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Journeying Forward

Introduction

Where I Am Standing

In recent years I have had to make my own choices about how I believe  
we can locate self-determination in our communities. My interest in self-

determination began as a legal and academic pursuit. Perhaps if my early 
years had not been dominated by the exhausting need just to survive, my 
experience of self-determination might have been a lived one much earlier 
than now. More recently, I have realized that self-determination is both a 
personal issue and a collective yearning.
As I have come to understand it, self-determination begins with looking at 
yourself and your family and deciding if and when you are living responsi-
bly. Self-determination is principally, that is first and foremost, about our 
relationships. Communities cannot be self-governing unless members of 
those communities are well and living in a responsible way. It is difficult 
for individuals to be self-determining until they are living as part of their 
community. This truth has been the hardest for me to accept and has resulted 
in great changes in my personal circumstances.
I intend no disrespect to urban Aboriginal people; one can successfully live 
“Indian” in the city, and I have been part of this statistical category for 
the majority of my life. However, we must recognize the limited choices 
available to people who reside on the reserve. I could not have pursued a 
legal education while I lived on the reserve. In fact, I assume that, as long 
as I continue to be a university teacher, being at least a part-time urban 
resident will be a fact of my existence. It does not matter if I aspire to 
that reality or not. That is the reality. The lack of opportunity for people 
living on the reserve is not an argument to abolish the reserve system. It 
is one consequence of colonialism I will keep because having space that is 
“Indian country” is essential to my well-being. I also recognize this is my 
choice. Other Indian people face the same dilemma and choose the city. I 
do not believe that being part of your community necessarily is as simple 
as locating yourself and your family on reserve. I do recognize that liv-
ing at home (or at your partner’s home) is the easiest way to establish the 
relationships that self-determination requires.
I also recognize that the realities of adoption, section 12(1)(b), incarcera-
tion, residential schools, and domestic and sexual abuse (by which every 
Aboriginal family is touched) make it very difficult for many individuals to 
return or remain home. These facts must be incorporated into any analysis 
which discusses linking the rights of Indians to reserve residency. We must 
all recognize that the reserve is a colonial construct and not an Indian one. 
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This issue of reserve residency as a requirement of Indian rights is a dif-
ferent issue (albeit an important one) from the responsibility I am speaking 
of. The responsibility I am speaking about is the responsibility we carry 
for maintaining our families and our communities.
In the summer of 1994, I left my position at a Canadian law school in 
Ottawa, Ontario, although not because of any particular, individual expe-
riences at that law school. I left because of some of my experiences and 
my children’s experiences living in the nation’s capital. I left because it 
became too difficult at that point in my life to live in a city and maintain 
a true connection to “Indian” reality. I am not saying it is impossible; it 
was just too difficult for me. I left and went to the closest university to my 
husband’s home. Close is a three-hour drive and at least two or three days 
a week, eight months a year, away from my home and my family. And I 
consider myself fortunate. Just a little further north and there would be no 
road access to my adopted community and no hope that my family could 
reside in the community full-time while allowing me to pursue my career 
objectives. This decision is a constant struggle for us.
 Before I left the law school in Ottawa to join the Native Studies Depart-
ment at the University of Saskatchewan, I survived for five years as a law 
teacher.1 Leaving law schools behind was not an accident but a conscious 
choice. This followed my realization that law contains no answers but is 
in fact a very large and very real part of the problem Aboriginal people 
continue to face.2 Law is one of the instruments through which colonialism 
continues to flow. This is a problem that is both vast and elusive. Leaving 
legal education in my wake was a personal act of resistance calculated 
(and prayed upon) as an act of survival, but more importantly as an act of 
renewal. Perhaps leaving law teaching was more about personal strength 
(or the lack thereof) than I understood at the time.
 The move from law to Native Studies3 has not completely resolved the 
tension and contradictions I experience at the university. Even in a depart-
ment such as Native Studies, I remain an “outsider.” I know that is full of 
