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Chapter 1: Introduction

If there is one common shared idea among Aboriginal people, it is that
Elder is a distinguished title. The Ojibwa word for Elder is Kichenishnabe,
meaning “Great People” (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples-RCAP
1996:110). However, the Aboriginal population is not a homogenous group; thus
attempts to characterize their position in Canadian society are plagued with both
semantic and methodological debates' (Frideres 1994:19). There are major
differences between Aboriginal people throughout Canada, which are magnified
by their geographic location, legal status, lifestyle, and so on. If one were to ask
what is the difference between an Indian Elder and an Indian old person, the
answers in Indian country would doubtless be as interesting as they would be
varied (Baldridge 2001:1516).

In general, most Aboriginal people would support the notion that Elders in
Aboriginal societies have universally assumed a unique role: to assist people, both
individually and collectively, to learn their traditions and culture and to maintain
health and well being (Hamilton and Sinclair 1991; RCAP 1996). To many

Aboriginal people, Elders are persons who have come to embody greatly valued

! This paper uses the words Aboriginal, Indian, Native, First Nation, and Indigenous
interchangeably. Aboriginal is used in Canada to include Indians, Métis and Inuit (all legal terms)
as defined by the Constitution Act 1982. Indian is defined by the Federal Indian Act as a person
who is pursuant to the Indian Act is registered as an Indian or is entitled to be registered as Indian.
Native is a generic term, used to include Métis, and Indian (status and non status). I use the term
First Nation(s) to refer only to those Aboriginal peoples who are entitled to be registered as
Indians, and I use this term to refer to the reserve that those people are from. Finally, Indigenous
is used in international treaties and is used in this paper in reference to Indigenous and local
communities worldwide.



traits such as high moral standards, wisdom, and responsibility. Elders, though,

are not necessarily of advanced age. Elder status is not solely a function of

chronological age and may be conferred earlier than in the majority culture (Hohn

1986; Buchwald et al. 2000; Jervis, Jackson and Manson 2002).

Overall, there are at least three general distinctions (themes) that most

researchers repeat in their attempts to provide a general definition of the Elders,

and their roles in relation to those definitions?.

1.

Community Elder: Reflects age and extensive life experience,
presently maintains a healthy lifestyle, and possesses a wealth of
practical knowledge (this knowledge may not be related to spiritual
knowledge, and usually involves expertise based on life experience).
This type of Elder is not generally the sort associated with healing or
institutional work.

Elder/Healer: May primarily work as a healer who specifically
practices medicine in the form of ceremonies and/or in the use of
Aboriginal pharmacology. This person can be a healer without being
an Elder.

Elder/Teacher: This is an individual who is primarily a cultural,
spiritual teacher/leader and mentor who is also an exemplary
community figure.

(Ellerby 2001:7-10)

Ellerby (2001:11) states that the Elder/Healer and Elder/Teacher are difficult to

differentiate. But the Elder/Healer focuses on traditional healing specialties, while

the Elder/Teacher focuses on counseling. It is not my intention to typologize

Elders into a fixed set of categories, but it is necessary to note the types of Elders

that can exist in Indian country in order to understand the types of Elders who

were interviewed for my thesis research, which will become more evident

2 See Ellerby 2001 for a detailed discussion on Elders, their roles, and typifications.

2



throughout this thesis (I later explain in the types of Elders interviewed for this
thesis in section 1.2.3. I also explain the relevance of Elders who are Healers and
Teacher in the final chapter). It is important to keep in mind that the
identification of Elders is “fluid, dynamic, situational, and is embedded in a
matrix of social, cultural, economic, political and linguistic practices and
orientations” (Strong and Van Winkle 1996:556-557).

Elders should be enjoying a guaranteed larger-than-life status in
Aboriginal communities due to Aboriginal traditional and cultural values that
honor age, wisdom, and continuity between the past and present, harmony and the
like. Baldridge (2001:1516) states that “in tribal communities, a pertinent
question is not whether Indian Elders can live up to anyone’s image of them, but
whether Indian country can cope with its own expectations of how Elders should
be treated.” For example, the fact that Elders are so highly regarded in Indian
political rhetoric contrasts dramatically with their poor health and socioeconomic
status, and with tribes’ frequent failure to provide adequate senior programs for
them (Brown 1989; Frideres 1994; Baldridge 2001; Jervis et al. 2002).

