
a long time to regain a positive sense of Aboriginal identity. 

In my early twenties, I began to learn how to undo these 
negative experiences by spending time with Aboriginal Elders at 
teaching circles and various ceremonies.  I also learned a lot about 
oppression and racism towards Aboriginal peoples in one of my 
courses in college.  Within these two contexts, I began to understand 
myself and heal. 

After graduating from college, I accepted a youth worker 
position where I would provide cultural support services for 
Aboriginal youth in secured settings. I felt intimidated at the prospect 
of working with young offenders because I thought they were too 
aggressive.  This seems silly now because I was a child and youth 
worker. Who else would I be helping? Another issue was working 
alongside non-Aboriginal professionals because I thought they were 
all racist.  Fortunately, I learned that most non-Aboriginal people are 
not racist, though many still choose to remain ignorant of Aboriginal 
culture and issues.   

Although the structure of this essay as well as some of the 
phrasing is not typical of an academic paper, it is necessary because it 
is an attempt to demonstrate my worldview by placing myself within 
academic writing.  In this way, I hope that the reader will appreciate 
how I came to write on the importance of respectfully integrating 
Indigenous and Western discourses in social work.  Initially, I only 
favoured utilizing Aboriginal healing methods for Aboriginal youth 
because that is what helped me reclaim my identity. However, my 
experiences with youth and some non-Aboriginal social workers led 
me to discover that Indigenous and Western methods of healing can 
co-exist. 
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Discursive Power 

My first encounter with the concept of discursive power 
began on my first day in the non-Native facility.  I arrived with the 
former Native worker (yes that is the job title) who gave me an 
orientation of the building and its programs and then introduced me 
to the clinician team.  The clinician team consisted of professionals 
mostly from the discipline of social work.  Other professionals were 
from psychology, psychiatry, child and youth work, and nursing.  
After formal introductions, everyone turned to me and asked me to 
describe my background and education.  In other words, the 
clinicians wanted to know if I spoke the same discourse as they did.  
For me, the situation felt awkward because I felt that they wanted to 
know if I were like them so that they could determine whether to 
accept me or not.  Regardless of my uneasiness, I explained that my 
role was to provide cultural support services for Aboriginal youth.  
The knowledge I utilized derived foremost from integrating 
Aboriginal methodologies into my training as a child and youth 
worker along with my personal experience.  My explanation was met 
with a few polite smiles, blank stares and silence.  The meeting 
quickly moved on but I was left feeling awkward, and I wondered if I 
had been misinformed of my job description.  Perhaps it was my own 
self-consciousness that affected my perception of everyone at the 
time but my explanation did not seem acceptable to them.  Since I 
was not fully aware of how the institution worked, I decided to chalk 
it up to first-day jitters.  I tried to relax for the rest of the day. 

The situation I have described originates from Michel 
Foucault’s concept of discursive power.  FitzMaurice (2007) has 
understood Foucault’s concept of discursive power to mean 

 
… an acceptable manner in speaking about a certain 
subject (complete with underlying ideas and assumptions) 
between people and groups of people.  A discourse is thus 
a way of understanding and articulating an issue, a 
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gathering of ideas that are “sayable” within a particular 
community at a specific time and place.  Power works 
through the discourse in an oppressive way such that we 
are prevented from speaking unless we speak in its terms 
and it is the desire for power that motivates individuals to 
adhere to certain discourses.  Discursive power can be 
clearly felt when a person moves between discourses; it is 
manifested as a feeling of unease or dislocation due to 
social isolation. (p. 59) 

 
Within this setting, speaking a discourse other than the one held by 
the dominant group leaves one feeling isolated from the majority.  
Therefore, if a person wanted to increase one’s power, that person 
would have to adhere to the dominant group’s discourse.  Initially, I 
felt confused because I did not understand the environment, 
particularly how power worked through discourse.  Often I would 
contemplate my feeling of isolation by entertaining the possibility 
that the staff was racist, or that I was unqualified to be there and so 
on.  Looking back, I realize that the challenges I faced within this 
setting were the result of the dominant group’s maintaining its power.  
The non-Aboriginal professionals within the facility had the power to 
set the guidelines and determine the primary methods of treatment 
for Aboriginal youth.  So it is through Michel Foucault’s concept of 
discursive power that I finally understood why I faced many 
challenges within the non-Native facility.  Western knowledge 
maintained its power in the setting by oppressing and/or denying 
Indigenous knowledge through discourse.   
 
 

Social Work 

 One view of how discursive power manifests within a mental 
health facility begins with how the role of social workers are 
determined.  From my experience, I have observed that primary 
importance was placed on the youth’s relationship with their social 
worker.  In Aboriginal culture, the helping relationship is important 
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as well.  However, placing most of the responsibility on non-
Aboriginal social workers to develop a therapeutic relationship with 
Aboriginal youth is a concern because, according to Baskin (2006), 
most social workers are educated in the “norms and values of the 
profession…however…it is infused with dominant worldviews” (p. 
3).  Furthermore, when social work students are taught content on 
Aboriginal peoples and their worldviews, it is piecemeal and most 
often “presented as marginal to the profession” (p. 4).  The result is 
that social workers who do not possess an understanding of 
Aboriginal cultures, histories and languages, whether they be 
Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal, will not have a good understanding of 
how to work with Aboriginal youth.  The consequence of not 
knowing or not caring is that the treatment methods utilized will 
exclude a significant part of a youth’s Aboriginality.  In other words, 
Aboriginal youth’s identity will be diminished in favour of a Western 
identity along with its accompanying values and ways of being.   

Furthermore, some may argue that Aboriginal youth do adapt 
well in mainstream mental health settings.  While I agree with that 
statement, the youth with whom I worked continue to question how 
their Aboriginality fits within their lives.  This is a significant 
statement because it demonstrates that there is still something 
missing for the youth.  According to Morrisseau (2002), “the 
transformations that must take place in recovery are transformations 
of the spirit.  Without gaining a spiritual sense of ourselves, we 
cannot complete the circle of recovery.” (p. 99)  Morrisseau’s 
statement speaks to what many other Aboriginal authors have stated 
in their own articles or what Elders have shared in various teaching 
circles I attended.  Giving Aboriginal youth a spiritual sense of 
themselves through their ancestral conceptions of origin, traditions 
and outlook will help them to begin to understand themselves in a 
positive way.  It will also help youth learn how to use those teachings 
to live in a healthy way.   
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Waasaanese (Alex Jacobs) has stated that one way for 
Aboriginal youth needs to be met is by collaborating with the social 
work practitioner.  In Waasaanese’s experience, combining 
Indigenous knowledge, perspectives and traditional treatment 
methods with Western social work practices has made a real 
difference for Aboriginal clients (Personal interview, February 3, 
2009).  So in an effort to assist youth to continue to practice 
Aboriginal teachings within the setting without requiring my 
presence, I added certain spiritual practices to the youth’s treatment 
plans.  Some of these practices were to make themselves cedar tea to 
cleanse themselves, to smudge daily, to put down tobacco, sing with a 
drum, etc.  The only drawback to implementing Aboriginal-specific 
modalities is that support and a collaborative effort are required from 
the youth’s treatment team, not just the social worker.  Sometimes 
the collaboration was successful and sometimes not.  It depended on 
who was working.   When collaborations were unsuccessful, it was 
due to a few reasons: usually, there was not enough staff; the worker 
could not stand the smell of burning sage; or the worker was not 
properly trained to supervise the youth.  I tried to remedy the latter 
by providing teachings and demonstrations at team meetings but 
there were still issues with staff compliance.  Eventually, I would just 
file a complaint with the treatment or executive director.  Meeting the 
therapeutic needs of Aboriginal youth should not have to be so 
difficult.   
 Moreover, the last issue that is necessary to point out with 
regard to treatment needs of Aboriginal youth is the issue of 
residential schools.  At the very least, I would encourage social work 
practitioners to obtain a thorough knowledge of residential schools 
and the resulting impacts of intergenerational trauma on 
contemporary Aboriginal communities and individuals.  According to 
Warry (2007), the residential school system was created from a 
federal government assimilative policy to eradicate all aspects of 
Aboriginality from Aboriginal peoples (p. 36), replacing it with a 
European identity. “As a result, many – not all – who attended 
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residential schools lost a sense of themselves as Indians” (p. 102).  
Most importantly, contemporary problems such as suicide, family 
violence, alcoholism, etc., are a consequence of identity confusion 
caused by such colonial policies (p. 103).  Needless to say, this data is 
not unknown to Aboriginal helping professions/communities.  In 
fact, these statements are so obvious that it is naturally a part of their 
discourse.  On the other hand, I found it challenging to speak to my 
non-Native colleagues on the need to assist youth, whose families did 
go to residential school, in understanding how the intergenerational 
effects of residential schools have impacted them and their ability to 
heal.  It was challenging because the staff within the non-Native 
facility had limited or no knowledge of the issue(s) and often I was 
met with silence.  Incredibly, a common misconception was that the 
residential school system had no bearing on Aboriginal youth today 
because these traumatic events took place well over one hundred 
years ago.  For most, this is a convenient truth that allows them to 
continue working with Aboriginal peoples without ever having to 
understand the full impact of colonialism on contemporary 
Aboriginal clients.  Nor does it acknowledge how the profession 
continues to harm Aboriginal peoples by remaining ignorant.   

With this in mind, I find it appropriate to include Michel 
Foucault’s assertion “power is intimately linked to knowledge such 
that each reinforces the other to produce the truths of that particular 
era… power is what determines which discourses count as truth and 
which count as fiction” (FitzMaurice, 2007, p. 60).  Discursive power 
manifests itself within social work professionals’ decisions when they 
exclude or ignore the experiences of Aboriginal peoples.  The social 
work profession has the power to determine what treatment methods 
will be provided for Aboriginal youth.  Therefore, if the social work 
profession truly were interested in social justice, those who make 
these decisions would include Aboriginal knowledge equally in the 
social work discourse.   
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Conceptions of Aboriginality 

Discursive power can be felt within the non-Native facility 
through differing notions of Aboriginal identity.  In this facility, 
Aboriginal identity has been explicitly linked to physical 
characteristics of how an Indian should look.  Yet, much to my 
surprise, many of the youth I met did not fit the mould of an Indian.  
FitzMaurice (2007) suggests that anti-Aboriginal racism erects the 
notion of a timeless, primitive Indian, such that “an Indian is a 
racialized pre-contact person with brown skin and eyes and long 
black hair, any ‘whitening’ of these characteristics is to become less 
Indian” (p. 103).  In this setting, when Aboriginal youth were 
identified by the non-Aboriginal staff, the youth possessed dark 
features described by FitzMaurice.  The Aboriginal youth who did 
not fit this mould always had to identify themselves to me when I 
came to the facility because no one else did.  One youth in particular, 
who I will call David, had blond hair and white skin.  If you saw 
David in a crowd today, you would believe he was a white kid.  David 
was actually Irish and Inuit — a good mix as he would say it.   

As I got to know David, I learned that one of his issues 
pertained to his appearance.  David said that he liked being Inuit and 
wished he knew more about his culture.  One barrier that David 
faced in learning and understanding his heritage arose from a sense 
that people only saw and treated him as a white kid.  Wekerle, 
Randall, Waechter, Leung, and Leonard (2007) state that “Aboriginal 
youth also face unique challenges of defining themselves…they are 
subjected to intense acculturation pressures that do not exist for 
other adolescent populations. … These pressures create problems for 
youth in their struggle to establish their own identity.” (p. 9)  An 
example of the pressure David faced was explained to me one day 
while he and I sat down to smudge, “a sacred ritual using smoke 
from burning medicine such as sage … to cleanse people … to dispel 
negative energy, creating an opening for healing energy” (Aboriginal 
Healing Foundation, 2005, p. 66).  David remarked that he had not 
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smudged for awhile.  When pressed to explain why not, David 
admitted that sometimes he had trouble asking for permission to go 
outside to smudge.  Recently, one particular staff person rebuked him 
by stating, “What you are you smudging for?  You’re White!”  
Although I asked David if he wanted to file a complaint or if he 
wanted me to talk to the unit supervisor, he declined.  I asked David 
how he felt about it.  David simply shrugged his shoulders and said 
he was mad but he got over it.   

I suppose one would have had to be there to see the mix of 
emotions on David’s face because I did not believe that David was 
fine or that he was over it.  This was a situation where David’s 
cultural beliefs had been denied.  It may not have been an Inuit 
method of healing, nevertheless, this was a method that David had 
chosen as part of his healing journey.  One person should not have 
the power to deny him.  Although I was not entirely sure how the 
staff viewed David, it became apparent during one clinician meeting.  
As I was speaking about David, one clinician asked why I was 
meeting with David since any Inuit blood was already washed out of 
him.  It is interesting that all the other social work clinicians failed to 
dispute the ignorance of that response.  I thought social workers 
were trained to oppose all forms of oppression.   

Similarly, David also struggled with the fact that he did not 
possess a certificate of Indian status, “an identity document issued by 
Indian and Northern Affairs Canada to confirm registration as a 
Status Indian under the Indian Act” (Indian and Northern Affairs 
Canada, 2009).  Warry (2007) writes that “Aboriginal identity has 
historically been defined by the State…” (p. 102).  Furthermore, 
“even when individuals know themselves to be Aboriginal, they can 
be denied their status and rights by the State” (p. 103).  Although 
David knew himself to be Inuit through his grandmother, the 
certificate of status did not go to Inuit peoples.  However, David 
thought he needed some form of documentation to prove his 
heritage in order to feel less self-conscious about his appearance.  
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David had observed that it was easier for other Aboriginal youth who 
looked as white as he did to obtain Aboriginal-specific services in the 
facility only when they possessed Métis cards or certificates of Indian 
status.  Further, this led David to conclude that those youth would 
always be more Aboriginal than he was.  This misconception fueled 
David’s belief that he would never really fit in the Aboriginal world.   

Working within this setting opened my eyes to how discursive 
power negatively affected David and other youth like him.  Warry 
(2007) writes that “when the relationship between culture and 
identity is disturbed or is called into question, the result can be 
personal disorientation that can have serious emotional and 
psychological consequences for individuals…” (p. 102).  David may 
have appeared to be a white youth but his need to have the freedom 
to develop his identity that was inclusive of both cultures was denied 
due to the staff’s understanding of how a ‘real’ Indian is supposed to 
look.  David’s experiences in the way people treated him led him to 
hate the image he saw in the mirror.  David also felt that he did not 
fit into the Aboriginal world and that it would be easier to solely 
identify as a white person.  For Aboriginal youth like David, this is 
how discursive power operates.  The enforcement of a colonial 
definition of Aboriginality separates youth from their culture and 
isolates them from the other youth who possess this so-called 
document of Indian status, and they are left to suffer in silence.  By 
observing David’s experiences, I became aware of the identity 
challenges that some Aboriginal youth face.  A therapeutic 
environment ought to have the awareness, sensitivity and tolerance to 
embrace David’s whole heritage and encourage him to express it any 
way he chooses.    
 A final aspect that I will touch on is the lack of awareness of 
what it is meant to be Aboriginal within the setting.  I will begin by 
discussing a task that distressed me the most.  When I ran groups, I 
would first go to each unit where the youth resided to pick them up.  
Sometimes, it was a challenge to get the youth past the staff.  You 
see, the youth are assessed daily on their behaviour through a point 
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system where the highest was a level four.  If a youth was below a 
level 2, the youth lost privileges for the day.  When I went to pick up 
a youth named Emily, the staff refused to let her leave with me.  
Emily had been upset because she was due to be discharged soon and 
that day she refused to go to school or to clean her room.  Because 
Emily wanted to come to the circle, she immediately cleaned up her 
room and got her clothes together to take a quick shower.   
 Meanwhile I was reasoning with the staff to let Emily go by 
telling them that I facilitated circles only once a month due to the 
limited time I was contracted to be there.  Obviously, Emily was 
acting out because she was scared to move on.  In the circle, Emily 
would be able to talk about her anxiety, express her feelings 
appropriately, and receive support from myself and her peers.  
Frustratingly, the staff maintained their stance despite knowing how 
the circle would help Emily and indirectly help to maintain order in 
the unit.   

While I was talking to one worker, three other workers joined 
in.  I did not like the situation because I felt like the staff were trying 
to intimidate me.  Unanimously, the workers justified their reason to 
keep Emily by using analogies to get me to see the situation in their 
way.  One worker stated she would not let her daughter go to 
Canada’s Wonderland if she purposely missed school.  Another 
worker argued that just because Emily was Aboriginal does not mean 
she was allowed to get away with things.  Another explained that if 
Emily got caught jaywalking, she would be given a ticket.  No cop 
would let her go just because she was Aboriginal.   

The non-Aboriginal staff’s rhetoric utilized to coerce me to 
leave Emily in the unit conveyed the ignorance of their conceptions 
of Aboriginality.  Justice René Dussault (2007) explains that one false 
assumption that the general Canadian public has about Aboriginal 
peoples is that they are “cultural minorities like many others in our 
society, a view that negates the fact that Canada’s First Peoples have 
ancestral and historical rights” (p. 10).  Aboriginal peoples are not 
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cultural minorities.  Aboriginal peoples are the First Peoples on this part 
of the continent.  Aboriginal cultural programming is important because 
it provides a forum in which Aboriginal youth can express their 
identity, learn about their history and connect to other Aboriginal 
youth in a positive way.  It also helps to challenge and reverse the 
negative conceptions of Aboriginality that have been instilled within 
Aboriginal youth from both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal societies.  
Within this non-Aboriginal setting, there was no program in place to 
provide a positive sense of Aboriginality.   

While in this overwhelmingly rigid and stereotypical 
discourse, I became angry because the staff had the impudence to 
equate the circle to Canada’s Wonderland.  The circle is an Aboriginal 
therapeutic method that facilitates healing.  However, this was 
disregarded by the staff who diminished the circle as merely a fun 
privilege that the youth can have when they behave well.  If a 
psychologist walked in there and asked to see Emily, the staff would 
have allowed it because they understood the therapeutic value of 
meeting with the psychologist.  Aboriginal healing methods should be 
accorded the same legitimacy.  Discursive power is visible when a 
group utilizes their assumptions about Aboriginal peoples in order to 
prevent and isolate Aboriginal youth from cultural programming.  

Elder Snowboy commented that “bringing cultural 
programming to an agency should not only mean bringing in a 
traditional resource person on board but re-educating the whole 
agency” (Personal interview, January 31, 2009).  This statement is 
true because my presence in the facility was not enough.  Although 
new workers were provided with one workshop in Aboriginal culture 
during their training, it only pertained to culture, not the historical 
impact of colonialism.  The agency needed extensive education over a 
period of time in regard to Aboriginal peoples.  This would have 
helped the staff to understand Aboriginal youth better and work 
more effectively with them.  
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Racism 

 One cannot move forward without discussing the many 
incidents of racism that mostly go unreported within this facility.  
This is a problem that largely remains unacknowledged.  One 
possible reason for this is that the staff adheres to a cultural 
competence approach.  Cournoyer (2008) defines cultural 
competence as “the awareness, knowledge, understanding, sensitivity 
and skill needed to effectively work with persons of diverse cultural 
backgrounds and affiliations” (p. 65).  Baskin (2006) has critiqued this 
approach by stating that cultural competence is an “approach framed 
within the context of multiculturalism, which means that it avoids 
naming racism and other oppressions while racializing culture” (p. 5).  
In other words, the outcome of following an approach that avoids 
naming racism in discourse means that no one can be racist.  A good 
example would be Amy’s experiences with racism within this facility.  
During a plan of care meeting, Amy bravely tabled a complaint of 
racism that occurred during a room check the night before.  After 
Amy described the incident, the accused worker claimed that she had 
been misunderstood and denied any racism.  Since I did not witness 
the event and there were no actual racial utterances, I had to admit to 
myself that I was not sure if Amy had encountered racism.  However, 
what was interesting is that the staff around the table immediately 
began trying to persuade Amy that she had misunderstood the staff 
person’s mannerisms.   

The staff demonstrated discursive power by denying Amy the 
benefit of the doubt.  No one questioned the worker to see if her 
motivations were less than ethical.  Seeing the unfairness of the 
situation, I offered another perspective.  I reminded everyone that 
Amy was an Aboriginal person who has had many encounters with 
racism and the non-Native staff had not.  At the very least, we should 
listen to Amy and try to resolve the issue, rather than denying that 
something wrong had occurred.  Unfortunately, nothing was resolved 



 

15 

 

ABORIGINAL YOUTH IN NON-ABORIGINAL MENTAL HEALTH SETTINGS 

in the meeting because I was met with a chorus of denial.  After Amy 
left the room, the staff continued to deny racism in the building and 
counted many years of working with Aboriginal youth who never 
accused them of such a thing.  Again, I was forced to re-iterate that I 
was not accusing anyone of racism.  I simply wanted to discuss 
Amy’s issue and the possibility of it being true.  In addition, I noted 
that this very example might be the reason why Aboriginal youth 
seldom complained about racism because no one wanted to 
acknowledge it.   

