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Abstract 

 

This study is an ethnographic exploration of a collaborative and community-

centred research project involving the researcher and the community of Fishing Lake 

Métis settlement situated in north-eastern Alberta. This study represents a digital strategy 

that sought decolonizing goals through Métis-specific research activities, community 

partnering and the culturally appropriate and meaningful appropriation of digital media. 

The project met several identified community needs, including the restoration of 

intergenerational connections and the revitalization of storytelling traditions, through a 

creative process realized through a collaboratively-led digital-storytelling workshop and 

related media activities. Fittingly, the work continues on in Fishing Lake. 
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Preface 

 

This project was undertaken with the intention of ‘giving back’ to my home 

community of Fishing Lake Métis Settlement, Alberta, and represents a collaborative 

endeavour to reclaim, restore and revitalize one of our most treasured traditions, that of 

storytelling, through the power of digital media.  
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Epigraph 

 

           Those who do not have power over the story that dominates their lives, 

power to retell it, rethink it, deconstruct it, joke about it, and change it as times change, 

truly are powerless...   

 

Salman Rushdie, One Thousand Days in a Balloon 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Clearly the Métis will have to tell their hitherto untold 
stories of their families and their communities; their history 
is both as free and independent as they are themselves. 
(Lischke & McNab, 2007, p.1)  

Within each person lies a story that has the power to change their lives and, if 

shared, the potential to transform the world of others. As life reveals, some stories call 

out to us, some stories lay hidden in the recesses, and still others overtake all else – it is 

this living quality of stories that makes them such a potent tool of transformation and of 

domination. In naming decolonization as the ultimate objective of this research project, I 

have taken on a rather formidable task and one that may be viewed by those from outside, 

and even inside, the Métis community as inherently disruptive and destructive. Yet – as I 

see it – my decolonizing intent within this project is not one of destruction, disruption or 

even deconstruction, rather I have deliberately positioned my work within the realm of 

the creative where: “The last shall be first and the first last” (Fanon, 1963, p. 3). In this 

way, the needs identified by my community, and within the scope of this project, are my 

first priority.  

As this ethnographic study1 will demonstrate, my work aligns with educators Beth 

Blue Swadaner and Kagendo Mutua (2008) who see decolonization as the reclamation 

and prioritizing of Indigenous ways. In shifting and re/claiming discursive territories and 

terrains of knowledge for Indigenous people, they emphasize their belief that 

“decolonization is about the process in both research and performance of valuing, 

reclaiming, and foregrounding Indigenous voices and epistemologies” (Swadaner & 

Mutua, 2008, p. 31). Similarly, by supporting the needs of one of Canada’s most 

marginalized and least recognized Aboriginal groups, I am asserting the right to create an 

“ethical space” for historically silenced Métis voices and stories to be heard. I further 
                                                
1 While some may argue that a decolonizing research practice does not fit the formal 

anthropological definition of an ethnography, I draw on the broader interpretation of ethnography that 
qualitative researchers such as Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln (2008) acknowledge is taking place 
within the emerging realm of critical indigenous pedagogy and its associated methodologies (p. 2). As they 
see it, the “move to the politics of performance has been accompanied by a shift in the meaning of 
ethnography and ethnographic writing” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 12). So while my “story of the stories” 
embodies what these authors deem a collaborative social science research model, I have situated my work 
within the broader interpretation of an ethnography. 
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claim my right as an Aboriginal scholar to “give back” to my home community in a 

meaningful way through transformative action (borrowing from Faye Ginsburg, 1997), 

thereby reciprocating my community’s support of my academic interests. As Julian 

Rappaport (1995) once observed, meeting the goals of empowerment through a narrative 

approach is best achieved through a mutual influence process such that:  “People who 

seek either personal or community change often find that it is very difficult to sustain 

change without the support of a collectivity that provides a new communal narrative 

around which they can sustain changes in their own personal story” (p. 796). This 

transformative action can also be viewed as an act of “myth-making,” in Duke Redbird’s 

(1980) terms, where reclamation of voice is viewed as a targeted strategy for positive 

social change through a program of cultural education and development (p. 48).  

While my primary aim was to support the Métis in reclaiming the right to tell 

their own stories, I also believe that eventually sharing these stories with other Canadians 

may generate a fuller and richer version of our national history – one that includes many 

and diverse stories. Yet I am reminded by the words of literary artist Duke Redbird 

(1980) that there is much work to be accomplished before we can move into the realm of 

sharing:  

Before the majority of Canadians can hear the Métis song, 
much must be done…Through poetry, song, film, and 
drama communicated through all of the media that have 
such a powerful effect on the quality of awareness we have 
about our reality, the song of the Métis must be sung. (p. 
56) 

By working together with Métis community members and other allied partners in the 

creation of digital stories, I situate this project as a manifestly creative endeavour – one 

that holds the potential to ultimately enhance our nation-building efforts through a shared 

space for open and honest dialogue amongst our diverse citizens. While this vision may 

one day prove true, today I heed the words of Frantz Fanon (1963) who wisely counsels 

that the needs of the disadvantaged must first be prioritized if we intend to make true and 

lasting changes within our nation. 

With this counsel in mind, this project will examine if, and to what extent, new 

media technologies such as digital storytelling might help the Métis people of Alberta 
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achieve decolonization through the reclamation of their stories as well as through their 

meaningful involvement within this project. In looking at the broader context of what this 

might involve, I focused my guiding research question on identifying the factors that 

affect the decolonizing potential of a new media project (or digital strategy) within a 

Métis community in Alberta.  

As initial steps in this daunting journey, I have set out the historical and present 

day socio-political context for the Métis people of Canada. I then ethnographically 

explored the process that surrounded the creation of these digital stories, or collaborative 

narratives, designed to create meaningful outcomes for the residents of the Fishing Lake 

Métis community. While the ethnography contributes to the recently emerging discussion 

around Métis-specific research, the digital stories themselves allowed me to explore the 

cultural connections beneath the surface diversity of the Métis people and how narratives 

could be used to restore culture pride and a sense of belongingness, thereby rebuilding a 

stronger sense of community (Cruikshank, 1998, p. 1-2). As part of this exploration, I 

undertook an episodic narrative analysis of each digital story produced in Fishing Lake 

which then allowed me to identify the underlying assumptions common within this 

Métis-specific narrative framework as part of a structural analysis (see Section 5.7 and 

5.8 – Episodic and Structural Narrative Analyses, and Conclusion: New Narrative 

Framework for Stories of the Métis; see also Appendix C). Since my positioning is likely 

to be of interest to some readers, I have also reflected upon my role within this project 

and the many lessons learned throughout the duration of this project. 

1.1 The Métis Story in brief  
As a people first conceived from the union between the Indigenous women of the 

land and incoming European men, the Métis have over time broken away from their 

parental roots to create their own unique cultural identity. This independence would, 

however, come at a great cost. In fact, the repeated attempts of the Métis to gain political 

recognition were not only thwarted but brought to a tragic halt as the newly formed 

Canadian government eventually brought arms against this once formidable group – most 

notably in the 1869-70 Resistance and later in the 1885 Northwest Rebellion.   
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The fallout from this historical conflict, according to Métis researchers and 

scholars Leah Dorion and Darren Préfontaine (1999, p. 62), is one of a “recorded history 

of the Métis [which is] incomplete and contains many pejorative biases” (p. 13). Indeed 

with a mainstream proclivity towards the great man of history perspective, where a single 

individual’s accomplishments are highlighted over those of the wider population, along 

with an imbalanced macro-level focus on political, economic, and military events 

revolving around one chronological period of civic turmoil – the Métis have been cast in 

a very narrow and highly controversial role within Canadian history. As the defeated, 

they were also to suffer displacement from their homelands in what has been termed a 

Canadian diaspora. Most regrettably, Dorion and Préfontaine (1999) also report that in 

the period following the 1885 Resistance, many survivors “hid their Métis identity in 

order to escape racism” (p. 29). So in spite of a once robust presence as daring 

entrepreneurs and cultural intermediaries, the Métis of today have lost much of their 

voice and even visibility within mainstream society, relegating them to a marginalized 

and outsider positioning. While the Métis continue to remain politically disadvantaged in 

terms of Aboriginal rights recognition, their marginalized positioning is gradually 

shifting as progressively more Métis people become educated and move into influential 

roles in society. 

The majority of early writings on the Métis assumed a strongly biased and 

negative positioning from those invested in the colonial cause2; nevertheless, a movement 

to re-balance the dominant narrative emerged soon after the end of the World Wars. Not 

surprisingly, the Métis and other Aboriginal people who had fought alongside their 

fellow countrymen were no longer willing to accept second-hand status in their own 

countries. Some began to fight back by writing back. While the will to reclaim full 

                                                
2Some of the early authors who wrote from a racist orientation include past historians Francis 

Parkman (1900) and Lionel Groulx (1974) whose writings reveal a strong prejudice against the Métis – 
calling them “half-civilized vagrants…(who) identified themselves with the Indian and sank into utter 
barbarism…” (Francis Parkman, The Conspiracy of Pontiac and the Conquest of Canada, Volume 1: To the 
Massacre at Michilimakinac. As quoted in “Deconstructing Métis Historiography: Giving Voice to the 
Métis People,” by L. Dorion and D.R. Prefontaine, 2001, in Métis Legacy: A Métis Historiography and 
Annotated Bibliography, p. 18.) 
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citizenship rights and reclamation of voice was present, this movement would evolve 

over time as Métis people looked for ways and means to have their side of the story told. 

While these stories emerged in various forms, both secular and scholarly, many 

now acknowledge the breakthrough contribution of Maria Campbell’s 1973 Halfbreed as 

the earliest and most influential effort to reclaim the Métis voice and experience from an 

insider perspective. As many have argued, her writing cleared the path for other writers 

and scholars who would eventually follow with their own efforts to reclaim the voices 

and stories of their fellow Métis. So almost 125 years after the execution of the Métis 

leader Louis Riel, several historical gaps in the fabric of the Canadian story are slowly 

being mended as “various [Aboriginal] authors insert the untold stories of their particular 

families, communities, forbearers and historical interests into the historical narratives that 

have been traditionally written by non-Aboriginal historians” (Carroll, 2008, p. 106).  

During the 1970s and 80s, some authors attempted to encapsulate community-

based stories of the Métis working in tandem with local people (for example, see 

Anderson, 1985; Driben, 1975; Poelzer & Poelzer, 1982). Others partnered with Métis 

people who were well versed in the oral tradition (but who likely lacked print literacy) as 

translators, scribes and interpreters to capture a body of rich oral hi/stories firsthand 

through memoirs and biographies (see for example, Gabriel Dumont Memoirs by Gabriel 

Dumont and Michael Barnholden, 1993; Buffalo Days and Nights by Peter Erasmus and 

translated by Henry Thompson, 1999; A Son of the Fur Trade: The Memoirs of Johnny 

Grant by Johnny Grant and Gerhard Ens, 2008; The Last Buffalo Hunter as told by 

Norbert Welsh and written by Mary Weekes, 1939; Métis Makers of History by Grant 

MacEwan, 1981; Fifty Dollar Bride: Marie Rose Smith a Chronicle of Métis Life in the 

19th Century by Jock Carpenter, 1988). Significantly, these narratives have served as 

bridges between the oral and the written traditions of two different lifeworlds and given 

readers a rare glimpse into some of the “counter-narratives” of Canadian history. 

Notably, contemporary authors of Métis ancestry now delve into specialized 

issues such as residential school experiences, legal rights recognition, collaborative 

community projects, Aboriginal ethnogenesis and personal memoirs (for example, see 

Devine, 2004; Evans, Gareau, Krebs, Neilson & Standeven, 1999; Métis Nation of 
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Alberta, 2004; Rivard & Littlejohn, 2003; Scofield, 1999; Teillet, 2008) to bring an 

insider’s understanding of Métis issues to their readers. Significantly, the influence of 

Maria Campbell continues to be felt as she mentors new and upcoming authors such as 

Brenda Macdougall (2010) in the unique worldviews and ways of the Métis people 

through recent works such as One of the Family: Métis Culture in Nineteenth-Century 

Northwestern Saskatchewan. 

Together these exciting contributions to the Métis story not only serve to educate 

but also to strengthen recent legislative changes and legal triumphs, such as the 2003 

Powley case, that formally acknowledge the Métis as a rights-bearing Aboriginal group. 

Yet, even while these intellectual accomplishments bode well for a more balanced 

rendering of the Métis story, for Métis studies scholars such as Dorion and Préfontaine 

(1999), “the Métis experience still remains a ‘hidden’ history best expressed by the 

memories of Elders and other community people” (p. 3).  

These community remembrances are seen as central to demonstrating the 

diversity of each community, contributing to cultural retention and formulating a stronger 

group identity, but most importantly, they “are also empowering as they allow Elders to 

give voice to the Métis experience” (Dorion & Préfontaine, 1999, p. 20-21). The use of 

narrative, or storytelling, to foster community wellness is a strategy that appears to be 

well supported in a wide range of scholarly literatures; however, this strategy appears to 

have particular resonance for those cultures still close to their traditions of oral 

storytelling as a form of knowledge transfer (Akiwenzie-Damm & Armstrong, 1993; 

Archibald, 2008; Armstrong & Cardinal, 1991; Campbell, 1973; Cruikshank, 1998; Evers 

& Momaday, 1976; Graveline, 1998; King, 1987, 2003; LaRocque, 2010; Mehl-

Madrona, 2007; Momaday, 1983, 1991, 1998; Momaday & Gedalof, 1999; Owens, 1998; 

Silko, 1981; Woodard, 1991). Of significance, the revitalization of storytelling traditions 

is used to both enrich the lives of community members as well as educate and entertain 

an outside audience. 

The editors of The Long Journey of a Forgotten People: Métis Identities and 

Family Histories, Ute Lischke and David McNab (2007) echo Dorion and Préfontaine in 

recognizing that “the next significant challenge for the Métis is to explore the history of 
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their communities and their families, which will raise many important issues of concern 

to Métis persons across Canada” (p. 3). These seldom-heard stories of Canada’s racist 

and colonial past are overtaken by the master narratives, or mainstream myths, of peace, 

order and good government, and today are hidden well behind our national desire to be 

regarded as a tolerant and multicultural nation. In keeping with a colonial past, Peterson 

and Brown (1985) assert that many post-Resistance stories of the Métis are 

predominantly survival stories “characterized by an almost universal landlessness and an 

oppressive poverty” (p. 4). These stories are the seldom-heard stories of Canada’s 

colonized people and may even prove difficult for some citizens to hear. Yet, these 

stories represent who we were, who we presently are, and who we ultimately could 

become. 

1.2 The Genesis of the Métis Nation 
It has been said, albeit somewhat facetiously, that the first Métis arrived nine 

months after the arrival of the Europeans in the “New World.” While this may be true, 

identifying a specific period when the mixed-blood offspring would have recognized 

their unique identity as a group is far more difficult. Alan McMillan (1995) cites the 

genesis of a distinct society of Métis to the mid-1700s when “mixed-blood” groups began 

settling around the Great Lakes region and where the “merging [of] the separate elements 

of their heritage into a shared identity” marked the beginning of a new cultural entity (p. 

294). Several historians agree that the origins of the Métis nation can be traced to what 

would later become central and Atlantic Canada through the various activities of the fur 

trade; they also concur that the westward expansion and inter-generational immersion of 

the mixed-blood people in the fur economy cemented a strong sense of cultural identity 

amongst the mixed-blood groups throughout this early period (Devine, 2004; McMillan, 

1995; Foster, 1994/2001). Some historians such as John Foster (1994) claim that the 

Métis nation arose as a result of “over-wintering” practices by Montreal-based fur traders 

in what would eventually become western Canada. The eventual separation of these 

traders from their companies of employ as well as from their country wives’ Indian bands 

meant a separate and independent existence for these new family units. With time and 
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more inter-marriages amongst these families, an independent nation would eventually 

arise.   

A more recent account of Métis ethnogenesis is thoughtfully rendered by Métis 

historian Heather Devine (2004) who suggests that what is missing from these general 

explanations of Métis ethnogenesis is an in-depth and holistic exploration of how these 

distinct communities came to be. Moreover, rather than relying on historical accounts by 

outsiders whose written account of events reflected their cultural and economic biases, 

Devine explores the ethnogenesis of the Métis nation from her unique insider’s 

perspective by focusing on the stories of the working-class, or engagés – those who 

would eventually make up the majority of the new Métis nation. Her careful tracing of 

the Desjarlais family line (to which she is related) brings to light the seldom-heard stories 

of the “everyday” Métis person in Canadian history. Furthermore, her work sheds light 

on not only an often-ignored segment of the Métis, but also provides insight into how 

culturally diverse groups were, and indeed are, still able to share a common cultural 

identity despite their differences. 

A similarly insightful look into the origins and the distinctive worldview of the 

Métis is provided by Brenda Macdougall (2010) in One of the Family: Métis Culture in 

Nineteenth-Century Northwestern Saskatchewan. By exploring Métis family lineages 

through the lens of wahkootowin, translated roughly from Cree as “a worldview linking 

land, family, and identity in one interconnected web of being,” Macdougall (2010) finds 

that the Métis inhabited a world defined by a maternal sense of place and the overarching 

principles of obligation and responsibility to familial ties (back cover & p. 6). In keeping 

with an indigenous worldview, this notion extends across individual accountability to 

familial and inter-familial responsibilities, and further extends to a broader consideration 

of people’s relationships to land and the greater spiritual realm. Particularly important 

within the context of Métis studies is Macdougall’s observation that “Aboriginal 

communities across North America had additional categories of social relationships that 

mimicked blood and marriage ties in order to transform strangers – potential enemies – 

into relatives…thereby forging deep and personal levels of trust and responsibility” (p. 9-

10). By exploring these intangible aspects of culture embodied in an Aboriginal 
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worldview, Macdougall is able to better understand and engage with a people on their 

own terms (p. 6). She also fills a gap identified by Redbird (1980) in We Are Métis: A 

Métis View of the Development of a Native Canadian People: “That the Métis existence 

is a result of human relationships and not political machinations is largely ignored by 

most writers” (p. 3). To her credit, Macdougall acknowledges the mentorship and 

teachings of Maria Campbell as essential to gaining access to a distinctive Métis 

worldview and style of life. 

While the origin stories of the Métis are gaining richness and indeed greater 

validity through accounts such as the one Devine and Macdougall offer, it is also true that 

more work lies ahead to tell the full stories of the Métis people. In a groundbreaking 

work of its time, The New Peoples: Being and Becoming Métis in North America, editors 

Jacqueline Peterson and Jennifer S.H. Brown (1985) point out that the “history of the 

métis [sic] peoples runs deeper and more broadly across the North American landscape 

than has previously been acknowledged” (p. 4). In contrast to the Latin American 

experience where the mixed-blood populations now form a dominant majority within the 

southern hemisphere, these historians claim that “in North America, by contrast, both the 

historical process of mixing and the resultant peoples themselves have been obscured 

[emphasis added]” (Peterson & Brown, 1985, p. 4). This deliberate silencing of the Métis 

side of the story is not surprising when one considers the fact that the Métis took up arms 

against the newly formed Dominion of Canada in 1869-70, and again in 1885, in a vain 

attempt to protect their homelands and their newly appointed Provisional government 

from the encroachment of the colonizers’ expansionism.  

After their defeat by the Canadian government in the 1885 Northwest Rebellion, 

the Métis people were destined to remain not only a landless, but also a voiceless, 

population. Their lengthy and rich involvement in the making of Canada would be 

marginalized and even demonized by those who now held the power. In keeping with the 

colonizers’ agenda, Duke Redbird (1980) claims that the Métis image has not only been 

deliberately fixed in the past but is now being strategically erased from our national story 

(p. 49). As the defeated are well aware:  history is written by the conquerors, and as this 
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study will demonstrate, the struggle to tell our own side of the story continues on even 

today.  

1.3 Métis identity 
The emergence of the Métis nation in Canada is a complex amalgamation of 

diverse cultures and traditions that defies simple categorization. This diversity, inherent 

in any mixed-race cultural group, has meant that a precise definition of the Métis has 

proved to be largely elusive despite the “centrality and longevity of the Métis experience 

in Canadian history” (Carroll, 2008, p. 106). Indeed, a complex and evolving notion of 

Métis identity often invokes ambiguity and uncertainty as complex identities and various 

adaptations of cultural survival and resilience continually evolve over time. In fact, even 

with a national definition of Métis now put forward by national representative 

organizations such as the Métis National Council (MNC),3 some scholars concur that 

“being and becoming Métis” is more definitive of this group than any strict or fixed 

definition that may be set in place by well-meaning organizations (Peterson, 1985, p. 39; 

Devine, 2010, pp. 181-206).4 Métis identity is, and remains, firmly entrenched in 

politically contested terrain. 

While the ongoing evolution of a cultural identity has been and remains integral 

in defining the Métis, the extent to which a colonialist regime has played a dominant role 

in articulating the cultural identity of the Métis is also increasingly recognized by a 

growing corpus of authors (see for example, Anderson, 2008, forthcoming; Chartrand, 

1991; Dickason, 2002; Hele, 2007; LaRocque, 1996, 2010; Lischke, 2007; Lischke & 

McNab, 2007; Sawchuk, 1998). As recent works in history reveal, the “Othering” of the 

Métis was integral to the colonial project. Throughout colonial historical accounts, the 

“Other” is typically assigned the role of an antagonist in which their agency is portrayed 
                                                
3 From the Métis National Council website – Métis Definition page, the national definition of the 

Métis is set forth as: “Métis means a person who self-identifies as Métis, is of historic Métis Nation 
Ancestry, is distinct from other Aboriginal Peoples and is accepted by the Métis Nation.” Conversely, the 
MNC asserts that the definition of small ‘m’ metis is “a racial term for anyone of mixed Indian and 
European ancestry,” (Peterson & Brown, 1985, p. 6). 

4 At the same time, opening up the boundaries of Métis nationhood to solely self-definition as set 
out in the 2006 census by Statistics Canada is also highly problematic. From the Statistics Canada website: 
“Of the three Aboriginal groups, the fastest gain in population between 1996 and 2006 occurred among 
those who identified themselves as Métis. Their numbers almost doubled (+91%) to an estimated 389,785. 
This growth rate was nearly three times as fast as the 29% increase in First Nations people...” 
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as reactive and often in hostile opposition to that of the dominant group. As postcolonial 

scholars such as Edward Said (1978) have so vividly demonstrated, these negative 

portrayals served several colonizing objectives. Firstly, “Othering” helped to assuage any 

feelings of guilt by the colonizers as the takeover of lands and resources were legitimized 

as a natural and progressive move to civilize the original inhabitants. Secondly, the right 

to name and describe was taken away from the indigenous people as written accounts of 

faraway lands and exotic people privileged the colonizers’ labelling and perspectives. 

Nowadays, this historical “portrayal of Native peoples as befeathered savages” 

(LaRocque, 2010, p. 17) has met a legion of resistance in Canada and the United States – 

through literature, scholarly accounts and other artistic endeavours.  

In seeking to establish the unique cultural origins of the Métis, the more salient 

aspects of the Métis story – from their genesis as a nation in post-contact times to the 

present day where a burgeoning population is indicative of a nationhood in flux, and still 

besieged by colonial practices – will be outlined below. At day’s end, the extent to which 

this cultural group chooses to adopt an active role in their decolonization will be 

indicative of the extent to which they value the continuation of their unique cultures and 

traditions. 

1.3.1 Issues in defining Métis identity 
The Métis people are one of the fastest growing Aboriginal populations within 

Canada. According to the latest census data of 2006, the Métis population stood at 

389,785 having increased 91% from the 1996 census. In seeking an explanation for this 

startling rise in numbers, our national statisticians note that while the birthrate for Métis 

remains higher than the non-Aboriginal numbers, this birthrate is reportedly lower than 

that of First Nations or Inuit populations. This suggests that the Métis population 

explosion has causes beyond new births. As Statistics Canada intimates in the following 

passage, ‘ethnic mobility’ where citizens shift their cultural identity from census year to 

census year is likely the cause for the surge in the self-identified Métis population: 

“Increased awareness of Métis issues coming from court cases related to Métis rights, and 

constitutional discussions, as well as better enumeration of Métis communities have 

contributed to the increase in the population identifying as Métis” (Statistics Canada, 
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Census Operations Division, 2006). While this somewhat tidy explanation from the 

national demographers shifts the cause of the surprising rise in numbers to greater self-

identification by Métis who are seeking perceived benefits and to improved government 

efficiencies in gathering data, it neglects to mention Canada’s colonial past as the primary 

reason why many Métis people have been hiding their identity since post-Resistance 

times. 

A 1996 Globe and Mail article by journalist Sheila Jones that asked “How many 

citizens in the Métis nation?” highlighted the lack of a national definition as the key issue 

limiting a bona fide response to this query. She reported that: “no one knows the number 

of Métis, principally because a definition of a Métis has never been developed” (Jones, 

1996, para. 3). She quotes a Statscan official within the article: “It’s pretty hard to have 

an accurate count of a group of people that appears to defy definition by race, gender, 

location, culture or economic status” (as quoted in Jones, 1996, para. 6). Since a legal 

definition of the Métis was not available, Statistics Canada used the criteria of self-

definition as Métis as their defining standard.5 While seemingly benign, this practice is 

riddled with its own set of issues.  

Of particular concern, as Native Studies scholar Chris Anderson (2008) explains, 

is the racialization of Métis identity that obscures their unique history and political 

situatedness in Canada to an overly-simplified category of mixed-race:  

[Census Canada has] naturalised in legal and administrative 
discourse a racial legibility of Métis as merely denoting 
indigenous people living outside of treaty and/or off-
reserve, rather than signifying allegiance to a geo-
politically situated nationhood contra that of the Canadian 
state. (p. 352) 

Through this seemingly harmless practice, we witness an eradication of the rich history of 

the Métis people through a simple but very effective shift in how the Métis are defined, 

envisioned and thereby enumerated.  

While the growing political and legal recognition for Métis rights along with a 

rather extreme population shift accentuates the reality that the Métis remain a highly 
                                                
5 Statistics Canada provides a lengthy explanation on the matter of defining Aboriginal people at 

the following link: http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/12-592-x/12-592-x2007001-eng.htm   
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politicized ethnicity within Canada, it is also true that a number of Métis political leaders 

have been working to set in place stricter parameters for those who wish to authenticate 

their Métis identity through provincial membership registries.  

According to the Métis National Council (MNC), the national organization that 

represents Métis interests across Canada, the Métis are defined as follows: “Métis means 

a person who self-identifies as Métis, is of historic Métis Nation Ancestry, is distinct 

from other Aboriginal Peoples and is accepted by the Métis Nation,” (Métis National 

Council, 2011). Further to this, they hold a shared belief with other Métis that a shared 

culture and meaningful connections also play a significant role in their identity:  

The Métis Nation grounds its assertion of Aboriginal 
nationhood on well-recognized international principles. It 
has a shared history, common culture (song, dance, dress, 
national symbols, etc.), unique language (Michif with 
various regional dialects), extensive kinship connections 
from Ontario westward, distinct way of life, traditional 
territory and collective consciousness. (“Fraser Valley 
Métis Association – Common Questions, What is the Métis 
Nation?,” 2011, para. 2) 

 While considerable time and effort was spent formulating this definition, there 

are still those who argue that the MNC definition is exclusionary in scope. For instance, 

those persons of recent interracial descent, or whose origins may lie outside the historical 

“homeland,” but who may want to claim avowed identity as Métis, will not meet the 

criteria for membership under this national definition. Other situational factors that could 

impede membership status include a lack of official print documentation to back up the 

membership application or mixed parentage lines where one parent is Métis and the other 

First Nations. Each scenario, although not that unusual in the Aboriginal lifeworld, makes 

easy classification and categorization difficult and, in the latter situation, places 

individuals in an uneasy position of trying to choose one ethnicity over the other.6 

Considering the multifarious and complex histories of Métis people across 

Canada and how these complexities trouble an easy classification for any mixed-race 

group of people, it is perhaps not all that surprising that it took two decades to arrive at a 

                                                
6 In truth, our historical practice included both scenarios – we married both Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal partners. 
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definition that could encompass at least some of the diversity within and across the Métis 

nation.  

Despite the obvious complexities, a recent CBC news item from Saskatchewan 

emphasized the need for rigorous verification processes in Métis membership “noting 

that [the process] could weed out people who have self-identified as Métis in order to 

access benefits” (CBC News.ca, 2009, “New registry launched,” para. 6). It is interesting 

to note that while the criteria for Métis membership appears fairly rigorous and one might 

even argue limiting (as the process privileges only those applicants who can access their 

family’s genealogical records), the actual benefits available to you after proving your 

Métis identity are far less clear. 

While not all provinces that fall within the “Métis homeland” (politically defined 

by Métis leaders as Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta and British Columbia) 

adhere to the same membership criteria, the standards set by the Métis Nation of Alberta 

(MNA) have been touted as a best practice that ensures the claiming of Métis identity is 

verified through a process of self-identification backed up by historical and government 

documentation. Again, what appears to be a “best practice” even under Métis control 

reveals its own set of challenges. 

In 2002, the Métis Nation of Alberta adopted the national definition of Métis 

(advanced by the MNC), in a bid to start working towards a constitutionally governed 

nation. Significantly, the replacement of the original “red and white” membership cards 

with the proposed new membership cards could one day herald a move to Métis 

citizenship versus that of solely membership. Under this new definition, application for 

Métis membership (or, more appropriately, citizenship) in Alberta requires standard proof 

of identity and residency, as well as the completion of a genealogical family tree dating 

back to the mid-1800’s supported by official documentation from the National Archives 

(or a similar official record-keeping institution). Other suggested documents that could 

prove a person’s kinship ties include copies of Métis scrip issued to an ancestor. While 

this verification strategy is seen as a move in the right direction by most members, this 

process has nonetheless met strong resistance by several outspoken members who 
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currently hold the older “red and white” membership cards. They seem unwilling, for 

reasons largely unknown, to apply for membership renewal under the new criteria. 

At the 2010 MNA annual general assembly, a vote put to membership that would 

allow the replacement of the older red and white cards with the new cards failed to meet 

the required 75% majority vote by a very slim margin. In a 2010 Alberta Sweetgrass 

article, a disappointed MNA president Audrey Poitras responded to the 11-vote margin of 

loss: “The amended bylaw…does not mean that people with red and white cards are not 

Métis. It says they have not proven their lineage and until they’ve done that they do not 

qualify for citizenship” (Narine, 2010, para. 10). By way of this provincial leader’s 

comment, we might assume that members holding the earlier membership cards are either 

feeling rejected by their own people or are concerned that they will not be able to produce 

the proper documentation required for citizenship. 

This quest to authenticate Métis membership has been supported in the past few 

years by the academic work of Dr. Frank Tough whose efforts to provide digital access to 

historical records is credited with bringing the hidden stories of the Métis to light.7 While 

Tough’s work has received accolades for its thoroughness in reconstructing the paper 

trail, it is also important to remember that not everyone enjoys the privilege of a well-

documented (and printed) past. In many cases, birth registries, and other official vital 

statistic records, have been lost through unfortunate circumstances, including church fires 

and misplaced records. In other cases, home deliveries of newborns (as was common 

practice in many families of the past) may simply not have been reported by the families 

or were not properly documented by local government officials. Or, it could be the case, 

as Heather Devine (2010) reveals was the case for her mother, that those Métis children 

                                                
7 In 1999, Dr. Frank Tough, an historian who teaches Native Studies at the University of Alberta, 

instigated a research project known as the MatriX project. This project was designed to make historical 
Métis documents available to online users. Tough asserts that although the Métis have played “vital roles in 
Canadian history” (University of Alberta Native Studies Program website, 2008) their history has not been 
well documented. His project seeks to address this deficit by scanning historical documents into digital 
formats and then making these documents available via online databases that allow interested parties to 
research their family histories online. The current acting dean of the School of Native Studies at the 
University of Alberta, Dr. Ellen Bielawski, believes that Tough’s research, now known as “MAP” and 
housed at the Métis National Council Historical Online Database, is a critical project for all Canadians as it 
brings to light the often hidden stories of the Métis. 
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who were adopted “out” were often kept from the truth of their biological family’s 

ethnicity in an effort to protect them from racism (p. 186). As David McNab (2007) sees 

it, many Métis people succumbed to inverse racism, or a deliberate denial of their Métis 

heritage, as the only way to survive a “predominantly white and racist” (p. 29) society. 

While this denial may have worked for some, it also proved devastating for subsequent 

generations who would be faced with many unanswered questions around their true 

identity. Whatever the circumstances, several limitations reside in the reliance on print 

documentation to legitimize Métis identity – while some might argue that this is the best 

option available to us in today’s world, others might suggest that an orally-based culture 

had its own way of enumerating families and kinship connections.8 

While consensus on what constitutes proper membership criteria evades the 

urban-dwelling Métis, similar concerns around membership appear to be on the rise in the 

Métis settlements. While the Métis Settlements General Council (MSGC) requirements 

for membership verification are similar to that of the MNA, the settlements have 

traditionally given greater weight to community validation of ancestral roots and 

belongingness than those accorded their urban-dwelling relatives. While paper 

documentation proving ancestral origins is suggested as a preferred option for those 

seeking on-settlement Métis membership, potential settlement members can also have 

long-time or well-known community members vouch for their identity as Métis. While 

this approach appears to honour the traditional ways of the Métis, it too has its modern-

day dissenters since the fact remains that less well-off settlement members could be 

bribed to sign off on the papers or that trusting settlement members could similarly be 

deceived.  

Moreover, a recent article from an Edmonton newspaper dated July 22, 2011, is 

illustrative of the problems that plague members of Métis settlements whose lineage is 

both Indian and Métis. The article reports that “members of the Cunningham family on 

the Peavine Métis Settlement…had registered as status Indians to obtain medical benefits 

offered under the Indian Act, but wanted to maintain their membership on the Métis 

                                                
8 This cultural knowing is strongly suggested in Devine’s (2010) personal recollection that: “The 

local Métis were also not shy about discussing Mom’s ancestry” (p. 186). 
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settlement, which provides land allocation rights” (Ibrahim, 2011, para. 4). The article 

goes on to say that the province revoked the family’s settlement membership since 

provincial law does not allow registered Métis in Alberta to also hold status under the 

Indian Act. The Cunningham family took the Métis Settlements Act (MSA) to court 

citing a violation of their Charter rights but eventually lost out to a Supreme Court 

decision where Chief Justice Beverley McLachlin rationalized that: “To the extent that 

status Indians are members of the Métis settlements, the distinctive Métis identity, with 

its historic emphasis on being distinct from Indian identity, would be compromised,” 

(Ibrahim, 2011, para. 8). Métis rights lawyer, Jason Madden, applauded the decision 

citing her ruling would forever keep the settlements under Métis control and help to 

preserve Métis culture. While the recognition of the Métis as a unique and distinct people 

by the Supreme Court is laudable, it is less certain whether making people choose 

between two groups that they rightfully belong to is something to be celebrated. Once 

again, the complexity of Métis reality is something that does not easily or tidily fit within 

simple categories – after all, to deny one part of your heritage is to deny your Métis 

heritage. 

Further exacerbating the identity question is the related concept of ascribed 

identity, an idea that recognizes how others view us is also important to our identity 

formation. Despite what we would like to think, how we physically appear to others plays 

a role in how we ultimately view our identity. Oftentimes, a random and even surprising 

phenotypic expression can appear to contradict our lived realities or, conversely, 

seemingly confirm someone else’s mistaken judgements. By routinely judging people on 

their appearance as an insider or as an outsider, the Métis community can be just as harsh 

as any outsider in terms of falsely evaluating a community member’s belongingness.9 

While passing judgement on someone’s ethnicity based on physical attributes alone is 

anything but reliable, this force of habit may have derived from earlier eras when 

strangers had to be evaluated quickly as either friend, family or foe, or this human 
                                                
9 In my experience, I have found that a person’s physical appearance plays a major role in Métis 

country. Many Métis people tend to judge others, rightly or wrongly, on their skin colour, hair colour and 
eye colour. Community members regularly attribute your ‘look’ to a certain family or kinship connection. 
This force of habit, I believe, provides community members with one way to seemingly establish and 
maintain the all-important kinship boundaries. 
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tendency to stereotype and classify people on visual impressions may be an unfortunate 

but instinctively human tendency to try to make sense of our lived world and the people 

within it. Thankfully, it is still common practice within the Métis community to ask 

newcomers about their family origins – this cultural norm allows members to place you 

within the complex web of relations that constitutes the wider Métis community. 

A recent article entitled “From nation to population: the racialisation of ‘Métis’ in 

the Canadian census” authored by Native Studies scholar Chris Andersen (2008) 

illuminates how the government is further problematizing the issue of Métis identity. In 

looking at the “astonishing and demographically improbable increase of 43 percent” in 

the Métis population over the 1996-2001 census period, Andersen notes how some 

commentators such as Eric Guimond (2003), a specialist in Aboriginal demography who 

focuses on the topic of “ethnic drifters,” has postulated that Métis identity boundaries are 

permeable and are, what he terms, “fuzzy.” For this senior manager at the Strategic 

Research and Analysis Directorate of the Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC), 

the notion of Métis identity lacks any “specific language or ethnic origin…[and the] 

sense of belonging to this culture has varied over time and in response to political and 

social events” (Guimond, Kerr, & Beaujot, 2004, p. 62). In focusing on the mixed 

ancestral, or racial, origins of the Métis rather than any Indigenous construction of 

identity, Guimond et al. are seemingly working to negate the hard-won efforts in nation-

building by the Métis over the past half century. In fact, by opening up the definition of 

Métis to anyone who wishes to claim mixed ancestry rather than those with a valid claim 

to the historical Métis homeland, the census-takers have not only undermined the 

legitimacy of Métis nationhood, but significantly have also opened up public questioning 

around who can legitimately claim Métis status. It should be evident from the 

membership requirements set in place by organisations such as the Métis Nation of 

Alberta that the rigorous requirements for Métis membership, albeit not perfect, 

nonetheless provide greater validity and reliability than any racially-based definition. 

Drawing on a postcolonial perspective, Andersen (2008) challenges this official 

census position as one that fails to “problematise the underlying, colonially inscribed 

premise…that such a thing as a singular, homogenous ‘Métis population’ exists at all” (p. 
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348). This viewpoint contradicts the earlier writings of historians such as Marcel Giraud 

and George Woodcock (1986) who asserted that the Métis were “an Indigenous nation of 

nearly 10,000 people possessing a history, culture, imagined territorial boundaries, 

national anthem and, perhaps most importantly, a sense of self-consciousness as Métis” 

(vol. 2). Significantly, Andersen contends that the 2001 Census Canada questionnaire 

frames the Métis as “racialised objects rather than citizens contra Canadian citizenship” 

(p. 348). By focusing on the social construct of race and its symbolic power to 

hierarchically order society, the nation state via the institution of national census-takers 

invokes by way of racial categorization for the Métis a “differentiatedness from 

whitestream, Euro-Canadian normativity” (Andersen, 2008, p. 352), or in other words, 

they have set institutional terms to define the “Other.” In order to effectively counter this 

racial categorization, or “othering,” Andersen (2008) asserts that the Métis must continue 

to advocate for the recognition of their rights as an Indigenous nation that preceded any 

imagining of a nation called Canada. By way of conclusion, Andersen suggests that Métis 

political leaders adopt a critical stance by examining the underlying colonial premises 

and assumptions that inform the current articulation of Métis in the census questionnaire.  

Importantly, Andersen (forthcoming) continues his quest to unearth underlying 

colonial premises in a soon-to-be released article tentatively titled “Settling for 

Community? Juridicial Visions of Historical Métis Collectivity in and after R. v. 

Powley.” By exploring some of the assumptions within the Powley case and other legal 

decisions on Métis rights, Andersen (forthcoming) provides his readers with a compelling 

argument that the courts have used their power as societal “truth-tellers” to narrowly 

define community from a Westernized notion of occupancy and use, with occupancy as 

the ultimate test. Drawing on a British understanding, community is defined solely in 

terms of fixed settlement patterns within our courts of law – what Andersen deems 

community-as-settlement logic – even when applied within an Aboriginal context. This 

agrarian-based definition of community makes little sense, Andersen argues, within the 

social reality of a Métis way of life where mobility and webs of attachment (notably 

kinship and trade) were prioritized over keeping still (p. 464). As Andersen argues, a 

more appropriate and complex understanding of community-as-attachment rather than 
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community-as-settlement considers the “degree and quality of connection(s) among 

people rather than in terms of categories, groups, or boundaries” (Brubaker & Cooper, 

2004, p. 49). While this article concentrates on how community is defined differently 

from an Aboriginal and Western worldview, his well-laid out logic on the relational 

aspect of understanding community could also bring insight into how Métis cultural 

identity and belongingness are defined. 

A recent and rather bizarre twist to the question of who has the right to determine 

Métis identity arose in early February 2011 in a Winnipeg Free Press article entitled 

“Ottawa to define who’s Métis – Leaders outraged over federal decision” (Klowak, 

2011). The article began, “The federal government wants the same organization that sets 

standards for common household products [the Canadian Standards Association] to be in 

charge of creating a standardized membership system for Canada’s Métis people” 

(Klowak, 2011, para. 1). Citing a posting for tender on the MERX website by Indian and 

Northern Affairs Canada as the source of this information, the article also includes the 

reactions from the president of the Manitoba Métis Federation, “Who are they, the 

Canadian Standards Association, that doesn’t have a clue about us, to determine what we 

are? Who is the Government of Canada, to determine what we are?” (Klowak, 2011, 

para. 8). It seems the colonial plot thickens even in present times.  

I side with Andersen (2008) that queries must be raised by our political leadership 

around the important topic of identity, but I also believe that it is important for everyday 

community members to get involved in this important dialogue through local initiatives, 

community gatherings and public awareness raising. While the current membership 

standards are a good place to begin the verification process, we must also acknowledge 

that the colonial factor played a large role in erasing both evidence and cultural pride in 

being Métis. By acknowledging that colonialism disrupted the normal state of affairs for 

Métis people, we may also recognize the need for a specialized process or set of criteria 

for those who wish to claim Métis identity but who are not able to produce the required 

paper documentation. In fact, community verification of a particular family lineage or 

kinship line could form part of this process with the right protocols in place. Our survival 
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as a distinct and unique nation of Aboriginal people rests on our ability to take this task 

of self-identification on ourselves.  

As it stands, an enlightening 1991 passage from the Métis National Council, 

quoted by Manitoba journalist Sheila Jones (1996) in the August 3, 1996, edition of The 

Globe and Mail, best captures the challenges of simply defining the Métis: 

We defy definitions of race. Our blood can be of many 
origins. We defy those who want to talk of percentages of 
this parentage or that. We defy definitions that are based on 
colour. We come in many hues. We defy cultural 
definitions for we speak many tongues and live as part of 
many cultures. We defy those who try to delimit our 
citizenship for there are no simple criteria. (as quoted in 
Jones, 1996, para. 12) 

With Canada’s Aboriginal population representing the second largest indigenous 

population across the world, and with a steadily rising Métis population who will only 

continue to increase these overall numbers, it may be timely for our voices to be heard.10 

As Métis, our ethnogenesis, in which we became aware of our group’s distinctiveness 

from others, grew out of a need to coalesce around a common goal and, as the current 

political landscape for the Métis reveals, this need to come together as a collectivity may 

be on the rise in today’s political circumstances. While Métis identity may defy simple 

categories and classifications, the relational ties that bind our collective destinies endure 

from the past into our present and future. The digital stories from the Métis created 

through this project could help reinforce and validate the historical and contemporary 

presence of the Métis people in Alberta, and highlight a fundamental shared belief that is 

still collectively held – despite their diversity and complexity as a people. Surely, further 

objectification is not the answer. 

                                                
10 According to Statistics Canada (2006), “The Aboriginal population has grown faster than the 

non-Aboriginal population. Between 1996 and 2006, it increased 45%, nearly six times faster than the 8% 
rate of increase for the non-Aboriginal population.” 
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1.4 The Métis people across Canada and in the province of Alberta 
The Métis constitute a unique cultural group and moreover represent a significant 

Aboriginal population within the Canadian nation-state.11 In a 2004 report released by 

Statistics Canada on the Métis, the mobility of the Métis was noted: “Métis are nearly 

twice as likely to move (23%) in a given year as non-Aboriginal people (14%)” (Statistics 

Canada, 2004, “A profile of Canada’s Métis population,” Slide 8). Young Métis males, 

aged 20-24 years, were less likely to complete high school (at 38%) than their non-

Aboriginal counterparts (at 18%). The percentage of young Métis women not completing 

high school is reported at 28% versus 12% for non-Aboriginal females. There was a 

steady rise in both Métis men and women earning college diplomas and/or certificates 

although the women more than doubled this statistic over the last decade. A similar rise 

has occurred for Métis people earning university degrees (from 5% to 6% from 1981 to 

2001 for men, and from 4% to 8% for Métis women). While the percentage of Métis 

women earning university degrees has doubled over the last 20 years, these rates are 

dismal when compared to the non-Aboriginal rate at 28% for non-Aboriginal women 

earning university degrees. Not too surprisingly, urban Métis were twice as likely to earn 

a university degree as those residing in rural areas.  

From 1981 to 2001, the rate of employed Métis rose from 52% to 68%; still, a gap 

remains between the Métis and the non-Aboriginal employment rate. Slightly more urban 

Métis (aged 25-54 years) were employed in 2001 (72%) than rural-dwelling Métis from 

the same age group (68%). In terms of employment rates across gender, it was reported 

that Métis men had better employment rates than Métis women, and, interestingly 

enough, “Métis men in urban areas had better employment rates (77%) than their non-

Aboriginal male counterparts (73%)” (Statistics Canada, 2004, “A profile of Canada’s 

Métis population,” Slide 17).  

In terms of earnings, the median total income of Métis people was almost $8000 

less per year than the total non-Aboriginal population, with only a very slight variance in 

earnings between the urban Métis ($22,978) and the rural Métis ($20,829) (Statistics 

                                                
11 The 2006 Aboriginal Peoples Survey reports that Métis people make up one-third of the 

Aboriginal population in Canada (about 390,000 people). 
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Canada, 2004, Slide 18). Of the three Aboriginal groups, the Métis earned the highest 

median income. In terms of health issues, the same study notes that there is very little 

difference between the urban and rural Métis populations. While no comparison rates 

between urban and rural Métis are provided in terms of acceptable and adequate housing, 

the study notes that the rate of Métis living in inadequate housing is twice as high as 

those non-Aboriginals living in sub-standard housing.  

Moving to a provincial scale, at an estimated 85,500 in 2006, representing 

approximately 22% of the entire Métis population across Canada, Alberta’s total Métis 

population is the largest across Canada. Significantly, the Métis of Alberta who reside on 

settlements also occupy a unique niche as one of the only land-based Métis groups in 

Canada. The eight Métis settlements that are situated throughout the northern half of 

Alberta (see Appendix A) are home to approximately 30% of the Métis population in 

Alberta; the other 70% reside within large urban settings, such as Edmonton and Calgary, 

and within other smaller urban communities.  

 

 
Figure I:  Size and growth of Métis population across Canada (1996-2006)  
(Source:  Statistics Canada, 2006 Aboriginal Peoples’ Survey) 
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While some authors such as Murray Dobbin (1981) acknowledge that distinctions 

were often made between the Métis who lived on-settlement (or in similarly rural and 

remote areas) as nomadic and those who lived off-settlement as progressive, it is also true 

that multiple kinship ties bind Métis across many diverse communities. In my experience, 

family members who reside on the settlements habitually travel back and forth to major 

urban centres visiting friends and family, and the same is true of our urban population. So 

while those Métis residing within settlements typically experience a more rural lifestyle 

than those residing off-settlement, each group nevertheless holds close kinship ties and 

familial responsibilities regardless of their residential location.  

1.4.1 Métis organizations – early and contemporary 
The Métis people in Alberta organized their social and political efforts in western 

Canada even before the birth of the province. One of the earliest recognized entities was 

that of the St. Albert Métis Association (also referred to as the Alberta Half-Breed 

Association and the Half-Breed Association of St. Albert). Meeting minutes from 1897 

reveal that the Métis organized in an effort to address land claim issues that arose from 

issues surrounding scrip distribution. Some commentators, such as anthropologist Joe 

Sawchuk (1998), believed that the Métis operated within a Western institutional 

structure, noting that the historical meeting transcripts followed Robert’s Rules of Orders. 

Others, such as historian George Stanley, have argued that the Métis used a more 

traditional organizational style that came from the buffalo hunt to organize their 

gatherings.12  

These early organizational efforts were significantly bolstered during the 1920s 

and 1930s by the formation of L'Association des Métis D' Alberta et des Territories du 

Nord Ouest under the leadership of Joseph Dion, Peter Tompkins, Malcom Norris, and 

Jim Brady. In a prologue to One-and-a-Half Men: The story of Jim Brady and Malcolm 

                                                
12 While these are interesting observations, what is perhaps most revealing is the fact that both 

commentators felt the need to categorize the Métis into either one or the other of these organizational 
styles. From my vantage point, it is far more likely that the founding leaders of the Métis association 
integrated what they felt were the more efficient and appealing aspects of the various organizational styles 
of the time to structure an efficient and orderly model for conducting their regular meetings. A blending of 
different approaches is a familiar part of the Métis lifestyle wherein community members choose from the 
most favourable elements available to them at the time. 
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Norris, Métis Patriots of the 20th Century, author and activist Murray Dobbin (1981) 

gives us insight into the socio-political climate of the post-Rebellion era: 

The only concern of the Canadian government and its 
financier partners, however, was that the Indians and Métis 
might impede the settlement and exploitation of the West. 
The disappearance of the buffalo, which left the plains 
Indians destitute, made it possible for the government to 
segregate the Indians on reserves. No such solution was 
possible for the less vulnerable Métis, and the government 
decided to simply ignore [emphasis added] them. (p. 24) 

Many Métis families moved west after the 1885 Rebellion to seek a better life – some 

settled in the south to find their place within the industrial society while others sought 

reprieve in the north from what they considered a foreign lifestyle. Dobbin (1981) 

reports, “At the turn of the century a number of Métis families, of French and Scottish 

descent, had settled on forest reserve land at Fishing Lake, a few miles west of the 

Alberta-Saskatchewan border and forty miles east of St. Paul des Métis” (p. 56). Hearing 

that this land would soon be opened up to agricultural homesteading, the residents met 

and wrote several proposals with the help of Joe Dion (an enfranchised “Indian” who had 

given up treaty in order to gain access to the rights of ordinary Canadian citizens) to aid 

their lobbying efforts to the government (Dobbin, 1981, p. 57). Despite what some saw as 

a lack of political acumen, Dion proved to be integral in helping the Fishing Lake Métis 

organize a movement that others, including Jim Brady and Malcolm Norris, would 

develop into an organizational movement (Dobbin, 1981, p. 61). The goal of the new 

organization, according to minutes taken at their first meeting in late December of 1932, 

was to secure land for the “homeless and destitute families…to see that proper provision 

is made for the education of our children [and also the] provision of a better system of 

medical attention” (Felix Callihoo as quoted in Dobbin, 1981, p. 63).  

Interestingly enough, while the “Big Four” came from varied backgrounds, 

including Métis, Treaty “Indian” and non-Aboriginal backgrounds, and had differing 

ideas on how to improve the life situation of the Métis, they were nevertheless successful 

in their petitioning efforts to the provincial government. In fact, thanks to the efforts of 

these Métis forefathers, bolstered by the support of the government appointed Ewing 

Commission who felt they were “responding to the needs of a destitute Métis and non-
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status Indian population” rather than any Métis land claims, the Métis (Population) 

Betterment Act was enacted by our provincial government in November 1938 (Bell, 1994, 

p. 5). Significantly, this major ideological difference in how the provincial government 

and the Métis differently interpreted their political positioning in the early years appears 

to continue on to the present-day.  

1.4.1.1 Métis Nation of Alberta 
As the contemporary organization representing off-settlement Métis within 

Alberta,13 the Métis Nation of Alberta has seen a 300% increase in membership in the last 

decade. This increase has taken place despite increasingly rigid standards around 

membership. Despite this substantial increase in membership, any meaningful 

recognition of the Métis’ constitutional rights as Aboriginal people remains at an impasse 

– seemingly stymied by political and jurisdictional barriers. An informational brochure 

posted on the MNA website entitled “Hunt for Justice: The Pursuit of Métis Hunting 

Rights in Alberta” (2011), states:  

Section 35 (of the Canadian Constitution Act, 1982) was a 
victory for all aboriginal [sic] peoples in Canada. For the 
Métis, explicit inclusion was viewed as a new beginning 
after over 100 years of neglect from governments in 
Canada…Unfortunately, since 1982, the promise of s. 35 
has gone largely unfulfilled for the Métis. Governments 
have often refused to negotiate or deal with the Métis. (p. 
4) 

Nearly 30 years later, the Métis remain committed to asserting their constitutional rights 

as one of the three Aboriginal groups identified within the 1982 Constitution.14 Since the 

2003 Powley case, Métis harvesting rights have been one of the primary venues through 

which constitutional rights are being sought in the “Hunt for Justice.” Here in Alberta, 

                                                
13 In the book One-a-half-Men, Dobbin (1981) references a distinction that Jim Brady made 

between what he felt were two broad classes of Métis: “the ‘nomadic’ Métis, who lived the traditional life 
of hunting, fishing and trapping (and were the destitute, malnourished, uneducated), and the ‘progressive’ 
or ‘Red River’ Métis, who were educated and who represented, as workers, successful farmers and 
entrepreneurs, the Métis elite” (p. 91).  

14 As of August 2008, the provincial organization that advocates on behalf of the Métis population 
in Alberta, the Métis Nation of Alberta, has focused its efforts on two primary rights-seeking activities 
including that of harvesting rights, and rights of consultation and accommodation (see: 
http://www.albertametis.com/MNAHome/Home.aspx).  
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promising moves by former provincial premier Ralph Klein were made in September 

2004 as the Interim Métis Harvesting Agreement (IMHA) that bestowed harvesting rights 

to Métis throughout Alberta was entered into by the MNA and the Alberta government. 

However, the subsequent progress made in implementing a longer-term agreement came 

to a sudden stop in July 2007 when Ted Morton, former Minister of Sustainable Resource 

Development (SRD), rejected the Points of Agreement reached between MNA and the 

Alberta Government, and the IMHA was abruptly terminated.  

In August 2007, the MNA rejected the government’s unilateral policy and 

implemented its own Harvesting Policy and Action Plan at the MNA Assembly. The 

MNA harvesting policy was challenged later that year when a Métis harvester was 

charged by SRD officers under the Wildlife Act after shooting an elk in southern Alberta 

(Hunt for Justice, 2011, p. 6). While the MNA was prepared to take on the courtroom 

battle with the legal team that won the Powley case on their side, they have encountered 

greater opposition than they might have anticipated in our provincial leadership. As Métis 

scholar Devine (in press) carefully outlines in an eye-opening article entitled “The 

Alberta Dis-Advantage: Métis Issues and the Public Discourse in Wild Rose Country,” 

several political figures hailing from the “Calgary School” have targeted the 

extinguishment of Métis rights as part of their political agenda and what appears to be a 

personal vendetta (p. 31). Leading this pack is Ted Morton, a political scientist and long-

time foe of the Métis, (and interestingly enough an avid hunter and fisher), and Dr. Tom 

Flanagan, who is “particularly vociferous on the question of Métis rights, which he 

believes should not exist at all, particularly as he believes the distribution of scrip to 

Métis people was handled fairly” (Devine, in press, p. 29). The December 2010 decision 

handed down by Judge Ted Fisher on the question of Métis harvesting rights throughout 

Alberta held that “there was no historic Métis community in southern Alberta and 

therefore no contemporary hunting rights in that part of the province” (MNA, 2011, p. 5). 

This decision seemingly substantiates Andersen’s (forthcoming) claims that the judicial 

power of the courts to legitimize certain societal “truths” means that the rich history of 

the Métis in southern Alberta is seemingly erased through a single judicial interpretation 

of events. Moreover, as of late summer 2011, the historical strategy of ignoring the pleas 
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of the Métis seems to be the strategy of choice once again as provincial leaders can “rely 

on the slowness of the courts to allow the [harvesting rights] situation to drag along 

indefinitely until the Métis are bankrupt, or until a more permanent solution is developed 

at the federal level” (Devine, in press, p. 33).  

Despite the often overwhelming political resistance that they face from their 

provincial government, the Métis community has continued to rally around the harvesters 

who are ultimately fighting for Aboriginal rights recognition under the Canadian 

Constitution. Unfortunately, much of this struggle is taking place at an organizational and 

political level where the voice and stories of the everyday Métis people remain isolated 

from a public audience. I contend that without a deliberate strategy of public education 

and awareness of the Métis and their hidden stories, our people will continue to remain 

marginalized and misunderstood within Alberta and across Canada.  

1.4.1.2 Métis Settlements General Council (MSGC) 
The Métis Settlements General Council is the organizational counterpart of the 

MNA for on-settlement Métis in Alberta. From the MSGC website, we learn: 

The Métis Settlements General Council [MSGC] is the 
political and administrative body for the collective interests 
of the Métis Settlements. The MSGC is a pro-active 
government that helps develop, implement, and distribute 
programs and services to the eight Alberta settlements [and 
represents the only collectively held land-based Métis in 
Canada]. (MSGC, “About Us,” para. 1) 

As the only province in Canada that has enacted settlements legislation for the 

Métis, the province of Alberta is unique. As Catherine Bell (1994) asserts, the “enactment 

of the settlements legislation is a significant event…[as it] represents a first in providing 

for collective ownership, legislated protection and constitutional protection of a land base 

for Métis people” (p. 1). Not only are the Métis afforded representative ethnic political 

representation within the governing of their settlements but they are also given quasi-

judicial powers along with “greater economic and political autonomy” (Bell, 1994, p. 3). 