For older Natives, I argue that these problems are magnified by their
experience of double jeopardy; they have been forgotten by their own people and
ignored by the rest of Canadian society (Frideres 1994:33). In other words,
Aboriginal Elders are experiencing estrangement on two levels. First, Elders find
themselves marginalized and tangential to their own culture because of what they

previously experienced under colonialism and during the residential school era—



experiences that resulted in extensive social and political change. Second, in a
society where there is little or no consideration for the inclusion of Aboriginal
Elders, here too, they remain outside of the mainstream Canadian institutional
structure.

This paper analyzes how Elders have become estranged from Canadian
society, and more specifically as cultural and social actors within their own
communities. Research projects like this one are a way of listening to the
knowledge and experience of the Elders and their community members, and using
that knowledge and experience as a valuable resource for awareness and change.
In this case, I draw on what Anishnawbek® Elders and Sagamok Anishnawbek®
members know about their community, about its past and present conditions,
about its problems, about their neighbors and families’ past life history
experiences, about their traditions, and about how they interpret their everyday
life experiences.

By examining how both Elders and younger Aboriginal peoples

understand intergenerational relationships and, defined social, cultural and

* The term Anishnawbek simply refers to humans or real people. Anishnabe means the same, but
is a singular term, and refers to just one human, or one real person (Source: Peter Owl, Elder and
Lands, Membership and Estates Officer Telephone Inquiry 2004).

* The Sagamok Anishnawbek First Nation reserve was previously known as the Spanish River
Indian Reserve-—most community members equated this name to mean the “Ojibway of the
Spanish River.” That is, they felt that they were the people who occupied the region of the
Spanish River. In 1991, the community decided that name should be changed from Spanish River
Indian Reserve to Sagamok Anishnawbek First Nation to reflect their belief that they were the
occupiers of that region. Sagamok, which means, two paths, or two roads that meet (this is really
in reference to two rivers that meet, but there is no proper translation to show the intent of the
word Sagamok when it is translated), and Anishnawbek in this context refer to the people that
occupy that area. “The people that occupy the area where two paths meet,” or “The people that
occupy the region where two rivers meet” might be the closest translations (Source: Peter Owl,
Elder and Lands, Membership and Estates Officer Telephone Inquiry 2004).
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traditional (or lack there of) roles of Elders in the community, I demonstrate how
major factors such as education, tribal nepotism and loss of language contribute to
the estrangement of Elders in Aboriginal communities.

1.1 Rationale of the study

The estrangement of Elders in Aboriginal communities contributes to a
lack of awareness and understanding of what Elders are now experiencing, and
thus to a lack of knowledge about their situational needs and concerns. In recent
years, Canadians have become increasingly aware of the difficulties faced by
Aboriginal communities, as well as of the efforts these communities are taking to
heal themselves and to revitalize a sense of pride in their heritage, culture and
tradition (MacDonell 1994:8). History shows us that to deal effectively with the
needs and aspirations of Aboriginal people requires a deep understanding of many
social, political, economic and cultural issues, which are unique to Native
populations (Armstrong-Ester 1994:46). The double estrangement of Aboriginal
Elders is one issue that requires attention and to date, Aboriginal Elders have not
been the object of any appreciable research in Canada (MacDonell 1994:8).

The estrangement of Elders is important for postcolonial theory because
the current generations of Elders have experienced both the direct and indirect
effects of colonialism when it was at its most stringent in Canada. My research
will show that the estrangement of Elders is a direct consequence of their past
experiences under the influence of colonialism. Furthermore, postcolonial studies

challenge colonial modes of perceptions about Aboriginal people, and allow for



the deconstruction of colonial discourse within popular Western research, which
might lead to an understanding of what Elders now currently experience in a
realistic and critical manner.