Later on, one of my colleagues came into my office to tell me 
about the commotion I had caused.  Many people were gossiping 
about the meeting.  At the time, I thought people were angry because 
they were stuck on the idea that I was accusing them of racism when 
that was not the case.  When I reflect back to that time, I believe the 
staff was angry because I refused to succumb to their discourse that 
would have helped them to deny the existence of racism.  Situations 
like these arise in a variety of scenarios for youth.  It was only a 
matter of time until the next incident.  Sometimes I would speak to a 
staff person one-to-one or I would simply speak to their supervisor.  
In one rare episode, a person yelled in my face.  In another situation, 
two other staff members along with their supervisor created a 
situation where I would be outnumbered when confronting me.  In 
these situations, it is easy to contemplate quitting because my 
relations within the facility could rise and fall to precarious levels and 
I would not feel safe.  Sometimes, the staff’s opposing discourse was 
so great that I would turn to community Elders for their support in 
order to remember that I was doing the right thing for the youth.  
Confronting racism in a mainstream setting is very challenging, and 
one must become familiar with the institution’s policies in order to 
advocate for youth.  It is important to support youth with regard to 
the racism they face because remaining silent will only compound the 
oppression that Aboriginal youth experience within these settings.  

Michel Foucault’s concept of discursive power was the 
primary method I utilized to assist me in raising consciousness of 
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how force and coercion operate within discourse.  The purpose of 
this endeavor was to help all professions involved with Aboriginal 
youth to understand that without critical examination of their 
discursive positions, they would continue to oppress Aboriginal 
youth.  Furthermore, without working with a new dialogue, the 
spiritual element that is crucial for the healing of Aboriginal youth 
would continue to be undermined.  One Native worker is not enough 
to ensure the cultural needs of Aboriginal youth in treatment.  
Aboriginal social workers and communities are needed to ensure that 
the youth receive culturally appropriate treatment.  Remaining silent 
or turning a blind eye to what happens to Aboriginal youth in these 
settings only contributes to their oppression, and the risk of losing 
them becomes greater.   
 

Communal Power 

With that in mind, I will introduce the concept of communal 
power, which is taken in part from, but not limited to, Hanna Arendt, 
Thrasher and the Iroquoian Great Law’s (Kaiererkowa) notions of 
communal power.  FitzMaurice (2007) describes these notions as 
“something different from force/coercive power which is 
synonymous with peace and emanates from a collectivity of living” 
(p. 75).  He also describes communal power as residing within the 
inner circle of force/coercion power that manifests “in relation to the 
maintenance of peace and justice” (p. 79).  Furthermore, this kind of 
power is described as residing  within individuals, as they can choose 
to release positive energy (communal power) or negative energy 
(force/coercive power) into the world (p. 80). 

Similarly, the Elders with whom I spoke shared their own 
understanding of communal power. 

 
When I was young we lived in a hunting society consisting 
of maybe 150 people. My late grandfather was the head 
man but had a council of men that he consulted with 
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before he made a decision. These men came from different 
families in the society and offered advice based on how it 
would affect the group as a whole. Every person on the 
council was known for their wisdom in the ways of our 
people. That for me was communal power…based on 
wisdom and experience of people coming from different 
families of the group and making decisions worthy of 
being followed and respected. (Elder Snowboy, Personal 
interview, January 31, 2009) 
 
Communal power to me represents the concept of the 
circle, no one above, no one below, no one in front, no 
one behind.  Everyone has equal input and power to affect 
the outcome or make decisions.  This could only be 
accomplished if the authority of an institution was willing 
to defer its absolute power to the circle of parties involved 
or affected by the decisions made. (Elder Joanne Dallaire, 
Personal interview, February 3, 2009) 

 
 Based on the ideas of communal power, my understanding of 
communal power within the context of this essay would require the 
non-Aboriginal facility and the local Aboriginal community or agency 
to come forth with a common goal to collaborate on the provision of 
effective treatment for Aboriginal youth.  The needs of the youth 
must be determined by first acknowledging the validity of both 
Indigenous and Western systems of knowledge.  By demonstrating 
respect and equality towards one another, both systems of knowledge 
may move forward by consulting and making decisions together that 
are suitable for everyone.  This will not be easy.  Western discourses 
have had the upper hand over Indigenous discourses for a long time, 
and it will be difficult to change.  It will be more difficult to 
acknowledge that a change is necessary for a profession stemming 
from a Western knowledge system; otherwise I would not have to 
write a paper that called for a different discourse.  A certain amount 
of force will have to be exercised by the local Aboriginal community 
or agency in order to promote the idea of moving towards a new 
dialogue. 
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 Although I spoke of many negative experiences within the 
non-Aboriginal facility, there were times when good things happened 
that increased my hope that change was possible.  For instance, an 
Aboriginal youth suffered from paranoid schizophrenia, and when 
the voices came to bother him he would become very scared and 
violent.  One evening, the staff called me to their unit because he 
asked for me to come help him.  Apparently the voices were back, 
and he said he needed to smudge his room with cedar as well as the 
whole unit to get rid of them.  Smudging was not allowed in the units 
because of the smoke detectors.  Yet this is what needed to be done 
so that Anthony could feel safe.  At the time, turning off the smoke 
detectors in order to smudge the units was unheard of.   

The staff, the unit supervisor and I gathered as a group to talk 
about what to do.  The unit staff was on alert because he had 
assaulted the staff on previous occasions. Although there was some 
resistance to turning off the smoke detectors, it was agreed that it was 
better to do this so Anthony could feel better and the unit could 
return to normal.  After waiting for forty-five minutes, the smoke 
detectors were shut off.  Another youth helped me smudge the whole 
unit as well as Anthony’s room.  Twenty minutes later, Anthony said 
the voices were gone and he felt better.  Anthony then went to his 
room for the night.   

This is an example of what is possible when individuals from 
different discourses choose to work together in order to help 
another.  Imagine what it could be like for Aboriginal youth if we 
chose to work together on the basis of communal power.  Is it 
possible?  I believe it is.  The outcome of this event was successful 
because a few people were willing to give it a try.  By no means did it 
mean that the whole facility changed or that another unit would do it 
in the future.  But it was a start. 

The following is a partial transcription of the discussion of 
communal power that I had with three Elders who have extensive 
knowledge and experience working in Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
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communities using their traditional healing methods and the 
teachings of Aboriginal culture.  I am aware that this is unusual but I 
wanted to establish the Elders’ presence within this paper without 
smothering their voices within a summary.   
 
 

Interview Transcript (partial) 

 
Question 1: Do you have experience working with Aboriginal children 
or youth receiving treatment in mental health institutions or other 
secured settings?  
 
Elder Snowboy 
In the GTA I work for two agencies that are Aboriginal and deal in health and family 
social services. I also travel extensively to other native community across Quebec and 
Ontario to provide the same service to these communities. 
 
Elder Joanne Dallaire 
Yes, some of my experience involves going into institutions and providing education on the 
importance of ceremony as well as traditional teachings and traditional care as opposed to 
western components of psychiatry and medication.  I provide basic training to non-Native 
staff in regard to what we do in ceremonies and why, along with other aspects of culture.   

 
Waasaanase (Alex Jacobs) 
Yes, I work with youth with mental health issues in many places such as youth justice 
secured custody and detention programs.  I have also worked in a children’s treatment 
facility as you have described. 
 
Question 9: Do you think it is possible for communal power to be 
created within a mainstream mental health or secured institution 
where Aboriginal children or youth are receiving treatment? What 
would it look like? 
 
 
Elder Snowboy 
It is very possible but we have to work fast. Too few resource people exist and we have to 
train the next generation or we have to start all over again. 
 
Elder Joanne Dallaire 
I do not believe it (communal power) can take place within a penal system because it is 
not designed that way.  The penal system is designed to make you uncomfortable to 
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discourage you from coming back.  But in a therapeutic setting, communal power is 
possible.   
 
Waasaanase (Alex Jacobs) 
Communal power is the belief in power in community.  Not sure if you can do it in a 
non-Native setting because there is not enough Native people there to instill that kind of 
belief.  Up in northern Ontario there are enough Native workers who can do that.  We 
would need people to be trained in the belief of the process of traditional healing in a 
Native setting or in a setting where the dominant culture (Native people) is trying to 
bring it about.  Right now, there are not enough Native people who believe that. 
 
Question 10: What do you think needs to be done in order for a 
mainstream institution to reflect a balance and respect for Indigenous 
knowledge systems? If possible, please provide several examples. 
 
Elder Snowboy 
The managers need training on cultural awareness and a system has to be in place for 
staff to be trained as well.  The next generation of cultural resource people needs to be 
trained too.  The agency must have clear and established guidelines on how to bring 
cultural awareness and teachings to the community.  We must concentrate on bringing 
cultural identity back to the youth. 
Elder Joanne Dallaire 
Elders would be easily accessible, preferably from the local community of the youth, to 
promote and maintain cultural continuity.  Ceremonies would be honoured and recognized 
such as Feasts for the dead, spirit helpers, spirit names, clans and solstice celebrations, etc. 
Daily access to smudging would be part of the treatment plan; a place and time for 
continued teachings; access to traditional medicines; establishment of a partnership and 
relationship with non-Natives. 
Cultural programming needs to be part of the fiscal budgeting – core funding.  The money 
that is currently provided is limited. 
 
Waasaanese (Alex Jacobs) 
More Aboriginal awareness training regarding the issue of mental health and health in 
general.  One example is Anishnawbe Health of Toronto.  Before AHT was established, 
Native people needed treatment for all forms of health and they wanted their treatment to 
stem from the medicine wheel teachings. Workers from the community wrote a proposal to 
get that started.  The government recognized that and funded the health centre. 
 
There is also a need to establish an education facility or university that teaches traditional 
concepts of healing and bring in people who have traditional healing backgrounds like 
Dan Pine, Orval Lookinghorse, etc. 
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People need more training to work with Native youth who value the methods of sweat 
lodge ceremonies, pipe ceremonies and access to different Elders. 
 
(End of partial transcript) 
 

 Several themes emerged while interviewing these Elders.  
First, there is a need for institutions to establish an equal and trusting 
relationship with Native agencies/communities.  This new 
relationship would then allow for the development of clear guidelines 
to remove system barriers for Aboriginal youth to access culture 
within their environment as well as in treatment delivery.  Second, the 
whole agency must recognize the need for training to implement 
these services.  Third, it is also crucial to hire Native staff who 
understand Aboriginal culture and healing methods or who are 
willing to be trained.  Both groups would be led by Elders 
recommended by the Native agency/community.  Lastly, the 
program will not be successful without core dollars to fund what will 
be needed for a task of this magnitude.  I look towards the future and 
I have hope one day that this can be achieved.  
 

Conclusion 

 By utilizing the emergent concept of Native Critical Theory, I 
was able to bring the ideas of discursive power and communal power 
to my experiences as a youth worker within a non-Aboriginal setting.  
The use of discursive power allowed me to demonstrate how the 
dominant discourse in the non-Aboriginal setting continues to 
oppress and negate Indigenous knowledge.  In highlighting these 
challenges, I hope to help others to understand the crucial need to 
critically examine the discourse from which their profession derives 
and its impact on Aboriginal youth in the areas of treatment, identity 
and the denial of racism.   

Furthermore, I implore Aboriginal agencies and communities 
to push for equal partnership within these institutions to ensure that 
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the youth’s needs — mental, physical, emotional and spiritual — are 
met because for too long, non-Aboriginal institutions have 
disregarded Aboriginal healing modalities when treating Aboriginal 
youth.  As a community, it is our responsibility to ensure the healing 
of our youth through the best treatment available that nurtures and 
affirms every aspect of their Aboriginality.  This is essential in order 
for Aboriginal communities to continue movement towards healing 
and wellness.   

For those interested in social justice, movement towards the 
concept of communal power is necessary in order to begin a new 
discourse based on equality, respect and co-existence.  We must 
recognize that Indigenous and Western discourses are valid and both 
can contribute to the well-being of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
peoples.  Good can come from this.  We can work together to create 
a new dialogue that brings healing and enables our whole community, 
the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal community, together to achieve 
great things.  If we do not, the current state of unequal relations will 
continue and we will find another generation of Aboriginal peoples in 
need of healing.  We cannot allow this to continue.   

Meegwetch / Thank you 
 

A Final Note on the Risk of Cultural Appropriation 

One idea I neglected to discuss with the Elders was the 
possibility of cultural appropriation.  While sitting in my Native 
Studies class, my professor asked the question: what happens when 
two things get mixed together?  The answer is that it becomes the 
same.  This is the risk involved when Western and Indigenous 
knowledge come together.  The larger can potentially subsume the 
other.  In other words, Indigenous knowledge can potentially be 
appropriated into Western knowledge (NATI-4055, Class discussion, 
February 4, 2009).  I realize now that this is an important factor to 
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consider, considering the knowledge that has been appropriated to 
date.  Can anyone prove it?  No.  And that is the problem. 

If Indigenous knowledge and healing methods were to 
become part of the institutions in a meaningful way, there would 
definitely be a need to set boundaries to protect Indigenous 
knowledge from cultural appropriation.  Who would draw the lines 
and how Indigenous knowledge would be protected is a discussion 
that is beyond the scope of this essay.  Strictly in deference to my 
class discussion and other literature I have perused, I felt it was 
necessary to briefly discuss this issue. 
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the Purpose of Natural Resource Co-management 
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Abstract 

The purpose of the article is to examine the convergence of Indigenous and 
Western knowledge in the practical realm. More specifically, when a 
culturally sensitive issue occurs and co-management is sought out to 
effectively and equitably resolve that issue — in this case management of 
natural resources — how far do those involved seriously consider 
Indigenous knowledge before reverting back to Western scientific 
knowledge as the only true path to resolution?  As these sensitive topics are 
investigated I attempt to highlight how biases, power, and cross-cultural 
similarities all interact to promote social learning in both Western and 
Indigenous circles. This paper uses the co-management of fisheries as its 
site of interest, but the extent of practical applications of understanding the 
limits of science and the power of Indigenous knowledge are limitless when 
it comes to the natural world.  
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Introduction 
Position of the Researcher 

As a student engaging with Native Critical Theory, I draw 
upon the whole of my experiences. I draw from my academic 
background, which is firmly rooted in a Western understanding of 
legal might, the human right, and individual plight, yet often I am 
blinded by social stereotypes and universal ignorance. The Native 
Studies department at the University of Sudbury provides a haven for 
knowledge to come together and flourish, and I have learned and 
grown within this environment. I have learned to think in 
multidimensional paradigms that recognize the limitations of Western 
knowledge and that prompt me to engage Indigenous knowledge in 
my personal search for bimaadiziwin. For me “bimaadiziwin” is a 
state of being; simply stated, it translates to the good life, but a more 
complex understanding may take a lifetime. As I move through this 
paper I hope to help others understand their bimaadiziwin as an 
overarching philosophy of living to better oneself, others and the 
environment.   
 

Preface 

 As a non-Aboriginal researcher, I strive to engage with 
Indigenous knowledge to demonstrate that different knowledge bases 
direct us to similar conclusions and to become a moral citizen who 
can teach others that humanity is not separate from our environment.  
Indeed, to be just to the environment is to be just to oneself. We go 
beyond our minds, beyond our scientifically grounded technical 
solutions, in order to engage the mind, body, and spirit in the 
technique of living well or bimaadiziwin.   

To illustrate Western society’s obsession with finding the 
solution I would like to draw from the work of biologist Garrett 
Hardin who, in 1968, authored a paper entitled “The Tragedy of the 
Commons”. At the onset of this article Hardin comments on the 



 

 
27 

CO-MANAGEMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES 

conclusion of two authors, Wiesner and York, who wrote about 
nuclear war and the fate of humanity a few years earlier. Wiesner and 
York submit that, “if the great powers continue to look for solutions 
in the area of science and technology only, the result will be to 
worsen the situation.” (as cited in Hardin, 1968) This begs the 
question: does science provide the only solution?  

Hardin elaborates, explaining that, “a technical solution may 
be defined as one that requires a change only in the techniques of the 
natural sciences, demanding little or nothing in the way of change in 
human values or ideas of morality.” (Hardin, 1968) However, the 
solutions to our problems, it seems, indeed require an appeal to 
virtue and an injection of human values. Our problems, he posits, are 
“problem[s] [with] no technical solution[s]; . . . [and thus, require] a 
fundamental extension in morality.” (Hardin, 1968) By this I mean 
we must appeal to our morality in the interest of social and 
environmental justice, as morality is a technique through which we 
may understand the world and live well.  

How, then, do we change our ways of thinking? How can we 
apply an Indigenous model of understanding the world? Knowledge 
changes over time, but often it only perpetuates its own legacy, and 
therefore does not change for the better. What skills may we draw 
upon? How will we make decisions that are wiser than those of our 
predecessors? Barry Schwartz (2009) shares some insights on 
wisdom.  In his work, he outlines four tenets of a wise person:  

 
first, they know when and how to make ‘the exceptions to 
every rule’; second, they know when and how to improvise 
because real life situations are ambiguous, ill defined, and 
the context is always changing; third, they know how to 
use moral skills in pursuit of the right aims, to serve, and 
not to manipulate; and fourth, a wise person is made, not 
born. . .wisdom depends on experience. (Schwartz, 2009)  
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In their humanist appeals, Schwartz and Elder Michael 
Thrasher call for kindness, empathy, and care; these ideas mirror our 
modern-day approach to sensitive social science research. Again, 
Schwartz is right when he expresses that experience only comes with 
time, as it takes time to know the people with whom you work. 
Furthermore, Schwartz submits that, “you need permission to 
improvise, to try new things, occasionally to fail, and to learn from 
your failures. It takes lots of experience to learn how to care for 
people.” (Schwartz, 2009) A wise person always asks for permission 
and then applies this experience willfully and skillfully.  

As Aristotle explains, practical wisdom is the combination of 
moral will and moral skill; moral will, meaning to do right by other 
people; moral skill, meaning the ability to figure out what doing right 
means. (Schwartz, 2009) If indeed solutions are achieved as a result 
of extending our morality, then we ought to turn to our experiences 
and apply this practical wisdom at once. I submit that when 
Indigenous1 (Amanor, 1991) and global2 knowledge converge the 
results are often inventive. However, it is when these bodies of 
knowledge converge that practical wisdom must take the lead in the 
decision-making process because exercising practical wisdom is how 
we exercise our morality. 

                                                        
1 Within the context of this paper, Indigenous knowledge, or an epistemological 
grounding in traditional ecological or technical knowledge, reflects first, from a 
conceptual standpoint, one of two converging bodies of knowledge that establishes 
a framework for understanding and applying ‘local’ knowledge to the ‘natural 
world’ from agroecology to astronomy, and from physiology to health. Second, and 
in a more spatial sense, it is community-based knowledge that functions within a 
specific geographic area; more specifically, within specific ‘human–place’ 
relationships.  
2 ‘Global’ knowledge, or Western scientific knowledge, is generated within modern 
research facilities at Westernized universities. It is dynamic, innovative, 
developmental, and appropriative in nature — appropriative in the sense that 
Western scientists have no restrictions when it comes to developing and 
researching ‘local’ knowledge.  This lack of protection of and respect for ‘local’ 
knowledge is exploited by science which often makes traditional knowledge its 
own. 
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Framework 

This paper asks a complex question: what happens when 
Indigenous and Western knowledge converge within the arena of the 
co-management of natural resources? I submit that we must go 
beyond the limits of the technique-based paradigm of science to 
effectively engage the communal power grounded within natural 
resource co-management. As Western thinkers, we must go beyond 
our minds; we must go beyond our scientific solutions and empirical 
data, in order to do social, spiritual, and environmental justice, and in 
order to engage bimaadiziwin.   

