
First Words

The Thunders are very important spirit beings to many First Nations
people. Every winter they go away, and I miss them very much.

Nearing the end of winter, I always find myself impatiently waiting for the
return of the Thunder Beings. We know that spring is truly here when the
Thunders return. These spirit people are tricksters. They tease us—just try
talking to them sometime. Their strength and power envelopes me. They
have always been a source of both strength and inspiration to me. It is not
a sad thing to me that there is thunder in my soul.

The image of thunder is also a response to some of the labelling I have
experienced in my travels in the non-Indian world. I have travelled this
country from coast to coast more times that I can count. Much of this
travelling has involved the conference circuit, including the participation at
many "feminist" conferences. One of the experiences I have of this circuit
is being called "angry." This labelling, and it is a form of silencing, always
amazes me because I am not an angry woman. Calling someone angry has
a lot of negative connotations. I suppose I have at least a million reasons to
be angry when I reflect upon the history of oppression, racism and colonialism
that my people and every other First Nation in this territory have survived.
I have struggled very hard to grow through this anger of my youth, and
thunder is the image I have replaced anger with.

I have dreamed about this book for a very long time. As a little girl, I
can remember wanting to be a writer when I grew up. Sitting in front of my
computer—which is much easier to relate to than a piece of square white
paper—writing has always been soul comfort for me. It has allowed me to
name the thunder and many other things I have felt. I have had the good
fortune to have a number of articles published in academic journals over the
years. Although I am proud of this as an accomplishment (and recognize

1



THUNDER IN MY SOUL

that it is also a privilege), it has always felt bittersweet to me. Most First
Nations people do not have access to so-called learned journals, even
though the rates of our involvement in post-secondary institutions has
dramatically increased since I began my university education in 1979.1 do
not know of one Indian reserve that has installed a law library. As I have
always written for my people, it seems ironic that they have the least access
to what I have published. This book fulfills my dream to share my thoughts
with those people I wrote them down for, Aboriginal people.

I have learned a lot about myself through the preparation of this book.
I have spent a lot of time with my ideas, reading and re-reading drafts.
Editing this volume has meant that I have had to examine carefully many
personal experiences, and some of those experiences I would like to not to
have to remember. I have muddled through my pain and anger until it has
turned again to thunder. It has been a rewarding experience. It has also been
a troubling experience.

I have been troubled by my ability to share my Aboriginal ideas only
in the English language. Every time I edited the papers in this volume, I
hesitated when I saw the word Aboriginal or Native or First Nations or
Indian. These were words I had used in the original text. I was not
comfortable with them but I used them. Every draft, I changed my mind
about which word I would use. None of these words feel right or fit right
(like shoes a size too small).

I am more comfortable with the word Indian than I am with the words
Native or Aboriginal Peoples. Perhaps it is because it is the word I grew up
with. Familiarity is comfortable. I know that others are more critical of the
use of the word Indian, a word forced on our people because explorers got
themselves lost. I used to like the phrase First Nations best. But, in recent
years it has come to be used in an exclusionary way referring only to status
Indians. I also believe that some consistency in the terminology chosen
(Aboriginal, Native, Indian, First Nation and so on) is of assistance to
people just beginning to learn about Aboriginal people and issues. I have
settled, somewhat arbitrarily, on using the term Aboriginal except for when
I mean to refer to Indians (or First Nations—and these terms are
interchangeable in my work).

Aboriginal people (or Peoples) is the phrase most in "vogue," at least
in legal circles (and owes its origins to the 1982 constitutional amendments).
There is another exception. In this paper, I talk about my personal experiences
and there the word Aboriginal did not feel right. I am comfortable with the
word "Indian" even though I know many other Aboriginal people will
cringe when I use this word. I want to re-claim that word, Indian, once
forced upon us and make it feel mine. As this book is my soul comfort, I
have decided to set aside my concerns with the inappropriate labels that
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have been forced on Indian people. After all, this labelling is not the
responsibility of those who carry the false names. It is also why I refer to
myself as Mohawk whenever possble.