Most research does not make an honest critical attempt to effectively
analyze and report the reality of cultural, socio-economic and health-related
problems, which seem to destabilize the role of Elders in Aboriginal communities.
Little focus has been given to the special circumstances or needs of Elders that
result from the interplay of traditional and current patterns of informal support in
relation to their status (Suzman & Riley 1985) within Aboriginal communities.
Few institutions of higher learning in North America have made an effort to
address Aboriginal aging issues (John & Salvini 1996:725), despite the obvious
gains in the life expectancy of Aboriginal peoples. Elder estrangement in
Aboriginal communities is an important issue, one that can be dealt with now, ata
time when the population of senior Aboriginals is not too large a population on
most reserves. This will not always be the case; estrangement of Elders along
with other Aboriginal senior issues must be dealt with proactively rather than
waiting until there is an even larger population of Aboriginal Elders finding
themselves in situations where they are dealing with their social, cultural and
economic issues as marginalized individuals.

Currently, policies and programs designed to benefit Aboriginal
communities as a whole do not appear to reflect the growing population of aging

Native peoples, even though there is a definite trend toward aging in the



Aboriginal population. This aging is in large partly due to the gradually
improving life expectancy and to the declining birth rate among Aboriginal
peoples (Statistics Canada 2001:7). The number of Aboriginal seniors, while
relatively small, soared 40% between 1996 and 2001 to 39,700 (Statistics Canada
2001:8). This was by far the biggest increase of all broad age groups (Statistics
Canada 2001:8). The dramatic increase of Indian Elders during the last ten years,
both in proportion and absolute number, is proof that population aging is
occurring at a faster pace among Aboriginals than non-Aboriginals and most other
minority populations (John & Salvini 1996:724).

Unfortunately, the phenomenon of aging among Aboriginal peoples is
often overlooked because of its overall youthfulness. Researchers note that this
rapid increase in the older Aboriginal population will continue (Wood 1989;
Angel & Hogan 1991). The needs of Elders, therefore, will become more evident
and important, especially since Aboriginal Elders constitute a specific group of
older persons at risk (John & Salvini 1996:724).

Over the next few decades, Aboriginal people, who already face incredible
adversities in their current existence in contemporary Canada, will have to come
to terms with how to deal with aging. Albeit for the first time, since at the time of
contact the average life expectancy was about 33 years (RCAP 1996:12). This
means that Aboriginal people will have to establish culturally sensitive methods
to address chronic aging diseases, along with the cultural and socio-economic

problems of their Elderly who are also experiencing estrangement. It certainly



would be a calamity to see a larger population of Aboriginal people estranged
from their own communities in the future. Therefore, there needs to be some
investigation into how this estrangement affects intergenerational relationships,
and the overall well being of Aboriginal communities and Elders today.

1.2 Methodology and Theoretical Framework

The most exciting challenge of writing this paper was to move beyond
analyzing European images, official colonial accounts, and dominant theoretical
discourses, which continue to plague Indigenous constructions of knowledge (Hill
2000:4). I was encouraged to participate in a cultural dialogue that crossed
professional and ethnic boundaries (Tsing 1993:31) between institutionalized
coherence to post colonial theories and the oral discourse of Aboriginal peoples
self-understandings in the construction of my thesis.

Postcolonial theories both utilize and criticize dominant representations of
culture. While there is no general consensus on an exact sociological definition
of postcolonialism, a possible working definition of postcolonialism is that it
involves a studied engagement with the experience of colonialism and its past and
present effects, both at the local level of ex-colonial societies as well as at the
level of more general global developments thought to be after-effects of an empire
(Quayson 2000:2). Postcoloniality is a condition requiring a cure, and the passage
to that cure involves a return to buried memories of colonial trauma (Nair

2002:x).



The impact of colonized experience on Native consciousness and social
problems, the erosion of Indigenous culture and values through continued
Western domination, the dilemma posed by biculturalism, the search for identity,
self-assertion and the urge for decolonization (Maya 1997:14) are all persistent
themes in recent research on Aboriginal peoples. Postcolonial theory therefore
ought to be concerned with what we might call Indigenous solutions to colonial
problems (Castle 2001:xiv); but I am in agreement with other social researchers
that it is often the case that the term “postcolonial” stands as a roadblock to any
progress toward this goal precisely because it implies affiliations with Western
intellectual traditions (Hill 2000; Castle 2001; Cheyfitz 2002). Why might this be
a problem?