Nonetheless, this agreement grew out of uneasy waters. As Bell (1994) explains, the 

government and the Métis people had different interpretations of the original Métis 

Betterment Act of 1938. The Government of Alberta held the position “that the Act was 
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not an agreement but welfare legislation enacted by the province for the benefit of 

disadvantaged citizens. Any rights that the Métis may have had were considered 

extinguished prior to its enactment” (Bell, 1994, p. 11). The Métis, on the other hand, felt 

that the legislation was a “recognition of Métis rights and the failure of the federal 

government to protect Métis interests” (Bell, 1994, p. 10). One side argued that the act 

was needs-based, the other claimed that it was rights-based. 

Soon after their recognition as an Aboriginal people in the Constitution Act, 1982, 

the Métis pressed the Alberta government for a new Métis Settlements Act. The MacEwan 

Committee responded with a report in July 1984 that acknowledged the Aboriginal 

heritage of the Métis and their distinct and major role in the development of Alberta, yet 

“in substance it reflected a pragmatic approach to achieving results without being tangled 

in complex legal analysis and assertion of constitutional rights” (Bell, 1994, p. 11). Of 

some interest, the MacEwan Committee set forth legislative changes based on their 

recognition of the Métis as a unique cultural group whose lifestyle is “inextricably linked 

to the land…[and who] can best achieve the mutual goal of self-reliant integration, 

without homogenization [emphasis added], by a legislative framework enabling the 

maximum practicable local self-government of the land base” (Bell, 1994, p. 12). The 

phrase “without homogenization” suggests that the retention of a distinct culture was 

valued, in principle, by the involved parties. While health, education and social services 

remained under provincial control, recognition of the unique status and culture of the 

Métis was to be acknowledged within the provision of these services to settlement 

residents. As Bell (1994) notes, the Métis favoured working with the provincial 

government over a “distant federal government” (p. 14) and were rewarded in 1985 with 

a “made in Alberta” approach that guaranteed constitutional protection of the settlement 

lands now transferred over to Métis control (Bell, 1994, p. 14-15).  

In 1990, the Métis Settlements Act was further revised in negotiation with the 

provincial government and Métis leadership. Bell (1994) notes that “the practice to date 

in the implementation of the legislation has been one of consultation and cooperation” (p. 

84). This relationship rests rather precariously on mutual trust and respect between the 

Métis and whatever elected party is currently governing the province of Alberta. This 
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period of cooperation and consultation between the provincial government and those 

Métis residing on-settlement will be further tested in the upcoming years as the Métis 

strive to reach their goals of self-determination and constitutional recognition. 

1.4.1.3 Fishing Lake Métis Settlement, or (Cree) Packechawanis 
In the years following the North-West Resistance of 1885, many Métis people 

faced extremely difficult life circumstances. Some, however, were able to survive by 

living off the land. A North West Mounted Police officer’s report from 1895 noted how 

the “non-Treaty Indians” in the Frog Lake area were growing potatoes, had several head 

of cattle and were further nourished by the plentiful whitefish in Fishing and Frog Lakes 

(Horstman & May, 1982, p. 24). Others were not so fortunate. In an effort to help out 

some of the more destitute Métis, Father Lacombe approached the federal government for 

funds to establish a farming colony in northern Alberta for the Métis (Bell, 1994, p. 4). 

Thanks to his efforts, the colony of St. Paul des Métis was established in 1896. However, 

“after ten years of operation and without consulting the Métis, the managing board 

declared the colony a failure and it was opened for public homesteading” (Bell, 1994, p. 

54). In the Brady Papers, Métis leader Jim Brady appears to contradict this notion as he 

reveals that many of those who visited the St. Paul des Métis area observed that “many 

Métis were comparatively well to do…many possessed large herds of cattle and horses 

and other holdings of a comfortable nature” (Brady, trans. 2004, “The St. Paul Half-

Breed Reserve,” p. 1). While one story faults the Métis for not being able to adjust to the 

farming life, another story suggests that Father Therien, the manager of the colony, was 

implicated in the “loss of faith in the project” as he had his sights set on establishing a 

French Canadian colony in this area (Bell, 1994, p. 4; Horstman & May, 1982, p. 24). 

Despite a flurry of petitions and protest by the Métis, the lives of the St. Paul Métis 

would change drastically and rapidly as “on the 10th day of April, 1909, the Reserve was 

declared open to the march of Progress and ‘Modernization’” (Brady, trans. 2004, p. 2).  

Whatever the reasons behind their removal, the dispossessed Métis, some of them 

illiterate and not sure what they were signing, were forced out of St. Paul des Métis and 

would exist as “road allowance” people for the next 30 years. Several families set up 

homes in the unoccupied Crown lands near Frog Lake and Fishing Lake and are now 
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acknowledged as some of the original families of Fishing Lake (Bell, 1994, p. 4). 

Significantly, the continuation of these stories appear in this project through the creation 

of the first set of digital stories from Fishing Lake. 

1.5 A Mélange of Methodologies 
This project utilizes an in-depth case study, or case-story, of the collaborative 

efforts expended in creating a digital storytelling workshop with the residents of the 

Fishing Lake Métis Settlement. By undertaking an ethnography of this “digital strategy,” 

I have opted to prioritize the community-centred and collaborative nature of this project 

with Fishing Lake. Through a detailed chronology of the events leading up to and 

surrounding the digital storytelling event, I provide the reader with an accounting of the 

challenges and the possibilities, as well as the determination it takes from numerous 

parties to make this type of work possible. The data that made this “story of the stories” 

possible included field notes, journaling, e-mail exchanges, dialogue, meeting minutes, 

community visioning documents, E-Index field data,15 as well as participant observations. 

This accounting includes post-workshop reflections from my primary community 

contacts, who took part in narrative interviews after the workshop, on influential 

moments and decisions in the process (see Appendix D). I have also held follow-up 

discussions with several Fishing Lake community members to gauge their reactions to the 

storytelling workshop and to ask how they think the stories should be shared in the future 

and with whom. While I have sought community feedback on future directives with the 

digital stories, it has become clear to me that the community requires more time to reflect 

on the potential impact of the stories and the multiple ways in which they could be 

shared. 

Throughout this study, I have identified the ways in which Indigenous groups and 

settlement community members have variously taken steps towards decolonization, 

                                                
15 One of my partners in this project from the onset of the project until now has been the Function 

Four research team led by fellow Métis Bruce Hardy. This research firm, based in Winnipeg, Manitoba, has 
a strong background in quantitatively assessing technology use in Indigenous communities in Canada and 
internationally. While seen as a pre-evaluation study, the Function Four researchers and I developed a pre- 
and post-workshop assessment of the impact of this workshop on the youth participants’ skills and level of 
interest in digital media use. Preliminary findings were presented at an international educational conference 
in May 2011. 
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whether: through their agency within the research project; through the revitalization of 

their storytelling traditions; or through their strategic use of new media to realize 

community needs. In seeking to identify the ways in which community members have 

framed their past life experiences, I undertook a narrative analysis of the Fishing Lake 

digital stories to help locate the shared narrative framework that underlies these diverse 

stories of survival produced by the Fishing Lake Métis residents. 

There are those who may wish to criticize this study for its methodological 

formulation as an in-depth case-study (see for example, Campbell & Stanley, 1966; 

Dogan & Pelassy, 1990). Certainly, this study’s findings are specific to this one 

community with a select group of settlement residents at a particular point in time and 

could be justified by some as a preliminary investigation, or pilot study, into the 

community’s unique issues. However, it is also the case, as Bent Flyvbjerg (2006) points 

out, that “context-dependent knowledge and experience are at the very heart of expert 

activity…[and furthermore] that case knowledge is central to human learning” (p. 222). 

Of consequence, Flyvbjerg (2006) notes that  

Case studies often contain a substantial element of 
narrative. Good narratives typically approach the 
complexities and contradictions of real life. ...To the case-
study researcher, however, a particularly ‘thick’ and hard-
to-summarize narrative is not a problem. Rather, it is often 
a sign that the study has uncovered a particularly rich 
problematic. (p. 237) 

Flyvbjerg (2006) further provides his readers with five counter-arguments to the 

more common misconceptions surrounding the use of case-studies, or exemplars: 

i) The notion that theoretical knowledge is more valuable than practical 
knowledge is countered by the observation that predictive theories and 
universals cannot be found in the study of human affairs; 

ii) Contradicting the idea that you cannot generalize from a single case study 
is the fact that exemplars have proven that one can often generalize on the 
basis of a single case (for instance, Galileo’s rejection of Aristotle’s law of 
gravity); 

iii) The case study is useful for both generating and testing hypotheses but is 
not limited to only these research activities (consider ‘extreme or 
paradigmatic cases’ such as Foucault’s panopticon study, and ‘critical 
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cases’ that are either ‘most likely’ or ‘least likely’ to confirm or falsify 
propositions and hypotheses); 

iv) The belief that a case study contains a bias toward verification is 
unsubstantiated as experience shows the opposite is true – case studies 
tend to falsification; and 

v) While it is true that it is often difficult to summarize specific case studies, 
it is possible to summarize case outcomes. (p. 223-224) 

By carefully deconstructing commonly held beliefs around case-studies, 

Flyvbjerg (2006) has shown us that the case study approach not only yields valuable 

outcomes but has also proven itself as a compelling way to explore the complex and often 

messy realm of human affairs. 

1.6 Road map of chapters 
Following this introductory chapter, I explore the topic of Métis-specific research 

in Chapter Two and highlight the relevance of this critical area of knowledge production 

for a contemporary study involving a Métis community in northeastern Alberta. In 

Chapter Three, I detail the ways in which digital media is being appropriated by 

Indigenous people, from around the world and closer to home, as one possible avenue to 

decolonization. I argue that the strategic use of digital media by contemporary Indigenous 

groups continues a tradition of communication strategies that spans several thousand 

years and represents what Bennett and Blundell (1995) have termed innovative 

traditionalism, a way of creatively appropriating new media to revitalize and restore 

long-held cultural traditions. By involving the expert help of the Center for Digital 

Storytelling (CDS),16 members of the Fishing Lake Métis Settlement fashioned an 

innovative approach and product that is best described as a “collaborative narrative.” In 

taking this community-based approach, I build on my previous Masters work with 

Aboriginal communities in Alberta in the proactive use of broadband technology (see 

Poitras Pratt, 2005, “All My Online Relations: Aboriginal Community Participation in 

Planning for Alberta SuperNet Broadband Technology”). Just as importantly, I now 

                                                
16 The Canadian Director at the Center for Digital Storytelling (based in Berkeley, California), 

Robert Kershaw, has been a constant source of support and encouragement throughout this project. As a 
group that is known for their digital storytelling innovations, CDS has now become internationally 
recognized for their work in “listening deeply” to storytellers who wish to write, create and produce a short 
digital story of their own. More information can be found online at: http://www.storycenter.org/ 
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extend this academic discussion into the realm of meaningful community involvement 

and agency within digital strategies.  

The fourth chapter begins by examining the choice of ethnography as the primary 

methodology within this study by tracing its evolution from an outsider’s observations 

that typically supported colonizing objectives to a more reflective and accountable way to 

work with disadvantaged groups in contemporary times. As such, my approach aligns 

with a broader interpretation of ethnography than is typically assumed within fields such 

as anthropology. In keeping with a decolonizing focus, this chapter concludes with a 

detailed ethnographic accounting of how the project was eventually realized over a span 

of more than three years. Finally, in keeping with the spirit of ongoing collaboration, 

suggestions for how the project might be improved are also included. As the cumulative 

‘story of the stories,’ this chapter invites us to consider how a modern version of 

storytelling could potentially be used within a Métis community to articulate, maintain 

and even strengthen a community’s sense of cultural identity in the wider world.  

In identifying storytelling as a compelling way to engage, educate and energize a 

community to take part in this project, Chapter Five explores the Aboriginal tradition of 

storytelling and how narrative praxis provides a culturally appropriate way to enact 

decolonization within a Métis community. As a traditional form of knowledge transfer, 

storytelling is a cultural tradition that draws on the experience of the past to guide present 

practice and direct the community to a brighter future. Significantly, the Native American 

scholar and philosopher N. Scott Momaday (1998) honours the act of storytelling as a 

“sacred exchange” that involves the storyteller, listener, words and place/event. While he 

counsels that the act of listening to a story is a subjective experience that delivers the 

message necessary for that particular listener, at that point in time (and therefore does not 

require external analysis), I acknowledge my privileged stance as a listener to these 

stories and thereby provide my interpretation of the stories through an episodic and 

structural narrative analyses (see Appendix C).  

Chapter Six locates my positioning within this study, and, in keeping with my role 

as a committed partner who is learning from my community experiences, I also 

interweave community reflections on the project within this chapter. In the seventh and 
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concluding chapter, as Flyvbjerg (2006) suggests, I detail the project outcomes, review 

some of the project limitations and look to future research possibilities stemming from 

this work. 

As humans, we hunger for storytelling in all its forms. Stories link us to our 

humanity – they bring us joy, tears, laughter, surprise, and every other imaginable human 

emotion. But when stories no longer make sense or when they “fall flat,” in the words of 

Nigerian writer Chimamanda Adichie (2009), we know that something has gone wrong. 

Thus, in seeking to revitalize and restore the silenced stories of the Métis, I am also 

bringing to light another story that is often misrepresented – that of Canada’s colonial 

past. Ultimately, how Canada negotiates and eventually reconciles its relations with the 

first group of culturally unique “Canadians” will say much about its future. As proud 

Canadians, the Métis are now taking back the right to tell their own stories – we ask only 

that you listen. 

 

 

 

Chapter Two: Métis-Specific Research as a decolonizing strategy 

2.1 Introduction 
2.1.1 Preamble 

Throughout the several years that it took this realize this study, I have kept a 

careful watch on the developments that have taken place within the realm of Aboriginal 

research and how various stakeholders have positioned themselves within this emerging 

dialogue. I have also taken an active role in voicing what I believe are the ethical 

parameters for research within our Métis communities by taking part in the consultation 

process of the Tri-Council Policy Statement, 2nd edition (TCPS2), as well as contributing 

to the formulation of the ethical principles for Métis health research (as led by the Métis 

Centre, National Aboriginal Health Organization). I have also initiated and taken part in a 

number of exploratory meetings around the topic of Métis research with the leadership of 

the Métis Nation of Alberta.  
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As a Métis academic, I believe I have a responsibility to “give back” to my home 

community. As I see it, my continued quest to find relevant information on Métis-specific 

research constitutes an important part of meeting my ethical responsibilities as a Métis 

researcher to bring awareness and understanding of research issues to the Métis 

community and, just as importantly, to myself. Recognizing, gathering and developing 

my gifts as an academic and researcher represents further steps down my own path to 

decolonization.  

2.1.2 Decolonization through research 
In taking the position that research could further an agenda of decolonization for 

the Métis people of Fishing Lake, it is important to articulate what is meant by the term 

decolonization within the context of this study. A general definition advanced by post-

colonial theorists Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin (2000) sees 

decolonization as the “process of revealing and dismantling colonialist power in all its 

forms” (p. 63). While this definition may seem overly extreme for our purposes, the form 

and scope of decolonization has been reconceptualised and revolutionized over the years 

to reflect the evolution of concerns within the diverse geographic regions affected by 

colonialism. As we might imagine, a distinction can easily be made between the 

decolonizing efforts of settler colonies and those of colonies of occupation since these 

very different circumstances necessitate differing responses. Whatever the setting, we 

must also remember that hegemonic processes of control “remain even after political 

independence is achieved” (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin, 2000, p. 63). In this way, the 

effects of colonialism linger long after the more obvious forms of colonialism have 

receded in the background. 

In fact, in developed countries such as Canada, a decolonizing agenda may seem 

outdated or even unnecessary for the majority of our national citizens. From a 

mainstream perspective, most citizens are likely convinced that Canada underwent a quiet 

and even natural severing of its colonial ties over the past century. Yet, as Joyce Green 

(1995) rightly reminds us:  “Canada cannot escape its colonial past through the passage 

of time. Only explicit acknowledgement of its origins and the constitutional and political 

consequences of acknowledging such responsibility can achieve a detente with history 
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and a genuinely post-colonial future” (Green, 1995, p. 85). She further contends that 

Canadian history is based on mythopoetics, or “mythologized history,” created for the 

benefit of the colonizers (p. 85). This idea is not new – it has been expressed by several 

scholars throughout the years (see for example, Erica-Irene Daes, 2000; Olive Dickason, 

1977, 1992; Daniel Francis, 1997; John Lutz, 2007; James R. Miller, 1991, 2000, 2004; 

and Dagmar Wernitznig, 2007). In White Mythologies: Writing History and the West, 

post-colonial scholar Robert Young (1990) likewise problematizes a Eurocentric 

penchant for advancing a totalizing historicism in a frame of oppositional politics.   

Thus, one of the first steps in realizing decolonization is recognizing that Canada 

has a colonial past. The 1996 Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) provides 

an apt description of the colonization process within Canada: 

Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the United States 
represented another model of colonial expansion. As with 
much of Africa, there were few pre-existing centralized 
state structures among the Indigenous inhabitants. In 
addition, Aboriginal population density was low — or fell 
precipitously as a result of disease after contact — and 
geographic conditions were considered ideal for European 
agriculture and ways of life. These territories were targeted 
for settlement. Not only were they considered worthless 
without an increase in the size and 'civilization' of the 
workforce, they also served as safety valves for the rapidly 
growing population of European home countries. Europe 
could usefully shed its poorest citizens by offering them 
land and work in the colonies. Once installed there, they 
became low-wage producers and high-price consumers of 
imports from the home economy (RCAP, 1996, as cited on 
Indian & Northern Affairs Canada website).17 

As citizens of an “invader-settler” nation, Canadians find themselves differently 

positioned even while residing within the same national boundaries (see Bear Nicholas, 

2001; Slemon, 1994, 2001). Stephen Slemon (2001) further explains: “many people in 

both [Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal] communities consider ‘Native Canadians’ to 

                                                
17 As accessed June 7, 2009: 

http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/webarchives/20071211050833/http://www.ainc-
inac.gc.ca/ch/rcap/sg/sg13_e.html#43 
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remain under a condition of political colonialism in their own ‘post-colonial’ country” (p. 

103), while non-Aboriginal settler “Canadians” may view themselves as post-colonial.  

It is also important to remember that within a contemporary Indigenous context, 

decolonization is an effort that “may seem to be merely academic; sheer physical survival 

is far more pressing” (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999, p. 4). The day-to-day challenges of meeting 

basic needs and dealing with the consequences of colonialism, such as the societal 

dysfunctions of rampant alcoholism, drug abuse and domestic abuse, have overshadowed 

even the haunting spectre of history. In fact, for far too many Indigenous groups, the 

“constant efforts by governments, states, societies and institutions to deny the historical 

formations of such conditions have simultaneously denied our claims to humanity, to 

having a history, and to all sense of hope” (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999, p. 4). When we fail to 

recognize the colonial history of our nation and the repercussions that this has had on the 

lives of the colonized groups, we also unthinkingly blame the victims for their 

misfortunes in life.  

In further exploring how decolonization is envisioned within an Indigenous 

context, qualitative researchers Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln (2008) offer a 

holistic definition of decolonization, as “a process that critically engages, at all levels, 

imperialism, colonialism, and postcoloniality” (p. xiv). Importantly, Denzin and Lincoln 

also assert:  “Decolonizing research is not necessarily post-colonial research” (p. xiv). 

Instead, decolonizing research is seen as research that “implements Indigenous 

epistemologies and critical interpretive practices that are shaped by Indigenous research 

agendas” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. xiv; Smith, 1999). Other scholars, such as Beth 

Swadaner and Mutua (2008), offer a similar rendering: “decolonization is about the 

process in both research and performance of valuing, reclaiming, and foregrounding 

Indigenous voices and epistemologies” (p. 31). In this way, decolonization is less about 

gaining freedom from existing and residual colonial forces and more about reclaiming 

Indigenous ways.  

Within this study, decolonization is seen as both a goal and a theoretical 

framework in which to make sense of the lived realities of contemporary Métis people. 

Following L.Tuhiwai Smith (1999), the way out is clear: “The past, our stories local and 
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global, the present, our communities, cultures, languages and social practices – all may 

be spaces of marginalization, but they have also become spaces of resistance and hope” 

(p. 4). This study represents an effort to reconnect Métis groups with their historical past, 

to revitalize their silenced stories, and to remember that which makes their cultural group 

distinct from other groups within Canada. While decolonization is, in my opinion, a 

fundamental phase in reclaiming and revitalizing the Métis culture – it is only one step 

down a long road towards self-determination. 

2.1.3 The absence of Métis-specific guidelines 
In the early stages of my project, I found that the lack of Métis-specific 

information on research issues posed a considerable challenge to initiating a community-

based research project with, by, and for Métis. In fact, the December 2008 draft version 

of the Tri-Council Policy Statement (TCPS) on Research Ethics clearly pointed out the 

lack of Métis-specific information within its new chapter dedicated to Aboriginal 

research: “Métis communities…aspire to assume a larger role in research affecting their 

members, but the development of these research protocols is at an earlier stage [than First 

Nations or Inuit groups]” (p. 100). Their recognition that one Aboriginal group is situated 

further behind the others in respect to research was further affirmed by a growing group 

of select scholars (see Castellano, 2004; Dietrich, 2009; Evans, 2004; Métis Centre of 

NAHO, 2009). The respected Mohawk scholar and professor emeritus Marlene Brant 

Castellano (2004) further reinforced this observation with her own belief that: “The 

situation of the Métis deserves specific attention” (p. 110). In the rapidly changing terrain 

of Aboriginal research, the acknowledgement that the Métis are not at the same level of 

engagement in research issues as other Canadian Aboriginal groups is significant for a 

number of reasons. Further to the reasons outlined below, what is also important to note 

is the fact that specific reference to the unique situation of the Métis has been seemingly 

removed from the TCPS2 and replaced with generic wording around “disadvantaged 

communities.” While this change may have been politically motivated, there has also 

been an acceptance of all self-identifying First Nations, Inuit and Métis people, regardless 

of membership registries. This broad acceptance potentially poses a threat to the 
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validation of the rigorous requirements for membership set in place over the years by 

organizations such as the Métis Nation of Alberta. 

In exploring the importance of research as a form of knowledge production, 

Indigenous educators Jill Abdullah and Ernie Stringer (1999) assert that the outcomes of 

research are as valuable for Indigenous groups as they are for mainstream society. In fact, 

“by situating Indigenous people at the centre of the research act and using their systems 

of knowledge and understanding as the basis for inquiry and investigation, we open the 

possibility of dramatically extending the knowledge base of Indigenous people and 

transforming their understanding of the social and cultural world” (p. 154). At the same 

time, the possibility of the eventual acceptance of Indigenous knowledge as a legitimate 

form of knowledge within the academy could mean more effective communication and 

cooperation in the process of knowledge acquisition on a global scale.  

A similar viewpoint was conveyed to the national granting councils in 2002 by 

members of the Saskatchewan Indian Federated College (now First Nations University of 

Canada) by way of an unsolicited brief. In this document, the authors cited the Royal 

Commission on Aboriginal Peoples and a host of other commentators who “agree that a 

significant element of the solution [to the costs of social problems facing Indigenous 

peoples] is the need to shift the research paradigm from one in which outsiders seek 

solutions to ‘the Indian problem’ to one in which Indigenous people conduct research and 

facilitate solutions themselves” (as cited in Rock, 2003, p. 5). Ensuing discussions by 

some 500 participants on this topic coalesced around one central idea: “[a] shift in 

approach is both emerging and needed” (Rock, 2003, p. 6). While the TCPS2 (2010) 

provides proof that this much-needed shift is now taking place, the lack of meaningful 

participation by the Métis in research matters persists as a matter of genuine concern. 

In attempting to understand why the Métis lag behind other Aboriginal groups in 

research efforts, Castellano (2004) lists several deficits unique to this mixed-race 

population of Canadian Aboriginals. Importantly, she notes: “[the Métis] are excluded 

from federal and most provincial legislation protecting their Aboriginal rights and access 

to culturally-specific services” (p. 110). Furthermore, the Métis “generally lack resources 

to develop organizational and governance infrastructure and to conduct or partner in 
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research undertakings” (Castellano, 2004, p. 110). Similarly, the Tri-Council cites both 

the lack of a land base and official recognition of service entitlements as the primary 

reasons why there have been “limited opportunities to develop policy on research” (TCPS 

Draft 2nd edition, December 2008, p. 100) within a Métis context. Of significance, these 

comments on the lack of standards around Métis-specific research point to much larger 

societal issues surrounding the absence of formal recognition of Métis rights. 

There may be other reasons that could explain the limited input of the Métis into 

the arena of research standards and practices. We might surmise that the Métis prefer to 

rely on a mainstream approach to research and therefore see no need for input or changes 

to the status quo. Or it may be the case that this mixed-race group is relying on First 

Nations developments to inform their future research strategies and, as a result, they are 

waiting for these emerging strategies to mature.18 Alternatively, and perhaps most 

realistically, it could be the case that issues surrounding research have been waylaid by 

other more pressing community concerns. Without community input, the precise reason 

for their lack of involvement remains largely guesswork.  

What is clear, however, is that a blending of any of these scenarios would reflect a 

longstanding Métis tradition of cultural appropriation and adaptation from diverse 

cultural lineages. While the seeming absence of defining parameters around Métis 

research and its related issues can be viewed as highly problematic, we might also view 

this situation as one of possibility. Without Métis-specific research standards strictly 

defined, there is a distinct opportunity to evaluate emerging and past research efforts 

within Aboriginal research to discern a set of best practices.19 

The Métis Centre of the National Aboriginal Health Organization (NAHO) has 

taken the lead at this opportune moment by a series of initiatives. For this group of 

national health researchers, Métis-specific research is found where “the focus of an 

activity or program is on Métis communities, and is consistent with the needs and unique 

                                                
18 The Mi’kmaw Ethics Watch is a model example of the type of community governance structure 

that is required to safeguard communities from unethical research practices. 
19 In the summer of 2009, SSHRC announced a federal granting opportunity through its 

Aboriginal Research program that seeks to provide federal support to Aboriginal scholars and communities 
in a variety of topic areas. With such a program underway, it is possible that federal funding may be 
available to support Métis specific research activities in the future. 
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cultural perspective of Métis” (NAHO website, 2009). As one of the more proactive 

groups in the Métis research arena, the Métis Centre of NAHO concur that the Métis have 

had limited input into research issues within their communities (see Métis Centre of 

NAHO, Our Health: Strengthened by Sharing website, “Research - Ethics,” accessed 

May 26, 2009). As an initial step, this group reviewed literature from national and 

international sources to increase their understanding and awareness of Indigenous 

research issues that may in turn help to inform Métis-specific best practices. 

Subsequently, the Métis Centre of NAHO organized a series of Elders’ gatherings across 

Canada from 2003 to 2006 to help compile Métis-specific information on health matters. 

This information is now compiled in a publication entitled In the Words of our Ancestors: 

Métis Health and Healing (2008). While the primary focus of this work is on health-

related matters, this process has more generally “helped to build a dialogue on conducting 

Métis-specific research” (Métis Centre, NAHO, 2008, p. 8). Of interest, this resource 

highlights the diversity as well as the shared worldviews of the Métis elders who took 

part in these events. It also provides a rare resource for those seeking Métis-specific 

information on theoretical perspectives, methodology, traditional knowledge and ways of 

life, and issues surrounding cultural protocol.  

In March 2010, a Think Tank meeting was hosted by the Métis Centre of NAHO 

to further develop a much-needed dialogue around Métis-specific research. In 

consultation with a diverse group of experienced Métis researchers, students, and Métis 

organizations from across Canada, a “discussion about Métis-specific culturally 

competent ethical research principles” (Métis Centre - NAHO, 2009, p.1) was facilitated 

and later compiled into a publication entitled “Six Principles of Métis Health Research: 

Ethical Principles to Guide the Métis Centre in its Work” (see Appendix B). Their hope is 

that anyone undertaking research that has an impact on the lives of Métis people will 

draw on these ethical guidelines (NAHO website, accessed June 2009). These are 

important steps in envisioning Métis research and, just as importantly, may prove helpful 

in bringing the matter of research to the attention of Métis community leadership. 

Fortunately, the commendable efforts of this group are buoyed by the work that has taken 

place in national and global Indigenous settings.  
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Ultimately by setting their own terms of research engagement, Indigenous groups 

are working to “reclaim some control over their lives” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 564). 

Formerly colonized nations, such as New Zealand and Australia, are frequent 

frontrunners in this project of knowledge reclamation; however, similar strides are now 

appearing more frequently within the United States and Canada. In light of the several 

movements that are now taking place within the realm of Indigenous research, I argue in 

this chapter that community involvement in research may prove to be an essential factor 

in furthering the decolonizing agenda of the Métis if a meaningful dialogue around 

research can be initiated and proactive efforts in knowledge reclamation maintained. 

Some of the crucial steps towards this goal have now been taken in Canada thanks to the 

efforts of groups such as the Métis Centre of NAHO and the Tri-Agency (Council) 

funding bodies. A true partnership in knowledge production, however, will require the 

ongoing commitment of the communities themselves. 

2.2 Inroads into Aboriginal research 
To mark a point of entry into the dramatically shifting terrain of Aboriginal 

research, this chapter begins by noting how research has historically served an 

imperializing agenda. Following this, a brief review of developments within participatory 

action research (PAR) demonstrates the ways in which these critical approaches to 

research have informed the emerging realm of Indigenous research. While PAR and 

similar action-oriented methodologies have served as a valuable and necessary bridge in 

empowering local communities to take on research activities, a growing stream of 

Indigenous-led research activities are nascent across the globe. Some of the more visible 

decolonizing efforts are those led by Indigenous groups in New Zealand and Australia. A 

review of work in these regions reveals that community well-being and self-

determination are primary research objectives within an Indigenous context. This body of 

work also reveals that the primary principles underlying Indigenous research are founded 

on a framework of traditional values, including: respect, collectivism, collaboration, and 

spirituality. This discussion informs an emerging definition of Indigenous and Métis-

specific research as it distinguishes the ways it differs from a mainstream research 

approach. 
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In seeking to locate Métis research interests within the emerging dialogue on 

culturally appropriate research and research ethics, several relevant works allow me to 

examine both current research issues as well as decolonizing practices within a Métis-

specific context. A classic example of a decolonizing approach through research is found 

within the work of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996) whose best 

practice standards for research were established through their Ethical Guidelines for 

Research (1993). Another popular and oft-cited model for Aboriginal research is the 

OCAP model – ownership, control, access, and possession – first coined by the Regional 

Longitudinal Health Survey and one that Brian Schnarch (2004) of the First Nations 

Centre of the National Aboriginal Health Organization (NAHO) translates into “self-

determination applied to research” (p. 80). A recent CIHR document that details ethics 

guidelines “designed to be a collaborative tool for researchers, Aboriginal communities 

and Aboriginal individuals” (Background, CIHR website, accessed Oct. 27, 2008) is also 

included. Just as importantly, the new chapter devoted to Aboriginal research within the 

recently released second edition of the Tri-Council Policy Statement (2010) as Chapter 9 

will help to situate the topic of Métis-specific research within a recent national context. 

Finally, the guiding ethical principles for Métis-specific research as released by the Métis 

Centre of NAHO will be examined as the singular most relevant guiding document for 

this research project and its activities. 

Certainly the goal of defining Métis-specific research is immersed in complexities 

that defy simple answers. This challenge is further complicated by the absence of Métis-

specific research in the literature. As a culturally blended group, it is anticipated that the 

Métis will commingle elements from both European and First Nations ideologies in 

establishing their position around appropriate research design and methodologies.  

2.3 Research with colonial intention 
Research is typically viewed as a primary vehicle for the production of new 

knowledge and the preservation of existing knowledge. Throughout history, we have 

witnessed the importance of recording, documenting and interpreting a world of 

differences through the practice of research. Yet while research can be defined as 

“activity intended to investigate, document, bring to light, analyse, or interpret matters in 
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any domain, to create knowledge for the benefit of society or of particular groups” 

(Castellano, 2004, p. 99), there are innumerable instances where research has formed the 

cornerstone of the colonial project.20 As one telling example, historians such as Francis 

Parkman and Lionel Groulx (1974) wrote that the interracial mixing of cultural groups, or 

Métissage, “brought Europeans to the same level of ‘savagery’ as Native 

Americans…and [thereby] created a corrupted gene pool” (as cited in Dorion & 

Préfontaine, 1999, p. 8-9). The historic works of the Jesuit Relations (1936) further 

exemplified how the colonizers portrayed the Indigenous people as child-like savages 

waiting for salvation. In these and numerous other examples, we witness the biased side 

of knowledge gathering where historical accounts were used to justify an imperializing 

agenda. Thankfully, many historical records have come under present-day scrutiny as 

scholars question whether the underlying assumptions and motives of these earlier 

researchers were as objective and unbiased as they once claimed to be.  

Moving forward, with a “National Apology” now issued to residential school 

survivors by Canada’s federal government, it would seem that the worst of the colonial 

past is now history. Not so, says Kovach (2005), who asserts that although “the relations 

of oppression are less glaringly oppositional [than they once were], awash with pastel 

hues rather than primary colours” (p. 23), there is much colonial residue that must still be 

cleaned up. Taking back the right to produce knowledge on our own terms is key to this 

cleansing project, and research can play a key role in this endeavour. 

So how are we to proceed if research is to be re-envisioned as a decolonizing 

strategy? Thankfully, a growing body of scholars are committed to exploring the 

complexities of this area, and important parallels have been found in the works of 

international Indigenous groups and those closer to home. In many cases, their efforts 

have concentrated on how an Indigenous research agenda differs from that based on the 

typical scientific approach. Much of the contemporary work in this area has also 

benefited from researchers working with marginalized groups in critical models of 

                                                
20 Some scholars contend that research continues to support questionable tactics in a modern-day 

global context. See, for instance, the recruitment and involvement of anthropology students by the CIA 
through the Pat Roberts Intelligence Scholars Program – see British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) 
online news coverage at the following link: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/education/4603271.stm 
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research, such as participatory action research (PAR), that take up an advocacy and 

activist stance (see, for example, Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). 

These liberating methodologies broke rank with the scientific model in the early 1970s, 

buoyed by the work of scholars such as Thomas Kuhn (1962/1970) who suggested that 

science was not a straightforward linear progression towards some absolute truth. Since 

1993, starting with the efforts of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal People, various 

diverse groups ranging from grassroots to highly acclaimed scholars in the qualitative 

research arena have invested considerable time and effort in articulating what an ethically 

and culturally appropriate research approach for Indigenous groups might look like. As 

we shall see, this critical work was made possible by the groundbreaking efforts of those 

who saw another way and another outcome – in other words, research that makes a 

difference. 

2.4 Participatory Research – A Research Ally 
For decades now, a host of liberatory approaches have aided community 

initiatives within many diverse and interdisciplinary fields including education, 

communication, economic and rural development, feminist studies, linguistics, etc. (Fals-

Borda, 1982; Fals-Borda & Rahman, 1991; Freire, 1970, 1985; Hagey, 1997; Hall, 1993; 

Highlander Center, 1989; Kassam & Tettey, 2003; Lankshear, Knobel, Fischman, 

McLaren, Sunker, & Lankshear, 2005; McLaren & Leonard, 1993; Melkote & Steeves, 

2001; Park, 1993; Fals-Borda & Rahman, 1991; Reason, 1994; Robinson, Garvin & 

Hodgson, 1994; Whyte, 1991). These studies, based on the principles of participatory 

action research or PAR, have helped to inform many of the emergent approaches to 

Indigenous research (see for instance: Jackson, 1993; Masuzumi & Quirk, 1993; Mutua 

& Swadener, 2004; Robinson, Garvin & Hodgson, 1994; Tri-Council Policy Statement 

on Research Ethics, 2nd edition, 2010). A number of community-based practitioners, 

including the seminal liberationist and Brazilian educator Paulo Freire (1970), have long 

held the belief that research can make a positive difference within communities – given 

the right approach and the proper motivation. This viewpoint is one that is shared by 

those working within the Indigenous research paradigm and speaks of the need for 

research to be situated within an agenda of social change. 
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Communication development scholars Srinivas Melkote and H. Leslie Steeves 

(2001) see PAR as a “forceful methodology” that seeks to revitalize the power of 

marginalized people and their Indigenous knowledge (p. 342). In quoting Foucault 

(1980), Melkote and Steeves argue that “nearly all of the knowledge of the oppressed and 

the marginalized has been disqualified as inadequate and unscientific by the dominant 

forces” (p. 342) by legitimizing only particular forms of knowledge, most notably the 

scientific model. A collaborative and community-centred approach such as PAR, on the 

other hand, seeks to generate knowledge that is “specific, local, non-Western, and non-

positivist” (Melkote & Steeves, 2001, p. 342). Despite these laudable goals, Rebecca 

Hagey (1997) argues that Aboriginal groups are now “questioning the need for outside 

facilitators of research, saying PAR does not go far enough in bringing their communities 

into the research and development arena” (p. 4). As one example, Hagey cites First 

Nations groups who are now developing their own theory base and research programs as 

a counter-management reaction to PAR’s notions of “partnering with communities” with 

the researcher in a facilitator-type role. By taking a more assertive role in the research 

arena, Aboriginal groups are one step further down the road to self-determination. Today, 

the principles of PAR are re-embodied in collaborative approaches, or through acts of 

community engagement, within an Indigenous context (TCPS2, 2010, Chapter 9). 

2.5 A r/evolution in Aboriginal research 
For the past two decades, the field of Indigenous research is one that has become 

increasingly fertile as scholars from across the globe lend their voices of experience to 

the academic conversation that is taking place within this specialized discipline. As if on 

cue, the formidable Handbook of Critical and Indigenous Methodologies (2008) edited 

by qualitative experts Norma Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln (2008) heralds the impending 

arrival of a Decade of Indigenous Inquiry (p. 2). In fact, this massive tome appears to 

embody a Kuhnian-like paradigm shift21 from colonial privilege to Indigenous 

reclamation of knowledge as the various international authors strive to align the interests 

of Indigenous groups with those of “allied others.” The editors conclude that reclamation 

                                                
21 The paradigm shift that Thomas Kuhn made popular in 1970 refers to a revolutionary happening 

within the field of science that radically alters the way that people view the world. 
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of power and control is evident in the fact that revitalized Indigenous groups are now 

mandating the terms of research engagement with those wishing to conduct research in 

their communities. As the power balance shifts, it is highly likely that only those 

researchers who are willing to acknowledge and respect Indigenous terms of research will 

be welcomed into these communities.  

One of the frontrunners in this area is Maori scholar and Indigenous researcher, 

Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2000), who describes what she sees as a fundamental difference 

between the western and the Indigenous research paradigms, and their accompanying 

ethical codes: “Indigenous codes are anchored in a culture and its way of life. Unlike the 

IRB [Institution Review Board] model, it connects its moral model to a set of political 

and ethical actions that will increase well-being in Indigenous culture” (p. 242). The 

primacy of culture and the collective, and how these are intimately bound to the quest for 

Indigenous ways of knowing, is deliberately prioritized by many Indigenous researchers 

over that of the individual quest for new knowledge. Qualitative researchers, Norman 

Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln (2008), note the same types of differences in their recent 

Handbook of Critical and Indigenous Methodologies: “Indigenous ethical and moral 

models call into question the more generic, utilitarian, biomedical Western model of 

ethical inquiry [and as an alternative approach] forcefully aligns the ethics of research 

with a politics of the oppressed, with a politics of resistance, hope, and freedom” (p. 15). 

The need to assume a political and moral stance within Aboriginal research to enhance 

community well-being represents a fundamental difference in research orientations as 

Aboriginal researchers seek to find their ways out of the colonial maze. 

However, even with increasing recognition that Aboriginal research can, and 

indeed should, be fundamentally different from the scientific model of the mainstream 

tradition, it is also important for Aboriginal researchers to keep in mind that: “if 

something [like research] is political at all, it falls off the academic wagon and becomes 

advocacy rather than research” (Tuhiwai Smith, et al., 2002, p. 174). Many Indigenous 

scholars view this reaction from the scientific community as a biased stance meant to 

uphold the status quo by invalidating any knowledge production outside of the 

hypothetico-deductive model. Yet with a different purpose espoused for Aboriginal 
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research than solely the production of new knowledge, it follows that the design, 

methodology and evaluation must also differ from the typical research approaches of the 

past. Certainly if the intent of Aboriginal research is to effect social change, then the 

standard research model that relies on observation, findings, and scholarly commentary is 

inadequate for the intended outcomes. 

2.5.1 Aboriginal research as transformative 
In seeking to define what Aboriginal research is, who it involves and how 

stakeholders are included, we are made acutely aware of the complexity of this seemingly 

simple term. As a point of departure, Marlene Brant Castellano (2004) offers an inclusive 

interpretation for her readers: 

Aboriginal research means research that touches the life and well-
being of Aboriginal peoples. It may involve Aboriginal Peoples 
and their communities directly. It may assemble data that describes 
or claims to describe Aboriginal Peoples and their heritage. Or, it 
may affect the human and natural environment in which 
Aboriginal peoples live. (p. 99) 

This all-encompassing definition reflects a number of themes that are seen as 

definitive of Aboriginal research, including: a collective orientation; a holistic 

understanding of the world and its interrelatedness; an adherence to a traditional set of 

values; and, most importantly, a commitment to self-determination and/or decolonization. 

The phrase “data…[that] claims to describe Aboriginal peoples and their heritage” further 

implies that positioning is also of central importance within this field as Aboriginal 

researchers work to reclaim their knowledge.  

As the Coordinator of Research Services at the First Nations Centre of the 

National Aboriginal Health Organization (NAHO), Brian Schnarch (2004) asserts, 

“research is a tool for promoting changes that can transform people’s lives” (p. 94). By 

allowing Aboriginal groups to take back control of the institutions and processes that 

impact them, researchers can help communities create hope for a healthy future. This is a 

fundamental right granted to Aboriginal peoples by way of their unique Constitutional 

rights and the distinct legal status afforded them (Castellano, 2004; Schnarch, 2004; Tri-

Council Policy Advisory Committee, 2008).  
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As an educator of Plains Cree and Saulteaux ancestry who is devoted to 

integrating a decolonizing approach within post-secondary settings, Margaret Kovach 

(2005) likewise develops the idea that “social justice is pursued as a goal of research” (p. 

33). This statement is one that exemplifies the decolonizing purpose of Aboriginal 

research. The reclamation of knowledge from an Aboriginal perspective is grounded in 

notably different assumptions than those underlying mainstream standards of research. 

While similar in many ways to new community-based and participatory research projects, 

research within an Aboriginal context is focused on advancing the collective good of the 

community. As Michel Foucault (1980) reminds us, knowledge is power, and questions 

surrounding who should define, control, and own research similarly revolve around 

issues of voice and power.  

In much the same way, Castellano (2004) reminds us that “affirmation of the right 

of Aboriginal Peoples to generate and disseminate knowledge for and about 

themselves…touches on fundamental issues of Aboriginal culture, identity and well-

being” (p. 113) and forms the cornerstone of current policy efforts to restore research to 

Indigenous groups. In their own effort to decolonize, Aboriginal people are adamant that 

“accurate and informed research concerning their heritage, customs and community” 

(Schnarch, 2004, p. 85) emanate from their unique perspectives and under their terms. It 

also highlights the integral role of culture within any decolonizing research endeavour. 

As the examples above illustrate, a number of Aboriginally-guided research 

approaches are emerging from the fields of health and education. These works include 

reflections by esteemed scholars such as Marlene Brant Castellano (2004) who decry the 

lack of Métis involvement within the growing field of Aboriginal research. Similarly, the 

current Director of the Health and Wellness Department of the Manitoba Métis 

Federation and Associate Professor in the Department of Community Health Science at 

the University of Manitoba, Judith Bartlett, (2005, 2007) articulates the need for self-

determination and decolonization as outcomes within the context of Métis research. Both 

scholars agree that holistic community well-being and decolonizing goals are meaningful 

outcomes within Métis research.  
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These groundbreaking endeavours are further affirmed through the recent 

inclusion of an entire chapter devoted to “Research Involving the First Nations, Inuit and 

Métis Peoples of Canada” in the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for 

Research Involving Humans, 2nd edition (2010). In contrast to the earlier four-page 

Natural Science and Engineering Research Council (NSERC) Section 6: Research 

Involving Aboriginal Peoples (1999) where the authors felt that they had “not held 

sufficient discussions with representatives of the affected peoples or groups, or with the 

various organizations or researchers involved…[and have] therefore decided that it is not 

yet appropriate to establish policies” (para. 1), this new edition draws on intensive 

consultations with Aboriginal people and interested others from across the nation.  

The Tri-Council, representing the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 

Council (SSHRC), the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council (NSERC), 

and the Canadian Institute of Health Research (CIHR), drew together a special advisory 

committee to gather multi-stakeholder feedback on this document during 2008-2009. 

This nation-wide consultation process invited comment from researchers, students, 

community members and organizations through online commentary as well as through 

public consultations. While their efforts uphold the original intent of the 1999 document 

to exist as a “living, or evolving” document, health scholar Laura Eggertson (2009) finds 

that the first set of drafts “incorporate many attitudes that were considered radical 10 

years ago” (p. 379) (see Figure II). One of these ‘radical departures’ from past years is 

the recognition of an Aboriginal worldview. Moreover: “There’s more recognition that 

research participants aren’t just individuals, they are part of families and communities. 

What’s interesting is to see the evolution of thinking around these things” (p. 380). The 

recognition that individuals exist within complex networks where research has the 

possibility of affecting multiple and related parties is evidence of a shift from a highly 

individualistic approach to a more communal undertaking. Moreover, there is increasing 

recognition that research should yield mutual benefit to both researchers and the 

Aboriginal communities involved. Again, this recognition of reciprocity within the 

research relationship is indicative of a shift from the assumed objective and neutral stance 

in research to that of a more active role for the researcher in the community. At day’s 
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end, a much improved document is the result of the commendable efforts of this group. 

Still, there is much work left to be done and even more so in the case of the Métis. 

 

 
Figure II:  Comparison of TCPS Policy on Aboriginal Research (1998-2010) 
(Canada, “Panel on Research Ethics,” 2010) 

Of interest, there was recognition from the earlier draft of the TCPS on Aboriginal 

research that the “least organizationally developed communities are the most vulnerable 

to exploitation and should be supported in expanding their capacity to participate 

[emphasis added] rather than suffering dilution of ethical safeguards” (TCPS draft 2nd 

edition, 2008, p. 97). This statement pointed to some of the critical differences between 

the First Nations and Inuit groups who are much further ahead in rights recognition than 

their cousins, the Métis. This draft statement on the vulnerability of certain communities 

has now been finalized in a more fulsome manner as Article 9.14, “Strengthening 

Research Capacity”: 

Lack of engagement by communities may be due to 
inadequate financial or human resources. Communities 
vary widely in the level of human and material resources 
they have available to collaborate with research initiatives. 
Structural barriers may prevent access to, and participation 
in, research. For example, small, remote communities and 
many urban communities of interest have limited 
organizational resources to advise or collaborate in 
research. The least organizationally developed communities 
are the most vulnerable to exploitation. Research 
undertaken in these circumstances should strive to enhance 
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capacity for participation. (TCPS2, Chapter 9, 2010, p. 
125). 

This article seems to suggest that the onus for building capacity rests with the 

researcher: “Collaborative research approaches provide for reciprocal learning and for 

transfer of skills and knowledge between the community and the researcher” (TCPS2, 

2010, p. 125). This article also mentions federal funding programs that specifically target 

Aboriginal research and a recommendation to build research capacity within Aboriginal 

communities by prioritizing and training post-secondary Aboriginal students as ways of 

building that capacity. Yet, they also note that the extra “time required to establish 

collaborative relationships may be difficult to accommodate in the programs of students” 

(p. 126); therefore, mentorship by experienced researchers and building on their prior 

relationships is recommended as a possible solution.  

While the Tri-Council’s recognition of the vulnerability of certain communities is 

commendable, one wonders if the nod to federal funding programs is adequate to meet 

the needs of disadvantaged communities. The submission of a federal grant application to 

the Tri-Council is a complicated process that requires the skills of university-trained 

personnel and considerable time to develop into its final form. There is also no guarantee 

that the grant will be successful as it is a highly competitive process for limited funds. In 

truth, without the necessary resources in place to set up advisory groups on research 

issues, it is next to impossible to even initiate the community awareness-raising and 

dialogue necessary to inform the grants-writing process. Once again, without the right 

resources and process set in place for those who lack even the basics, the Métis are 

placed at a distinct disadvantage within the arena of knowledge production. 

2.5.2 Positioning of Aboriginal knowledge keepers 
In attempting to answer the question of who is involved in the project of 

Aboriginal research, we are drawn into a world of complexities. At first glance, it would 

seem simple enough to answer – Aboriginal research involves those Aboriginal people 

who are undertaking research. But what if those researchers who may be undertaking 

research projects within Aboriginal settings do not self-identify as Aboriginal – how do 

we resolve the highly personal matter of defining who is, and who is not, Aboriginal? 
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With political boundaries implicated in Aboriginal identity, there have been more 

questions than answers around the perplexing parameters of these identity boundaries. 

There are also researchers who may claim Aboriginal descent but whose research lies in 

fields outside the traditional Aboriginal context. These people may choose to research in 

vital areas such as health sciences, economics, engineering, education, or the 

environment; yet these activities are likely to be excluded because the topic area sits 

outside the typical domain of Aboriginal studies or research. So while those Aboriginal 

people who have ventured into mainstream areas of research may be making significant 

contributions of their own, they may have decided, for personal reasons, that their talents 

are best applied in these specialized areas. Their contributions are thereby excluded from 

the category of Aboriginal research.  

Just as importantly, there is a real need to acknowledge those non-Aboriginal 

researchers who have dedicated a lifetime of academic energy and expertise to exploring 

and exposing the injustices they see within the Aboriginal world.22 Much of this critical 

work has focused on bringing understanding and awareness of Aboriginal issues to a 

mainstream audience thereby bridging cultural gaps between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal groups. With this work as evidence of their commitment, certainly these 

researchers have earned the right to be included in the circle of Aboriginal research. 

Likewise, there are some researchers who have come to embrace the ideals and values of 

an Indigenous lifestyle. Is it fair to exclude those who have seemingly embraced an 

Aboriginal ethos but who may not have the cultural lineage to qualify as Aboriginal? 

These are not easy questions to answer. As with any effort to delineate and define matters 

of cultural identity, the issues are fraught with personal and political overtones. It would 

seem that the boundaries that define Aboriginal research and therefore its decolonizing 

potential are best envisioned as fluid and dynamic (while always respectful) if we are to 

move forward in this complex and evolving research terrain. 

                                                
22 See for instance the important work of scholars, S. Carter, 1990, 1996, 1997, 1999; J. Frideres, 

1974, 1983, 1988, 1993, 1995, 1998, 2001, 2005, 2008; J.R. Miller, 1989, 1991, 1996, 2000, 2003, 2004, 
2005; J.R. Ponting, 1978, 1980, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1997, 2006; D.B. Smith, 1974, 1977, 1978, 1980, 1982, 
1986, 1988, 1990, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010). 
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The absence of scholarly discourse focusing specifically on the Métis is further 

exacerbated by questions around identity and cultural positioning. This constant mode of 

questioning within a mixed-race context is aptly described by one mixed-race scholar: 

“The new mestíza [a person of mixed ancestry] copes by developing a tolerance for 

contradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 79). These complexities, 

contradictions, ambiguities and unanswered questions point to the need for dialogue and 

reflection around this topic, but are also not unfamiliar questions to those of mixed 

ancestry. What is critical, particularly in the case of Métis-specific research, is to begin 

that dialogue. 

2.5.3 Research by, with and for Aboriginal people 
While the task of defining what constitutes Aboriginal research is a real 

challenge, it is also clear that a paradigm shift is taking place within this specialized 

realm – one that moves Aboriginal people out of passive roles as the objects or recipients 

of study into more active roles as researchers and research partners. Former Director of 

Strategic Programs at SSHRC, Daryl Rock (2003), sees this shift as: “more research by 

and with Aboriginal peoples – not more research on or for Aboriginal peoples” (Report 

on SSHRC program and administrative decisions in support of an Aboriginal Research 

Agenda, p. 1). By way of this phrase, Rock (2003) advocates for an active and partnering 

role for Aboriginal groups versus that of a passive or subordinate role. Rock also expects 

that agency by Indigenous groups within research will also help to “enhance 

understanding about actual and potential changes in the relationships between Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal peoples and their respective intellectual and cultural traditions” 

(Rock, 2003, Report on SSHRC program, p. 2).  

A recent article in Pimatisiwin entitled “A Narrative of Research With, By, and 

For Aboriginal Peoples” embodies this vision of encompassing collective interests and 

thereby professes to “bridge local and traditional knowledges, promoting respectful 

research with, by, and for [emphasis added] Aboriginal peoples” (Baydala, Placsko, 

Hampton, Bourassa, & McKay-McNabb, 2006, p. 48). These strategic shifts serve as 

signposts of the knowledge reclamation that is taking place, or at least envisioned, within 

the arena of Aboriginal research. While these developments are promising, it is also 
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important to remember that the involvement of Aboriginal people in research as active 

stakeholders is a relatively recent shift. This means that we should expect to see western 

research traditions informing the design and methodologies of Indigenous research until 

such time as Indigenous groups gain additional knowledge and firsthand experience 

within this specialized field. 

With this in mind, it is imperative that we examine the latest trends that have 

emerged within Indigenous research to help inform this project. The very recent 

Handbook of Critical and Indigenous Methodologies edited by qualitative scholars 

Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln (2008) is indicative of Indigenous interests gaining 

legitimacy through the contributions of allied others. A new approach, dubbed “critical 

Indigenous pedagogy,” seeks to disrupt those “positivist and postpositivist approaches 

that address the concerns and interests of nonindigenous [sic] scholars” (p. 2) by situating 

Indigenous inquiry within the qualitative research movement. In an earlier publication, 

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) noted that Indigenous scholars such as Marie Battiste (2000b) 

avow that back in the 1960s when the quantitative and qualitative debate was at its 

height, Indigenous peoples were “subjected to the indignities of both approaches, each 

methodology used in the name of a colonizing power” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 2). It 

is perhaps for this reason that Indigenous research now seeks to claim its territory on its 

own terms. 

Of particular relevance within this study, Kovach (2005) argues that there is a 

moral imperative inherent for Aboriginal scholars undertaking research in their 

communities. As she puts it: 

Those of us who have pursued academic study and dipped 
our toes into the murky pool of research have obligations to 
use our skills to improve the socio-economic conditions of 
Indigenous peoples....We need to take back control of 
research so that it is relevant and useful. By defining the 
research inquiry based on actual, not presumed, need and 
by designing a research process that is most effective in 
responding to our inquiries, we can use research as a 
practical tool (Kovach, 2005, p. 33) 

The recognition that real community needs, as well as Aboriginal ways of 

knowing is the correct context in which to undertake research, is imperative to this work. 
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In identifying and thereby validating the focus and purpose of Aboriginal research and 

the epistemological context that surrounds this research – a significant stride towards 

decolonization is taking place. 

2.5.4 Community Well-Being 
Many Aboriginal communities look to research as a tool of social change – one 

that can move beyond commentary to enact positive changes. In this way, Schnarch 

(2004) asserts that the worth of any Aboriginally-based study should be determined by its 

“community relevance and community usefulness” (p. 22). This shift in the stated aims of 

research is captured in the following statement:  “Community leaders and workers 

generally want to take action on problems, not study them [emphasis added]” (Schnarch, 

2004, p. 17). Generally speaking, this means that data collection and interpretation is not 

enough to resolve problems – rather there must be some form of agency to bring 

resolution to the problem. Similarly, Tuhiwai Smith (2000) argues: “Unlike the 

[institutional] IRB model, it connects its moral model to a set of political and ethical 

actions that will increase well-being in Indigenous culture” (p. 242). Interestingly, these 

research efforts are increasingly focused on models of wellness or those that look for 

community strengths over that of the deficit or needs-based models of the past (see for 

example, Bartlett, 2005; van Uchelen, Davidson, Quressette, Brasfield & Demerais, 

1997). It is primarily for these reasons that the principles of participatory action research 

align well with an Aboriginal research agenda. 

In revisioning research from objective knowledge seeking to an outcome-oriented 

model, the validity of research efforts must also be reconceptualized. In response to this 

concern, the RCAP (1993) asserted that “serious and due consideration shall be given to 

the benefit of the community concerned” (Appendix E, 1993). Within this new research 

process, the community is given the right and the authority to review research results 

prior to publication. This methodological process is in stark contrast to the scientific 

model where methodological rigour and the elusive goal of objective neutrality reigns 

supreme; instead, the researcher looks to the participating community for validation of 

the research. Schnarch (2004) contends: “The most elegant study design in the world is 

only as valuable as the impact that it makes in people’s lives. By the same token, a 
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methodologically inferior study can have tremendous impact and benefit” (p. 22). The 

shift from data-driven findings to meaningful outcomes for those involved in the research 

process is likely to render a new definition of rigour within an Indigenous model of 

research. 

It is also important to recognize that community well-being emanates from a 

variety of sources. For Indigenous groups, this is best represented within a holistic 

orientation where the physical, mental, emotional and spiritual components of well-being 

are seen as interrelated and essential. For many Indigenous groups, the separation of 

research activities (and governmental programs) into compartmentalized forms of 

knowledge production is counter-intuitive to their ways of knowing and being. 23  

2.5.5 Self-Determination 
In asserting self-determination as one of the primary purposes of Aboriginal 

research, several authors have highlighted the significance of decolonization. In exploring 

one possible route to this research goal, Schnarch (2004) explains that, “the principles of 

ownership, control, access and possession…are discussed as an expression of self-

determination in research” (p. i). Further to this, Bishop (2005) maintains that culturally 

responsive research practices ensure that the power to set parameters around “what is 

acceptable and not acceptable research is determined and defined from within the 

community” (as cited in Denzin, 2010, p. 299). In a precedent setting move, the 

University of Victoria (2003) has established dedicated ethics review boards specifically 

for Aboriginal research guided by the ethos: “Research should empower the community 

involved” (p. 4). As Article 3 of the Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

declares: “Indigenous peoples have the right of self-determination. By virtue of that right 

they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and 

cultural development,” (as cited in Youngblood Henderson, 2000, p. 169), then this west 

                                                
23 While significant inroads have been made into Indigenous ways of knowing from First Nations 

perspectives that enrich the dialogue around knowledge production, or research, there has been 
considerably less dialogue within the same realm from a Métis perspective. Nonetheless, some promising 
moves have been made by groups such as the Canadian Council on Learning and their “Métis Holistic 
Lifelong Learning Model” and the Métis Centre at the National Aboriginal Health Organization (NAHO) 
(see Appendix B). 
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coast institution has furthered the Aboriginal cause immeasurably by establishing their 

own ethical review board.  