First, to better understand the innate connection between 
humans and the environment within the context of sustainable 
relationships with each other, I examine how different knowledge 
bases, Western and Indigenous, often operate in parallel with one 
another, sometimes intersecting and sometimes not. When I examine 
both knowledge bases I open up an interdisciplinary dialogue that 
promotes cross-cultural discovery and recognition of the legitimacy 
of different knowledges. Second, I explore the discourse of efficient 
collaboration, specifically, the active tenets of co-management as a 
mutually agreeable entity. Most importantly, I focus on two case 
studies from the fishing industry in British Columbia, both of which 
demonstrate the successes and problems of co-managing natural 
resources. Further, while examining how the multiple parties 
collaborated on these issues, I highlight how socially and 
environmentally moral decisions, made with the goal of living well, 
provide the most successful outcomes when the parties work within 
and through a convergence of Indigenous and Western knowledge.  

Within part one of this exposition — the theoretical 
framework — I demonstrate how both Traditional and Western 
knowledge are historically and contextually grounded, acknowledging 
both the division and union of these seemingly divergent knowledge 
bases. First, I present the concept of cultural parallelism and 
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demonstrate how Indigenous and Western linguistics and 
philosophies at times run parallel to one another and at other times 
intersect. These similarities are interesting to note over time, 
especially in the case of Indigenous Technical Knowledge. Second, I 
work with the conceptual framework of the ‘ethnoscape’, as 
developed by Barrera-Bassols. The ethnoscape is an interconnected, 
sociocultural tripartite consisting of the cosmos, a belief system; the 
corpus, the whole repertoire of knowledge; and the praxis, the set of 
technical skills. (Barrera-Bassols & Toledo, 2005) Again, this 
theoretical framework illustrates parallels between Indigenous and 
Western knowledge. 

In part two — the practical application — I provide a case 
study of co-management in British Columbia. In the early 1990s a 
Canadian-led team of co-management theorists published a 
comprehensive report entitled, “Co-Management: The Evolution of 
the Theory and Practice of Joint Administration of Living 
Resources.” (Berkes, George, & Preston, 1991) This report provides 
a model and portion of the critique from which I analyze British 
Columbia’s coastal and interior fisheries and environmental co-
management.3 The purpose of this exercise is to highlight a 
geographically dynamic area, while providing insight into local-level, 
state-level, and cross-cultural co-management sites.  

These case studies illustrate a convergence of Indigenous and 
Western knowledge, and then explore the subsequent approach to 
resource management. Further, this exercise offers insight into the 
mechanics of this indigenized collaborative process, a hybrid 
approach that, when exercised within the paradigm of bimaadiziwin, 
encourages the realization of our morally guided social and 
environmental goals. Further, Western society will recognize the 

                                                        
3 This report, led by Canadian theorist Fikret Berkes, provides a seven-tiered 
approach to the responsible power sharing and administration of a co-management 
agreement. Further it outlines a leveled process of co-management for citizen’s 
participation. 



 

 
31 

CO-MANAGEMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES 

legitimacy of Traditional Ecological Knowledge as fundamental to 
the success of long-term sustainable growth and development. 

 
 

Epistemological Differences and Similarities: 

Towards an Understanding of Traditional Ecological 

Knowledge 

In an attempt to map out Traditional Ecological Knowledge 
(TEK) conceptually, academics Gloria Snively and John Corsiglia 
convey it as a multidisciplinary/multi-applicatory, integrative model 
that generates local, cultural perspectives, which in turn produce 
results and has greater implications. TEK spans throughout most of, 
if not all, Western modern science, such as ecology, geology, 
navigation, architecture, medicine, botany, and mathematics. (Snively 
& Corsiglia, 2001) In addition, TEK uses many means of knowledge 
generation that are similar to Western practice. This methodology 
includes, but is not limited to, observing, questioning, inferring, 
monitoring, adapting, and interpreting. (Snively & Corsiglia, 2001) 
Further, in contrast to the guiding principles of science, notably the 
scientific method and the disciplinary-specific ‘laws’, TEK is guided 
by traditionally grounded principles of Indigenous wisdom, including, 
but not limited to, respect, ethics, controls, sharing, harmony, 
reciprocity, holism, and spirituality. (Snively & Corsiglia, 2001)  

Finally, it is this framework that is integrated into local culture 
to form the community-based perspectives and local knowledge. 
Furthermore, it is this gathered knowledgeable perspective, or 
worldview, that results in long-lasting sustainable societies. (Snively & 
Corsiglia, 2001) If you think globally and rely on the proof of tens of 
thousands of years, what are the implications of these practices? TEK 
has the potential to be the resource for global environmental issues. 
It is important to concede that, as a resource, this knowledge risks 
being exploited and appropriated. The extent to which recognizing 
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and respecting the origins of this knowledge for the purpose of 
protecting it is unclear. The difficult part is acknowledging that 
potential at all. However, those opportunities arise when Indigenous 
knowledge and Western sciences converge.  From this comes the 
need to facilitate learning, and co-management provides a site from 
which TEK may be injected into the mainstream. Again, does 
recognizing and respecting where the knowledge comes from protect 
it from appropriation? But further, it is then the responsibility for 
mainstream society to recognize and repeat the discourse. Repetition 
is the only way for Indigenous society to perpetuate Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge. 

 
Cultural Parallelism 

Understanding these seemingly divergent epistemological 
heritages will not in and of itself build or rebuild relationships, or, as 
Pulitano frames it, rebuild bridges. (Pulitano, 1999) These 
relationships are developed through understanding the ‘other’ and the 
‘self’. To understand or even to interact with the ‘other’ requires you 
to first understand where I am situated. I have been trained in a 
Western university to think, write and read in a certain way. I think 
analytically, critically, and categorically. I write with structures, 
methods, and results. And I read what is in front of me, on the line, 
and often what I think is between the lines. On the one hand, these 
qualities, in their own context, may lead to a successful academic 
career.  On the other hand, however, they stunt growth, limit 
knowledge, and narrow the mind. Generally, the Western tradition is 
grounded in the tenets of logic and reason, coupled with many of the 
aforementioned qualities, and typically flowing in a linear fashion.  

In my personal context, I have learned about Indigenous 
knowledge within the classroom. However institutional the delivery 
of that knowledge may have been, it has been nonetheless influential 
upon my frame of mind. At the core of Indigenous tradition are 
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many themes that seem to run parallel to many Western ideologies, 
and yet they assert their separateness and division. These central 
values and virtues develop from an inherent humanistic quality that 
emerges across cultures. For example, in the Western mindset, the 
concept of respect is highly regarded as important to social 
organization and human values. It seems inherent to the Western 
tradition, mainly in the sense that it did not develop the concept of 
respect through encounters with other cultures.  

However, respect is a vibrant theme throughout the 
Indigenous tradition as well. It is central to an understanding of 
creation and even to interacting with nature and one another. For 
example,  it is within the Anishinaabe tradition to engage in a sharing 
of stories. Therefore, Deborah McGregor, an Anishinaabe University 
of Toronto Aboriginal Studies professor asked Haudenosaunee 
author Basil Johnston to tell the story of Haudenosaunee Re-Creation 
as an attempt to prepare her students for a semester. The Re-
Creation story speaks of harmony and respect, but in a different 
sense from the Western tradition: 

 
Johnston begins with a great flood; all but birds and water 
creature remain; Sky-woman survives and asks the others 
to retrieve some soil from the depths, however most try 
and do not succeed; finally, the humble Muskrat attempts, 
much to the scorn of the others, but attempts nonetheless; 
after much time elapses, smiles turn to frowns, and hope 
turns to despair; at last the Muskrat surfaces more dead 
than alive, but indeed clutching a small morsel of soil; 
where the great had failed, the small had succeeded. 
(McGregor, 2004)  

 
 Stories like this exemplify respect and harmony, both major 
themes in the Indigenous tradition, and both largely appreciated and 
accepted concepts in the Western tradition. This parallelism is 
important to recognize because at their epistemological foundations 
these seemingly divergent bodies of knowledge at times complement 
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each other, and, if not, at least run parallel to one another. 
Furthermore, if the general tenets of these two philosophies are 
potentially compatible, is that also true of the more technical aspects? 
Arguably yes.  

Levi-Strauss advanced that Indigenous Technical Knowledge, 
similarly to institutionally organised science, is something that 
resulted from the general intellect creating order out of disorder, and 
not simply in response to human need. (Howes & Chambers, 1979) 

Further, this similarity between ITK (and as a sub-class Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge) and science is important to note; whether 
knowledge is arising from a desire to solve a problem, or in response 
to a direct application.  

However, there still remain many divergent aspects of these 
two bodies of knowledge. For example, traditional Indigenous people 
regard people, knowledge and land as an inseparable integrated 
whole. (McGregor, 2004) And thus, where traditional knowledge 
survives as one, and perhaps enhances its moral fortitude, science, as 
the two Latin American geographers argue, “[science has an] 
obsession of separating intellectual phenomena from practical 
purposes,” which consequently, “[tends to] decontextualize local 
meanings, views, practices and knowledge by situating [or 
appropriating] them within the epistemological or economic 
coordinates of modernity.” (Barrera-Bassols & Toledo, 2005)     

In other words, science or Western knowledge has an 
overwhelming tendency to appropriate knowledge and make it 
Western. As we discuss the concept of hybridity and blending of 
methods or bodies of knowledge, it is important to be aware of the 
limits of our hybrid constructions. If they become too blended, the 
drops of water are lost in the sea.  
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The Ethnoscape 

 To further demonstrate parallels between Western and 
Indigenous knowledge I draw from the work of Latin American 
geographers Narciso Barrera-Bassols and Victor M. Toledo. They 
present a conceptual framework of the Indigenous ethnoscape, or the 
sociocultural reality within which the agrarian Yucatec Mayans, a 
Latin-American Indigenous people, lived and worked. Broadly, I 
outline this Indigenous model as it describes the interconnection of 
different types of knowledge within the Yucatec Mayan culture, and I 
contrast this theory to our Western model, which separates these 
ideas. This theory consists of three elements: the knownscape (corpus), 
the mindscape (cosmos), and the technoscape (praxis), all of which 
overlap and combine to create the ethnoscape. (Barrera-Bassols & 
Toledo, 2005)   
 The ethnoscape is an example of knowledge generation and 
formation, and it explains rationally the generation of Indigenous, 
local knowledge. This integrative approach shows the 
interconnectedness of our resources, it links the mind, the body and 
spirit demonstrating that they are all components of culture and, I 
submit, bimaadiziwin. Further, it provides a holistic comprehension 
of the internal and external relationships at work when Traditional 
knowledge is applied, and conversely, the relationships that are 
damaged when this knowledge is appropriated. (Barrera-Bassols & 
Toledo, 2005)  Barrera-Bassols and Toledo explain that 
ethnoecology, “Explore[s] connections, synergies and feedbacks 
between the whole repertory of the Yucatec Maya symbols, concepts 
and perceptions of landscapes and natural resources.” (Barrera-
Bassols & Toledo, 2005)   

This traditional approach to understanding relationships in 
integrative dynamic frameworks proves effective when it comes to 
developing and perfecting technical skills. In complement to this 
knowledge and practice, Western science adheres to a similar 
framework to establish its integrative, empirical scientific culture.  
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First, and arguably the most difficult parallel to draw, is the 
mindscape. Indigenous knowledge holds this as the vision or 
imagined landscape. (Barrera-Bassols & Toledo, 2005)   

Throughout the development of Western science many 
people have been labeled as geniuses for their ideas that led to the 
discoveries of many of the Western laws of mathematics and physics. 
And yet, Archimedes was just jumping out of the bath, and Newton 
was hit on the head by a falling apple.  Furthermore, in ancient 
Greece, as Elizabeth Gilbert, author of Eat, Pray, Love explains in a 
presentation entitled, “A different way to think about creative 
genius,” the people believed that genius or daemons, often linked to 
creativity came from a “divine attendant spirit that came to human 
beings from a distant and unknowable source.” (Gilbert, 2009) Most 
notably, Socrates claimed to have a daemon imparting wisdom upon 
him.  

It seems, therefore, that the construction of Western 
knowledge does draw some of its founding principles of ethics, 
reason, math and physics from a ‘distant unknowable source’. I use 
this example to make a comparison between the roots of Indigenous 
and Western knowledge. Fear of the unknown or spiritually driven 
practices are what drive Western thinkers to consider Indigenous 
knowledge as racially inferior, but if we reflect upon the roots of 
Western knowledge are our epistemological roots so different? 
Therefore, by extension, is engaging a practice driven by Indigenous 
knowledge, such as TEK-based co-management, such an implausible 
idea?   

The imbalance I have just described demonstrates the power 
of a fear of the unknown. Power is another central theme in 
understanding how Indigenous and Western knowledge can work 
together. Co-management is an act of balancing power, and at the 
same time it is an act of giving up power. The following section more 
fully describes how power operates while trying to maintain a 
sustainable relationship and living well. 
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Moreover, the knownscape and technoscape are both more 
rational conclusions as the cognitive function in Western science 
applies the scientific method as a means of disproving a hypothesis. 
And further, our outcomes are manageable, and what we produce by 
means of our technical skills serves as a qualitative and quantitative 
measurement of many things, including success, values, and progress. 
In another sense, a healthy and stable mind and body are central to 
living well.  

Finally, I stress the importance of illustrating how Indigenous 
knowledge strives for connectedness as in the Yucatec Mayan 
context, whereas Western knowledge manifests separateness at every 
turn.  Such differences must be addressed in order to engage TEK-
driven co-management. The parallels between Indigenous and 
Western understandings of the mind, body, and spirit are apparent; 
however, they must be understood more fully because when I talk 
about managing power responsibly in the following section with the 
goal of bimaadiziwin, there must be a balance and a unity between 
the mind, body, and spirit.  
 
 

Co-management and Power in Context: 

Towards Bimaadiziwin 

 I draw from the Anishinaabe teachings of what is called our 
sacred bimaadiziwin. These teachings, in Western sense philosophies, 
define bimaadiziwin as the many interrelationships that guide the 
governance of society. (Watts, 2006) I extend these concepts of 
interconnectedness and interrelationship into the paradigm of 
modern day co-managing natural resources. Simply, in an Indigenous 
context this idea means ‘living well’, I draw bimaadiziwin into my 
discussion on co-management because at the heart of successful co-
management is a balance of power that is seen as fair and equitable 
by all parties, and an opportunity to create a sustainable process that 
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recognizes and respects living well and the relationships involved in 
the process. 
 That is not to say that there are not obstacles, but if we are 
mutually striving for this common goal, then the process of 
overcoming obstacles and facilitating knowledge sharing, and not the 
appropriation of knowledge demonstrates how power may operate 
communally, rather than in fixed proportion. In my sense of 
understanding this concept I think that living well generates 
communal power, and when the local community harnesses 
communal power they concentrate on this world, and their 
connection to it. (Gross, 2002) From this understanding of the world, 
Indigenous knowledge becomes a driving force in a positive direction 
throughout co-management processes; however, the knowledge is 
not always accepted or even welcomed. Those who exercise Western 
power may deem Indigenous knowledge as inferior, and that power 
privileges science over TEK, thus the balancing becomes a struggle 
for recognition and respect, which is often a destructive struggle.  
 
 

A Balancing Act 

Barry Schwartz classifies co-management as an ill-defined and 
ambiguous concept.  In contrast, a leading theorist, Fikret Berkes of 
the University of Manitoba, outlines co-management as: “the sharing 
of management power and responsibility between governments and 
local people.” (Berkes, 2004) This interaction between power at the 
local and federal levels often causes a convergence of opposing styles 
of management. On the one hand, at the federal or even provincial 
levels, Western scientists work from data sets and legislative 
regulations. Power and authority are centralized within each of these 
compartmentalized institutions. The data becomes the science and 
science is always right, right? Because the legislative regulations hold 
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their own power and authority as laws, the government holds the 
balance of power in their favour.  

On the other hand, at the local level, communal customary 
practices, local knowledge, and cultural traditions are what ground 
self-regulated resource management. (Berkes, 1991) At this level 
communal power supports goals of living well, but it is not 
acknowledged by the state as legitimate. It seems that in most 
approaches to co-management the goal is to do right, yet  it seems 
that in the few successful attempts, successes come when the parties 
figure out what doing rights means. Often, the will is in the right 
place, but the skill is not there. Therefore, it is imperative that there 
be a sharing of knowledge, which in turn will facilitate the learning of 
skills and produce a new dynamic template, a hybrid, a mutually 
agreeable application of knowledge.  

If governments and local communities are to use co-
management frameworks to promote or maintain the ecological 
integrity of a natural resource, or to simply practice natural resource 
conservation, then co-management serves as an effective public 
policy tool, as it draws from the public concern, while keeping those 
with a vested interest close. (Usher, 2000) Again, those involved must 
learn to respectfully balance power, and be aware of the State’s 
propensity to appropriate Indigenous knowledge. Further, this speaks 
to the experience factor addressed by our practical wisdom, that over 
time you truly care for those involved.  

Furthermore, integrating or involving the local community is 
the key. This is often not the case until there is a problem, however. 
Co-management tends to be, more often than not, a responsive 
mechanism. So, when does the concept of co-management surface? 
Berkes submits that co-management and, more favourably, adaptive 
co-management, is part of the evolving discourse of conservation 
knowledge. It tends to follow one of two models: the depletion crisis 
model or the ecological understanding model. (Berkes, 1991) The 
former holds that we must deplete our resources before we 
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understand the need for intervention and is the progressive step after 
a crisis, whereas the latter is a more respectful and proactive 
approach.  

Moreover, Berkes advances two models of integrative 
resource management: first, the cooperative model, which yielded 
success from its connecting or linking nature; second, the adaptive 
model of co-management. This step beyond co-management is 
similar in most regards, but it holds the values of the institution and 
the traditional people as central to learning; it is a “dynamic, ongoing, 
self-organized process of learning-by-doing” approach. (Berkes, 
1991) Most importantly, the community is at the helm of the 
operation, they self-organize, develop and adapt through dynamic 
social networks. Berkes submits that this approach fosters the 
development of community-based knowledge and learning, and if it 
begins at the grassroots level, it much more likely has the “potential 
to increase the resilience (shock-absorbing capability) of common 
property systems.” (Berkes, 1991) The difference between the 
cooperative and adaptive models of resource management, simply, is 
that the cooperative model is more a top-down approach, whereas, 
the adaptive model is largely a bottom-up model.  
 

Devolution of Power 

Co-management is devolution of power.  It begins with 
cooperative sharing, and then it takes a step further: relinquishing 
power. The fabric of this devolutionary process is often thin and 
easily manipulated, often it tears, and the local community is left with 
the tattered remains of a failed attempt. The golden thread that holds 
this system together is derived from Berkes’ modified model of 
Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation. (Arnstein, 1969) Working 
from the bottom up, the modified model is as follows:  

 
(1) informing: of rules and regulations, (2) consultation: 
community contact and feedback on research and results, 
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(3) cooperation: using local knowledge and native research 
assistants, (4) communication: two-way communication; 
local feedback, (5) advisory committees: decision making 
partnerships and a search for common objectives, (6) 
management boards: act on common objectives, while 
including community in policy and decision making, (7) 
community control and partnership: institutionalized joint 
decision-making, local management, and power delegated 
to the community. (Berkes, 1991)   
 
Finally, co-management, regardless of the context, is never 

successfully achieved by applying a pre-existing template and 
plugging in the new numbers. It is important to reiterate that it takes 
knowledge, experience, and compatibility to expand and develop 
conservation knowledge. The primary risk of co-management or even 
sharing knowledge is appropriation. This is a difficult concept to deal 
with, as academics even now are arguing over the question of 
whether culture can be copyrighted. (Brown, 1998) 

Briefly, I address this question. Linda Smith, a theorist of 
decolonizing methodologies of Indigenous research, submits that 
appropriation was a tool built into colonial practices all the way down 
to the grammar and codes of the text.  Essentially it is the absorption 
of all that is non-European into the West. (Smith, 1999) For the 
Indigenous communities, therefore, are copyright laws a means of 
protecting their knowledge? In contrast, will the West use copyright 
laws to legitimately appropriate what could be classified as 
Indigenous knowledge?  
 