Today Aboriginal people want recognition of their own cultural forms of
knowing. For some Aboriginal people, they may feel that recognition of their
own cultural knowledge may be more difficult to achieve if they affiliate their
cultural ways of knowing with Western intellectual traditions, especially since
formal learning along with its theories has historically been positioned above the
informal in dominant/modern Canada.

Cheyfitz (2002:406) states that the lack of engagement between Native
American and postcolonial studies may be, at least in part and with a few notable
exceptions, the result of a resistance to critical theory within Native American
studies itself. I might also add that another reason why Indigenous intellectuals

have not embraced postcolonial theory is that Aboriginal presence in academia is



very recent. Most Aboriginal PhD’s are first generation university students. The
office of Native Students Services employed me in the summer of 2003, and one
of my major assignments was to complete an informal analysis on the types of
degrees earned by Aboriginal students over a ten-year period (1992-2002). In
short, what I observed was that there was a shortage of Aboriginal people with
PhD’s in the humanities and social sciences, and most tended to be graduates in
education, social work, nursing and business (most likely because these areas of
study are more practically applicable in Aboriginal communities).

Another possible cause for the lack of engagement between Aboriginal
peoples and postcolonial studies is that postcolonial theorists have not yet fully
“come to grips with the realities of colonial domination of Indian/White relations
in North America” (Cook-Lynn 1997:21-22). Hutcheson (1989:75) states, “when
Canadian culture is called postcolonial today, the reference is very rarely (at least
explicitly) to Native culture, which might be the more accurate historical use of
the term.” Canada, in trying to build its national identity, requiring an imagined
past, place and people, denies its own Aboriginal peoples this place and presence
(Anderson and Domosh 2002:126).

In my understanding, postcolonial studies take as their proper field the

histories of European imperialisms, manifested both in colonial situations

since the onset of modern globalization in 1492, and, where applicable, in
the transformation of these situations into neocolonial or postcolonial
predicaments. It is surprising, then, if not a complete scandal, that
postcolonial studies have virtually ignored the predicaments of American

Indian communities in that territory known in European terms since the

late 18™ century.
(Cheyfitz 2002:406)
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Cook-Lynn (1997:13-14) believes that postcolonial study, whether
through ignorance or neglect, has been oblivious to the precise colonial situation
of Native communities, mainly because modern scholars have promoted
postcolonial theories as though Native populations were no longer trapped in the
vise of twentieth century colonialism.

It is not the purpose of my paper to account for the erasure or neglect of
the precise colonial situations of Aboriginal peoples within postcolonial studies.
Nor is it my intention to provide an elaborate introduction to postcolonialism’.
Instead, I wish to bring to light some of the criticisms of postcolonial studies, so
that my own research does not perpetuate the colonial relationship that many
Elders believe Western studies enforce. I attempt a writing strategy “in which
curiosity is not overwhelmed by coherence” (Tsing 1993:31) to any one specific
postcolonial theory or process. I will use and discard fragments of current
popular postcolonial theories in order to rely more on Aboriginal self-
understandings, to tend to the task of revealing the Indigenous experience. Tsing
(1993:31) states, “transcultural conversations sensibly make use of fragments of
whatever theories are available,” in this case, postcolonialism and the Indigenous
experience and constructions of knowledge by way of cultural dialogue.

My study of Elders and how it speaks to postcolonial theory is an

important area that I considered for two reasons. First, today’s Elders are a

3 For such a critical introduction, Quayson (2000:19-20) suggests that it is best to turn to Robert
Young (1990), Bart Moore-Gilbert (1997), Peter Childs and Patrick Williams (1997), Ania
Loomba (1998) and Leela Gandhi (1998).
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generation of Aboriginal people that were directly targeted by genocidal policies
of the government designed to assimilate Aboriginals. As mentioned earlier, the
current generation of Elders has experienced both the indirect effects of
colonialism, and the direct effects of Indian residential schools. Younger cohorts
of Elders, on the other hand, are dealing with the indirect effects of Indian
residential schools, and the direct effects of Canadian capitalist cultures. In
chapter two, I discuss how the Indian residential school system was a key factor
in the Canadian government’s attempt to colonize and assimilate Aboriginal
people. In addition, I describe how the effects of the residential school system
have become the foundation for intergenerational breakdown, loss of culture and
identity, and the disassociation of Anishnawbek people from their Elders.