Of consequence, while the goal of self-determination means that “critical 

Indigenous qualitative research is always already political” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 

2), Kovach (2005) reminds us that this political battle is one that takes place within the 

larger Canadian state one community at a time. Significantly, “research, and the control 

of research findings, has been critical in pushing forward community-based goals of self-

determination” (Kovach, 2005, p. 23). Other commentators assert that researchers have 

an ethical obligation to consider how their research “benefits, as well as promotes, self-

determination for research participants” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 2). While this 

approach seemingly advocates for “research results that community members can 

interpret, own, and in which they see themselves reflected and named” (Evans, 2004, p. 

74), it also faces inherent challenges. 

Of primary concern within a research setting that is “always already political” is 

the threat that research can adopt a solely activist agenda. Once research becomes hostage 

to a certain political agenda, it loses its credibility and thereby its ability to make 

meaningful comment on the social situations that it proposes to study. There is also the 

possibility that research could benefit one sector of a community while being detrimental 

to another sector. In the case of Métis groups residing in Alberta, there has been 

considerable court activity focused on a ‘hunt for justice’ in terms of gaining legal 

recognition of harvesting rights and unrealized constitutional rights (see Métis Nation of 

Alberta News Release by A. Poitras, 2009). This political agenda is one that could easily 

subsume all other research goals as researchers could be influenced by decision-makers 

and power-holders to report only those findings that support their political objectives. 

While this type of influence might have a short-term positive effect for the political 

players, it can also undermine the credibility of the researcher and their future academic 

aspirations. 

2.6 Framework of Traditional Values Forms Basis for Contemporary Research 
Several strategic areas are reiterated throughout the literature on Aboriginal 

research and appear to focus in on important themes that should be considered in 
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designing an Aboriginal research project. By incorporating these important elements, it is 

felt that “decolonizing research can revalorize Aboriginal ways of knowing because it is 

Aboriginal-guided, incorporates Aboriginal world-views, and produces culturally 

relevant and useful outcomes” (Bartlett, Iwasaki, Gottlieb, Hall & Mannell, 2007, p. 

2381). Several scholars argue that a framework of traditional values should form the basis 

of any contemporary research project by adopting the following value-oriented 

approaches: respectful, collective, participatory, and holistic.  

The incorporation of these cultural parameters and a critical reflection on the 

research question, methodology, and methods can help to avoid a false claim of 

“indigenizing” a Western model of research. Kovach (2005, 2009) suggests that 

researchers ask these critical and difficult questions of themselves: “Is the research goal 

manipulative or helpful for my community? Is the methodology respectful to culture and 

community? Do the methods meet cultural protocols? What are the collectivist ethical 

considerations? Who is driving the research and what is the purpose?” (p. 26). These 

questions echo those of L.Tuhiwai Smith (2000) as she asks Indigenous scholars 

undertaking projects in collaboration with local communities informed by a critical 

politics of interpretation to consider the following eight questions: 

1. What research do we want done? 
2. Whom is it for? 
3. What difference will it make? 
4. Who will carry it out? 
5. How do we want the research done? 
6. How will we know if it is worthwhile? 
7. Who will own the research? 
8. Who will benefit?  (p. 239) 

As Denzin & Lincoln (2008) affirm, these eight questions representing key 

Indigenous principles help to interpret critical theory through a moral lens (p. 9-10). 

Likewise, these questions point to issues around community ownership, meaningful 

outcomes, local participation, culturally appropriate approaches, and community 

validation. In this way, the role of research is to serve the community, and the power to 

shape that research stems from the community and their unique cultural context. At the 

same time, it is also good practice for the researcher to critically examine and evaluate 

who holds the power within the community to set the direction of the research project – 
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are there certain groups, such as youth or women, who will not be invited to take part, or 

are there community members who will be excluded because they hold different political 

ideas than the decision-makers?  

Within the context of seeking financial support for this project through 

government agencies and industry sponsorship, we were continually confronted with 

these questions and with the realization that financial support from outside agencies could 

substantially sway the overall direction of the project. It would be advisable therefore to 

carefully weigh the responses to the above questions and determine the extent to which 

the researcher(s) and participating community members are willing to give up power and 

control over the research to potential funders who may have a different agenda in mind. 

Beyond these important considerations of power and control over research, 

scholars such as Kovach (2005) outline what they see as key assertions within the 

Aboriginal research setting:  

a) experience as a legitimate way of knowing; b) 
Indigenous methods, such as storytelling, as a legitimate 
way of sharing knowledge; c) receptivity and relationship 
between researcher and participants as a natural part of the 
research ‘methodology’; and d) collectivity as a way of 
knowing that assumes reciprocity with the community (of 
humans and other forms of life) ( p. 28) 

The moral implication of research within Aboriginal settings is further recognized 

by health researcher Janet Smylie (2005) who suggests that “it is only through an 

approach of mutual understanding, respect and partnership that academic research will be 

able to contribute to improving the health outcomes in First Nations, Métis and Inuit 

communities” (p. 977). A similar credo is advanced by Mike Evans (2004) who 

advocates the term “community-centred” research over that of “community-based” in his 

observation that “community centred research is just that, a research process that is both 

located at the community, and one that centralizes community concerns and 

participation” (p. 60). As we look at the principles underlying Aboriginal research, 

certain cultural values appear to surface as those that best promote a decolonizing agenda 

within an Aboriginal research project. 
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At the same time, we are reminded that community work, no matter how well-

intentioned, comes with its own unique set of challenges. In the first phases of any 

research project, we encounter the problematic of who is initiating the research and for 

what reason. So even in the case of initiation by an Indigenous researcher (which in and 

of itself does not guarantee the matching of worldviews), this researcher has likely been 

trained within a Western model where the underlying assumptions of theories and 

practices are those that run counter to those of the target Indigenous community. In 

examining issues of control and representation within a Maori setting, Russell Bishop 

(1996; 1998) and Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) have found that “locales of initiation and 

accountability are situated within Western cultural frameworks, thus precluding Maori 

cultural forms and processes of initiation and accountability” (p. 111). Ultimately, any 

decision to initiate research revolves around issues of power and control (Bishop, 2005, 

p. 111). It is also not surprising that in many Indigenous communities, local members are 

reluctant to take part in research activities given the colonizing agenda of past research 

activities (Battiste, 2000a, 2000b; Bishop, 2005; Smith, 1999; etc.). 

2.6.1 Respect 
In an opening statement within Appendix E - Ethical Guidelines for Research 

(1995), the Royal Commission on Aboriginal People affirms that respect is central to a 

culture of “best practice” within their research activities. They maintain that “these 

guidelines have been developed to help ensure that…appropriate respect is given to the 

cultures, languages, knowledge and values of Aboriginal people, and to the standards 

used by Aboriginal peoples to legitimate knowledge” (p. 1). To this end, the Commission 

members have carefully included community validation of research within the overall 

context of an Indigenous paradigm. 

The idea that “research should be respectful and honour relationships in addition 

to research outcomes” (Kovach, 2005, p. 24) is one that is shared by a growing body of 

Aboriginal scholars (Battiste & Henderson, 2000; Castellano, 2004; RCAP, 1993, 1996; 

UVIC, 2003). Moreover, research is seen to be healing when “this model directs scholars 

to take up moral projects that respect and reclaim Indigenous cultural practices” (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2008, p. 15). In envisioning research as based on good relations and even as 
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transformative, we see strong parallels with action and community-based research 

approaches that advocate a moral standpoint and a validation of local knowledge systems 

(Melkote & Steeves, 2001; Fals-Borda & Rahman, 1991). For those undertaking 

Aboriginal research, it is vital that we structure our research projects to take into account 

the foundational values that inform Aboriginal lifeworlds as this is a respectful way to 

research. 

2.6.2 Collective Orientation 
One of the major distinctions between the standard scientific approach to research 

and that of an Aboriginal research agenda is the individualist orientation of the former 

versus the collectivist orientation of the latter. In recognizing that Aboriginal 

communities have a specific interest in using research to increase their capacity to 

maintain their cultures, languages and identities as distinct peoples, the 2008 draft of the 

TCPS (2nd edition) acknowledged that “broader concerns for collective welfare may 

therefore differ significantly in an Aboriginal context” (Chapter 9, p. 91). Schnarch 

(2004), in commenting on the principles of OCAP, asserts a similar positioning: “perhaps 

the most important and progressive element is the move beyond mainstream concern with 

individuals to a focus on issues related to communities or groups of people” (p. 85). This 

is, as Eggertson (2009) suggests, a ‘radical departure’ from past research practices. 

The methodology associated with a collectivist project, according to Kovach 

(2005), carries three primary themes: a) the relational, b) the collective, and c) the 

methodological (or what the author terms “issues of method”). The relationship-based 

model of research prioritizes a meaningful dialogue at the onset focused on who owns the 

research and its designated use and purpose (phrased as, “Are you helping us?”) and 

thereafter as an integral part of the research process. In the Handbook of Critical and 

Indigenous Methodologies, Denzin & Lincoln (2008) likewise assert that the new 

Indigenous models of inquiry are those that “call for a collaborative social science 

research model that makes the researcher responsible, not to a removed discipline [or 

institution] but rather to those studied” (p. 15). In elaborating on the collective theme 

inherent in research, Kovach (2005)  emphasizes “reciprocity and accountability to each 

other, the community, clans, and nations…[that] creates a sense of belonging” (p. 30-31). 
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In essence, the research process is structured around the interrelatedness of all involved 

parties and as such the “methodology must meet the criteria of collective responsibility 

and accountability” (Kovach, 2005, p. 30-31). The circle of research widens 

immeasurably in this model of knowledge production. 

Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2002) provides an example of how collective responsibility 

and accountability might be envisioned. In conversation with her readers around the topic 

of audience, Smith recounts how her writings were disseminated throughout Indigenous 

communities and how these readers responded one-on-one with Smith on the topic of 

decolonizing methodologies: 

the best reviews [of my 1999 book] that I have had have 
been directly to me or through e-mail by Indigenous 
communities. That is the audience that I wanted to reach, 
and that’s the audience that I tried to write for…[yet] they 
don’t buy books…[instead they] distribute material 
themselves, and that is what seems to have happened (p. 
173). 

While Indigenous communities may find their own creative ways around 

knowledge distribution, it is also important to keep in mind that the national laws that 

currently exist in Canada around collective knowledge, or “intangible cultural property” 

such as traditional knowledge of plants and/or clothing design, are problematic. 

Copyright laws, as they are currently written, state: “intangible cultural property that is 

collectively held is often regarded as ‘folk knowledge’ that is available in the public 

domain and that may be adapted through commercial processes to produce marketable 

commodities without consent of the originators” (TCPS draft, 2008, p. 104). In other 

words, national and international laws around copyright and intellectual property are 

structured around an individualist orientation and, as currently written, do not 

accommodate or protect a collective orientation. This absence of legal protection and the 

threat of further exploitation places real limits on what communities might be willing to 

share with a public audience. 

2.6.3 Participatory and/or collaborative approaches 
As the literature on participatory action research reveals, the authentic 

involvement of people in research activities that affect their lives is an empowering 
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process (Melkote & Steeves, 2001; Smith, 1999). Similarly, research with, by and for 

Aboriginal peoples seeks to empower, or to decolonize, their communities through 

participatory efforts. The Royal Commission on Aboriginal People (1993) is once again 

seen as a trendsetter as they assert that a participatory approach is integral to Aboriginal 

research: “In studies located principally in Aboriginal communities, researchers shall 

establish collaborative procedures to enable community representatives to participate in 

the planning, execution and evaluation of research results” (RCAP, Appendix E, 1993). 

They advocate the setting up of advisory groups to provide guidance on the research 

process in alignment with overall guidelines. 

In truth, the participatory process can be disconcerting and chaotic and many 

researchers will avoid this process because the “act can be very messy” (Battiste, Bell & 

Findlay, 2002, p 184-185). The adoption of a participatory process essentially translates 

to the sharing of power and control. Through the act of sharing, the researcher 

demonstrates their trust in community members to take on the formidable task of 

knowledge production while they step into a ‘facilitator-type’ role (Melkote & Steeves, 

2001, p. 343). At the same time, the researcher must be willing to be flexible and 

accommodating in meeting the needs of the community. As Melkote and Steeves (2001) 

describe it, the “knowledge that PAR attempts to generate is specific, local, non-Western, 

and non-positivist” (p. 342) and has its own particular form of social verifiability through 

community consensus. This collaborative process is rife with its own set of challenges as 

it cycles through the following phases: i) knowledge generation, ii) critical reflection and 

self-evaluation, iii) dialogue and debate, and iv) endogenous participatory action. In fact, 

reaching consensus is an ideal that encounters the following limitations from the onset to 

the final phases of knowledge gathering.  

In many, if not most, Indigenous communities, local people may be too immersed 

in issues surrounding day-to-day survival to perceive any real need for research. The 

reality of their disadvantaged socio-economic positioning makes envisioning the future 

difficult. Basic needs, such as access to nutritious food, clean water and decent housing, 

are those that cannot be ignored and are often exacerbated by a host of societal ills, 

including addictions and violence. Thus, undertaking research can be seen as an activity 
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of the privileged. What is also lacking within disadvantaged communities is an awareness 

of, or education around, historical issues or present-day power structures. There is often a 

fear of mainstream institutions or practices that is further exacerbated by the poor 

reputation of research within Indigenous communities (Smith, 1999). Finally, Frantz 

Fanon (1952) reminds us that in many cases the colonized have become willing and 

complicit players in their own colonization in what he terms “internalized oppression.” 

This insidious mindset is, rather ironically, perpetuated by insiders from within the 

colonized group who are caught up with their own issues around power and control. All 

in all, any one of these factors can prevent a research project from reaching a successful 

outcome. 

2.6.4 Holistic Approach 
One of the more distinct trends to emerge in recent years has been a shift from a 

deficit or vulnerability-based model of research to that of a wellness or strength-based 

model. In a recent health-based study that examined urban Aboriginal peoples’ responses 

to inner-city supports and resources, health researcher Judy Bartlett, et al. (2007) found 

that prior evidence in this field “calls for intervention programs that address the holistic 

nature of Aboriginal individuals’ lives, not programs that attempt to ‘fix’ the illness 

solely from a deficit or vulnerability perspective” (p. 2380). Thus, if we were to examine 

unemployment as a research issue, we would not simply advocate an agenda of resume 

writing and job-seeking skills as the only intervention but we would also look to the 

emotional, physical and spiritual well-being of the target individuals as integral parts of 

the whole. Similarly, in the context of this project, the deliberate use of new media will 

not only involve training in its use but will also consider the social, emotional and 

spiritual aspects of the user.  

This type of thinking is exemplified in a telling quote by Cynthia Alexander 

(2001) in her views of how federal broadband connectivity programs may be received 

within an Indigenous context: 

the federal government has placed a good deal of  faith in 
the ability of technological innovation to resolve deep, 
enduring, complex and overlapping issues facing the 
country’s First Nations. Just as building a detoxification 
centre is itself unlikely to solve the problem of substance 
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abuse among Innu youth in Labrador, so, too, is it unlikely 
that the creation of an Aboriginal Canada Portal will 
eliminate the poverty, violence and ill health that threatens 
Aboriginal peoples and their communities. That is not to 
say that technology cannot be part of the solution, but, 
rather, that it is not the solution. (p. 2) 

Such comments provide an important point of departure for a holistic approach to 

working within Aboriginal communities around the topic of technology use. In today’s 

terms, “information and information technology have emerged as critical to both the 

economy and to governments. Information can produce prosperity and can serve as the 

bedrock for policy and planning” (Schnarch, 2004, p. 85). Thus, a decolonizing agenda 

can arise from the new knowledge economy as well as the more traditional resources, 

enacting what Madison (1998) terms a “politics of possibility” (p. 284).  

Yet, there may be a strong element of fear around the use of technology stemming 

from a lack of education or awareness, or from prior feelings of inadequacy foisted on the 

individual through their lifespan. It is good practice therefore to have a trained resource 

person available, such as a counsellor or social worker, who is able to take care of the 

emotional and spiritual needs of the participants, if required, within research settings. 

On a broader scale, an understanding of the complex interrelatedness of all living 

and non-living things in our world is one that is slowly replacing the specialized and 

compartmentalized knowledges of the Western tradition. In fact a holistic approach, or an 

understanding of the interrelatedness of all living things, is now buoyed by ecological 

studies on climate change. It is becoming increasingly apparent in our changing times 

that even the smallest shift in temperature can trigger a disastrous chain of events. 

2.7 Ways to Equalize Power Relations Within Research 
Seeking ways in which the process of research could be revisioned to redistribute 

power more equitably amongst researchers and community members is a weighty task. 

For centuries, both the production and the distribution of knowledge has been tightly 

controlled so as to support the various agendas of the colonizing invaders. For many 

world citizens, the Enlightenment era underscored a centralizing vision of progress while 

the imperial agenda lent its support to this grand vision. As many people are now aware, 

the self acclaimed ability to name and describe the ‘Other’ legitimized the imperial 
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takeover of  countries around the world. In the era following the Second World War, 

several groups sought to disrupt this totalizing agenda with their own distinct goals. As 

one of these groups, the Aboriginal people of Canada were highly active in their own 

decolonizing efforts as they sought redress from past wrongs and a reclamation of their 

voice and identity.24 This would be no easy task.  

As one of the primary producers of new knowledge, the universities have 

unwittingly or otherwise been complicit in the imperializing agenda of the colonizers. 

Their structure, their values, their knowledge systems have all reflected a certain set of 

beliefs that have privileged a Western worldview. It is not surprising then that the 

standards and the protocols that are enforced within a Western institute of higher learning 

are highly regimented to yield favourable outcomes for those who are most heavily 

invested in the idea of ‘progress.’ From the first template draft of the ethics approval 

form to the final dissemination of project findings, there is a very real tension that exists 

between the need to produce new knowledge that serves the academy and the need to 

serve community needs from an Indigenous perspective. 

2.7.1 Balancing Power Relations  
In seeking to balance the inequity of power relations within our society, 

Christians (2002) contends that  

the purpose of research is not the production of new knowledge per se.  
Rather, the purposes are pedagogical, political, moral, and ethical, 
involving the enhancement of moral agency, the production of moral 
discernment, a commitment to praxis, justice, an ethic of resistance, and a 
performative pedagogy that resists oppression (as cited in Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2008, p. 14). 

Fortunately, the stated objectives of Aboriginal research find support within  

research approaches arising from epistemologies in feminism, critical 
hermeneutics, postmodern, and critical theory, all of which share an 
emancipatory objective…The epistemological assumptions of these varied 

                                                
24 According to Andrea Bear Nicholas (2001), colonialism in Canada has taken place in separate 

stages: the early period, or the ‘classical period of colonialism’ that encompassed the fur trade and an era of 
colonial exploration; the second period of ‘internal colonialism’ that witnessed the dispossession and 
displacement of Indigenous populations by the incoming colonizers; and, the third period of ‘integration’ 
or assimilation as the ongoing form of neocolonialism that is present today. 
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methodologies contend that those who live their lives in marginal places 
of society experience silencing and injustice (Kovach, 2005, p. 21).  

Since the 1993 release of Appendix E of the Tri-Council Statement on Aboriginal 

research and the 1996 RCAP mandate on ethical standards, there has been a steady and 

growing interest in Aboriginal research. Academics such as Marlene Brant Castellano 

and Marie Battiste have clearly articulated the need for an Aboriginal research agenda 

that speaks to the people and is accountable to the people. Fortunately, “the active 

discussion of research ethics now going on in government and in granting councils opens 

up an opportunity for Aboriginal Peoples to engage in dialogue on how research can be 

adapted to achieve social benefit as they define it” (Castellano, 2004, p. 113). The 

reformulated idea of research within an Aboriginal context, then, is one that deliberately 

moves away from the neutral, objective positioning of the scientific model to that of a 

deliberate focus on promoting or achieving a climate of well-being within communities. 

Other objectives include the pursuit of self-determination and the closely related aim of 

decolonization. The role of the Aboriginal researcher is one that strives to find a balance, 

or at least a compromise, between these often conflicting goals. 

As Andrea Bear Nicholas (2001), a professor of Native Studies in New 

Brunswick and a Maliseet member, sees it, the erasure of Canada’s colonial past and the 

silencing of the Indigenous side of the story within our educational systems has also had 

major implications for Aboriginal students and teachers alike: “Unless we [recognize our 

colonial past], there can be no fertile ground on which the dreams of Aboriginal 

educators can take root” (p. 10). Knowing only the colonizers’ side of the story has 

undoubtedly made a negative impact in the educational attainment of Aboriginal students. 

2.7.2 Ethics Approval Process 
As arbiters of knowledge production, universities set the protocol and process 

necessary for the legitimizing of knowledge production. One of the most formalized 

procedures in this process is that of ethics approval. University researchers, as well as 

those seeking to expand their knowledge gathering and sharing to venues such as journal 

publications, must adhere to a strict set of rules and procedures to have their research 

projects approved by their respective institutional Ethics Review Board (ERB). The 
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research design and intended target participants must all be carefully detailed, and a clear 

rationale for the research project must be carefully articulated for subsequent peer review 

and approval. While the process can be onerous and often time-consuming, this process 

ensures that university researchers adhere to the highest set of research standards 

possible.  

While trained academics are well aware of their ethical and professional 

responsibility to adhere to an ethics review process when engaging in research, I would 

argue that this is a process that most community-level people are unaware even exists – at 

least in the Métis community. This lack of awareness means that it is incumbent on the 

researcher to not only work together on the ethics document but they must also explain 

the need for this process from an institutional standpoint as well as the most recent 

developments within the area. Ethically speaking, if we are to form a true partnership 

with community groups, then it follows that both partners must be equally informed and 

involved in the design of a research project. To the extent possible, this ensures that both 

groups have equal standing. As Bishop (2005) reminds us, the initial decision-making 

around research design and intended outcomes involves issues of power and control. A 

partnership can be found lacking without the full involvement of both parties to this 

process. While the TCPS2 (2010) suggests the formulation of a research agreement as a 

preliminary step in community partnering, a completed ethics review document could 

also constitute a similar pre-engagement phase as it details how issues of access, 

ownership, possession and control are to be handled from the beginning to the end of the 

project. 

Considering the importance of the ethics approval process to the overall research 

project and its final outcomes, I would suggest that any community groups that 

researchers intend to work with be invited to take part in the ethics review process. Not 

only will the community be made aware of institutional requirements, but also their 

involvement in this beginning phase will likely ensure their commitment from start to 

finish of any research endeavour. In many cases, it may be appropriate to pass on relevant 

documents that further explain how the ethics approval process is mandated. 
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Being aware of the process as well as having access to these policy documents 

provides community members with insights into the institutional process that university 

researchers must adhere to.25 As the terms and conditions of Aboriginal research have 

shifted significantly in the last while, it is particularly important to explore the 

community’s perspective into research and related issues. Finally, face-to-face meetings 

with potential community partners should be organized to discuss salient issues around 

the particular research project and to reach consensus on possible solutions to some of the 

issues in question. Ultimately, what is important throughout this ethics review process is 

that both parties act in a transparent, forthcoming and responsible manner. The ethics 

review process provides an appropriate vehicle for starting this important conversation. 

2.7.3 Control, Ownership and Access Issues 
The three closely related concepts of control, ownership, and access form three of 

the four cornerstones identified by the Steering Committee of the First Nations Regional 

Longitudinal Health Survey (2004). Along with the fourth principle of physical 

possession of data, these principles set an important foundation for self-determination in 

Aboriginal communities. The benefits of following this set of principles include the 

following: “rebuilding of trust, improved research quality and relevance, decreased bias, 

meaningful capacity development, and community empowerment to make change” 

(Schnarch, 2004, p. 80). Schnarch (2004) emphasizes that questions surrounding control 

and access to data arising from research are paramount.  

While the principle of control is focused specifically on First Nations interests, it 

is significant that Schnarch (2004) cites this community control of research as “within 

their [First Nations] rights in seeking to control all aspects of research and information 

management processes which impact them” (p. 81). Of particular interest, this control 

extends to the control of review processes. Indeed, if information is the new currency of 

                                                
25 I felt it was important to pass on the draft TCPS documents to some of the more interested 

members of the community groups I planned to work with for their information and review. I also 
suggested that they attend one of several informational workshops that were being held across the nation so 
that they could not only gain a greater understanding of the ethics review process, but so they also could 
provide input, including suggestions for revisions, into the final document. To me, it was important that the 
participating communities witnessed firsthand the context for knowledge production within the academy. 
Oftentimes, our communities underestimate the acceptance of our ways within a formal and 
institutionalized ‘house of learning.’ 
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our times, then we must assume that control of, and access to, information naturally 

involves issues of power. Thus, determining who holds the power to access research 

findings and control how these findings are distributed is of utmost importance. At the 

same time, it is important to keep in mind that “those who have something to lose from a 

redistribution of power might complain” (Schnarch, 2004, p. 89). This is as true of 

external groups as it is of those who currently hold power within the community. 

The principle of ownership is closely related to that of access and control, and 

“refers to the relationship of a First Nation community to its cultural knowledge/data/ 

information” (Schnarch, 2004, p. 81). Within an Indigenous context, this means that the 

community or group owns the information as a collective. This type of collective 

orientation differs substantially from that of the concept of individual ownership so 

common within mainstream society. Significantly, our current federal copyright laws 

surrounding intellectual property and other forms of knowledge production fail to protect 

collective ownership.  

There are additional considerations that complicate the principle of ownership. 

One of the more complex issues surrounds the question of whether data should be shared 

freely with others. Schnarch (2004) reminds us that this seemingly progressive notion is 

not as innocent as it may seem. It is instead “a fallacy based on unexamined assumptions 

of power” (p. 92) to consider data value neutral. Data is derived from a process that has 

been, and remains largely, in the realm of the privileged where the choice of the research 

framework, methods, and instruments all help to construct the data. However, if and 

when Aboriginal people are able to take back control of research, they must determine 

whether public sharing of data is beneficial to their community or could cause further 

damage to an already vulnerable population. As Schnarch (2004) warns: “Once data is 

out there, the way it gets used may or may not coincide with the community’s 

aspirations” (p. 92). Certainly, within the context of this project, the act of sharing the 

digital stories with others is being carefully considered as to the possible implications, 

and dangers, of allowing public access.26 

                                                
26 Above and beyond the critical consideration of protecting the safety of the storytellers is the 

need to provide context for the stories. As “grassroots productions” – stories conceived, created and 
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There are also considerations around privacy and confidentiality that a smaller 

community must take into account. In looking towards a solution, Schnarch (2004) offers 

the following advice: “The release of statistics [or other data] can also be linked to a 

[First Nations] review process that addresses data release and/or publication approvals” 

(p. 93). By building their own control mechanism into the research process, these First 

Nations groups have minimized the risk of data misuse. 

The directive from the RCAP around ownership and access circumvents the 

question of data ownership by mandating open access to final reports to the involved 

communities: “The Commission shall maintain a policy of open public access to final 

reports of research activities…[and further to this] results should be widely distributed 

within participating communities” (RCAP, 1995, Appendix E). In the case of the RCAP, 

the intended audience is primarily seen as those communities taking part in research 

activities whereas OCAP considers a wider audience. The RCAP is also careful to 

include qualifiers such as when it may be inappropriate to publicly disclose research 

information. The OCAP guidelines, on the other hand, question whether the benefits of 

dissemination outweigh the risks of misinterpretation or misuse of research data.    

Qualitative researchers Denzin and Lincoln (2008) weigh in heavily on the side of 

communities on the issue of access: “researchers should be accountable to Indigenous 

persons. They, not Western scholars, should have first access to research findings and 

control over the distribution of knowledge” (p. 2). This view is a radical departure from 

past and present practices in universities where the academic freedom of researchers has 

privileged their claims as grounded in the production of new knowledge. Denzin and 

Lincoln (2008) claim that this approach is now outdated as it is based on the “legacy of 

the helping Western colonizing Other” (p. 5). Traditionally, Indigenous groups have been 

excluded from discussions “concerning who has control over the initiation, 

methodologies, evaluations, assessments, representations, and distribution of the newly 

                                                                                                                                            
produced by local community members in the span of 3-5 days – it would be highly unfair for viewers to 
judge these works as professional productions. (See also Evans & Foster, 2009 for their insights into the 
process and production of participatory video with Métis in British Columbia.) 
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defined knowledge” (p. 5). This exclusion is now seen as a questionable practice 

underlined by issues of power and control. 

If decolonization is to be achieved, it is imperative that Aboriginal groups 

continue to take part in conversations around control, ownership and access to research 

data. The power to control their destiny may rest in the ability to navigate these often 

difficult waters. While many First Nations groups have started to set out their own 

standards and protocols surrounding research, the Métis are just starting to delve into this 

important topic.  

2.7.4 Research Agreements 
One of the most effective ways to resolve issues of access, control, and ownership 

within Aboriginal research is for the community to develop a standardized set of formal 

protocols that dictate the activities of researchers. In order to be effective, these protocols 

must include the development of appropriate research agreements. The CIHR Guidelines 

for Health Research Involving Aboriginal People includes a sample research agreement 

from the Centre for Indigenous Peoples’ Nutrition and Environment’s newest set of 

guidelines. This document details such items as: the purpose of the research project; the 

methods to be used; details around community training and participation; communication 

between community members and researchers on project progress and research activities; 

dissemination of research results to community members; the sharing, distribution, and 

storage of data; informed consent; protection of individual privacy; and appropriate 

communication with outside parties. Other components of the research agreement include 

those surrounding funding, benefits and commitments. It is notable that benefits and 

commitments are considered parallel processes within the agreement. The earliest and 

likely the most thorough of these research protocols was developed by the RCAP (1996) 

where collaborative research and community participation in the initial stages of the 

development and design of the research model was emphasized (Kovach, 2005, p. 23). 

While research agreements are certainly the way of the future and, interestingly enough, 

may now form a preliminary activity to the ethics review process (see TCPS2, 2010), in 

my view, the very initial tasks of creating awareness and understanding of research issues 

must precede this more formalized step. 
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2.7.5 Evaluation 
Historically, the evaluative criteria used to judge research within a Western 

approach have been reliability, validity and generalizability. The underlying assumptions 

within this set of criteria hold that the knowledge generated by a study is widely 

applicable to other groups and that any subjective bias has been removed so as not to 

contaminate the study’s results. Similarly, in advancing their argument for a more PAR-

like approach to knowledge generation, Melkote and Steeves (2001) contend that a “key 

argument used to support the superiority of the scientific method is its lack of bias, or 

objectivity, and the detachment of the scientist” (p. 342). Yet they question whether this 

scientific approach is the correct way to assess the social verifiability of new knowledge 

within poor and disadvantaged communities. For these communication development 

scholars, as with PAR scholars Fals-Borda and Rahman (1991), “an important criterion 

for social verifiability may be community consensus achieved through collective and 

democratic processes” (p. 342). This viewpoint is echoed by Scharch (2004) who 

suggests that “rather than focus on scientific excellence, an assessment of potential and 

anticipated community benefits, however these are measured, could be emphasized” (p. 

89).  

In arguing for the validity of a case-study approach to the generation of new 

knowledge around human affairs, Danish scholar Flyvbjerg (2006) makes a similar 

argument as he counters the conventional wisdom that case studies do not provide the 

rigour of a hypothetico-deductive model of explanation. By carefully deconstructing the 

assumptions underlying this approach, he finds that Western notions of reliability, 

generalizability, and validity rest on the privileging and status of certain knowledge 

systems over others (p. 221). Likewise, as scholars of indigenous knowledge, Semali and 

Kincheloe (1999) argue, “critiques of science point out that Western science has created a 

self-validating frame of reference that provides authority to particular Western 

androcentric, culturally-specific ways of seeing the world” (p. 44). In keeping with a 

growing group of Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars, these scholars contend that it 

is the research outcomes, rather than the findings, that are significant within 

humanitarian-based projects (Castellano, 2004; Gaventa, 1993; Kovach, 2005, 2009; 

RCAP, 1993; Schnarch, 2004; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999; University of Victoria, 2003). In 
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this way, the replicability and generalizability of research findings are replaced with the 

extent to which any participating community perceives results, outcomes, or changes for 

the better, if any. Thus, the community may be able to validate the research through their 

own witnessing, reflections and dialogue with others on perceived, and future, outcomes 

stemming from the research. As experts in their community’s affairs, it is the community 

members themselves who hold the authority to identify and assess outcomes. 

Thus, we witness a significant shift in the basis for evaluation from scientific 

rigour to the views of the communities involved in the research project. While this type 

of evaluation aligns more closely with the research objectives, it also raises questions 

around how benefits will be defined and measured, and by whom. As I see it, this 

discussion is the one that should be considered most pertinent within Aboriginal research 

if we are to make a positive and lasting difference. 

In a similar vein, the 2008 draft of the TCPS policy document suggested that 

researchers working within Aboriginal communities “should [emphasis added] afford the 

community an opportunity to react and respond to research findings before the 

completion of the final report” (p. 104). While this advice is framed in rather tentative 

language to an audience that values their academic freedoms and privileges, a subsequent 

message from the Tri-Agency is considerably stronger: “Communities consider that their 

review and approval of reports and academic publications is essential to validate findings 

[emphasis added], protect against misinterpretation, and maintain respect for Indigenous 

knowledge” (p. 104). How researchers and scholars choose to interpret what are 

essentially competing terms (should versus essential) will prove very enlightening. At the 

same time, the tension and power play between groups for the control over research 

outcomes is witnessed in these wording changes and shows further evidence of a 

paradigm shift in motion.  

Despite the inevitable struggle that will take place around these terms, there is 

prior evidence of evaluative terms emerging from an Indigenous perspective. The RCAP 

(1996) suggests that “in setting research priorities and objectives for community-based 

research, serious and due consideration shall be given to the benefit [emphasis added] of 

the community concerned. In assessing community benefit, regard shall be given to the 
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widest possible range of community interests” (RCAP, 1995, Appendix E). Looking to 

the future, Kovach (2005) asserts that: “The hope of an Indigenous research paradigm 

developed by Indigenous scholars, researchers, and community members is that it will 

have an authenticity, even if carried out within the parameters of research language” (p. 

33). In aligning the evaluative criteria with the new Indigenous research model, the belief 

is that “research that relies on Aboriginal knowledge and ways of knowing is, in all 

likelihood, methodologically stronger as it diminishes outsider biases” (Freeman as cited 

in Schnarch, 2004, p. 21). If community benefit is to be the measure of research 

outcomes, then it makes sense that we move outside the scientific model of validity and 

reliability, and transform the goal of generalizability to a more community-defined 

measure of “benefit.” Nonetheless, in considering Métis-specific interests in research 

outcomes, the act of identifying and defining benefits is one that is likely to raise much 

discussion and debate as competing groups vie for their own preferred positioning. 

2.8 Other Challenges Within Aboriginal Research 
Working within Indigenous communities requires a set of specialized skills that 

are unique to this type of work. In advocating for a participatory, or collaborative, 

approach to development, Melkote and Steeves (2001) acknowledge that an egalitarian 

relationship is often difficult to achieve between the researcher/facilitator and the 

involved community (p. 344). Others suggest that “few are capable of sufficient 

sensitivity, humility, and self-reflexivity to do this work” (Gluck & Patai, 1991; Fals-

Borda, 1991). Acknowledging that developing an expert set of skills in practice is 

indicative of a higher level of learning, Flyvbjerg (2006) concurs that practical 

experience is “necessary to allow people to develop from rule-based beginners to virtuoso 

experts” (p. 221). Of some interest, expertise within an Aboriginal research context is to 

be found within the realm of practical experience rather than in theoretical 

understandings. 

In this era of transitioning research from a Western model to Indigenous ways of 

knowing, I would strongly advise that the ethical principles of PAR be applied within any 

upcoming research projects. Since there is currently a lack of trained and skilled 

Indigenous researchers to meet the needs of our communities, it is quite likely that future 
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research projects will be undertaken by people from outside the community. Having 

researchers adhere to PAR principles will ensure that there is at least some attempts at 

equalizing the power differentials in the research partnership and may also bring an 

opportunity for community members to start learning about research. To this end, there is 

a very real risk that Indigenous groups could take on research activities without the 

proper training and credentials to support their efforts. This situation could easily result in 

their research efforts being devalued, or wasted, if others feel that their work does not 

meet Western research standards. Until such time as there are enough community people 

properly trained in research skills, it may also be worthwhile for Indigenous groups to 

keep themselves informed on developments within the realm of Aboriginal research and 

to take part in the emerging dialogue, if at all possible. The ethics that surround research 

are primarily based in values and this is something that the community can articulate 

without any specialized training or jargon. Finally, the community should consider 

supporting any community members who may be interested in research as there is a real 

possibility that they may bring these specialized set of skills back to the community. 

2.9 Envisioning Métis Specific Research  
In the emerging realm of Aboriginal research, it is apparent that Métis concerns 

exist only on the periphery or margins of this important movement. The greatest strides 

made to date have emerged primarily through the efforts of health research agencies such 

as the Métis Centre of NAHO and concerned scholars such as Bartlett, Castellano and 

Evans who work to ensure that Métis research concerns remain on the academic radar. 

With Métis people representing fully one-third of the Aboriginal population across 

Canada, it is vital that Métis people continue to lobby for research practices that are 

respectful and unique to their culture. The first set of draft principles on Métis specific 

research, compiled in 2010 by the Métis Centre of NAHO, represents an important 

breakthrough in this critical area. 

In the post-Powley era where recognition of the constitutional rights of Métis 

remains very erratic and piecemeal, the Métis people are experiencing firsthand the need 

for valid and reliable research with their people. It follows that an educational and 

awareness program for Métis on appropriate research practices should be prioritized by 
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our political leadership if we are to keep moving ahead as a distinct Aboriginal group. 

While this is an optimal goal, a number of significant challenges face the Métis in 

reaching this objective. To date, the greatest challenge to research development with the 

Métis is the fact that other issues such as the constitutional recognition of Métis rights 

overshadow all other endeavours. The time, energy and financial resources involved in 

litigation around such rights as harvesting rights limits our involvement in, and diverts 

the attention of our political leadership away from, a critical need to reclaim the 

production of our own knowledge.  

The second challenge to enacting good research practices with the Métis is 

finding ways to bridge the educational divide that currently exists in a highly diverse 

population. The latest 2006 statistics confirm that approximately one-third of the total 

population of 291,300 Métis people across Canada do not hold a diploma, degree or 

certificate. These statistics also reveal that while a growing number of Métis people are 

enrolled in and are completing post-secondary studies, their programs of choice are still 

certificate or trades options rather than a formal degree program (Statistics Canada, 

2006).27 While this is a promising trend in many ways, it is also less likely that these 

newly educated Métis will have encountered issues surrounding research in their 

advanced schooling. It is also quite likely that those who have earned a university degree 

will be called upon by their communities to take on the challenges of research – even 

without the specialized training needed to acquire research skills. Whether or not they 

choose to answer this call will be their choice but without specialized training in research 

skills, their efforts may do more harm than good.28 

Finally, another significant challenge in developing an appropriate Métis research 

agenda is retaining visibility on the federal and provincial agendas. With a seeming lack 

of involvement by the Métis in issues of research, their unique concerns and issues could 

easily be subsumed by First Nations and Inuit interests. It is therefore of utmost 
                                                
27 The latest information available on educational statistics for the Métis can be found online at the 

following URL: 
http://www12.statcan.ca/english/census06/data/topics/RetrieveProductTable.cfm?Temporal=2006&PID=93
719&GID=614135&METH=1&APATH=3&PTYPE=88971%2C97154&THEME=73&AID=&FREE=0&
FOCUS=&VID=0&GC=99&GK=NA&RL=0&TPL=RETR&SUB=737&d1=3&d2=0&d3=0&d4=0 

28 The post-secondary training that many people undertake in an undergraduate degree program 
may not include in-depth, if any, specialized training in research skills.  



80 

 

importance that ‘ethical space’ be reserved for the articulation of Métis research issues in 

policy documents. This will allow the Métis the time necessary to initiate, experience and 

develop relevant policies and processes around research activities within their 

communities. 

As was suggested in the early part of this chapter, the general lack of information 

on Métis specific research is not only a challenge but also an opportunity to learn from 

and build on past practices in Aboriginal research (see, for instance, the work of Berg, 

Evans, Fuller & Okanagan Urban Aboriginal Health Research Collective, 2007). Where 

possible, I engaged interested community members on the topic of Métis research to 

solicit their reactions to the overall research process and any relevant developments 

taking place within Aboriginal research to inform my own approach. While it would be 

overly presumptuous to assume that our political leaders would be actively involved in 

further developing guidelines for Métis research from a series of initial discussions, it 

will be vital for the future wellbeing of the Métis communities to find community 

members who are willing to dedicate the time and energy necessary to explore research 

issues surrounding the Métis community. Ideally, these people could then help develop a 

professional set of standards around Métis-specific research in collaboration with 

professionally trained Métis academics and scholars. For instance, it may be unrealistic to 

assume that local communities could develop a research question and a suitable 

methodology to pursue that question if local people have not been trained in research 

skills. This is a role that Métis scholars may be able to assume as they are a natural 

intermediary between the communities and the institutions of higher learning. Clearly, 

federal funding to initiate and further the dialogue around Métis specific research would 

be invaluable. 

As I work to identify those factors that could affect the decolonizing potential of a 

‘digital strategy’ within a Métis community, I am cognizant of the important role of 

research where production of knowledge about our people ultimately impacts our 

relationships with fellow citizens. As a Métis scholar, I believe that I have a 

responsibility to ‘give back’ to my home community but at the same time I also believe 

that I have the right to take on this responsibility. Without question, the stakes are high 
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for those of us who have suffered the pangs of colonization and are trying to move 

forward; however, the stakes are even greater if we continue to allow others to ‘speak’ for 

us and to do the important work of knowledge gathering for us. This is both a 

responsibility and a right that we need to increasingly assume for ourselves as we work 

towards the ultimate goal of decolonization. 
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Chapter Three:  Imperative to Communicate 

3.1 Introduction 
In seeking decolonizing strategies that could enable Métis people to reclaim their 

voice, this project deliberately implemented the use of digital media as a tool of 

empowerment. In a nation that is increasingly new media proficient and connected 

through a variety of new devices, I undertook a collaborative digital storytelling project 

with a remote Métis settlement in northern Alberta as a contemporary way of enacting 

voice and reinvigorating storytelling traditions. The strategic use of digital media within 

this project builds on a long history of effective communication strategies within 

Aboriginal communities across the continent and thereby represents a contemporary 

manifestation of synthetic communication types of the past (Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000; 

Zimmerman, Zimmerman & Bruguier, 2000). By working collaboratively with the 

community to realize their self-identified goals within this project, digital media is further 

appropriated to meet overall decolonizing goals of “internal and external 

communication…self-determination [and]…resistance to outside cultural domination” 

(Bredin & Hafsteinsson, 2010, p. 2). While time and the storytellers will tell us of the 

eventual fate of these once-silenced stories, the potential exists for this project to increase 

overall public awareness of the Métis people in Canada, and thereby fulfill decolonizing 

goals for all Canadians. 

In its initial stages, the strategic use of communications media using a range of 

digital media technologies within this collaborative and community-based project also 

represents a process of transformative action that allows under- or misrepresented 

communities to talk back to certain structures of power, including the broadcast model of 

the recent past (Bredin & Hafsteinsson, 2010; Ginsburg, 1991; Koopmans, 2004). This 

move to reclaim the power of representation and voice is one that is steeped in a colonial 

rendering and is therefore deeply bound with issues of power and control by hegemonic 

forces. A review of relevant literature affirms that issues of representation currently 

dominate this specialized area of discussion as minority groups push back against a world 

of stereotypical representations and the silencing of their stories.  
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Tellingly, in a pre-contact world where “Indigenous representations based on an 

Indigenous worldview have historically been under the control of Indigenous peoples” 

(Iseke-Barnes & Danard, 2007, p. 28), there was little cause for concern. However, this 

situation changed drastically with the arrival of colonial forces in the “New World” and 

other lands destined to be colonial outposts. Authors Smith, Burke and Ward (2000) 

articulate the impact of this cultural encounter in an insight that resonates with Edward 

Said’s (1978) post-colonial work on orientalism: “It is possible to view Indigenous 

ethnicity as an artefact of colonization, since it was colonization that created a sense of 

Indigenous peoples as Other” (p. 5-6). Within this chapter, I intend to demonstrate that 

while a number of challenges surround a community-based strategy that utilizes new 

media forms to meets its decolonizing goals, those Indigenous groups who have 

demonstrated agency and eventually gained control over the use of new media forms 

have reclaimed their inherent right to tell their own stories in their own voice – all central 

components of a decolonizing strategy. 

3.2 Indigenous Communication History  
Contrary to what many people have been led to believe, the Indigenous people of 

this continent have a lengthy and complex communications history that allowed them to 

communicate across great distances and diverse language groups (Baldwin, 1993; Smith, 

Burke & Ward, 2000; Zimmerman, Zimmerman & Bruguier, 2000). In the pre-contact 

era, this communication network allowed for a variety of functions, including among 

other things, “trading and the intergroup exchange of marriage partners” (Zimmerman, 

Zimmerman & Bruguier, 2000, p. 69-70). A vivid example of the breadth of one of these 

trading networks is found in the Hopewell exchange system (or Hopewellian Interaction 

Sphere) that ranged from the southeastern Canadian shores of Lake Ontario to the far 

southeastern limits of the United States (in the Florida region) where archaeologists have 

dated material remnants to as far back as 200 BC to AD 500 (Berlo & Phillips, 1998). As 

proof of its continental span, archaeologists have found that obsidian from the 

Yellowstone area was traded to the far reaches of Florida, and in return, items such as 

shark and alligator teeth were brought into northern climes. These archaeological finds 

not only attest to the vast geographical extent of this trading network, but also provide 
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telling evidence that trading exchanges took place across diverse cultural and language 

groups. In sum, Indigenous groups were well engaged in ongoing communication with 

one another in the pre-contact era.  

To facilitate communication in this early era, several different synthetic forms of 

communication were developed (Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000, p. 17). In some regions, 

sign language and smoke signals were used to communicate cross-culturally; in other 

regions, Native runners, or “tribal messengers,” carried news across great distances – first 

on foot, and later by “horse [that] sped up the moccasin telegraph” (Baldwin, 1993, p. 1). 

As Smith, Burke and Ward (2000) see it, this Indigenous imperative to communicate 

arose from oral traditions that privileged complex social structures and human 

interactions over technologies. As this abbreviated glimpse into pre-contact 

communication history across North America demonstrates, the “goods that many 

Indigenous people value most highly are those to do with communication” (Smith, Burke 

& Ward, 2000, p. 9).  

In today’s world, technologies such as telephone, radio, television, and now 

digital media are taken up by Indigenous peoples to restore and facilitate traditional 

information exchanges (Alia, 2003, 2010; Buddle, 2005; Michaels, 1986; Smith, Burke & 

Ward, 2000; Tallbear, 2001). In reviewing past to present-day communication strategies, 

we might surmise that the willingness and ability of Indigenous groups to evolve their 

communication strategies in tandem with their changing needs is the continuation of a 

longstanding tradition.  

3.3 Contact, colonization and the role of communication 
In the early contact era, Europeans were reliant on Indigenous people and their 

knowledge of the land for survival in a harsh and often hostile climate. Thus, in their time 

of need, the newcomers cast the Indigenous people of the New World in a romantic and 

innocent role, the “noble savage” of Rousseau’s imaginings, that made palatable the 

reliance of the invaders on the first occupants for their day-to-day survival. As time went 

on and a wealth of natural resources was revealed to the newcomers, the passive noble 

savage character would transform in tandem with an evolving colonial agenda. Thus, the 

noble savage was soon replaced by the “savage primitive,” who was portrayed to be both 
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wasteful and ignorant of civilized ways.29 This shift in portrayal would help to ease the 

conscience of the colonizers and legitimize the exploitation of natural resources from the 

New World that would otherwise – at least, according to the colonizers’ rationalization – 

be laid to waste.  

While the imperializing forces were actively spreading their influence across the 

globe, they were also experiencing their own cultural and communication revolutions in 

their homelands. During the 1800s, Europeans were growing increasingly reliant on text-

based communications signalling the growth of a nascent culture of information. This 

shift from personal to print interaction would eventually reach the shores of the colonial 

outposts, prompting Baldwin (1993), a media scholar and social psychologist of Osage 

and Kaw descent, to suggest that “the European invasion of the New World was 

successful, in part, due to the rapid evolution of communication technologies [such as 

newspapers and the telegraph] and popular access to the information encoded therein” (p. 

2). Certainly, the carefully constructed photos, drawings and stories of the New World, 

along with the promise of free land, helped to entice new settlers who would be willing to 

work the land and return raw materials to the “motherland.” In essence, the chance for a 

new life was promised to these migrants, many of them displaced from their homelands 

by economic, political and social upheavals, by way of a carefully crafted story. 

Beyond the influx of settlers/invaders, Baldwin (1993) points to the disruption of 

communication norms in Aboriginal communities throughout the Americas as another 

colonial tactic deployed in the post-contact era. As he sees it, an “effective [Aboriginal] 

communication system was halted by the introduction of text-based communications by 

the incoming European cultural groups – leading to the creation of a society of 

information poverty” (p. 1). In reviewing the current state of Information Technology and 

Indigenous People (2007), authors Laurel E. Dyson, Max Hendriks and Stephen Grant 

maintain that this colonial strategy is ongoing today in the form of information 

marginalization where “Indigenous populations have largely been excluded from access, 

control or ownership of information outlets” (p. 319). By restricting Aboriginal groups 

                                                
29 The Myth of the Savage and the Beginnings of French Colonialism by Olive Dickason 

(1977/rev. 1997) explores this complex characterization of Aboriginal people by the invading foreigners. 
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from critical information, the colonizers have managed to retain power and control over 

the lives and life opportunities of the Indigenous populations. In a world now dependent 

on a knowledge-based economy, an information deficit can have severe repercussions for 

those groups excluded from vital informational sources. 

In spite of the inevitability of a trend to a knowledge-based economy, some 

politically invested players in Canada’s northern regions have publicly and negatively 

deemed the print and electronic media entering their communities “cultural nerve gas” 

and “neutron bomb television” (cited in Zellen, 1998b, p. 1) – a vivid expression of the 

assimilating potential of these new media forms. In much the same way, some 

“sociologists and anthropologists have [also] long argued that exposure to media, be it 

print or electronic, can [do] nothing but facilitate the assimilation of those who view it” 

(Baldwin, 1993, p. 7). While this negative stance towards the introduction of new 

technologies may be a response to the ubiquity of popular cultural forms, particularly 

among the younger people, it also raises the question of whether another agenda – be it 

an appeal to a certain voter demographic or adherence to the myth of “untainted cultures” 

– underlies this positioning.  

Yet another insidious colonial tactic imposed on Aboriginal groups, at least to 

some, is the loss of control and power over their self-representation. To this end, specific 

Aboriginal stereotypes were created then deliberately manipulated to meet the evolving 

wants and needs of the colonizers (Baldwin, 1993; Dickason, 1977, 1997; Francis, 1997). 

This “desire to control representations of Indigenous peoples lies in the need of the 

dominant society to maintain its power” (Iseke-Barnes & Danard, 2007, p. 31) and 

endures even to the present day. We have only to think of some of the more familiar 

stereotypes – that of the “imaginary Indian” replete with headdress, tomahawk and war 

whoop – to see how this negative depiction has engrained a vision of the original 

occupants as the “pagan enemy” (Francis, 1992; King, 2003). Francis (1992) suggests 

that this stereotype has proved highly resistant to change throughout the years because 

the character exists only in the imagination of mainstream society. While these fictional 

representations effectively served the colonizer’s agenda, these limiting stereotypes have 

also left little room for the complex truth of Indigenous realities.  
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A static and unchanging representation ultimately “undermines dynamic political 

and cultural traditions that signify surviving peoples and vibrant communities” (Tallbear, 

2001, p. 7) and limits the overall potential of Aboriginal people to realize their life goals. 

Moreover, Tallbear (2001) articulates the complexity of these fictionalized 

representations on the everyday realities of Aboriginal people: “Adhering to a racial 

stereotype is a hard line to follow” (p. 7). 

Those colonizing tactics that focused, and continue to focus, on representational 

practices have proven to be highly destructive to Indigenous groups. Through mainstream 

control of representation, Indigenous history, culture, identity and traditions have been 

“eroded, erased and reconstructed” (Iseke-Barnes & Danard, 2007, p. 35) to the detriment 

of Indigenous groups. In truth, this strategy ensured that only one side of the story was 

told and communicated to others.  

3.4 Evolution of Aboriginal communication in the post-contact era  
Despite the efficacy of colonial strategies such as information marginalization and 

the stereotyping of Aboriginal people, several scholars acknowledge that the lengthy 

communications tradition in Aboriginal communities managed to survive, some even 

suggesting that this movement flourished in countries such as Canada (Alia, 2003, 2010; 

Baldwin, 1993; Ginsburg, 2000; Roth, 1993, 2002, 2004a, 2004b, 2005; Valaskakis, 

1998, 2000). As Faye Ginsburg (2000), anthropologist and international scholar of 

Indigenous media and cultural activism, puts it: “The remarkable florescence of 

Indigenous media over the last two decades, whatever problems may have accompanied 

it, is nothing short of extraordinary [emphasis added]” (p. 44). This miracle of media 

survival has been supported by a number of factors. 

Ginsburg (2000) invokes Raymond Williams’ term “resources of hope” to 

acknowledge the groundbreaking contributions of several Indigenous scholars and artists, 

including Loretta Todd, Sandy Osawa and Jolene Rickard, and their “influential efforts in 

earlier decades to reframe the national imaginary in a more inclusive manner” (p. 45). As 

a second component, media scholar, Valerie Alia (2009) attributes the fact that 

Aboriginal people “long ago learned [how] to maximize scarce resources in human-

intensive ways” (p. 42) to realize their communication potential. Finally, some scholars, 
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including Smith, Burke and Ward (2000), believe that Indigenous groups have a “creative 

strand that both then and now repeatedly generates new variants of cultural practices” (p. 

9).  

A telling example of how Aboriginal communication evolved in the post-contact 

era is provided by Baldwin (1993) who attributes the emergence of modern 

communication activity in the United States to the tribally owned Cherokee Phoenix that 

began operations as early as 1828 (p. 2). Still, as Baldwin (1993) asserts: “It should be no 

surprise that the political and civic messages of cultural unity that were being delivered 

by the Cherokee press were found threatening by the surrounding anglo culture who 

coveted Indian land” (p. 2). Viewed as a threat because of its ability to mobilize people in 

a common cause, this press was eventually destroyed under orders from President 

Jackson and soon after, the Cherokee people were forced out of their homelands. This 

seldom-heard story illustrates at once the power of communications media to mobilize 

Aboriginal interests as well as the threat that it poses to those in power. The strong 

reaction by government and other powerholders against this small press no doubt has left 

a legacy of sporadic and reduced levels of media use among Native Americans. 

In light of the dire consequences of taking this type of initiative and considering 

the colonial aftermath of social, political and economic marginalization, it is not too 

surprising that the adoption of radio, television, and telephone by Native American 

groups from across the country lags behind mainstream adoption rates (Baldwin, 1993, p. 

1-2). While these statistics would seem to support “stereotypical images of Indian 

hostility toward communication technology” (Baldwin, 1993, p. 3), history reveals that 

American Indians have not actively resisted the adoption of new communication 

technologies. In fact, the latest statistics on technology use reveal quite the opposite: 

“Online use [world wide web] has seen the most dramatic use of new technologies by 

American Indians” (Zimmerman, Zimmerman & Bruguier, 2000, p. 78). In truth, it is 

likely the reality of socio-economic challenges rather than a lack of ability or willingness 

that has curtailed the overall uptake of new technologies.  

Here in Canada, the Aboriginal people hold an enviable reputation with regard to 

their use of communication media laying claim to several landmark developments that 
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have earned international acclaim. Of interest, Alia (2009) attributes the beginning of the 

modern Aboriginal communications movement in Canada to the moment when Métis 

leader Louis Riel seized Fort Garry, took over the printing establishment and began 

publishing the newspaper, New Nation (p. 42).  While some scholars attribute the 

involvement of Aboriginal people in controlling community media forms to as early as 

the 1930s and 1950s (e.g., Baltruschat, 2004; Alia, 2003), others suggest that this 

community involvement took place in later decades (e.g., Browne, 1996; Fraser, 1994; 

Valaskakis, 1996, 2000). Of interest, our public broadcaster, CBC, played an integral role 

in the communication development of northern groups when they took over ownership of 

shortwave transmitters in 1958 from the RCMP, missionaries, and trading post staff, and 

encouraged Aboriginal people to move into the role of broadcasters and technicians. By 

the 1960s, 17% of the local radio programming was being broadcast in local Inuit 

languages. In an exhibition catalogue featuring the work of cartoonist and activist Everett 

Soop, historian Heather Devine (2007) attributes “the flawed community consultation 

process, the release of the White Paper, and the Aboriginal community response to 

the[se] proposals” (p. 44) as factors that helped give rise to several Native media outlets 

across Canada. While a number of media outlets arose under the 1973 federally funded 

Native Communications Program, Devine (2007) reports that Kainai News, a local news 

publication based on the Blood Reserve (Kainai) in southern Alberta, was already 

publishing as early as 1970 (p. 44). These innovations were followed soon after by the 

formation of several independent Native communication societies heralding what 

Valaskakis (2000) termed the beginning of the modern era in Aboriginal 

communications.  