 
Part 2: A Practical Application 

A Case Study of the British Columbia Fisheries: 

Sharing Power Responsibly 

 In this section of the paper I develop a landscape with the 
potential to facilitate a growing body of knowledge, and a supportive 
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structure that creates an opportunity for Indigenous and Western 
based mindsets to coexist dynamically. As Berkes suggested, co-
management is most successful when it is proactively engaged and, 
therefore, more strongly relates to the ecological understanding 
model. From this approach, both Western scientists and Indigenous 
communities begin to respect the appropriate knowledge and apply a 
comprehensive plan for a sustainable development initiative, which is 
grounded within Traditional Ecological Knowledge. 
 Within this case study I draw from our understanding of the 
parallels between Indigenous and Western knowledges, I demonstrate 
how, through these examples, co-management struggles to create 
mutually agreeable terms of operation and how the parties strive to 
find similarities through difference. The concept of the ethnoscape 
demonstrates that, where Western knowledge separates the mind, 
body and spirit, Indigenous knowledge unifies them.  Through these 
central tenets of Indigenous philosophy, efforts to live well and 
respect the earth are promoted. And finally, as Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge provides the framework from which Indigenous people 
work in efforts to co-manage natural resources, respect balances the 
framework of power so that both Western and Indigenous people 
may work and operate together.    
 An illustration of how these parties have worked together is 
found in the management of British Columbia’s coastal and interior 
fisheries, located on the west coast of Vancouver Island and the 
lower Fraser River, respectively. I chose this site of interest for 
several reasons. First, it localizes the context and content within 
Canada. Second, this area is dynamic in both a geographical and 
socio-political sense. Where the former regards diversity in 
geographical locale and nature of the aquatic ecosystems, the latter 
regards a diversity of First Nations, traditional economies, and the 
non-Native corporate and social presence. Finally, this area serves as 
a site for scrutiny because of the high level of Canadian government 
and international interest in the B.C. fisheries. From the historical 
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usurpation of this natural resource to the comprehensive land claim 
settlements surrounding this site, it has quickly become a hotbed for 
clashes between local customary practice and institutionalized 
regulation.   
 Furthermore, cooperative and adaptive management promote 
a ‘bridge’ between communities and knowledge, and serve as a step in 
the right direction. At the heart of co-management is the balance of 
power, specifically how institutional power is ceded in part or in 
whole to the local communities. The decentralization of institutional 
power first empowers the local community and its customary 
practices, and second, it legitimizes its abilities to self-regulate or self-
manage. (Thrupp, 1989) The issue of self-management within 
aboriginal communities, Berkes posits, “[is] at the core of the social 
and economic health . . . and is tied to larger truest ions of self-
government.” (Berkes, 1991)  
 In the following two sections I provide the analysis of this 
case study. In the first section I briefly describe each particular site, 
providing a simple context and outline of the barriers faced by co-
management initiatives between the state and local levels of 
management, and non-Native organizations and First Nations, 
respectively. In the second section I evaluate the problems, options, 
and successes of the two sites, and apply the following analytical 
framework.  First, I explore how the Indigenous community’s 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge was respected and utilized, in an 
effort to go beyond the science and towards bimaadiziwin. This will 
give us a clear, overall understanding of the true success of these co-
management efforts. Further, as I look at respect I acknowledge the 
balancing of power and how participants were able to exercise their 
practical wisdom, and thus their moral sense, in understanding 
sustainable development through a new paradigm of 
interconnectedness and interrelationships, providing an avenue for 
social learning,.  Second, as the participants in these co-management 
projects try to find similarities within their differences, I try to 
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identify a key phenomenon which is how those who practice Western 
knowledge, more often than not, separate the mind, body and spirit, 
whereas those who practice Indigenous knowledge tend to unify 
these parts of life in efforts to demonstrate the ‘good life’ or 
bimaadiziwin.  
 

Converging Interests: West Coast Vancouver Island and 

the Lower Fraser River 

 First, the Vancouver Island West Coast fisheries are presently 
engaged in co-management practices. The Nuu-chah-nulth/Regional 
Aquatic Management Society (RAMS) works within a local 
community (Nuu-chah-nulth) and state institution (Department of 
Fisheries and Oceans) model. Its functionality depends on a united 
front of all the regional vested interests, and is supported by the 
treaties between the Nuu-chah-nulth and both federal and provincial 
governments. (Pinkerton, 1999) This board undertook a selective 
harvesting initiative because of the downturn in coastal salmon stock.  

Second, in the Lower Fraser River a co-management 
partnership formed between the Fraser River Fishermen’s Society, 
with small scale commercial interests, and the Katzie First Nation, 
who had fished commercially on the lower Fraser for four 
generations. (Pinkerton, 1999) This  Native/non-Native partnership 
was the product of a recognition that each had their own particular 
group interests, but engaging co-management would make it more 
efficient to achieve their individual goals, and would further function 
to ease conflict in Native/non-Native relations. (Pinkerton, 1999) 
The collaboration again was an attempt to maximize successful 
harvest, but instead was carried out by means of fishing experiments 
based on gear modification and innovation.  

Further, Evelyn Pinkerton, author of the most 
comprehensive studies on natural resource management of B.C. 
salmon populations, revealed excitement upon the formation of this 
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partnership and others in the area, “[such] innovations illustrate the 
type of learning, experimentation, and problem-solving creativity that 
is possible with a very small-scale “learning community” that is 
strong enough to link outward and upward to other partners in the 
larger system.” (Pinkerton, 1999) The “learning community” is a 
great framework that can be coupled with my aforementioned 
analysis strategy. Furthermore, this Western model displays hints of 
understanding the concepts of interrelationships and 
interconnectedness.  

I draw a connection to Arnstein’s model, but in a varied 
context. A working paper entitled, “Dare we Jump Off Arnstein’s 
Ladder? Social Learning as a New Paradigm”, authored by British 
social technologists at Open University argues a similar concept. 
When knowledge bases converge — a process of social learning — 
information, consultation, and participation generate innovation 
within partnerships in small-scale local communities (see Figure 1). 
(Collins & Ison, 2008)  
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Figure 1. Convergence of Knowledge Bases 

 
Source: Collins & Ison, 2008. 

 
Such partnerships are not without barriers or obstacles, however. 
Many issues arise, including institutional stonewalling, blocking of 
information and data, an inability to engage alternative practices, a 
loss in translation, or a breakdown of communication. 
 

 

Procedural and Operational Problems:  

Obstacles and Options 

Regulations and incentives, Schwartz argues, skew practical 
wisdom and, therefore, our ability to act morally. (Schwartz, 2009) 
Those without moral fortitude will not see the right direction through 
the wrong regulations and incentives. Regulations include anything of 
a constraining nature, whether they be laws, regulations, statutes or 
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rules. In contrast, incentives are directed at personal interests, built 
into personal gain or receivable gains, and often based on a 
determined outcome. But, can we go back and break down these 
barriers by doing the right thing? Can we move past barriers towards 
living well? As we review the barriers within the two British 
Columbia fisheries cases, issues within Western-driven co-
management become more apparent. 

In an attempt to provide some clarity to the structural 
problems, I will note the problems and then submit, as Pinkerton 
refers to it, an “option’” The following three are some of the issues 
that arose during these partnerships: 

  
(1) State need to have power over the data 
(2) State tendency to conduct single-species management 

for maximum biological or economic yield vs. 
managing for a broader array of stocks and ecosystem 
linkages 

(3) Domination of policy by major clients (Pinkerton, 1999) 
 

This analysis explores the mechanics of attempts at 
Indigenous/Western co-management of natural resources. As I 
provide options, I have considered what Pinkerton has submitted, 
and wish to expand and contribute to it. I will analyze and show how 
an understanding of the aforementioned theoretical models allows us 
to see how Indigenous and Western knowledge operate in an effort 
that goes beyond science to achieve a more humanistic objective.  

First, to address the state’s need to have power over the data, 
I first acknowledge this as a classic example of the state’s usurping 
power and control over an organization.  In this case the state will 
not share, and thus it jeopardizes the operation. While attending an 
Indigenous Studies conference at the University of Sudbury, I 
listened to Elder Ed Sackaney talk about the “Story Telling Blanket” 
in a teaching about healing.  He advanced that Indigenous knowledge 
is grounded upon interconnectedness and sharing, and that this was 
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central to healing and working together. (Sackaney, 2009) It is not 
surprising, but it is nonetheless disheartening that traditional initiative 
is ground to a halt by this state interference.  

If our goals are to practice moral techniques that lead us to 
living well with one another, then the purpose of collecting data is to 
provide responsible and transparent analysis and information 
regarding the data.(Pinkerton 1999) Each culture may have its own 
suggestions for approaching and co-managing this aspect of the 
project, and despite not being linked directly to the environmental 
aspects of the project, it nonetheless can put a halt to any progress 
within the environmental portion if an obstacle such as this is not 
overcome and resolved. 

I first draw from Schwartz’s Western model of practical 
wisdom, which tells us that despite a changing context, our solution 
is be creative and to improvise. Like the improvisational musician 
who uses the notes on the page but dances and twirls around them, 
the Indigenous leaders must engage new creative ideas in the face of 
obstacles, work with credible third parties, and facilitate joint 
transparent databanks. (Pinkerton, 1999) Then, in order to draw from 
the Indigenous model of understanding interconnectedness (the 
ethnoscape), I submit that when skills, thoughts, beliefs are not 
synchronized, as they would be within an Indigenous model, seeking 
to regulate and control one or more of the mind, body or spirit is 
inevitable. Separating these facets, in the same way that the state 
institution wants to separate who views the data, only muddies the 
experience. The only casualty is clarity. While discussing “old 
knowledge” and the clan systems, Vanessa Watts explains that, in a 
unified experience, Indigenous knowledge tells us that the knowledge 
we gain from the earth is sacred, and that sharing knowledge 
increases relationships, and, I submit, our interconnectedness with 
each other and the earth. (Watts, 2006) 

Second, I address the state’s tendency to conduct single-
species management for maximum biological or economic yield 
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versus an Indigenous perspective that looks to manage a broader 
array of stocks and ecosystem linkages. Initially, I would like to point 
out the disparity of power within this barrier. This is an example of 
Western science taking privilege over Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge. On a side note, does power privilege science over 
Indigenous knowledge as a whole? This issue of power and privilege 
explains, in part, the disparity in knowledge bases. 

But, to address the issue at hand, competing ideas of the best 
fishing practices simply boil down to short-term versus long-term 
gains. The Western fisherpersons would maximize profit 
immediately, while the Indigenous fisherpersons would see steady 
growth and stability over generations. Species-specific fishing 
experiments and practices involve specific regulations and controls. 
However, by diversifying your interests, the fish stock grows fuller. 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge has yielded success for 
generations, and the Indigenous communities were able to maintain 
fish populations in these waters for centuries.  
 To demonstrate why Traditional Ecological Knowledge and 
Indigenous people have survived for so many generations, I recount 
a story. Recently, I attended a “story sharing” session led by Elder 
Mary Elliot.  She was speaking about the rights of passage of boys 
and girls. Actually, it was the first time I had heard an Elder speak. 
She told us a teaching about the Grandmother’s Bag, and that story 
linked back to a creation story. She talked about fish, and said that 
the Creator made fish and made humans, that the Creator told the 
fish to watch over us, to give the humans sustenance, and to protect 
them. (Elliot, 2009) I retell this story to demonstrate that those who 
practice and live Traditional knowledge understand the nature of the 
relationship between humans and fish, that life was created in a 
certain way for a certain reason. In this case, the story reminds us that 
we are not separate from our environment; again, to be just to the 
earth is to be just to oneself.  
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 In a sense co-management is a science. It is formulaic and 
systematic in its structure, yet once a project incorporates Indigenous 
knowledge and respects and listens to that knowledge, it ceases to be 
a science, but becomes an experience, a journey towards 
bimaadiziwin. Over the course of that journey, the involved parties 
must find consensus, they must find themselves, and they must find 
balance. This is how I understand co-management as a living, 
breathing experience. I address these obstacles for the purpose of 
placing participants back on the good path to lead the good life. 
 Third, I explore how the domination of policy by major 
clients tends to have a destructive effect on co-management and the 
balance of power. When collaborative measures such as co-
management are railroaded by one set of interests, the situation needs 
to be addressed by all parties with a vested interest. Pinkerton 
submits that to overcome this barrier we must engage in relationship 
building; she frames it as, “broadening the base of support for 
innovation.” (Pinkerton, 1999)  

Pinkerton may be on the right track; relational power and 
communal power have generative qualities. Instead of operating 
within a “zero-sum” paradigm, where there is only so much to go 
around and one party or interest may hold the majority of the power, 
let us shift to a new paradigm where power is created by communal 
relationships. These relationships share common interests and work 
together without struggling for control of power. Again, I present the 
Indigenous framework that supports unity, and Collins and Ison’s 
model that promotes greater social learning, while conceding to 
Schwartz’s suggestions of reliance on experience and innovation.  

In explaining how a barrier within co-management struggles 
may be overcome I pulled ideas from Indigenous and Western 
models of sharing, learning and power. By demonstrating that both 
knowledge bases have similar solutions for similar problems, I 
illustrate that cultural parallelism exists and that when the knowledge 
bases converge on important issues such as the co-management of 
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natural resources, headway can made if we, the participants, allow 
them to converge. I acknowledge and respect that giving up power is 
the most difficult part of this exercise; however, if we are to achieve 
the good life, then it is one of those bumps, although it may be larger 
than others, along the way. 
 
 

Conclusion: 

Legitimizing Indigenous Knowledge on the  

Road to Bimaadiziwin 

In this paper I have demonstrated parallels between different 
systems of knowledge. I explored how both systems of knowledge 
may provide practical solutions to similar problems. I have moved 
beyond my comfort zone and attempted to engage with Indigenous 
knowledge in a limited way. Through the analysis of  co-management, 
I was able to uncover biases, understand barriers, and unearth human 
strengths of participants in a society with choices. By looking for 
similarities across differences, I found solace in the fact that 
differences provide opportunities to learn. 

The Western models used within this paper included 
Schwartz’s and Aristotle’s practical wisdom, Arnstein’s ladder of 
citizen participation, Collins and Ison’s social learning, and Berkes’ 
co-management strategies, all of which exhibited themes that the 
Indigenous model of the ethnoscape and the Elders’ teachings 
addressed. These fluid themes included relationships, communal 
power, interconnectedness, interrelationships, and a search for peace. 
Such ideas provided the direction from which the participants in the 
British Columbia case studies drew to organize those projects, or may 
use to overcome obstacles within those projects.  

Above all, in an effort to engage with Indigenous knowledge 
in a respectful dialogue with Western knowledge, I submit that we 
must first recognize our cultural similarities, and that difference is not 
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to be feared, but to be learned from. Further, this paper should not 
be interpreted as a condemnation of science, but rather quite the 
opposite. It acknowledges the power of science, while recognizing its 
limits. Moreover, to go beyond the science is to engage the 
multifaceted nature of Indigenous knowledge, the unified mind, body 
and spirit, and it is through this understanding of unity and 
connection within an environmental context that we find 
bimaadiziwin.  
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The Power of Language 

Nancy Rowe-Henry 

Abstract 

Through colonization, Indigenous Peoples around the world have long 
been the victims of violence that includes human, legislative, cultural, and 
linguistic genocides.  This paper examines how the eradication and 
sustained marginalization of Indigenous languages have been (and continue 
to be) integral and violent tools of colonization.  This paper then posits that 
Indigenous languages, although nearly extinct, have the potential to move 
Indigenous Peoples toward an immediate and attainable degree of 
decolonization that includes neither colonial state permissions of 
sovereignty nor international human rights recognitions, such as the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).  
Instead this paper suggests a progressive movement of decolonization via 
language through the Indigenous individual (self-determination), as a 
communal movement (self-governance), and ultimately as a national 
movement (nation building). 
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Indigenous peoples around the world have long been the 
victims of colonial violence, including human, legislative, cultural and 
linguistic genocides.  As a result of widespread and legislated human, 
land and resource abuses, both historically and in present day, 
Indigenous peoples suffer from almost unbelievable social dilemmas 
that rank them as the world’s highest in suicide, disease and 
addiction. This bleak community reality is being challenged by a 
decolonial resolve to pursuing the national and international right to 
self-govern, self-determine and create our own positions as legal 
nations within the Eurocentric order of the world.  This paper 
attempts to offer a seemingly small solution to many of the 
enormous problems afflicting and deterring Indigenous peoples’ 
abilities to decolonize and achieve nationhood without state hand-
outs or legally enshrined human rights codes.   
 This paper demonstrates that colonization used the violent 
eradication of Indigenous languages as a colonial tool that has had a 
tsunami-like ripple effect upon the socio-cultural, political and 
traditional orders of Indigenous life.  Further, this paper will examine 
the employment of counter-violence to achieve decolonization as a 
means of correcting many generations of social ills.  Finally, this 
paper will posit an argument for the employment of Indigenous 
languages as the salient tenet toward meaningful, Indigenous self-
government, determination and nationhood.  In sum this paper will 
examine how language has been and continues to be an integral tool 
of colonization and how it can be further used as a tool, not only in 
pursuit of decolonization, but also in the pursuit of Indigenous self-
governance, self-determination and nationhood. 
 For ease of reading and clarity of understanding it is 
necessary to define some terms that will be used in this analysis.  
First, colonial/ism or colonizer will be equated with both assimilation 
and imperialism, and any processes, such as foreign occupation, that 
were intended and continue, in altered forms, to separate the original 
inhabitants from land, resources and selves, physically, mentally, 



 

 
59 

THE POWER OF LANGUAGE 

emotionally, and spiritually.  This process includes both internal and 
individual tenets, such as colonization of the mind, and external 
collective facets, such as colonization of political, social, cultural and 
linguistic orders, both in the past and present.  Second, language will 
be defined as “the way a society thinks,” the learning process 
whereby “...speaking a particular language, an individual absorbs the 
collective thought processes of [that] people,” (Little Bear, 2000, 10) 
and the repository of concepts, images, and history that allows 
individuals to organize their social environment. (Frideres & Gadacz, 
2005, 93)  Finally, violence should not be misconstrued to include 
only that which is physical, but also that which is structural, 
institutional, lateral, and personally and collectively assaultive. It also 
includes both “tangible and intangible” (Devlin, 1987, 34) harms that 
occur internally, externally, spiritually, culturally, emotionally, socially 
and linguistically. 
 

Language—A Colonial Tool 

 Language has been and continues to be a tool of colonization.  
This is most obviously evidenced historically, by the aggressive 
eradication and assimilative efforts of religiously affiliated and 
federally funded residential, labour and boarding schools that 
operated from the mid 1800s until the 1980s (Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal 
Council, 1996, Appendix 2).  Considering a generation equates to 
approximately fifty years and that the campaign was nationwide in at 
least the most “successful” colonial, settler countries like the United 
States, Canada and New Zealand, it then can be argued that at least 
3.5 generations have been linguistically colonized.  It can also be 
assumed that the first Indian-speaking children to attend the schools 
suffered more violent attempts to implant the colonial language than 
the ensuing students and generations, as the foreign language spread 
from individual to family to community. 
 Former Prime Minister of Canada Sir John A. Macdonald, in 
an address to the House of Commons in 1884, sums up the intent 
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and mandate of the schools, “I think we must, by slow degrees, 
educate generation after generation, until the nature of the animal is 
changed by the nature of the surroundings” (ibid).  This statement 
speaks to the massive destruction and colonial success that would 
ensue as a result of changing surroundings of the “animal” or 
Indigenous person(s).  The residential school institutions and 
settlements consisted of the immersion, instruction, cosmologies, 
religion, lifestyles and pedagogies associated solely with the colonial 
language.  In sum, Indigenous peoples and Indigenous children in 
particular were inundated with not only the language of the colonizer, 
but also those aspects of culture and community that are associated 
with the language, as listed above.  This leads to the wider picture in 
connecting language with the collective community. 
 The colonial assault on Indigenous language reaches far 
beyond the violence inflicted on the children of residential schools 
and continues as colonial violence today.  Milloy demonstrates the 
connection of the residential school experience:  
 

. . .like smallpox and tuberculosis in earlier decades had 
decimated and continue to decimate communities.  The 
schools were, with the agents and agencies of economic 
and political marginalization, part of the contagion of 
colonization.  In their direct attack on language, and 
spirituality, the schools had been a particularly virulent 
strain of that imperial epidemic sapping the children's 
bodies and beings.  In their lives after residential school, 
many adult survivors, their families and communities to 
which they returned, all manifest a tragic range of 
symptoms... that continued in their communities (Milloy, 
1999, 295). 