irony. If anywhere in the university there is a place and space for Indian 
people and the knowledge systems we were raised in, it is Native Studies. 
Native Studies allows me to commit all of my teaching energy, as well as 
my research and writing, to Indian people and issues. I can now live more 
fully in my Indian intellect. At the law school, most of my energy was com-
mitted to mainstream constitutional and property law regimes. Aboriginal 
education in law was relegated to the margins (or one “special topics” 
course a year). The move to Native Studies accomplished the centring of 
my teaching and thinking on Aboriginal people. In this way I overcame 
one aspect of disconnection. However, I do not (yet) understand all that 
this means for me in the future.
 This personal confessional may bewilder some, but I understand best 
when knowledge is personal. This is the lesson of “double understanding.” 
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We must think and feel to truly gain knowledge. I came to understand that 
law is not the solution to oppression during the time (more than a dec-
ade) when I survived legal education. This book documents the detail of 
that understanding. Because I believe that knowledge is personal, my life 
choices must reflect the knowledge I have gained, even when that specific 
knowledge was not what I was seeking. When I understood that law was the 
problem, I also realized that by continuing to teach law, I was cooperating 
too fully in my own oppression. This evolution in my own thinking and 
career aspirations has particular consequences in my understanding of the 
visionways to self-determination for my people and other Indigenous na-
tions. I suppose it is possible for me to imagine returning to law teaching. 
All I know now is that standing outside of legal institutions for these past 
five years has provided me with a necessary opportunity to understand the 
multiple ways in which Canadian law is oppressive, to me individually and 
to First Nations collectively.
 My everyday experience of law as a profession is theoretical. I think 
about law. I study carefully and often painfully the outcome of individual 
incidents in Canadian law and how they are applied to Aboriginal people. I 
do not spend day upon day entering Canadian court rooms. This is important 
to understand as it describes the place where this book comes from. There 
will always be a need for front-line legal warriors as long as the land needs 
protecting, the children are being apprehended, and Aboriginal people are 
being arrested. Long ago I discovered that I could not ever comfortably 
experience the practice of law on a full-time basis. My skills and gifts are 
better put to use in other places.
 I became involved in law because I believed in it. I believed that jus-
tice could be achieved through law. That sounds terribly naive to me now. 
Although I still believe in justice and peace, I no longer have the faith 
necessary to maintain a close relationship with Canadian laws, lawmakers 
or judicial resolution of disputes as we know them all today. This book is 
very much an examination of the reasons for which I was unable to maintain 
my individual faith in Canadian law. Law was and is my ultimate lesson 
in colonial oppression. I am not seeking escape but rather a way to put my 
understanding of colonialism and law to better use. Just as I would not ac-
cept being a victim of abuse during adolescence, I cannot accept that my 
relationship with law (and my experience in law schools) will always be 
about my daily survival. I seek renewal.
 As I struggled with the pain in my life and in the lives of those I am 
close to, I became more and more determined to understand the process 
of colonialism and colonization. If colonialism brought our nations to this 
point, then undoing the damage of colonialism must be the answer. I now 
understand this thinking to be much too linear (image that!) to be help-
ful. It is not just the colonial relations that must be undone but all of the 
consequences (addictions, loss of language, loss of parenting skills, loss 
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of self-respect, abuse and violence, and so on). Colonialism is no longer a 
linear, vertical relationship—colonizer does to colonized—it is a horizontal 
and entangled relationship (like a spider web). Now, sometimes the colo-
nized turn the colonial skills and images they learned against others who 
are less powerful in their communities, thus mimicking their oppressors.
 Colonialism undoubtedly is a significant cause of the struggle and strife 
in First Nation communities. However, ending colonial relations against 
First Nations (such as the Indian Act) will clearly be insufficient to remedy 
the full impact of those relations. When I considered the consequences of 
colonialism, including suicide, conflict with the criminal justice system, 
child welfare apprehensions and intrusions, violence against women and 
children, sexual abuse, and so on, I began to notice that all the consequences 