While Canada has a history of supporting minority media, including Indigenous 

and Northern media, other variables have played a role in the creation of what has been 

termed a “counter-public sphere” (Alia, 2009, p. 48). Some of these factors include: the 

rising rates of urbanization and subsequent activism of Native people; the inclusion of 

Native people in popular culture forms such as television; the ongoing support of media 

advocates; the formation of Aboriginal communication societies; and public events that 

allow a mainstream audience to hear a Native perspective. Alia (2009) further maintains 
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that Indigenous lobbying efforts have helped propel the media movement forward for the 

Aboriginal people of Canada and have propelled the formation of what she calls the 

“New Media Nation.” 

Today, the success story of Aboriginal communications in Canada is evolving. 

Alia (2003) suggests that Aboriginal people “are using satellite, digital, cable and the 

Internet to strengthen their culturally and linguistically diverse voices and disseminate 

information to a rapidly expanding global audience, simultaneously maintaining or 

restoring particular languages and cultures while promoting common interests” (p. 37). If 

we choose to interpret meaningful use of new media as making a positive difference in 

the lives of Aboriginal people, then the transformation of attitudes and practices in new 

media use may also define decolonization. Nonetheless, this media r/evolution has faced 

innumerable challenges.  

3.5 Problems in new communication media  
One of the assumptions in viewing new media as a tool of decolonization is that 

mainstream media forms have been complicit in the colonizing agenda. It is, therefore, 

not altogether surprising that the appropriation of these new media forms to realize a 

counter public sphere would encounter some resistance from the powerholders in our 

contemporary society. While governments in the 1980s succumbed to the lobbying 

efforts of Aboriginal people for increased government support of specialized media 

projects, Ginsburg (2000) fears that these past efforts will be wasted as federal support 

wanes or even disappears over time. In line with Ginsburg’s prediction, other scholars 

including Alia (2009), Belanger (2001), Dyson, Hendriks and Grant (2007), have noted 

the decline in government support in both Canada and the United States, and how 

“Indigenous people are finding ways to transcend the limitations imposed by the 

governments of the particular countries in which they reside” (Alia, 2009, p. 46). Noting 

the disparity and contradictions between government support and the future vitality of 

certain Aboriginal media initiatives, Ginsburg (2000) calls for further studies into these 

uneasy and often contradictory relationships as “they form the context that enables or 

constrains the production and circulation of different forms of cultural mediation” (p. 32). 
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Significantly, Ginsburg (2000) who has studied Indigenous involvement in new 

media, views alternative media models as “resources of hope” that must be supported as 

they represent a grounded and increasingly globally interconnected model for what has 

been a predominantly hegemonic mainstream media model (p. 45). Almost a decade 

later, Iseke-Barnes and Danard (2007) express similar concerns that dominant discourses 

are overtaking Indigenous resistance measures. The central issue for Iseke-Barnes and 

Danard (2007) is the possibility that we may lose innovative and transformational 

solutions by Indigenous groups to their own problems (p. 29). Moreover, if mainstream 

control of Indigenous representation continues, then the “expression and perception of 

Indigenous symbols, designs and history, [as well as] Indigenous worldviews and 

knowledges” (Iseke-Barnes & Danard, 2007, p. 30) may be misinterpreted or even lost. 

In a world that is facing greater challenges than ever before, the loss of Indigenous 

knowledge in all of its diversity may prove to be a global loss. 

Within a technology-driven world, there are conflicting ideas around how our new 

interconnectedness will impact Indigenous representations. For some, such as Iseke-

Barnes and Danard (2007), there is a real fear that “information technologies are limitless 

in their potential as the modes of transmission for the dominant society to continue 

colonization practices” (p. 33). They cite the lack of real-world context and the virtual 

distancing from Indigenous groups as factors that allow damaging misrepresentations and 

stereotypes to remain unchallenged. Given that legal safeguards, such as copyright 

legislation and intellectual property rights, are based on a Western orientation that 

protects and privileges individual rights but not collective considerations, their concerns 

are certainly worthy of further attention. In fact, as the Canadian legal system currently 

stands, Aboriginal cultural property is relegated to the status of “folklore” (Harris, 2001, 

p. 73). 

However, Iseke-Barnes and Danard’s (2007) argument that cyberspace fabricates 

connections that mimic physical, emotional, mental and spiritual connections is a 

technologically deterministic argument that is not as easily accepted (p. 34). In fact, this 

statement attributes far too much power to the media form itself and not enough agency 

to the actual users – especially considering that they come from a culture that values an 
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ethos of balance, interconnectedness and interrelatedness. In keeping with this line of 

reasoning, Smith, Burke and Ward (2000) find hope for a positive technological outcome 

in the fact that Indigenous societies have displayed a long history of connectedness. A 

long history of effective communication means that there is an unrealized potential for 

Indigenous communities to take advantage of new technologies to meet their 

communication needs (Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000, p. 8-9). In much the same way, 

Leclair and Warren (2007) declare that Aboriginal people have gained “much experience 

in ‘stealing fast horses’ from Western ingenuity” (p. 6), and have demonstrated the ability 

to adapt and to appropriate Western communication technologies to their advantage. 

Others such as Bennett and Blundell (1995) term these acts of appropriation “innovative 

traditionalism.” In truth, Indigenous people may have realized a potential solution to the 

threat of continued misrepresentation within contemporary society through the act of 

making media their own.  

Engaged in cultural activism, a Professor of Anthropology and acting Director of 

the Center for Media, Culture, and History at New York University, Faye Ginsburg 

(2000) contends that: “whether for commercial or political purposes, controlling the 

representation of conflict, culture and historical processes by non-dominant groups with 

claims on the majority culture is always significant [emphasis added]” (p. 46). Ginsburg 

further asserts that by taking an active role in their representation, Indigenous people are 

empowered to remap social space. When new media forms are “embraced, appropriated 

and indigenised” (Ginsburg, 2000, p. 46), an interconnected world outside a hegemonic 

order can be envisioned. This is crucial to the task of enabling the expression of authentic 

voice and moving outside the confines of colonial boundaries. 

Of significance, Zimmerman, Zimmerman, and Bruguier (2000) claim “where 

synthetic forms of communication developed, they actually worked to preserve 

[Aboriginal] identity rather than break it down” (p. 70).  This recognition of the enduring 

ability of Indigenous groups to retain and maintain their cultural identities despite 

ongoing contact and communication with others is a compelling observation of the 

overall impact of communication technologies on identity – but, importantly, only if 

control of technology is asserted and maintained in a meaningful manner. 
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Any project that allows colonized groups to regain some control over their 

representation must also face the reality that they will encounter some resistance from the 

powerholders. Recognizing this, Ginsburg (2000) points out the several factors that 

influenced the involvement of Indigenous media activists, including Loretta Todd, Jolene 

Rickard and Alanis Obomsawin, in eventually forming what Ginsburg terms a counter-

public. She notes, in particular, the impetus of a particular historical moment in nurturing 

the media activism of certain Indigenous intellectuals. This moment of inspiration arrived 

in 1967 for Loretta Todd, a Métis filmmaker, during the national celebration of the 

centennial of Canadian confederation when Chief Dan George took the stage and 

launched into an eloquent oratory. His speech not only “articulated a collective sense of 

anger at the erasure of an Aboriginal point of view ” (Ginsburg, 2000, p. 41; Todd, 1996) 

within the national celebration, he also reminded a new generation of Aboriginal people 

that it was their responsibility to reclaim and revitalize their storytelling traditions. This 

event prompted Todd, and others like her, to become “engaged with making visible their 

own communities’ histories and struggles as well as the politics of knowledge that shape 

representations of Indigenous cultures” (Ginsburg, 2000, p. 41).  

These initial efforts were further bolstered by the social activism of the times and 

by the dedication of non-Aboriginal allies willing to support the Native cause. Todd dubs 

those allies working with Aboriginal groups in proactive media efforts “media 

missionaries” for their passion and commitment to media-driven projects. Several 

alternative media formats were launched by these allied groups, including the use of 

small format video, as one way to amplify an Indigenous message within a media world 

dominated by others (Ginsburg, 2000, p. 41-42). A commitment to establishing and 

maintaining proactive alliances between Aboriginal groups and allied others continues to 

the present day – as evidenced by a recent NationTalk posting (an online newsletter 

electronically distributed to subscribers’ computer screens every morning):  

 
Messages from North American artists and writers, 
including Aboriginals, will start appearing next week on an 
electronic billboard adjacent to the Burrard Street Bridge in 
Vancouver as part of a public art project…[entitled] Digital 
Natives…Getting Aboriginal youths involved is a big part 
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of Digital Natives. The project is in part about both the 
billboard’s location – it sits on Squamish Nation land – and 
Aboriginal languages. Burnham says First Nations 
languages are under threat today, dying out, as a result of 
“colonialism.” ..On a positive note, [Simon Fraser 
University English literature associate professor Clint 
Burnham] is seeing new life with digital media, such as 
podcasts that preserve oral histories. (“Electronic billboard 
explores language in public space,” NationTalk, March 31, 
2011 posting) 

The continuation of innovative trends such as this one suggests that the gap is 

closing between allied groups and a generation of Aboriginal media activists whose 

efforts to reclaim representation and voice have now earned some much-needed outside 

support.  

As the examples above illustrate, the use of expressive media forms, such as film, 

video and the Internet, is filled with potential to sustain and strengthen Indigenous 

communities. Yet Smith, Burke and Ward (2000) also remind us that these new media 

forms are transformative in other ways. While new media forms are proving to be 

vehicles for preserving, protecting, and revitalizing cultural traditions, they can “also [be] 

used to further social and political transformations of dominant hegemonies” (p. 4) if 

effectively deployed. This transformative power is considered in a discussion by Leclair 

and Warren (2007) who see the “high” potential of new media use by Indigenous groups: 

“Indigenous knowledge systems, which generate shared meaning and action, begin with 

our narratives and our experiences….In exchange, our collective narratives and stories 

nurture a shared knowledge, which has high meaning and generates high actions within 

the community” (p. 9). While not explicitly stated, it would seem that “high meaning” 

and “high actions” are those that consider a universal humanitarian approach. 

Interestingly, Leclair and Warren (2007) further maintain that the Indigenous 

practice of gift-giving can be re-visioned as a concept of “shared meaning” (p. 7). They 

assert that information technology networks “create a ‘space’ for sharing stories, values, 

customs and experiences, which represent the roles and responsibilities of self and 

community” (p. 7). In this virtual form of gifting, we witness a “cultural invention that 

refracts and recombines elements from both the dominant and minority societies…[a] 
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sort of cultural positioning via the creation of new expressive forms” (Ginsburg, 1991, p. 

105). Importantly, the values that guide an Aboriginal worldview remain intact, but the 

practice and form of traditional sharing are transformed as people “give back” in an 

electronic way. Within this practice, Ashcroft’s notion of post-colonial transformation is 

once again invoked as we witness the cultural invention of new media forms as created 

and shared by all Canadians. 

As fascinating as it is to see new forms emerging from the fusion of age-old 

cultural traditions within new media environments, it is essential to remember that 

preserving cultural traditions requires more than just the use of information and 

communication technologies. As Michael and Dunn (2007) remind us, “cultural 

preservation cannot be achieved by ICT alone: it requires the spiritual element behind the 

history to be actively reinvigorated into a community to make its presence felt in a long-

lasting manner” (p. 173). In this way, we are reminded that the electronic practice of 

culture, and more importantly spiritual practices, is not enough – some things have to be 

experienced firsthand and in the company of others. Thus, while an understanding of 

culture as an entity that is ever-changing and adapting to the demands of contemporary 

life is important, we are also reminded that sacred and spiritual beliefs are to be respected 

as interactions that must be experienced personally. As such, the sacred and the spiritual 

are considered “off-limits” in a virtual setting (Zimmerman, Zimmerman, & Bruguier, 

2000, p. 76). 

3.5.1 The clash of worldviews  
In looking at how certain traditional knowledge forms can translate within an 

electronic and digital environment, we are confronted with the obvious and the not so 

obvious. Importantly, Baird (1998) maintains: “American Indians have a unique set of 

cultural and social norms that still exist in electronic media as much as they do in real 

life” (p. 1). In light of this, decisions around new media must be carefully contemplated 

in a traditional way with a view that considers the ramifications for seven generations 

into the future. Furthermore, notions of time and place are, as with other Indigenous 

knowledge traditions, “grounded in oral traditions…multivalent, ambiguous, and open to 

alternative renditions according to the context of interpretation” (Smith, Burke & Ward, 



96 

 

2000, p. 11). In this way, time is intimately connected with an ancestral past and an 

immediate past that together imbue the present moment. Place is interpreted according to 

what happened there (rather than what the place is) and is thereby “subject to ongoing 

negotiation and reformulation as people continue to visit and interact with the place” 

(Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000, p. 11; also see Basso, 1996, Wisdom Sits in Places; 

Chamberlin, 2004, If This Is Your Land, Where are Your Stories?: Finding Common 

Ground). 

This view aligns with the interpretation by Iseke-Barnes (2002) that those seeking 

Indigenous knowledge should seek out the “active pursuit of remembrances [rather than 

repetition of customs]” (p. 189). By deliberately engaging in “acts of remembrance, 

cultural groups are viewed as continually active in cultural practices which are ever 

developing [emphasis added], thus avoiding the reductionist and voyeuristic possibilities 

and negative impact of appropriations which construct Aboriginal peoples as engaged in 

frozen and unchanging traditions” (Iseke-Barnes, 2002, p. 189). In affirming that 

“knowledge is the people” - there is also an unstated understanding that technology does 

not provide the same level of cultural understanding as personal connections allow. Thus, 

“the idea that knowledge is the people, or held within groups, challenges the potential of 

an Internet site [or web page] as a way of making connections or acquiring cultural 

knowledge” (Iseke-Barnes, 2002, p. 190-191).  

Along the same lines, Iseke-Barnes (2002) brings up an equally critical matter: 

“Indigenous perspectives are frequently silenced because they are not written by 

academics…are not expressed by or about a dominant culture…or have not received the 

sanction of institutions who hold power” (Iseke-Barnes, 2002, p. 192). This reflection is a 

poignant reminder that while new digital media and online technologies can offer a forum 

for cultural exchange, the validation of Indigenous knowledge is currently limited by its 

acceptance in approved institutions of higher learning and knowledge, such as 

universities. This is where collaborative research between a Métis community and a 

Métis academic provides an important solution to this dilemma. 

While the validation of Indigenous knowledge is critical to an effective cross-

cultural exchange, this sharing also raises questions around the politics and circulation of 
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knowledge within an Indigenous context. In most Aboriginal communities, there are clear 

protocols around who has rights to know, tell and circulate certain stories and images 

(Battiste, 2000a, 2002; Ginsburg, 2000; Michaels, 1986, 1994). While these cultural 

values are well entrenched at a community level, they have not been translated over to the 

realm of legal enforcement. 

3.5.2 Issues of divergent worldviews: cultural and intellectual property rights 
There is no clearer or more vivid example of two worldviews colliding than 

within the legal arena of cultural and intellectual property rights, and the protection (or 

lack thereof) that is afforded to citizens through these rights. Canadian Métis scholars 

Leclair and Warren (2007) suggest that the protocols for knowledge sharing, that include 

an ethic of exchange and reciprocity, can be effectively translated to an online 

environment if there is careful consideration of context and ongoing respect for elders 

and intellectual property (Dyson, Hendriks & Grant, 2007, p. xi). However, Canadian 

legislation around the protection of intellectual property rights and copyright within a 

collective orientation is non-existent, and these legal gaps pose a real threat to Indigenous 

groups around the world (Zimmerman, Zimmerman & Bruguier, 2000, p. 85). 

Underlying the divergence between the rights afforded to individuals through 

such mechanisms as copyright, patents and intellectual property rights and those rights 

left unprotected within a collectivist orientation is the issue of divergent worldviews and 

who holds power and control over validation of certain knowledge forms. Add to this 

scenario the currently unregulated environment of the Internet and the situation parallels 

the wild West. 

The lack of legal protection on both a collective and a virtual front may also help 

to explain why some Indigenous groups are reluctant to leap into new media use. In many 

cases, cultural concerns, such as protection of Indigenous knowledge, language issues, 

and the question of whether new media are culturally appropriate underlie the slow 

uptake of information technologies into Indigenous communities (Dyson, Hendriks & 

Grant, 2007, p. x). From a historical vantage point, many Indigenous groups are 

understandably wary of sharing their knowledge with colonizing groups who have proven 

to be less than forthcoming in their transactions. 
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Scholars Leclair and Warren (2007) illuminate the challenges connected with 

introducing new media technologies into Aboriginal communities. On one hand, 

information technologies may serve “as a means to increase the capacity and capability of 

the community” but, on the other hand, they “caution against situating Indigenous 

knowledge within dominant and powerful hierarchies and discursive frameworks” (p. 3). 

Specifically, they are concerned with how to “share Indigenous knowledge within a 

framework of exchange and reciprocity” when IT operates within a narrow Eurocentric 

worldview. Without a commitment on the part of all users to reciprocity, respect and 

responsibility, the introduction of information technologies risks a breach of communal 

and individual rights. The possibility of further “appropriation and infringement of 

cultural integrity” (Leclair & Warren, 2007, p. 4) is also heightened within an online 

environment, making an already vulnerable group further susceptible to wrongdoing by 

those with competing interests. 

Consideration of individual and collective rights is further complicated within an 

Indigenous setting, as Ginsburg (2000) explains: 

Indigenous media have raised important questions about 
the politics and circulation of knowledge at several levels: 
within communities this may be about who has had access 
to and understanding of media technologies, and who has 
the right to know, tell, and circulate certain stories and 
images. (p. 31) 

The traditional method of knowledge transmission within Indigenous 

communities involves a series of formal protocols that stipulated what was appropriate 

for a certain person to know at a certain stage in their lives (Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000, 

p. 11). Indigenous knowledge is revealed gradually and, according to Smith, Burke and 

Ward (2000), is highly contextualized (p. 11). The introduction of new media 

technologies and the sharing of Indigenous knowledge in an online environment could 

easily disrupt this generational transmission of Indigenous knowledge. In this way, 

Smith, Burke and Ward (2000) caution that: “a predominance of young Indigenous 

voices…could seriously undermine the structural position and power held by elders” (p. 

16). This is one of the more serious consequences that could take place in Aboriginal 

communities by way of the uncritical and unplanned introduction of new media 
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technologies. This cautionary note also suggests that the involvement of Elders at the 

earliest phases of new media introduction, and throughout the duration of the project, 

could mitigate some of these risks and ensure that the necessary community safeguards 

are in place to protect traditional forms of collective power and social structures within 

each community. While the ongoing involvement of community Elders will help ensure 

that the community’s interests are protected, project organizers and other community 

members must also support the Elders’ best interests. These supportive community 

members should also keep themselves well informed on developments within the 

mainstream world, legal and otherwise, that could impact their project and, ultimately, 

their community. Finally, a well-placed reminder that Indigenous worldviews and ways 

of thinking have endured years of colonialism and that they espouse “particular and 

profound respect for the intellectual and cultural property of others” (Smith, Burke & 

Ward, 2000, p. 21) may prove to be instructive for those in the legal realm who can both 

recognize and appreciate the differences between an individual and a collective 

orientation. 

3.5.3 Issues of identity within a neo-colonial world 
The realm of representation involves concepts of both identity and ethnicity 

where the maintenance of boundaries is an activity that is often filled with conflict and 

controversy (Zimmerman, Zimmerman & Bruguier, 2000, p. 84). Ethnicity, according to 

Zimmerman, Zimmerman and Bruguier (2000), can be likened to “kinship, where people 

recognize themselves as belonging to the same ethnic group” (p. 70). Ethnic groups 

where most group members share a common sense of history, language, culture and 

religion are seen as distinct from other groups. Ethnic labelling can also arise when 

outsiders recognize and attribute shared characteristics among a group of people to a 

certain ethnic category (Zimmerman, et al., 2000, p. 71). Here in Canada, the concept of 

ethnic identity emerged in the post-contact era “where several different communities with 

different cultures [had] to interact since they belong[ed] to a single society” (Smith, 

Burke & Ward, 2000, p. 5). Drawing from Barth (1969), once an ethnic group is formed, 

terms and conditions around what this means are set in place through mutual 

understandings, and in some cases, through rules of exclusion and inclusion. As editors of 
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Information Technology and Indigenous People, Dyson, Hendriks and Grant (2007) 

maintain, ongoing issues around who has the right to control representation can “produce 

destructive outcomes for Indigenous peoples, no less serious than past practices of 

colonization” (p. xii) if the power to define themselves is taken by others. 

Within the context of new media and digital technologies, “the role of new 

technologies in the establishment and maintenance of American Indian ethnic boundaries 

is evident but its exact role is unclear” (Zimmerman, et al., 2000, p. 85). In an article 

entitled “Indigenous Knowledges and Worldview: Representations and the Internet”, 

Judy Iseke-Barnes and Deborah Danard (2007) identify three possible areas of contention 

in the online portrayal of Indigenous people: i) the power over representations of 

Indigenous peoples by non-Indigenous parties; ii) cultural commodification and an 

outsider audience’s penchant for “authentic” stereotypes; and, iii) the lack of 

communication (or cultural distance) between Indigenous peoples and those seeking to 

define them (p. xii). Rhonda Fair (2000) similarly counsels those concerned with issues 

of representation: “Viewing Native American identity as a process of adaptation to 

political and economic circumstances yields a much more complete picture of what is 

happening as self-representations are constructed and gain local and national recognition” 

(p. 211). Once again, we are reminded of the contemporary life experiences of Aboriginal 

people within Canadian society and the risks they face when they abdicate power and 

control over voice to others.  

The recognition that cultural boundaries are not fixed but rather permeable and 

ever changing is an important one – particularly in the context of a study on the Métis, 

those who first embodied “hyphenated identities and hybrid realities” (Minh-ha, 1995, p. 

217) in Canada. Exacerbating the uneasy classifications of mixed-race people is the “tight 

control of identity that Aboriginal people have experienced along with the inability to 

control their own group membership [that] have created divisions amongst Indigenous 

peoples” (Iseke-Barnes, 2002, p. 178-179). Zimmerman, Zimmerman and Bruguier 

(2000) remind us that these disputes (that are often played out online) are not unique to 

Native groups – infighting and other forms of controversy are reflective of the 

controversial nature of identity formation (p. 84). In truth, contentious internal disputes 
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can also serve a positive function in reminding outsiders that there is at least some 

diversity of opinion within and among ethnic group members. This complex, fluid and 

dynamic nature of identity is similarly reflected in Bill Ashcroft’s (2001) ideas around 

post-colonial transformation.  

As anyone who has tried to set boundaries around a fluid and dynamic construct 

such as identity and ethnicity can attest, the “perspective of ‘otherness’ changes, 

depending on who is speaking” (Iseke-Barnes, 2002, p. 179). This is the state that Canada 

currently finds itself in as Canadians have made a national past-time out of trying to 

define who they are. To make some sense of this issue, several authors have suggested 

that we recognize the contentious and contradictory processes that the construction of 

identity involves, and acknowledge that “communication [rather than the cultural glue 

that holds us all together]…is the dynamic ground in which individuals and communities 

are formed. We construct ourselves and others [through] the stories that we tell. And they 

become central sites of cultural struggle” (Valaskakis, 1996, p.4). Considering the 

historical silencing of the Aboriginal people throughout post-contact history, it is even a 

more novel suggestion to consider the stories of those who can claim original occupancy 

rights in this land. 

The essentialist notion of authenticity is one that is intertwined with issues of 

control and power and threatens to perpetuate colonial objectives in the new realm of 

online representation if usurped from its original source. In Indigenous Cultures in an 

Interconnected World, authors Smith, Burke and Ward (2000) maintain that enacting 

terms of authenticity can have a two-fold effect. On one hand, ‘authenticity’ can 

“constrain Indigenous people in real and material ways, limiting their social, economic 

and political capacities,” (Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000, p. 9-10) by invoking artificial 

boundaries on what is, or is not categorically fitting. In many cases, these terms have 

been set by middle-class, non-Indigenous researchers who presumed that they could 

adequately represent “the views, interests, and needs of economically and socially 

marginalised Indigenous people” (Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000, p. 20).  

While this privileged stance remained unchallenged for many years, today we are 

witnessing a number of paradigmatic shifts in academic fields such as anthropology and 
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literary studies where some scholars have seen another way to pursue the production of 

knowledge. The “anthropological turn,” for instance, now considers the respectful 

inclusion of those studied as subjects rather than objects of study. Another concern 

around representation is that while a community study may offer a snapshot image of a 

community at a certain point in time, this image will remain unchanging over time unless 

further studies and updates are undertaken (Ginsburg, 2000, p. 38). While this issue 

seems less of a concern, it also means that control and power over representation has not 

been adequately transferred to the community. Ultimately, the responsibility to ensure 

this happens is mutually held by the researcher as well as the participating community. 

On a more positive note, setting terms of authenticity from an Indigenous 

perspective could prove to be empowering as control of representation is returned to the 

colonized parties based on “the necessity for Indigenous voice as well as Indigenous 

peoples’ concern to control their cultural and intellectual property” (Smith, Burke & 

Ward, 2000, p. xv). Despite this promise, it is important to note that the narrow terms of 

authenticity have also been falsely imposed by “insiders.” In fact, some Indigenous 

politicians and activists have seemingly bought into the stereotypical idea that to take part 

in technological activities equates to being anti-traditional or inauthentic. As a scholar 

who witnessed public assertions of anti-technology views followed by private use of 

technology by Indigenous leaders, Kimberly Tallbear (2001) strongly rejects this stance 

as she asserts: “This view of the appropriate Indigenous response to technology is 

inconsistent with actual developments among tribes” (p. 5). Importantly, it also invokes 

Trigger’s (1997) reminder that: “Change is not a violation of culture but the realisation of 

a potential” (p. x). 

As Fair (2000) argues, the economic implications of so-called authenticity are 

most acutely felt within the realm of cultural tourism (p. 211). Drawing on the work of 

Trin Minh-ha (1989) who explores cultural form and content, Iseke-Barnes (2002) asks 

us to consider the current ubiquity of “dreamcatchers” as a telling example. While the 

actual form of this cultural object may have been preserved through its current 

proliferation as a car decoration, “its meanings in culture and history are simplified, 

forgotten, or erased through the actions of appropriation” (p. 183). There is a clear 
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separation between the cultural item as a commodity and its original role as a meaningful 

cultural object, or in this case “charm,” that was intrinsically tied to a traditional story of 

protecting a child from harm during their sleep.30 The harm lies in removing the artefact 

from its original cultural context where it becomes divorced from its traditional use and 

the stories that it embodies. 

With the ability to reach out on a global level, we may find that new technologies 

precipitate a global movement towards pan-indigeneity as Indigenous peoples can 

virtually gather together to discuss issues of common concern. Or, as Zimmerman, 

Zimmerman and Bruguier (2000) suggest, the reverse could take place as viewers 

scanning tribal websites or a collection of digital stories could mistakenly label the 

diverse groups under a collective term – thereby ignoring Indigenous claims to 

sovereignty and distinctiveness (p. 85). Yet another detrimental scenario would involve 

non-Aboriginal organizations, or people posing as Aboriginals, asserting final decision-

making powers (read control) in a new media environment (Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000, 

pp. 15-17; Zimmerman, Zimmerman, & Bruguier, 2000, p. 82-83). Still, as their 

experience and confidence in the realm of new media increases, Native Americans are 

more apt to set cultural boundaries and their own terms of cultural engagement in an 

online setting (Zimmerman, Zimmerman & Bruguier, 2000, p. 82-83). The case of the 

Tribal Voice website, originally developed and maintained by non-Aboriginals, provides 

an interesting example of this cultural assertion. After a formal investigation revealed that 

the non-Aboriginal website developers were undermining the self-determining and self-

defining objectives of Aboriginal groups, Native groups stepped in and launched a formal 

complaint against this group. Not only did the Aboriginal people insist that their cultural 

boundaries be respected, but they also asserted that if non-Aboriginal groups wished to 

take part in Aboriginal activities in an online environment, they should be forced to be 

honest about their true identities as well as their motives for being involved in this 

cultural space. 

                                                
30 While some attribute the origins of dreamcatchers to the Ojibway who used the interweaving of 

sinew around a circular object as a charm that could catch “bad dreams” from sleeping children, others see 
the appropriation of this cultural item by other Native groups as a “neo-traditional” cultural form – much 
like frybread.   
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A similar issue that complicates the virtual involvement of Aboriginal people in 

an online world is the problem of wannabee’s. Since there is no face-to-face or personal 

interaction in cyberspace, some people mistakenly or deliberately presume that they are 

free to adopt an identity of their choosing. Zimmerman, Zimmerman and Bruguier (2000) 

maintain that Natives typically tend to view wannabee’s as disrespectful, while some 

non-Natives believe that these people should be seen as potential allies. Along the same 

lines, some commentators believe that those sympathetic to the “Indian cause” should be 

allowed to take part in virtual discussions, but other “Indian contributors often rebuff 

these suggestions, worrying over a loss of control of cultural practices” (p. 72-73). In this 

way, the virtual world mimics real-world complications (also see the work of Mander, 

1991). 

Chat rooms have become a site for much dialogue around intercultural relations 

between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, including wannabee’s. The power of the 

online moderator within chat rooms to set the tone and direction of discussions is a 

dynamic that Zimmerman (2000) explores with his study and personal involvement in 

these virtual environments. In one instance, the Native moderator who was assigned to 

regulate the online discussion would regularly use “flaming” and other punitive tactics to 

discipline anyone he felt was crossing cultural boundaries or who expressed stereotypical 

ideas about Aboriginal people (p. 72-73). While his actions were considered severe, the 

tone of his discussions was nonetheless engaging. When this forum moderator was 

replaced with a less demanding non-Native moderator, the chat strayed beyond the norms 

set by the original moderator and, interestingly enough, eventually led to a decline in 

overall participation. One might assume that the “chatters” of Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal descent were more comfortable and thereby engaged within a virtual 

environment that set out authentic terms of participation.  

Technophiles, such as Manuel Castells (1996; 1997; 1998), have celebrated the 

“Information Age” as an era that will bring increased democratization and globalized 

harmony as we connect with others from around the globe. Others, including Sardar 

(1996), Two Horses (1998), and Todd (1996), warn of the potential threats of new media 

in advancing an imperializing and assimilative agenda without due consideration of all its 
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potential ramifications. In a community-needs assessment of technology use in northern 

Manitoba, Belanger (2001) observes a similar reaction from local residents as 

“communities that currently have toll-free access are hesitant to adopt this new 

technology” (p. 54). For communities grounded in a collective orientation, perhaps it is 

the false sense of community that cyberspace communities embody that is unappealing 

versus that of a real community where the “sense of belonging to a place, a geographical 

location, by shared values, by common struggles, by tradition and history of a location” 

(Belanger, 2001, p. 29) conveys a level of responsibility and belongingness. Or, as Zellen 

(1998b) suggests, perhaps it will just take time and a shift in thinking by these long-

isolated communities to see the advantages of new media technologies (p. 2). 

Considering the inevitability of the introduction of new media into these communities, I 

side with Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod and Larkin (2002) who advocate a proactive stance 

toward the adoption of new media. In fact, “many of those participating in media projects 

had themselves been critical of the potential deleterious effects of media and had sought 

ways to engage with media that would have a positive effect on local life” (Ginsburg, 

2002, p. 43). 

In looking at the works that minority groups produce about themselves, Ginsburg 

(1991) suggests that these cultural products mediate across boundaries, and attempt to 

“heal disruptions in cultural knowledge, historical memory, and identity between 

generations due to the tragic but familiar litany of assaults – taking of lands, political 

violence, introduced diseases, expansion of capital interests and tourism, and 

unemployment coupled with loss of traditional bases of subsistence” (p. 104). This is the 

work of identity construction, the making and the remaking of identities, that takes place 

in the “contact zones” (Clifford, 1997) and, in all truth, is the fundamental work of 

decolonization. But how do we accomplish such a vital task? Salient to the objectives of 

this study is the recognition by Ginsburg (1991) that “Indigenous media offers a possible 

means – social, cultural and political – for reproducing and transforming cultural 

identity” (p. 94) for those who have undergone the challenges of colonization. In the 

spirit of this proactive approach, the next section will review the potential benefits of new 

media use. 
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3.6 Benefits of new/digital media within an Indigenous world 
Despite the several important caveats around the use of new media within an 

Indigenous context, a review of the literature reveals that the benefits of new media use 

seemingly outweigh the risks in this emerging realm of communication. By far, the most 

frequently mentioned and valued outcome in Indigenous use of digital media lies within 

the area of cultural reclamation, preservation and production. Together, these various 

elements comprise the reclamation of self-representation. Touted as an “essential aspect 

of the struggle for cultural survival” (Dyson, Hendriks & Grant, 2007, p. 320), self-

representation is increasingly recognized by Indigenous and non-Indigenous groups alike 

as a necessary element in realizing humanitarian goals. As part of the counter-public 

movement, cultural activists “have been engaged with making visible their own 

communities’ histories and struggles as well as the politics of knowledge that shape 

representations of Indigenous cultures” (Ginsburg, 2000, p. 41). Using new media on 

their own terms and as a means to a political end also propels the transformation of 

traditions and power structures in compelling ways. 

In Information Technology and Indigenous People, editors Laurel Dyson, Max 

Hendriks and Stephen Grant (2007) offer a policy-planning book that demonstrates how 

specific international Indigenous groups have been successful in their IT adoption 

strategies. Their argument revolves around the notion that: “information technologies can 

be developed to fit Indigenous culture and social practices, rather than forcing Indigenous 

peoples to adapt to information technologies” (p. xi). By acknowledging the needs of the 

Indigenous communities as a priority, these editors have demonstrated that they adhere to 

the Indigenous imperative to communicate that privileges social structures over 

technologies. The case studies included in this publication also illustrate the fit of 

information technologies and new media to the traditional knowledge format. 

In many cases, the transformative capacity or innovative traditionalism (Bennett 

& Blundell, 1995) displayed by Indigenous communities in their use of new media forms 

is noteworthy. Ginsburg (2000) cites both the Inuit Broadcasting Corporation and the 

Aboriginal Film and Video Arts Alliance as prime examples of how Indigenous 

producers not only created innovative work in substance and form, but also in the social 

relations that resulted from their work. These production groups, structured to embrace a 
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collective orientation, “created a social field that changes the ways we understand media 

and its relationship to the circulation of culture more generally in the twentieth century” 

(Ginsburg, 2000, p. 38-39). In this way, the social transformation underlying the 

appropriation, or adoption, of new media may be a key indicator that an Aboriginal group 

has taken control of the process.  

3.6.1 Reclamation of self-representation within new media environments 
In light of a shared colonial past, the struggle to take back control of self-

representation by Indigenous groups in Canada, and lands beyond, is at the forefront of 

attempts to decolonize. Underlying this move to wrest control from the power-holders is 

the acknowledgement that “self-representation in media is seen as a crucial part 

of…[self-determination]” (Ginsburg, 1994, p. 378). To this end, the use of new and 

digital media forms enables the deconstruction of historical misrepresentations and 

injustices, and offers a new way to “talk back to structures of power that have erased and 

distorted their [Indigenous] interests and realities” (Alia, 2003; Ginsburg, 2002; Bredin & 

Hafsteinsson, 2010; Dyson, Hendriks & Grant, 2007). Significantly, local groups such as 

the Oneida Nation and national organizations representing the interests of Native 

Americans are appropriating not only technology, but also the use of scholarly terms such 

as “authoritative” (Polly, 1997, “Towards the Seventh Generation,” para. 5) and “primary 

sources” (Cubbins, Techniques for Evaluating American Indian Web Sites, 1997-2000, 

online source) to validate their own unique terms of authenticity. 

Inspired by George Marcus’s work around the “activist imaginary” and its 

emancipatory agenda framed within a politics of identity and representation, Ginsburg 

(2002) terms these decolonizing efforts cultural activism. She further emphasizes that 

“controlling the representation of conflict, culture and historical processes by non-

dominant groups with claims on the majority culture is always significant” (Ginsburg, 

2000, p. 46). While the colonial tradition has seemingly entrenched “Indian” stereotypes 

into our national imagination, it is also true that Indigenous groups are now strategically 

working to influence public opinion in another direction through the construction of 

“alternative histories” (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). 
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As the following examples will demonstrate, several scholars working in this 

specialized area (including, for example, Alia, 2003; Dyson, Hendriks & Grant, 2007; 

Ginsburg, 2002/2008; Iseke-Barnes, 2002; Merina, 2005; Polly, 1997) highlight the ways 

in which these efforts toward historical de/reconstruction are realized at the community 

level. In an interview with Dale Rood, a member of the Turtle Clan of the Oneida Indian 

Nation, scholar Jean Armour Polly (1997) provides her readers with a compelling 

example of cultural activism. Throughout the interview, Rood reveals how new media 

provide a powerful venue for the Oneida nation to tell their history from their perspective 

and on their own terms:  

It has always been the position of the Men’s Council, as a 
forward-thinking body, that the Internet was a way to tell 
our story as Oneida people. We have always wanted to be 
‘ahead of the curve’ and part of being ahead was to be on 
top of technology. ..The web page for us…has been 
invaluable to save parts of our history. To be able to tell the 
history that one can’t readily get in any storybook or in any 
other written documentation – we are able to tell our own 
story, the Oneida nation story… (Polly, 1997, “How the 
Web was Woven,” para. 2) 

This account reinforces the observation by Iseke-Barnes (2002) that “recognition and 

inclusion of stories and images from Indigenous peoples in any region where there are 

dominant and subordinate peoples is a first step [to public education]” (p. 195). 

In looking at how cultural activists have turned to media forms to reinvigorate 

local languages, traditions and histories, and further awareness of community concerns, 

Ginsburg (2000) sees community-produced narratives as local insertions into national 

mediascapes (Appadurai, 1990, p.7). She maintains that “screen memories of Inuit life” 

not only serve local and regional Inuit concerns and needs, but are “admired in art and 

independent film circles in metro centers for their beauty, ethnographic sensibility, 

humor, intimacy, and innovative improvisational method…” (Ginsburg, 2002, p. 42). 

Importantly, these efforts serve “as a dynamic effort to resignify cultural memory on their 

own terms” (Ginsburg, 2002, p. 42). As other commentators, such as Dyson, Hendriks 

and Grant (2007) and Smith, Burke and Ward (2000), have also acknowledged, the work 

of cultural reclamation often goes hand-in-hand with political mobilization efforts. 
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Moving from local accounts to a national review, Victor Merina (2005), a former  

journalist and instructor at the American Indian Journalism Institute, attests to the power 

of the Internet to disseminate individual and collective stories from seldom-heard groups 

(p. 32). Merina further avows that the Internet serves a vital role as  

its proliferation of stories and resources on Web sites, its 
array of streaming images and audio, and its future in 
Weblogs and podcasts [give users the] ability to hear the 
authentic voices and to share those voices with an audience. 
(p. 32) 

Thus, not only is the activity of media-making by Indigenous groups deemed 

important, it is also their acceptance and dissemination within the dominant media world 

that could make a real difference in initiating cross-cultural dialogue. This practice, albeit 

set out in Indigenous terms, “inverts the usual hierarchy of values attached to the 

dominant culture’s technology” (Ginsburg, 2002, p. 44), and thus carries the potential to 

transfer power back to Indigenous groups. 

While this account acknowledges the online environment as one that enables 

voice, others believe that digital media storage devices, such as CD-ROMs, provide 

equally important ways of preserving and revivifying storytelling and oral 

communication traditions (Dyson, Hendriks & Grant, 2007, p. xv). A word of caution, 

however, arrives from Zimmerman, et al. (2000), who argues that the carefully chosen 

images and information contained in these fixed storage devices “may have a growing 

role in the way the dominant society develops its image of Indians” (p. 76). Nevertheless, 

the recognition that “the multimedia capabilities, storage capacity and communication 

tools offered by information technology provide new opportunities to preserve and 

revitalize Indigenous cultures and languages, and to repatriate material back to 

communities” (Dyson, Hendriks & Grant, 2007, p. xvi) is a notion that is increasingly 

shared (see, for instance, the work of Ginsburg, 2000/2008; Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000; 

Zellen, 1998a, 1998b; Zimmerman, Zimmerman & Bruguier, 2000). The Internet, and 

numerous multimedia digital media forms, allow for visual, audio, video, and text-based 

communication, thereby closely paralleling traditional forms of Indigenous 

communication and “cultures [that] are rooted in ceremony, dance, music, art and oral 

language traditions” (Dyson, Hendriks & Grant, 2007, p. 314). Moreover, since “the 
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sense of community is immediate [and] given without interpretation by non-Indigenous 

peoples” (Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000, p. 18), the representation of identity and 

community concerns can be effectively communicated and controlled by those who 

belong to the community. 

3.6.2 Political intervention and mobilization through new media 
As the section on cultural reclamation activities suggests, another key strategy to 

be considered within a decolonizing movement is the use of new media forms as a 

transformative force within the political realm. Drawing on Smith, Burke and Ward’s 

(2000) definition of decolonization as “not only the deconstruction of colonial processes 

and the many assumptions on which colonialism is based but also, as a result, the 

transformation of social and political orders” (p. 3), we are reminded that a 

transformational movement cannot take place without political involvement. In their 

recent publication, Indigenous Screen Cultures in Canada, editors Bredin and 

Hafsteinsson (2010) point to the dualistic nature of Indigenous media involvement as an 

empowering device on the one hand, and as a “colonial and neo-liberal ruse to secure 

governmental control over information spaces without many additional benefits for the 

Indigenous peoples” (p. 2) on the other hand.  

This recent observation echoes the earlier stance of both Ginsburg (1994) and 

Todd (1996), who similarly questioned the eventual outcomes of Indigenous media 

involvement with governing bodies “that are responsible for the dire political 

circumstances that often motivated the Aboriginal mastery of new communication forms 

as a means of cultural intervention” (Ginsburg, 1994, p. 366). The answer remains 

unclear, but may ultimately reside in who takes control of the media and for what 

purposes – as Smith, Burke & Ward (2000) suggest: “The key issue here is control – 

control over land, control over knowledge, control over the past, present and future. The 

object of the struggle is not only Indigenous cultural and intellectual property but the 

continued future of Indigenous societies themselves” (p. 3). 

As a communications scholar who specializes in media and ethics within a 

minority context, Valeria Alia (2003) notes that while radio remains the medium of 

choice in a local setting, new media forms, such as the Internet and CD-ROMs, are taking 
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over as the tool of choice for “global and regional constituency building and cross-border 

organizing” (p. 49). Still, familiar media forms, such as film, remain popular among 

cultural activists, such as Alanis Obomsawin, who used a documentary film to bring a 

broader understanding of national issues, such as the Oka Crisis of 1990, to the world 

(Kahenesetake, 1994). The underlying assumption is that the effective and meaningful 

use of new media will “help them overcome the injustices of the past and serve 

Indigenous goals for self-determination and a better standard of living” (Dyson, Hendriks 

& Grant, 2007, p. 314) by garnering public support for Indigenous rights. 

3.6.3 Participation in knowledge economy and other economic development initiatives 
In a world that is increasingly dominated by a knowledge economy, or 

“Information Age,” Indigenous people are at increased risk of being positioned as the 

underdog as they face innumerable barriers to access to and professional training 

opportunities in new media. However, this “information marginalization” is not 

inevitable. In his study of new media in northern Aboriginal communities, Belanger 

(2001) maintains that the “Internet is viewed by some as a way to empower Aboriginal 

peoples by permitting increased access to information” (p. 44). In a world where 

“information is equated with power” (Belanger, 2001, p. 44), being connected and having 

the requisite skills to work within a new media environment are a mandatory requirement 

of almost any job nowadays. To this end, Belanger (2001) warns that while the digital 

divide is slowly closing, there are exponential repercussions for procrastinating – 

“leaving most First Nations and Aboriginal communities who do not adopt this 

technology generations behind within a few short years” (p. 44). 

Having access to, and skills within, a new media environment can offer increased 

life and business development opportunities even at a local level. Fittingly, First Nations 

artist and scholar Simon Brascoupé (1996) reminds us that the “new economy will have 

to be rooted in traditional knowledge combined with new and emerging technologies” (p. 

372). An opportunity for Aboriginal peoples to stay and work within their home 

communities will be facilitated by “economic development that relies upon non-

renewable natural resources for the creation of a product…[and] ample business 

opportunities that are not geographically specific” (Belanger, 2001, p. 62). The latter 
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includes options for call centres, help desks, sales tools, financial support and information 

for business start-ups, suppliers, financial management, market expansion, internet 

service provider opportunities, and technology support to name just a few.  

3.6.4 Educational fit of new media with traditional knowledge 
One of the most powerful ways that new media can act as a tool of decolonization 

is in the realm of Aboriginal education. In fact, “some schoolchildren learn to use 

computers before they learn to read and write, and the multimedia fit well with a learning 

style more like that based on oral tradition” (Zimmerman, Zimmerman & Bruguier, 2000, 

p. 79). These authors cite the use of CD-ROMs as an effective and alternative approach 

to literacy where “CD-ROMs, voices and texts can be combined with video, photographs, 

pictures and music to give accurate, contextualized presentations of linguistic and cultural 

knowledge” (Zimmerman, Zimmerman, & Bruguier, 2000, p. 78). This 

acknowledgement of the fit of “appropriate technology” to an Indigenous way of 

knowing provides an interesting educational alternative to those who “often experience 

difficulties as a result of isolation, culturally inappropriate educational programs and 

learning styles” (Dyson, Hendriks & Grant, 2007, p. xiii).  

In noting the correlation between ICT pedagogy and Aboriginal pedagogy, 

educator Michael Donovan (2007) suggests that ICT could be structured to meet the 

individual learning needs of Aboriginal students in his chapter entitled “Can Information 

Communication Technology Tools be Used to Suit Aboriginal Learning Pedagogies?”  

He suggests “Outcamp” learning centres placed in remote communities as a way of 

introducing and enacting successful learning outcomes using ICT, and a way of further 

contextualizing the learning experiences of Aboriginal learners.  

Moreover, it is also worthwhile to note that while the more well-known and 

contemporary modes of Aboriginal storytelling today hail from earlier conventions of 

oral storytelling and represent the transitioning of an oral tradition to print media – today 

print media is being transformed back into an oral rendering. Communication scholars 

Ong (1982) and McLuhan (1964) remind us that this progression from oral to print 

literacy is not always so straightforward and linear as the past would imply, particularly 

in an era of rapidly changing multimedia technologies (Ong, 1982, p. 174). Some might 
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even suggest that the oral tradition is regaining lost ground in an era of digitized audio 

technologies and user-friendly programming. Thanks in part to the popularity of such 

user-friendly sites as YouTube, it seems the power of the spoken word is once again with 

us and particularly relevant to the specialized learning needs of Aboriginal groups. 

While the print tradition remains dominant within most mainstream settings, at 

least for the time being, the concept of literacy appears to now extend well beyond print 

literacy. Of particular interest to this project are the multiple forms of literacy that 

programs such as Reaching the Rainbow: Aboriginal Literacy in Canada (1998) cite as 

essential for Aboriginal learners. These include the following rainbow-coloured hues: i) 

red as mother tongue literacy; ii) orange as oral literacy; iii) yellow as literacy of 

symbolism; iv) green as English and/or French literacy; v) blue as literacy using 

technology; vi) indigo as spiritual literacy; and, vii) violet as holistic literacy. As Donna-

Lee Smith (1999) puts it in her review of the Reaching the Rainbow program, “today’s 

Aboriginal people walk in two worlds: the traditional and the technological” (p. 1), and 

an educational program that brings together these diverse worlds is one that is well suited 

to the challenges of a rapidly changing world. 

3.6.5 Agency of Aboriginal users 
While access to new media has been frequently targeted by governmental groups 

as the issue of primary concern within an Indigenous context (see for instance, National 

Connecting Aboriginal Canadians, 2002, 2003, 2004; National Broadband Task Force, 

2001; The New National Dream: Networking the Nation for Broadband Access, 2001; 

Broadband for Rural and Northern Development Pilot Program, 2003), the willingness 

and ability of Indigenous people to both use and take control over new media is of equal 

importance. In 2001, the National Broadband Task Force concentrated its programs and 

policies primarily on economic development, health care and education (National 

Broadband Task Force, 2001; Poitras Pratt, 2005) noting that the “quality of life divide” 

between Aboriginal and other Canadians could be somewhat lessened through addressing 

the issues that make up the “digital divide.” While these government-driven efforts were 

laudable in their attempts to level the technological playing field, concerns were raised by 

some that “without a locally driven strategy for how this broadband technology could be 
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best used to fully utilize its capabilities, community members will largely be at the 

receiving end of how others think they should use this technology” (Poitras Pratt, 2005, 

p. 101). Without meaningful participation and control over how technology is used within 

their communities, I firmly believe that Aboriginal groups will abdicate power and 

control over their future to others; moreover, a review of literature within this specialized 

area suggests that others have been thinking and, more importantly, acting along the same 

line of thought. 

As early as the mid-1990s, communication professionals of Native descent were 

warning others of the dangers of adopting a passive position in the new communications 

industry (Baldwin, 1993, p. 7). They suggested that self and community interests could 

be increasingly compromised by taking a passive stance, especially in light of the lack of 

regulations surrounding collectively owned intellectual and cultural property. It was also 

suggested that Indian people should take steps to own some of their communication 

infrastructure and “become active producers of the information…[in order to] shape it to 

our own needs” (Baldwin, 1993, p. 7). In making an argument for the active role of 

Native people in appropriating technology for their own needs, Baldwin (1993) suggests 

that “one of the first tasks in this process is to have tribal developers, educators, and 

leaders address the impact of this new technology by articulating values…about the basic 

purpose of and uses that communication networks can have for Indian people” (Baldwin, 

1993, p. 7). In this way, technology is used to serve the needs of people rather than the 

reverse. 

In the recent publication, Information Technology and Indigenous People, editors 

Laurel Dyson, Max Hendriks and Stephen Grant (2007) list the ways in which Indigenous 

people who have overcome access issues are now habitually using information 

technologies as a way to: i) preserve traditional cultures, ii) enact social and economic 

renewal, iii) further e-commerce and employment objectives, iv) deliver better education 

and other services, and v) improve communication amongst their people (p. x). 

Significantly, these authors assert that: “the use of information technologies within 

Indigenous communities and by Indigenous peoples is no longer an issue of debate but 

[rather] a proven fact” (p. 314). Ginsburg (2002) wryly echoes the same observation: 
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“Meanwhile, as anthropologists and media scholars debate the impact that media 

technologies might have on the communities with which they work, Indigenous media-

makers are busy using the technologies for their own purposes” (p. 10). The growing 

reality of technology use by Aboriginal people today seemingly underscores the 

realization of a future vision once only debated by academics and policy-makers.  

3.6.6 Interconnectedness with Indigenous and non-Indigenous groups 
In looking at different ways that decolonizing might take form, it is helpful to 

recall the colonial strategies that were set in place in the post-contact era. One of the 

more effective colonial strategies that still continues today is the “divide and conquer” 

approach that saw Indigenous people uprooted from their familiar homelands and placed 

in isolated and often very remote settings, and oftentimes with people from different 

nations. Naturally, this uprooting would be very unsettling and, in some cases, the 

intertribal relations were extremely strained as the colonizers placed warring nations 

together in the same reserve, settlement, or in the case of the United States, reservation. 

While the physical displacement of Aboriginal people certainly played an effective role 

in colonizing these groups, time has proven that the most effective separation has 

occurred through the political divisions imposed by the naming and labelling of certain 

groups.  

As a counter-strategy to this tactic, Iseke-Barnes (2002) maintains that sharing 

knowledge among Indigenous groups is a good place to start rebuilding lost connections. 

This approach builds on a strong tradition of sharing knowledge amongst Indigenous 

groups. Since both groups likely share equal standing and this equity lessens the chance 

of misappropriation of knowledge, “these are sharings which benefit both groups that are 

in a relationship” (Iseke-Barnes, 2002, p. 182). Some people, including Fred Lepine, a 

Métis artist and multimedia expert from the Northwest Territories, believe that new 

technologies such as the Internet and chat rooms “allow Indian people to network in a 

way never possible before” (Baird, 1998, p. 6). Certainly Facebook, and similar social 

media forms that allow for ongoing interaction between users, has become immensely 

popular in “Indian country.” Others have predicted that these technologies will evolve to 

“become better suited to the needs of Aboriginal culture” (Zellen, 1998a, p.7) over time – 
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allowing people from diverse socio-lingual groups to talk to one another through 

facilitative technologies. 

An illustrative example of this sharing and reconnecting is found in Linda Sioui’s 

study of the Wendat/Wyandotte nations who were scattered from their original (now 

Ontario) homelands to (present day) Quebec, Oklahoma, Kansas and Michigan as a result 

of “colonial policies antagonistic to Indigenous sovereignty and well-being” (Dyson, 

Hendriks & Grant, 2007, p. xxii). Her study explores how diasporic nations are 

reconnecting and reunifying through the effective use of information technologies that 

“can be used as a force for good to overcome the injustices of the past, how it can serve 

Indigenous goals for self-determination and how it can ensure the continuation of 

Indigenous cultures and Indigenous languages in the modern world” (Dyson, Hendriks & 

Grant, 2007, p. xxii). After access issues were resolved, these scattered groups were able 

to communicate with one another on a daily basis through Internet-enabled 

communication. 

While restoring effective communication among Aboriginal groups is a necessary 

first step, several scholars suggest that we must also be open to sharing our stories with 

those from outside (Alia, 1999; Greenspan, 2006; Iseke-Barnes, 2002; Smith, Burke & 

Ward, 2000; Valaskakis, 1996). In this way, the possibility of others considering 

divergent viewpoints is made possible and reduces the “incidence of bystander behaviour 

in which members of dominant groups do not participate in stopping negative behaviour” 

(Iseke-Barnes, 2002, p. 193). As with others, Faye Ginsburg (2002) sees the “distortion 

and/or invisibility of Aboriginal realities for the wider Australian public and even 

international audiences can have potentially powerful effects on political culture” (p. 47). 

As editors of Indigenous Cultures in an Interconnected World, Claire Smith and 

Graeme Ward (2000) suggest “such barriers [of cultural dissonance] can only be broken 

down through increased cross-cultural understandings” (p. xvi). If empowerment is 

defined, as Smith, Burke and Ward (2000) suggest it should be, as harnessing the power 

of public opinion by increasing public awareness around Indigenous issues from multiple 

perspectives, then sharing is crucial (p. 3-4). In a May 22, 2006 blog that explores the 
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role of adult educators in restoring balance in our world, Greenspan (2006) echoes the 

same call: 

We live in a time of great change and upheaval and as adult 
educators, it’s imperative that we harness all the tools and 
opportunities that are at our disposal to shape the change 
that will allow for a plurality of opinions and the de-
marginalization of the oppressed population[s] in our 
world. (p. 8) 

If and when balance is reached between the needs of the powerless and the 

powerful, it is vital that all parties be open to learning the lessons of the past. Alia (1999) 

instructs us on the ethical way forward from our colonial past: “The only way we will 

succeed in breaking this pattern of colonization and oppression is by applying a single 

standard of conduct….Today’s victim might become tomorrow’s victimizer” (p. 5). In 

much the same way, Smith, Burke and Ward (2000) advocate for a mutual coming 

together through the study of “Ourselves” thereby setting aside the essentialised binaries 

of “Them and Us” (p. 23). In fact, “such essentialism is over-turned by exploring the 

manner in which historical constructions of Indigeneity and non-Indigeneity have been 

contingent on colonial power relations, thus revealing the fluid and shifting natures of 

these identities” (Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000, p. 23). The late communication and media 

scholar Gail Valaskakis (1996) also advocated for an ethos of balance within our 

electronic world via policy and regulation that would allow us “the opportunity to 

understand each other’s histories and inter-relate our geographies in a more equitable and 

a more peaceful Global Village” (p. 6). Significantly, the same call for a fair and 

balanced representation arises within an international and national context. 

As our world situation currently stands, there is much work to be done within 

Indigenous cultures to reaffirm and revitalize their cultural traditions from the challenges 

of a colonial past. Still a salient reminder from Smith, Burke & Ward (2000) that “what 

happens within Indigenous communities has implications for non-Indigenous as well” (p. 

24) is growing increasingly apparent over time. Our recent world crises, such as the 

earthquake and tsunami in Japan, vividly demonstrate how closely all world citizens are 

interconnected and reliant upon one another.  
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3.6.7 Post-colonial transformations 
While the potential offered by expressive forms of media, such as graphics, 

sound, video and animation, and contemporary forms of communication seem to be well 

aligned with Indigenous interests in sustaining and strengthening cultural traditions, 

several scholars are sensitive to the transformational process that this type of knowledge 

translation involves (Dyson, Hendriks & Grant, 2007; Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000). 

Certainly in the process of redefining themselves in the 21st century, Indigenous peoples 

and communities are also transforming. In an essentialist world where terms of “authentic 

and traditional” still reign supreme, this could pose a problem; however, in a post-

colonial world where contradictions, ambiguity, and shifting terms of identity are part of 

the norm, this is the change that ignites further evolution. As a means to reach political 

ends where “these new forms are also used to further social and political transformations 

of dominant hegemonies” (Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000, p. 4), change is viewed as 

inevitable and even welcomed. 

In whatever form these “alternative histories” (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999) arrive, we 

must remember that their “contemporary novelty is in part the product of the deliberate 

erasure of Indigenous ethnographic subjects as actual or potential participants in their 

own screen representations in the past century” (Ginsburg, 2002, p. 40). The various 

screen memories (Ginsburg, 2002) that Indigenous people are creating with digital media 

help to rekindle some of the silent and almost forgotten narratives of the Indigenous past. 

These efforts further represent the “third space” made famous by Bhabha (1989) where 

Indigenous concerns can be voiced and represented with an overriding objective of 

political empowerment. It is, as Valeria Alia (2003) maintains, “a way of fighting back – 

a chance for Aboriginal people to send the information the other way and an antidote to 

the cultural demolition that has occurred in some other media [like mainstream 

television]” (p. 49). Further to these critical developments is the notion that it is not just 

the elite, the educated and the politicians that can take part in this movement, it is also the 

everyday people of the community that are also invited into the dialogue. As Mitra 

(2001) suggests, there may even be a moral obligation on behalf of the dominant to 

acknowledge the call of the marginalized within this virtual setting. 