A second consideration is the fact that I want to write in a manner that will
critically reflect the lived realities of the Elders. It is extremely important that I
remain critically aware of Elders’ current situations, be a critical writer, and not
become a victim of romantic criticism due to being an Aboriginal person myself.
Romantic criticism gratifies a writer’s sense of moral worth, in this case, as an
Aboriginal personal writing about Aboriginal Elders, but can only offer utopian
longings that ultimately have no critical edge (Wolfe 1996:39). Ng (1991:10)
vocalizes my reality as an Aboriginal person writing about Aboriginal people: “It
is nevertheless in these contradictions that I exist, and therefore think, speak, and
write”. Blackfoot and Anishnawbek teachings have shaped my own

consciousness, which is influenced by Western colonial realities (Graveline
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2000:362). At the same time, I am aware that many Elders do not trust
contemporary western approaches to research on Aboriginal peoples, because
they believe that Western studies reproduce colonial relations (Schnarch
2004:81). I am thus doubly compelled not to be overly dependent on the use of
postcolonial studies in the way that I construct my thesis.

Nonetheless, I also use postcolonial theory to assist in the task of
approaching the social problems of the Anishnawbek in all their ambiguity and
nuance, confronting squarely the tragic contradictions that inevitably arise (Brown
1998:195) in the everyday life of Sagamok, in a critical but culturally sensitive
manner. In addition, the use of postcolonial studies assists me in the task of
understanding that the appropriation of voice is a hot topic of postcolonial
discourse (Graveline 2000:362). As Young Man (1992:81) puts it:

Who should speak about Native peoples’ culture, oppression, and social

movement experiences? To Elders, only those who have experienced an

event are empowered to speak about it. Embrace First Voice as a

methodology. Only those who are Aboriginal can speak about being

Aboriginal, and can understand with any depth our meanings within a

Native perspective.

Despite being an Aboriginal person, I understand that as a social
researcher, I need to include the self-reported understandings of the Anishnawbek
people in my attempts to write about the estrangement of Elders. I recognize that
I have to position myself in a place of trust with the Anishnawbek people in order

to say anything at all (Hall 1991:18) about the present circumstances of the

Anishnawbek Elders.
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In conclusion, my research is based on a bi-cultural model that bridges the
Euro-western and Anishnawbek methodological frameworks. Each cultural
model is associated with a different set of ethics and standards (Bastien 1999:93)
that are essential in researching the double estrangement of Aboriginal Elders.

1.2.1 Research Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of my thesis is to analyze how Elders are estranged from
Canadian society and more specifically within their own communities. In short,
the main objective of this study is twofold: (1) to present the extent of Aboriginal
Elders estrangement from Canadian society, and more specifically from their own
communities; (2) to demonstrate how Aboriginal Elders have become external
and at a tangent within their own community. Furthermore, I will discuss how
this estrangement has affected the development of intergenerational relationships.
Elders’ personal shared experiences will demonstrate that they indeed feel that
they are peripheral within their own communities. For example, they feel ignored
by younger community members and some acknowledge the fact that they are
never invited to community events. Understanding Elder estrangement at the
community-level sheds light on the consequences of Elder estrangement, and the
possible factors relating to the experience of Elder estrangement.

To reiterate what I stated earlier, the Elders and younger Aboriginal
peoples self-understandings will tell us about: (1) the ways in which Elders and
their younger community members interact (intergenerational relationships) with

one another within a historical, traditional, social and contemporary context; (2)
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the defined social, cultural and traditional roles (or lack there of) of Elders in the
community; (3) how major factors such as education, tribal nepotism and loss of
language may be contributing to the estrangement of Elders in Aboriginal
communities.