had one thing in common—that is, the creation of varying and multiple 
degrees of disconnection.4 The obvious solution to the relations of discon-
nection, and these are relations (alcoholism would be an example), is to 
create or reclaim relations of connection. I wonder if this answer is too 
individualistic or perhaps even too simplistic.
 At first, I did not see a clear relationship between what I had come to 
understand as a framework for self-determination and what has to be done 
within our relationships to deal with disconnection. This bothered me and 
set me thinking again. It was here that I returned to the writings of Paulo 
Freire. I now understand that both self-government and perhaps self-de-
termination have become too elitist and too political in the worst sense of 
the word to assist me in thinking myself out of oppression. My goal, my 
dream for my children is that they may have freedom and independence. 
I have replaced in my vocabulary the concepts of self-government and 
self-determination with the standard Freire suggested, independence.5 This 
gives rise to the title of this book.
 This book was first visioned6 as a discussion on self-government or 
self-determination. It was first completed as a discussion paper for the 
Royal Commission on Aboriginal People.7 It has evolved considerably 
since then. I was not comfortable sharing all my thoughts and ideas on the 
pathways forward with the Royal Commission because I experienced the 
Commission as a non-Aboriginal space.
 My concern with the troublesome elements of self-determination and 
self-government is not simple. Mere days before I packed up my family 
and moved cross-country to the Thunderchild First Nation, I spent two very 
frustrating and illuminating days at a self-government think-tank sponsored 
by the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples. This think-tank was 
struck to discuss pressing and unresolved issues regarding Aboriginal self-
government. I tried to listen patiently to often dry academic prattle about 
the meaning of self-government. More than half of the people present had 
never experienced daily life in any Aboriginal community. Most were non-
Aboriginal scholars. Only one individual present was a current resident of 
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a First Nation community. It was a discussion carried on against all odds. 
It was painful to listen, knowing what the realities were in my home com-
munity and in my partner’s home.
 I do not fault the Commission or individual Commissioners (but I do 
note they had the power and choice to do things very differently). I now 
understand that even a Royal Commission is a construct of colonial power. 
At the beginning of their term they spent day after day travelling to com-
munities to listen to the people. Some of this information made it to the 
final report. However, to be true to First Nations processes would require 
an opportunity for communities (as communities) to come to a consensus 
on what the solutions are. Rather, the Royal Commission on Aboriginal 
Peoples only ended up mimicking the earlier efforts of research scientists. 
The Commission took information from the people, then returned it to 
Ottawa to craft solutions in isolation behind closed doors. The solution is 
not about constructing a single (national) model. Because it cannot involve 
even a majority of the people it will be applied to, such an initiative is 
more about reinventing colonialism 1990s style than it is about real change. 
Change is going to come from the people in the communities. Change will 
come when we rebuild our relationships on traditional principles, such as 
the Anishnabe ones of caring, sharing, truth and strength. This is the real 
meaning of the concept of community-based.
 For the Commission to have been something different, less emphasis 
should have been placed by the Commissioners on what the Canadian 
government would accept. This severely limited the opportunities and vi-
sion of the Commission at the same time as it created a pressure toward 
status quo solutions and processes. The over-reliance on academics and 
other professionals to the exclusion of Indians at the community level is a 
conventional solution to conundrums faced by Canadian governments. The 
individual goodwill of Commissioners, their Aboriginal knowledge, or their 
desire to learn about Aboriginal Peoples are not sufficient to topple years of 
accepted colonial practice or colonial relationships. I began to understand 
that my experience at the Commission was just another lesson in colonial 
oppression. How can a Commission established by government order, with 
its mandate drafted by a former Supreme Court of Canada justice (no mat-
ter how sympathetic to Aboriginal Peoples), merely in consultation with 
Aboriginal Peoples, be seen as a solution. Their mandate was broad, but it 
remained one-sided. As reflected in the Commissioners’ desire to come to 
a solution that Canadian governments would accept, the Commissioners 
did not disturb existing power relationships between the Crown and the 