119 

 

Significantly, the innovations of form and content found in these projects also 

extend to the social relations of this practice, says Ginburg (2000), as “groups often 

organize to represent themselves collectively, sometimes in a manner that actively resists 

the imposition [or seduction] of government interests” (p. 39). By producing screen 

memories that allow community members to reclaim their voice, stories and histories 

from their point of view, these community efforts have become an “important force for 

constituting claims for land and cultural rights, and for developing alliances with other 

communities” (Ginsburg, 2002, p. 10). The term embedded aesthetics is coined by 

Ginsburg in her recognition that a collective orientation also shifts how media works are 

valued by the community: 

With few exceptions, questions of narrative or visual form 
are not primary issues for discussion per se, despite the 
obvious concerns for it in individual works. Rather, for 
many Aboriginal producers, the quality of work is judged 
by its capacity to embody, sustain, and even revive or 
create certain social relations….Aboriginal media is 
understood by its producers to be operating in multiple 
domains as an extension of their collective [versus 
individual] self-production. (Ginsburg, 1994, p. 368) 

Together, these observations suggest that communities are likely receptive to the 

idea of a meaningful media project that is collaboratively designed to meet specific 

community needs (Dyson, Hendriks & Grant, 2007, p. x). Moreover, if Indigenous 

groups take the initiative to become actively engaged in the design and the use of new 

media forms, they are more likely to one day realize the full potential of using new media 

as a tool of decolonization.  

3.7 An innovative and Indigenous approach to new media studies 
While community involvement in the use of new media is of vital importance to 

decolonizing efforts, an area far less articulated by scholars is how the research 

community could help Aboriginal people work towards decolonizing goals. A few 

intrepid scholars such as Ginsburg (1994; 2000; 2002; 2008) and Toby Miller (1995) 

claim that “First World scholars have too often written about Aboriginal people as a 

means of elevating their own academic status, rather than as a part of an effort to support 

the broader project of Aboriginal cultural creativity” (Ginsburg, 2000, p. 38). There has 
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also been a proclivity to restrict discussions around Aboriginal issues to literary forms, 

thereby diminishing the important role of documentaries, CD-ROMs, live broadcasts on 

radio, and the Internet in raising public awareness and greater understanding between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. In many cases, Indigenous input and control has 

“expand[ed] the horizons of a project, channelling activities into new and exciting areas” 

(Smith & Ward, 2000, p. xv). 

The bias to Western theories and practices within studies of new media means 

that while scholars such as McLuhan (1964), Gates, Myhrvold and Rinearson (1995) and 

Negroponte (1996) have made significant contributions to contemporary thinking around 

new media, they have also “failed to appreciate fully the significance and persistence of 

cultural difference, as well as social and economic inequalities” (Ginsburg, 2000, p. 36). 

As a telling example, Eric Michaels’ Bad Aboriginal Art (1994) constitutes a rare attempt 

by a scholar to assess the impact of Indigenous media. In this publication, Michaels 

(1994) ethnographically examines the impact of television and television broadcasting on 

the Warlpiri Aborigines of remote western Central Australia in the 1980s. Posthumously, 

Michaels’ work is now viewed as a “model for alternative possibilities of television 

production, distribution and reception” (p. 38), and for some scholars, his work has 

provided an alternative way of enacting anthropological investigations. Certainly, 

“Indigenous media projects have often been a site for activist participation on the part of 

anthropologists; they and native peoples alike have been quick to see the political 

promise and cultural possibilities of Indigenously controlled media-making” (Ginsburg, 

Abu-Lughod & Larkin, 2002, p. 8). This type of work is evidence of the positive impact 

that research on new media can have for Indigenous communities, if undertaken with the 

right approach. 

Several scholars, including Valerie Alia (2009) and Smith, Burke and Ward 

(2000) see those working within Indigenous media as working to better the lives of those 

groups disadvantaged by governments, corporations, and by wider economic and 

environmental circumstances. There is acknowledgement that while a number of the 

media scholars working within this specialized realm are currently non-Aboriginal, 

Aboriginal people are now entering this field of studies with Western traditions of 
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scholarship in hand as well as a determination to “give back” to their respective 

communities. Smith, Burke and Ward (2000) remind us that what is really important is 

that: “It is in the hands of researchers themselves to adjust their methods so that the 

communities they work with do benefit” (p. 19). This standpoint is representative of a 

collective and ethical orientation towards research that makes a difference through its 

difference. 

In seeking an appropriate scholarly approach, Dyson, Hendriks and Grant (2007) 

suggest the cultural construction of ICT is a perspective that not only allows for a focus 

on the relationships between culture and technology, but also involves the cultural 

considerations of its users (p. 317). Importantly, information and communication 

technologies are not considered neutral in this approach. While this approach will no 

doubt prove fascinating in future studies, especially in light of the fact that examples of 

innovative traditionalism are found in “the spoken word, the written word, and the word 

in images, all of which can convey the words of storytellers” (Merina, 2005, p. 34), it is 

“Indigenous media…[as] cultural process and product” (Ginsburg, 1991, p. 106) that I 

will focus on within this study. Following Ginsburg (1994), it is “only by understanding 

Indigenous media work as part of a broader mediascape of social relations can we 

appreciate them fully as complex cultural objects” (p. 378). Moreover, in righting the 

wrongs of the past, I believe it is only ethical to focus my academic energies on those 

who have endured the downside of the power imbalance. 

3.8 Conclusion 
In reading through the dissertation of Winona Stevenson (2000), “Decolonizing 

Tribal Histories,” I found her frank admission that the “collective direction [that] I 

received from the Old People was to write their history in their own voices, to tell it as it 

should be told” (p. 290) as a sign of encouragement for my own work. While Stevenson 

(2000) laments the fact that there seems to be “collective memory gaps” in the oral 

traditions of the Swampy Cree of Manitoba which she attributes to the trauma of 

colonization, she also acknowledges that those of us who are from Indigenous 

communities start our work in different places than where a typical Western scholar 

might begin. She explains: “We have the community’s point of view or determination of 
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what constitutes a significant historical event or person which is in many cases different 

from an outside perspective” (Stevenson, 2000, p. 297-298), but nonetheless there are 

dilemmas inherent in working in two worlds. As she tried to reconcile how to write 

down, or textually represent, what is the commingling of oral history with written 

documents from fur traders and missionaries – it occurred to her that she would have to 

use “historical imagination” to recreate the context of these community remembrances 

through a visualization exercise (p. 300). While I applaud Stevenson’s use of imagination 

in resolving her dilemma, I also find myself in the very fortunate position of having the 

voices, faces, sounds and images of my community members at my digital fingertips. 

Several scholars attribute the rapidity of ICT adoption and uptake by Indigenous 

peoples in First Worlds to a number of factors, including: a) their political agency, b) 

their ability to adapt their tools of cultural survival to suit the new globalised situation, 

and, c) the format of the Internet with its visual imagery being well suited to traditional 

forms of Indigenous communication (Smith, Burke & Ward, 2000, p. 18). Similarly, 

Zimmerman, Zimmerman and Bruguier (2000) assert that Native Americans have 

displayed a propensity for virtual involvement (p. 78). The fact that the Internet is easy to 

use, websites relatively easy to develop and the fact that the Web’s multimedia nature is 

inherently appealing to Indigenous groups has meant that Indigenous groups have quickly 

gravitated to and embraced this new form of information technology. Even the somewhat 

pessimistic Iseke-Barnes and Danard (2007), while questioning the value of information 

technologies as a useful resource for Indigenous peoples, are motivated to conclude that: 

“Through the creativity of Indigenous peoples, new ways of using information 

technologies can and will be generated which will result in the support of our identities 

and communities” (p. 36). 

Still, the realization of the goal of meaningful involvement in new media on the 

part of Indigenous peoples is complex and made more so by a range of societal, political 

and economic issues. The most prominent of these issues, as suggested in the several 

Canadian government publications, remains that of limited access. Importantly, 

technology use surveys have identified that there is a gap between urban Aboriginal users 

who report more technological experience than rural Aboriginals, in what has been 
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deemed a “second digital divide” (Crompton, 2004, p. 14). Concurrent with this issue is 

that of low income levels and low literacy levels, particularly in the paucity of computer 

literacy among older Aboriginals (Dyson, Hendriks & Grant, 2007, p. x; Smith, Burke & 

Ward, 2000, p. 16-17).  

Other issues that should be considered within any community planning for 

technology use are as follows: how to maintain ongoing and effective use of IT by 

community members; how to build local capacity in training and maintaining systems; 

how to reduce the incidence of negative use behaviors (including on-line gambling and 

cyberporn); how to develop cultural content; and how best to identify community needs 

that could be served through new technologies (Zellen, 1998a, p. 7). Other commentators 

cite residence in rural and remote regions as a limiting factor in a community’s uptake of 

new media in addition to a lack of awareness around how technologies might serve their 

community’s interests (Dyson, Hendriks & Grant, 2007, p. x). 

As Ginsburg (2000) and Alia (2009) both point out, ideal conditions do not exist 

for technology use by Aboriginal groups, nor will they likely emerge in the foreseeable 

future. Despite these less-than-ideal conditions, “Indigenous people are not waiting for 

that elusive, global utopia. With erratic, scant, or sometimes nonexistent resources, they 

find ways to utilize old and new technologies to amplify their voices and expand their 

power” (Alia, 2009, p. 40). To their credit, several communities are doing just that – in 

fact, Tallbear (2001) maintains that “tribes are undertaking projects to evaluate [science 

and] technology…based on their consistency with specific cultural and spiritual values, 

their risks and benefits, and how useful they might be for accomplishing tribal goals” (p. 

6). As I see it, this is the work of self-determination and decolonization. 

Just as importantly, the current proliferation of interactive and digital media 

technologies renders the possibility of dialogue among Canadians stronger than ever 

before. Past government initiatives, including the Connecting Canadians campaign, 

forwarded a technologically deterministic belief that nation-wide progress could be 

realized through new technologies. However, realizing any proactive online 

communication between Canadian citizens is likely to be contingent on how new media 

forms are enacted and even publicized within the more popular forms of broadcast media. 
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After all, good communication relies on effective communication practices. Without 

some awareness and understanding of issues within contemporary Aboriginal 

communities, mainstream citizens could continue to rely on mainstream interpretations 

broadcast through an ever-popular television format to inform their everyday sense of 

Aboriginal issues.  

This danger is especially apparent in the case of the Métis, a nation of people 

whose wish to be fully recognized, heard and acknowledged as rights-bearing Aboriginal 

people continues some 125 years after their initial attempts to assert their existence. It 

seems little has changed over these years except for our constitutional recognition as one 

of the three main Aboriginal groups in Canada. In the courts, in interactions with the 

government, in the classrooms, and even on the streets, I would argue that the identity of 

Métis people remains either unknown or continually contested.31 I believe one solution to 

this cultural dilemma is for Métis people to take an active role in constructing a 

contemporary “voice” within Canadian society, one that recognizes both our past and the 

vital role that Métis play in Canada today. These stories could some day hold valuable 

lessons for our multicultural nation as we strive to articulate what it means to be 

Canadian in today’s world. In the spirit of embarking on this decolonizing journey, the 

next chapter will relate the “story of the stories,” or the ethnography of this work, and 

how I was able to eventually partner with one Métis community in north-eastern Alberta 

in reclaiming their voices and their stories.  

 

  

                                                
31  Evidence of this stalling is witnessed in an examination of newspaper accounts ranging from as 

early as 1938 to as recent as December 2010. In a recent edition of The Edmonton Journal, authors call out 
for a solution to the “Métis problem” echoing the same call made in 1938 and 1939 publications of the 
Regina Leader Post. In his recent judgment on Métis harvesting rights, Judge Ted Fisher (2010) ruled that 
the Métis had no site-specific settlement established in southern Alberta prior to the arrival of the 
N.W.M.P. (online).  
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Chapter Four: Ethnographic Exploration  

An dah stories you know 
Dats da bes treasure of all to leave your family 
Everyting else on dis eart 
He gets los or wore out 
But dah stories 
Dey las forever (Campbell, 1995) 

4.1 Introduction 
The decision to undertake a collaborative research project with the Métis people 

of Alberta as my community of interest is one that evolved from a series of chaotic events 

to a deliberate undertaking over a significant period of time. The choice of how I wanted 

to undertake the research, however, was much more immediate. In fact, what I believe is 

my responsibility to ‘give back’ meant that I would take a community-centred, 

community-driven yet collaborative approach. While I believe this is the ethical and my 

preferred way to do Aboriginal research, this approach is also unquestionably brimming 

with challenges, complexities, and commitments that far exceed the norms of any typical 

research project. In truth, this type of research approach is one that should not be 

undertaken without careful consideration of the extra time and effort involved. It is also 

an endeavour that brings with it a richness of relationships and lifelong attachments that 

can never be quantitatively or qualitatively assessed. 

With ethnography as my chosen methodology, I have made the research process 

the focus of this study; consequently, the reader will be privy to the complexities 

involved in realizing such a collaborative project as an “insider/outsider” researcher. To 

begin this extended discussion, I will provide a brief overview of the evolution of 

ethnography and how it has transformed through a “crisis of representation” and a 

changing colonial agenda in recent years. Following this introductory section, I will 

examine two ethnographic studies that focus on Métis communities to highlight how 

narrative has been incorporated within these anthropologically based studies. While still 

in an emergent form, the methodology of “decolonizing ethnography” is adopted as one 

way to examine the workshop process and its chaotic birth of creativity in a culturally 

appropriate way.  
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After these introductory sections, I then launch into the ‘story of the stories’ by 

providing some of the context for this work including my quest for potential partners. 

This discussion will provide several answers to the question of what factors affect the 

decolonizing potential of a new media project with a Métis community. Of interest, I 

approached two organizations to partner with me on this work prior to partnering with my 

home community of Fishing Lake Métis Settlement. My choice of certain community 

groups was based on personal connections that I had with the leaders of these 

organizations; however, in spite of my best efforts, potential partnerships with the 

Institute for the Advancement of Aboriginal Women (IAAW) and the Métis Nation of 

Alberta (MNA) were not realized due in large part to unfortunate timing and financial 

limitations. A consultant role that I undertook with the Aboriginal Relations department 

of the Government of Alberta supporting community technology assessments in Alberta’s 

Aboriginal communities proved to be a more useful connection. My ongoing 

collaboration with the Canadian Director at the Center for Digital Storytelling also 

proved to be vital to the success of the project. Through my consultant role and other 

relevant events that I have participated in over the years, the support of my home 

community in my dissertation work proved to be a natural, though fortuitous, turn of 

events. Fittingly, a “story of the stories” concludes this chapter. 

4.2 Ethnography:  Persistence of Colonial Agendas and Academic Turns 
As the chosen methodology for anthropologists and others implicated in the 

colonial project, ethnography has a somewhat soiled reputation in Indigenous 

communities throughout the world. An often-quoted critic of the perpetuation of 

‘colonizing knowledges’ is Maori scholar and educator, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999), 

who denounces what postcolonialist Edward Said (1978) termed the ‘positional 

superiority’ of Western knowledges (p. 58-59). Under colonial rule, knowledge of 

‘Others’ was transformed into a commodity that could be extracted, appropriated, 

repackaged, and distributed far and wide – just as furs and fish once were. As time went 

on, “knowledge and culture were as much [a] part of imperialism as raw materials and 

military strength” (Smith, 1999, p. 58). For James Clifford (1988), ethnography as a form 

of “culture collecting” is similarly implicated in the colonial project as scientists hurried 
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to gather and interpret information about Indigenous groups before their inevitable 

demise. As such, “the ethnographic ‘gaze’ of anthropology has collected, classified and 

represented other cultures to the extent that anthropologists are often the academics 

popularly perceived by the Indigenous world as the epitome of all that is bad with 

academics” (Smith, 1999, p. 67). While the ethnographic project was once ensconced in 

the idea that  – “they came, they saw, they named, they claimed” (Smith, 1999, p. 80), 

today a focus on the lived knowledge of Indigenous groups, as expressed within their oral 

traditions or lived realities, is emerging as a much-needed shift in perspective.  

In her description of how ethnography was used within the second wave of 

colonialism across the Americas, Robin Patric Clair (2003) notes the early work of Henry 

Lewis Morgan and Edward Tyler. Both these influential anthropologists relied on an 

evolutionary and developmental staged approach to studying culture. In leaning on a 

Darwinian model, Morgan looked for signs of progress in a linear development from the 

primary stages of savagery to a somewhat more evolved stage of barbarism and 

eventually onto a civilized state of being (Clair, 2003, p. 6). While these early studies left 

behind academic legacies, their work is also redolent of significant cultural bias as they 

misinterpreted and misrepresented Indigenous cultural traditions through a Western 

perspective. While a contemporary reader could easily reproach these academics for their 

naïveté, we are well reminded that a tradition of viewing ‘Others’ through a Western lens 

continues today as the underlying assumption persists “that technology is progress, 

private property inevitable, bureaucratic government denotes organization, and a 

patriarchal family superior to a matriarchal family” (Clair, 2003, p. 7). As Antonio 

Gramsci so rightly reminds us, the power of hegemonic forces rests on their invisibility 

within our everyday lives. 

Nonetheless, the demise of this type of “naïve ethnography,” in Clair’s (2003) 

terms, whose roots extend deep within a master discourse of colonization, has been 

celebrated by a corpus of scholars who question the validity of a discourse whose motives 

are profit-driven (for example, Clair, 2003; Smith, 1999). One of the early and more well 

recognized anthropologists to question the bias of this evolutionary model was Frantz 

Boas. In arguing for a more holistic approach to anthropology, which included the use of 
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linguistics, artefacts, and photographs, Boas was to influence several of his students, 

including Ruth Benedict, Alfred Kroeber, Margaret Mead and Edward Sapir, to break 

new anthropological ground in their studies (Clair, 2003, p. 7). While these influential 

works continue as important sources of information, they focused on documenting the 

cultural diversity of Native American traditions primarily for posterity. In questioning 

their underlying motives, Clair (2003) suggests that their intentions were to salvage 

cultural remnants rather than retain and maintain a living culture (p. 8).  

Thereafter, a third wave of colonization that spanned two world wars washed over 

the world. During these tumultuous times, ethnographers such as W.E.B. DuBois (1914) 

drew attention to the role of racial prejudice within the colonizers’ global quest for 

imperial expansionism (as quoted in Wortham, 2009). This type of scholarship brought 

about advances in approaches: “although classical or traditional ethnography continued to 

flourish, alternative forms surfaced in response to World War II” (Clair, 2003, p. 10). 

Ethnographic styles expanded to include dialogue, auto-ethnographies, short stories, 

novels, and performances, and further encompassed a range of academic fields, including 

sociology, economics and communication. 

The subsequent arrival of neo-colonialism as the fourth wave witnessed the 

globalizing movement of capitalism and further propelled innovations in ethnography 

(Clair, 2003, p. 13). As a major anthropological figure of this time, Clifford Geertz (1973, 

1977) is widely credited as the father of “interpretive ethnography.” His work relied on 

the use of “thick descriptions” to infuse meaning into specific cultural behaviours through 

a careful consideration of context. Further to this, Geertz (1973) suggested that:  

The concept of culture I espouse…is essentially a semiotic 
one. Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal 
suspended in webs of significance [emphasis added] he 
himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the 
analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in 
search of law but an interpretative one in search of 
meaning [emphasis added]. It is explication I am after. 
(Geertz, 1973).  

Ethnography in this sense is an attempt to interpret significant symbols within a 

particular culture to derive a sense of meaning, and ultimately understanding. While 

interpretive ethnography can be realist, confessional, or impressionistic in form, Clair 
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(2003) insists that “no matter what style of representation is chosen, the focal point for 

the interpretive ethnographer is understanding the meaning of certain phenomenon,” or 

certain cultural practices (p. 14). Interestingly, the interpretive school of thought has been 

criticized by some postmodernists for its lack of political focus and social action. Other 

forms of ethnographic expression have emerged from critical and radical feminism’s 

linguistic turn, the postmodern linguistic turn, and the postcolonial turn. Importantly, a 

critical group of scholars decries the use of ethnography as a legitimizing methodology 

for colonial takeovers (for example, see Ellis & Bochner, 1996; Burawoy, Gamson, 

Schiffman, Burton, Ferguson, Salzinger, Ui, Hurst, Gartrell, Fox & Kurzman, 1991; 

Clair, 1998; Clifford & Marcus, 1986; Denzin, 1997; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Van 

Maanen, 1995). These works are paralleled by the emergence of an educated group of 

colonized people who have now begun “speaking for themselves, albeit with altered 

voices” (Clair, 1997, 2003).  

In searching for the most relevant ethnographic form in which to embed this 

decolonizing study, a postcolonial ethnography at first glance seems most fitting.32 Yet, 

following Clair (2003), “one might give pause to consider whether the concept 

postcolonial ethnography should be considered an oxymoron” (p. 19) considering 

ethnography is a master discourse that studies the ‘Other.’ On the other hand, 

“ethnography is taking a turn from expressing a one-sided view of the Other to 

expressing its own possibilities as a language of resistance and emancipation” (p. 19) by 

colonized groups. So while Clair (2003) bemoans the ironies and paradoxes surrounding 

the situatedness of a western schooled but still colonized ‘Other’ adopting this 

ethnographic option, these ambiguities and complexities are familiar terrain, albeit 

uncomfortable at times, for those of us who come from a mixed-race background. 

Moreover, her suggestion that “novel forms of expression may be required to portray the 

past, the present, and the future of culture” (p. 19) is one that is well suited to this project 

as the Fishing Lake community as I seek to advance an intergenerational, multi-vocal, 

                                                
32 Within a more historically based study, one could also consider the use of ethnohistory that 

allows a researcher to study the development of culture(s). 
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and multimedia expression of Métis culture in the 21st century (see also the work of 

Turner & Turner, 1982; Turner, 1987). 

4.2.1 Past ethnographic models of Métis community studies 
In contrast to a relatively lengthy and full proliferation of First Nations studies, 

ethnographic studies that focus on the Métis are rare. Nonetheless, a doctoral dissertation 

by Paul Driben (1975) of the Anthropology department at the University of Minnesota 

entitled, “We are Métis: the ethnography of a halfbreed community in northern Alberta” 

provides us with one such example, albeit somewhat dated. Driben’s work is strongly 

indicative of the shift from the authoritative voice of the outsider speaking on behalf of 

the Indigenous population to a more community inclusive approach. The main objective 

underlying this anthropological study, according to Driben, is to fill an ethnographic gap 

within the mainstream understanding of one of Canada’s Aboriginal groups – the Métis – 

who are, in his words, “ignored.” Theoretically, Driben (1975) is also driven to bring his 

own ethnographical understanding to the 1892 observation of Herbert Spencer on the 

matter of mixed-races. As an influential voice within the field of anthropology, Spencer 

had very definite ideas on the matter of inter-racial miscegenation. Driben offers us the 

abridged version á la Spencer: “halfbreeds are only capable of producing a degenerate 

culture; a maladapted social atrocity borne out of biological confusion” (p. 4). Moving 

from this overtly ethnocentric remark into the mid 1970s era of his study, Driben 

postulates that the lack of anthropological focus on the Métis may have been a mistake. 

In fact, while anthropologists have validated their general lack of involvement with the 

Métis on the assumption that a study of the Métis would add no anthropological value to 

the ethnographic record, this assumption rests on false premises:  

One of these [beliefs] is that the Métis are less visible than other groups 
because their culture is an uninteresting and non-distinctive mixture of 
Indian and European customs…The second [belief] is that Métis culture is 
actually no different from Ojibwa culture. ((Driben, 1975, p. 4) 

In his narrative approach, Driben draws primarily from research interviews with 

local (but only male) community residents (whom he rather confusingly refers to as 

“settlers” throughout his study) from the East Prairie Métis Colony for his ethnographic 

study. He is careful to point out that, “at all times during the fieldwork the primary 
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intention was to minimize potential research bias” (p. vii). Thus, Driben deliberately 

supplements his narrative data with participant-observations as well as informal 

interviews with women and children. Driben also reveals that: “Finally, but by no means 

less important, after only a few weeks in the area, it proved possible to gain access to 

many official documents having to do with Colony business,” (p. vi). In this way, Driben 

has also seemingly drawn on official government ‘stories’ to lend authority to the overall 

story of the Métis colony.  

To his credit, Driben (1975) sets out to establish a descriptive study of the Métis 

based largely on his interpretation of narratives obtained from individual interviews 

supplemented with various other data sources. Of interest, some of his conclusions point 

to a conflicted positioning similar to that of the contemporary Métis. In recognizing the 

very limited powers of the local administration to better life for its colony members, 

Driben (1975) ponders what this actually means for the Métis:  

But this is not to say that the Métis resent the loss of power. Most of them 
are grateful for their special status in Alberta. Yet in some reflective 
moments a few of the older settlers do seem to resent their modern fate. “It 
would have been better to have lived in the days of Louis Riel,” as one of 
these men explained, “when we could go our own way and not worry 
about the government.” (p. 47-48) 

Another insightful observation Driben (1975) derives from his narrative 

interviews is the negative reception that the topic of formal education receives within the 

Métis colony and their preference for a more experiential form of learning. He asserts: 

By and large the settlers [Métis] do not regard formal education in a 
positive way. From their point of view academic achievement does not 
necessarily lead to success. Far more important is the informal education 
that can be gained from friends and relatives; for this is the kind of 
education that teaches people to get along with their neighbours. Hard 
work, on the other hand, is highly valued. (Driben, 1975)33 

While this ethnographic study relies primarily on Driben’s interpretation and 

account of what is important, it possesses certain redeeming qualities. Driben appears to 
                                                
33 This observation rings true from my own experience within the culture. Driben’s observation is 

revealing of the ways in which community narratives can lend credibility and validity to an ethnographic 
account, if accurately interpreted. 
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be mostly forthcoming about his study’s limitations, for example the total reliance on 

male members’ accounts, and thus the total lack of women’s voices. As readers, we are 

not privy to the full and undisclosed set of interview transcriptions – instead, Driben 

selects only the passages he deems important to back up his findings.34 Nonetheless, in 

concluding the study, Driben rejects the historical position that the Métis are unworthy of 

study. He finds instead that Métis are distinct in important ways from other Aboriginal 

groups and, as a result, should not simply be subsumed under an Ojibway label. As a 

study that is almost four decades old, what is perhaps most revealing is that many in our 

contemporary society have yet to hear this message. 

Narratives feature prominently in yet another community-centred study – this 

time a 1979 study of Métis women situated in northern Saskatchewan on the topic of 

their local social realities. The preliminary descriptive report, “Resident Métis Women’s 

Perception of Local Social Reality in Seven Northern Saskatchewan Communities,” 

(Poelzer & Poelzer, 1982) was produced for the Saskatchewan Native Women’s 

Association and for participating community members. The study’s objective was to 

examine the effects of rapid resource development on the economic, political, social, and 

ecological lives of Métis women in northern Saskatchewan. In total, the study drew on 96 

open-ended and unstructured interviews with 83 women in seven different communities. 

The authors explain that their choice of unstructured interviews was made to allow 

“interviewees freedom to discuss topics of their choice and interest, and [to minimize] the 

interviewer’s influence which might limit the range of response,” (Poelzer & Poelzer, 

1982, p. 1). This statement suggests that participatory principles may have informed the 

ethical considerations within this study. 

Of particular interest, Poelzer and Poelzer (1982) take a phenomenological 

approach where knowledge of the real world relies on empirical sense data from 

everyday lived realities. This approach allows the researcher(s) to produce, at least in 

their view, a more comprehensive and authentic account. Two content analyses were 

performed on data obtained from the interview transcriptions, and topic areas were 

identified as they emerged from the analyses of the discussions. The authors suggest that 

                                                
34 Of course, many qualitative studies follow this practice. 



133 

 

their preliminary report “indicates generally the basic values expressed by the women in 

each community and the problems of the community and solutions as they perceive 

them” (p. 2). By breaking their analyses down into detailed community reports, the 

authors gave the women who participated in the study the opportunity to compare their 

perceptions with those from the other communities.  

By allowing the women to speak freely on topics of their choosing, this 

sociological study appears to be sensitive to the local concerns and lived realities of these 

women. In my opinion, it is the stories that the women expressed through their interviews 

that lent credence and meaningfulness to this research project. Indeed, statements such as 

the following are highly indicative of an increasing compliance in the insidious process 

of assimilation, and if explored further, could represent matters of particular interest to 

Métis communities across the nation: 

Other problems cited included concerns that traditions and 
skills are not being passed on to younger generations who 
instead are quickly learning “to value only the White man’s 
ways.” The few who are concerned about preserving Native 
traditions and lifestyles are outnumbered by those who 
show little interest in such efforts. (Poelzer & Poelzer, 
1982, p. 98) 

It seems evident from their approach that the researchers took the extra steps, time and 

energy necessary to make sure that the women’s voices were heard. It is to their credit 

that they effectively listened to what the local women identified as their own matters of 

concern and importance.  

4.2.2 Decolonizing ethnography – a future model for Métis community studies 
My wish to focus this research on a study of decolonization implies a 

decolonizing ethnography, rather than a postcolonial ethnography, is more culturally 

apropos to my work. By settling on a distant branch of post-colonial studies, I hope to 

circumvent the criticisms levelled by some scholars at the seemingly absurd 

appropriation of a master discourse by colonized ‘Others’ in undertaking a postcolonial 

ethnography. This move to a decolonizing research strategy also situates me closer to an 

Aboriginal model of research where decolonization is increasingly envisioned as 
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community-centred efforts to improve their lived worlds (Stevenson, 2000; Tuhiwai 

Smith, 1999; Denzin, 2010). 

Importantly, I also turn to the work of Gregory Cajete (2004) who articulates his 

concept of perceptual phenomenology within the realm of chaos theory and helps me to 

understand, and just as importantly appreciate, the chaotic nature and creative outcomes 

of this project. In his understanding: 

Chaos theory describes the way nature makes new forms 
and structures out of the potential of the great void. It also 
represents the unpredictability and relative randomness of 
the creative process, appearing in mythology throughout 
the world in stories of the trickster – the sacred fool whose 
antics remind us of the essential role of disorder in the 
creation of order. (Cajete, 2004, p. 48)  

As the following “story of the stories” will demonstrate, the chaotic process that 

surrounded this project epitomized the “essential role of disorder” in realizing the 

creative potential of the Fishing Lake Métis Settlement community members. 

4.3 Potential Partners and Working to Realize the Project 
In the early stages of this project, my intention was to build on the work that I had 

started within my Masters program to help Aboriginal communities realize their 

community needs and visions through the proactive use of new technology forms (see 

Poitras Pratt, 2005 unpublished Masters thesis, All My Online Relations: Aboriginal 

Community Participation in Planning for SuperNet Broadband Technology). However, 

my well intentioned plan was soon to change in response to several unexpected, and 

seemingly random, twists and turns (see Figure IV). 

4.3.1 Institute for the Advancement of Aboriginal Women (IAAW) 
During the preliminary planning stages of this project, I made contact with the 

leadership of the IAAW35 to discuss the possibility of partnering with them on a media-

related research project. Of interest, the matter of research ethics was foremost in the 

minds of this special interest group as they had recently undergone a rather negative 

                                                
35 The IAAW is described as a non-profit organization based in Edmonton, Alberta, dedicated to 

promoting, improving and advancing the lives and life opportunities of Aboriginal women. A detailed 
description of the organization and their related activities can be found online at: http://iaawcanada.com/. 
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experience with another researcher. Unfortunately, this researcher who had “partnered” 

with IAAW on a study by using their community contacts as research participants, did 

not provide IAAW access to the project data or findings upon completion of the study. 

According to the IAAW, the findings reflected very poorly on urban Aboriginal women 

and, in their opinion, left “the victimized further victimized.” Of consequence, this 

incident left the IAAW understandably wary of researchers; however, because these 

women knew me personally, they were willing to try again.  

As part of my commitment to this potential research partnership, I requested costs 

for a digital storytelling workshop from Rob Kershaw, the Canadian Director for the 

Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS), and began working on a draft research agreement. 

Unfortunately, the timing of this potential partnership was poor, as one of my IAAW 

contacts won her bid for vice-president at the Métis Nation of Alberta (which she had 

forewarned me was a possibility), and the other key contact also moved to another 

organization. After speaking to the new IAAW leadership in September 2008, I suggested 

that it might be best for me to follow my lead contact to the Métis Nation of Alberta and 

pursue my research project interests with this organization. They agreed. This was to be 

the first twist of many in this project. 

4.3.2 Métis Nation of Alberta (MNA) 
In late September 2008, I made contact with the leadership of the Métis Nation of 

Alberta to discuss the possibility of partnering with them on this research project. After a 

brief meeting with the MNA President in early October, she indicated an interest in the 

media project and their willingness to work with me. As with the IAAW leadership, the 

MNA leader’s preference was to adopt a digital storytelling approach rather than that of 

Photovoice. At this same meeting, the president also suggested that the digital stories 
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Figure IV:  Preliminary Stages of Meaningful Media Project Planning 
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would make a welcome addition to the Métis Crossings cultural museum.36 Since my 

initial ethics application was granted for a Photovoice methodology, I began amending 

my ethics application for digital storytelling. Still, trying to detail the exact parameters of 

this research plan proved difficult, as my ethical obligations to Aboriginal research 

require that I work with my community in setting the final research agenda (see Chapter 

2). As in my previous Masters work, I was caught in a “Catch-22” situation where the 

university requires ethics approval before a researcher can make contact with a 

community yet I required community input in order to fill in the blanks on the ethics 

template required by the university. Amidst this dilemma, I also knew that funding was 

going to be an issue, so I began looking for funding sources and corresponding with Rob 

Kershaw of the Center for Digital Storytelling on a pilot workshop design and its costs.  

After some searching, I was alerted to two potential granting opportunities – one 

through the provincial government by way of a “Rural Adaptation Grant” and the second 

through an Office of Literacy and Essential Skills federal grant. I began collaborating 

with Athena Mackenzie, a full-time staff member of the MNA who was working on the 

“Michif Language Recovery Project,” to articulate a project that would meet my 

academic needs as well as those of the Métis community. Both Athena and I felt that the 

Métis community should have input into the design of this research project, so we 

arranged to present our ideas to the wider Métis community at an upcoming conference.  

In February 2009, Athena and I co-presented a cultural session on language and 

digital storytelling, along with a panel of invited Elders, to approximately 300 attendees 

at the MNA’s “Moving Forward: Promoting Success in the Métis Community” 

conference. After I screened two digital stories and explained our ideas to the attendees, 

several members asked if they might sign up for a digital storytelling session. Of interest, 

one of the conference attendees questioned me on the accuracy and veracity of the digital 

stories. I responded that the digital stories belonged to the storytellers and, as such, 

should be viewed as their own interpretation of life events. The so-called “truth of the 
                                                
36 Métis Crossings is a cultural interpretation and tourism centre situated in northern Alberta (near 

Smokey Lake) that shares the Métis story with interested others through the retelling of history and sharing 
of customs and traditions of the Métis people in Alberta. Along with the cultural centre, a website is also 
available that promotes the Métis story through multimedia formats. See Métis Crossing website at: 
http://www.metiscrossing.com/goals.html. 
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matter” was not up for debate as each person has a unique perspective around their own 

stories. This ended her questioning.  

While those in attendance expressed appreciation for our efforts in reclaiming the 

Métis voice, it was noteworthy that the MNA leadership was not present during our 

session. Instead, they had been asked to attend an event affiliated with the legal pursuit of 

Métis harvesting rights in Alberta. Their absence, I believe, meant that we were not able 

to gather their full commitment and support for the storytelling project, as they did not 

see our vision nor witness the response of the Métis community to our ideas. Notably, it 

was only those who saw the stories and our presentation who then understood what our 

project was meant to do. As time went on and I worked endlessly at writing proposal 

after proposal in an attempt to locate funding for this project in partnership with MNA, it 

became increasingly evident that both the attention and the resources of the MNA 

political leadership were focused elsewhere. In fact, if not for the support of Athena 

during this time of proposal writing, it would have been a very one-sided partnership. 

Unfortunately, both grant proposals were eventually turned down, the funders citing a 

lack of financial support by our community partners as one of the primary reasons for 

their refusal to fund. 

In their defense, and as the introductory chapter to this work further explains, the 

MNA political leadership has been stewarding countless resources to the “Hunt for 

Justice” in the province of Alberta ever since the withdrawal of the Interim Harvesting 

Agreement in July of 2007. While undoubtedly a significant endeavour in the pursuit of 

Aboriginal rights recognition through the courts, this undertaking has ultimately 

overshadowed many other initiatives. Tragically, without some positive headway being 

made in the next while, the costs to our community may soon outweigh the potential 

benefits. 

 It is of some interest that the one regional leader who was present during the time 

of our presentation was convinced of the value of employing new media to realize the 

unique needs of the Métis community. This woman, the (then) regional vice-president for 

the southern Alberta region, was convinced of the power of storytelling traditions 

realized through a new media format, and approached me after the presentation with her 
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support. To the present day, this Métis leader continues to seek ways and funding sources 

that could support the digital storytelling work with our growing urban Métis population.  

4.3.3 E-Index as an entry point - baseline ICT assessment 
Synergies can arise in the most unexpected of places. In February 2006, I attended 

the First Nations pre-session of the Summit on the Strategic Use of Information and 

Communication Technology for Communities to present findings from my Masters work 

on the Alberta SuperNet. At the conference, I met several people who were passionate 

about using technology to support the needs and desires of First Nations communities in 

British Columbia. One of the conference presenters, Bruce Hardy, presented on a 

technology assessment tool that he and his Function Four Ltd.37 employees had 

developed to map out a baseline assessment of technology use at a community level. In 

seeking the levels of use, skills, access and affordability of technology at a community 

level, the E-Index provided an in-depth assessment of where a particular community was 

situated in terms of competencies in digital and other media use. In a side discussion, 

Bruce and I talked about the similarities in our work – his a more quantitative and mine 

the more qualitative approach – and how we might realize synergies. We met again at an 

Aboriginal gathering in late 2008 where Bruce asked if I might be interested in a contract 

position with the Aboriginal Relations department of the Alberta Government to help 

support his E-Index work. Since his work closely paralleled my own, I agreed to take on 

the consultant role. 

In May 2009, I undertook responsibility for helping a number of northern 

Aboriginal communities committed to the IBM Partnership agreement38 to complete their 

community technology assessments. The E-Index study, designed and led by Function 

Four Ltd., adopted a participatory model where community members (trained by 
                                                
37 Function Four Ltd. is a Winnipeg-based research firm that specializes in innovative projects that 

enable “collaboration between communities and community serving organizations interested in stewarding 
social change and sustainable community and economic development” (Function Four, “About Function 
Four,” 2011). More information about this firm is available at: http://functionfour.com/about/. 

38 The IBM Partnership Agreement was signed between IBM Canada and the Government of 
Alberta on June 4, 2007, and was intended to promote future economic development opportunities, 
primarily within the information technology sector, between Alberta’s First Nations and Métis communities 
through collaborative initiatives. Political representatives from interested Aboriginal communities included: 
Peavine Métis Settlement, Elizabeth Métis Settlement, Fishing Lake Métis Settlement, Métis Nation of 
Alberta as well as several First Nations communities. See: http://www.aboriginal.alberta.ca/942.cfm 
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Function Four and myself) were asked to deliver a detailed survey on technology use to a 

representative sample of fellow community members. Once completed, these surveys 

were sent back to Winnipeg to be analyzed by the Function Four Ltd. research team. 

After analysis, the preliminary findings were then sent back to the community for their 

revisions, edits and/or approval. As part of my duties, I conducted follow-up focus group 

sessions with participating community members to elicit their reactions to the project 

findings as well as their plans for future technology use.  

It was during one of the regularly held IBM Partnership meetings on the E-Index 

that I connected with Ryck Chalifoux, who was the (then) Chair of Fishing Lake, and re-

connected with Susan Barthel, who was employed as the Director of Strategic Training 

Initiatives and Education at Fishing Lake. As one of the first two Aboriginal communities 

to complete their E-Index surveys, Fishing Lake had time to review the results of their 

technology assessment and to explore options for future technology development. Of 

interest, the E-Index revealed that “surveying of [Fishing Lake Métis] settlement 

residents found a good result overall, with a high skills score, good infrastructure score, 

and low affordability results [in computers and the Internet]. Utilization scores were very 

low and are the area with the most room for improvement,” (E-Index DVA, Executive 

Summary, 2010).  

In seeking to better understand the context for these findings, focus group 

sessions were held with interested community leaders and members to help identify 

priorities and needs for their future planning activities. In terms of new media use, the 

Fishing Lake respondents reported high skill levels in computer use with much lower 

ranked levels of utilization (see Figure V on following page) thereby suggesting that a 

culturally appropriate media project might be suitably undertaken within this community. 

To a Métis academic with deep family roots in Fishing Lake, who just happened to have  
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Figure V:  Fishing Lake Métis Settlement Computer and Internet Utilization Scores 
(as reported in Fishing Lake Métis Settlement E-Index [DVA], Function Four, 2010 – 
note that no grade was assigned to Internet communications area) 
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a digital storytelling option to offer as a ‘next step’ to their technology assessment, and 

who was looking for a community to partner with – the evolution of the project appeared 

to be on an upswing. In early February 2010, Bruce Hardy of Function Four Ltd. 

suggested that we invite Ryck Chalifoux and Susan Barthel to present on their E-Index 

findings at the First Nations pre-session of the 2010 Vancouver ICT Summit. As part of 

the panel presentation, Rob Kershaw and I would follow up the community technology 

report with a presentation on digital storytelling as a possible project outcome. This team 

approach to the conference presentation yielded a number of valuable outcomes.  

Firstly, having the community leads present on their E-Index findings meant that 

they had to first understand and then interpret the data to be able to deliver these findings 

to an audience. In other words, they had to own their study data and, interestingly 

enough, they moved quickly from being slightly nervous to being able to answer 

questions from the audience on data interpretation by the end of the presentation. 

Secondly, the teamed approach to the conference presentation literally drew us together 

as a ‘team’ as we discussed what information we wanted to deliver and who was best to 

lead what portion of the presentation. Thirdly, the Fishing Lake leaders were able to hear 

a firsthand account of what the digital storytelling experience involved and, just as 

importantly, they were able to see the reactions of the audience to the digital stories. 

Back at home, I continued working on my institutional requirements as my 

community contacts presented the project idea before the five-member Fishing Lake 

council for their approval. On February 5, 2010, I received a call from Susan that the 

Fishing Lake Council had formally agreed to go ahead with the project. 

4.4 The Launch of the Media Project with Fishing Lake Métis Settlement 
4.4.1 Adapting the project to the funding landscape 

Once Council approved the project, it was time to strategize on how we could best 

fund the project. It seemed entirely feasible that the project should be seen as a ‘next 

steps’ outcome of the E-Index study. With this in mind and also knowing that the primary 

mandate of Aboriginal Relations is economic development, we brainstormed a number of 

project designs to steer the project in this direction. A timely request by Aboriginal 

Relations for a meeting in Fishing Lake seemed to be an appropriate opportunity to 
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discuss this possibility. An e-mail sent from a staff member in Aboriginal Relations 

seemed to confirm this as: “[the] goal[s] of the meeting are to meet with the Fishing Lake 

leadership and community to answer any questions about the purpose of the project and 

the potential community/economic benefits that [could] come as a result of the completed 

E-Index assessments” (February 23, 2010, Government of Alberta, Aboriginal Relations 

e-mail correspondence). We were ready. 

Interestingly, the government decided that I did not need to attend this meeting. 

Instead, they felt that my remaining time with them would be best spent with the other 

communities who required my assistance in completing their surveys. However, Fishing  

Lake had different ideas – especially since I had been working with them on the 

possibility of digital storytelling as a next step. I attended the meeting at Fishing Lake’s 

request and screened two digital stories. While the digital stories were seen as engaging 

by the government officials, it became clear that the project was perceived as one of 

cultural revitalization rather than one with an economic focus.  

While the workshop funding was still uncertain, at least in my mind, we started 

the work of generating a recruitment poster, contacting CDS for workshop dates, and 

booking the computer lab equipment. We also let Bruce know that we might want to start 

working on a quantitative assessment of the actual workshop – with the team 

understanding that it would only be a trial run as the number of participants would be 

very low.39 As of mid-February 2010, regular conference calls took place between Rob 

Kershaw, Susan Barthel, Bruce Hardy (Function Four Ltd.), and myself. From the onset, 

Rob suggested that the workshop be designed as a two-phased process where we could 

first work to build relationships and skills capacity with the youth group; then, as a 

second phase, we would pair the youth with the Elders where their skills and experience 

in creating a story would help validate their role.  

After meeting each other at the Vancouver conference and receiving some very 

positive feedback from our session attendees, our team was re-energized. As a key 
                                                
39 As part of the pilot workshop in Fishing Lake, we had the youth participants take part in a pre- 

and post-assessment E-Index and workshop survey. The results from this pilot were presented at an 
educational conference in May 2011 as a pre-evaluation method that estimates the expected value of a new 
education program before actual implementation in a paper entitled “Low-Cost Pre-Evaluation of New 
Educational Programs” (Hui, Pratt & Kershaw, 2010). 
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partner, Bruce continued to work on locating funding initiatives from his vantage point in 

Manitoba. To date, he has had several promising discussions with the Canadian Museum 

of Human Rights. who have expressed interest in showcasing Métis stories that involve 

the topic of residential schooling. Of interest, Rob suggested that a longer-term project be 

set up to include an orientation session and the formation of a youth media group to allow 

us some time to build relationships and engage with the youth. While the team 

appreciated the well thought-out approach that Rob had been working on, our team also 

knew that a lack of funding could curtail even the best-laid plans. 

In the meanwhile, I continued working on my ethics application amendment to 

accommodate the digital storytelling approach. This meant that while Fishing Lake was 

trying to sort out how to fund this project, I also had to ask them for a letter of support 

and continued input into the research design. Once again, several versions of project 

designs and associated costs were passed back and forth between the team members as 

we sought to find the right scenario. On April 15th, an e-mail arrived from Susan: “the 

worst of worse news is in fact a reality, the budget did not pass yesterday by secret 

ballot…Therefore, all staff are being temporarily laid off for April 30th, until such time 

as a new budget is in place, I have no authority to commit to anything,” (e-mail 

communication). Two hours later, another e-mail arrived that was even more despondent 

than the last. Five days later, a somewhat more hopeful e-mail arrived from Susan with 

the subject line: “Back at ‘er!” Yet, despite being called back to work, she warned that 

political matters were still quite tenuous in the community. By April 30, both Susan and I 

were doing our best to reassure one another that everything was going to work out – 

despite the many, many obstacles. 

By early May, I completed and re-submitted a new ethics application at the 

request of the Ethics Review Board. Throughout the month, numerous e-mails were 

exchanged between our team members on the project design, poster revisions, and 

matters of scheduling. Meanwhile, Susan had been meeting with her local MLA and 

some others who were interested in hosting an “Aboriginal Showcase” in the town of 

Bonnyville during the month of June and Susan mentioned that she would like to feature 
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our digital story project as part of the Fishing Lake exhibit. Still, by June 3, the budget 

situation in Fishing Lake was not yet fully resolved – leaving our plans in limbo.  

Amidst these anxious moments, I received a notice from the Ethics Review Board 

at the University of Calgary that “this file would be best served by the review of the 

Board as a whole…The Chair has based this decision on the facts that the study involves 

elements of Community Based Research, involves digital storytelling, includes a juvenile 

Aboriginal participant group, and has acknowledged the possibility of participant risk 

greater than that experienced in everyday life” (ERB e-mail communication, June 10, 

2010). I informed my community partners that I was being asked to appear before the 

Ethics Review Board to answer questions on our research project, and they had an 

interesting response to what “risk” in their everyday lives was all about.40  

On June 7, 2010, a formal request was sent to Aboriginal Relations and Alberta 

Employment and Immigration to fund the Fishing Lake Digital Media Project by Fishing 

Lake. By June 16, an e-mail from Susan arrived letting me know that the government 

departments were citing budget cutbacks as the biggest reason why they were reluctant to 

support the project. 

So, it was back to the keyboard for yet another revision to the ever-evolving 

digital storytelling proposal – this amidst my facilitator training on digital storytelling 

that was scheduled for June 21-25 in Fort McMurray and a call to appear before the ERB 

on the morning of June 25. Thankfully, Ryck Chalifoux agreed to attend the meeting 

requested by the ERB along with me and my advisor. I believe that Ryck’s presence at 

this meeting proved the extent of our research partnership far more than any rote 

responses filled in on a template. By the next business day, the ERB communicated that 

the ethics approval could proceed with a few minor revisions to the application. 

                                                
40 With only one month of school left in the 2009-2010 school year, the Fishing Lake children 

attending grades 7 to 12 were being told not to return to the County of St. Paul schools in the fall. This 
request, effective immediately, was being made despite the children’s attendance at the Northland Schools 
Division school for the past five years. Not too surprisingly, the community and the children themselves 
were understandably upset at this sudden decision – leaving them with the unenviable option of sending 
these students to the much smaller and inadequately staffed Heinsburg school with no school board 
representation for at least one year. With a dismally low high school graduation rate and with no post-
secondary plans in place for any of the 2010 graduating students, the negative impact on the students and 
their attitudes towards schooling was even more devastating for the community. This type of scenario, 
Susan suggested, was far more threatening to their youth than any research project. 
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As of July 2010, Susan was busy calling meetings with Alberta Energy and 

potential industry partners in her increasing efforts to get the required funding. As we 

worked to meet the requirements of potential funders, our team was constantly revising 

the workshop format. Despite these constant changes, it was also apparent that we had to 

schedule a workshop date with Rob and book the mobile computer lab. Our dates had 

now shifted from May to June to July, now August and possibly September, and our 

target group of youth had changed from 15 to 18 years to 18 to 30 year old unemployed 

youth – all in a bid to satisfy the funders’ requirements. As time slipped away, an 

orientation session planned for early August with youth participants was cancelled as the 

two youth who were signed up for the project suddenly withdrew. Then, on August 10, an 

e-mail arrived from Aboriginal (Métis) Relations stating that funding for this project 

could not be granted due to budgetary constraints.  

Despite what can only be described as a constant barrage of challenges to 

realizing this project, there seemed to be little dampening of the spirits of the Fishing 

Lakers, and their desire to move the project ahead. In a bid to gather community-wide 

support for the project, Susan asked me to meet her at the Métis General Council offices 

in mid August where we met with the Director, Strategic Training Initiatives and another 

staff member to show them the digital stories and to discuss our project idea. In line with 

a collective mindset, the General Council representatives were excited by the project idea 

and they instinctively wanted to bring this project idea forward to the other seven 

settlements.41 While this settlement-wide initiative may well take place in the future, the 

meeting convinced the MSGC Director, Strategic Training Initiatives that monies could 

be, and should be, directed to this project in light of its many benefits to the communities.  

The long-awaited digital storytelling workshop took place in the last week of 

September 2010. As Cajete (2004) might have easily predicted, the constant chaos of 

changing dates, formats, and participants continued right through to the first day of the 

workshop and well into the workshop. 

                                                
41 After viewing the completed digital stories at our first community screening, Métis General 

Council appears committed to pursuing this initiative. 
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4.4.2 Elder involvement and leadership 
During the last two weeks of August, Susan and I met twice with a number of 

Elders from Fishing Lake Métis settlement to introduce digital storytelling and to explain 

some of the potential benefits that this program could bring to the Fishing Lake 

community. These people initially came to the meetings with no idea of what a digital 

story was or even what the first meeting involved. They came, in large part, because they 

knew Susan and understood that her request was important enough to merit a meeting. 

The first meeting hosted eight community Elders and a number of other attendees who 

were all intrigued by Susan’s invitation.  

As an ad hoc advisory group, we invited the Elders to ask questions, provide 

feedback and, if they were willing, to give their approval to this project. At the first 

gathering, Susan reminded the attendees of their past efforts in preserving stories from 

the community through the creation of a book (see Horstman & May, Eds., 1982, Tired of 

Rambling). She spoke about some of the limitations of the printed book as a medium 

including the fact that there was only one copy of the publication in the community and 

how this book was now falling apart. She then talked about how she saw digital 

storytelling as a more inclusive ‘multi-media’ that could potentially reach out to every 

family in the community and how the stories would be enriched by voices and photos. 

Then it was my turn. I introduced myself and talked about my connection to the 

community, and my reasons for wanting to undertake this project with Fishing Lake. 

Following this, I played three digital stories – two that I had created (one with my 

mother) about my life and one from another young Métis woman.  

As the stories started playing, the Elders seemed to settle into ‘television mode’ as 

they sat back waiting to be entertained by the movies. However, once photos of people 

they knew, or had heard about, began appearing onscreen and the distinctly Métis accent 

of my mother filled the room, there was a discernible shift of energy. People sat up, heads 

started to nod, smiles lit up faces, and several turned to one another and whispered: 

“Remember (her/him)?” At times, I caught a few people looking in my direction as if to 

search my face for the person/people they once knew as members of their community. To 

me, the Victoria Seniors’ Lodge could not have been a more fitting venue for this initial 

screening, as a large photo of my late grandmother looked out over the audience, and the 
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digital story that my mother and I had created about her life played out to her old-time 

friends and family.  

After the stories were over, there was an air of expectation in the room. Many 

asked if that was all, weren’t there any more? No, I joked, you would have to create the 

next set of digital stories. The room quietened as the realization of what we were asking 

them to do fell upon the Elders. We asked them what they thought of what they had just 

seen and more than a few felt that they didn’t have much of a life story to tell. Most also 

said that they didn’t know anything about computers, so how could they possibly take 

part in this project? We reassured them that it was their stories that we were interested in 

and that we were hoping to recruit some youth to help them create their stories. This 

seemed to settle some of their anxieties. We also asked them to think about the 

possibilities of such a project and, if they were in agreement that we should proceed, we 

would be calling another meeting in the next while to talk about whom the stories should 

be about. 

After the meeting, many of the attendees came to talk to me about their own 

family stories. One of the Elders told me how she would like to spend time with the 

settlement youth to teach them cultural skills, such as cooking over an open fire or 

making a meal in an earth oven. I was thrilled. I also noticed that during the meeting, 

most of the conversation between the Elders was in Cree/Michif. Since this was 

obviously the language they were most comfortable using, I suggested to them that it 

would be wonderful to have some of the digital stories incorporate our original 

languages. They seemed surprised but pleased that this was even a possibility. In 

retrospect, this was a beginning moment of reclamation that was later realized in the 

creation of one of our Elders’ stories. 

Some time after I had returned home, I received another call from Susan asking if 

I might be able to attend a second meeting with the Elders. As it turned out, my mother 

was in town visiting, so she agreed to come with me to Fishing Lake to talk to the Elders’ 

group about her own experience in attending a digital storytelling workshop. We 

travelled into Fishing Lake and met with a group of 13 Elders for a second meeting. 
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There were a number of familiar faces as well as a few new faces at this second meeting 

(see Figure VI). 

Once again, Susan reviewed her vision for the use of technology in Fishing Lake 

and then we showed the digital stories once again for the new participants. This time, 

however, my mother spoke about her digital storytelling experience and how she had to 

face her own fears in agreeing to try the digital storytelling. Her frank admission about 

her own insecurities upon entering the storytelling workshop seemed to put several of the 

Elders at ease – here was a former community member who had not only taken part in the 

experience, but who was also now openly advocating the workshop as a worthwhile 

experience. More fears were eased. 

 
Figure VI:  Elders Advisory Group to the Meaningful Media Project 
As we talked about the possibilities of the project, I worried about how we were 

going to meet everyone’s expectations. In all truth, I wasn’t even sure of what those 

expectations were although I attempted to explain my academic interests in this project to 
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the group. I approached Susan during a break with my concerns: “So, how are we going 

to do this?” I asked. “Do we partner the youth with a certain Elder – what if 

they don’t really know each other or what if they don’t like each other? What if they 

don’t want a story about themselves?” Susan looked at me, hesitated for a brief moment 

then her eyes lit up – “Well, why don’t we ask them?” It was the perfect solution. After 

the break, Susan let the Elders of Fishing Lake know that they would have some 

homework to take back with them. 

As part of their homework assignment, we asked the Elders to nominate 

significant community members to feature in the digital stories and to also provide a 

rationale for why they felt this particular community member was worthy of nomination. 

While not your typical approach to recruitment of participants, this process represented a 

collaborative and collective approach to initial recruitment. In many ways, this process 

exemplified the collective orientation of our Métis people. In fact, as Susan talked to the 

group about our request, I thought to myself – this could go badly. I was wrong. In fact, 

the Elders took this task to heart and within one week, we received 42 separate names 

from the nomination sheets that were handed back to us. The names of the community 

people that they wished to honour were from a variety of family groupings and 

represented a multitude of accomplishments – ranging from school bus drivers to political 

leaders. All in all, the nomination process confirmed the collective orientation of our 

traditional ways whereby the needs of the community prevailed over individual desires. 

Indeed, the theme of personal responsibility to collective survival was never more 

prominent.   

4.4.3 A leap of faith in “making it our own” 
The screening of digital stories from Métis creators was likely the most effective, 

if not the only, way that we could have reached out to our audience of Métis elders. As 

Dorion and Préfontaine (2001) pointed out, “the Métis experience still remains a ‘hidden’ 

history best expressed by the memories of Elders and other community people” (p. 3). In 

my opinion, the creation of a multimedia piece that has the potential to tell some of these 

‘hidden’ or silenced stories is a step in the decolonizing direction. This move to step 

outside the boundaries of oppression, however, is not an easy one to take. Movements of 



151 

 

this type require the courage and willingness of pathbreakers, dedicated allies, and the 

forging of trusting relationships amongst those once divided. 

Indeed, the quest to find an appropriate project design to apply to the Fishing 

Lake digital stories represented a journey of faith that asked each and every participant to 

trust in one another. However, with each new partnering, our foundation of trust that was 

built in the early stages was at risk of being eroded. Indeed with only a few weeks left 

before the workshop, contractual issues started to emerge that tested our partner relations 

and the tenuous hold on trust that did exist. With a bit of mediation and a lot of dialogue, 

these issues were resolved. However, it was obvious that our team had reached the end of 

their patience and that we had to bring this project to fruition before much longer. 

