
J O U R N A L

10
A

B
O

R
IG

IN
A

L CH
O

ICES

Jo-A
nn Episkenew

Jo-A
nn (Thom

) Episkenew
 is an

associate professor of English and

academ
ic dean of the S

askatchew
an

Indian Federated College and a doctoral

candidate at Ernst-M
oritz-U

niversität in

G
reifsw

ald, G
erm

any.

H
er area of scholarship is N

orth

A
m

erican A
boriginal Literature, and her

m
ost recent articles appear in N

ative

N
orth A

m
erica: Critical and Cultural

P
erspectives and In Search

of A
pril Raintree: Critical Edition.

A
boriginal

policy through
literary eyes

-A
N

N
 EPIS

KEN
EW

 EXA
M

IN
ES

 A
 num

ber

of literary w
orks by Canadian A

boriginal

w
riters dealing w

ith Indian and M
étis

people. Together, they reveal the devastating effects of

public policy.

Episkenew
 traces this history from

 1973, w
hen M

aria

Cam
pbell penned H

alfbreed, her account of grow
ing up

in northern S
askatchew

an. This w
ork w

as the first

A
boriginal voice to reach both A

boriginal people and

non-A
boriginal Canadians, m

aking Cam
pbell “the m

other

of Canadian A
boriginal Literature.”

In the years since, A
boriginal literature has

flourished. B
ecause of the enorm

ity of past policy

failures, m
any creative w

orks by A
boriginals have been

sem
i-autobiographical, exploring these failures through

personal stories.

Episkenew
 calls attention to literary contributions as

part of a process of w
ider consultation, w

arning that

too often w
ell-m

eaning policy m
akers forget until it’s

too late to consult w
ith A

boriginal people about the

policy they m
ean to create.

123
Inroads 10

JO

It is our pleasure to m
ake this article from

Inroads 10 available to you free of charge.

O
n the last page, you w

ill

find inform
ation about

subscribing. You can print it

out or just send us an em
ail

or give us a call. O
r you can

subscribe on-line.

w
w

w
.inroadsjournal.ca

Check out our w
ebsite to find

out m
ore about Inroads 10,

and our back issues.

Please consider a subscription (or a sm
all donation) to help us to

continue to provide tim
ely, thought-provoking articles in print – and

often on-line – to readers across Canada and beyond.

A
 W

O
R

D
 A

B
O

U
T PR

IN
TIN

G
 TH

IS A
RTICLE:  These pages are intended to print on

legal (8.5 x 14 inch) paper, tw
o pages per sheet, in a horizontal landscape.

Pages can also printed onto letter sized paper, vertically, at a reduced size.

g
{tÇ

~áA



125
Inroads 10

124
Jo-A

nn Episkenew
 • A

boriginal policy through literary eyes

n
ew

com
ers con

sid
ered

 w
orth

 p
reservin

g
anyw

here but in m
useum

s. T
he new

com
-

ers developed policies to control Indians
an

d
 to ease th

eir in
evitable p

assage in
to

oblivion.
U

nlike the Indians, the M
étis w

ere not
objects of pity. T

he new
com

ers’ attitudes to-
w

ards the M
étis w

ere different because of
th

eir d
eep

-seated
 fear of m

iscegen
ation

.
W

illiam
 K

eating led an A
m

erican expedition
to the N

orth W
est, w

hich culm
inated in a

report to the U
nited States governm

ent en-
titled

 N
arrative of an

 E
xp

ed
ition

 to th
e

Source of St. Peter’s R
iver, Lake W

innipeek,
Lake of the W

oods, etc. In it K
eating dis-

cussed the potential difficulties he antici-
pated in colonizing the M

étis because of their
ferocity and their “m

atchless com
petence”

in living in their environm
ent. H

is descrip-
tion, w

ritten in 1823, reflects attitudes shared
by m

ost of E
uropean origin at that tim

e:

[T
he M

étis’] countenance is full of ex-
pression, w

hich partakes of cunning and
m

alice. W
hen angry, it assum

es all the
force of the Indian features, and denotes
perhaps m

ore of the dem
onic spirit than

is generally m
et w

ith, even in the coun-
tenance of the aborigines. (quoted in
Farrell R

acette 1999, 6)