The community of Sagamok Anishnawbek, Ontario, was chosen as the
case study for my research. Sagamok is one of several northern Anishnawbek
communities that signed the Robinson Huron Treaty in 1850. Sagamok is a small
Anishnawbek (Ojibwe, Odawa, and Pottawami) community located on the north
shores of the Lake Huron (Toulouse 2001:3) in eastern Canada. This means that
Sagamok has been open to the elements of colonial influences much longer than
western First Nations in Canada. Thus, Sagamok has a history where there has
been a more extensive loss of traditions and culture, than its western First Nation
counterparts. Consequently, Sagamok is an ideal community for study of the
estrangement of Elders, because it is currently in the process of ethnic renewal,
where not only cultural practices are being redefined and renewed, but so are the
roles of the Elders. Sagamok is a community that models the effects of
colonialism, especially the effects of Christianity, which are imperative to the
study of Elder’s estrangement.

Sagamok Anishnawbek is a relatively large reserve, with a total
membership of 1,760, and on-reserve population of 1,080 (Hoyle 1994:8).
Sagamok has a young population; about 50.4 percent of the on-reserve population

is under the age of 25 (Hoyle 1994:8). Other relevant factors are that Sagamok is
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accessible by road, and unlike the remote communities found in northern Ontario,
has urban services and amenities close at hand in both the nearby town of Massey
and larger urban centers (Hoyle 1994:8), such as Espanola and Sudbury.

Sagamok shares common features, and thus experiences, with other
Aboriginal communities in Canada. For example, Sagamok and other Aboriginal
communities are prone to share common social problems such as high suicides,
learned helplessness, unemployment, and poor health. The fact that diverse
Aboriginal communities share common characteristics means that other
Aboriginal peoples and communities can learn from what is happening to the
Elders and people of Sagamok Anishnawbek.

1.2.2 Research design

My approach to understanding the current realities of the Elders who are
experiencing multiple oppression based on race, class, age (Dickson and Green
2001:471) and estrangement required a qualitative methodology. Mechanic
(1995:1492) argues that traditional scientific or quantitative approaches are not
suitable to explore questions about assumptions and meaning systems, and that
interpretive qualitative methods are most appropriate for investigating how people
construct and act on social meanings. A qualitative design is the best way to
explore dynamic processes where questions of context, understanding and
meaning are most important (Corbin and Strauss 1990; O’Neil et al. 1999). It is

for these reasons that a qualitative design was chosen for this study.
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The major consideration in selecting a qualitative design for this study was
due to the fact that I wanted to create knowledge, not only as an end in itself, but
also as a means for the Elders of Sagamok to empower themselves (Dickson and
Green 2001:472-473) during the research process. Postcolonialism as a
framework for my research allowed me to challenge colonial modes of
perceptions about Aboriginal people.

I also wanted to reflect the critical skills that I have learned as an
Aboriginal student of sociology and the Anishnawbek Way of Life, by focusing
on social research that acknowledges the importance and validity of both social
scientific knowledge and the cultural expressions of Anishnawbek knowledge.
Thus, this kind of qualitative design involved collecting first hand accounts from
the Anishnawbek people about their cultural body of knowledge of, and first hand
experience with, their lived environment (Fletcher 2003:28).

1.2.3 Method of Data Collection

Data collection relied on the development, analysis and evaluation of
documents, observations, and in-depth interviews (including life history
information) of two separate generations to understand the double estrangement
of Elders, conflicting cultural roles and traditions, and conflicted intergenerational
relationships that are created and produced within the changing structural-
historical context of Sagamok. The methods of data collection used for this study

were ideal in the exploration and understanding of estrangement as an outcome at
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the juncture of differences that can exist between two generations (i.e. younger vs.
older generation).

Over the last decades, books about Indian culture and history have been
published in greater volume than ever before (Friesen 1995:3). Representative
writers have included Aboriginal peoples, academics, and the media (Richardson
1989; Krotz 1990; York 1990). More recently, some of these authors have
included written research about the people of Sagamok Anishnawbek First
Nations reserve (Hoyle 1994; Warry 1998; Toulouse 2001). The analysis of
documents by researchers who research Aboriginal peoples in addition to the
studies conducted by Warry, Hoyle and Toulouse were extremely useful in
gathering information about the current realities of Sagamok and its community
members.