As we tried to sort out how best to format the workshops to include both Elders 

and youth, but with only enough funding in place to cover one workshop, my faith in the 

project and our vision started to waver. Susan had since decided that she would recruit a 

group of youth who were already enrolled in a job-readiness program to continue their 

program into our storytelling project. Knowing that I had to connect with these youth 

before the workshop, I drafted up introductory letters for both the youth and the Elders so 

that they would at least have a sense of who I was before I landed in the community. I 

had not met the youth who were in the job readiness training, nor did I know if any of the 

Elders I had met at the advisory meetings were going to be part of the actual workshops. 

Adding to this worry was the fact that I was now going to be one of the two workshop 

facilitators, and I had little experience beyond the facilitator training. 

Having taken a digital storytelling workshop on two occasions and a four day  

facilitator training session prior to the Fishing Lake community workshop, I knew from 

experience that shaping the digital stories into their final form was an intense experience 

that required the involvement and support of expert facilitators. In the typical workshop 

format where a digital story is crafted from a first-person perspective, there is a certain 

story format, or structure, that is encouraged by the workshop facilitators as a ‘fail-safe 

recipe’ that works for most of the people, most of the time. While this formulaic version 

is wide open to creative interpretation, the task of having people translate their version of 

a ‘story’ into the succinct format of a ‘digital story’ is not easy.  
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As a particular type of genre, digital stories are abbreviated, film-like versions of 

a particular event or lesson from a person’s life – an insight, in CDS’s terms – that brings 

the stories off the paper and into the hearts and minds of the listeners through a 

multimedia envisioning (see, Digital Storytelling: Capturing Lives, Creating Community, 

3rd edition, by Joe Lambert, 2010). In the preliminary stage of a standard workshop, 

participants are asked to draft a short (350 word) script to bring to the first day of a 

workshop. After an introduction to the concept of a digital story and a screening of 

several samples of digital stories, the workshop participants are then asked to share their 

initial thoughts and ideas for a story with the other participants within a Story Sharing 

Circle. The listening participants are given a set of rules about giving constructive 

feedback to the storyteller. The storyteller can then choose to integrate the feedback, or 

not; in my experience, storytelling participants find the feedback extremely helpful in 

gleaning insights from their stories, as others generally have an intuitive knack for what 

makes a good story. Without question, the writing of the final ‘script’ is the most intense 

and challenging of the several workshop stages. Once the script has been finalized, the 

storytellers are then taught how to use digital media and movie-making software to bring 

their stories to a digital realization. In the Fishing Lake five-day workshop, the typical 

CDS workshop scenario was made more complicated by the community’s preference for 

an intergenerational format.  

While the standard CDS workshop format is one that has been carefully honed 

throughout the years and has proved itself through the quality of the digital stories that 

have been produced, the first-person narrative was not going to be an option for us. Since 

we had community funding for only one workshop, the youth would have to forego the 

experience of creating their own digital stories as a first step and launch straight into 

working with the Elders and/or community advisors to create digital stories about 

significant community members around the theme of survival. While the two-workshop 

model would have been the ideal scenario, as it would have allowed us to prepare the 

youth for what was in store for them, we had no choice but to prioritize what Fishing 

Lake wanted and what they could afford.  
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With only one week left before the workshop and still no firm plans in place for 

how we were going to meet the community’s objectives, another one of the respected and 

long-time Elders in Fishing Lake, Mrs. Florence Calliou, passed away. Since she was a 

relative of mine from my father’s side who was also the mother of the settlement 

administrator, and one of the Elders who had expressed interest in our project, I knew 

that I would be expected to attend her funeral. I also knew that the community would be 

shut down for the duration of her three-day wake, making it impossible, and perhaps even 

disrespectful, to touch base with our potential workshop recruits. What I did not know is 

how intensely I would be drawn into this tight-knit community. As I travelled up to 

Fishing Lake, I started to strategize how I could respectfully reach out to those Elders 

who might take part in our digital storytelling. Ryck had suggested that it would be best if 

I went personally to their homes, introduced myself and visited with them so that they 

could get a better sense of who I was and what the project entailed. However, the 

community had different plans for me. As soon as I reached the Fishing Lake 

administration offices, I was recruited to help out with the digital slide presentation that 

would feature the life of this much respected community woman. My every moment 

seemed to be dedicated to talking with the family, asking for photos, scanning photos, 

attending prayers at the wake, looking for appropriate music, making food for the 

services, attending the funeral mass, and trying to work with rather reluctant software that 

did not have the multimedia capacity we were looking for.  

As Susan and I devoted endless hours to this family’s request for a digital 

slideshow, it became obvious to me that the workshop scheduled to start the following 

Monday was not a priority. Celebrating and honouring the life of this Elder was. In a 

stolen moment, Susan and I managed to meet the youth at their construction site and 

speak briefly to them about what they could expect the following week. Some were 

clearly excited, while others were quite apprehensive. Susan later told me that some of 

the youth had literacy concerns and that they were far more comfortable on the 

construction site than in front of computers. Later that night, as I sat in front of what felt 

like the entire community with the data projector precariously balanced on top of boxes 

and fighting with a broken down stereo that kept losing its sound, I thought to myself, 
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“What have I gotten myself into?” While I knew that Susan and I were helping the 

community during their time of grief, I also felt that I was sacrificing the success of the 

project. I was in turmoil. The next day as I walked out to the cemetery with the rest of the 

community, I silently said a prayer that everything would work out. As I stood there, 

confused and scared amongst a community whom I was only getting to know but to 

whom I was related through multiple family lines, I listened to the community singing 

hymns to one of their beloved and I let the fear go. We were in this together – and what 

would be was meant to be. 

Travel Day and Day One – As I headed out to the airport to pick up Rob and the 

computer lab equipment, I was filled with a sense of excitement – after all this time and 

effort, the workshop was finally taking place. As Rob settled into the vehicle, he turned to 

me – “Well, what can we expect Yvonne?” There was no use lying to him, I thought to 

myself: “Mayhem, Rob, pure and utter mayhem.” “OK, then” he said, “We will make the 

best of it,” and at that moment, I knew that he too was offering up any control and any 

power he might have had over the situation – we were both placed at the mercy of chaos 

and disorder, and accepting it. 

After a relaxed trip up north, we entered Fishing Lake in the dark of night. I 

dropped Rob off at the Senior’s Lodge and then headed out of town centre to my Uncle’s 

place where I was staying. Without any amenities, such as a hotel or restaurant, in the 

settlement, we had to make do. Early the next morning, we headed over to the Seniors’ 

Centre in the Fishing Lake Communiplex where we had agreed the workshop would take 

place. Lugging in our heavy load of equipment to the well-furnished and well-equipped 

seniors’ room, we were abruptly told that we were not welcome in this space. Confused 

by this reception, we relocated to the cavernous community hall where we started setting 

up. Before too long, a group of youth tentatively entered the room. We introduced 

ourselves and told them what we knew about the project format, and what was expected 

of them. We screened some digital stories and brainstormed with the youth about how we 

could involve them more personally in the workshop. These youth, who had just 

completed the construction of an add-on to the gas-bar/confectionary trailer, were clearly 

having to make their own adjustments to this new media environment. As the morning 



155 

 

went on, I noticed a few Elders outside in the foyer area who were contemplating coming 

in, but were decidedly nervous. I greeted them and asked them to join us.  

As the day went on, people came in and out of the workshop. I had a tentative list 

of Elders/community people taking part, but this list seemed to be changing by the 

minute as some did not show up and others unexpectedly appeared. By day’s end, thanks 

to Susan, we had a haphazard list of youth paired with Elders/community advisors. We 

had also spent the afternoon listening to some great stories of survival from the Fishing 

Lake residents who seemed to be hesitant at first, but who became more confident as they 

realized they had an interested audience. The youth seemed very interested in the Elders’ 

stories and were also excited by the fact that Rob had handed out digital cameras that 

they could use to create original shots for the digital stories. While both Rob and I had 

resigned ourselves to the lack of any real structure within the workshop, we were both 

pleased that we had community participation and that the youth appeared somewhat 

engaged. 

Day Two – Once again, the day started off with denial to the community space – 

this time we were told we were not welcome in even the larger community hall because 

of pre-election voting. I felt angry and hurt at what I felt was community rejection, but 

Susan soon had us relocated. This time, we were being asked to set up in Council 

Chambers. I was surprised and more than a little nervous that we would be working 

within the “inner sanctum” of community leadership, but the youth seemed well pleased. 

As Susan later told me, she had deliberately placed us “where all the decisions are made 

around the best interests of our community” (Barthel interview, 2010, p. 9) so that the 

community understood the importance of this project and that is was being given priority. 

With a good part of the day spent relocating and re-organizing space and equipment, it 

was time to get back to the task of re-connecting people. As I worked on the pairings and 

trying to find replacements for those who did not show up, it was apparent that some of 

the youth were disengaging and some expressed resentment that they had been given this 

onerous task. Those that could, and more importantly would, started to translate their 

handwritten notes into stories with Rob’s help. For those youth that were left without an 
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Elder or community advisor, we worked to find someone who could help them create the 

story.  

As the day wore on, some Elders came in bearing boxes and boxes of documents 

and pictures while others came in with nothing but their willingness to share stories. If an 

Elder happened to drop in, we stopped everything we were doing to have them share 

stories with us. The community advisors whom we had recruited to fill in (where we had 

no Elders) were juggling busy work schedules to make time for us so, once again, we 

interrupted everything to accommodate them. It was, as I had predicted, complete and 

utter mayhem. By day’s end, I was feeling completely overwhelmed by the community 

outpouring and the conspicuous absences of others, and so was Rob. I knew what he was 

thinking, so I said it first, “OK, OK, I know it would have been easier with the regular 

workshop format – but, you know what…I see Matt connecting with Old Joe, and I see 

Mike actually sitting and listening to Gilbert, so in my eyes, that’s success.” Rob agreed 

and I felt the energy shift to positivity. 

Day Three – Although we were mostly unsure of where we might be located for 

the remainder of the workshop, we were told that we could stay at Council Chambers. 

The room itself was comfortable and had most of the supporting equipment (screen and 

data projector) that we needed but, in all truth, I was worried that we would be perceived 

as not treating the space with the proper respect. The youth seemed to be less worried 

about this, so we spent a great deal of time picking up after them. What was even worse 

for me was the fact that families had left precious photos, documents, music and even 

cultural artefacts with the students, and these were often left laying around the tables with 

little regard for their care. It occurred to me that plastic storage bins dedicated to each 

youth making a story would have been a welcome addition to this type of workshop since 

it seemed the entire community was giving us all they could to make these stories. In 

truth, what would have been even more effective than storage bins would have been 

ensuring that each youth was paired with someone they had a prior connection to in the 

community. In this way, it would have been far more likely that the youth would have 

taken extra care with these items as they would have to answer to their family members 

or friends for any losses. Moreover, this was a telling indication of how the Fishing Lake 
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community has seen a breakdown in the close-knit community connections that were 

common in the past. 

Throughout the remainder of the day, Rob and I worked one-on-one with the 

students in finalizing their story scripts. This script writing proved even more difficult 

than usual since we had to work with the youth on how the story would be told – for 

instance, from whose perspective – as well as the point of, or insight within, the story. 

This is where Rob’s experience and talent shone through – not only was he able to help 

the storyteller find the gems within the stories, but he also spent time mentoring me in 

how to accomplish this. There is a fine balance that has to be achieved with each 

storyteller, or in this case storytelling team, as you dialogue with and question the 

storyteller in an effort to draw out their unique insights. While the point is to guide the 

storyteller toward a deeper understanding, you must also be very careful not to overpower 

their voice. In those cases where the youth felt that they did not know the person well 

enough, this was an immense challenge, as they would not easily engage in the process. 

Despite these trials, there was a discernible shift in energy levels as the computers were 

eventually brought out for the students, and we started working on the technical side of 

the story-making. 

Day Four – There was no electricity this morning and as I got ready in the dark, I 

worried about what we would do if there was no power at the administration building. 

Fortunately, the apparently frequent power outages were only affecting one side of the 

settlement. The lack of reliable infrastructure was not the only limiting factor to our work 

– in fact, finding a place to eat after our day was over also proved to be a challenge as the 

nearest restaurant was 1.5 hours away. Thankfully, I have a generous cousin who not 

only catered the workshop event but who also provided Rob and I with a much 

appreciated campfire and meal when we were too weary to drive the three hours back and 

forth to town. In return, I helped her work on her story about her deceased mother while 

Rob spent countless hours mixing and re-mixing audio segments for the stories. 

On a more positive note, the energy levels of the youth were considerably higher 

on this day as the computers, scanners, and digital cameras became a major part of the 

process. We also started working with the Final Cut Express movie editing software. This 
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is a fairly sophisticated software program that allows users to embed a voice-over audio 

track with moving visuals, short video clips, music, titles and background sounds. I was 

also able to take a group of students out on a small photo shoot. One of the youth 

remarked that they had never thought of Fishing Lake as beautiful until they had seen the 

pictures that Rob and I took during our stay. Another youth participant who had been 

recruited to help out in the administration office for the first three days of the workshop 

was asked to document some of the workshop activity with digital pictures so that we 

could create a small digital story of the workshop event. 

While we had a few incidents around the inappropriate use of Facebook, these 

were quickly and successfully resolved. As some students commented in their project 

evaluations, an extra facilitator in the workshop would have allowed the students to have 

their questions answered more readily so that they could get back on task. In truth, the 

extra work of an intergenerational format easily justified extra help. Thankfully, we had 

several Elders and family members who repeatedly came back to help the youth they 

were working with and others (such as the administration staff) who frequently dropped 

in to offer their support. Most importantly, I witnessed several conversations and 

meaningful connections being made between the Fishing Lake youth and Elders as the 

days progressed. 

Working with such a diverse group of contributors also meant that we were asked 

to work well past the time when the youth had gone home. On this night, in particular, the 

story collaborators (Elders/advisors) asked if we could meet with them around supper 

time. Knowing that we had to take the opportunity to meet with these people when they 

were available, we agreed. Some of these people wanted to create their own voice-overs 

for the stories, some wanted original music recorded for their stories and, in more than 

one case, we simply placed a microphone in front of the Elders and asked them to tell us 

stories. In retrospect, this type of format brought out the natural storytelling voices of the 

Elders and, in some cases, even allowed us to incorporate the reactions of others to their 

storytelling.  

Day Five – On the fifth and final day of production, the workshop environment 

proved extremely hectic as we neared the completion of the digital stories. Thankfully, 
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the eight digital stories came together beautifully with only a few unnerving episodes. 

One of these episodes took place when I realized that one of the digital stories had to be 

redone in its entirety, except for the voice-over, and this remaking included the shooting 

of original video footage only four hours before the final screening. This new footage and 

some newly edited visuals then had to be rebuilt into the digital story. In the midst of this 

mounting stress, several office people started gathering in the room to watch some of the 

digital stories. I was extremely concerned that the youth were being asked to edit their 

digital stories to adhere to someone’s sense of the “truth” and this was unacceptable to 

me. Asserting myself, I asked them to leave as we could not complete our stories with all 

the distractions. Later, during our interview, I was given a gentle reminder by Susan that 

while it was good that I was able to set out certain standards and boundaries, I also had to 

respect the fact that I was working with their family members. With the Fishing Lake 

community literally knocking on the doors to come in and see our final creations, I felt an 

incredible amount of pressure weighing down on me. Thankfully, Rob’s calm demeanour 

under pressure once again saved the day. 

As we finally opened up the doors to the community and settled everybody into 

their chairs to watch the stories, I was on pins and needles. What if they didn’t like the 

stories? What if somebody wanted to contradict what was being said? What if the youth 

didn’t feel appreciated for their efforts? As the lights dimmed and the digital stories 

started up, Rob asked each of the storytellers if they would like to say something before 

we started their story – most declined. The youth stayed to the back of the room and 

were, in my view, uncommonly quiet. We deliberately sat the Elders next to the speakers 

so that they could hear what was being said. As the stories played out, I noticed that 

several people were smiling and making comments to one another. A few of the Elders 

and community advisors were in tears and others were smiling proudly. The stories were 

a huge success, and Susan was impressed: “These are better than I’d expected!” As the 

day concluded, Rob and I were thanked and generously gifted by the community for our 

efforts. As we drove out of the community exhausted and overwhelmed by all that we 

had experienced, I will never forget Rob’s words: “So what the heck was that…?!”  



160 

 

4.5 Recommendations and lessons learned 
In the spirit of continuing on this journey with my home community, I am 

motivated at this point to outline my recommendations for the next phase of this digital 

storytelling journey with the Fishing Lake community, rather than make concluding 

remarks. In my mind, I am now committed in every imaginable way to continuing what 

has been started. I am, after all, part of the community and have played a role in opening 

up a ‘space’ in which the stories of the Fishing Lake Métis people can be told, after a 

very long time. 

As a first recommendation, I would like to see the two-workshop model in place 

where the youth are involved in making their own digital stories as a first phase and then 

paired with an Elder/community advisor in the making of a second story. As Rob 

suggested would happen, we had youth who were not fully engaged in the process 

because they did not see the benefits to themselves – at least in the beginning stages. If 

costs are a concern, then even a smaller 3-day workshop with the youth as a preface to 

the intergenerational pairing would suffice. As I see it, the investment in empowering and 

validating our community youth is priceless. Secondly, I would like to see a dedicated 

space for this project for the duration of our time together where participants could settle 

in and where we could also keep the community’s items safe and protected. (As I noted 

in the previous section, the use of storage bins would also be useful.) Needless to say, the 

workshops must take place on-site in the community. 

As a third recommendation, it would be advantageous to have another facilitator, 

or even workshop assistant, available – whether that is a community member who has 

had previous experience in the workshop or the technology or whether we recruit an 

appropriate person with relevant skills would have to be determined in tandem with the 

community. This extra set of hands would allow us to also explore additional activities 

beyond the scope of the workshop. For instance, a software program that I recently came 

across called Memory Miner that allows a person to digitally identify people in photos 

and then map the connections from that person to others in the community seems to me 

highly relevant to the digital vision of the Fishing Lake community members. 

Fourthly, I would like to see our community decision-makers and perhaps even 

potential funders take part in a digital storytelling workshop so that they can more fully 
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appreciate the process. While we can do our best to try to articulate the challenges and 

the benefits of this type of learning format, it is the experience of being involved that 

represents the best learning experience.  

Finally, and most importantly, I believe that the impact of these digital stories is 

amplified by the number of times that they are viewed and shared with others. What I 

have observed is that in the first viewing of digital stories, the visuals in the stories often 

invoke side remarks and discussions by viewers that can take away from the point of the 

story. While it is hard to fault anyone for this natural tendency, it may make sense to 

build in a second screening – perhaps an initial screening of all stories, followed up by a 

second screening where the storytellers can preface each story with their own account of 

the storytelling experience. Beyond the formatting of any future screenings, I am also 

convinced that these stories must be shared if they are to realize their full potential as 

decolonizing strategies. In the spirit of sharing, the next chapter explores the power of 

storytelling as one route to decolonization and concludes with my analyses of the digital 

stories as one way of making meaning. Decolonizing, after all, must be a shared 

experience with our fellow citizens if it is to be truly effective. 
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Chapter Five: Narrative Analyses of Collaborative Life Stories 

Someone who cared about their language asked one of 
these hunters, “What …will you do when you get out of 
hospital?” “Oh, you must know that I sit waiting for the 
moon to turn back for me so that I can go to my home and 
listen again to the stories of my people. Oh that I could sit 
again listening to the stories which come from a great 
distance. For this is the time for telling stories. First I must 
sit cooling my arms so that the tiredness can go out of me, 
and then I must listen, waiting for the story to come, for the 
story I want to hear. The mountains may be between us but 
I will turn around on my feet. I will turn back on my tracks 
and, listening, open my ears to feel the story that comes in 
on the wind. Oh that I may listen again to the story that is 
the wind.” Now this comes straight out of the Stone Age 
heart. He was homesick above all  [emphasis added], not 
for his people, not for his country even, but for the stories 
of his people [emphasis added]. (Panegoosho, 1962, p. 13) 

The truth about stories is that that’s all we are. (T. King, 2003, p. 32) 

5.1 Introduction 
An essential element in any decolonizing project is the reclamation of voice and 

identity by those groups who have been silenced as part of a colonial past. Just as 

importantly is the need for these seldom-heard stories to be heard and appreciated by 

those who have historically dominated the national conversation. While this post-colonial 

lament may be all too familiar for Indigenous groups who wish to cast off the final 

remnants of colonization, charting a path to decolonization through storytelling is not as 

straightforward as one might think. Indeed, as the classic works on post-colonialism 

reveal, there are as many unique manifestations of de/colonization around the world as 

there are formerly colonized nations. These highly diverse works demonstrate that 

decolonizing experiences are always already contingent on the historical, political, and 

social context of each colonial experience. Moreover, each of these decolonizing attempts 

represents a complex interplay between groups that may be changing their own identities 

over time under changing circumstances. Knowing this, it is essential to recognize the 

transformational quality of the term “decolonization” in undertaking any decolonizing 

strategy. In fact, what these diverse expressions of decolonizing do more than anything 
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else is to show us “how stories can control our lives” (King, 2003, p. 9). Since my 

interest lies in exploring the underlying narrative structures common across this first set 

of digital stories from the Métis, I have adopted narratology,42 or “the study of structure 

in narratives,” in the last section of this chapter to identify a common underlying 

narrative framework unique to contemporary Métis stories.  

The oft-quoted author of Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous 

Peoples, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999), provides her readers with a global perspective on 

the matter of decolonizing. As she rightly reminds us, decolonization in those parts of the 

world still ruled by politically oppressive regimes is a matter of sheer physical survival 

and “within these sorts of social realities, questions of imperialism and the effects of 

colonization may seem to be merely academic” (p. 4). While decolonizing efforts in these 

extreme circumstances appear worlds away from an intellectual exercise, several 

influential post-colonial works demonstrate the power of stories in supporting the efforts 

of the colonized.43 

In many ways, the experiences of colonized Indigenous groups parallel one 

another. Thus, their decolonizing responses are often shared: “to resist is to retrench in 

the margins, retrieve what we were and remake ourselves. The past, our stories local and 

global, the present, our communities, cultures, languages and social practices – all may 

be spaces of marginalization, but they have also become spaces of resistance and hope” 

(Tuhiwai Smith, 1999, p. 4). The vital role of stories in the decolonizing process is 

reinforced through this recognition. 

To date, the preeminent approach within the wider field of postcolonialism has 

focused primarily on the study of literature. That being said, a post-colonial perspective 

has produced many important and critical works that have concentrated their efforts on 

addressing three major issues: “the relationship between social and literary practices in 

the old world and the new; the relationship between the Indigenous populations in settled 
                                                
42 Narratology is defined as the study of structure in narratives (Merriam-Webster, 2011, 

“narratology”). See:  http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/narratology). 
43 For those not familiar with post-colonial studies, a small sampling of some of the classic 

international works can be found in the work of Frantz Fanon (1952) who brings his tale of Martinique to 
the world in Black Skin/White Masks, Edward Said (1978) who made Orientalism a common term, and 
Chinua Achebe (19599/1994) who brought a deeper understanding of the African world through Things 
Fall Apart.  
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areas and the invading settlers; and the relationship between the imported language and 

the new place,” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 1989; rev. 2002, p. 133). Postcolonial 

theorists Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin (1989; rev. 2002) further 

maintain in The Empire Writes Back that questions of resistance have persisted as a 

central concern within postcolonialism and that these issues of resistance “remain 

relevant in the broader debate about the relationship between the Western Academy and 

post-colonial peoples” (p. 203).  

Nevertheless, a critical question for those concerned is whether the field of 

postcolonialism (with its academically inclined debates on how the rarefied 

poststructuralist approach to colonial discourse conflicts with that of a more Fanonesque 

idea of resistance) has distanced those whom it is intended to serve. Importantly, 

Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (1989; rev. 2001) assert: “Whatever its function as an 

academic discourse, we need to ask how well [post-colonial theory] has served to 

empower post-colonial intellectuals and assisted in implementing strategies of 

decolonization,” (p. 203). Some of the strategies listed as important to the evolving 

agenda of decolonization include: the use of language (i.e., ‘english’ over English); the 

incorporation of concepts of ‘hybridity’ and ‘ambivalence’ within post-colonial theory; 

and the inclusion of women, race and postmodernism as contested areas. Yet, what 

appears to be conspicuously absent from this list is a focus on subaltern agency and the 

extent to which involvement of post-colonial peoples in active resistance measures may 

be a useful strategy of decolonization. 

As history reveals, Canada enacted its own form of colonization on the original 

occupants and their mixed-blood descendants. In “Deconstructing Métis Historiography: 

Giving Voice to the Métis People,” educators and scholars Leah Dorion and Darren R. 

Préfontaine (2001) identify the silencing of a conquered people as a key strategy within a 

colonial agenda. Evidence that this colonial tactic was effectively deployed against the 

Métis people of Canada is detailed throughout their essay and in the statement that “the 

recorded history of the Métis has been incomplete and contains many pejorative biases” 

(Dorion & Préfontaine, 2001, p. 13). Despite the efficacy of this historical strategy, these 

authors further acknowledge that this situation is now changing as Métis people move 
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into the role of historical and literary contributors. While these important contributions 

are shifting how our national story is constructed, Dorion and Préfontaine (2001) insist 

that an audible silence remains as “the Métis experience still remains a ‘hidden history’ 

best expressed by the memories of Elders and other community people” (p. 13). Their 

plea to have the multiple voices of the Métis people heard by fellow citizens resonates 

loudly for me as a Métis scholar and energizes my decolonizing work. At the same time, I 

must remember that the decolonizing path has many twists and turns embedded in layers 

of ongoing settlement patterns. 

As an ‘invaded-settler state’ and a relatively young nation, Canada has grappled 

with a colonial past that is interpreted differently by, and for, fellow citizens making the 

articulation of a common history a national challenge. This makes the terrain within 

Canada complex and multi-layered, and the task of decolonization an undertaking that 

demands multiple perspectives and approaches. In making post-colonial claims, the 

ambiguous truth of our nation is that we are both colonizer and colonized. The question 

then becomes, where do we start this work of decolonization? 

5.2 Telling Stories within Postcolonialism 
For far too long, members of the majority or dominant culture have presumed to 

speak on behalf of the Métis on topics of their own choosing and from their own vantage 

point. It is in answer to this patronizing attitude and paternalistic practice that a project of 

decolonization seeks to supplant the grand narratives of Western imperialism. It is of 

particular interest that it is often mixed-blood authors who tend to be highly vocal and 

creative in their reclamation efforts. In fact, this echoes the recognition by Ashcroft, 

Griffiths, and Tiffin (1989) in The Empire Writes Back that those of mixed-blood must 

negotiate complex territory and despite the many options available to them, they almost 

invariably end up with a hybrid identity. Moreover, it is seen that one identity cannot 

exist without the other:  

Post-colonial culture is inevitably a hybridized phenomenon involving a 
dialectical relationship between the ‘grafted’ European cultural systems 
and an Indigenous ontology, with its impulse to create or recreate an 
independent local identity. Such construction or reconstruction only 
occurs as a dynamic interaction between European hegemonic systems 
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and ‘peripheral’ subversions of them. (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 1989, 
p. 195) 

In much the same way, what is particularly salient within decolonizing work in 

Canada is the way in which the settlers/colonizers and Indigenous groups have influenced 

one another since the time of contact. As Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin (2000) point out, 

this expression of hybridity emerges in “the creation of new transcultural forms within 

the contact zone produced by colonization” (p. 118), and signifies the mutuality of 

cultures in the colonial and post-colonial process. One example of this cultural exchange 

is found in the influence of Métis scholars in the reinterpretation of Canadian history; 

another is found within literary expressions of “interfusional literature” by Aboriginal 

authors.44 In recognizing the influence of mainstream ways on Indigenous expression, we 

also grow increasingly aware that “the appearance of Native stories in a written form has 

opened up new worlds of imagination for a non-Native audience” (King, 1990b, p. xi). In 

fact, further evidence of hybridity, or what Homi Bhabha (1994) terms the Third Space of 

enunciation, may be found in several contemporary works that advocate a new 

articulation of Canadian identity based on a commingling of Aboriginal and mainstream 

ideals (see the work of Chamberlin, 2004; Clarkson, 2004; Francis, 1997; Ralston Saul, 

2008).  

As with literary expressions, the multiple identities that people assume within our 

contemporary nation state are fraught with inevitable complexities and contradictions 

(see Cynthia Sugars, 2004, UnHomely States). As a telling example, Ashcroft, Griffiths 

and Tiffin (2000) poignantly remind their readers, “colonialism itself was a radically 

diasporic movement, involving the temporary or permanent dispersion and settlement of 

millions of Europeans over the entire world” (p. 68). Not only is this statement a stark 

reminder of the mobility of the newcomers to our lands, but it is interesting to see how 

identities transform as our perspectives shift. Intriguingly, the colonizers become the 

diasporic, the invaders translate into settlers, and the colonizers are now seen as the 

                                                
44 This concept of hybridity finds full expression in “interfusional literature” where contemporary 

literature is imbued with a sense of the old and the new ways of knowing as expressed through a Western 
format of writing (see the work of King, 1987; Cunningham, 2001).  
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colonized.45 Simple categorization is seemingly not possible within a post-colonial 

imagining. Yet, by deliberately situating ourselves within this dynamic and fluid realm of 

uncertainties, we are more apt to disrupt a bifurcated Manichaean understanding of the 

colonizer and colonized, and shift to a place of shared experience and greater 

understanding. As the self-professed “man made of words” and Kiowa philosopher, N. 

Scott Momaday (1998) sees it, we enter a new realm of infinite possibilities limited only 

by our imagination when we open our minds and our hearts to the natural process of 

order/disorder. 

But how are we to navigate this complex territory when we have been conditioned 

to think in categories and dualistic terms? An enlightening dialogue between N. Scott 

Momaday and Charles Woodard (1991) reveals one possible solution. In exploring how 

imagination is used in fiction, they draw on the work of southern fiction writer Eudora 

Welty: “the imagination works all around the subject to light it up and reveal it in all of 

its complications” (p. 133). In the words of Woodard: “You’re taking a subject and 

working all around it, aren’t you?” (p. 133). This approach welcomes, invites and 

engages multiple perspectives. Similarly, in exploring the topic of order and disorder, and 

ultimately meaning-making, anthropologist T.O. Beidelman (1980) is of the same mind: 

“We should remain suspicious of approaches that allocate ambiguity, contradiction and 

conflict to the peripheries of society. Contrary to being indications of change, 

dysfunction, or ‘cognitive dissonance,’ these phenomena under scrutiny represent the 

essence of social life” (p. 38). This approach not only welcomes, invites and engages 

multiple perspectives, it also embraces the inevitability of constant change and disorder. 

5.3 Sharing Common but Contested Ground 
As a relatively young nation, Canada is often characterized as a country that exists 

in a perpetual state of national identity-seeking (see, Francis, 1997; Taras, 1997; Thorner, 

2003; Unhomely States, 2004; Welsh, 2004). Indeed, scholars such as Thomas Thorner 

(2003) maintain that “Canadians have remained profoundly uncertain of who they are and 

their place in the world” (p. 14). This uncertainty persists in spite of the hard-working 

contributions of contemporary writers, such as Margaret Atwood and Robert Kroesch, 
                                                
45 This would seem to be the work of our old friend the Trickster. 
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who have attempted what some would argue is the impossible – the articulation of an 

authentic Canadian voice. In post-colonial terms, this ongoing “concern with the 

problematics of discovering, creating, and championing an authentic national literature 

can be seen as a post-colonial attempt at decolonization [emphasis added],” (Palmer 

Seiler, 1998, p. 50). Interestingly enough, this national quest to be free of colonial 

influences is representative of a shared experience amongst our highly diverse citizens 

although I confess I did not listen as closely as I might have to these tales of shared 

colonial experience.46 

The current version of our national history commemorates our progression from 

that of an imperial colony to full nationhood; however, that celebratory story is not one 

that fits neatly on all Canadians. In truth, it was somewhat disconcerting for me to hear 

that those occupying what I consider a position of power also consider themselves as 

writing from a ‘marginal space.’ And for those incoming ethnic groups who can 

justifiably lay claim to marginalization, I naively understood their situatedness to be more 

a matter of choice than necessity. Significantly, Palmer Seiler (1998) points out: “the 

project of decolonization is considerably more complex and many-layered from the 

invaded position than that from the settler position” (p. 53), and perhaps my marginalized 

position accounts for, at least in some way, my inattention to my fellow citizens’ stories. 

Nonetheless, the realization of a shared experience of marginalization radically shifts my 

own perspective and positioning – do I now empathize or sympathize with those I once 

thought of as the colonizers, or should I be even more outraged? Or, do I admit that I am 

complicit in the same sins of omission by not really listening to the voices of Others? For 

some, this is the tell-tale ambiguity of the post-colonial territory – cleverly imagined and 

appropriated by even those whose interests it would seemingly serve – and for others, it is 

the realistic reflection of a country that struggles to capture in a single story the interests 

and experiences of many.  

In the foreword to Our Story: Aboriginal Voices on Canada’s Past, former 

Governor General Adrienne Clarkson (2004) cautions those readers willing to head down 

                                                
46 Jo-ann Archibald (2008) imparts this piece of wisdom from the Coqualeetza Elders on the 

practice of true listening in her work Indigenous Storywork: “It is important to listen with ‘three ears’ two 
on the sides of our head and the one that is in our heart.” 
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an alternative path to history that “these stories look at the society and culture that have 

been created here, north of the 49th parallel, in a significantly different way than we 

generally do” (p. 8). This is not altogether surprising since colonial stories were 

fashioned to “render Canada’s Aboriginal peoples an historical anachronism in the eyes 

of the dominant culture” (Griffiths, 2004, p. 2), and thereby justify the assimilation and 

domination of the first occupants. This is an uncomfortable reality that many Canadians 

are just now facing. What seems more palatable to this ‘dis-ease’47 is a growing 

recognition that without hearing stories from our diverse citizens, and particularly from 

those who were deliberately silenced, we are left with a decidedly ill-fitting idea of who 

we are – leaving us trapped in “the search for an essential Canadian self” (Maracle, 2004, 

p. 206). 

In the aptly named publication If This Is Your Land, Where Are Your Stories?, the 

work of J. Edward Chamberlin (2004) offers a similar message to that of Clarkson by 

asking readers to re-imagine who we are as Canadians. His reflections on the meaning of 

stories and songs are worth quoting at length: 

By the meaningless sign linked to the meaningless sound, 
we have built the shape and meaning of the world, said 
Marshall McLuhan. He was talking about how we represent 
ideas and things…Building shape and meaning is what we 
do in our stories and songs. They are built on the 
arbitrariness of words and images, which is to say they are 
built on sand; but they are rock solid as long as we believe 
in them. And that belief is founded on a sense of ceremony, 
a ceremony of shared belief. (p. 8) 

As with other intrepid authors exploring our nationhood, Chamberlin asks us to 

reconsider the stories that we base our nationhood on – are they truly reflective of who 

we are as a nation or are there inconsistencies and silences that speak louder than we 

might think? In these gaps and in these silences linger the voices that have been silenced. 

These are the ‘tell all/missing’ stories that are ‘missing/tell all’ in our national story. 

In 2008, essayist and novelist John Ralston Saul forced the question of our 

national identity one step further in A Fair Country: Telling Truths About Canada. His 

                                                
47 Dennis Lee, 1973, “Cadence, Country, Silence: Writing in Colonial Space” as reprinted in 

Unhomely States, 2004. 
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argument? As Canadians, we have awkwardly embraced the ‘wrong story’ of who we 

are. Stepping away from an imperializing national identity, Saul challenges his readers to 

consider the following: “We are not a civilization of British or French or European 

inspiration. We never have been,” (p. xi). Instead, he argues that we are a nation 

influenced by Aboriginal ideals and a sense of peace, fairness and good government – in 

his terms, a métis civilization (p. 3). As radical as this statement may seem to some 

citizens, his story is one that ultimately frees Canada from its colonial ties. It is, in 

essence, a decolonizing tactic. But the important question remains – are we ready to listen 

to an alternative story, or more properly stories, of who we are? And are we ready to face 

the unsettling truths of our past – to listen, as Archibald suggests, with ‘three ears’? 

These are questions that play a definitive role in whether the digital stories from the 

Fishing Lake Métis settlement will fail or succeed as a decolonizing strategy. There are, 

however, other factors that further complicate this tricky terrain. In fact, I would be 

remiss if I failed to acknowledge that certain structural elements remain critical to either 

the success or the failure of any decolonizing attempt. 

As the editors of the recently released Handbook of Critical and Indigenous 

Methodologies, Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln (2008), rightly warn us, even with 

promising movements underway, there are very real and often insurmountable socio-

political challenges inherent in any attempt to decolonize. In these times of ‘post-

coloniality,’ what some see as “neo-colonial” forces continue to trouble and resist 

decolonizing research.48 Importantly, Denzin and Lincoln (2008) caution: “All efforts at 

                                                
48 Here in Alberta, the ongoing struggle for recognition of the Métis constitutional right to harvest 

faced another setback in early December 2010 when provincial courts ruled that there is no clear evidence 
of Métis occupation in southern Alberta prior to the arrival of the North West Mounted Police – thus 
negating the Métis argument for harvesting rights based on prior occupancy. This ruling was issued in spite 
of the fact that the provincial government had an Interim Harvesting Agreement in place with the Alberta 
Métis from 2004-2007. The Alberta Métis have since filed for a motion to appeal this decision.  

Additionally, on February 4, 2011, rumours that the federal Conservatives had appointed the 
Canadian Standards Association (the group that oversees regulatory standards in household products) as the 
entity in control of Métis membership and registry were circulating in the Métis community. On February 
10, 2011, the Globe & Mail (Feb. 10, 2011 online edition) confirmed the report: “The Métis National 
Council said it was assured Thursday by John Duncan, federal Minister of Indian Affairs and interlocutor 
for Métis and non-status Indians, that the government will revisit a preselected advance contract with the 
Canadian Standards Association to develop a standardized assessment of the quality and integrity of Métis 
membership systems [emphasis added].” See full news article at: http://www.theglobeandmail.com/ 
news/politics/ottawa-scrambles-to-calm-mtis-identity-furor/article1903077/. 
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decolonization swim upstream against [the] ever present forces [of neocolonialism and 

neoconservatism]” (p. 22). In all truth, our national climate dictates who tells what 

stories, and perhaps more importantly, if they are worth listening to.49 As a first step then, 

a thorough understanding of how a colonial past is implicated in the current socio-

political environment is a necessary preface to decolonizing work. In a relatively young 

nation such as Canada that is still working out its own identity, a decolonizing approach 

through storytelling will definitely face currents of opposition by those who privilege the 

colonial status quo. Knowing this, it is time now to gather together the intellectual strands 

that explore how space is made for new voices within the realm of literature/storytelling 

acts. 

5.4 Issues of Privilege and Liminality 
In exploring how storytelling traditions might play a role in decolonizing efforts, 

a focus on literature might seem a natural place to start. However, the realm of literature, 

with all of its attendant social and cultural implications, is a form of cultural production 

that is not equally accessible to all citizens. First and foremost is the question of whether 

a chosen community has the requisite skills necessary to participate in a literary 

endeavour. Following this, we know that the sophisticated process of attaining ‘artistic 

competence’ is one that requires years of immersion in the decoding and appreciation of 

specialized artistic works, and is a competence that is typically acquired through 

processes of either socialization or education within a privileged setting (aka university). 

Not surprisingly, taking part in the influential realm of cultural production has, as 

Bourdieu (1993) importantly points out, unequal patterns of accumulation that tend to 

privilege the exclusive domain of the educated or cultivated classes. Still a recognition of 

this inequality is “insufficient for understanding why certain classes exclude themselves 

from what might be seen as a potentially edifying experience,” (Bourdieu & Johnson, 

1993, p. 22). Perhaps, as Bourdieu himself has argued, an educational system that serves 

to reinforce, rather than diminish, social differences is the deciding factor in why 

                                                
49 So much so that even in the face of qualitative, narrative, and visual turns of the past century, a 

positivist research approach remains the mainstream standard against which all forms of knowledge 
production are measured – in spite of what is often a lack of fit between the research approach and 
appropriate measures of validity and reliability. 



172 

 

underprivileged groups do not take full advantage of access to cultural capital.50 As it 

turns out, Bourdieu would appear to be correct within the context of this study for the 

high attrition rate among Métis students is attributed to a general negative educational 

experience where racism within the school environment is often mentioned by 

community members as one of the primary underlying reasons for leaving high school 

before completion. 

Furthermore, dominant society continually reinforces the process by which 

cultural capital is discriminately acquired and as a result, this process is seen to be natural 

and therefore unquestioned, one that Bourdieu terms habitus. This reification of a 

hierarchical status quo leads others “to see their own cultural practices as inferior and to 

exclude themselves from legitimate practices,” (Bourdieu & Johnson, 1993, p. 24). 

Finally, the extent to which the dominated classes can participate within the ‘field of 

[literary] power’ is always ambiguous and largely contingent on their negotiation of a 

structurally contradictory position (Bourdieu & Johnson, 1993, pp. 164-165). This 

recognition of privilege within the literary field is an important consideration in exploring 

possible decolonizing strategies. To that end, the work of Bourdieu provides a critical 

entry point into a system of privilege from which to situate and create space for the voice 

of Others.  

Similarly, in introducing narrative theory to the field of communication, 

communications scholar Walter Fisher points out some of the limitations and strengths of 

a narrative approach. On the downside, Fisher (1984) suggests that even though the 

“narrative paradigm provides a radical democratic ground for social-political critique, it 

does not deny the legitimacy [or the inevitability] of hierarchy” (p. 9). This stratification 

is not unique to certain groups; in point of fact, privileged storytellers reside in every 

community and represent an internalized sort of privileged gate-keeping. The dominant 

voices within a community tend to be those with political aspirations; however, this was 
                                                
50 The Northland School Division that encompasses the northern portion of Alberta, including 

many Métis settlements, has had ongoing problems in trying to achieve student success with their First 
Nations, Métis and Inuit (FNMI) students. One of the recommendations from a January 2011 inquiry into 
this problem revealed a lack of trust in the educational system by the Aboriginal population. 
(“Strengthening parental engagement with schools by improving communication and trust.”) News release 
available at:  http://www.cbc.ca/albertaatnoon/episode/2011/01/10/education-minister-responds-to-
northlands-school-division-report/. 
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not the case within our project. In truth, the political involvement within this project was 

supportive rather than dominating although bringing the project outside of the settlement 

boundaries could undoubtedly realize Fisher’s expectations. It is for this reason that the 

Fishing Lake community and their leadership have been cautious about how best to 

proceed with sharing their stories. 

Cognizant of its own limitations, narrative praxis nevertheless seeks to subvert a 

misuse of power, “the kind of system in which elites struggle to dominate and to use the 

people for their own ends or that makes the people blind subjects of technology,” (Fisher, 

1984, p. 9). In contrast to the rational world paradigm, arguments based within a narrative 

paradigm are universally accessible as they do not require specialized knowledge of 

scientific models, hypotheses, and statistical renderings in order to interpret them. Instead 

people have an inherent ability to judge narratives according to their own reflections on 

lived experiences, their inherited understandings of narrative probability and narrative 

fidelity, and through their identification with narratives through the effective use of 

suggestion (Fisher, 1984/1985/2001). Still, while people lean towards the just and true in 

their assessments of stories and are generally accurate in their assessments, it is also true 

that people do make mistakes or even false claims, on occasion. As listeners, we must be 

learn to be discerning. The difference within the context of the Fishing Lake experience 

is the ability to listen to a series of stories that speak to the same cultural experience 

within the same geographical area. While the stories may be diverse in their final form, 

the listener may be able to identify common strands among the diverse stories – strands 

that suggest that the dominant narrative may have counter-narratives. 

Ultimately, the sharing of stories allows us to discover differences as well as 

commonalities across the human condition. As King (2003) so aptly puts it, “don’t say in 

the years to come that you would have lived your life differently if only you had heard 

this story. You’ve heard it now,” (p. 29). Given a chance to be heard, the digital stories 

created in Fishing Lake could be forever implicated in how Canadians define and view 

the notion of our nation.  
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5.5 Theories of Identity 
In exploring storytelling as a decolonizing strategy, it is important to review how 

narratives inform the construction of identity. Following cultural theorists Stuart Hall and 

du Gay (1996) on issues of cultural identity, we note that while the deconstructive 

critique has made important strides in debunking the essentialist concepts about identity 

construction, there is nothing yet to replace these polarizing and seemingly outdated ideas 

(p. 1). Accordingly, “there is nothing to do but to continue to think with them [the 

essentialized concepts] – albeit now in their detotalized or deconstructed forms, and no 

longer operating within the paradigm in which they were originally generated,” (Hall & 

Du Gay, 1996, p. 1). Such an observation lends itself well to understanding the 

ambiguities and contradictions that surround any articulations of identity within a 

postmodernist (or as some would argue late modernist) world.  As Jacques Derrida 

(1981) describes it, this dissonant positioning is one of “thinking in the interval, a sort of 

double writing” (as cited in Hall & duGay, 1996, p. 1) where writing both dislodges and 

is dislodged. It is in this decentring practice in which the ‘subject’ is reconceptualized in 

its new uncertain position within the paradigm, and where attempts are made to 

“rearticulate the relationship between subjects and discursive practices that the question 

of identity recurs” (Hall & du Gay, 1996, p. 2). As Hall reminds his readers, by focusing 

our attention on the context of discursive practices, and the politics of exclusion, the 

concept of identity is best envisioned as an evolving question of identification. 

Identification is thus defined in two separate but related ways. In everyday 

language, identification is “constructed on the back of a recognition of some common 

origin or shared characteristics with another person or group, or with an ideal, and with 

the natural closure of solidarity and allegiance established on this foundation,” (Hall & du 

Gay, 1996, p. 2). However, within a discursive understanding, identification is in a 

continual process of construction, one in which the terms are always conditional and 

contingent. As Hall and du Gay (1996) assert,  

Identification is, then, a process of articulation, a suturing, an over-
determination or a lack, but never a proper fit, a totality…as a process it 
operates across difference, it entails discursive work, the binding and 
marking of symbolic boundaries, the production of ‘frontier-effects.’ (p. 3) 
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In Hall and du Gay’s articulation then, identity is envisioned as a “strategic and 

positional” stance rather than as an essentialist concept. The concept of identity is not that 

“self which remains always-already ‘the same,’ identical to itself across time” (Hall & du 

Gay, 1996, p. 3); rather, identities are “increasingly fragmented and fractured; never 

singular but multiply constructed across different, often intersecting and antagonistic, 

discourses, practices and positions” (Hall & du Gay, 1996, p. 4). Moreover, identities are 

about “using the resources of history, language and culture in the process of becoming 

rather than being [emphasis added]” (Hall & du Gay, 1996, p. 4). Identities arise within 

representations and discourse, and because they are narratively constructed, we must 

accept that identities are also partially composed of the imaginary and symbolic. 

What is more, any examination of identities must take into account the fact that 

they are “constructed within the play of power and exclusion, and are the result, not of a 

natural and inevitable or primordial totality but of the naturalized, overdetermined 

process of ‘closure’” (Hall & du Gay, 1996, p. 5). As Hall and du Gay see it, discussions 

around identity are politically charged but at the same time will only move forward once 

the “necessity and the ‘impossibility’ of identities, and the suturing of the psychic and the 

discursive in their constitution” (Hall & du Gay, 1996, p. 16) are tacitly acknowledged. 

Similarly, Stephen Riggins (1997) conveys his understanding of the development of self-

identity: “For a person to develop a self-identity, he or she must generate discourses of 

both difference and similarity [emphasis added] and must reject and embrace specific 

identities” (p. 4). Together these theorists point to the complexities of identity 

construction, and to the relational aspect of ‘Self’ and ‘Other’ where one cannot exist 

without the other. 

5.5.1 Discourses of Identity 
In considering the construction of discourses around identity, particularly on those 

of the ‘Other,’ Riggins (1997) notes that both the dominant majorities and subordinate 

minorities participate in this creative activity. But whereas the discourses of majority 

populations tend to be “univocal and monologic because it is relatively easy for dominant 

groups to express and confirm their shared identity,” the discourses of identity emanating 

from subordinate groups tend to be “contradictory, complex, and ironic,” (Riggins, 1997, 
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p. 6). Interestingly, this is where we once again see evidence of shared experience in the 

so-called mosaic of our national citizens. If there is one thing that Canadians can agree 

upon, it is the fact that we cannot agree upon a national definition of who we are. 

Of further interest, Riggins notes that residual traces of the majority’s discourse 

around Otherness often find their way into minority discourses. Thus, many minority 

accounts that are framed to be celebratory can also reveal a certain level of shame and 

self-hatred around self-identification. As with Bourdieu, Riggins (1997) attributes these 

negative tendencies to a subordinate individual’s encounters with a dominant educational 

system (p. 7). Yet, stereotypes of the ‘Other’, as imagined and created by the dominant 

discourse, remain one of the major discursive strategies to ensure differences between 

‘Self’ and ‘Other’ (Riggins, 1997, p. 10). Ultimately, discourses are seen to construct 

reality rather than reflect reality, and as such language is intimately intertwined with 

power and privilege. Critical discourse analysts attempt to expose the unnatural terms of 

a naturalizing, or hegemonic, discourse by revealing the various textual strategies that are 

involved. As such, critical discourse analysis concentrates its efforts on breaking down, 

or deconstructing, the text to expose alternative understandings.  

We find an interesting example of this deconstructive work in Daniel Francis’s 

(1997) National Dreams: Myth, Memory, and Canadian History as he explores our 

national project of myth-making. In looking at how myths, or stories, work to construct a 

national identity, Francis writes: “because we lack a common religion, language or 

ethnicity, because we are spread out so sparsely across such a huge piece of real estate, 

Canadians depend on this habit of ‘consensual hallucination’ more than any other people” 

(p. 10). These stories that tell the national tale of our shared experience have “to be 

continually recreated and reinforced” (p. 10), and rely as much on the act of forgetting as 

they do on the act of remembering. Yet, the core myths that worked to serve the interests 

of the ruling elite so well in the past are now being “challenged by counter narratives 

with their own, very different reading of the past, one which is far less flattering to the 

elites” (Francis, 1997, p. 12). 
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5.5.2 Narrative Construction of Identity 
According to Margaret Somers (1994), the concept of narrative and narrativity51 

underwent a radical reconceptualization from a purely representational form to that of a 

concept embodying elements of social epistemology and social ontology in the 1980s. 

She further explains, “These concepts posit that it is through narrativity that we come to 

know, understand, and make sense of the social world, and it is through narratives and 

narrativity that we constitute our social identities,” (Somers, 1994, p. 606). Yet, the 

“politics of identity” movement revealed that this is not a straightforward and 

unproblematic process. In fact, for those who reside on the margins of society and are 

excluded from “dominant political channels and more mainstream social movements,” 

and for those “individuals who have been marginalized by prevailing social theoretical 

accounts for why people act the way they do,” (Somers, 1994, p. 608) the new politics of 

identity provide an avenue for action and agency.  

5.5.3 Narrative Approaches from Psychology  
Jerome Bruner, an American psychologist, holds narrative as a central activity in 

making meaning in life. In The Narrative Construction of Reality (1991), Bruner takes on 

the formidable task of describing “how we go about constructing and representing the 

rich and messy domain of human interaction,” (p. 4). For Bruner, much of our reality is 

organized through narratives. These various “stories, excuses, myths, reasons for doing 

and not doing, and so on,” (p. 4) are inextricably linked to the culture in which we reside 

as well as those resources and networks that we have access to, our distributional 

networks. So, unlike logical and scientific ways of understanding reality, a narrative 

account of reality can “only achieve ‘verisimilitude’,”  (p. 4) or the appearance of being 

true. In hopes of detailing how narrative “operates as an instrument of mind in the 

construction of reality,” (p. 6) Bruner outlines ten features of narrative.52 These features 

                                                
51 According to H. Porter (2009) in the Handbook of Narratology, narrativity refers to the overall 

qualities or characteristics applied to narratives that make a narrative a narrative (pp. 309-28). 
52 Bruner’s ten features of narrative include the following; narrative diachronicity, particularity, 

intentional state entailment, hermeneutic composability, canonicity and breach, referentiality, genericness, 
normativeness, context sensitivity and negotiability, and narrative accrual. While each of these concepts 
brings a deeper understanding and interpretation of story to a reader/listener/viewer, Bruner (1987) also 
acknowledges the constructivist role of the storyteller as central to understanding narrative (p. 32). 
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not only describe narrative, but also adhere to an external reality constructed and 

informed by narrative. Finally, this scholar proposes that these features provide insight 

into how the human mind interprets the external world of reality via the use of narrative. 

Of cultural interest, Bruner (1991) concludes the article by postulating that human 

development requires the enactment of symbolic systems of culture, and further to this, 

he posits that a certain set of skills must be shared across a culture in order for it to be 

effective. Specifically, Bruner suggests that symbolic systems of narrative discourse, 

such as language and the domain of social beliefs and procedures are those components 

believed to be an integral part of culture. In Life as Narrative, Bruner (1986) exemplifies 

his constructivist stance, “a view that takes as its central premise that ‘world making’ is 

the principal function of mind” (p. 11). Further to this, he posits that:  

If we can learn how people put their narratives together 
when they tell stories from life, considering as well how 
they might have proceeded, we might then have contributed 
something new to that great ideal [that the only life worth 
living is the well-examined one]” (p. 32).  

A world constructed according to narrative principles is, to Bruner, a world waiting for a 

narrative approach. For some groups, such as the Indigenous people of the world who 

remain close to their oral traditions, the narrative approach is one that is still very close to 

home. 

5.6 Reclaiming and Reimagining an Aboriginal Narrative Presence 
“Who are you?” someone asks. 

“I am the story of myself,” comes the answer. 
(Momaday, 1991, Foreword, p. vii) 

Within Indigenous communities, the role of storytelling has been, and remains, a 

powerful and primary means of knowledge transfer. While vestiges of the oral tradition 

remain in most Aboriginal communities, especially amongst the older residents, it is 

important to acknowledge that these important cultural traditions, including that of 

storytelling, were severely disrupted as a direct result of colonizing tactics (Adams, 1975; 

Barkwell & Chartrand, 1989; Bourgeault, 1982; Campbell, 1973; Dickason, 1997; 

Frideres, 1998; LaRocque, 1975; Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1993). This 
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disruption has meant that many people today ‘hunger’ for knowledge of their roots and 

their cultural legacies (Woodard, 1989, p. 4).  

In looking at how trends in Native American scholarship have shifted what stories 

are told and by whom, Edward Bruner (1986; reprinted 2001) sees an alternative 

narrative structure to that of the “dying Indian race” now emerging in stories of ethnic 

resurgence in the United States (pp. 265-268). By deliberately ‘writing back’ within a 

new narrative structure, contemporary authors writing from, and of, Aboriginal lifeworlds 

have “open[ed] up new spaces in discourse that arise precisely from the gaps and silences 

of the previous era,” (Bruner, 2001, p. 276). As Bruner sees it, these gaps appear when 

the narrative structures of the past no longer make sense and are no longer convincing 

within a contemporary world. With its decline, a new narrative structure arrives on the 

literary scene that has a greater appeal to a wider audience. 

Over the past several decades, promising moves in a decolonizing direction 

appear to be underway as colonial tales of the noble or ignoble savage are laid to rest and 

replaced with more nuanced, and one could argue more realistic, portrayals of the lives 

and stories of Canada’s Indigenous people. Telltale evidence of a paradigmatic shift in 

how Aboriginal people are positioned and portrayed within our Canadian national 

imagination is found in the ever-increasing ‘multi-vocality,’ or diversity of authorial 

voices, on the subject (see, for instance, Armstrong, 1993; Blaeser & Armstrong, 1993; 

Campbell, 1973; Akiwenzie-Damm & Armstrong, 1993; Dickason, 1992; Fee, 1995; 

Francis, 1992; Gunn Allen, 1992; Hayden Taylor, 1991; Highway, 1989; King, 1992, 

2003; Maracle, 1996; Melnyk, 1981; Moses & Goldie, 1998; Palmer Seiler, 1998; 

Petrone, 1990; Ralston Saul, 2008; Redbird, 1998). These writings explore the tensions 

and the contradictions that a colonial rendering of Canada has imposed on the First 

Peoples and their descendants, and invariably opens up new understandings of our nation 

to its citizens.  

As one of Canada’s colonized Aboriginal groups, the Métis have been historically 

cast as characters of ‘functional importance’ in the nation-building project (see the work 

of Margery Fee, 1987; Maeser-Lemieux, 1987). Once a proud and fiercely independent 

people, the Métis faced a sudden and unenviable fall from grace in 1885. With their fall 
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came an inevitable silencing of their stories. This imbalance has started to right itself as 

Métis people have started to tell their own side of the story. It is only in the past four 

decades that Aboriginal authors have started ‘writing back’ and reclaiming their stories as 

their own. These efforts have benefited from the deconstruction efforts of Métis studies 

scholars such as Dorion and Préfontaine who have paved the way for the important act of 

reconstruction within a newly constructed narrative framework.53 Just as importantly, the 

significant act of construction has benefited from the noteworthy contributions of Métis 

scholar and historian Olive Dickason (1992) who brings a balanced rendering of 

Canadian history to all national citizens by deliberately "revers[ing] the perspective of the 

standard history" (Lakehead University, 1997, “Aboriginal Initiatives – Aboriginal 

People,” Dr. Olive J. Dickason).  

Some literary scholars have argued that a new narrative framework for the Métis 

story emerged in 1973 with Maria Campbell’s now seminal novel, Halfbreed (see for 

instance, Acoose, 1994; Armstrong, 1998b; Durnin, 2008). In a recent dissertation that 

explores the Métis in Canadian literature, Katherine Durnin (2008) writes: “Campbell’s 

(Halfbreed) account is a rebuilding or reconstruction that reinterprets Métis identity in 

light of the devastating experiences of the twentieth century, turning the politicized view 

of the 1970s into a sort of eternal truth about the nature of the Métis in Canada,” (p. 214). 