I tell this story about naming because it is symbolic. Growing up
"Indian" in this country is very much about not having the power to define
yourself or your own reality. It is being denied the right to say, "I am!"—
instead, always finding yourself saying, "I am not!" In some places in the
book, I have chosen to use the word Indian or First Nations, even recognizing
that they can be viewed as excluding others. My experience is the experience
of a person entitled to be registered under the Indian Act. Further, I have
never been denied that right. These facts shape how I understand life, law
and politics.

There is another important story about naming to tell. In 1991 when I
got married, I assumed my husband's surname. This decision was about
respecting the Cree family I married into. I use the two last names so that
everyone knows how I am related to both the Crees and the Mohawks. My
husband's name was Okanee. However, my husband is not by birth an
Okanee. This happened to many Indian people. Our last names got all mixed
up because of the application of Canadian laws about naming. Okanee was
his mother's married name and my husband has two brothers from this
relationship, Kenny and Jim. His mother and father were never married but
stayed together for many years after her marriage broke up. Donald Angus
and Louisa Okanee (my husband's parents) raised five children together.
They are Gordon, Leonard, Larry, Yvonne and Denis. My husband's father
asked (although he would not admit this) my husband to assume his name.
Denis agreed to begin carrying the name Angus. I have become an Angus
too. This will be confusing to many people, but it feels very right to correct
that mistake made after my husband's birth. This explanation is also meant
to curtail the gossip—no, I have not divorced and re-married. I have been
too busy writing for those kinds of adventures.

The first step on the road you and I will walk together in this book is
the first article that I published. This article changed my life. The response
of the academic community to it came as a large surprise, even though I was
sufficiently warned about the change that would come. Suddenly, many
people I had never met knew of me. They felt they knew me in a personal
way. In a sense I became "Flint Woman." The birth of "Flint Woman"
allowed me to access an image of myself that I am comfortable with. Even
after six years of university teaching, it is hard to image myself as the
professor. "Flint Woman" is, therefore, an article that means very much to
me. Even though I do not necessarily think in the same way any more, I still
believe it is important to share this part of myself and my own intellectual
evolution. There have been three other articles published in the "Flint
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Woman" series, and they are in fact grouped together as Part One in this
text. This is the first time they have been published together. They were
written so that they should be read together and it is fulfilling for me to see
them like this.

The second "Flint Woman" piece, "Reflecting on Flint Woman," was
written when a friend and colleague, Richard Devlin, asked to republish
"Flint Woman." I balked. By that time, I had gone through several more
transitions (including becoming a law professor). I did not want that article
republished. It seemed that such a republication would only freeze me in a
moment in time, a moment I had passed in my personal development. In the
way I was taught, we are always responsible for learning. Knowledge is not
static. I offered to write a second piece, one that reflected my current
thinking—hence the name, "Reflecting on Flint Woman." In a sense, I was
talking back to myself.

At the completion of the second "Flint Woman" piece, although I did
feel a certain satisfaction on reaching another deadline, I was still not
satisfied. The article was technical, formal and legal. There was a side of
"Flint Woman," the personal side, I had not yet shared. When asked to write
for another publication, I took the opportunity to write the third story about
"Flint Woman." It is very much about the woman who stands behind the
other two. Only when the three pieces are read together do I have any sense
of personal completeness.

In this collection, an article appears which has never been published
under the auspices of the "Flint Woman" label. It does, however, clearly
belong in this series. It is the fourth and final article of the series (maybe).
"Flint Woman" feels complete to me now. Four is an important number in
the Indian world. There are four seasons and four directions. Four is the
number that ends a cycle. A friend, Nin Thomas, suggested a cycle has now
been completed and I agree with her. I already feel like I have moved
beyond the time I needed "Flint Woman." I have come to understand myself
and feel easier about who I am.