Indians. It is precisely this relationship that needs disturbing. This is in fact 
the mirror image of the lesson I learned about Canadian law. (Thankfully 
these days I am catching on faster.)
 That year, 1994, was an illuminating one for me. It seems to have 
been my year to confront colonialism head-on (and the fact that many of 
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these lessons arrived during the Year of Indigenous Peoples is an irony 
which is not lost on me). I rested that summer and drenched myself in as 
many things “Indian” as I possibly could. I taught sixty-three wonderful 
and courageous Aboriginal students who were chasing their dreams about 
law school. I chased pow-wows from north to south and east to west. I 
took my family to old historic sites, each having a particular significance 
to my adopted community, around what is now known as Saskatchewan. 
By walking the territory we chose to put our family down upon, I learned 
lessons from the long-distant past. I spent time reflecting on my years of 
law (colonial survival). I tried to distance myself from every thing and 
everyone who was not healthy for me. I reflected that summer on many 
experiences of mine over the years that there had been no time to consider 
when my energy was consumed by the legal institution that surrounded me. 
That summer of wandering and thinking often led me to ponder the kinds 
of changes that would make a difference to Aboriginal people. In other 
words, I spent a great deal of time thinking about self-government (even 
though this was not really conscious at that time).
 What is left to share now are some stories about personal experiences 
which fundamentally shaped my thinking about self-determination and 
the journey to independence. My thinking did not just revolve around my 
personal situation and my personal dissatisfaction with my professional 
life. At all times, it is necessary for me to remember and acknowledge the 
privileges (such as income, employment and post-secondary education) I 
possess.
 During that summer, I also took hard looks at the structures which we 
must rely upon to “lead” us to self-government. I am referring specifically 
to the national, provincial and territorial organizations which represent 
Aboriginal people. At least that is the claim. Taking the best known as an 
example, I looked at the Assembly of First Nations. This organization is 
an assembly of elected Indian Act chiefs. I seem to be doing much apolo-
gizing, so again, I intend no disrespect to the many men and women who 
have suffered long and hard to ensure that our collected Indian voices have 
national volume. Unfortunately, it is not essential that there is anything 
really “Indian” about an Indian Act chief8 or the office that they occupy. 
These people draw their limited authority from a piece of federal govern-
ment legislation. If they act on their inherent Indigenous authority, those 
actions are either disallowed by the Department of Indian Affairs or worse 
yet are penalized (such as by the withholding of discretionary band fund-
ing). This, of course, is the recurring theme of colonial intrusion.
 I concluded that the Assembly of First Nations, owing largely to its 
origins in a piece of colonial legislation (that is, the Indian Act), is not the 
answer. At least one national chief, Ovide Mercredi, has also pointed out 
this contradiction. Of even more concern is the fact that the Assembly of 
First Nations, in common with other provincial, territorial and tribal coun-
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cil bodies, is not democratic. First, elected chiefs answer to the Minister 
of Indian Affairs under the provisions of the Indian Act.9 This inverts the 
relationship between the people and the leaders. 
 The second example is more disturbing. First Nation communities 
elect the chiefs. The chiefs then gather and elect the tribal council, and the 
provincial, territorial and national leaders. How can we continue to listen 
to bold assertions that they represent the people? These Indian organiza-
tions were not formed by the people, but by the chiefs. Our provincial and 
national leaders are not raised by the people (and particularly not by the 
women as would be the custom of my people). This has the consequence 
of removing our tribal, provincial and national leadership from the ground, 
as their first line of accountability is to other chiefs. It sets the principle, 
presuming a provincial or national chief wishes to be re-elected, that the 
other chiefs, not the people, come first. This is the most unacceptable of 
all the structural consequences of governing from within a structure not 
our own. Elitism amongst the leadership must be recognized as a recurring 
theme. This elitism is fostered because of the structure of the government 
system we have been forced to participate in. It is also a theme I see as 
being a significant part of perpetuating colonial relations in the 1990s.
 In a recent work by Kanien’kehaka scholar, Gerald (Taiaiake) Alfred, 
this analysis of the position and role of our current leaders is taken fur-
ther:

The hard truth is that many of those who hold positions of author-
ity in Native communities have come to depend on the colonial 
framework for their power, employment, and status. How many 
of them would still hold their positions if the criteria for leader-
ship reflected Indigenous values instead of an ability to serve the 
interests of mainstream society? Very few contemporary Native 
politicians can honestly claim to possess the qualities and skills 
needed to lead in a non-coercive, participatory, transparent, con-
sensus-based system. The hunger for power, money, and status 
prevents many people from seeing what is best for the community 
in the long run. But even when the people who seek that power 
do so with the best intentions, for the good of the people, the fact 
remains that holding non-consensual power over others is contrary 
to tradition. (Alfred 1999:27–28. Emphasis added)

Although I concur fully with the analysis quoted, I have some difficulty 
embracing all of Alfred’s conclusions. Alfred believes, and this is the focus 
of his book, that the solution lies in the leadership. He believes that the 
way forward is to raise a different kind of, a more traditional, leadership. 
Although, I agree that this may be part of the solution, I do not believe it 
is a full solution. Although Alfred has done a better job in his second book 
in presenting the issues and roles of Kanien’kehaka women, the inclusion 
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is still not complete in his work. I believe the fact that his work is writ-
ten from the male “perspective” (the only place he can speak from as the 
only place I can speak from is as a woman) diminishes the role he sees for 
the community. The leaders, after all, are nothing without the people (and 
especially the women) standing with them.
 As an aside, I think it is very important that scholars who are First 
Peoples comment on each other’s work. Most of us work in institutions 
where there are few if any First Nations academics we can consider our 
colleagues. I am, however, encouraged that we have come to a time where 
there are enough First Nations scholars that this discourse can now be of-
fered in written form.
 I do not believe that the Assembly of First Nations (formerly the Na-
tional Indian Brotherhood) is without purpose (or worse, has only harmed 
the people). The truth is that most of these leaders have done the best they 
could within a structure that is limiting, colonial and denies the true source 
of a leader’s authority. The structure holds tremendous potential to turn 
the person who is leader, inside out. These organizations do serve, in my 
opinion, an essential purpose for First Nations citizens. They are the “tail-
gunners” in the Indian “army.” (Although this war imagery is generally 
not what I encourage, as I am both a woman and come from a tradition 
where peace is a paramount value, it does seem appropriate here.) These 
chiefs’ organizations keep track of the few successes and powers we have 
to ensure that we do not lose any more ground. They are the pillars that 
allow people like me to have the space in which to dream. This realization 
about the role of our political organizations of chiefs led me to another 
conclusion.
 I began to understand that real change must come from the community. 
This is the only way to really change things for Aboriginal people. Real 
change will come when the women stand up. When the women stand up, 
the men and children will also soon be standing. The experience of the 
community of Alkali Lake in British Columbia may be one of the best 
popular examples of this process. One woman sobered up and it rippled 
through the entire community.
 Over the summer, I also reflected on the experiences I had had of the 
Charlottetown Round of constitutional renovation. Much of this process 
was disturbing to me. I found it disturbing to watch the “divide and con-
quer” politics used against our leadership since the time of contact unfold 
in full public view, as if we were the authors of those disputes. The best 
example of this colonial phenomenon is the gender divisions which exist 
among and within our national organizations.10 For much of this process, 
I sat thankfully outside the arena. From time to time, I was forced to field 
calls from curious journalists. Like many others in the country, my experi-
ence of the latest round of constitutional oblivion was to turn on the TV 
and watch the “Journal” or the “National.”
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 During the preamble to the Charlottetown Round, which might be “an-
cient” history11 by now, I learned lessons from the process which are still 
important for me to remember and share. I was asked by the Assembly of 
First Nations to do some contract work for them. I organized (on very short 
notice) four constituent assemblies on women, youth, urban residents and 
Elders. This project was just one component of the First Nations Circle on 
the Constitution. Two of these assemblies, the one for youth and the one 
for Elders, brought to me some important teachings. 
 During the youth assembly, several of the committee I worked with came 
to me on the first day of the conference and asked if they could re-organize 
the conference. Rather than merely repeating the morning workshops, they 
wanted to bring them together. The five workshops would be combined to 
make three and this would be the afternoon schedule. The self-government 