 
The social obstacles and issues of Indigenous peoples today are 
widely known.  Most salient is the connection between the 
replacement of not only the language, but also all those aspects of 
community and culture that are connected and embedded in the 
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language. Further, the continued use of the colonial languages in 
institutional, social, home and educational settings demonstrates that 
language continues to be a tool for the maintenance of colonization 
and as such keeps Indigenous peoples from their original 
cosmologies and philosophies as framed and contained within their 
original languages. Having made this connection, it then can be said 
that language was and continues to be an imperative, effective, lasting 
and efficient colonizing tool. 
 Maintenance of colonialism is essential to colonial success, 
and the complete submission of linguistic abilities and concepts is 
essential to fulfilling colonization.  As Fanon explains,  
 

In capitalist [colonial] societies, education, whether secular 
or religious, the teaching of moral reflexes handed down 
from father to son, the exemplary integrity of workers 
decorated after fifty years of loyal and faithful service, the 
fostering of love for harmony and wisdom, those aesthetic 
forms of respect for the status quo [of colonial concepts], 
instill in the exploited a mood of submission and inhibition 
which considerably eases the tasks of the agents of law and 
order [colonialists]. (Fanon, 1963, 3-4) 

 
In sum, Fanon is demonstrating how the colonizer no longer has to 
partake in the violence associated with colonization.  It is no longer 
necessary since the colonized are doing the job of perpetuating the 
violence and colonial concepts among themselves.  A good example 
of this would be the present-day Indigenous teachers who have not 
been exposed to their original language and have been trained in the 
colonizers’ pedagogy.  As a result, they reproduce and enforce 
colonial language in their teaching methods. 
 

Language—A Decolonial Tool 

 Albert Memmi in The Colonizer and the Colonized (1965) and 
Frantz Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth (1963) both provide 
frameworks and insights, rooted in their personal colonial 
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experiences, associated with both anti-colonization and de-
colonization.  At the outset both authors appear to be rather radical 
in their resolve toward colonialism.  In particular, Fanon’s piece, “On 
Violence,” (1965, 1-62) could easily be misinterpreted as extreme in 
its radical and shocking resolve, given its graphic and poetic take on 
both physical and psychological violence as a tool of decolonization.  
However, once violence is seen beyond its literal (physical) and 
English (dominant) interpretations, it can be understood in a variety 
of ways.  It is imperative to understand violence outside of the 
dominant, limited view so as to better come to terms with how the 
colonized themselves become violent and colonial. 
 Understanding violence in a broad sense, we can then better 
appreciate how both Memmi and Fanon can advocate for violence 
and language as effective decolonizing tools.  Concerning language, 
Memmi (1965) suggests resistance to using the colonizers’ language, 
even if all the locks of the country turn with that key.  He will change 
the signs and highway markings, even if he is the first to be 
inconvenienced (pp. 137-8).  This is part of Memmi’s advocating of 
decolonization through liberation, one of his two resolves to 
colonialism; the other being revolution for which he advocates 
violence in the form of non-aggressive but defensive racism. (p. 31)  
More clearly, what the reader should observe is how violence can 
fight the violence of colonialism and how language can be employed 
as a decolonial combative tool. 
 Dale Turner’s This is Not a Peace Pipe (2006) also presents a 
decolonial philosophy that is directly aimed at the colonial 
philosophies that have been propagated by institutional violence.  
Although he does not explicitly refer to language in its linear and 
literal colonial concepts, he suggests the use of those philosophies, 
which would be obtained via Indigenous knowledge, to engage, 
manipulate and supplant colonial philosophies and institutional 
violence.  He terms these explicitly Indigenous peoples as “Word 
Warriors,” who seek out traditional Indigenous knowledge and then 
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reframe the dominant colonial knowledge and language in order to 
bring about both change and understanding in the institutions with 
which the “Word Warrior” must engage. (Chapter 4)  As such it can 
be understood that Word Warriors play an important role in 
decolonizing those aspects of colonization that are embedded in 
educational, political and legal institutions through the concepts or 
philosophies embedded within Indigenous languages. 
 Thus far we have examined how language and violence have 
been used to achieve colonial domination.  The employment of 
residential schools played a key role in creating a colonial mentality 
and acceptance that reached far beyond that of a single child and into 
entire communities.  It has also been demonstrated how the 
continued use of colonial language by both the colonized and the 
colonizer in society and institutions is violent in nature and frees the 
colonizer from the active duty of colonization.  It was demonstrated 
that language and all that it contains could be used explicitly as a tool 
of decolonization.  It is now necessary to demonstrate how language 
can be used to achieve the broader political goals of Indigenous 
peoples today.  
 
 

Language—Towards Self-determination  

and Nationhood 

 It is commonly known that self-government, self-
determination and nationhood are on the agenda of many Indigenous 
peoples around the world.  These peoples are  attempting to realize 
their goals through international as well as state legal instruments, 
such as the 2007 United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and, in Canada, the Constitution Act, 
1982, Section 35. In particular, the UNDRIP can be understood as a 
decolonial tool, which recognizes the importance of those concepts 
attached to and contained within Indigenous languages and in 
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accordance with language.  Canada, however, has offered an 
ambiguous commitment, contained within an ambiguous definition 
of “Aboriginal” and treaty rights and, as such, maintains a colonial 
relationship with the Indigenous peoples in this country.  In the final 
analysis and according to the framework set out by this paper, neither 
document appears to have the sort of immediate impact and resolve 
that Indigenous peoples need and are working toward. 
 Recapturing, revitalizing and renewing Indigenous languages 
can be the tenet that catalyzes a shift toward creating Indigenous self-
government and self-determining structures that lead to nationhood.  
Decolonization of all those facets that have been affected by 
colonization can be done progressively through the individual, the 
community and Nation and most importantly without colonial or 
legal recognition.  Henderson (2000) clarifies the first steps that an 
individual can take: “to acquire freedom and dealienated order, the 
colonized must break their silence and struggle to retake possession 
of their humanity and identity.” (p. 249)   
 More clearly, individuals can claim their true identity and 
humanity, which are inextricably woven into the fabric of their 
original language.  Once the individual has found resolve via their 
language, like the power of residential schooling, there is the potential 
for ripple effects on families and communities, through their own 
colonial depersonalization. 
 Counter-arguments that may be presented may take the 
position that there are too many colonized to combat the efforts of 
one individual who chooses decolonization.  However, those critics 
have likely not considered the power of one person to overcome 
massive obstacles.  Here reference should be made again to the 
“Word Warriors,” who not only influence their own children’s, 
friends’, family’s, and community’s minds by challenging the 
linguistic imperialism of identity, but also make it well known in the 
institutions in which they are engaged and possibly employed that 
they pursue decolonization through language.  Fanon (1963) also 
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counters this claim with a simple quote asserting, “any decolonization 
is a success.” (p. 2) 
 Taiaiake Alfred, an Indigenous academic, attests that on the 
social, material and community levels, which are fraught with 
dysfunction and poverty, this dysfunction is merely “the visible 
surface of a deep pool of internal suffering.  The underlying cause [of 
which] is [an] alienation—separation from our heritage and ourselves, 
and that, Indigenous nations are slowly dissolving with the 
continuing loss of language, land, and young people.” (Alfred, 1999, 
XV)  Alfred recognizes both the importance of the next generation 
of potential Indigenous knowledge carriers and the language and land 
explicitly, as the most pressing issues that require immediate and 
effective attention.  Alfred is saying that the social problems created 
by colonialism cannot take precedence over the colonial and social 
resolves of language, future and land.  This attests to the assertion 
that not only language, but also future and land can be perceived as 
solutions to both the individual and the community. 
 Having affected both individual and community identity 
through the language, nationhood now becomes a viable vision for 
Indigenous peoples.  Alfred (1999) presents four basic objectives for 
altering the present governing structures in Indigenous communities, 
of which one is exclusively devoted to languages and their 
reintegration as a source of nationhood (p. 136).  Alfred prescribes 
how nationhood can be achieved via language, “by making the Native 
language the community’s official language—the one in which leaders 
speak, the processes of government are conducted, and the official 
versions of all documentation are written...communities must make 
teaching the Native language, to both adults and children, a top 
priority” (p. 136).  Alfred recognizes the importance of implementing 
language as a tool of decolonization and as a tool to achieve what it is 
the Indigenous People are wanting: self-government, self-
determination and ultimately a return of nationhood. 
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Concluding Comments 

 Having presented solutions to both individual and communal 
decolonizing options concerned with language, it becomes clear that 
self-determination within the individual can progressively move 
toward the community and outward toward nationhood.  It is 
imperative that the individual redefine and recapture their identity 
within the language because the individual will be the one to 
articulate it, like a Word Warrior, which is essential to building the 
necessary communal power to move toward non-colonial self-
governance.  Self-governance framed within the language and all it 
entails will then be able to engender and envision an Indigenous 
nationalism rooted in Indigenous philosophies, which are also 
embedded in the language. 
 Further, the employment of language among individuals can 
provide, as Alfred suggested, culturally appropriate ways of 
addressing material and social poverties rampant in Indigenous 
communities.  Beyond this, the crux of this argument is that language 
acquisition is achievable and outside of colonial structures.  State 
governments may dictate nearly every facet of Indigenous life, which 
leads Indigenous peoples further and further into oppression both 
external and internal.  Yet, they can no longer dictate the personal 
and private individual decision to acquire one’s own language.   
 It may be that Indigenous peoples who continue to look to 
decolonize through state and international bodies, which are rooted 
in Eurocentric state orders, are being delusional and wasting precious 
time with a political movement toward self-determination.  This is 
not to discredit the tireless efforts of those Indigenous people who 
are politically motivated to reclaim their pre-colonial humanity, self-
determining and collective rights.  However, it does not take a piece 
of legislation to allow an Indigenous person to seek out their 
traditional language, teach and share it within their family, community 
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and ultimately the Nation.  Language, although not the only tool of 
decolonization, is undoubtedly a powerful one.  
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Sechelt First Nation’s Municipal Model of  

Self-Government 

 

Lynn P. Despatie 

 

Abstract 

The concept of Indigenous self-government in Canada has not been 
adequately explored, and unfortunately continues to be disregarded by 
Western governments as a viable option to resolve governance issues with 
Indigenous communities. In Canada, while the Indian Act continues to be a 
great obstacle to self-governance in many provinces, certain First Nations, 
particularly the Sechelt First Nation, have effectively removed themselves 
from the restrictions of this law.  

The Sechelt First Nation governance model, despite being widely 
criticised, responds adequately to the needs of the Sechelt First Nation and 
allows for traditional teachings to be integrated into the lifestyle of its 
people. Through the analysis of the Sechelt Indian Band Self-Government 
Act of 1986, this paper will review the events leading up to the passing of 
this legislation and look at the different political theories it represents. 
 

Biography 

Lynn Despatie is a recent graduate of Laurentian University, having 
completed a Baccalauréat ès Art, spécialisation en Science politique (Bachelor’s 
degree with honours in Political Science). She is also the recipient of the 
Certificate of bilingualism from Laurentian University. She is now pursuing 
a Master’s degree in Applied Environmental Sciences (Local Economic 
Development) at the University of Waterloo, and intends to graduate in the 
spring of 2011. She is particularly interested in regional development in 
Northern Ontario, self-government for First Nation communities, and 
sustainable development.  
 
 
 
 

Undergraduate Journal of Native Studies • Dbaajmowin 
Volume 1 (2011), pp. 71-82. 



 

 
72 

LYNN P. DESPATIE 

Sechelt First Nation Municipal Model of Self-Government 

Self-governance can be defined in a number of ways, but 
essentially it has a goal of providing Indigenous communities with the 
ability to govern their internal affairs and assume greater 
responsibility and control over the decision-making process that 
affects their communities (Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 
2008). This option has not been adequately explored, and 
unfortunately continues to be disregarded by Western governments 
as a viable option to resolve governance issues with Indigenous 
communities. In Canada, while the Indian Act continues to be a great 
obstacle to self-governance in many provinces, certain First Nations 
have effectively removed themselves from the restrictions of this law.  

Chief Stanley Dixon of the Sechelt First Nation said that 
“[the] Indian Act is like a prison, with four walls around you, and 
with a warden and guards” (as cited in Etkin, 1988, 76). This is the 
reasoning behind the municipal-style model of self-government that 
exists within the Sechelt First Nation. It is a model that, despite being 
widely criticized, responds adequately to the needs of the Sechelt 
First Nation and allows for traditional teachings to be integrated into 
the lifestyle of its people. Through the analysis of the Sechelt Indian 
Band Self-Government Act of 1986, this paper will review the events 
leading up to the passing of this legislation and look at the different 
political theories it represents. 

The structures of the Sechelt First Nation’s model of self-
government are essentially based on a Western political model, 
created through federal legislation and allowing for the delegation of 
powers, as well as calling for the election of a Band Council through 
democratic voting. It does, however, also allow for greater autonomy 
over cultural issues, such as the incorporation of Indigenous 
knowledge within the education system, health care system, child care 
system, and other services which traditionally require the coming 
together of the community as a whole. Essentially, the current model 
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of self-government cannot be judged by Western or Indigenous 
political theories as it serves as a solution that joins both streams of 
theories by allowing for Indigenous knowledge and the 
implementation of cultural aspects while working within a Western 
political framework. In principle, it allows for Indigenous voices to 
be heard within Canadian politics. 

 
 

The Political Context of a Unique Form of  

Self-Governance 

The political context surrounding the Sechelt First Nation’s 
move towards self-governance demonstrates the uniqueness of this 
First Nation and the needs of its community and people. In this same 
context, many Bands pursued land claims to finally acquire the rights 
that First Nations had long been fighting for, with the ultimate 
prospect of a nation model of self-governance. In contrast, the 
Sechelt First Nation chose a municipal model of self-governance that 
was, and currently is, widely criticized but remains quite responsive to 
the Band’s needs.   

The Sechelt First Nation is located on the British Columbian 
Coast, approximately 50 kilometres north of Vancouver (Wherrett, 
1999). The close proximity to the urban centre of Vancouver was 
greatly influential in the decision to obtain self-government within a 
municipal-style framework as it allowed for more power in relation to 
land and economic development. The present Indian Act gives only 
usufructury title to the land, meaning Indigenous communities have 
the ability to use the land, but not own it (Etkin, 1988, 76). This 
places important limits on the abilities of a community to further 
develop the area in which they live. “Without clear title to their land, 
Indian nations are hampered in any attempts they may make to build 
an economy that may support their people.” (p. 76)  In other words, 
by maintaining the status quo, or pursuing time-consuming land 
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claims, people of the Sechelt First Nation would continue to be 
reliant not only on government services, but also on government 
funding to provide a lifeline to the survival of the community. 
Essentially, the Indigenous residents of the Sechelt community 
demanded legislation that “would remove the Band from the 
jurisdiction of the Indian Act, yet still allow for a continued beneficial 
relationship with the Federal Government” (p. 82). This would 
facilitate a smoother transition from a community entirely reliant on 
resources and services provided by a paternalistic authority, to an 
acceptable form of self-government which would allow for the 
provision of its own support services and the raising of its own 
funds.   

The initiatives leading up to the Sechelt Indian Band Self-
Government Act occurred over the course of many years. The 
negotiations themselves took approximately 15 years, beginning in 
early 1971 (Wherrett, 1999). In response to the constant limitations 
experienced socially and economically, the Sechelt First Nation 
initially took over a number of services following negotiations with 
the Federal Government (Etkin, 1988, 80). A progressive transfer of 
responsibilities allowed for a slower transition towards self-
government, and even provided the means to have the process occur 
without full acknowledgement that this might be the ultimate goal of 
the community. It allowed for the mastering of certain services and 
isolated negotiations specifically to the federal level of government. 
This not only reduced the amount of actors with a vested interest in 
the transfer of power, but it also allowed the federal government to 
divest itself of some of its responsibilities related to maintaining the 
Aboriginal community. With the Sechelt Indian Band Self-
Government Act, the community became responsible for education 
of Band members on Sechelt lands, social and welfare services with 
respect to Band members, and health services, as well as the power to 
assess, collect, and enforce taxes as means to fund these services 
(Sechelt Indian Band Self-Government Act, 1986). 
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The process leading towards self-government for the Sechelt 
First Nation was extensive. The events prior to passing the self-
governance legislation in 1986 occurred after many years of 
frustration with the current system. The transfer of power itself also 
took many years, in order to assure a smooth and effective transition. 
The Sechelt Indian Band Self-Government Act was assented in 
federal law on 17 June 1986, but the transfer of power occurred in 
two phases. The first phase was to implement the sections of the 
Sechelt Constitution that were considered purely in the federal 
domain (Etkin, 1988, 82). Essentially, the Band won control over 
reserve funds for their community, as well as title to their lands. They 
were also given legal capacities which were held previously by the 
federal government.  For instance they had the privilege to “enter 
into contracts or agreements; acquire and hold property or any 
interest therein, and sell or otherwise dispose of that property or 
interest; expend or invest moneys; borrow money…” (Sechelt Indian 
Band Self-Government Act, 1986). These rights allowed for further 
economic development and, in consequence, somewhat reduced 
financial dependence on government payments.  

Further, the Sechelt Constitution gives certain legislative 
powers to the Sechelt Council, such as allowing for greater control 
over the provision of services previously associated with either 
provincial or federal levels. For instance, the Council received power 
over zoning and land-use planning, the use, construction, repair, and 
demolition of buildings and structures on Sechelt lands, and taxation, 
all of which allows for the ability to control economic development 
of the lands on which the Sechelt Band lives (Sechelt Indian Band 
Self-Government Act, 1986). In addition, through Section 14 of the 
Sechelt Indian Band Self-Government Act, the Band became 
responsible for the administration of health services, social and 
welfare services, and education of Band members on Sechelt Land. 
From a cultural point of view, this allows for an Indigenous way of 
life throughout all aspects of an individual’s lifestyle. By allowing the 
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Band to control the preservation and management of natural 
resources, as well as the preservation, protection and management of 
fur-bearing animals, fish and game on Sechelt lands, it becomes 
possible to maintain a sustainable and sacred relationship to the 
natural environment (Sechelt Indian Band Self-Government Act, 
1986).  

The second phase of the transition towards self-government 
includes negotiation with the Province of British Columbia to vacate 
the areas the Sechelt First Nation is proposing to occupy. This 
particular phase of negotiations is ongoing, and not yet resolved at 
the present time. While it does limit to what extent the Sechelt First 
Nation can extend its economic development, the Band continues to 
exercise Indigenous self-government on the lands it already occupies.  

 
 

Relationships and Divergent Ways of Thinking 

 The arrangement of self-government in a municipal–local 
government style has been highly regarded by both Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal people living in the Sechelt region, and has been 
effective in fostering a peaceful relationship between the two 
communities. This arrangement of self-government is deemed most 
in keeping with principles of Canadian sovereignty. It has allowed for 
a transfer of power to the First Nation community without 
undermining the Canadian Constitution.  It is evident that the 
arrangement that exists will prevail, as both Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal parties remain somewhat satisfied. Though it will be 
necessary to settle land-claim issues between the Sechelt Band and 
the Province of British Columbia, the Band continues to exercise 
power in every area over the land that it presently occupies. Though 
provincial and federal laws still apply to the Sechelt First Nation, the 
Sechelt Indian Band Self-Government Act does take precedence over 
laws that are found to be inconsistent with this legislation.  
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The municipal government template of self-government as 
adopted by the Sechelt First Nation incorporates ideas informed by 
both Western and Indigenous theoretical perspectives. From a 
Western perspective, the municipal model of self-governance is 
appropriate for Indigenous communities, as it is easily engages within 
the existing Canadian constitutional framework. In essence, it is the 
creation of an already existing entity, the municipality, within the 
rules and regulations that already exist, while simultaneously giving 
the Sechelt First Nation autonomy through the delegation of federal 
responsibilities to the band. While it is true that the Indigenous 
peoples of this community will have a degree of liberty to provide 
services following a traditional cultural perspective, we can easily see 
that this agreement reproduces a colonial political framework by 
requiring Aboriginal people to work within a Western political 
system.  As argued by Turner in his criticism of the federal 
government’s 1969 White Paper on Indian Policy, Aboriginal peoples 
are embedded in the social and political fabric of Canadian society 
and, despite the obligation to conform, any form of self-government 
provides a voice to First Nation communities in Canadian political 
dialogue. Self-government, in any form, can be seen as a “kind of 
accommodation that embraces a more mature form of democratic 
practice” (Turner, 2006, 121). 