Wayne Warry (1998:3) in his book, “Unfinished Dreams,” examines the
rhetoric and reality of Aboriginal self-government. Among other Aboriginal
communities in Canada, Warry pays some attention to the community of
Sagamok by examining their views on self-government from a community
perspective. Marcia Hoyle (1994) wrote a report of the Sagamok Anishnawbek
justice research project entitled “Bringing Justice Home.” Hoyle utilized a
participatory action research approach in which the community considered the
traditional means of solving disputes that have been replaced with the Canadian
justice system. What followed was the beginning of a culturally appropriate

model of justice that took into account the contemporary realties of Sagamok.
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Pamela Toulouse (2001), Sagamok’s first PhD, examined the underlying tensions
between three school decision-making groups regarding the inclusion of Native
cultural and language content in the curriculum of the tribally owned elementary
school in her study entitled, “Sagamok Anishnawbek: The Decision Makers and
Varying Conceptions of Cultural Inclusion at Beedabun School.”

These studies all make very sophisticated arguments about their subject
matter and provide an excellent background to the community of Sagamok and its
members. Warry, Hoyle and Toulouse make constant reference to the importance
of Elders (i.e. Elders importance for cultural renewal, language, retention of
cultural practices, decolonization and so on), and these researchers have taken the
initiative to consult with and include the opinions of Elders in constructing their
theories. However, that is where the inclusion of Elders ends. Elders are
consulted, but their own lived experiences in contemporary Sagamok are not
addressed or seriously described in the dissemination of the above-mentioned
studies. Thus, the reader has no real sense of understanding or knowledge about
the situational needs, lifestyles, socio-economic status and roles of residing Elders
that were consulted (and those not consulted) in previous studies done in
Sagamok.

The benefits of my research articulate both the everyday life experiences
of Sagamok’s younger and older community members as social and cultural
actors by committing to methods that incorporate their own self-understandings of

how they define what their situational needs and concerns are, along with their
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everyday life experiences and realities as Anishnawbek people. Schultz
(1967:105) reminds us that, “self-explication of our lived experiences takes place
within the total pattern of experience”. In accordance with this notion, I was
encouraged to use in-depth interviews and observations (including documentation
of field notes, and a journal of my impressions, ideas, and feelings as a
researcher) within a post colonial and Indigenous framework as a best method to
explore, answer and understand my research questions and objectives according
to the lived experiences of Sagamok community members.

I used a combination of advertisement and snowball sampling for
interviewees, which included contacting specific individuals with unique
characteristics such as being business owners or off-reserve post secondary
students. Interviews were informal, but guided by a protocol of open-ended
questions® (see Appendix 1 — Preliminary Interview Guides’). I interviewed two
separate small groups (4 members in each group) of Sagamok community
members over the age of eighteen (see Appendix 2 — Interviewees). The first
group consisted of younger community members between the ages of eighteen to
thirty-five years of age, and the second group consisted of individuals over the

age of 50 years.

8 I followed the interview questionnaires as closely as possible, but I allowed interviewees to guide
most of the dialogue. This caused much of the interviews to take place in the context of informal
conversations, especially in the interviews conducted with Elders.

7 Due to the difference in the two groups based on age and status (e.g. Elder and youth) and the
different type of information that I attempted to gather from the two groups (i.e. notable
differences in social and cultural experiences), it was necessary to have two separate and different
interview guides.
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It was necessary to have two small groups (younger and older), because I
defined Elders chronologically (i.e. over the age of fifty). I chose to define Elders
chronologically for two reasons. First, as mentioned earlier, I wanted to explore
and understand Elder estrangement within the context of intergenerational
conflict. By defining the Elders chronologically, I was more likely to observe
differences between generations in terms of shared experiences. That is, those
over fifty years are more likely to have direct experiences with Indian residential
schools. Thus, their opinions and shared experiences will be much different than
younger community members, because these older community members life
experiences will have been affected by colonialism and Christianity in very
different ways than those who people who never had to attend Indian residential
school (as is demonstrated throughout this thesis).