and the law (constitution) workshops would be combined, as would educa-
tion and culture. Left to stand by itself was the justice workshop. I was 
elated. Whether the youth realized it or not (and I do not know if they did 
because we never discussed it), they were following an age-old tradition 
of consensus building used by Aboriginal people. Small groups of peoples 
(families) reach a consensus and then several groups (clans in the case of 
the Kanien’kehaka) are brought together to continue the process. This was 
a lesson of encouragement.
 Sitting beside the elation, I also was greatly disturbed that justice fit 
nowhere in this new conference structure. I was disturbed enough that I 
made certain I had some time in the afternoon to listen in on the justice 
workshop. This workshop was very poorly attended. There were maybe 
a dozen young people in the room when I walked in, shortly after the 
workshop started. Most of the people present were young men who’d had 
first-hand experience of conflict with Canadian law. In and of itself this did 
not surprise me. What surprised me was that the workshop had developed 
into an airing session on personal injustice and experience. Although I see 
this as necessary to the healing process, it was clearly not what a justice 
workshop at a self-government conference was intended to accomplish. 
The Elder left unhappy with the individualized nature of the discussion. I 
knew he was disappointed that the youth could not get past their personal 
pain to see the patterns of colonialism and oppression in their experiences. 
Nor did anyone discuss how these issues would impact on self-governing 
justice relations.
 I walked away from the room knowing the place where justice (broadly 
defined) sat. It sat in the centre of the circle surrounded by education 
and culture, and self-government and law. I began to see, in the way the 
relationship was inverted, that justice, written Indian style, was the key. I 
developed an unhealthy fear that we would be successful in amending the 
constitution. I knew that the constitution might be an answer, but it was 
an answer to the wrong question. The question ought to be: How do we 
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achieve justice for Aboriginal Peoples domiciled in Canada? To concentrate 
too long and hard on constitutional amendment focuses too much atten-
tion on Canada and leaves Aboriginal people only further oppressed and 
marginalized. How can a process that capitalizes on our oppression be seen 
as a viable solution? This teaching was furthered by my experience at the 
Elders’ gathering in Morley, Alberta.
 At the Elders’ Assembly, I was equally set back in my place. I was as-
signed the duty of facilitating a workshop on the question of Indian status 
(or membership). I assumed this was going to be a women’s workshop and 
used that to counter-balance my fear of being the facilitator for a group of 
Elders. At my age, it was cultural suicide to believe I could facilitate such 
a group. When I walked into the room where the workshop was scheduled 
there were no women. All of my panic returned as the workshop progressed. 
I learned that the Elders present (about ten) were all Cree men. These men 
were very concerned about any agreement to new constitutional provisions. 
They each told that they saw a familiar pattern of legislative oppression 
(and these are my words). They spoke in Cree about how the treaty cards 
had been taken away from them and replaced with status cards earlier this 
century. They told of how that moved the source of their rights away from 
the treaties their ancestors had signed and prayed over to the Indian Act. 
What they foresaw was the evolution from the Indian Act to a new form 
of oppression that would be inflicted under the Charter and the constitu-
tion. Perhaps, they chose to live with the evil they knew but I do not think 
this was the case at all. They wanted to move toward a truly new time in 
the relationship between settler nations and First Nations. They wanted to 
move toward the treaties and the just implementation of those agreements. 
All of the arrangements that are required for peaceful co-existence between 
first and founding nations are found in those treaties, if not in words, in 
spirit. It is the will to implement the treaty relationship that is missing from 
Canada’s various constitutional negotiation packages.
 One further comment on my intentions for this book is essential. I write 
for Indian people. To the best of my ability, I try to write about law in a 
way that creates the greatest amount of access for the average Aboriginal 
person. This is the audience that I first and foremost imagine reading my 
work. I see their faces as I write. This is not to say that I do not think about 
the non-Indian people who might also pick up this book. I hope that some 
of these readers will come to know this Indian person (and my ideas) a 
little better. I also know that some of these non-Indian readers will take 
offence at my words, feelings and ideas. I could choose to allow this to 
soften some of the things I say, or worse, to completely silence me. If I 
allowed this to happen, I could not say I write for my people, first and 
foremost. I would ask those readers to understand that my intent is not to 
hurt anyone.12 There are hard words in this book for the Indian audience 
as well. In my opinion, the offence must be read through and understood 