The second part of this book is called "The Politics of Oppression." It
is different from the first part of the book. The papers in this section are
more academic and less personal. In this way, these papers fit together.
There are also common themes which bring the papers in this section
together. They reflect my thinking about law, politics, justice and change.
It would be impossible for me to write about these topics without focusing
my comments on women, our oppression and the abuse we have survived.
I do not believe that our ideas can ever transcend our gender or our culture.
As women, there is little doubt that we are abused and oppressed both
within Canadian society but more sadly within our own First Nations
communities. There is no doubt that this is the present reality. My dream is
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about the return to the tradition of great respect for women among First
Nations. I celebrate my gender and the gifts I carry as woman. This is
largely possible because I have escaped, for now, the individual abuse I
once lived. I am also conscious that not all of my sisters and brothers have
been so fortunate.

The papers in Part Two are organized around three separate headings.
The first section, "Women, Politics and Law," has as a focus the last decade
of constitutional wrangling in this country. This section also attempts to
explain the structure of Canada's constitution (and especially the provisions
regarding rights and government powers) in language that is accessible.
There are other important understandings shared in this section about
culture, gender and Aboriginal aspirations in the political sphere.

The second section of this part focuses on my ideas and experiences as
both a student and an educator. Canada has yet to provide an opportunity for
Aboriginal people to be educated in a meaningful way. The two papers in
this section document some of the difficulties I have experienced, Aboriginal
aspirations in this area and my own ideas for change. Education, and using
non-Indian education, as a way to create change has been a central focus of
my life over the last ten years. This focus has been the source of a lot of pain,
confusion and frustration, with too few significant successes. When I
decided I wanted to become a law professor, there was no one before me
who had accomplished this goal. Quite often, when facing contradiction, I
wish there was someone I could turn to who has answers. As a mother, I am
particularly aware that there are many young people coming along behind
me. I share these stories of pain, confusion and frustration in the hope that
those who come behind me will not feel like they stand alone, looking into
a deep mist. Although the belief in change through education of Aboriginal
people in mainstream educational institutions is sometimes difficult to
maintain on a daily basis, I still believe that in the long-term this education
will at least partially equip us for the future. Traditional knowledge, the
ability to know who we are as Indians, is more essential to our well-being
and survival. This knowledge is best transmitted through those wise old
people who reside in our communities.

The last section of this book focuses on justice. In some ways it is the
section of the book that is most important to me. Often, justice (or the lack
of justice) is the motivation in my life. The injustice Aboriginal people in
Canada's system of criminal law and so-called correction is what took me
to law school from the street. I have spent more than a decade of my life (my
life has not yet reached four decades) going to visit Aboriginal men and
women who are caged in Canada's prisons. Many of the people in the iron
cages have touched my heart, inspired me or forced me to think. These
pages are dedicated to the gifts you have given to me for I have received

5



THUNDER IN MY SOUL

much more from my experiences behind the wall than I can ever imagine
being able to give back. Justice remains illusive for Aboriginal people in
Canada. It is a quest for justice that keeps the fire in my heart kindled.

There are a number of people that I must pay respects to. Unfortunately,
there are so many people I would like to mention, I find it impossible to
name them all. There are three women, without whose support and kindness,
I would never have survived my first five years of law teaching. They are
my Cree and Ojibway colleagues, professors Darlene Johnston, Irene
Linklater and especially Mary Ellen Turpel. It is in their spirits and their
courage that I often find my strength to carry on another day in the hallowed
halls of legal education. Some days, those steps forward are the most
painful steps I ever take. There are many Aboriginal law students who in
their struggle and courage to succeed at law school continue to bring
inspiration and strength. In particular I pay my respects to Joan Mercredi,
Bonnie Pelletier and Catherine Rhinelander. I would also like to thank my
colleagues at the University of Saskatchewan. Professors Winona Stevenson,
Maria Campbell and Frank Tough have been especially kind and supportive.
Native Studies is a marvellous discipline and has provided me with an
opportunity to free my mind from the shackles of law. A constant source of
both strength and peace in my life is James Youngblood "Sakej" Henderson.
He is the director of the Native Law Centre at the University of Saskatchewan.
He is my "uncle-at-law" and the trailblazing of the generation of Aboriginal
lawyers before me have made my path possible and less rocky. There are
also a number of women who have supported this work by trying to keep me
organized over the last six years of my academic life and by puzzling over
my handwriting when trying to enter these papers into the computer. These
women are Molly Ross, Sandra Harnum (both at Dalhousie University),
Barbara Main (University of Ottawa) and Cheryl Hoist (University of
Saskatchewan).