In addition, the Sechelt First Nation conforms to Western 
political theory through the democratic election of its Council 
members. Section 8 of the Sechelt Indian Band Self-Government Act 
indicates that “[the] Sechelt Indian Band Council shall be the 
governing body of the Band, and its members shall be elected in 
accordance with the constitution of the Band” (Sechelt Indian Band 
Self-Government Act, 1986). Western political theories continue to 
structure the community by stipulating the way in which the peoples 
will be represented to non-Aboriginals. It also informs the way in 
which decisions will be made, essentially following a more Western 
method.  
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There are certain constraints that continue to be imposed on 
the Sechelt First Nation, prompted by the differences between 
Western and Indigenous political and economic traditions. The 
Sechelt First Nation is subjected to external forces, for example, 
through its need to develop locally from a business and economic 
standpoint in order to create employment and compete economically 
with surrounding communities as well as globally. “Colonial theories 
emphasize the external forces, such as political, legal, market, and 
cultural constraints and hegemonies…” (Champagne, 2007, 360)  In 
addition, the Sechelt community maintains a certain legal obligation 
to provide services to the community, as indicated in Sechelt Indian 
Band Self-Government Act. Though they have not given up their 
identity as Indigenous people, we can see a sort of forced 
enfranchisement in the Sechelt First Nation, as they are obligated to 
live within a Western political and economic framework. It is evident 
that colonial ideas continue to dominate, despite the move towards 
self-government.  
 In contrast, it is also possible to simultaneously view certain 
Indigenous political ideas operating within the Sechelt self-
government model. “While liberation from colonial oppression may 
be a short-term goal, tribal cultures have their own interpretations of 
individual and collective well-being. Rather than liberation of the 
constraints of the world, [Aboriginal] world views emphasize ways of 
life that seek spiritual or moral balance within the human and non-
human forces of the world” (Champagne, 2007, 358).  The Sechelt 
First Nation managed to obtain some freedom from the limitations 
of colonial oppression through a municipal model of self-
government, which has allowed for more control in the every-day 
lives of the people in the community. They have the liberty to 
incorporate Indigenous thought into their local government policies 
and laws and, while they are obligated to conform to a certain 
Western framework, they have the ability to strengthen their 
community, natural resources, culture, language, and people. The 
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previously restricted method of community governance and 
economic development under the Indian Act has been largely 
replaced by a practical coming together of two systems, as they 
maintain a lifestyle that follows Indigenous thought, all the while 
abiding by the Canadian political system. Indigenous knowledge is 
incorporated into the Sechelt Constitution through the re-
appropriation of control over natural resources, so that the choice 
and manner to develop natural resources is determined locally by the 
community. This enables the community to benefit from monetary 
rewards of development while at the same time respecting the land 
(Etkin, 1988, 92). 
 It is difficult to judge which political ideology will prevail in 
this particular situation, as it is a unique situation that appears to 
satisfy both parties, even though as a pragmatic political arrangement 
it is widely criticized by outside actors as conforming to Western 
traditions. Essentially, while the Sechelt First Nation does function 
within a Western political framework, it possesses liberties in regards 
to education, health, and social services, which all help promote a 
traditional way of life. It has enabled the community to liberate itself 
from the constraints imposed by the Indian Act, while simultaneously 
allowing the community to raise its own moneys to fund itself and 
reintroduce Indigenous teachings in various aspects of community 
life.  
 

Concluding Remarks: A Critical Review 

 In order to critically evaluate the municipal model of self-
government created by the Sechelt First Nation, it is first necessary to 
view the strengths and weaknesses of the situation. This First Nation 
community has successfully negotiated self-government, a term 
defined by each individual community. It is impossible to identify a 
single definition of the ideal of self-government, as each First Nation 
community is unique and has different experiences with the treaty 
process and its communications with federal and provincial 
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governments and non-Aboriginal individuals. In the case of the 
Sechelt First Nation, it desired to complement the longer term land-
claim process with a more immediate form of self-government. The 
community’s strongest feature was its ability to create an acceptable 
form of self-government for its people. It now has the freedom and 
capacity to generate wealth within the community, which allows 
Council to create services that reflect a more culturally enriched view 
of individualism and community, such as the Sechelt language 
programs for youth, youth and family support services, as well as 
other cultural programs and services.  
 In contrast, this type of municipal model of self-government 
is generally disregarded by the majority of First Nations leaders as an 
unacceptable form of delegated power that undermines the inherent 
right of Aboriginal self-governance in Canada. The municipality is 
governed by provincial legislation, a great weakness according to 
many Indigenous leaders: “Indians must not allow themselves to be 
seduced into accepting the Canadian government’s misleading label 
of ‘Indian self-government’ when what is being offered is no more 
than selective and limited local self-administration” (Boldt, 1993, 
114). It is argued that a municipal model of self-government does not 
recognize the sovereignty of First Nations communities, and this 
form of delegation of power can be seen as a paternalistic and 
controlled transfer of power from an all-mighty Western government 
incapable of recognizing the importance of traditional nation-to-
nation treaty relations.  In addition, it has been somewhat easy to 
fulfill the requirements of the first phase leading towards self-
government, but the second phase, which entails negotiating with the 
Province of British Columbia to settle land claims, has posed more 
difficulties. Until the outstanding question of land is resolved, it will 
be difficult to realize meaningful self-government. This Nation may 
be criticized for “settling” for a municipal form of self-government, 
but “the Sechelt people contend that theirs is a unique model, 
established in response to their particular situation, and not intended 



 

 
81 

A MUNICIPAL MODEL OF SELF-GOVERNMENT 

to constrain other communities” (Wherrett, 1999).  It has responded 
to their people’s needs with limited difficulties, and thus is an 
appropriate form of self-government for this particular First Nation. 
According to former Sechelt Chief Stanley Dixon, this agreement 
marks “the acceptance of responsibility for [the] community’s well 
being to increase both community and individual opportunity, to 
work with […] neighbour communities and to improve the quality of 
life for all citizens” (as cited in Hawkes, 1989, 308). 
 It would appear then that, in spite of its limitations on the 
larger political question of nation-to-nation relations and First 
Nations political sovereignty, the municipal model of self-governance 
adequately responds to the needs of the Sechelt people. In fact, 
though criticized, it has satisfied nearly all the demands of the First 
Nation. While this style of self-government may be a good solution 
for bands seeking a more short-term solution to the issue of 
increased sovereignty, it is essential that each community negotiate 
individual terms according to their unique circumstances. It is evident 
that while each Indigenous community seeks self-government from a 
collective point of view, their needs and demands remain unique and, 
thus, deserve unique solutions to the issue of self-governance. 
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Death: Indigenous and Western Views 

 

Scott Walker-Gillett 

 

Abstract 

This paper discusses certain Western contemporary beliefs and rituals 
pertaining to death.  It also examines some of the traditional beliefs relating 
to death that are held by North American Indigenous peoples.  It considers 
the apparent denial of death by many Western peoples as compared to the 
acceptance of mortality by many Native individuals.  This paper discusses 
the significant differences between the avoidance of death by many 
individuals within Western technological cultures and the acceptance of the 
inevitability of death that is practiced by many of those peoples within the 
Indigenous societies of North America. 
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 Every being that is born dies. This is the harsh reality of life.  
No human, no matter how wealthy, how intelligent, or how 
influential they have been during their life-time can escape the sting 
of death.  From the beginning of Creation, humans have questioned 
and searched for answers as to what happens after one’s demise. Is 
there life after death? Does one become reincarnated? Is death the 
end? Various cultures and religions have many different views on 
dying and of life after death.  
 This essay will discuss certain Western contemporary beliefs 
and rituals pertaining to death.  It will also examine some of the 
traditional beliefs relating to death that are held by North American 
Indigenous peoples.  It will explore the apparent denial of death by 
many Western peoples as compared to the acceptance of mortality by 
many Native individuals. The types of death that will be discussed are 
those that are the result of natural causes or from accidental causes. 
 North American Indigenous societies look upon death 
differently from many Western cultures; many Indigenous peoples 
accept death as a part of life. They believe that death is as much a 
part of one’s being as birth and is an integral part of the Circle of 
Life.  The belief that death is natural is illustrated in numerous 
Indigenous stories pertaining to existence.  To traditional Indigenous 
people, death is just another step in the process of Life. Death is 
thought to be natural and a prelude to the greatest human journey.   
 Many people within non-Native societies view death as the 
end of one’s existence, and it is therefore regarded as something 
terrible.  Many people in modern Western societies want to have as 
little to do with death as possible and attempt to avoid death at all 
costs.  They frequently go to extreme lengths in their attempts to 
prolong and maintain life.  These attitudes towards death were not 
always prevalent in Western civilization.  
 Philippe Aries in Western Attitudes Towards Death from the Middle 
Ages to the Present describes how a person prepared for death during 
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the “Middle Ages.”  Sir Lancelot, a Knight of the Round Table, did 
the following when he thought that he was going to die: 

 
His gestures were fixed by old customs, ritual gestures 
which must be carried out when one is about to die. He 
removed his weapons and lay down quietly upon the 
ground, though as last wills and testaments would state 
over several centuries, he should have been in bed. He 
spread his arms out, his body forming a cross- which too 
was not the usual procedure. But he remembered to lie in 
such a way that his head faced east, toward Jerusalem. 
(Aries, 1974, 8) 
 

During these times death was accepted as part of life and people 
knew what they were to do when they thought that death was 
approaching.  

 
Death was a ritual organized by the dying person himself, 
who presided over it and knew its protocol. Should he 
forget or cheat, it was up to those present, the doctor or 
the priest, to recall him to a routine that was both 
Christian and customary. (Aries, 1974, 12) 
 

Religious beliefs dictated how individuals were to react.  People were 
aware of what rituals were to be followed.  They expected to enter 
the room of the person who was dying. It was essential that relatives, 
friends and neighbours, as well as children be present. Death was a 
part of the life for both adults and children. 

Despite their familiarity with death, the Western Ancients 
were afraid to be near dead people and kept them at a distance. Laws 
were enacted to forbid the burial of anyone within a city. This is why 
cemeteries were located outside cities.  However someone could be 
buried in a church because this land was considered to represent the 
limbs of Christ. (Aries, 1974, 15) 

Over time, in many Western societies, attitudes toward 
death have changed, and death has become shameful and 
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forbidden. (Aries, 1974, 85)  Today, many people from Western 
cultures want to have as little as possible to do with death.   Even 
though death is inevitable and comes to every human being, the 
subject is frequently avoided until one is faced with their own 
impending demise or that of someone who is important to them. 

Within many Western societies, even though death is a 
constant, it has frequently been disguised through different names 
or hidden behind closed doors. The word “death” is often 
circumvented in the news media or in everyday discussions. Words 
such as “deceased” and “passed away” have become popular 
alternatives. These words do not sound as harsh or as final and do 
not seem to have the same potency as the word “death.” David 
Dempsey in The Way We Die states the following: “I have been told 
by one doctor that the word death is not even to be found in the 
indexes of medical and surgical textbooks.” (Dempsey, 1975, 15) It 
is within such reference books that one would expect death to be 
discussed in infinite detail. The absence of this topic in medical 
textbooks is significant, as dealing with death is a significant part of 
the medical profession. 

 Many people in modern society struggle constantly to 
maintain perfect health, and many fear growing old. In a social 
structure where beauty is defined by youthfulness, there is a constant 
effort by some individuals to maintain simulated appearances, relying 
heavily on science and medicine to do so. Plastic surgery can remodel 
you from head to toe, changing whatever you dislike about yourself 
and form (in your eyes) what is human perfection. This has truly 
become a “ritual of renewal” and has changed the Western view of 
acceptance of self to one of “if you don’t like it, change it.”  Aging 
has become unwanted. There is almost the belief that if one does not 
appear to be old, then death will by-pass them. 

Cybernetic technology is used to repair or overcome the 
physical and mental constraints of the human body. The Cyborg 
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theory investigates this phenomenon and is described as the “mixture 
of technology and biology.” Tony Fitzpatrick writes: 

 
The cyborg is the interface of the organic with the 
technological…The cyborg is partly the product of surgical 
implementation, where the machine and/or the 
simulations it generates (as in cosmetic surgery) penetrate 
the surface of the body. (as cited in Bell & Kennedy, 2000, 
5)   
 

Through the progression of science are humans becoming more like 
machines?  Will this technology eventually lead to very long life spans 
and therefore postpone death for longer periods of time? Does this 
signify the apparent denial of death? 

There is constant medical research to find cures for various 
diseases; Canadians pour millions of dollars into various charities 
each year for that purpose. Terry Fox, the young runner who 
attempted to run across Canada, focused public opinion on cancer 
research thirty years ago.  Even though he succumbed to lung cancer 
before he was able to complete his goal, his courage and 
determination sparked thousands of others in many countries around 
the world to continue raising money in his name for this endeavour. 
Many human beings will do whatever they can to prolong life and 
avoid death, and they are willing to help fund research in the hope 
that they may live longer. 

There is certainly a tendency within many Western cultures to 
regard death as undesirable and obscene. If modern medicine can 
conquer more and more illnesses why can it not conquer death? 
Medical technology and machinery can keep the human body alive 
long after it might have stopped functioning naturally. Organs can be 
removed from the living and the dead. Doctors are able to bypass 
clogged heart valves with arteries that are taken from the legs, and 
kidneys are transplanted with good outcomes. Western society keeps 
searching for immortality. This technology puts physicians in a 
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difficult position as they become enslaved by the machines that 
extend their patients’ lives. They must meet the demands of their 
profession as well as adhere to the laws that force them to prolong 
lives which may have ceased to have any meaning. The decision to 
continue or end a human life is often left in the hands of the medical 
doctor.  

During the latter part of the last century, in countries of the 
Western World, an increasing number of people have begun working 
in close contact with the elderly, the terminally ill and their relatives. 
This has prompted medical and hospital advancements, as well as an 
increase in the number of retirement homes and other facilities that 
care for the elderly. In response to this growing reality, a new 
discipline, thanatology (from the Greek thanatos, meaning death) has 
been created for the study, or science, of death. (Bell & Kennedy, 
2000, 13) A noted researcher in the discipline of thanatology is Dr. 
Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, a Swiss psychiatrist who taught people to 
listen to the dying and what to listen for. Kubler-Ross says that 
“Death can be compared to a dark wine cellar.” (Kubler-Ross, 1997) 
It remains hidden in the subconscious of Western society. Social 
historian Philippe Aries writes that “Our society has interdicted death 
because it violates the rule that life must be at all times happy.” 
(Aries, 1974, 15) Margaret Mead (as cited in Weeks, 2004) said, 
“When a person is born, we rejoice. When they are married we 
celebrate. When they die, we pretend that nothing has happened.” (p. 
115) Is this an attempt to deny the existence of death?  We become 
very aware of its existence, however, when someone about whom we 
care dies.  It is then that our lives are changed forever. 

Many people want to be remembered after death and may 
follow some modern death rituals. Some individuals write journals, 
sometimes for numerous years. These journals are a method of 
reviewing one’s life and are probably written with the hope that 
someone in some future generation will be able to “know” a little 
about their ancestor and what it was like to live during their lifetime.  
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Throughout one’s life it is normal to collect items that have 
significant meaning. Often elderly people will survey their precious 
belongings and decide to whom they want to leave certain items. 
These things are either given before an impending death or the 
owner’s wishes are stated in a will. This is a form of gifting. 
Sometimes a person who knows that death is approaching will take a 
trip and visit relatives one last time. This trip may help heal old 
wounds that have lingered for years or be made for the purpose of 
leaving pleasant memories. Followers of the Christian faith may want 
to ensure that they receive one of the sacraments from their church. 
In these ways the person who is facing death is able to complete 
some of their last wishes. 
             In earlier times, people who were very ill and were about to 
die were taken care of by members of their own family. The patient 
remained part of the family. If there were children within the home 
they were included in the patient’s care and were often present at the 
time of death. Today this occurrence seldom happens. We protect 
ourselves from the dying by taking those who are approaching death 
to a hospital or to a nursing home. “Death is a technical 
phenomenon obtained by a cessation of care, a cessation determined 
in a more or less avowed way by a decision of the doctor and the 
hospital team. Indeed, in the majority of cases the dying person has 
already lost consciousness. Death has been dissected, cut to bits by a 
series of little steps, which finally makes it impossible to know which 
step was the real death.” (Aries, 1974, 88) In the hospital, death may 
be a very lonely affair because of the fear of death that is held by 
others. People may not talk to the person who is dying because they 
do not know what to say.  
 Once a person dies they are quickly taken to the hospital 
morgue and then to a funeral home where the family begins to 
prepare for the funeral. Even the word “funeral” is being replaced by 
“memorial service.” It would seem that many Western cultures want 
to have as little as possible to do with death.  This is a paradox 
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because it is only in recent times that death has become so much a 
part of our lives. We view someone dying daily on television (even 
though we know that these murders are mediated through journalism 
or dramatic renderings). We constantly hear of terrorist attacks, 
assassinations and people being killed in automobile accidents. We 
seem to have the ability to turn death off. We believe that it will not 
happen to us. Today, many Western cultures view death as 
unacceptable.  
 Historian Arnold Toynbee wrote, “Death becomes an 
infringement on our right to life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness.” (as cited in Dempsey, 1975, 17) Modern society no 
longer wants to accept old age and death as part of life but seeks to 
rejuvenate the individual through such things as organ transplants 
and plastic surgery. People do not want to face the inevitability of 
death. In earlier times, humans seemed to be more religious, and 
suffering was seen as spiritually purifying.  The thoughts of an 
afterlife justified the suffering that they were enduring, such that 
death was more acceptable. (p. 7)  
 Death ceremonies, whether a funeral, a memorial service or a 
celebration of one’s life, help mourners to confront the reality of 
death, confirm their relationships with the deceased and allow them 
to receive support from others. These rituals are intended to 
remember the life of the person who has died and to provide the 
opportunity to express and process the resultant grief. It is a time to 
make special considerations, to sacrifice one’s time and self for those 
who are mourning, to support them and to prepare for the 
experience of life without the person who has died. “Special 
attention needs to be paid to ordinary people when they die, and to 
their survivors, because ordinary people are special to someone.” 
(Weeks, 2004, 122) These rituals are important in the grieving 
process.  
 In generations past, women who were in mourning wore 
black (widows’ weeds) and men wore black armbands to announce to 
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others that they were grieving (or were supposed to be). In this way 
any sadness or unexplained behaviour could be recognized as grief. 
These symbols of grief helped the individual to express emotions, 
and made it easier to cry, to be irritable and to work through the 
shock that often follows the death of a loved one. “Much of the 
difficulty people in mourning experience today, psychologists believe, 
can be traced to the absence of social sanctions for expressing ones 
feelings.” (Weeks, 2004, 154) Even though someone’s death may 
have had a traumatic effect on a person, they are often expected to 
resume a “normal” life as soon as possible. 
 Freud, in his paper entitled “Mourning and Melancholia,” 
theorized that because all close relationships are characterized by 
ambivalence—feelings of both love and hate—the loss of a loved 
one creates an unconscious sense of guilt. “Since we don’t want to 
hate the person who has just died, we hate ourselves instead, and this 
leads to depression.”  (as cited in Weeks, 2004) Mourning is part of 
this cathartic process and allows us to resume life and to form new 
relationships. Jonathan Dollimore quotes Sigmund Freud: “we are 
never so defenseless against suffering as when we love, never so 
helplessly unhappy as when we have lost our loved object or its 
love.” (as cited in Dollimore, 2001, 184) Death plays a very 
significant role in the lives of those who are left to mourn. 
 Over time, a need developed for dealing with the remains of 
those who had died. With the advent of undertakers and later funeral 
directors, death became an object of commerce and profit. In order 
to be able to “sell” death, it was necessary for these services to 
become friendly. Throughout the years funeral directors have not 
only presented themselves as sellers of funeral services but as 
“doctors of grief” who aide mourning survivors. (Dollimore, 2001, 
99) 
 Our modern society seems to deceremonialize mourning; 
saying goodbye to some may take various forms.  In some instances 
funeral services are omitted entirely. Instead, relatives and friends 
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may gather at a favourite spot of the person who has died and 
celebrate his or her life by relating memories of that person to those 
in attendance.  
 Some families choose to have a viewing and a funeral that is 
held either at the funeral home or in a church. The deceased is 
dressed in their “good” clothing, and the funeral director has applied 
make-up to their face so that they will not look as though they are 
dead. Mourners are invited to pay their respects. The viewing and the 
funeral give the living a few final moments to spend with the one 
lost, cared for, and loved. It should be noted that, at present, there 
seem to be fewer “viewings” as more and more people look at this as 
being either uncivilized or too expensive. 
 What purpose do funerals serve? Do they make you feel 
better about the loss of a friend or a loved one? Do they provide an 
avenue for closure? At most Western cultural funerals you have a 
couple of hours to say goodbye to someone you may have known 
your entire life. During these few hours there may be numerous 
people in the room with the casket and the family. It seems very 
rushed especially if the deceased was well known and loved. There 
are few moments for quiet meditation or to say a few personal 
thoughts to either the person who has died or to his/her survivors. 
Many people find wakes awkward; in fact, the term itself is ironic. 
Recently these facts became real to me.  