Campbell’s classic work made it possible not only for Métis women to reclaim their 

stories but also for other Aboriginal women to come out of the shadows and into their 

own truth. The influence of her work is evident in the growing body of literature by 

Aboriginal, including Métis, women (Anderson, 1985; Armstrong, 1985, 1992, 1998a; 

Armstrong & Cardinal, 1991; Culleton, 1983; Dickason, 1977, 1992, 1997, 2002; 

Francis, 1997; Graveline, 1998; Joe, 1978; LaRocque, 1975; Maracle, 1988; Petrone, 

1983; Riviere, 2008; Silman, 1988; Slipperjack, 1990).54 As Bruner (2001) points out, it 

                                                
53 For an excellent resource on Metis studies and to access some of the more constructive literature 

now available on the Métis experience, see the work Metis Legacy by (Eds.) Barkwell, Dorion, & 
Préfontaine, 2001. 

54 This literary movement by Métis women is strongly indicative of a re-balancing of story once 
dominated by male-led stories. In time, this narrative framework may shift to a more egalitarian and 
balanced story of the Métis people. 
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is the replacement of one dominant story with another that opens up the space for new 

and unheard stories to be heard.  

While Campbell’s seminal novel, Halfbreed, has broken the trail for new stories 

around the Métis to emerge, I am also reminded of the powerful warning delivered by 

novelist Chimamanda Adichie (2009) of the “danger of a single story” in her online TED 

talk.55 In this powerful talk, Adichie teaches us through her own life experiences how she 

was able to find her authentic cultural voice amongst a predominance of colonial Western 

literature. Growing up in Nigeria and then moving to the United States for advanced 

studies, she came to realize the danger of a single story. She claims that in knowing only 

a single story of a person, or a people, we are left with an incomplete story and one that 

often becomes the “definitive story of that people.” In fact, knowing only a single story 

of a people can “flatten” a person’s experience so that the many other stories that make 

up that person, or that group, are overlooked. When people are known by a single story 

and that story is mired in tragedy, the response is often one of “patronizing, well-meaning 

pity” that robs people of their dignity and the “possibility of a connection as human 

equals” (Adichie, 2009). Moreover, the overall impression is that these people are 

“unable to speak for themselves” (Adichie, 2009). Through her frank, honest and often 

humourous admission of falling into the trap of single stories, or stereotyping, Adichie 

(2009) reinforces her message that: “Stories have been used to dispossess and to malign, 

but stories can also be used to empower and to humanize…and to repair that broken 

dignity” (Adichie, 2009). Through the power of her stories, she shows us that we are 

more similar than we are different.  

5.6.1 The Decolonizing Position 
As scholars of cross-cultural studies, Swadener and Mutua (2008) argue 

persuasively for a distinction to be made between research that studies the colonial, or 

postcolonial, condition, and research that acts as a decolonizing performance (p. 33). In 

the years since the emergence of post-colonial studies, the work of decolonization has 

primarily focused on a scholarly and literary approach to further our understandings of 

                                                
55 This compelling talk on the “Danger of a Single Story” is available online at: 

http://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story.html). 
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the colonial situation. While this work has proved itself invaluable for exploring the 

complex and contradictory nature of post-colonial concepts, I am motivated to direct my 

scholarly efforts in a more agential and praxis-oriented direction.56 In this new vision of 

decolonization, the project meets totalizing ends that serve the same goal: “to chip away 

at colonization that is discursively located and colonization that serves a materialist 

function” (Mutua & Swadener, 2004, p. 10). In honouring my cultural responsibilities to 

“give back,” I interpret decolonization as a way to contribute to the overall health and 

wellbeing of the community. 

Another important corollary to this work is recognition that there are no definitive 

parameters nor clear-cut models for how decolonizing research – through a storytelling 

approach, or otherwise – might be realized. In reviewing scholarly work on decolonizing 

research, early childhood educators Beth Blue Swadener and Kagendo Mutua (2008) 

insist that “it has become apparently clear that what makes decolonizing research 

decolonizing is not an adherence to a specific research method or methodology” (p. 33). 

Instead, these scholars “see the distinctive hallmarks of decolonizing research lying in the 

motives, concerns, and knowledge [emphasis added] brought to the research process” (p. 

33). In working to bridge the diverse worlds of academe and Aboriginal communities, 

“decolonizing research recognizes and works within the belief that non-Western 

knowledge forms are excluded from or marginalized in normative research paradigms, 

and therefore non-Western/Indigenous voices and epistemologies are silenced and 

subjects lack agency within such representations” (Swadener & Mutua, 2008, p. 33). It is 

in this liminal space that marginalized communities can meaningfully meet academe on 

common ground. It is also here that the freedom with regard to research design is 

balanced with the weightiness of community obligation. 

In prioritizing process in both research and outcomes, the term decolonizing 

performances is enacted by Denzin and Lincoln (2008) to acknowledge the performative 

aspect of research in “valuing, reclaiming, and foregrounding Indigenous voices and 
                                                
56 This standpoint aligns with an Indigenous understanding of research and how this critical form 

of knowledge production should be respectfully and meaningfully undertaken within an Aboriginal 
community setting (see Chapter 3 of this dissertation; also see Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 
1996; Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans, Chapter 9 - 
Research Involving the First Nations, Inuit and Métis Peoples of Canada, 2010). 
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epistemologies” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 22). By further acknowledging that the 

“fitting process [for Indigenous methodologies] is performative, poetic, grounded in oral 

discourse, reflexively critical… [and] anchored both in the academy and in Indigenous 

communities,” (p. 326-327), Denzin and Lincoln (2008) strengthen the case for research 

that is community-based, artistically realized, and borne of an alliance between university 

professionals and community experts. The deliberate use of praxis and storytelling 

traditions within this community-based project meets both of these goals – firstly by 

meeting a variety of community needs, and secondly, by advocating the production of 

new knowledge around the topic of decolonization. Furthermore, in prioritizing 

Indigenous voices in their fieldwork, Denzin and Lincoln (2008) as highly acclaimed 

qualitative researchers seemingly support the idea that working in partnership with 

marginalized communities to recover Indigenous knowledge and voice through a 

storytelling strategy could constitute decolonizing research. In sum, the distinctive 

characteristics of decolonizing research, as detailed by Denzin and Lincoln (2008), 

appear to be highly compatible with a narrative-based, grassroots approach as realized 

through a digital storytelling process.  

As I embarked on this project, I was motivated by Len Findlay’s (2004) plea to 

“Always Indigenize!” By adopting a “concertedly activist disciplinarity which will have 

at its centre new alliances between English literary studies and Indigenous studies” 

(Findlay, 2000, p. 368-369), I strive to articulate a narrative approach that will encompass 

a middle ground, or common interest area, between that of mainstream narratology and 

that of an Indigenous approach to story. This middle ground is, after all, the Métis way.  

5.6.2 Praxis within a Narrative Approach 
In recognizing that much work has been accomplished in the realm of Aboriginal 

literature since the 1960s, work that has cleared a path for the next wave of storytellers, I 

adopt a narrative approach that is seldom undertaken within decolonizing work – that of 

narrative praxis, or in this case, an active engagement of grassroots Métis community 

members in telling their stories. In reaching out to the everyday people of a northern 

Alberta Métis community, I am reminded once more of the words of Métis studies 

scholars Leah Dorion and Darren Préfontaine (1999) who wisely counsel: “the Métis 
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experience still remains a ‘hidden’ history best expressed by the memories of Elders and 

other community people,” (p. 3). By asking Métis people to tell stories of survival, I am 

asking them to confront century-old fears by stepping out of their familiar boundaries of 

oppression and silence. Certainly, as the defeated and now oppressed, the Métis have 

learned to be silent and to keep their stories to themselves. However, with the passage of 

time and a new narrative framework in place -– the risks of speaking out are balanced by 

the possibility of reclaiming voice. The opportunity to share these stories is ultimately 

“empowering as [telling their stories] allows Elders to give voice to the Métis 

experience,” (Dorion & Préfontaine, 2001, p. 20-21). Lischke and McNab (2007) make a 

similar call for action: “Clearly the Métis will have to tell their hitherto untold stories of 

their families and their communities; their history is both as free and independent as they 

are themselves” (p.1). Promising moves in this direction are evident in the University of 

Northern British Columbia compilation, What it is to be a Métis: The Stories and 

Recollections of the Elders of the Prince George Métis Elders Society (1999). These 

grassroots stories hold the potential to demonstrate the diversity of each community, re-

energize cultural revitalization, and over time, contribute to a stronger group identity.  

In attempting to ‘give back,’ I am inspired by the seminal work of educator Paulo 

Freire (1970) in his community-based efforts to bring voice to the Brazilian peasantry 

through a process of conscientization. While Freire’s work in community-driven 

educational and literacy programs provides inspiration for my research approach, I also 

recognize the legacy of storytelling within Métis communities as a traditional form of 

knowledge transfer. The challenge then becomes how to design, deliver and analyze a 

community-based participatory project that “links process to practice and attends to the 

voices of the people of interest” (Rappaport, 1995, p. 795). Moreover, it is important to 

remember that when “we are led to help people to discover their own stories, create new 

ones, and develop settings that make such activities possible – all activities [are] 

consistent with the goals of empowerment” (Rappaport, 1995, p. 796).  

As an appropriate point of departure for this work, N. Scott Momaday provides 

some much-needed insight into the “sacred exchange of storytelling.” In an Indigenous 

imagining of storytelling, the following four elements constitute a sacred exchange, or 
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communion, of storytelling: i) words, ii) storyteller, iii) listener, and, iv) event (see Figure 

III).  

 

  

Figure III:  The Sacred Exchange (or Communion) of Storytelling 
(Cunningham, 2005; Schubnell & Momaday, 1983) 

As a philosopher who has studied the art of Native storytelling, Momaday (1989) 

believes that: “humans are beings made of words and that he could realize himself, and 

communicate himself, through language…[furthermore] he could create his world in 

words, and that through words he might even transcend time and have perpetual being” 

(as quoted in Woodard, 1989, p. 2). Or, as Thomas King (1999) so neatly puts it: stories 

are all that we are. Similarly, by examining storywork as a pedagogy for Indigenous 

educators, Archibald (2008) reveals the effects of colonial disruption on Indigenous 

storytelling, or what Momaday (1983) has termed, a sacred event, and how people today 

may need to be guided towards understanding:  

A synergistic action happens between the storyteller and 
story, but it is the storyteller who ultimately gives breath, or 
life, to the story. From listening to and reading what 
storytellers say about making meaning from story, I have 
learned that the traditional ways favour no or very little 
direct guidance from the storyteller. However, the effects of 
colonization, assimilation, and acculturation, 
predominantly through schooling, have left many people 
unable to engage in story listening and to make story 
meaning, unless directly guided. (Archibald, 2008, p. 112) 
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In this passage, Archibald (2008) reminds us of the power of the voice in storytelling as 

the breath of the storyteller breathes life into the stories. Archibald (2008), and Métis 

educators such as Cunningham (2005), point out the key distinction between Aboriginal 

and Western storytelling traditions – for an Indigenous audience, the interpretation of the 

story is left with the listener such that they derive the meaning they need from the story at 

that moment in time. This approach is very different from a Western approach to story 

where the tale is more often than not dissected, fragmented, and analyzed for meaning. In 

the case of children’s fables, it is even common practice to neatly summarize the moral of 

the story in a closing passage. Of particular significance to this project and to the analyses 

that follow, Archibald (2008) points out that Aboriginal storytelling traditions have 

suffered under colonial rule; consequently, those listening to Aboriginal stories may need 

guidance in how to listen and to make meaning from these stories.  

5.7 Episodic and Structural Narrative Analysis 
This final section applies an episodic and structural narrative analysis to the 

Fishing Lake digital stories – collaboratively created, community-driven, and 

imaginatively realized through multimedia – these stories are not the personal narratives 

common to past studies. I maintain that the authorial shift from an individual writer to a 

collective production complicates the typical first-order, or personal narrative, approach 

adopted within a typical narrative analysis (Somers & Gibson, 1994). In their creation 

and in their final form, these community digital stories more correctly constitute 

“collaborative narratives”57 reflective of a collective orientation in a Métis lifeworld. 

While some of the digital stories appear at first glance to be “stories that people tell about 

themselves and their own experiences” (Somers & Gibson, 1994 as cited in Elliott, 2005, 

p. 13), there was in every case a community of people not only helping to compile 

information and to gather resources, but they were also contributing their own 

perspectives and, in many case, voices to the story. Their involvement inevitably shaped 

the stories in certain directions. Nor do these stories align neatly with a second-order 

narrative where the passing on of social and historical knowledge is the primary raison-
                                                
57 The concept of a ‘collective story’ (Richardson 1990) lies closer to describing this storytelling 

approach; however, this term has now seemingly been appropriated by members of the online community 
to describe the phenomenon of virtually creating stories within a shared (website) environment. 
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d’être – the digital stories retain a subjective stance that imparts both meaning and 

interpretation. These collaborative stories, collectively shaped and created with 

community input, tentatively raise the question of whether narratives of this type 

necessitate a third-order categorization.  

While matters of conceptual distinction may be apropos to future narrative 

studies, I undertake a form of episodic narrative analysis within this study for a variety of 

reasons. Firstly, as Riessmann (1994) points out, “culture ‘speaks itself’ through an 

individual’s story” (p. 5). Thus in order to exemplify how the ‘politics of identity’ might 

be taken up, I follow the example of Catherine Reissman (2008) who explores how the 

use of narrative helps to create and sustain a group identity. Secondly, in taking a case-

centered approach to analysis, I side with Elliott Mishler (1999) who advocates that 

stories be kept intact and examined holistically. This approach allows me to interpret the 

content of the ‘told’ (the stories) from a post-colonial theoretical stance, thus affording 

me the opportunity to explore the decolonizing aspect of these stories. In this way, “how 

a writer assembles and sequences events and uses language and/or visual images to 

communicate meaning” (Riessman, 2008, p. 11) is of particular interest in this analysis.  

Through a close analysis of telling episodes within the stories, certain practices of 

power, including racial oppression, colonial tactics, and other social inequalities are 

revealed in these stories. Moreover, what these stories reveal within and across their 

variations points to the decolonizing potential of this storytelling approach (see 

Appendices D and E respectively). As a third and final step, the stories were examined to 

determine whether “a common pattern of embedded assumptions, and also a common 

sequence of episodes…a kind of overarching master narrative” was revealed (Riessman, 

2008, p. 68). In adapting the analysis to meet the needs of this study, I follow those 

scholars who point to the fluidity and blurring of boundaries whereby the researcher is 

encouraged to draw on those methods that will help answer their research question 

(Elliott, 2005; Riessman, 1994, 2008). 

In undertaking this narrative analysis, I was initially concerned with my role in 

the interpretation of the stories. After all, how could I interpret what was in essence 

another person’s (or, in this case, persons’) story – especially in light of Archibald’s 



188 

 

(2008) reminder that each listener will have a unique interpretation? Thankfully, a 

revealing conversation with my friend and colleague, Shawna Cunningham (2005) along 

with the advice of the “Man Made of Words,” N. Scott Momaday (1998), eased my 

concerns by articulating the role of the listener in the storytelling exchange. In viewing 

stories as “sacred exchanges” that involve an interplay of words, the storyteller, a listener 

and an event, Momaday philosophizes that stories are interpreted through the lens of the 

listener and thereby bring the lessons that each listener needs in that specific moment in 

their lives. Thus, following in the tradition of Aboriginal scholars such as Archibald, 

Cunningham, and Momaday, I can only offer the reader my interpretation of each story as 

I see it in this moment in time.  

A series of guiding questions, as suggested by Riessman (2008) and modified to 

suit the objectives of this analysis, provided an entry point for the following synopsis and 

general analysis of the eight digital stories: 

• How is survival interpreted within this story, and for what purpose? 

• Why is the succession of events configured that way? 

• What cultural resources does the story draw on, or take for granted? What 
visual cues or oral tropes are included to reinforce the message of the 
story? 

• What does the story accomplish? 

• Are there gaps or inconsistencies that might suggest preferred, alternative, 
or counter-narratives? (Riessman, 2008, p. 11) 

To begin this interrogation, I identified significant episodes from each story and 

placed them into a biographical and chronological account (see Appendix C). After these 

episodes were detailed, I explored the interpretation of survival within each story keeping 

in mind that each story was to be considered holistically. Once these initial ideas were in 

place, I identified some of the underlying assumptions within each story (see Appendix 

C). As I worked on and across the stories, it became apparent that there was a 

commonality shared amongst these diverse stories – a type of overarching narrative 

framework that Métis stories of survival shared. This narrative framework allowed each 

community member to express a shared cultural identity despite their diverse expressions 

of survival. 
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The following synopses will provide a brief written account of each digital story 

created in the fall 2010 digital storytelling workshop in the Fishing Lake Métis 

Settlement community and will also attempt to answer the questions posed above. It is 

suggested that the reader(s) view the digital stories in conjunction with the following 

section.58 After all, I am only one Métis voice among many – as I have attempted to 

argue throughout this paper, the voices of the Métis need to be heard on their own terms 

and as a collective. 

5.7.1 Coming Home – 
This self-narrated digital story is based on the life experiences of Gilbert Fayant, a 

78 year-old Elder presently living and working in the Fishing Lake community. This 

digital story was created as a life history of a Fishing Lake community member who 

moved outside the community to gain valuable work experience in the ‘outside world.’ 

Gilbert’s story begins with the recounting of the Fayant family’s move into Fishing Lake 

where “an abundance of fish and game” would ensure the family’s survival during the 

depression era of the 1930s. As the family grew, so did Gil’s sense of responsibility. At 

the age of 14, Gilbert started ‘working out’ along with a group of other young men from 

Fishing Lake to take some of the financial strain off his parents who struggled to feed his 

many brothers and sisters – first, in the kitchens of nearby army camps, then eventually 

over to the logging camps in British Columbia. Through the recall of his various job 

experiences, the viewer witnesses how Gilbert was introduced to organized labour 

movements (unions) and how membership in these groups increased his pay as a heavy 

equipment operator. We then learn that Gil was a survivor of the 1987 tornado that struck 

Edmonton’s industrial park; as viewers, we surmise that this event was the impetus 

behind his idea that it was “time to go home.” Gilbert eventually returned to Fishing Lake 

where he started up a heavy equipment business that is still operational today.  

In looking at how survival is interpreted within this story, it is obvious that the 

storyteller believes that his personal responsibility to the collective requires continual 

                                                
58 The digital stories are available online until the end of September 2011 at the following Vimeo 

website: http://vimeo.com/album/1470540. The password to access the stories will be circulated to the 
examining committee members only and will be changed as of October 1, 2011 thus keeping the control of 
the digital stories within the community domain. 
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adaptation. We witness this in his initial move out of the community to successful 

integration into mainstream society, then in his eventual return to the Fishing Lake 

community with the requisite skills and confidence to start up his own business. This 

ability to move “between worlds” is a characteristic embraced by Métis people. Despite 

this celebratory story of a hard working individual, viewers may wonder why Gil is still 

working when he has clearly reached and passed the normal retirement age. This gap in 

the story suggests that there is more to Gil’s story than meets the eye. Nonetheless, this 

digital story celebrates the adaptability and fortitude of a man who moved beyond the 

borders of his tiny home community to acquire skills and experiences that would allow 

him to make a successful living upon his return to the community. The two musical 

segments performed by Gilbert and another family member within the story demonstrate 

his love of fiddle and old-time country music and provide a glimpse into the private life 

of Gilbert. His story could ultimately inspire other community residents to strive for 

better life opportunities through positive risk-taking. 

5.7.2 No More Regrets –  
This story portrays the considerable influence that deceased Elder and long-time 

Fishing Lake resident John MacLean had on his grandson Brian’s life, as told by Brian. 

While rooted in survival terms, this is also a celebratory story that explains Brian’s 

pursuit of a university education. The story begins with a small video clip of a person 

(John) signing a document with an “X” – a clear signifier of illiteracy – while Brian tells 

us of his grandfather’s deep regret in not knowing exactly what he was signing. Brian 

tells us, “he may even have signed away his lands with that X.” While John MacLean 

may have lacked a formal education, Brian tells us that his grandfather held considerable 

knowledge in traditional Métis ways. As the story progresses, Brian tells us how these 

traditional ways were threatened by the influx of new settlers to their homelands. We 

hear a shocking tale of how John was shot in the mouth by a settler/squatter who had 

moved onto his lands, and how the bullet lodged in the back of his throat – purportedly 

because the newcomer thought he looked “scary with a bundle of furs on his back.” This 

is one of the hidden stories of the settling of the West – a story far less celebratory and 

more deeply rooted in the reality of historical struggles over land than the triumphant 
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settling of so-called empty and untamed lands. In their forced relocation from the St. Paul 

area to the Fishing Lake community, John MacLean and his family were able to re-

establish their traditional ways of life but with some hard life lessons learned around land 

ownership under colonial control. As John Maclean would later counsel his grandson, 

education would be one way to avoid some of the negative outcomes of colonialism.  

In commemorating the life of John MacLean, his grandson has chosen to interpret 

the topic of survival with a keenly political thrust as he tells of the family’s loss of lands 

in St. Paul. Through this brief story, we witness how quickly Métis traditional ways were 

subsumed by Western ways. Recognition of this rapid cultural loss and a wish to retain 

the Métis culture may help explain Brian’s deliberate use of the Cree term “mooshum” 

for his grandfather in the story and the photos of Brian dressed in leather and fringes. 

Interestingly, survival is interpreted as adaptation to a new world through the pursuit of 

education. This is a world new to many Métis. In fact, we not only hear and see evidence 

of John’s lack of education through the revealing “X”; we also witness a lack of 

educational experience in his remarks to Brian, “get your grade nine, that’s what those 

lawyers have.” In terms of inconsistencies, viewers may question how a person can be 

shot in the mouth and survive such an ordeal – perhaps this is one of the “tall tales” that 

the Métis are famous for. Nonetheless, while this tale relays a story of dispossession and 

forced adaptation to a way of life foreign to the Métis, it ultimately reinforces the value 

of education in adapting to new and unfamiliar ways of life. 

5.7.3 Never Ending Love –  
This story is based on the relatively short life of deceased Fishing Lake resident 

Delores (Fayant) Lehr as created and narrated by one of her daughters. The viewer is not 

given the tragic story behind the loss of Delores, but we soon realize that it is her 

children’s quest to re-discover their roots and family through the recovery of shared 

memories and stories that is the main message of this story. While the story might have 

revolved around a story of trauma, loss, anger and regret, the storyteller has opted instead 

to focus on the positive elements of life. Through photos and shared memories, we see 

glimpses into the brief life of Delores and how her daughter has chosen to interpret her 

life in a positive light as one way to adapt to their mother’s loss. Moreover, the 
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importance of community for her mother is revealed as we hear that “her door was 

always open to those who needed a place to stay.” This statement is illustrative of an 

ongoing collective orientation despite the relocation of this young Métis woman to an 

urban setting in her married years. As the story concludes, we see that Delores’ four 

children have managed to adapt to a life without their mother, and in spite of this tragic 

loss early in their lives, they have chosen to adopt an optimistic outlook on life.  

In this story, survival is interpreted as recovery of lost connections and the ability 

to successfully adapt despite traumatic and changing circumstances. This story was 

created to celebrate the life of Delores Fayant as a tribute to her short life and the ability 

of her children to survive this traumatic event. The events were sequenced to give us 

insights into her early life as a child, as a young wife, and eventually as a mother of four 

young children. Several cultural resources are utilized throughout this story, including: 

music, dancing, church involvement, and humour. The black and white visuals embedded 

in this story suggest a visual rhythmic verse that is interrupted only occasionally by 

colour photographs in order to stress a major point. Because we do not hear the full story 

behind the loss of Delores nor what happens to the children after their mother is gone, a 

viewer may wonder why the children had such trouble reconnecting with their extended 

family and their mother’s stories. While many questions remain unanswered for the 

uninformed viewer, this story of survival allows Delores’s children to frame a tragic story 

of loss around their own ability to adapt and to overcome traumatic circumstances.  

5.7.4 Legacy of Tom Goodin –  
This story is a tribute to deceased Fishing Lake Elder and community leader 

Thomas Goodin as told through the eyes of his great-granddaughter. The story begins 

with a frank admission by the young woman that while she had heard stories about her 

great-grandfather, she had not paid much attention to these stories until very recently. 

This candid statement is representative of the inter-generational disconnect that is 

presently found between the older and younger generations of Fishing Lake. While this 

disconnect is not unique to Aboriginal groups, some of the generational distancing may 

well be representative of colonial disruption. As we listen to this young woman recount 

her great-grandfather’s brave deeds in World War I and his many contributions in 



193 

 

supporting the Fishing Lake community, we hear her voice strengthen. As the story 

evolves, the youth appears to draw even greater inspiration from a handwritten letter from 

her grandmother who, despite only having a grade three education, had the resolve to 

write down her memories of her father so they would not be lost. This singular act points 

to the importance of cultural retention in this family in rapidly changing times. Through a 

gathering of intergenerational voices, we learn how Thomas was able to use his literacy 

skills as the “go-to person” to bridge the Métis lived world with the seemingly foreign 

ways of the newcomers. It is quite reasonable to assume that Thomas’s role in forming 

“some sort of political organization for the Métis” was prompted by his wartime 

involvement and the strong pride he felt for his homeland and his home community upon 

his return. As the story draws to a close, we witness the influence that Thomas Goodin 

had on subsequent generations of Fishing Lake community members through his selfless 

sharing with others.  

This story was created as a tribute to Tom Goodin and the exemplary life he lived. 

The theme of survival seems most apparent in the story’s focus on the leadership role 

Tom assumed in the community and how he was able to positively contribute to his 

community and subsequent generations through his role modeling. His lifetime spanned 

from traditional ways to wartime involvement to a changed world of political 

movements. While his involvement in World War I undoubtedly fuelled his passion to 

have Métis people recognized as citizens of equal standing, what is still unanswered is 

what motivated this Métis man to enrol in the Canadian army and fight for a country that 

had just recently raised arms against his own people? The cultural resources that we see 

throughout this digital story include; sharing with fellow community members, 

participation in traditional economy, political involvement, and an overall sense of 

responsibility to the community. As a community leader who wanted to make positive 

changes in his community, Thomas Goodin was able to draw on his diverse life 

experiences, skills and knowledge to successfully navigate very different life worlds and 

to adapt to rapidly changing times. 
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5.7.5 Lessons from the Land –  
This is the story of deceased Elder and long-time Fishing Lake resident David 

Calliou, as recollected by his son Richard Currie and retold by one of their younger 

family members. This story begins in the earliest days of the colony’s formation with the 

relocation of the Calliou family to the Fishing Lake area in the 1930s with their cattle and 

horses. In retelling the story of the Calliou family under Richard’s direction, the young 

woman tells us how each family member had an important role in contributing to the 

survival of the family whether it was through building a home or barns, harvesting slough 

hay, or growing a “healthy garden.” As a newlywed and young father, David Calliou, as 

with several other Fishing Lake men, answered the call to defend our country in World 

War II. He was shot in the leg during his military service and was sent home as a 

decorated soldier, but still he continued to serve – this time, as a political representative 

for his community. Throughout the story, we hear oral recollections from David’s eldest 

son, Richard, who recalls some of the traditional ways and life lessons that his father 

bestowed on him as a young man.  

This story was told to tell the life history of a long-time resident in the community 

who was able to successfully adapt to continually changing life circumstances. Survival 

is interpreted within this story from the vantage point of traditional Métis knowledge and 

lifestyles where lessons were delivered via lived experiences, communal sharing, 

collective responsibility and tough life lessons. In terms of discernible gaps in the story, 

we do not learn why the family had to relocate to Fishing Lake. We also hear that David 

went to school to grade five yet because there was no school in Fishing Lake, he was not 

able to continue his education. This begs the question of when a school was finally built 

in Fishing Lake and whether the community played a role in this initiative. Similarly, this 

statement also raises the issue of how a forced relocation from the St. Paul region was not 

only a matter of lost homelands, it also meant that the education of young Métis children 

was either disrupted or simply not made available to Métis in their relocated areas. Some 

of the cultural references in this story include:  hunting muskrats, camping and eating 

bannock, breaking wild horses, living by an ethic of hard work, sharing with the 

community, valuing humour, and becoming involved in local politics. What is also 

apparent in this story is the fact that the Calliou family was not destitute – in fact, they 
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moved to Fishing Lake with thirty cows and eight horses. This is a counter-narrative to 

the stereotyped notion that the Métis people were, or are, a destitute people. Ultimately, 

this story is a poignant reminder that Métis people were forced into unfavourable 

situations by uncontrollable (and largely unknown) circumstances that demanded 

resourcefulness and the ability to adapt in order to survive. 

5.7.6 Community Fires Burning –  
This is the story of deceased Elder and long-time Fishing Lake community 

resident Francis Dufresne as retold by a youth participant and the oral memories of Elder 

Muriel Cardinal. As a quiet and humble man, Francis is remembered by his fellow 

Fishing Lakers as “always watching over the community” – whether that meant starting a 

fire in the barrel heater for the kids at the old schoolhouse, watching people skate at the 

community ice rink, taking pictures of community events or people with his beloved 

camera, or sitting at his living room window watching community residents drive by. 

One of the more poignant points in the story is when Muriel laments that the young kids 

probably don’t remember Francis, and a chorus of youthful voices jump into the story 

with their own recollections of this unassuming but still very influential member of the 

Fishing Lake community. This story also recollects the joy of living life in a tight-knit 

community where pie socials, dances, and teasing were all part of the shared cultural 

experiences of a people. 

Survival is interpreted from a community perspective in this story as Francis’s 

ongoing and everyday involvement in the community earned him a high level of respect 

from fellow community residents – his life’s work demonstrating his personal 

responsibility for the community’s wellbeing. In terms of noticeable gaps, from all 

community accounts, Francis was the unofficial photographer of Fishing Lake who 

always had his camera on hand to record community events. Sadly, these many photos 

were not available to share in Francis’s story and have only recently been unearthed. In 

terms of a preferred narrative, this story was concentrated solely at a local level 

demonstrating, in the words of the youth, that:  “[Francis] knew it was the small things 

that kept a community together…”. In recognizing the contributions of Francis Dufresne, 
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the community demonstrates their own cultural values:  humility, sharing, cultural 

retention, and the use of humour. 

5.7.7 Old Joe –  
This story is based on the memories and life experiences of long-time community 

member and Elder Joe Deschamps as retold in a reflection on his life by one of the 

Fishing Lake youth. The story begins with the youth’s memories of knowing Joe and his 

grandkids all his life, including the time he spent with Joe and his family at their house. 

One of the youth’s favourite memories of Joe is his constant humming – a theme that 

reverberates throughout the story. We hear firsthand stories from “Old Joe” about some 

of his adventures in the bush and how his lifelong partner, Elvina, was constantly at his 

side. Of particular interest, Joe talks about Elvina working alongside him, “she would 

join him on the traplines” suggesting that gender equality existed between men and 

women in the not so distant past. He talks about how he tried to take the community kids 

out in the bush and teach them some of the traditional ways of the Métis, but they just 

“ran around the bush like they didn’t care to learn.” Joe’s story ends with the bittersweet 

message that the ability to make change often ends before our dreams can be realized. 

This story is an exemplar of the oral tradition as enacted by a Métis elder and, as such, 

the original stories told by “Old Joe” include ‘impossible tales’ – stories that are 

humorous and perhaps hold the true secret of survival.  

Joe’s desire to share his experiences and knowledge of cultural traditions was 

arguably the primary impetus for this story, a desire enabled by the workshop. That the 

youth who partnered with Joe in creating this story clearly sees the value of the ‘lessons’ 

Joe offers is apparent in his reflections on old Joe’s life. There are several cultural 

references in the story, from living with grandparents, to eating soup and bannock, 

hunting moose, camping, trapping and living off the land, going out to local farms for 

seasonal work, storytelling as a dialogue (ie, his utterances of ‘huh?’). While not 

explicitly stated, the implied equality of status between husband and wife may have also 

been reminiscent of a previously matriarchal society that afforded women a greater social 

standing than the present-day patriarchal system. The interpretation of survival is 

conveyed as the ability to preserve and pass on Métis cultural traditions through the 
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education of younger generations. What we do not hear in this story is how Joe was able 

to make a living – did his participation in the traditional economy enable him to support  

his family throughout his years in Fishing Lake? We also hear Joe talking about the 

children of the community, but he does not make direct reference to his own family – this 

may be reflective of a collective orientation versus that of an individual orientation. 

Ultimately, this story serves to capture the importance of preserving and retaining Métis 

cultural traditions for subsequent generations of the Fishing Lake community. 

5.7.8 I’m a Survivor –  
This is the self-narrated story of long-time resident and Fishing Lake Elder Rose 

Durocher as read and directed by Rose, and facilitated by a youth participant. In a 

somewhat hesitant voice, Rose tells us how times were tough in the old days and how 

Métis people had to work hard to make a living off the land. She tells us that her father 

taught her, “his only daughter,” about trapping – strongly suggesting the idea that women 

shared equal standing with men. She is also frank in admitting that when the daily trip 

over the frozen lake in sub-zero temperatures made going to school difficult, we “just 

stayed home.” Speaking in Cree/Michif at the end of the story, Rose is videotaped 

sharing her cultural knowledge as she gives us a quick glimpse into how to make tea over 

an open fire. While we are captivated by her simple and direct way of telling a story, it is 

her wisdom that is most apparent when she finishes the story with:  “Seems to me things 

are harder today.”  

This story interprets survival from what the audience might first assume is a basic 

needs standpoint; however, a strong message about the difficulty of surviving in an 

increasingly individualistic world is poignantly delivered in Rose’s last statement – 

creating a highly effective plot twist. Rose’s story is rich with cultural traditions from 

stories of trapping, farming, gardening, living off the land, intergenerational knowledge 

transfer and her use of the Cree language throughout the story. There is, as in Joe’s story, 

a suggestion of gender equality in the past as Rose tells us that her father taught her the 

same trapping skills as her brothers. In terms of noticeable gaps, there is a real absence of 

Rose’s personal life story in this short digital story – we move suddenly from the days of 

old to the present. There is no personal account of Rose as a young woman or middle-
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aged adult – if anything, we might infer that the title gives us a brief glimpse into Rose’s 

lived life. This story is a tale of inspiration and motivation for younger generations in this 

Elder’s recognition that adaptation is not an easy task. This simple story is one of 

traditional wisdom and a compelling launch point for further discussion between 

generations as she selflessly considers the challenges of living a contemporary life. 

5.8 Conclusion: New Narrative Framework for Stories of the Métis 
In looking at these eight digital stories as one possible route to decolonization, it 

is significant, first and foremost, that the Fishing Lake community members were able to 

achieve ‘voice’ within these stories. Their participation in these community stories 

required an intimate encounter with Bourdieu’s notion of habitus as they articulated a 

Métis understanding of a lived world against that of a hegemonic and dominant 

understanding of the Métis. This process was made possible primarily because the 

storytellers were willing to take on this challenge supported by the paired team approach, 

the workshop facilitators, and, just as importantly, the wider community. Significant 

challenges remained, however, as low literacy levels made the planned script-writing part 

of the workshop nearly impossible and, as a result, required constant adaptation to 

changing circumstances by all those involved in the process. 

Secondly, there is evidence that each of the stories speaks to the individual’s 

ability to adapt as an essential element of survival. Indeed, these eight digital stories 

illustrate the remarkable diversity of Métis people and their wide range of lived 

experiences – despite their common origins and current residence in the Fishing Lake 

Métis settlement community. In some cases, community members lived most of their 

lives within the settlement boundaries but, for others, their life experiences would take 

them to places around the province, the country, and even the world.59 In all cases, the 

stories shared a sense of movement through either the act of relocating or through the 

rebuilding of lives (oftentimes after a major traumatic event) throughout a period of time. 

Despite an overall sense of mobility as a shared experience, there is also an enduring 

                                                
59 In many cases, this world travel was because of their involvement in the World Wars. 
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sense of commitment within this small Métis community to their families, communities 

and cultural traditions.60 

Not too surprisingly, this mobility typifies either the continuation of a 

longstanding Métis tradition or the different life directions that Métis people either turned 

to, or were forced to accept, after the time of the 1885 Resistance. It was certainly in the 

Canadian government’s best interest to suppress any further uprisings by the Métis as 

they worked to establish a dominion from sea to sea to sea, particularly with rising 

pressure from American interests to extend their boundaries. Yet we might question the 

tactics used in quelling any further uprisings. In several stories from the original Fishing 

Lake residents, there is specific mention of having to move to Fishing Lake from other 

provinces and specifically, the nearby community of St. Paul (once St. Paul des Métis). 

As one example, the MacLean story makes explicit reference to the loss of their 

homelands within the St. Paul region and how violence was used to gain control over 

these lands. In the Fayant family story, the move to Fishing Lake was precipitated by a 

quest for basic sustenance while the Calliou family’s move leaves us wondering what 

happened in the St. Paul region that uprooted such a well established ranching family. 

While the Alberta Métis Betterment Act of 1938 sought to relieve some of the deplorable 

conditions that Métis people lived in through the establishment of “colonies,” it is 

important to remember that the Métis people had already established a strong presence in 

places like St. Paul des Métis. Moreover, the Métis had a long history of organizing 

themselves. As Joe Sawchuk (1998) reveals, “the St. Albert Métis Association, was in 

existence as early as 1896...and the Métis Association of Alberta held its first 

organizational meeting on December 28, 1932” (p. 7). While the stories raise a number of 

compelling issues around this relocation (forced or otherwise), many of these questions 

will go unanswered, at least for the time being. 

Finally, in exploring the various assumptions that underpinned these seemingly 

diverse stories of survival, it became evident that one overarching narrative framework 

                                                
60 The lawyer and Métis academic Jean Teillet (2008) argues in her dissertation, “The Métis of the 

Northwest: Towards a definition of a rights-bearing community” that the Métis were a highly mobile 
society that travelled across large land areas. This mobility, she argues, should not negate their identity as a 
group nor their occupation of a vast territory. 
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could encapsulate each of the stories. This narrative framework was built on the belief 

that a personal responsibility to collective survival requires the ability to adapt. Although 

each story highlighted a different type of adaptation, whether after a traumatic 

experience, revitalization or reclamation of culture, or personal responsibility for the 

collective, each story shared the same broad outline. This overarching cultural 

assumption demonstrates that Métis identity is one that is constantly in flux – the state of 

“being and becoming” that Hall theorizes is indicative of cultural belongingness – yet 

also demonstrates that the underlying value system based on a collective orientation is 

intact. 

In many ways, the Métis people of today are taking advantage of a Western 

education and a new way of life to serve their stories. As Métis people venture out of the 

margins of Canadian society to reclaim their voice and their identities on their own terms, 

there are many lessons to be learned, many challenges to be overcome, and many stories 

to be told. What is evident within these stories of survival from the Fishing Lake Métis 

Settlement community residents is that the narrative framework of tragedy and loss is 

gradually being replaced with that of adaptation and personal responsibility to the Métis 

collective. 

Looking back, our digital storytelling workshop – however chaotic and haphazard 

– constituted an act of sacred exchange. Within this event, space was created for Elders 

and others in the community willing to share stories of survival, or what Archibald 

(2008) terms “life-experience stories,” with the younger generation of Fishing Lakers. As 

Archibald (2008) sees it, these life-experience stories teach lessons on “taking 

responsibility for one’s actions and introduce reasoning embedded in traditional forms of 

[Aboriginal] justice” (p. 113). Of greatest significance, they constitute a deliberate 

‘taking back’ of voice: 

Embrace Resistance as Sacred 
      Cultural Renaissance 
            Revitalizing 
            Reclaiming Gifts of our Ancestors. 
                  Retelling our Stories of struggle and success 
                        Hear us speak Stories of Survival 
                                      Resistance 
                                      Tradition.  (Graveline, 2002, p. 12). 
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Chapter Six: My Roots, My Story, My Positioning – Our Project 

My people will sleep for one hundred years, but when they 
awake, it will be the artists who give them their spirit back. 

(Louis Riel, July 4, 1885, trans. Stanley, 1985) 

6.1 My roots 
I position myself within this study, first and foremost, as a Métis woman who is 

keenly interested in re-establishing a connection to my Métis roots and striving to more 

fully understand and appreciate my community of origin. Next I position myself as an 

Aboriginal academic, researcher and educator who is ethically obliged to ‘give back’ to 

my community in a culturally appropriate way that serves to meet not only the 

community’s needs, but also my academic interests. In this way, the ethics of reciprocity 

and respect are mutually held where neither research party’s interests are seen as 

dominating the other party’s interests, and where each person gives as much as they 

receive (Graveline, 1998, p. 56). Equally important, I am also deeply committed to 

reconciling some of the divisions that currently prevent Canadians from working 

proactively with one another – this is, in many ways, striving to enact the traditional role 

of the Métis person as the mediator, conciliator, and ‘in-between’ person. Finally, I 

acknowledge the artistic and creative side of my personality that strives to find new and 

creative ways of transforming the status quo. 

In working with my home community, I often find myself struggling to find the 

right words to locate myself:  is it “the” community, “their” community, “my” 

community, or “our” community? How do I position myself amongst what is an ever-

changing landscape for me? In my conversations with Susan, she is forever correcting 

me: “Not your community – it’s our community, Yvonne” – right, she is so right. Then in 

a conversation with Ryck, the same topic comes up again as I apologize for saying, 

“when I go back” as I talk about my trips to Fishing Lake, and he corrects me, “But it is 

the way to say it…when I hear you say it, it’s like you’re going home all the time. 

Because when you say you’re going back, if you’re going back – it’s some place you’ve 

come from ” (Chalifoux interview, 2011, p. 15). Of course, he’s right. So why the 

confusion? 
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My connection to the Fishing Lake community is a strong one – both of my 

parents came from the Fishing Lake Métis colony (now settlement), but moved away 

from the community soon after their marriage. Their families experienced extreme 

poverty during the Great Depression of the 1930s. This was further exacerbated by the 

fact that they were of Métis heritage and were living, quite literally, on the margins of 

Canadian society. In order to find work and a better life for themselves, my parents 

moved off-settlement to British Columbia where my two brothers and I were born and 

raised. As a result of this move, I grew up far away from our home community, knowing 

only the stories and the names that came from Fishing Lake and that our family was 

somehow different from the other families in our small northern BC town. As a child, I 

was told by my parents not to reveal my Métis heritage, yet I always felt that this was not 

right. My schoolmates celebrated their ethnic heritages, whether Danish, English, 

Scottish or Ukrainian, so why did I have to hide my heritage? It was, in retrospect, my 

parents’ own fear of what this cultural revelation would bring to me in terms of racism 

and negative judgements that prompted their well-intentioned, but still painful, advice. 

As the first in my inner family to enter university studies, one of the few in my 

extended family to earn a university degree, and the only one to enter graduate studies, I 

stand as a pathbreaker within my family circle and, as I was to later realize, within my 

home community. This is not a celebrated position within the Métis community; rather it 

is a life choice that has to be continually justified. Indeed, I am continually reminded of 

Driben’s observation of a “half-breed” community in his 1970s study that the Métis do 

not value education so much as they do a hard work ethic. This situation is changing 

gradually over time as more of my age peers, and our children, pursue higher education, 

but this change is slower than I would like to see. As an aspiring academic yet a mature 

woman, I draw inspiration from a growing body of Métis academics who have either 

gained national recognition or are working towards having their voices heard. My work is  

further informed, and supported, by those critical and qualitative researchers who work 

within the fields of postcolonialism, and other critical areas of study, who have 

themselves forged paths in the world of academia. Perhaps standing on the shoulders of 
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these “academic giants,” I will be able to see my way clear to the lofty goal I have set out 

for myself. 

6.2 My story 
For the past 125 years, the dominant story of the Métis people has been one of 

tragedy and challenges. Since our defeat in the 1885 Resistance, our world has largely 

consisted of surviving as the defeated party in a nation where many of our fellow citizens 

have come to either despise us, ignore us or pity us. For many Métis people, surviving 

has also meant adopting strategies of silence, hiding our identities, masking the pain 

through addictions, or lashing out at those we love. What I have learned throughout my 

life and through my journey of collaboration with my home community is that there is 

another way. Rather than continually living with the pain and the aftermath of 

colonization, or “in the wound,” there is a healing way (see also, Taylor 1996). As a 

former victim of torture within his homeland of Columbia, Hector Aristizábal, a human-

rights activist and psychologist directs us to a brighter story through the wisdom of an 

African saying: “The blessing is next to the wound.” His innovative arts-based program 

brings hope and healing back to the oppressed and the troubled by asking people to 

reframe their life narratives within a more positive outlook (as cited in Lefer, 2005, p. 3). 

As I see it, the life lessons that Aristizábal has learned convey a unique message of 

resilience for formerly colonized groups who wish to move out of suffering into a self-

determining future. 

In recognizing that every person goes through some sort of ordeal in their lives, 

be it accidents, illness, depression, divorce, imprisonment, or even colonization, 

Aristizábal believes that the way to self-actualization begins by creating meaning from 

the alienating or traumatizing experience. Importantly, this meaning is created through 

the narratives that we build about our lives. By focusing on the life lessons that are 

revealed within these events, a traumatic event is transformed into an initiation rite that 

delivers gifts rather than a lifelong burden to be endured: 

Those of us who’ve been [through a difficult ordeal] need 
to see it as simply one more event in our lives, not a 
defining characteristic of who we are. And any time you go 
through a difficult ordeal, it can awaken inner resources. 
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Instead of being a victim, each person can learn the lesson 
his or her spirit needs to learn. (Lefer, 2005, p. 3) 

As Aristizábal puts it, “If you can change the script, you can change your life” (p. 

6). As a survivor who has devoted his life to helping others, Aristizábal encourages his 

readers to move beyond survival to reach a more meaningful place of healing: “It was not 

just to survive, but to live a meaningful life. Sometimes, in the ordeal, we find the seeds 

of our identity” (p. 4). By first identifying and then using the gifts that we are given in 

life, surviving can transform to thriving. Importantly, this narrative reframing is best 

accomplished by reconnecting and joining with others (p. 4). 

As a person devoted to making positive change for others, I find yet another 

passage by Aristizábal to be inspirational for my life’s work: 

Instead of diagnosing and pathologizing poor people, why 
not connect them to their strengths? I listen to people, then 
help them tell their own stories of survival, stories that are 
distorted or ignored by the dominant culture, stories that 
too often end tragically inside our prison system. (Lefer, 
2005, p. 8) 

As an academic working with those who have lost their stories through a lack of 

social, political, or economic power, Julian Rappaport (1995) delivers a similar message 

to her readers about the power of stories:  

people who seek either personal or community change 
often find that it is very difficult to sustain change without 
the support of a collectivity that provides a new communal 
narrative around which they can sustain changes in their 
own personal story. (p. 796) 

In seeking to connect a narrative approach with an agenda of empowerment, 

Rappaport (1995) suggests that a mutual influence process exists between community, 

organizational and personal stories, and that these stories “tell us not only who we are but 

who we have been and who we can be” (p. 796). In other words, they create meaning in 

our lives. In working with groups who wish to recover the power over their own stories, 

“people discover, or create and give voice to, a collective narrative that sustains their own 

personal life story in positive ways” (Rappaport, 1995, p. 796). In turn, these personal 

stories give meaning back to the collective narrative. Once again, we witness the 
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individual responsibility to collective survival, this time through adaptation of stories, 

emerging as a central theme to this decolonizing, or what others such as Rappaport 

(1995) may define as empowering, work. 

In applying these lessons to our community work with Fishing Lake, I find many 

meaningful connections. These lessons are found, first and foremost, in my own story of 

survival. As a child, I faced many demons in our family home – unfortunately, many of 

them wore the face of my father. In witnessing the hurt and anguish of my loved ones and 

managing to survive far too many episodes of violence, I became disconnected from 

those things that made me who I was. In many ways, the violence of colonization was 

replicated in our family home: “You lose your community, your language, your relations. 

All these connections are broken” (Lefer, 2005, p. 4). The senselessness of what I 

witnessed tortured me as I tried to find meaning even as a very young child. My mother 

recalls that at the tender age of five I left a note on the family table after one particularly 

gruesome night of family quarrelling and violence, asking why this was happening and 

expressing my anger at the injustice of it all. In many ways, I think I was drawn back to 

my home community to help me understand why these things happened in my childhood. 

But this is not the story that I want to frame my life’s work around. Instead, I have chosen 

to find my gifts, my “blessing next to the wound,” and to use my gifts to better the lives 

of others. 

As a young girl, I found refuge in my imagination, in the solace of books, in the 

expression of art and in the classroom. These were places that allowed me to soar, to 

express myself, and to imagine that I could be anyone I wanted to be – there was no fear 

here, only freedom. In looking back at my childhood schooling, I now realize how 

fortunate I was to have experienced the freedom of self-directed learning where 

educational boundaries were fluid enough to accommodate those things that made me 

whole and made me happy. I spent hours upon hours drawing, painting, making up 

stories about imaginary people – creating a world without anger, fear, hatred and self-

loathing. In this world, I found my gifts. 

So, with the recent gift of the “story-work” undertaken and completed in Fishing 

Lake – stories that deliberately seek out the blessings next to the “wound” in collective 
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stories of survival – am I now able to identify those factors that affect the decolonizing 

potential of a digital strategy within a Métis community? Just as importantly, will I see 

and hear evidence that the Fishing Lake community is on a path to thriving by reclaiming 

and asserting their “indigenous expression of community approaches” (Kelly, 1990, p. 

770)?  I believe I will.  

As the next section reveals, these lessons revolve around the reclamation of Métis 

knowledge as a personal and collective responsibility, the strategic use of technology as a 

tool that can serve community needs if properly deployed, the deliberate use of 

storytelling as a multi-dimensional form of community engagement, and the articulation 

of a research experience within one small community committed to making positive 

change. It is my belief and my hope that through dialogue and an ethos of sharing, these 

lessons will be given greater power. 

6.3 My positioning  
As a Métis scholar who is instinctively drawn to ‘give back’ to my community of 

origin, I am reminded time and again that a “person must first know him- or herself and 

his or her family line, tribal nation and responsibilities to all relations if he or she is to 

function within an Aboriginal identity” (Graveline, 1998; McCaskill, 1987). To operate 

within an Aboriginal worldview and to assert an Aboriginal identity means that we must 

also act according to a framework of values which inform how we view life, the natural 

world and our place within the world (Graveline, 1998, p. 57). Our interconnectedness 

and interrelatedness reinforces the fact that we are personally accountable for the welfare 

of others, where achieving our full humanity is perceived as a collective responsibility 

rather than an individual undertaking. This value system emerges in the narrative 

framework that the Fishing Lake digital stories are premised on – a personal 

responsibility to collective survival requires the ability to adapt – yet is balanced with an 

individual responsibility to adapt to changing life circumstances. Thus, my story follows 

the path of all my relations (see Figure VII). 

In looking at self and exploring the process of decolonization within the context 

of the African American experience in the United States, bell hooks (1994) draws on 

Freire’s work on conscientization to locate that “important initial stage of transformation 
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– that historical moment when one begins to think critically about the self and identity in 

relation to one’s political circumstance” (hooks, as cited in Paulo Freire, A Critical 

Encounter, 1993, p. 147). For me, this transformational moment arrived when I made the 

decision to return to school after the birth of my third child. 

 
Figure VII:  All My Relations: The main characteristics of a multigenerational and 
transdirectional model of Self-in-Relation to Others  
(Graveline, 1998, p. 58; also, Dion Stout, 1994; Hodgson, undated) 

 

Although I held a well-paying job in the oil industry, I started to experience a change in 

my attitude towards the mainstream perception and treatment of Aboriginal people. I 

thought that by furthering my education, I could make a difference. As part of this 

endeavour, I started to present on Métis culture first in my children’s classrooms, then in 

other schools. It was important to me that my children not be ashamed of their Métis 

heritage so I made the extra efforts to bring my cultural understanding to those people 

who interacted directly with my own family members. As time passed, I also started 

seeking out more stories from my mother, and my many relatives, on their lives and lived 

experiences as Métis people, and I compared these stories to those I heard within my 

undergraduate classes. 

As my academic journey progressed, I eventually found myself within graduate 

studies where I found myself continually confronted with questions of representation and 
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of voice – matters that magnified the colonized positioning of Aboriginal people and 

other underrepresented groups in our nation. In an article entitled, “The Problem of 

Speaking For Others,” Linda Alcoff (1992) confronts this issue head-on: “While the 

prerogative of speaking for others remains unquestioned in the citadels of colonial 

administration, among activists and in the academy it elicits a growing unease and, in 

some communities of discourse, it is being rejected” (p. 1). The Native writer and 

scholar, Jeannette Armstrong (1998b) reinforces this viewpoint by showing us how 

writing has been used by the dominating culture to disempower Aboriginal people by 

“interpreting for us, our thinking” (p. 240). She reminds us that as Aboriginal writers, 

“healing can take place through cultural affirmation…[and the] telling of what really 

happened until everyone, including our own people understands that this condition did 

not happen through choice or some cultural defect on our part” (Armstrong, 1998b, p. 

241).  

These words, and my own life experiences, rightly remind me that the reclamation 

of Métis voice had to begin with me, and my own efforts at decolonizing. Intuitively, I 

reached out to my extended family and the Métis community for their help. In her book, 

Circle Works, Graveline (1998) suggests the term “Self-in-Relation” as an embodiment 

of a worldview where “there is a need to balance and harmonize the multiple and ongoing 

relationships between self and other” (p. 57) rather than seeking “power over” others. In 

line with this collective orientation is the shared belief that “each person is responsible 

for his or her actions In-Relation to the larger community” (Graveline, 1998, p. 57). The 

subsequent extension of connections from family members out to the broader community 

is realized through “agency” that seeks to connect diverse groups of people (Graveline, 

1998; Dion Stout, 1994). An understanding of my role within, and responsibility to, the 

collective, has been deepened and affirmed through the works of other Aboriginal 

scholars – “with those who are, those who have been and those who are yet to be” (Dion 

Stout, 1994, p. 14-15). 

6.4 A synthesis of learning and praxis 
As I reflect on this project, I continually ask myself: “What is the meaning of this 

work?” Of what real utility is the identification of decolonizing factors within a nation-
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state that seems disinterested, or more appropriately content, with the way things are? In 

his recent article, “Grounded and Indigenous Theories and the Politics of Pragmatism,” 

Norman Denzin (2010) offers meaning for my pragmatic, but surely not subversive, 

attempts to make a difference with my relations in Fishing Lake, many of whom still 

reside within the “wound,” through the politics of representation and interpretation: 

Materially, actions are thus judged in terms of moral 
consequences and the meanings people bring to them. 
Consequences are not self-evident. They are socially 
constructed through the politics of representation. The 
concept of truth is thus replaced with a consequential 
theory of meaning. Experience, folded through what Stuart 
Hall (1996) calls the politics of representation, becomes the 
site of meaning and truth. (p. 308) 

As a self-professed “outsider to the indigenous colonized experience…[who 

writes] as a privileged Westerner,” Denzin (2010) offers Indigenous grounded theory, as 

performance and as pedagogy, as his response to an indigenous scholarly request to 

develop new interpretive approaches to inquiry (p. 297-299). While grounded theory is a 

set of performative and interpretive practices that suggest that the world is “orderly, 

patterned, and understandable” (Denzin, 2010, p. 301), performance ethnographers 

instead utilize dramaturgical production in “creating chaos, [and creating] ways of 

disrupting the world and its representations” (Denzin, 2010, p. 301). By troubling this 

notion of a worldly order, the performance ethnographer exposes “how the world is 

represented so that social justice interventions can be produced” (p. 301). While this 

project relied on an ethnographic approach rather than a grounded theory approach, I am 

nonetheless asking communities to take part in a decolonizing, and performance-based, 

strategy. In much the same manner as Denzin (2010) outlines, this is also a “pedagogy 

that encourages struggles for autonomy, cultural well-being, cooperation, and collective 

responsibility” (Denzin, 2010, p. 304). In disrupting the everyday, this type of critical 

pedagogy calls for both courage and the willingness to confront our colonial past, 

together.  



210 

 

6.5 Decolonizing through a collaborative process 
In the spirit of collaboration, I now offer my reflections as well as those of my 

community contacts on what we have learned throughout the course of this project. It is 

notable that dialogue, or a conversation, is a more fitting methodology within a 

collaborative research endeavour than a standard interview format. Once you have built a 

relationship with community members, it is unnatural to assume an interviewer-

interviewee type positioning – indeed it becomes very forced. As a result, while my 

intention was to conduct a narrative-style interview with both Susan and Ryck, a more 

dialogic format ensued – in truth, this is the positioning of equals who are committed to 

realizing a better future for our community. For those who are interested in undertaking a 

similar community-centred project that works to bring voice to the Métis people, the 

following accounts may provide some insight into this endeavour. 

6.5.1 Clash of colonialism and collectivism 

First and foremost, it is critical that we acknowledge the colonized context in 

which this work took place. For some scholars, such as Duran and Duran (1995), the 

Indigenous people of the Americas have suffered what they term “historical trauma or 

intergenerational trauma” as the fallout of a colonial past. This manifests itself in a 

lifeworld, a community, that is filled with an excess of unhealthy and destructive 

behaviors: “alcoholism, poverty, learned helplessness and dependence, violence, and the 

breakdown of values that correlate with healthy living” (Duran, Duran, Yellowhorse & 

Yellowhorse, 1998, p. 61). In the Fishing Lake community, colonization expressed itself 

most prominently as fear: “When I think about it, it was fear that we were 

combating…fear in one way, shape or form” (Barthel interview, 2011, p. 16). As other 

scholars and observers have testified, colonization disrupted a host of traditional ways 

and values through the imposition of religious ideas and an educational system that more 

often than not placed our people as the antagonists in the textbooks of Canadian history 

and in the hearts of fellow Canadians (Stevenson, 2000, p. 254). A particularly telling 

moment of community awareness around this issue took place at a community meeting 

where I had been invited to take part in Fishing Lake’s planning strategies for the future. 