Second, I pointed out at the beginning of this chapter that defining Elders
can be quite difficult, and I did not want to get caught in the muddle of the
immense political, social and cultural definitions of Elders that exist in Indian
country. More clearly stated, I did not want the argument of who the Elders are to
override the main goals and objectives of my research. Additionally, I purposely
made the decision not to rely on whom the community of Sagamok pointed out as
people who were Elders. I did this because I did not want my research process to
contradict the arguments put forth in this paper (i.e. how Elders are estranged, and
the extent of that estrangement), by not including possible interviewees just

because they are not recognized and acknowledged by the community as Elders. I
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did not want to become part of the problem of marginalizing Elders and not
recognizing their ability to contribute knowledge just because they are not widely
recognized by the community.

I recognized all older interviewees as Community Elders (Ellerby 2001:7).
I concluded that during the course of interviews I would be able to determine
whether or not these individuals viewed themselves as Elders through their own
self-understandings. All of my older interviewees were extremely humble and did
not wish to be addressed as Elders. Nonetheless, it is my own opinion that the
older community members, who I interviewed, are in fact Elders of the
community. The Elders showed that they held extensive life experience and they
possessed a wealth of practical and cultural knowledge about themselves and
about the community of Sagamok.

For example, Chas® believed that he did not contribute to the community
and also thought that the community never included him anything, so he stated
that he was no Elder. Yet, Chas was a very experienced hunter and he knew all of
the best fishing, hunting and trapping spots along the north shore of Lake Huron,
and on the reserve. Briannajan, another Elder, knew where to gather berries and
other food on the reserve, and knew when it was safe to swim, or to be outside
during the seasons. Another Elder was a skilled craftswoman with birch bark

from trees.

% All interviewee names have been changed. Furthermore, all interviews occurred in the Spring of
2004.
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1.2.4 The Challenges

The bi-cultural methodology (i.e. the combination of Indigenous
knowledge and postcolonialism) was designed to address internal and external
validity and ethical issues, including the delicate and culturally sensitive nature of
information to be collected, the non-questioning code of Aboriginal people
(Myers et al. 1999:21), unique cultural and political sensitivities, and the role and
ages of interviewees. Thus, four steps were taken: First, I relied on and referred
to previous published documents on research with Aboriginal people’. Second, I
relied on my own understandings of cultural protocol'’; third, I adhered to the
University of Alberta’s ethical guidelines for research on human subjects. Fourth,
to overcome language barriers, a translator was available to translate questions
and answers.

In consultation with the translator and other Elders (who were not
considered to be interviewees, but agreed to act as traditional counsellors for
those who participated in this study), standard phrases and words for translation
were agreed upon. However, the &anslator and use of Elders as counsellors were
not necessary. None of the participants requested an Elder, and all interviewees

could speak fluent English. It should also be mentioned that the translator and

® For in-depth discussions of research with First Nations people, see: Fraser 1994, Krupat 1996,
Smith 1999, Brayboy 2000, and Fenge 2002,

1% Protocol among the Anishnawbek is a method and process of maintaining good relationships
through reciprocity. This means that gifts and offerings are given to those individuals who share
knowledge. I approached the Elders with tobacco and requested their participation and to share
their knowledge with me. I offered gifts of cloth when the interviews were completed to both
younger and older interviewees in appreciation of sharing their narratives with me (See Bastien
1999:86-100 for a more in-depth discussion on cultural protocol in research with Elders).
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Elders, acting as counsellors, did not any time have access to the personal
information or any other identifying information of the interviewees.

An important concern that I had during the gathering, analysis and
dissemination of data was that there might have been differences in
understandings and interpretations of what was asked of the community members
during the interviews, and their responses. However, my experience with the
Anishnawbek during the interviews and as an Aboriginal person myself allowed
me to observe that the Anishnawbek interviewed were quite articulate about those
differences, and I was able to draw strength from their narratives in their attempts
to overcome those differences.

For example, when I asked community members about what culture
means to them, or how they would define culture, almost all community members
and Elders interviewed did not respond right away, and instead attempted to
reword my question to me. Regardless of how much they incorporated cultural
practices into their lives, they all tended to understand that using the word culture
in my question meant, “what does the Anishnawbek Way of Life signify” or
understood this question in terms of “what does culture mean to your way of life”
and they answered accordingly. In turn, I was able to observe whether or not they
viewed culture as static or as a changing phenomenon. [ was also able to observe

how they integrated (or did not) the Anishnawbek culture into their way of life.

24