A few months ago a friend of mine died in a tragic accident. 
He was twenty years old and thought that he had a long life left to 
live. This friend was fun to be with, would help anyone who needed a 
hand, and we spent many pleasant hours together. As time progresses 
I am beginning to comprehend that I will never see him again.  I will 
never be able to have another conversation with him. His death has 
become a defining moment in my life and has caused me to realize 
that we are not immortal; life is very fragile and can end quickly. It 
has made me realize that death is part of life. 
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His funeral was attended by many people, and there were 
countless tears shed by both young men and women. He was buried 
in a small country cemetery and, as we stood there on that cold 
October day, I began to question what happens after death. In the 
months that have followed his burial I have returned to the gravesite 
a few times. I go looking for peace and hoping to find some answers 
to my questions. Even though it is winter and the cemetery is not 
maintained during these months, the worn path in the snow that 
leads to his plot suggests that several others are making a similar 
journey. His parents are devastated by their loss and are finding it 
difficult to resume their lives. The weeks and months following a 
death may definitely be the hardest. This is when we seriously 
question what happens after death? This is when one realizes that 
death cannot be denied or avoided.  It is part of the continuum of 
life. 

Before his untimely death my friend was an avid user of 
“Facebook,” a website that allows individuals to post their thoughts 
and pictures on the Internet. Many of his friends wrote messages of 
condolences on his Facebook page and took the opportunity in 
December to wish him Happy Birthday and Merry Christmas. It is 
almost as though they believed that he could read what they were 
writing as the messages contained personal information for him. It is 
as though they believed that their thoughts were flying through 
Cyberspace and that he would somehow know what they were feeling 
and how much they were hurting.  

This tragic event has allowed me to make some personal 
conclusions as to how I view death. I believe that Western culture 
shies away from death due to a “fix what’s broken” mentality.  When 
a new disease is discovered, a task force follows in search of a cure. 
Through the constant evolution of technology in medicine and 
machines, we seek an answer to the problem.  Technology has 
become rooted within Western culture and is regarded as having the 
ability to repair whatever is broken. Death may be held at bay by 
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modern technology but one cannot escape the fact that everything 
that is born dies.  Death is unfixable, and I believe many people 
within Western culture cannot accept this.  There is an apparent 
denial of one of the few things in life that is certain: death. My 
friend’s death forced me to face the reality of death, and it initiated 
my interest in how traditional Aboriginal peoples of North America 
view mortality.  

 Within many Aboriginal societies, life is regarded as a road or 
a path that one travels while on Earth.  Because of the joys and 
sorrows that we encounter along the way, we refer to our journey as 
the Road of Life. Many North American traditional Aboriginal 
people believe that life’s journey is a circle. There is no beginning and 
no end. 

 
At the root of Native American concepts is the belief that 
the road conveys an eternal return.  There is no end.  At 
death one returns in some way to the beginning. On the 
path of life, when one has reached old age, one knows 
what one knew when one was born; one only realizes and 
acknowledges it for the first time.  This concept is at the 
root of Aboriginal beliefs because like the road, the 
“sacred” had no beginning or end.  This road is 
continuous and never ending. (Beck & Walters, 1979, 197)  

 
Many North American traditional Aboriginal people also 

believe “that on the path of life, one is continually prepared for 
his/her death.  Death is greatly respected because it is inevitable.” 
(Beck & Walters, 1979, 197)  For many Aboriginal people familiar 
with these traditional ideas, death is not avoided but accepted as a 
necessary stage in one’s existence. This belief is very different from 
that held by many in Western culture.  Many people within the 
Western culture seem to avoid death until it is forced upon them 
either through their own approaching death or by the demise of a 
loved one.  They do not see death as inevitable but employ countless 
ways to avoid it for as long as possible. 
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 In Ojibway Ceremonies, Basil Johnston recounts a story of 
when an old lady was dying, she was told by an Elder:  

 
Not to be afraid because her death was the wish of Kitchi 
Manitou, and that she would journey to join her parents and 
all those who loved her while they lived on earth. In the 
Land of the Souls she would find eternal summer and 
lasting happiness. There would be a feast and a great 
celebration when she arrived. (Johnston, 1982, 128) 
 

The Ojibwe believe that before a spirit reaches the Land of the Souls 
it has to travel along the Path of the Souls. The spirits of those who 
are near death could approach this path but they could also be driven 
away by the hisses of those who had truly died. If this happened then 
the person would return to Earth as it was not time for them to die. 
(Johnston, 1982, 128) 

Johnston details the death of an Ojibwe warrior in Ojibway 
Ceremonies. He states that the warrior had died with dignity. After his 
death two women from the tribe came to prepare his body. They 
washed it, braided his hair and dressed him in his warrior clothing, 
along with his ceremonial headdress and his chest shield. His face 
was painted in the way that he would have painted it whenever he 
went to war, and the body was placed on a pallet. His possessions 
and weapons were collected because it was thought that he would 
need all of his personal things as he travelled along the Path of the 
Souls. At the end of this Path there would be a celebration and a 
Festival for the Souls. One of the women cut off a lock of the 
warrior’s hair, wrapped it in a birch bark packet and gave it to the 
warrior’s wife. Then a member of the Midewewin came to conduct 
the burial ceremony. He sat next to the body, beside the warrior’s 
father, mother, brothers and sisters. The warrior’s wife sat on the 
other side of the pallet with her children. The member of the 
Midewewin chanted an address to the soul/spirit of the warrior.  
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The Ojibwe believe that the soul/spirit continues to linger 
near the body unseen but seeing; unheard but hearing; being unable 
to be sensed but sensing. They believe that it will take four days 
before the transformation is complete and the spirit is ready to enter 
its new life. (Johnston, 1982, 133-134)  Afterwards a few men left the 
gathering and dug a grave but the immediate family and the women 
of the village continued to watch the body. Once the men returned 
from digging the grave, a fire was lit. The member from the 
Midewewin returned to the dead warrior and again chanted. In the 
morning four men carried the bark-encased body of the warrior to 
the grave site. They were followed by the member of the Midewewin, 
the two attending women and the mourners. At the grave the two 
women spread a rush mat in the bottom of the hole and, with the 
help of the bearers, placed the body in the ground. The body was 
placed in a sitting position facing west. His weapons and hunting 
equipment were set on his right side. On his left side his personal 
possessions, including his pipe and tobacco, were arranged. His 
medicine bundle was put on his belt. The hole was then filled in and, 
one by one, the women danced the Dance of Burial and the Dance of 
Lament.  

A post was place over the grave with the totem of the dead 
warrior engraved on it. It was the Ojibwe custom to engrave the 
totem upside down. The men then made a small lodge of birch bark 
and anchored it to the grave with stones. It was here that the 
soul/spirit of the warrior could find shelter. Once this was done the 
women brought food and water and put it at the entrance to the 
shelter. The women built a small fire, and the mourners sat around 
the grave in a circle and began a vigil for the dead. Various male 
members of the community talked to the dead warrior. The grave fire 
was tended for four days and four nights as men and women kept 
watch by the grave.(Johnston, 1982, 150-151)  Once this was finished 
the warrior’s wife was led back to her lodge, and she was required not 
to look at a man or be in the company of a man for one year. The 
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deceased was cared for by members of the community, and there 
were prescribed rituals as to how to prepare the body for its journey 
to the Path of the Souls. 

Josephy in The Indian Heritage of America says that the Hurons 
believed that when a person died his soul went to a village in the sky. 
To assist the soul on its journey to its celestial home, the people 
participated in periodic Feasts of the Dead in which the bones of the 
dead were transported on the backs of the villagers to a mass burial 
site. There the bones were buried with numerous articles such as 
tools, ornaments, food, fur robes and weapons. (Josephy, 1976, 93) 

The Sioux Nation had a rite for the keeping of the soul. It is 
interesting to note that the United States government prohibited the 
Sioux from practicing this rite in 1890. It even required that on a 
certain day, established by law, all souls kept by the Sioux had to be 
released.(Brown, 1977, 10)  It seems unbelievable that a government 
would go to such lengths. In the book The Sacred Pipe, Black Elk 
speaks of a child who died. The father spoke to the keeper of the 
sacred pipe. High Hollow Horn. High Hollow Horn went to see the 
child, agreed that the child was dead, took a lock of the child’s hair 
and began to pray. 

 
O Wakan-Tanka behold us! It is the first time that we do 
Thy will in this way, as You have taught us through the 
sacred woman. We will keep the soul of this child so that 
our Mother the earth will bear fruit, and so that our 
children will walk the path of life in a sacred manner. 
(Brown, 1977, 12) 
 

High Hollow Horn then purified the child’s lock of hair with a hot 
coal and a pinch of sweet grass. The child’s body was wrapped in a 
bundle, and men from the camp took the body away from the village 
and placed it upon a scaffold set up in a tree. In this way the body 
was given to the elements from which it came; it was left exposed to 
the four winds. (Brown, 1977, 14) High Hollow Horn then returned 
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to the father’s tipi and told him that he was now the keeper of his 
son’s soul. He reminded the father that he must live in a sacred 
manner because his son would be in the tipi until his soul was 
released. The father was reminded that he could allow no bad person 
to enter the lodge where he kept the soul, and there could be no 
arguments or dissensions. There must always be harmony because 
everything would influence the soul of the child which was being 
purified there: “He who keeps the soul of a person should never 
fight, or even use a knife, no matter for what purpose. He must be in 
prayer all the time; and he must be an example to his people in 
everything.” (p. 16) The child’s soul was to be respected at all times. 

Some North American Indigenous cultures such as 
Anishinaabe believe in reincarnation. Joan Halifax in Shamanic Voices 
writes: 

 
A Caribou shaman summarizes that those who do no evil 
pass from one life to another, being born again and again 
in human form. Thus, human beings need not fear death. 
Those who do evil are reborn as beasts. As such, all life, all 
consciousness is for all times preserved and is in all ways 
replenished, for no life once given can ever be lost or 
destroyed. (Halifax, 1979, 10) 

 
Reincarnation is the belief that a person’s spirit continues in a 
constant circle, from one being or object to another being or object. 
Death leads to another birth, and the cycle of life continues. 

 Indigenous teachings state that it is impossible for living 
organisms to survive without Mother Earth. Without her you would 
have no food, water or resources. During your entire life the Earth is 
constantly sacrificing for you. In the end, at your death, you are 
buried in the earth where you dissipate and become food and 
nutrients for other species, therefore completing the circle. Death is 
viewed as the end of one life and the beginning of another.   
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 Insight into an Anishinaabe funeral was shared by Elder Ron 
McGregor and Elder Julie Ozawagosh. They said that if possible the 
deceased is taken to a relative’s home where the body remains for 
four days. People who wish to say their farewells and condolences 
and to visit with the family are given time and do not feel rushed. 
There is time to be alone with the body and to express any personal 
thoughts. It is important that someone watch the body constantly.  
Julie spoke of her grandfather, relating that one night he was awoken 
by footsteps downstairs. When he went to see what was happening 
he found that the person who was supposed to be watching the body 
had fallen asleep and the spirit of the deceased was wandering about. 
The grandfather told the spirit to return to the casket because it was 
time for him to travel to the Path of the Souls.  

Ron and Julie stated that an Anishinaabe funeral is usually 
attended by many people; there is much conversation and often 
laughter. Each year, at a designated time, the community holds a feast 
to remember those who have died throughout the past year. Death is 
accepted as a Rite of Passage into the next phase of the soul’s 
journey. 

Many Aboriginal people in Canada have been able maintain 
strong connections to their teachings, spirituality, and the 
environment. These connections have allowed them to continue to 
follow their traditions of relating everything to nature and to Mother 
Earth. Although there are many similarities between Western and 
Aboriginal beliefs, such as Heaven, the Village in the Sky, and the 
Land of Souls, it is the small differences which I believe are the most 
insightful.  

One important difference is that the Anishinaabe wake lasts 
four days in comparison to the one-day wake that is prevalent in 
Canadian non-Aboriginal culture. The longer wake allows everyone 
who wishes to do so the opportunity to say goodbye to the deceased. 
Another Anishinaabe belief pertains to reincarnation. They view 
reincarnation as being a constant circle sending the spirit into a new 
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vehicle when the past one has perished. This view can make one’s 
perspective on death more enlightened, to be less afraid of dying and 
more accepting of life’s coming to an end.  

No matter from what culture a person comes, the power of 
death is unmistakable. Native Elders constantly remind us to return 
to the state of awareness that life is just as big as you make it and that 
Earth and the Creator are much larger than our self-obsessive ways. 
Many traditional Aboriginal people believe that as they travel the road 
of life they are continually preparing for their life and death.  Death is 
respected because it is inevitable. Sigmund Freud believed that death 
was the ultimate destination: “The aim of all life is death.” (as cited in 
Dollimore, 2001, 186)  Even though death is a constant and always 
will be part of life, many within Western society try to blanket their 
fears of death and dying, and want to solve all of the medical issues 
that arise.  

In my own grieving process, I have benefited from exploring 
death through a wide range of ceremonial practices that originate in 
different cultures. Being able to weave different views and 
perspectives from Indigenous teachings and those from my Western 
religion on the subject of death has had a tremendous effect on my 
understanding of death. Once I was able to better understand and 
accept death and its inevitability, I began to heal. 

My friend’s death made me realize how easily life can come to 
an end.  None of us knows how long we will be on the Earth. For 
some there are many chapters to their Book of Life, for others there 
are sometimes only a few pages. Personally, the study of Indigenous 
knowledge and ceremonies pertaining to death has been deeply 
insightful, and this knowledge has shed some light on my own 
“darkness” surrounding death. There is consolation in the thought 
that death is not the end but the start of a new beginning. The more 
one is exposed to the death of others, the more one seems to reflect 
on one’s own life and ask a multitude of questions about what 
happens after one dies. Even with all the technological advances and 
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with our modern knowledge, death comes to every human, no matter 
how wealthy, how intelligent, how poor or how influential. Death 
comes to all of us.  As a closing comment, I would suggest that 
Western society could benefit from the teachings of Indigenous 
people and their acceptance of death as a natural part of the sacred 
path of life.  Perhaps with added knowledge and understanding, non-
Aboriginal society may be better able to move past the generalized 
denial of death and to grieve positively through the acceptance of 
death’s inevitability and its importance to life itself.  
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Native Education in Ontario: Problems, Solutions,  

and Implementation 
 

Michael V. Smith 

Abstract 

The issues surrounding Aboriginal education are diverse and complex, and 
have resulted in an educational achievement and attainment gap between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students. The Ontario government has 
devised policies for improving Aboriginal educational experiences and 
closing the achievement/attainment gap. This paper identifies links between 
existing academic literature on Indigenous education and government 
policy, and regional implementation, with special attention being paid to 
Simcoe County.  

 

Biography 

Michael V. Smith is Métis and was born and raised in the Simcoe area.  He 
is studying in his final year at Laurentian University in Native Studies and 
wrote this paper in order to contribute to the educational achievement of 
Aboriginal students in his community. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Undergraduate Journal of Native Studies • Dbaajmowin 
Volume 1 (2011), pp. 103-127. 



 

 
104 

MICHAEL V. SMITH 

 
Introduction 

The historical effects of institutional education on the 
Aboriginal population of Canada, through residential schooling, have 
long been recognized. That era of Canadian–Indigenous relations has 
left many Aboriginal families with deep emotional and psychological 
scars: 

 
…the perspective of many First Nation peoples on the 
school system has been strongly influenced by residential 
school experiences, which have led to an 
“intergenerational” distrust of the education system. 
(MOE & AEO, 2007, 13) 
 
The Ontario government has demonstrated its interest in and 

dedication to improving the success and achievement of the 
Aboriginal population in education. New education policies have 
focused on ensuring that curriculum and educational experiences 
respect and promote Aboriginal culture. Still, however, inequalities 
exist within the education system and its components, which 
contribute to the achievement and attainment gap between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students (see Figure 1).  

In order to eliminate this gap, the curriculum and educational 
experience must be intimately connected to culture and community. 
Aboriginal education must engage students in a holistic manner, 
addressing their physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual needs. It is, 
therefore, important to understand the limitations of the mainstream 
educational experience for Aboriginal students, in order to direct 
current and future educational policies in ways that respect and 
promote Aboriginal culture. 
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Figure 1. Educational Attainment Levels in Ontario 

Source: Census information, Statistics Canada, 2001. 

 

Methodology 

The focus of this research project is to investigate the overall 
status of Aboriginal education through an extensive literature review 
of previous studies and articles; this analysis seeks to unveil the broad 
array of challenges faced by Aboriginal students. An investigation 
into the Ontario government’s commitment to improving Aboriginal 
education, through content analysis of its educational framework 
policy documents, will also be performed. Finally, a case study of 
Simcoe County school boards’ implementation of the Aboriginal 
education policy will be undertaken to examine how the framework is 
being applied regionally. 
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Target Group: Simcoe County 

Simcoe County was chosen as a target area because of its 
significant Aboriginal population, in comparison to surrounding 
counties and census divisions (see Figure 2). Simcoe County is also a 
significant area of interest for a case study, because it is home to two 
different First Nations: Beausoleil and Rama First Nations. 
 

Figure 2. Population and Identity by Census District 

Source: Community Profiles, Statistics Canada, 2006. 
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Secondary Education 

The importance of higher education for success in today’s 
economy is widely accepted (see Figure 3). One of the most crucial 
steps in accessing post-secondary education is the successful 
completion of high school. The secondary school experience was 
chosen as an area of interest for this study, as it is a fundamental step 
in the learning process of the individual. Statistics for the Aboriginal 
population in Ontario show that over half of the population is less 
than 25 years old (see Figure 4). This means that a large number of 
Aboriginal youth will likely pass through the secondary education 
system within the near future. As Simcoe is home to two First 
Nations, it is likely that secondary schools in surrounding areas will 
continue to receive larger numbers of Aboriginal youth. 

 
Figure 3. Importance of Higher Education for Prosperity 

 

Source: Brady, 1996. 
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Figure 4. Aboriginal Youth Population in Ontario 

Source: Census information, Statistics Canada, 2001. 
 

Literature Review 

 A brief overview of previous research will provide 
fundamental knowledge of the challenges faced by Aboriginal 
students. This knowledge will be the foundation upon which one can 
appreciably evaluate the quality of Aboriginal education in Ontario in 
general, and Simcoe, specifically.  