Perhaps the most important person to this book is left to thank and that
is Errol Sharpe, the soul of Fernwood Publishing. He initiated the writing
of this book when he approached me with the idea. Without his confidence
in me this book would have likely only remained an idea in the back of my
mind. I am also indebted to the staff at Fernwood. Brenda Conroy is a
wonder with words and all the technical rules I like to ignore. She is a kind
and patient editor, an experience I have infrequently had in the past. I am
also grateful for the contributions of Beverley Rach who was responsible
for design and layout.

The other side of my inspiration is drawn from my family. The children
we raise—Nadia (Pelletier) Brandon, Genine, Blake and Kate—are the
most treasured gifts I have ever received. I cannot describe the joy and
wisdom they bring to my life every day. This book is dedicated to their little
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spirits and the mother's prayer that they will never have to walk the pain that
my generation has walked. My husband, Denis Angus, has sacrificed a great
deal in staying home and nurturing those little ones. His commitment has
facilitated the writing of this book (and many other things). His photograph
on the cover is my respect for his creativity, the gift that he carries and is
nurturing. Dr. Michael Monture has spent many hours discussing issues of
survival and contradiction in a professional world with me. I am grateful
that when I hurt he can carry some of the burden with me. He has influenced
many of the ideas in this book. My brother, David Monture, has also always
been a source of comfort for me. There are several other friends who belong
to my found family. Denise McConney and daughter Wynonah, Patti and
Darrell Tail and daughter Tara, Penny Major and son Drew, Brad Seneca,
Patti Doyle Bedwell, Shirley O'Connor, Bob Crawford and Leona Sparrow;
your frendship creates a circle of support which had made it possible for me
to chase my dreams. These are the people who walk beside me on my earth
walk.

It is a sense of belonging with my people, the Mohawk (even when
geographically removed from my home community) that has carried me
through thus far. In the last four years, I have also had the support and
nurturing of the Cree Nation, of Treaty Six. I married a man from the
Thunderchild First Nation in northwestern Saskatchewan. His family and
his community have also been supportive and nurturing of me, such that I
now feel that I have two nation homes. I have had the good fortune to be
nurtured by many traditional teachers—young and old. All of these traditional
teachers have been so patient in their sharing with me and I am afraid
teaching me has required the greatest amount of patience. I have for so long
wanted to give back all that has been shared with me. Any errors or
misunderstandings in the presentation of their teachings are my own.

This book is my prayer for my people and for all First Nations. It is
shared with you in the spirit of gift giving. It is in part a reflection on my
own journey down that healing road. It is also a reflection on my own
struggle to shed the colonized shackles which bind my mind, my spirit and
my heart.

My "Kookum" (grandmother in Cree) sits on my bed at night and
watches me when I sleep in those times of my life when I struggle and my
spirits are low. My "Mushum" sits outside my window and sings Indian
songs on his hand drum. My parents long ago left their earth walks but never
have I felt that they left me alone. Those first seven years of kindness, love
and nurturing they gave me are my most important years. They are the solid
years on which I have been able to build this life I now have. These are my
remembrances of two generations of ancestors. Behind them stands a
lineage that dates back to time immemorial. When my bare foot caresses the
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earth, I am connected to that long line of beings whose blood now flows in
the earth of the territory I now call home. Their bodies and bones build the
foundation that nurtures my life. I know that it is impossible for me to ever
walk alone.

Patricia Monture-Angus
Thunderchild First Nation
in the March 1995 snowstorm.
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