As part of a visioning exercise, we were asked by the facilitators to identify the greatest 
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challenges within the community and I offered up the single word: colonization. Of the 

ten people in my group, eight of them looked at me blankly until at last one woman spoke 

up and said, “Yes, I have heard of that. We talked about it at college once.” This one 

small incident spoke volumes around the likelihood of an overwhelming lack of 

community awareness around the topic of colonization. The insidiousness, and indeed the 

power, of colonization lies in its ability to cloak itself as a normal way of life for the 

colonized (see the work of Frantz Fanon, 1952, Black Skin, White Masks; Fanon, 1961, 

Wretched of the Earth). 

Within this context, it is remarkable to find those who have either deliberately 

rejected the colonized mindset or, alternatively, have intuitively chosen to follow the 

ways of their forefathers and mothers. In the Fishing Lake community, both were present. 

From my standpoint, the remnants of our past ways are alive, albeit threatened, within the 

community. Within the context of this project, the deliberate turning to our Elders for 

direction and support in the beginning stages was evidence of a traditional way of life 

that has been forgotten, or simply pushed aside, but retrieved at the appropriate time. 

Further evidence of the collective orientation of our people was also apparent in the 

nominating of significant community members who ranged from traditionalists to elected 

officials to church volunteers to local schoolbus drivers. As Ryck pointed out in our 

discussion, all people in Fishing Lake are important – no matter their role or status 

(Chalifoux interview, 2011, p. 12). This collective orientation was also evident 

throughout the actual workshop process as community members continually dropped in 

to offer their support – whether they were related, or not – to the youth participants. What 

was also revealing was watching the reaction of the community to a few community 

members who took a more individualistic approach to the project and refused to share 

either what they knew or what they had in terms of material items. Their position was 

accepted by the community for what it was, and the community attitude seemed to be: 

“Well that’s your choice…but you’ll miss out on the fun.” Yet, as the former chairperson 

noted, since traditional ways and values have been disrupted by colonizing ways, our 

community now needs to relearn and to prioritize what “we need and should be doing 
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together” (Chalifoux interview, 2011, p. 14) if Fishing Lake is to move forward as a 

healthy community. 

  Just as inspirational as this communal mindset were those pathbreakers who 

were willing to take the initial risks. These kindred spirits in the community, most 

notably Susan and Ryck, saw the potential of the project and had the courage to push it 

forward – even though the fear of their fellow community members could have easily put 

a halt to it. As Susan saw it, once they had made the decision to move forward with the 

project, there was no going back: “Well, it’s gonna’ be tough – they are going to have to 

face a lot of fear, a lot of uncomfortableness to get the first one off the ground but after 

that, they’ll say ‘If they can do it, I can do it.’ It will be the end result that will make a 

movement,” (Barthel interview, 2011, p. 3). Both of these community contacts, whom I 

now call friends, were integral to making this project a reality. 

Both Susan and Ryck held steadfast to their beliefs that if the community is 

convinced that a project like this is valuable, then the community will find a way to 

support it. In fact, in the midst of constant government refusals to support the project, 

there was evidence of sheer determination from my community leads to find alternative 

options to that of government parties deciding whether or not we would proceed with the 

digital storytelling. As Susan asserted: “I realized at that point in time that the 

government was just looking at it [the project] from a ‘dollar and cents’ point of view and 

that if they weren’t willing to take a risk and pilot an initiative, then I was…In fact, I 

would rather achieve goals and objectives from sheer creativity and determination” 

(Barthel interview, 2011, p. 3). This determination was buttressed by a local leadership 

that have demonstrated through their actions that they support the idea of restoring 

traditional knowledge through innovative programming (Chalifoux interview, 2011, p. 

12). These individuals’ willingness to adapt to new ways is indicative once again of a 

personal responsibility to collective survival and, just as importantly, reflects a 

decolonized positioning. 

6.5.2 Allies and alliances 
One of the more salient life lessons that I have learned throughout this work is 

that the work of decolonization is a task that cannot be accomplished without the help of 
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allied others. I find that I am not alone in this learning. A recent publication entitled 

Alliances: Re/Envisioning Indigenous-non-Indigenous Relationships (2010) explores the 

natural consequences of a colonial past in the forging of new and more enlightened 

relationships between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal allies and friends: 

The fact is that both of us carried elements of the abuser 
and the victim; to different degrees perhaps, but we both 
had wounds from the past that deeply affected how we 
interpreted each other’s actions: we were both quick to 
attribute motives to each other’s behaviour that fit into our 
own internal narratives. (Christian & Freeman, 2010, p. 
388) 

Their solution to mending a strained relationship was found in honesty and 

fearlessness in confronting the facts of a shared history of oppression and colonialism 

together: 

For me, then, a necessary development in our relationship 
was finding the courage to question her interpretations 
when she interpreted my behaviour solely in terms of the 
colonizer/colonized relationship, and attributed motives to 
me of wanting to colonize or wanting to be superior. At the 
same time, I had to recognize that that was how our 
interaction made her feel, and that this might be the effect 
of my behaviour. I had to deeply question myself, but I also 
had to stop thinking that just because she’s Aboriginal and 
I’m not, that she knows everything about these issues and I 
know nothing. (Christian & Freeman, 2010, p. 388) 

While there are people who will often say that history belongs in the past, the 

truth of the matter is that the consequences of a colonial past remain entrenched in the 

present day. Whether we wish to acknowledge this, or not, is irrelevant to the truth of the 

matter. Our future as a strong and allied nation will depend on our ability to learn from 

the past and respectfully negotiate our new way of being together in the world. 

From the earliest days of this project, I have been fortunate to have worked 

alongside professionals, colleagues, academics, community leaders, family members, 

friends, and others who have chosen to walk this path with me. As a group deeply 

committed to social change, the Center for Digital Storytelling is a prime exemplar of a 

group of people who are allies in the truest sense. Although I had nothing more than a 
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vision to offer Rob in the beginning stages of this project, he stalwartly jumped on board 

and managed to hang on through the rockiest of rides imaginable. There were times when 

I was convinced that issues of power and control were at play, particularly in the final 

days before the workshop, but perhaps I was reading my own internal narrative, as 

Christian and Freeman (2010) suggest. In all truth, I too was often frustrated at times, 

caught as I was in the middle of two very different approaches, but to Rob’s credit, once I 

asked him to have faith in the process and to accept the mayhem of what we were 

entering – the good feelings returned and the creativity flowed. 

Within our interview, Susan talked about issues of trust within this project. As 

might be expected, I was relatively easily accepted within this community by virtue of 

my heritage and my strong family ties within the community. Yet, it was quite another 

story for Rob who had to earn the community’s trust. As Susan noted, there are people 

within the settlement who are still afraid of ‘outsiders’ or non-Métis people (Barthel 

interview, 2011, p. 11). Even though he faced distrust, Rob’s actions soon proved him to 

be a community ally and somebody that the community could trust. 

6.5.3 Motivating events 
In reviewing those incidents that provided the impetus for this project, it is 

revealing that these events revolved around relationships, dialogue and the witnessing of 

others taking a similar journey. When I asked Susan to describe moments when she 

began thinking about new media as a way of helping our people in a meaningful way, 

there were several key events that she recounted. As a young girl, Susan remembers 

sitting on the front step with her mother and watching her mother struggle to write down 

her favourite memories of her father/Susan’s grandfather. Since her mother only had a 

grade three education, this was a painstaking task and one that was clearly driven by her 

mother’s desire to document the memories of a man who had made a huge impression in 

her life, and in that of the Fishing Lake community. Secondly, Susan talked of a 

television show that she watched on the Biography Channel that featured the life and 

works of Buffy St. Marie. In the show, the Native singer St. Marie was 

trying to touch base with some of her Elders in her 
community. I think…[that] was when I really thought that 
the technology would help us in a way to give a voice…to 
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people who didn’t have a voice. If you didn’t have that type 
of technology and tools and the knowledge in your 
community, until that started to happen, [well] I just started 
to think about how many of our Elders deserved to have 
something like that. And why can’t we have those types of 
things that would carry those stories into the future.. 
(Barthel interview, 2011, p. 1). 

Of interest, a third event that made an impact on Susan and her thinking around 

new media was her attendance at a national academic gathering on ICT and Social 

Capital in Aboriginal Communities that was held in Winnipeg in 2005. Based on some 

work that I had completed with Dr. Javier Mignon and his team on gathering data for the 

above study, I had invited Susan to attend this forum as an involved community member. 

There she saw community groups from across Canada who were using information and 

communication technologies in economic development, language recovery programs and 

other innovative programs that supported Aboriginal community needs. In her words, she 

saw that the 

whole thing about e-business and e-commerce, and the 
Inuit people living in these horribly isolated areas and 
having the ability to use new media to market their culture 
and create businesses, and never having to leave their 
community – all around technology. That was a big eye-
opener for me too because it taught me that if we have the 
tool, there’s no reason for us to have these barriers that we 
can’t get around. (Barthel interview, 2011, p. 2) 

As her thinking developed around what new media could offer, a number of 

events were unfolding in the community that made her realize it was time to act. Within a 

span of less than 18 months, some 13 Elders passed away in the Fishing Lake community 

including her own mother and father. With each Elder’s passing, a wealth of historical 

and traditional knowledge around the Métis people disappeared and this was even more 

marked in those instances where the deceased left no remaining family members. 

Without their stories, it was as if they had never lived. This cultural loss was further 

impressed on Susan with each funeral, so when political leadership approached her with 

the task of making the digital storytelling project a reality, she was already convinced. In 

fact, when I asked her if she could recall a time when she thought that the project was not 
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going to happen, she quickly responded: “No. Because government can say yay or nay – 

doesn’t make any difference to me because where there’s a will, there’s a way” (Barthel 

interview, 2011, p. 3). Although disappointed at the provincial government’s failure to 

support this project, Susan was also confident that: “the end result is that when they [the 

government] see what we are accomplishing, they are going to wish they had [supported 

the project]” (Barthel interview, 2011, p. 3). 

From the decision-making side of things, I met Ryck Chalifoux in person at an 

IBM Partnership meeting for the first time but knew from family members that this soon-

to-be political ally held the Chair position at Fishing Lake. As part of the two proposals 

that I had sent into the provincial and federal governments, I had asked Ryck to be part of 

these projects as a rural and remote community partner via e-mail communication. As the 

chairperson, he had signed off on letters of support, but meeting him face-to-face allowed 

me to talk to him about my idea for the digital storytelling project in person and to show 

him a sampling of digital stories. As time went on and I worked more closely with 

Fishing Lake on completing the E-Index study, I was able to brainstorm with Ryck about 

how we might develop a working partnership. The government’s site visit into Fishing 

Lake gave Ryck yet another opportunity to watch the original set of digital stories. From 

his perspective, his commitment to undertake the project was further reinforced at the 

Vancouver ICT Summit conference where he watched the stories once again, but this time 

with my more extended account of what making the story meant to me and my mother.  

Based on what he had now seen and heard, Ryck approached the (former) Fishing 

Lake council with his conviction that they should support the digital storytelling project. 

In his words, “it was going to bridge the gap between the youth and the Elders…and to 

preserve some of the historic stories that our Elders were passing down inter-

generationally, from family to family in our community…[and help re-connect] the 

breakdown that I’ve seen with that” (Chalifoux interview, 2011, p. 1). Of some interest, 

Ryck observed that while the former Fishing Lake Council members were a highly 

diverse group, ranging from a local Elder to a much younger Council member, each could 

see the value of the project despite their diverse positionings in the community. 
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From a methodological stance, I found that the Trickster was at play when it came 

time to dialogue with this community decision-maker. In fact, much to my dismay, an 

audio recording of my first narrative interview with Ryck turned out to be a blank file 

upon my return to Calgary. Thankfully, Ryck agreed to take part in a second interview 

and in the short span of time from our first interview to the second, he had initiated a 

number of requests based on our first discussion. These included the following: 

• a request to (the new) Council for a second phase of the digital storytelling 

to be added to the (2011) budget; 

• a request that a presentation to the provincial government be set up where 

the previous Council, the storytellers (Elders, advisors and youth), and the 

new Council could showcase and talk about what Fishing Lake has 

accomplished with this project; 

• a request to find grant monies to have the ‘old red schoolhouse’ moved 

back to Fishing Lake to house a future ‘digital museum’ (digital stories, 

historic photos, and curator); and 

• a subsequent offer to help me set up a follow-up meeting with the first set 

of storytellers, the past and present political leadership, and interested 

community members to gauge the community’s overall reactions to the 

project. 

After experiencing this event, it occurred to me that if Aboriginal research is 

meant to ‘give back’ to communities, then it may certainly prove worthwhile to plan 

more than just one discussion with community leadership around community-centred 

projects. Indeed, as this project demonstrated, the extra time between meetings can allow 

for deeper reflection and further dialogue that can help realize the all important element 

of community sustainability. In fact, a multi-phased interview/discussion approach would 

better suit a collaborative model of research, where relationships are seen as ongoing and 

continuous, rather than just a single event. Significantly, Ryck said that it was our initial 

discussion that motivated him to go home and re-watch the digital stories (four times) as 

he now knew the “stories behind the stories,” and this background information made 

them all the more meaningful. His knowledge around the “story of the stories” also 
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allowed him to go to the new Council to not only show the stories, but to also talk about 

their meaning and potential value to the Fishing Lake community. As I see it, this project 

is allowing Ryck to bridge the former Council’s achievements with the new Council’s 

future vision. While he may no longer hold the position of Chair, Ryck continues to make 

visionary strides in his role as councillor. 

6.5.4 Space and place 
In looking back at the overall project, there were several times that the salience of 

space and place dominated the experience. One of the first impressions of place came to 

me at the Elders’ meeting when I walked into the Victoria Seniors’ Lodge – a place that 

carried my maternal grandmother’s name in honour of the land that once was her 

homestead. This place and this space seemed to carry reminiscences of home and the 

stories that my mother liked to tell us as children. The other place that haunted me, and 

eluded me, was the place of my father’s childhood homestead. After recently finding out 

that my deceased father’s old homestead was situated just down the road from where I 

was staying, I was keen to find some evidence of its remnants. Unfortunately, I was not 

able to find a single trace of their home nor have I ever found the burial marker of my 

paternal grandmother. Their presence seems to have vanished from the community just as 

surely as their stories would, without someone to remember. 

Beyond my immediate family connections, the workshop event also reinforced 

how place and space can be given and taken at will it seems. In trying to move forward, 

not having a space to claim as your own means that energies are diverted away from the 

important task at hand. It occurred to me several times during the workshop that if we 

only had a space in the community that we could claim as a Learning Centre for the 

settlement members, it is quite likely that people would feel more comfortable in their 

own learning journeys, and more accepting of alternative learning options.  

6.5.5 Voice and memories – opening the floodgates 
In working to reclaim the voice of Métis people, it is significant that the 

community members spoke in the Cree/Michif language during the making of their 

stories. As Ryck saw it, the reclamation of voice had greater implications than just the 

retention and recovery of an original language – there was a healing aspect to the act: 
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It’s got something to do with the residential schools too – 
you know, the talking in Cree. So when you ask them a lot 
of times to tell the story in their own language they get a 
little bit fearful about that and they won’t, and they will 
want to break out in the English. But if you can get them to 
do it in Cree and to be excited and proud about it, then I 
think you are trying to bridge some of the damage that was 
done and caused by the residential schools as well. So you 
might be accomplishing a heck of a lot more with this than 
just the transfer of knowledge. (Chalifoux interview, 2011, 
p. 5)  

The audio segments of the Elders telling their old-time stories is also noteworthy 

as the media captures the intonations, the distinct accents, and the inflections of a 

traditional storyteller. There is a comfort in hearing these stories that brings a Métis 

listener home.  

Another significant lesson that I learned during this workshop experience is that 

when a voice has been silenced for many years and that person is given an opportunity to 

express their voice, it can be overwhelming – for both the speaker and the listener. On 

several occasions, community members who were offering their help were also those 

who wanted to tell me their own stories. With every photo that was revealed to me, so 

were the many stories behind the pictures and the connections that make up our 

community. The experience of storytelling is an innate human need that enables us to 

create meaning. Without it, the meaning of our lives is somehow diminished. 

6.5.6 Technology as a tool of empowerment 
While the role of technology within this project was integral to its realization, it is 

also true that technology is a tool to serve human interests and needs (see Chapter 3). 

Thus, how we choose to use media within our everyday lives is far more important than 

we may think. By identifying the need to preserve our knowledge, history, culture and 

memories and creatively appropriating digital storytelling to meet these needs, the 

Fishing Lake Métis Settlement members have elevated their everyday use of technology 

to a meaningful engagement with new media. Importantly, the deliberate and meaningful 

use of their broadband connections could also allow the Fishing Lake community to share 
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their once-silenced stories with a global audience. In other words, the needs and interests 

of people must be prioritized over that of the technology used. 

6.5.7 The chaos of creation 
One of the most powerful lessons to emerge from this workshop experience was 

that every one of us taking part in the workshop had to learn to trust in the process – as 

unsettling as that may be. In fact, while Susan knew that her role was to ease the fear and 

concerns of the community around the project, she also came to accept the fact that:  “I 

didn’t have to control it, I had to make it possible” (Barthel interview, 2011, p. 12). 

Moreover, she realized that the workshop model that Rob and I had so carefully worked 

on was not going to work for the Fishing Lake community. As she saw it:  

We are going to get an end result but your process isn’t 
going to work here…you are just going to have to 
experience it. Knowing my community the way I do and 
that when push comes to shove, they are going to stay the 
course. Knowing that my favourite saying is sometimes out 
of pure mayhem comes nothing but beauty. I really believe 
that…all it was about was just giving up control of the 
process and going with the flow. I think when you give up 
some of the process and took the flow and just walked with 
it, they walked with you…But you just needed to trust. 
(Barthel interview, 2011, p. 9) 

In this passage, we see Cajete’s (2004) theory of chaos articulated from a community 

perspective where relations, honesty and trust form the underlying value system rather 

than control, power and structure.  

In fact, while Rob and I were busy working on workshop formats and the like, 

Susan said that she was working to ease the fears and the concerns of the community 

around taking part in the project. In my mind, this type of dedication and determination 

deserved only the best. Unfortunately, and maybe even a little ironically, the best that I 

could offer Fishing Lake was my years of university training and my post-secondary 

teaching experience that all relied upon a very structured and outcomes-oriented format. 

The CDS facilitator, Rob Kershaw, was also looking for a workshop format with pre-

determined objectives and outcomes. While we are both highly trained in our 
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professional fields, the chaos of the workshop taught us many valuable lessons around 

trust and respect that we will take forward into the future.  

6.5.8 Witnessing and sharing the impact 
In a project such as this that deliberately shares responsibilities and burdens 

amongst the team members, sharing is also seen as the lifeline to a story’s continuation. 

Well before this project was even conceived, the importance of sharing our digital stories 

was apparent to me. My first venture into digital storytelling was a collaboration between 

my mother and I on a digital story about her mother, and my grandmother, Victoria 

Fayant. The writing of this script was, in retrospect, good training and background 

experience for what ensued in Fishing Lake. Moreover, it was the eventual sharing of this 

story with close family members, then extended family members, and eventually the 

province-wide Métis community that transformed this story from a personal creative 

experience to an impetus for community involvement. Ryck, for instance, talked of 

seeing the first two digital stories in Fishing Lake, and then again in Vancouver, and how 

his recall of their impact on him allowed him to talk to Council about the potential he saw 

in them. After the screening of the digital stories on the final day of the workshop, Susan 

also witnessed how proud and emotionally impacted the Elders were in seeing their 

digital stories. In her words, it was “almost like a sigh of relief to them” (Barthel 

interview, 2011, p. 13) that they were finally able to do something to keep these stories 

alive.  

As the key person in the community who was able to make the workshop 

possible, Susan was also thrilled to see the youth engaged in learning about their history 

and their families, and seeing the courage it took for some of the Elders to tell certain 

stories. As she saw it, community healing was taking place as people reconciled their 

stories with their families and realized newfound connections with other community 

members. The fear felt by the community in the early stages of the project lessened as 

they took part in the process and realized success. As one youth observed: “It was one of 

the most powerful things I have ever done in my life” (Barthel interview, 2011, p. 16). 

As the political force that moved the project ahead and who now envisions 

enormous potential in the digital stories, Ryck has also witnessed the impact of the digital 
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stories on his fellow community members and political allies. In talking to the present 

Council about his wish to have a second round of digital stories take place in the 

community, he played the digital stories for his fellow councillors. Those who had 

attended a farewell event for one of our departing Elders in January remembered my talk 

to the community that prefaced the screening of the digital stories and confirmed that 

they too saw the pride of fellow community members after the screening. As part of the 

same meeting, Ryck reported that one of the youngest council members was shocked to 

hear the voices of some of the quieter youth in the community telling stories about their 

Elders. His remark to Ryck:  “I have never even heard that young guy talk that long 

before so for him to do the presentation and to be talking on the digital story about an 

Elder…was so cool,” (Chalifoux interview, 2011, p. 1). In this remark, we hear the voice 

of the Métis being heard and evidence of the community rebuilding the vital connections 

between youth and Elders. Through the process of interviews and through the sharing of 

my findings with my community partners, I have sought what Clive Seale (1998) terms 

respondent validation (p. 231-232).  

6.6 On a personal note 
As an educator who is committed to positive social change, I am drawn to 

reaching out and inspiring others to look at their lives in a different way. In this way, I 

believe that I am using the gifts that have been given to me through my life experiences. 

Moreover, this project has strengthened my sense of self and identity – in reclaiming 

what Chimamanda Adichie calls an “authentic cultural voice” (TED Talk, 2009). In 

attempting to more broadly apply the “blessing next to the wound,” I am similarly 

motivated to work within my home community, the Métis community. It is within this 

setting that I have been able to hear the stories of my people and move closer to 

understanding my own relations, to myself, my family, my community and the world at 

large.  

After the many years of working to realize this project, I find myself both 

overwhelmed and humbled by the faith that was placed in me to make this project a 

reality. The ups and the downs, the failures and the joys, the chaos, disorder and 

triumphs, and the sheer amount of faith and determination that was required to keep 
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going despite a barrage of constant challenges – this moment was something that I 

thought that I would never reach – but am I really done? I think not. 

If a project of decolonization, similar to the one that I have undertaken, has 

anything to teach us, it is that our work is never done. Furthermore, it teaches us that we 

must honour and adhere to the values that we as Métis people share and cherish as a 

community. My community contact, and now my dear friend Susan, reminded me of 

these values as we embark on new journeys in working to better the life of our fellow 

Fishing Lakers:  

Faith – Nothing is insurmountable where there is will; 

Determination – Complete what we start; 

Integrity – Keep your words and commitment true; 

Respect – Have the courage to give and command respect 
of your values and principles; 

Patience – That which is meant to happen will happen as it 
happens, when it happens, despite your efforts; 

Flexibility – All the pre-planning and rigidity of process 
may have to be altered or in some cases re-written to 
endure reality; 

Pride – The creation and documentation of magical 
moments and community buy-in is far more complicated 
than the ownership of the product; and 

Risk – You must sometimes be willing to risk it all in order 
to gain it all.  

(Barthel, personal communication, May 4, 2011) 
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 

The titles on my bookshelves at home speak volumes – Prison of Grass, The Long 

Journey of a Forgotten People, Struggle to Survive, Half-breed, Tortured People – these 

are the stories that have represented the Métis people to the world in the past. These are 

also the real-life stories of our people, the stories of a people forgotten or pushed aside by 

their own country, the stories that have influenced how others see us and treat us. But is 

this the full story, the complete story, the story that looks at all sides of the Métis 

experience? I am not convinced this is so, nor apparently are others.61 In fact, the words 

of novelist Chimamanda Adichie (2009) poignantly remind us of the very real “danger[s] 

of a single story.” 62 

In an openly frank and honest account, Adichie (2009) tells us how she fell into 

the stereotypical trap of believing in only a single story as a young child growing up in 

Nigeria. While she was surprised to discover that the multi-faceted truth of a people was 

more than she had imagined, she admits to once again falling into this easy trap as an 

adult who should have known better. As a listener, I find it is her honest and frank 

admission of her own human failings that motivate me to listen closely to her every word 

– to connect with the humanity that she so openly shares. Her voice also draws me into 

her story; the beautiful accent from her home country, her halting questioning of herself, 

the shy humour that we hear in her sarcastic comebacks, and the confident delivery of her 

own lessons in life. It is a speech to remember. 

So, what of it? What does a speech from a gifted international speaker like 

Adichie have to do with the seemingly tragic tales of a mixed-race group of Aboriginal 

people who have largely been cast aside, or ignored, by Canadian society? The answer to 

this question may not be obvious at first glance. But the lesson Adichie (2009) reveals is 

a universal one – simply put, there is more than one story of a people. In fact, this same 

                                                
61 More recent titles in the ‘Métis story’ suggest a deliberate and community reclamation of voice, 

and include: The People Who Own Themselves, What it is to be a Métis. 
62 You can listen to Adichie’s online talk on the TED: Ideas Worth Spreading website: 

http://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story.html 
 



225 

 

message underlies the opening lines of Dorion and Préfontaine’s (1999) essay, 

“Deconstructing Métis Historiography: Giving Voice to the Métis People,” albeit in 

slightly different terms: “Today, the Métis experience still remains a ‘hidden’ history best 

expressed by the memories of Elders and other community people” (p. 13). As Adichie 

warns, we cannot know a people by a single story for this giving into a stereotype 

“flattens” a people’s experience – it renders their representation a univocal, unambiguous 

and finite imagining. This incomplete representation is a form of power and control over 

a people, and, as history teaches us, is the way of the colonizers.  

By rejecting a single story of the Métis as the antagonists of Canadian history, and 

later as one framed in tragedy and defeat, I have deliberately positioned my work as 

“decolonizing.” In fact, by asking Elders, youth and other significant community 

members to take part in this project, I have encouraged my fellow Métis to reclaim, 

restore and revitalize our storytelling traditions as the rightful stories of who we are. 

While this project represents only one small step towards supporting the Fishing Lake 

Métis community in the reclamation of their voices and their stories through a digital 

rendering, it is nonetheless an important step. As more stories are collected and digitized, 

these stories could bring a fuller and more complex representation of the Métis 

experience to others – if they are shared on community terms. 

Moreover, while the creation of these digital stories was one way to engage a 

Métis community in a decolonizing strategy, this was only one part of the decolonizing 

story of Fishing Lake. Beyond the reclamation of Métis voice and stories, Fishing Lake 

also demonstrated other decolonizing tendencies, including: agency and determination to 

undertake this project despite overwhelming odds; a will to re-establish intergenerational 

connections with community members; innovative planning for the proactive use of 

digital media within their community; and the willingness and faith required to take part 

in a Métis-specific research project. Together, these activities constitute some of the 

factors essential to realizing a decolonizing strategy within a Métis community. Fittingly, 

my role as a Métis researcher also served as a decolonizing factor within this research 

project. 
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7.1.1 My role and my responsibility 
Although I would like to think that this works speaks for itself, I am reminded that 

I have the privilege of speaking on behalf of the community within this type of work. 

This is a task that carries much responsibility and, in all truth, is one that I am more than 

happy to share with the community. Because while the Fishing Lake community may 

well be my “home community,” the truth is that I grew up far away from this community. 

Thus, the best that I can offer is my interpretation of events and the willingness to hear 

from others their side of the story and to include their voice wherever possible. In this 

way, I try to avoid the pitfalls of a ‘single story.’ As an ethical researcher, I am deeply 

aware of my own limitations as well as the strengths and unique characteristics that I 

bring to this endeavour. 

In drawing on Graveline’s (1998) model of the “Self-in-Relation” as a way to 

deepen my understanding of my own involvement in this project, I am encouraged to see 

that the need to understand myself, the need to understand my family, and the need to 

understand my community takes place as initial steps in a journey of learning that is 

followed by agency, or praxis. In Freirian terms, praxis requires not only agency, or 

community engagement, but also the significant stage of reflection wherein deeper 

lessons are sought and revealed to the learner.  

One of the greater lessons revealed to me throughout this process is a recognition 

that my deep level of engagement with the Fishing Lake community likely equalled my 

own need to develop an understanding of my self, my family and my community. Yet I 

also know that this deep level of community engagement is also a reflection of my own 

value system that seeks to respect and value others. As cultural studies scholars such as 

Tamara Palmer Seiler (1998) have argued, it is not enough to tell a story – an ethical 

approach also asks that you listen (p. 60). The role of the listener is further validated 

within the works of indigenous scholars, such as Momaday, who see the listener as the 

one who interprets meaning and relevance from a story within their own lives. In holding 

similar beliefs, I deliberately listened to the needs and the wants of the Fishing Lake 

community and did my best to include these within this research project. Further to this, I 

was also compelled as a researcher to partner with a community that, although lacking in 

resources and socio-economic standing, had demonstrated through their leadership within 
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the E-Index study that they had the fortitude and determination to take on a further 

challenge. 

While I took on this research project with every intention of serving my 

community as a way to give back as much as I was receiving, I would be remiss if I did 

not mention the sacrifices that were made along the way. Among the most difficult 

choices that faced me, and continue to face me, are those that ask me to prioritize 

community over family. As a mature student with a husband and three (now grown) 

children who have all made their own sacrifices to allow me to pursue my dreams, I 

know that I risk asking too much. In fact, giving a project like this one your “all” means 

that something else must go without. 

7.1.2 Métis-specific research 
Although I knew from past research experience that few resources existed on the 

topic of Métis-specific research, I was quite alarmed to find that, with the important 

exception of the Métis Centre of NAHO’s initiative, there was almost no sense of what 

Métis research is, or even should be, within our organizational or community settings. 

Knowing that important developments had been made within the realm of First Nations 

and Inuit research, I was hopeful that the Métis would have made greater strides within 

the critical realm of knowledge production. This was not the case. In fact, without 

involved groups such as the Métis Centre of NAHO and prominent scholars such as 

Marlene Brant Castellano stepping in as advocates for Métis interests, our identity as a 

unique Aboriginal group could easily be subsumed under the banner of another 

Aboriginal group, or forgotten, once again. This highly vulnerable situation is worsened 

by the redirection of our political leadership’s attention to the protection of our 

constitutional and legal matters. Thankfully, scholars such as Castellano have seen fit to 

keep Métis-specific research interests on the radar of federal government funders, such as 

the Tri-Council, with their insistence on the need for ‘ethical space’ to be reserved for 

‘vulnerable’ communities. This ‘ethical space’ makes room for the sixth ethical principle 

of Métis research identified by the Métis Centre of NAHO (2010) which acknowledges 

that “knowing the Métis context of research cannot be understated” (p. 4). 
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With minimal work underway for the Métis within the critical area of research 

ethics, the numerous developments emerging within the realm of First Nations and Inuit 

research provide an important launching point for the articulation of Métis-specific 

research. It is interesting to note that the research principles that the Métis have identified 

within the Métis Centre – NAHO guiding document, gleaned from a careful and 

thoughtful process of consultation with Métis academics and other interested parties, 

parallel those of their Aboriginal counterparts (see Appendix C). As this breakthrough 

document on Métis-specific research reveals, research is envisioned as an activity that 

upholds the principle of reciprocity where equal responsibility and equal benefits 

between the researcher and the community are envisioned. This document further reveals 

that Métis research should have “certain outcomes in order for it to be considered 

ethical…not [to] be taken as a set of rules but rather as a high bar to aim for” (Métis 

Centre-NAHO, 2010, p. 4. With this type of wording, room is made for the diversity 

inherent in any Métis community, researcher or otherwise. The document further 

suggests that research within a Métis context be relevant, accurate and mutually 

beneficial, and undertaken in a respectful manner. 

By deliberately placing my project on the far end of the research continuum 

where community needs are prioritized, it follows that the indicators of reliability and 

validity within this community-centred project should also shift. Since the research 

objectives transition within this context from “examine” to “improve,” this further 

suggests that real-life outcomes and the community’s perception of whether the project 

has realized any benefits may serve as more useful indicators of the overall project 

evaluation. The timely input of international scholars like Flyvbjerg (2007) and Denzin 

and Lincoln (2008) who have been working in recent years to redefine appropriate terms 

of validation within community-centred research, including the use of case-study, is most 

encouraging. 

As a Métis scholar who has deliberately situated my work with the Fishing Lake 

community as a collaborative and community-centred project, I have aligned myself with 

a growing corpus of international and national scholars who believe that Indigenous 

researchers have an ethical responsibility to ‘give back’ to our communities of origin who 
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oftentimes are also the disadvantaged communities within our nation (Smith, Burke & 

Ward, 2000). This positioning represents an ethical and, one might argue, responsible 

approach to research. To this end, I upheld the research principles of respectful, inclusive, 

and relevant research as outlined in the NAHO – Métis Centre document and aligned my 

research methods so that my work was able to ‘give back’ to the community. My 

ethnographic chapter is a representation of one way that research can be languaged in a 

community-friendly format that ‘makes space’ for the voices of the community to be 

heard within the academic realm. In sending my chapter drafts out to my key community 

contacts for their review, it was significant that Susan supplied me with some final 

thoughts about what she felt were the ‘lessons’ that we learned together as we went 

through this process. This act was, in my opinion, a validation of our equal positioning as 

partners within research. The synergies between her thoughts and those detailed within 

the NAHO document suggest that the timing may be appropriate to initiate a dialogue 

with a progressive community such as Fishing Lake around what Métis-specific research 

is, and what it should mean, to our communities.  

Nonetheless, while I believe that this project has made some inroads into raising 

awareness and understanding of what comprises ethical research within a Métis 

community in Alberta, there are many, many more steps to be taken. To this end, while I 

believe that it is essential that community leaders and members have input into the 

process and principles of research, it is equally important that there are trained and 

knowledgeable academics in place to maintain professional research capacity. Without 

institutional validation, the production of new knowledge will be disregarded and wasted. 

Where possible, this role would be best served by Métis academics who are committed to 

making a positive difference within our communities. It is time that Métis people take 

back the right to their own knowledge and to providing their own solutions to the societal 

problems that they face. Further work in this critical area of knowledge production will 

require a team approach such as the type that the Métis Centre at NAHO has 

accomplished. Yet, without the proper resources and personnel in place to continue this 

work, the Métis are left at a disadvantage. This vulnerability makes a strong case for 
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policy intervention and government support for the Métis in strengthening their 

involvement in research. 

Of further significance, it seems the work undertaken in Fishing Lake has not only 

met community needs but has also seemingly met the requirements of our federal funders 

to demonstrate meaningful research to our fellow taxpaying citizens: 

Engagement is a key priority for SSHRC…As societies 
steadily increase their expectations about how the social 
sciences and humanities can contribute to economic, 
cultural, social, technological, environmental and 
intellectual well-being, SSHRC remains committed to 
engaging its stakeholder communities and demonstrating 
that the research it supports leads to benefits for [all] 
Canadians. (SSHRC, “Connecting to Society,” online: 
http://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/society-societe/index-
eng.aspx) 

Based on the intensely collaborative nature of this research project as well as the 

community feedback to date, this research project demonstrates strong evidence of 

community engagement and wide-ranging benefits for the Fishing Lake Métis settlement 

community. Sharing these once-silenced stories of Canada’s past and present holds the 

potential to benefit all Canadians by way of a more complete story of our nation. 

7.1.3 Storytelling traditions revitalized through collaborative digital storytelling 
While several promising moves are underway in the reclamation of an authentic 

and multi-vocal Métis voice by a growing group of Métis scholars and academics, we 

must also recognize that these contributions, like that of any published writer, is one of 

privilege and, in the case of the Métis, a rather rare happening. Thus, the opportunity to 

create a digital story worthy of sharing with others is a notable entry into a new world of 

multimedia-enabled publishing through new digital means. While this media format 

opens up new opportunities, it is also wise to remember its limitations. 

In the words of educator Jo-ann Archibald (2008), who uses storywork with First 

Nations on the West Coast, “Indigenous storywork is not an easy process but is essential 

to educating the heart, mind, body, and spirit, which is what we mean by Indigenous 

education” (p. 143). In examining ongoing issues within her own project of cultural 

reclamation, Archibald (2008) questions how we can work to keep the power – the 
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‘spirit’ – of a story alive (p. 147).  In taking a story from live performance to printed text, 

the “impact of a story from oral performance, aural reception, and visual contact between 

teller and listener lessens when the story is transferred to the printed page. Some may feel 

that the life force of the story has disappeared” (Archibald, 2008, p. 147). In sharing 

similar concerns, I believe part of the answer, but certainly not the entire solution, can be 

found in digital formats such as digital storytelling. While the face-to-face contact 

between the teller and the listener may be absent in the viewing of a completed digital 

story, we have nonetheless given the story an oral and aural dimension that is powerful in 

its own right.63 But, as Archibald (2008) so rightly reminds us, this is only part of the 

story. It is the “stories behind the stories,” the stories of how these digital stories came to 

be that are the truly important stories. 

A story on the page or on the ‘screen’ cannot replace the 
magic and power of the interpersonal interaction between 
the storyteller and listeners. People keep the spirit of a story 
alive by telling it to others and by interacting through and 
with the story. People interrelating with each other through 
story bring a story to life as they relate story meaning to 
their lives in holistic ways. A skilled storyteller recounting 
stories for listeners is the best way to keep the spirit of the 
stories alive. (p. 149) 

While I wholeheartedly agree that nothing can replace the experience of a 

personal storytelling event, I also side with Ginsburg that the inclusion of stories from 

Indigenous people in any region where dominant and subordinate peoples reside 

alongside one another is significant.64 Thus, the creation of this first set of digital stories 

from Fishing Lake represents reclamation of voice by the Métis people and given that 

these stories carry the authentic voices of the community members, without outsider 

                                                
63 The actual process of creating a digital story is one of creating meaningful personal connections 

with the storytellers. Once the digital story has been created, there is a need for a really good sound system; 
in truth, the stories are deserving of full voice and this can only be accomplished with the right resources, 
including equipment, in place. 

64 On the topic of sharing stories, it is notable that I was once again invited by Fishing Lake to 
attend the Aboriginal Showcase event taking place in Cold Lake (northeastern Alberta) in spring 2011 so 
that we can screen our digital stories at our booth at this public exhibition event. Over 500 people attended 
last year’s Bonnyville Aboriginal Showcase event and a similar attendance is expected in Cold Lake for 
2011. Many non-Aboriginal students and community members from surrounding areas attend this regional 
event. 
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interpretation, this act of storytelling is even more significant. As the hidden stories and 

the hidden history of Métis people come to light through the memories of Elders and 

other community members in these ‘counter-narratives,’ we start to fill in the gaps and 

the silences that exist in our Canadian hi/story. In seeing another perspective to our 

national story, we are looking all the way around our history and seeing the several sides 

that were once hidden from view. However, rather than ‘writing back’ within a new 

narrative structure, the digital stories allow for ‘talking back’ through their audio capture. 

In essence, the stories are a new way of realizing multi-vocality. 

Through an analysis of the several survival stories, a common narrative 

framework emerged premised on the belief that a personal responsibility to collective 

survival requires the ability to adapt. The identification of this narrative framework 

represents a promising move towards Aristizábal’s (2005) suggestion that, “If you can 

change the script, you can change your life” (p. 6). Cajete (1994) wraps a similar lesson 

in different words: 

True learning and gaining significant knowledge does not 
come without sacrifice and at times a deep wound…as long 
as the wound or the repercussions of an event are used to 
symbolize something deeply important to know and 
understand, they provide a powerful source for renewal, 
insight, and the expansion of individual consciousness. (p. 
227) 

Having survived colonization and oppression, the Métis people of today have seemingly 

started to move beyond the ordeal of colonization to find their rightful place as equal 

citizens in our nation. 

Importantly, the use of narrative, or storytelling, within this project to foster 

community wellness is a strategy well suited to Métis communities as our storytelling 

traditions represent well-loved form of knowledge transfer. Thankfully, this tradition 

remains intact with the older generations of Fishing Lakers who were willing to share 

their stories with the younger generations. By taking part in this project, the sacred space 

of storytelling represented by the voice, the listener, the storyteller and the place (or 

event) was realized by the workshop participants through a digital imagining and creative 
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process. By reclaiming the right to tell their own stories, the Métis people of Fishing 

Lake have made a significant stride towards decolonization. 

7.1.4 Community agency and determination 
If the hallmarks of decolonizing research are the motives, concerns and 

knowledge that are brought to the research process, then I had an entire community on 

my “research team” that reached well beyond the settlement boundaries. These diverse 

parties each played a critical role along my path of learning – from the women of the 

IAAW who reinforced for me the need for an ethical research approach, to the support in 

principle of the Métis Nation of Alberta who taught me patience, sacrifice and when to 

move along, to the willingness of the Function Four research team to support my work as 

an extension of their own vision, to the Center for Digital Storytelling staff who enable 

communities to reach a place of healing and thriving, and finally, to the Fishing Lake 

Métis Settlement community who taught me how to trust and believe in my community, 

and, just as importantly, myself. 

In the days, months and even years preceding the workshop, there were a number 

of pivotal events that propelled this project to its realization. For Susan, these included 

watching her mother struggle to write down memories of her grandfather, a coincidental 

viewing of a television show where a Native celebrity was working with her community 

to help preserve their culture, and another was her attendance at an IT-related academic 

gathering that showed her the wider potential of new media forms. Tragically, the sudden 

passing of many Elders in Fishing Lake within a short time-span was yet another 

indication that a project was needed to help preserve the history, culture, memories and 

stories of our respected Elders and community members. 

 The motivating events for Ryck included watching the digital stories on several 

occasions and our subsequent discussion around the making of the stories. It is a 

testament to his own storytelling abilities that his recounting of the stories to the Council 

convinced them of the values of these digital stories. These background stories from 

Ryck are a strong case in point for the eloquent words of Fyre Jean Graveline (2002): 

Our Elders say 
       more voices can give the same message. 
              Repetition 



234 

 

        one story will empower somebody 
                    another story will inspire somebody else 
                          daily experiences recurring 
                                       reemphasizing 

        reeducating.  (p. 15-16) 
 

As Ryck acknowledged in our interview, dialogue was a key component in 

furthering his vision for the future of the digital storytelling project: “The more and more 

you talk to me, the more and more I see the potential of this digital storytelling branching 

out into so many other areas” (Chalifoux interview, 2011, p. 16). 

While several youth had initially expressed anxiety about taking part in this 

project, a number of them have now told Susan that they are very proud of what they 

have accomplished with and for the Elders (Barthel interview, 2011, p. 17). I witnessed a 

similar reaction in the community screening of the digital stories in January 2011. It is a 

rare occasion that the Métis community will give you their complete and undivided 

attention but once I talked to them about the hard work and the courage it took to make 

these stories, the entire room fell silent and people gave the stories the respect they 

deserved. It was, as Momaday suggests, a sacred moment. 

7.1.5 The creative process 
In terms of the research process, one of the greatest lessons for me was to have 

faith in the community. In fact, if this project was meant to empower a community, then 

it also meant that I should be willing to share any power and control that I might have in 

the same spirit that the community was placing their trust in me. This type of trust is built 

on complete honesty with one another and an uneasy decision to willingly enter the realm 

of chaos. Something Susan said to me during our interview comes to mind:   

So really what I have to work with is very limited. So 
recognizing that, I had to put all the cards on the table and 
say this is all we have. So you can choose, this is the worst, 
this is the best of the worst, this is the worst of the worst 
but you can choose…but this is what I have. I will give 
everything that we have but you have to make something 
work. (Barthel interview, 2011, p. 14) 

With these words, Susan revealed a blatant honesty and humility around the 

limited resources in the community but, most poignantly, she was willing to share 
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everything they did have to help us make the project a success. Once again, these are the 

traits and the characteristics that represent an individual well on their way to realizing 

decolonization and self-determination.  

In listing the project outcomes that she has witnessed and observed in the Fishing 

Lake community since the first set of digital stories were completed, Susan talked about 

the connections that she has seen developing between the youth and the Elders (Barthel 

interview, 2011, p. 17). She expressed considerable surprise that the youth had learned so 

much about their history, their families, and their connections within the community. Of 

significance, Susan notes that the youth are now more willing than ever before to explore 

online options for education and training since they have had a successful experience 

with Skype and other online forms of communication through our project activities.  

According to Ryck, the project has been able to bridge the gap between youth and 

Elders, has helped to preserve some of our historical stories, and has helped families to 

re-establish inter-generational connections. He was surprised that the stories held the 

potential for ‘broad connections’ across the community – he expected that the impact 

would take place between the youth and Elder only, so he was delighted to see a wider 

impact within the community. Importantly, he notes that stories create a connection to 

place that in turn builds appreciation for our history and our people. In his opinion, even 

those community members with no family remaining in the settlement will be 

remembered via this format.  

In addition, Ryck talked about the fact that digital storytelling could help to 

revitalize or restore traditional knowledge. For instance, he talked about how my request 

to Rose to use Cree/Michif in her digital story could not only help in cultural reclamation 

efforts, but could also have the further benefit of reversing some of the damage inflicted 

by residential schools. In looking at the impact of the project on the youth, Ryck talked 

about how the creation of the digital stories made it possible to focus on the positive 

contributions of the youth to the project rather than negative events that may typify the 

local youth. Ryck noted that the project also allowed the youth to see alternative career 

options in terms of technology-related careers and that the meaningful use of technology 
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means that there are online options available to them beyond the idle gossiping that often 

takes place within social media. 

7.2 Community Planning, Team Visioning and Future Research  
From my vantage point, the greatest proof of successful community outcomes and 

perceived community benefit is the community’s willingness to carry on with the project. 

As Ryck and I discussed, a community meeting with the storytellers is now needed to 

gauge their reactions to the storytelling experience and to gather their ideas around 

possible dissemination activities. In keeping with the community-centred approach of this 

work, I now include the community’s plans for digital storytelling as well as my own 

future research interests. 

As Ryck and Susan both envisioned, there are several promising opportunities 

that could be explored through this type of work. As more digital stories are created with 

the Fishing Lake community members, there is a possibility that these stories could help 

inform a historical study of the Fishing Lake and surrounding areas. In her several 

meetings with Alberta Energy and other interested industry partners, Susan has also 

requested that the digital stories be embedded within the government’s database as part of 

the traditional land use layer. Based on the discussions that took place with the Métis 

General Council staff on the topic of digital storytelling, it is also quite likely that this 

initiative could be extended out to the other seven settlements across Alberta in a bid to 

preserve and revitalize some of our traditional Métis ways of life and traditions. As a 

versatile medium, digital storytelling has also been discussed as another way to support 

special interest areas, such as language recovery, land claims, and cultural tourism by 

local leadership. 

As a collaborative and community-centred endeavour, this research project 

extends the academic discussion around decolonization and the notion of ‘subaltern 

agency’ in a highly praxis-oriented direction. The active involvement of the Fishing Lake 

settlement members and, more importantly, their plans to continue this work, with or 

without the support of governments, demonstrates strong evidence that they are moving 

towards a decolonized future. 
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7.3 Limitations of the Study 
As noted in the introduction, the choice of a dense case-study, or case-story, could 

be viewed as problematic by some readers who believe in the ‘conventional wisdom’ that 

case studies do not provide the rigour of a hypothetico-deductive model of explanation. 

However, as Flyvbjerg (2006) argues, this type of thinking is steeped in issues of theory, 

reliability, and validity that rest on the privileging of certain knowledge systems over 

others – in other words, what is questioned is “the very status of the case study as a 

scientific method” (p. 221). Of significance, Flyvbjerg (2006) notes that context-

dependent knowledge forms the basis for any study of human affairs, and is “necessary to 

allow people to develop from rule-based beginners to virtuoso experts” (p. 221). In this 

way, the very concentrated and practical experience of undertaking this research project 

on my own, yet in close proximity with the Fishing Lake community, meant that I was 

not only gathering context-dependent knowledge but I was also developing expertise in 

Métis research skills throughout this experience. 

As of late summer 2011, one of the limitations that I have encountered is the lack 

of a broader inclusion of community reactions to, and future directions for, the digital 

storytelling project. While my initial plan was to hold follow-up and planning sessions 

with the original storytellers, extenuating circumstances in the community, with those 

involved in the project, and with my own personal circumstances, have delayed this 

meeting. In truth, this deficit in the study is representative of the limited resources that we 

are constantly dealing with – both at the community and at the graduate student level – if 

not for the generosity of my advisor, I would have not been able to make the trips back 

and forth to Fishing Lake that I did in the pre- and post-workshop phases. Working with a 

remote community has extra costs attached to it, whether it be reliable and safe 

transportation or the gifting that is customary when staying with people in the 

community. This lack of a community planning session has meant limited discussion on 

community visioning for future directions – including the all-important act of sharing. 

Despite these obstacles, I have nevertheless been able to meet one-on-one with a 

number of the storytellers to talk about their experience within this project. These people 

talked about outcomes that were often surprising to them, including; i) learning about 

their families and fellow community members at a far deeper level than they ever had 
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before; ii) re-connecting the older generations with the younger people through shared 

dialogue; iii) a renewed sense of pride in their community and in their culture; iv) 

establishment of kinship connections that were unknown before the project; v) a sense of 

healing around oftentimes traumatic events; vi) less fear around the use of technology; 

and, vii) an increased sense of confidence in themselves. While Ryck predicted that the 

community would identify reconnections and the restoration of pride within Fishing Lake 

as common themes, he also wanted to ensure that the initial project “wasn’t done in vain 

– there has got be something that comes from it” (Chalifoux interview, 2011, p. 10). 

Undoubtedly, as Fishing Lake looks to its future, clear direction from the community on 

where to share the stories and with whom is essential but, in all truth, it is something that 

cannot be rushed.65 The community people who have taken part in the digital stories need 

time to reflect on the experience and to consider a variety of possible options. 

Another conspicuous absence within this study is the lack of discussion around 

the involvement, or rather the non-involvement, of the provincial government. As 

explained throughout the ethnography, although the Fishing Lake community and I 

attempted to reach out to the Alberta provincial government by way of grants 

applications and requests to have the Aboriginal Relations department partner with us on 

the project (as a next-steps outcome of the E-Index study), our various attempts were 

made in vain. It could be that with a provincial election upcoming in the next while that 

the political players are once again standing on a platform that works against Métis 

interests. Federal programs that support job readiness and training were, however, in 

place, and this funding allowed the Fishing Lake community to expose the youth to an 

alternative set of life skills and technical training that moved beyond the trades arena. 

To their credit, Fishing Lake is still hopeful that the provincial government will 

see the extended value of this work and choose to take part in future endeavours despite 

                                                
65 Building on the preliminary work in technology assessments by Function Four, this project has 

the potential to extend across the western provinces. The initial pilot of pre- and post-workshop 
assessments completed in Fishing Lake will benefit from greater community involvement. Of interest, the 
Province of Manitoba has expressed a keen interest in the digital storytelling project for use in middle 
school classrooms as one way of engaging Aboriginal students in technology and learning. The Canadian 
Museum of Human Rights has also expressed a strong interest in stories that focus on the topic of Métis 
people attending residential schools for their 2012 opening.  
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their initial lack of involvement and support. To this end, both Ryck and Susan are 

planning a showcase of the digital stories to relevant government departments and 

industry in the near future.  

7.4 Conclusion 
A major goal of this project was to employ new media forms, specifically digital 

storytelling, to support a Métis community in the reclamation and revitalization of their 

‘voice’ and their storytelling traditions – in other words, to enact a decolonizing strategy. 

As my previous work on the Alberta SuperNet network revealed, and as other scholars 

have argued, without a meaningful purpose underlying the appropriation of new media 

within Aboriginal communities, the use of digital media could represent yet another 

colonizing force. Knowing this, our project deliberately sought to make the use of new 

media ‘meaningful’ in a variety of ways. As a primary objective of my work, the strategic 

use of new media realized several decolonizing goals – all identified, articulated and 

realized in partnership with my community. As Ryck noted in our interview/dialogue, 

these include promising moves towards reconnecting the youth and Elders, the 

revitalization of community stories, the raising of community awareness around the need 

to protect and revitalize our unique culture, and, perhaps most importantly, the need to 

make these important moves on our own terms. 

Of considerable significance, these first set of Fishing Lake digital stories have 

given community residents of the Fishing Lake Métis Settlement the opportunity to 

reclaim their inherent right to tell their own stories in their own voice. Just as 

importantly, these digital stories were realized through the collective agency and 

direction of the Fishing Lake community and, as a result, the control and power over the 

fate of these stories resides within this Métis community. It is my belief, shared by my 

community partners, that this community’s reclamation of voice and stories, their 

ownership, control, access and possession of these stories, and their strategic use of new 

media to realize their community needs are all vivid examples of decolonizing strategies. 

Another significant decolonizing strategy was inadvertently realized as the 

pressure of launching this pilot project mounted throughout the year – rather than relying 

on the support of the provincial government to make this project a reality, the Fishing 
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Lake community decided to take matters into their own hands in order to make this 

project possible. As both Ryck and Susan later told me in our interviews, “it was just too 

important not to do…” The fact that this community was willing to invest in this pilot 

project was a testament to both their trust in me and the value that they witnessed in 

watching the first set of digital stories and seeing the reactions of people to the stories. If 

a community is determined enough to find its own way to solving problems and realizing 

their visions, then they are well on their way to self-determination. This project 

represents a counter-narrative to Ginsburg’s fears around Aboriginal communities relying 

on government support and funding to realize their IT objectives as these leaders prove 

that – where there’s a will, there’s a way. Nonetheless, as Susan so importantly pointed 

out, the partnering of government entities in innovative projects like this could 

undoubtedly amplify the overall benefits of the project to both the community and to 

supportive government departments. 

Thirdly, the creation of these collaborative narratives was evidence of how 

creativity emerged out of a state of disorder to realize a form of innovative traditionalism 

within the digital storytelling process through a collective undertaking. By allowing 

ourselves to ‘go with the flow’ within the community, we were able to creatively 

appropriate the standard workshop model from the CDS group to meet the needs of the 

Fishing Lake community. So, rather than a multimedia telling of a first-person narrative, 

we were instead able to realize an inter-generational and multi-generational story created 

collaboratively with the community. As Ryck observed, sharing widely could also yield 

community-wide results, 

I expected some connection between the Elder and the 
youth but I thought it would be more of an intimate 
connection. I think that the more that it is witnessed by the 
community, the more that it will become a broader 
connection [emphasis added]. So that the entire community 
will grab onto these stories but it will be a pride that’s 
brought back to the whole community [emphasis added] 
and not just the two people that told the story to each other 
– so we need to share it. (Chalifoux interview, 2011, p. 12). 

Admittedly, the process itself was completely unnerving as both Rob and I were 

asked to surrender to the flow of the community and to trust that the community would 
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‘walk with us’ once they believed that what we had to offer them was worthwhile. While 

this type of process is not for the faint of heart, I believe that the end products 

demonstrate the innovations that can result when one relinquishes power and control over 

the process.  

In looking back, this collaborative storytelling format was also instinctively 

adopted within the first “demonstration” digital stories by my mother and I, and by fellow 

Métis and digital storyteller Jennifer Lafontaine. Nonetheless, there is tremendous 

diversity found within each collaborative telling as each team took a different perspective 

and a different approach to telling the story. For instance, in our digital story, my mother 

and I together told a story about my grandmother while Jennifer’s digital story reflected 

on the life choices of her grandfather and how these decisions affected her father. Of 

further interest, each of the Fishing Lake digital stories displays its own unique 

perspective, creative imagining and differing interpretation of survival. 

The process of collaboratively creating these digital stories was also empowering, 

and ultimately decolonizing, as traditional ways and knowledge were resurrected and 

validated on a community-wide basis. Significantly, the Elders were meaningfully 

engaged throughout the project – in their approval of the project, in their guiding of the 

project, in their contributing of stories of significant community members, and in their 

active involvement in the creation of the digital stories. Just as importantly, the youth 

played an integral role in the creation of these digital stories as they were meaningfully 

engaged in working alongside their senior partners/Elders. One youth participant 

commented: 

What I liked most about this course was working with the 
seniors/elders. Hearing their stories and sharing thoughts 
about the way they lived when they were our age. I also 
liked working as a group and helping each other understand 
the lives of the elder they worked with…this whole course 
taught me a lot about our community and seniors/elders. 
(Fishing Lake youth participant, October 2010) 

Importantly, I witnessed the transfer of traditional knowledge through 

storytelling, showing and other forms of personal interaction. that mentored the younger 

generations on the value of balance – whether that be in the use of technology or other 
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life choices. Together, these types of activities foster a stronger group identity as people 

are taught traditional cultural ways through experiential learning. Time and time again, I 

was heartened to see discussions and relationships developing, or deepening, between the 

youth and the Elders of the Fishing Lake community as they worked to create their digital 

story.  

As a representative of a group committed to fostering positive social change, the 

CDS staff member, Rob Kershaw, played an integral role in facilitating this innovative 

workshop. While his ability to adapt to the ever-changing circumstances is to be 

applauded, the Fishing Lake workshop represented an intense learning experience for 

everyone involved, including both Rob and me. In fact, the surrendering to the creative 

process was an approach that called for immense trust and belief in one another. So much 

so, that the workshop experience in this Métis settlement now informs work that is 

presently underway with the Seattle Native Youth Enrichment program as facilitated by 

the CDS staff. In recognition of the innovative work that was accomplished in Fishing 

Lake, the CDS project organizers have acknowledged these innovations and the synergies 

that exist between the Aboriginal and the Native American communities. Moreover, they 

have witnessed how the digital storytelling work can work to serve indigenous needs on a 

variety of levels. 

As is fitting with any collaborative research project that seeks empowerment, or 

decolonization, as its primary goal, we have now completed a second round of digital 

stories (as of late August 2011) with the Fishing Lake community and they are making 

ready for yet another round.  

 

 

Lii Michif maachi wanishkaawak dan leu ter 

(The Métis are waking up all over their land) 
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APPENDIX A: MÉTIS SETTLEMENTS IN ALBERTA 

 

 
Source:  Métis Settlements General Council website screenshot (Available at 
http://www.msgc.ca/communities/default.ksi) 
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APPENDIX B: MÉTIS RESEARCH PRINCIPLES 

 

 

 
(Source:  Dietrich, 2009, Six Principles of Ethical Métis Research, Métis Centre – 

NAHO) 
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APPENDIX C: NARRATIVE ANALYSES ON DIGITAL STORIES 

(see following pages for episodic analysis of individual stories and structural analysis 

across the stories)