Patrick Brady’s study entitled “Native Dropouts and Non-
Native Dropouts in Canada: Two Solitudes or a Solitude Shared?” 
sought an alternative explanation to high dropout rates among Native 
youth in secondary school: 

 
Traditionally, this phenomenon has been explained in 
terms of the existence of a dissonance between cultures of 
the students’ home communities and those of the wider 
society as exemplified through such institutions as the 
public secondary school. This theory, while providing a 
plausible explanation, does not, however, fully explain why 
such large numbers of Canadian Native youth choose to 
exit the educational system prior to graduation. (Brady, 
1996)  
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In his study, Brady researched and compared the experiences 

of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal dropouts, and found that they 
shared similar perceptions, perspectives, and experiences regarding 
their treatment in, and relationship with, the secondary education 
system. Brady explains: 

 
For the Native and non-Native dropout this relationship 
takes the form of being disempowered by an educational 
system that is geared to meeting the needs and aspirations 
of their mainstream clientele. Until it is recognized that the 
secondary educational system’s purpose extends beyond 
preparing students for postsecondary education, and that 
the secondary school does have a role to play in the 
promotion of educational opportunity for the minority 
student… the prospect of reducing the dropout rate 
among Natives and non-Natives alike will remain tenuous 
at best. (Brady, 1996) 

 
Brady’s article demonstrates how the public education system does 
not accommodate minority students such as the Aboriginal 
population of Canada, or youth who do not fit the mould of their 
mainstream clientele; like those who lack family or socioeconomic 
structure and support.  
 Wayne Gorman’s study, “Canadian Native Students and 
Inequitable Learning,” further examines what he calls the hidden 
curriculum of the public education system: 
 

When mainstream education is considered from a Native 
perspective, it appears that youth are being conditioned to 
accept a particular world-view and are shamed for their 
own cultural world-view. From the Native perspective, the 
hidden curriculum is not hidden: For it marginalizes their 
indigenous values—certainly not as covert as it may seem. 
The hidden curriculum marginalizes Native people and 
anyone who does not conform to the norms of the 
dominant culture as defined by testing—a critical element 
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of a systemic inequitable learning opportunity. (Gorman, 
1999) 

 
Gorman’s study illustrates the necessity of a culturally responsive 
teaching environment for Aboriginal students, in the curriculum, 
teaching staff, schools, etc.  The education system must adopt a 
culturally responsive approach to Aboriginal learning: 
 

Native cultural consciousness is to nurture peace and 
harmony and preserve those life-giving energies that 
maintain life. It is the suppression of conflict practiced 
through the ethics of non-interference, non-
competitiveness and emotional restraint that maintain 
harmony. Equality is expressed in honouring and 
respecting all things as related and having a purpose for 
the survival of the whole. The ethic of non-interference 
encompasses the principles of respect for and honour of 
the individual and one’s capacity to become whatever one 
is to become. (Gorman, 1999) 

 
Teachers are key agents of socialization in a youth’s educational and 
learning experience. Gorman describes the role of a teacher in the 
successful education of Aboriginal youth and minority students: 
 

Studies have found that student self-concept and self-
esteem are affected by ethnicity, culture, expectation, 
preparedness, deprecation of culture, and racism…. For 
these reasons, educators need to develop strategies that 
build on, rather than change, the cultural dispositions of 
students and that emphasize being rather than doing; 
address the past and present rather than only the future; 
and promote harmony with nature, rather than subjugation 
of nature. (Gorman, 1999) 

 
The issues and challenges faced by the Aboriginal student must be 
accommodated by the educators and the education system as a 
whole. There needs to be a commonality between the life and 
learning experiences of Aboriginal youth. 
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Lori Quigley’s article, “Weaving Common Threads,” adds a 
distinct Aboriginal perspective to learning and education. Quigley is 
part of the Onondaga people, and her Indigenous perspective is 
evident when she explains how the Elders of her community have 
continued to teach her traditional life-lessons: 

 
My elders whom I treat with tremendous respect, continue 
to this day to hand down the traditions and history of our 
people. The elders teach us that our children are sacred 
gifts from the Creator, and it’s the family, community, 
school, and tribe’s responsibility to nurture, protect, and 
guide them…. Their storytellings and humor nurtured my 
inner spirit and helped to mold me into the person I am 
today. My elders taught me respect, gave me support, and 
provided me with a sense of purpose, a direction in life. 
(Quigley, 2006, 3) 

 
There exists a strong connection to the Elders of a community within 
Aboriginal cultures, and this is mainly due to the cultural beliefs and 
values associated with age and wisdom. These values and beliefs are 
what form part of the spiritual reality of the Aboriginal perspective. 
Quigley explains how this perspective should be implemented when 
teaching Aboriginal students: 
 

Native Americans treat spirituality—the cornerstone of 
our survival through generations of adversity and 
oppression—with care and respect. It is therefore 
important that educators and other service providers 
recognize its value while also respecting the private nature 
of our spiritual beliefs and practices. It’s equally important 
that educators not view culturally responsive teaching as 
simply following a recipe or series of steps that lead to 
effective teaching with Native students, but instead 
understand it to be the development of certain dispositions 
towards learners, and a holistic approach to curriculum 
and instruction. (Quigley, 2006, 4) 

 
Culturally responsive teaching is defined as, “one that uses the child’s 
culture to build a bridge to school achievement.” (Quigley, 2006, 4) A 
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holistic approach to education must be adopted — one that 
accommodates a student’s cultural disposition — and used to nurture 
a healthy learning experience. “After all, a child’s value and place in 
the world is not traditionally viewed in terms of grades, testing 
performance, or the potential for economic success in the 
workforce.” (Quigley, 2006, 4) An Aboriginal-oriented approach to 
teaching would dramatically improve educational achievements 
among Aboriginal youth. Figure 5 illustrates the areas of 
development of Aboriginal students. The boxes identify evaluation 
criteria that correspond to each area of development. 
 
 
Figure 5. The “Circle of Courage”: Developmental Needs of Students 

 
Source: Quigley, 2006. 
 

According to Quigley: 

The Circle of Courage portrays the four development 
needs of children as belonging, mastery, independence, 
and generosity. A lack of strength in any of the four areas 
of development can result in emotional or behavioral 
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difficulties. The most important component is belonging, 
which assures significance and fosters self-esteem; next, 
mastery measures competence by an individual’s progress 
relative to past performance rather than in comparison to 
others; independence is the only principle that allows all 
persons to exert power over their lives; and generosity is 
the measure of virtue, the giving to others and giving back 
to the community. (Quigley, 2006, 4) 

 
 
 

The Ontario Government’s Commitment to Improving 

Aboriginal Education 

 With a better understanding of the issues and challenges 
surrounding the education of Aboriginal youth, let us turn our 
attention to the government of Ontario’s dedication to excellence in 
education, for all students including Aboriginal students. In 2007, the 
Ministry of Education (MOE), in partnership with the Aboriginal 
Education Office (AEO), released a document entitled Ontario First 
Nation, Métis, and Inuit Education Policy Framework, which is a policy 
aimed at improving Aboriginal education in Ontario: 
 

The Ontario government is dedicated to excellence in 
public education for all students, including First Nation, 
Métis and Inuit students. This position is reflected in 
Ontario’s New Approach to Aboriginal Affairs, released by the 
government in June 2005, which envisions prosperous and 
healthy Aboriginal communities that will create a better 
future for Aboriginal children and youth. Ontario and 
Aboriginal leaders recognize the importance of education 
in improving lifelong opportunities for First Nation, Métis, 
and Inuit children and youth. (MOE & AEO, 2007a, 5) 

 
The Education Policy Framework explains government intentions and 
strategies for the improvement of Aboriginal educational 
achievement and attainment levels: 
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The strategies outlined in this framework are based on a 
holistic and integrated approach to improving Aboriginal 
student outcomes. The overriding issues affecting 
Aboriginal achievement are lack of awareness among 
teachers of the particular learning styles of Aboriginal 
students, a lack of understanding within schools and 
school boards of First Nation, Métis, and Inuit cultures, 
histories, and perspectives. Factors that contribute to 
student success include teaching strategies that are 
appropriate to Aboriginal learner needs, curriculum that 
reflects First Nation, Métis, and Inuit cultures and 
perspectives, effective counseling and outreach, and a 
school environment that encourages Aboriginal students 
and parent engagement. (MOE & AEO, 2007a, 6) 

 
 
The government recognizes the issues and challenges faced by 
Aboriginal students, and has adapted a policy framework that seeks 
to remedy the quality of education that Aboriginal students receive. 
The policy’s vision statement describes the overall goal of the policy: 
 

First Nation, Métis, and Inuit students in Ontario will have 
the knowledge, skills, and confidence they need to 
successfully complete their elementary and secondary 
education in order to pursue postsecondary education or 
training, and/or to enter the workforce. They will have the 
traditional and contemporary knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes required to be socially contributive, politically 
active, and economically prosperous citizens of this world. 
All students in Ontario will have knowledge and 
appreciation for contemporary and traditional First 
Nation, Métis, and Inuit traditions, cultures, and 
perspectives. (MOE & AEO, 2007a, 7) 
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TABLE 1. SUMMARY OF ONTARIO’S FIRST NATION, MÉTIS, AND 
INUIT EDUCATION POLICY FRAMEWORK 

Goals Strategies Performance Measures 
1. High Level of 

Student 
Achievement 

 Build capacity for 
effective teaching, 
assessment, and 
evaluation practices. 

 Promote system 
effectiveness, 
transparency, and 
responsiveness. 

• Increase in the percentage 
of Aboriginal students 
meeting provincial 
standards on province-
wide assessments in 
reading, writing and 
mathematics 

• Increase in the number of 
Aboriginal teaching and 
non-teaching staff in 
school boards across 
Ontario 

2. Reduce Gaps in 
Student 
Achievement 

 Enhance support to 
improve literacy and 
numeracy skills. 

 Provide additional support 
in a variety of areas to 
reduce gaps in student 
outcomes. 

• Increase in graduation rate 
of Aboriginal students 

• Improvement in 
Aboriginal student 
achievement 

•  Improvement in Aboriginal 
self-esteem 
• Increased collaboration 

between Aboriginal 
education authorities and 
school boards 

3. High Levels of 
Public 
Confidence 

 Build educational 
leadership, capacity and 
coordination. 

 Build capacity to support 
identity-building, 
including the appreciation 
of Aboriginal 
perspectives, values and 
cultures. 

 Foster supportive and 
engaged families and 
communities 

• Increased participation of 
Aboriginal parents in 
education of their children. 

• Increased opportunities for 
knowledge sharing, 
collaboration, and issue 
resolution 

• Integration of educational 
opportunities to improve 
about the rich cultures and 
histories of Aboriginal 
peoples 

Source: MOE & AEO, 2007a. 
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Building Bridges through Voluntary Self-Identification 

The Challenge 

There is a lack of sufficient data regarding the education of 
Aboriginal students in Ontario. On this matter, Brady stated that 
“No group in Ontario whether Native, provincial, or federal 
maintains statistical records concerning the education of Native 
students, as a distinct subgroup in the data it collects.” (Brady, 1996)  

Accompanying the education policy framework is a 
document entitled, Building Bridges to Success for First Nation, Métis, and 
Inuit Students: Developing Policies for Voluntary, Confidential Aboriginal 
Student Self-Identification, which is the government’s response to the 
lack of data pertaining to the education of Aboriginal students in 
Ontario: 

 
The challenge facing the ministry in assessing progress is 
the absence of reliable student-specific data on the 
achievement of First Nation, Métis, and Inuit students 
across Ontario. The framework document describes how 
important it is to have accurate and reliable data in order 
to assess progress toward the goal of improving Aboriginal 
student achievement. Such data is also needed to support 
improvement planning and accountability, and inform 
policy and funding decisions, measurement, and reporting. 
(MOE & AEO, 2007b, 7) 

 

The Solution 

The proposed solution is the implementation of a voluntary, 
confidential Aboriginal student self-identification policy. The 
document describes how school boards can integrate such a policy 
within their districts, and how the government will assist them is this 
process: 
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…as stated in the framework, “the ministry encourages boards 
to develop policies for voluntary, confidential Aboriginal student self-
identification that would provide a basis for gathering the relevant 
information.” The ministry is committed to working with 
school boards and supporting them in developing such 
policies, in partnership with local First Nation, Métis, and 
Inuit parents, families, and communities. Once schools 
have their self-identification policy in place, the ministry 
will begin collecting data from them. (MOE & AEO, 
2007b, 7)  

 
Included in the document are case studies involving the successful 
implementation of self-identification policies by several Ontario 
school boards. These examples should help other school boards 
implement a voluntary Aboriginal self-identification policy. 
 
 

Case Study of Simcoe County 

As mentioned earlier in this report, Simcoe County is a 
significant area of interest for the study of Aboriginal education (see 
Figures 6 and 7). Simcoe has a substantially large Aboriginal 
population in comparison with surrounding counties and 
communities, and it is home to two First Nations: Beausoleil and 
Rama First Nations. That being said, it is likely that schools in areas 
closer to First Nations communities like Penetanguishene, Midland 
or Orillia, will continue to see higher Aboriginal student enrolment 
rates.  
 The previous literature review and content analysis on the 
challenges and issues faced by Aboriginal students, and the Ontario 
government’s approach toward improving Aboriginal education will 
be the foundation for a case study of the Simcoe area. Research into 
local school board documents will demonstrate a regional application 
of Ontario’s Educational Policy Framework.   
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Figure 6. Map of North Simcoe by Census 
Subdivision

 
Source: Geography Division, Statistics Canada, 2006. 

 

 
Figure 7. Age Characteristics of Aboriginal Population in Simcoe 

 
Source: Aboriginal Population Profile, Census Division, Statistics Canada, 2006. 
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Simcoe Muskoka Catholic District School Board (SMCDSB) 

SMCDSB has created a project called Making Good Tracks, 
which is the school board’s implementation of the Ontario 
government’s educational framework: 

 
The Simcoe Muskoka Catholic District School Board 
provides Catholic faith-based learning and quality 
education to approximately 22,000 students at 52 school 
(43 elementary and nine secondary) across the County of 
Simcoe and District of Muskoka…. Our nine secondary 
schools are located in the following communities: Barrie, 
Collingwood, Tottenham, Midland, Orillia, Bracebridge, 
Bradford, and West Gwillimbury. 

 
According to the 2007 Aboriginal Task Force Report, 
urban centres in our area with the highest Aboriginal 
population are Barrie, Midland and Orillia with 
approximately 1,300 students under the age of 15 and 
1,700 under 25. (SMCDSB, 2009) 
 
 

Making Good Tracks, Step 1: Relationships and Sharing 

The SMCDSB recognizes the importance of local Aboriginal 
input into the educational system. Prior to the implementation of the 
Aboriginal education project, the SMCDSB consulted with a variety 
of stakeholders in Aboriginal education: 

 
In April 2008, the Simcoe Muskoka Catholic District 
School Board began the process by hiring an Aboriginal 
Education Specialist to work with one of our 
Superintendents. Together, they established an Internal 
Working Group as well as an Elders’ Advisory Council to 
guide and advise the project. We were also pleased to 
begin meeting with the Aboriginal Education Advisory 
Circle. All parties have a distinct role and bring unique 
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perspectives and we are already seeing the benefits from 
working together on this project. (SMCDSB, 2009) 
 
 

Making Good Tracks, Step 2: Voluntary Aboriginal Self-
Identification  
 

In partnership with the ministry, the SMCDSB implemented 
an Aboriginal self-identification policy as part of its Making Good 
Tracks project: 

 
Our Aboriginal education project is called Making Good 
Tracks—which we feel reflects the importance of working 
together for the benefit of present and future generations. 
A major focus of this project is to establish a Voluntary 
Aboriginal Self-Identification Policy. The goal of this 
policy is to collect accurate data in order to track student 
progress and help us evaluate the effectiveness of our new 
student success initiative. (SMCDSB, 2009) 
 

 
Making Good Tracks, Step 3: Culturally Responsive 
Education  
 

In terms of culturally responsive education, Linda McGregor 
(the Aboriginal Education Specialist with the Board) indicated that 
recognizing Aboriginal cultures, identity, values and needs was of 
great benefit to students and that it was important to work with the 
communities to ensure that a Native perspective was brought into the 
classroom. 

 
 Consultation is a very important part of this project and 
we appreciate the advocacy of the Aboriginal Education 
Advisory Circle as we look to enhance the success of 
Aboriginal students in our school communities. 
(SMCDSB, 2009) 
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Simcoe County District School Board (SCDSB) 

 The SCDSB is another school board within the Simcoe area, 
which has developed a program to implement a First Nation, Métis, 
and Inuit student achievement plan. The SCDSB developed a 
program entitled Teaching and Learning on Turtle Island: Three R’s—
Relationships, Respect, and Reciprocity: 
 

…the Simcoe County District School Board First Nation, 
Métis, and Inuit (FNMI) Student Achievement Plan for 
2008-2009 is designed to promote the academic, cultural 
and social well-being of FNMI students. The programming 
plan is a working document that can be modified 
according to the needs of the school community. The 
SCDSB will strive to promote the overall achievement and 
well-being of FNMI students through the development 
and implementation of culturally appropriate and 
respectful resources, workshops and programming. 
(SCDSB, 2008, 1) 

 
 
System Goals 
 

The mission of the Simcoe County District School Board, 
serving diverse growing urban and rural communities in 
the Huronia and Georgian Bay region, is to ensure 
students reach their full potential to become responsible 
and contributing members of an ever-changing global 
society through quality programs which develop the skills 
of lifelong learning in a safe, caring environment enhanced 
by community support. (SCDSB, 2008, 4) 
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TABLE 2. SYSTEM GOALS FOR SCDSB 

Goals Strategies 

Student achievement Improved student achievement in 
all areas, with a cross-curricular 
focus on literacy and numeracy 

Safe, supportive environments Safe, supportive learning and 
working environments for all 
students, staff and community 

Employee excellence Employees characterized by 
diversity, knowledge, skill, 
dedication, and commitment to 
success of all students 

Leadership and staff development Leadership capacity at the board, 
district and school levels 

Source: SCDSB, 2008-2009, 4. 
 
Relationships 

 The SCDSB recognizes the importance of nurturing the 
relationship between the education system and Aboriginal culture and 
identity. In their document, the SCDSB provides a list of the 
stakeholders with whom they have been building respectful and 
resourceful relationships, in order to ensure a higher quality of 
education for Aboriginal students: 
 

1) Students, families, community, teachers/educators 
2) SMCDSB/SCDSB Aboriginal Education Advisory 

Circle 
3) Georgian Bay Métis Council 
4) Métis Nation of Ontario 
5) Barrie Native Friendship Centre  
6) Georgian Bay Native Friendship Centre 
7) Barrie Area Native Advisory Circle 
8) Georgian Bay Native Women’s Association 
9) Orillia Native Women’s Association 
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10) First Nation School Boards & Schools (Rama and 
Beausoleil) 

11) Simcoe Muskoka Catholic District School Board 
12) Georgian College 

(SCDSB, 2008-2009, 1) 
 
These relationships support information sharing between groups, 
which helps create a stronger and more distinct local educational 
experience for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students alike. 
 
 
Holistic Learning Model 

The holistic teaching model requires educators to plan 
programming, lessons, curriculum or activities which take 
into consideration the four elements of the human 
condition. The process follows the circle which is a symbol 
of the cycle of life. Circle is a methodology which shows 
us the interconnectedness of people, place and things. For 
human beings to live in balance we must address one of 
the elements of the circle which makes up the human 
condition. (SCDSB, 2008) 
 
 

Figure 8. Holistic Learning Model of the SCDSB 
 

Source: SCDSB, 2008-2009, 7. 
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Results 

 The literature review of previous studies helped illuminate the 
issues and challenges faced by Aboriginal students in general. The 
analysis of the studies revealed several important factors contributing 
to the achievement and attainment gap that exists between Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal students: feelings of disempowerment or lack of 
belonging in the education system; lack of data pertaining to 
Aboriginal students in Ontario; lack of culturally relevant 
curriculum/teaching/staff. 
 With an understanding of important factors affecting 
Aboriginal achievement and attainment levels, a literature review of 
Ontario government documents further revealed a provincial 
approach toward solutions: First Nation, Métis, and Inuit Education Policy 
Framework and Building Bridges to Success proposed solutions to specific 
issues in Aboriginal education. 
 Finally, a case study of the Simcoe County area was 
performed, to examine how the ministry’s policy was being applied 
locally. Documents released by both SMCDSB and SCDSB 
demonstrated the implementation of the provincial policy on a 
regional level. Table 3 depicts the overall results of this research: 
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TABLE 3. SUMMARY OF SIMCOE COUNTY SCHOOL BOARDS’ 
APPLICATION OF ONTARIO’S EDUCATION POLICY FOR 
ABORIGINAL STUDENTS 

Issues Provincial 
Approach 

Regional 
Implementation 

Achievement/Attainment 
Gap between Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal 
students 

First Nation, Métis, and 
Inuit Education 
Framework Policy 

SMCDSB – 
Making Good Tracks 
SCDSB – FNMI 
Student Achievement 
Plan 

High dropout rates among 
Aboriginal students 

Framework Goals Focus on 
Aboriginal student 
achievement 

Lack of data Voluntary Aboriginal 
Self-Identification 
Policy 

Implementation of 
V.A.S.I.P. 
 

Feelings of 
disempowerment and/or 
lack of belonging 

Focus on success of 
Aboriginal students 

Relationships, 
Respect & 
Reciprocity 

Lack of culturally 
relevant/responsive 
teaching 

Native-based 
curriculum 
Accommodate 
learning styles 
Holistic approach 

Community & 
family involvement 
Cultural 
responsiveness 

 

Recommendations 

 It is recommended that more in-depth and comprehensive 
case studies be undertaken in the Simcoe area in order to further 
investigate the quality of Aboriginal education and the 
implementation of a provincial policy on a regional level. This type of 
research would likely extract valuable information regarding funding, 
programming, and resources that are successful in reducing the 
achievement and attainment gap that exists between the Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal population, and in improving the overall quality 
of education for Aboriginal students. 
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Conclusion 

There are diverse factors affecting the successful education of 
Aboriginal students in Ontario. The Government of Ontario’s 
proposed solutions, articulated by its education framework policy, 
have confronted most of the significant issues in Aboriginal 
education, and are continually working toward remedying the 
education gap, by working with appropriate stakeholders on all levels. 
The continued cooperation and communication between all parties 
involved will promote success in Aboriginal education. Further 
community involvement in education will only help promote higher 
educational achievement. For instance, more involvement from 
community Elders in the students’ education experience would likely 
promote and encourage traditional cultural knowledge, while creating 
intimate connections between one’s education and sense of self, 
culture, and identity.  
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