T
he few

 policies bearing on M
étis peo-

ple reflect this fear and disdain.
If w

e look back from
 the present, it is

difficult to fathom
 just how

 injurious pub-
lic policies have been to A

boriginal people.
N

evertheless, despite the injuries, w
e have

not vanished. A
s the policies that attem

pted
to address the “Indian and M

étis problem
”

w
ere im

plem
ented, the voices of A

borigi-
nal people w

ere silenced. A
lm

ost all A
bo-

riginal people w
ith the dubious fortune to

attend school betw
een 1885 and 1900 –

m
ost of w

hom
 w

ere status Indians – found
the education designed for them

 to be infe-
rior and to discourage verbal and literary
expression. Its goal w

as to prepare them
 for

unskilled and dom
estic w

ork, to teach them
to turn their backs on their A

boriginal iden-
tity, their people, and their history. W

hen
im

m
igrants becam

e available for unskilled
an

d
 d

o
m

estic w
o

rk
, “th

e go
vern

m
en

t
scrapped this m

eagre educational goal for
A

boriginal children in favour of ghettoizing
them

 on reserves at the peripheries of the
econom

y” (R
ay 1996, 243). N

ot until the
latter half of the 20th century w

ere A
bo-

riginal people able to appropriate the lan-
gu

age an
d

 th
e literary styles o

f th
eir

colonizers – to w
rite back to their colonial

oppressors and tell their stories.
In this essay, I exam

ine a num
ber of lit-

erary w
orks by C

anadian A
boriginal w

rit-
ers dealing w

ith Indian and M
étis people in

the area covered by the num
bered treaties. 2

Taken together, they reveal the devastating
effects of public policy.

W
H
E
N
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O
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B
L
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H
E
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T
he U

njust Society in 1969, he becam
e the

first A
boriginal person to “w

rite back” and
point out the grave flaw

s in C
anada’s pub-

lic p
olicies. A

lth
ou

gh
 in

flu
en

tial am
on

g
w

ell-educated non-A
boriginals, C

ardinal’s
book w

as not accessible to m
any A

borigi-
nal people because m

ost had only a lim
ited

and second-rate education. N
ot until M

étis
activist M

aria C
am

pbell published her best-
selling autobiography H

alfbreed in 1973 did
an A

boriginal voice reach both A
boriginal

people and average C
anadians. H

alfbreed is
an im

portant text in that it explains in an
accessible m

anner how
 public policies have

h
arm

ed
 In

d
ian

 an
d

 M
étis p

eop
le in

 th
is

M
any A

boriginal C
anadians can relate to

G
arnet R

aven’s satirical description of his
experiences in the educational system

. A
status Indian, form

er foster child, and ex-
convict, G

arnet is one of the narrators of
R

ichard W
agam

ese’s K
eeper ’N

 M
e, a novel

that describes how
 C

anadian public poli-
cies to re-educate A

boriginal people pro-
foundly affected the lives of the R

aven fam
-

ily. A
lthough policies specific to education

com
prise only part of the governm

ent of
C

anada’s response to the “Indian problem
,”

the com
m

on objective of all policies seem
s

to have been the re-education of A
borigi-

nal people. 1

T
hat A

boriginal people needed to be re-
educated is a perception based on several
prem

ises, prem
ises shared by m

ost people
of E

uropean ancestry since 1867. W
hen the

new
com

ers first arrived in N
orth A

m
erica,

they had little tim
e to w

orry about re-edu-
cating anyone; they w

ere too busy trying to
su

rvive, som
eth

in
g th

ey w
ou

ld
 n

ot h
ave

been able to do w
ithout the help of and edu-

cation from
 A

boriginal people. But as this
dependence on the A

boriginal population
lessened, and as the A

boriginal population
w

as decim
ated by disease and loss of the

land base for their traditional livelihood, the
governm

ent of the new
 nation of C

anada
focused attention on policies to deal w

ith
the people w

hom
 they believed redundant.

A
t the tim

e, in the late 1800s, m
ost C

a-
nadians of E

uropean ancestry believed that
th

e origin
al p

eop
le of th

is cou
n

try w
ere

destined to becom
e a “vanishing race.” In-

dian people w
ere to be pitied, to be sure,

but w
ere still unpredictable and dangerous.