1�

Journeying Forward

against the very real power relationships that exist in this country as a result 
of colonial oppression
 The lessons I have learned over the years have led me to two broad 
objectives for this work. The first is to begin the task of articulating a theory 
of Aboriginal and treaty rights in Canadian law. As Charles Wilkinson13 
noted with reference to “Indian law” in the United States, no such theory 
presently grounds the resolution of Aboriginal claims in Canadian courts. 
This is an unacceptable vacuum. The first step in addressing this failing is 
to undertake a careful examination of cases to determine how far the courts 
have gone in articulating a comprehensive theory. The second objective is 
related to the first. Before any consideration of a theory of Aboriginal and 
treaty rights is possible, it is essential to consider the knowledge base and 
understanding that I, as an Aboriginal person, possess of “right relation-
ships.”

Notes
1.  It is interesting to note that three women were the first “Indian” professors to 

be appointed at Canadian law schools, on July 1, 1989. It is interesting that 
it took so long. All three of us (Darlene Johnston, Mary Ellen Turpel-Lafond 
and myself) are currently “retired” from law schools.

2.  I am far from convinced that I have found an intellectual home in Native Stud-
ies but that is a topic for another piece of writing. See Monture-Angus 1999c, 
and on a similar topic, Monture-Angus 1999a.

3.  Given the fact that I believe both Métis and Inuit experience the department 
differently from how I, as an “Indian” person experience it, I here intend my 
comments to be specific and not inclusive.

4.  It was the writing of Rupert Ross (1996: especially pages 131 to 135) that 
really emphasized the importance of understanding the “disconnected” state 
of many Aboriginal lives and communities.

5.  I adopted independence as a goal because Aboriginal self-government is a 
politically loaded and narrowly defined term. I do recognize that in other 
political contexts, such as the aspirations of some Quebecois, independence 
is a loaded term.

6.  Throughout this text I will take certain liberties with the English language. I 
have a need to create verbs from nouns as Indigenous languages are verb, not 
noun, based.

7.  This earlier paper is titled: “The Familiar Face of Colonial Oppression: An 
Examination of Canadian Law and Judicial Decision Making” (Monture-Angus 
1995).

8.  In describing the situation at the Thunderchild Reserve after the Rebellion of 
1885, Jack Funk states:

What these charges demonstrated more than anything was that the whiteman 
did not understand the Indian system of band allegiance or how a chief 
gained his position. They thought that band leadership was a hereditary 
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position. They did not understand that a chief only had the authority which 
the band members chose to give him. The whiteman thought that a chief 
had absolute power over his followers, like a feudal king. Hence, they 
considered Thunderchild to be “hostile” because he had been unable to 
control all of his young men all of the time. (Funk 1989:1–2) 

9.  This description provides some insight into the gap that exists between what 
we know today as the Indian Act chief and the traditional role and responsibili-
ties. Examples include: section 28(2) which gives the Minister the power to 
issue permits for the occupation of band lands; section 32(1) provides that “a 
transaction of any kind whereby a band or a member thereof purports to sell, 
barter, exchange, give or otherwise dispose of cattle or other animals, grain 
or hay, whether wild or cultivated, or root crops or plants or their products 
from a reserve in Manitoba, Saskatchewan or Alberta, to a person other than 
a member of that band, is void unless the superintendent approves the transac-
tion in writing”; section 42(1) gives the Minister the exclusive authority over 
“deceased Indians”; section 65 gives authority to the Minister to make certain 
payment from capital moneys; section 79 gives to the Governor in Council the 
power to set aside an election; and most importantly, section 83(4) gives the 
Minister the power to approve or set aside band by-laws.

10.  In my own experience, gender relationships in our political organizations do 
not mirror how I have seen these organizations described in the press. Perhaps 
I am just fortunate. Perhaps there is a problem with the absoluteness of the 
characterization.

11.  My friend and colleague, Denise McConney, who teaches Indian History 
courses at the University of Saskatchewan, tells me that “it is not history if it 
happened in my lifetime.”

12.  I want to thank an old high school friend, Gerald Bisschop, who by coincidence 
(if you in fact believe in coincidence), I recently crossed paths with again. I 
shared with him a copy of my last book, Thunder in My Soul, which he read. 
One of the comments he made to me was about how angry I had become since 
we had last seen each other as young adults. This comment troubled me and 
has stayed with me. I continue to reflect upon it. I want to walk away from this 
anger (or thunder as I prefer to think of it) but it is trapped by and imbedded in 
incidents of continued pain and oppression for Indian people, both individually 
and collectively. Sometimes, what is called my anger is white guilt transformed 
so that I, the member of the oppressed class, feels shame and am silenced. It 
takes a considerable amount of energy to overwhelm this silencing and thus, 
the response often comes out sounding harsh. I am trying to tame my anger 
and know it would be a much easier task to accomplish if more people picked 
up their guilt and forced the government to deal with the issues that still have 
negative effects on Indian lives. And Gerald, thanks for the nudge (knowing 
that probably was not a comfortable thing for you to tell me).

13.  For a full discussion please see Wilkinson 1987.