T
he new

com
ers considered their E

uropean
w

ay of life clearly superior; since the Indi-
ans’ lifestyles w

ere incom
patible w

ith m
od-

ern society, they w
ere, therefore, doom

ed
to extinction. T

here w
as nothing in the In-

dian peoples’ w
ays of life – from

 their rela-
tionship to the land, to their m

ethods of
rearing and educating children – that the

IN
D

IA
N

S N
E

V
E

R
 G

O
T

 M
E

N
T
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N

E
D

 IN
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N
Y

 O
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 T
H

E
 SC

H
O

O
LB

O
O

K
S E

X
C

E
P

T
 F

O
R

being the guides for the brave explorers discovering the country. I could never figure

out how
 you could say you w

ere out discovering som
ething w

hen you needed a guide

to help you find it. But Indians w
ere alw

ays second to the explorers w
ho w

ere creat-

ing the real history of N
orth A

m
erica.…

 W
e w

ere either heathen devils running

around killing people or sim
ple savages w

ho desperately needed the help of the m
is-

sionaries in order to get straightened out and live like real people.…
 If w

hite people

hadn’t gotten here w
hen they did w

e’d have all died.  (W
agam

ese 1994, 12-13)
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A
n

ish
in

abe p
layw

righ
t

D
rew

 H
ayd

en
 Taylor d

e-
scribes the m

aze of policies
defining A

boriginal identity
that A

boriginal people are
forced to negotiate daily:

First of all, let’s start w
ith

the basics. Status, non-
Status, M

étis. So far pain-
less. I guess next w

ould
com

e the already m
en-

tioned Indian, follow
ed by

N
ative, A

boriginal, A
m

er-
indian, Indigenous and First N

ations.…
From

 there w
e can go to on-R

eserve, off-
R

eserve, urban, treaty. G
ot a headache yet?

H
ow

 about the enfranchised Indians, the
Bill C

-31 or re-instated people, the tradi-
tional Indians, the assim

ilated Indians? I’m
not finished yet. T

here are the w
annabes

(the W
hite variety), and of course the ever

popular full bloods. M
y personal favour-

ites are w
hat I call the D

escartes Indians,
‘I thin

k In
dian

, therefore I am
 In

-
dian.’…

R
ight now

 there are tw
o dozen

separate nam
es for our people. W

here does
it all stop? I w

anna know
 w

ho keeps chang-
ing all the rules? Even I get confused som

e-
tim

es. (Taylor 1996, 54-55)

M
ost A

borigin
al p

eop
le w

ou
ld

 agree.
A

n
ish

in
ab

e 
p

o
et 

an
d

 
sch

o
lar 

K
ateri

A
kiw

enzie D
am

m
 (1993, 11) sum

m
arizes:

“‘[w
]ho w

e are’ has been constructed and
defined by O

thers to the extent that at tim
es

w
e too no longer know

 w
ho w

e are. T
he re-

sulting confusion, uncertainty, low
 self-es-

teem
 and/or need to assert control over iden-

tity are just som
e of the dam

aging effects of
colonization.” R

ather than culture, history,
or biology defining “w

ho w
e are,” A

borigi-
nal identity w

as and still is determ
ined by

n
on

-A
b

origin
al p

olicy m
ak

ers an
d

 can
change by the stroke of a bureaucrat’s pen.

Public policies that have redefined w
ho

w
e are an

d
 w

h
at w

e d
o h

ave d
am

aged

LA
 B

EA
U

 S
H

A
 S

H
O

O
: “D

ah Jesus
he poured m

e a big glass full an
boy he w

as a nice glass too! H
e

w
as all gold w

it diam
onds and

green an red stones. S
o m

e I
have a drink w

it him
. O

le A
rcand

say ‘W
ho am

 I to say no to dah
Jesus Chrise.’” Painting by

S
herry Farrell R

acette, from
Stories of the Road A

llow
ance

People, translated by M
aria

Cam
pbell.

country. T
he reception that H

alfbreed re-
ceived

 su
rp

rised
 an

d
 m

otivated
 asp

irin
g

A
boriginal w

riters; it revealed that m
ain-

stream
 C

anadians w
ould listen to their sto-

ries. To th
e w

riters th
at follow

ed
 h

er,
C

am
pbell becam

e the m
other of C

anadian
A

borigin
al literatu

re. A
lth

ou
gh

 m
ost of

them
 still use autobiographical “life w

rit-
in

g” as a fou
n

d
ation

, creative A
borigin

al
w

riters are also experim
enting w

ith other
literary genres. Because of the enorm

ity of
failed past policies on the lives of A

borigi-
nal people, public policy still rem

ains the
focus of m

uch A
boriginal literature.

C
am

pbell begins H
alfbreed w

ith an ac-
count of the 1885 Battle at Batoche and tells
how

 m
any of the M

étis and Indians w
ho

had joined together in resistance w
ere ei-

th
er in

carcerated
 or execu

ted
. C

am
p

bell
(1973, 6) reports that the total cost to the
federal governm

ent to stop the R
ebellion

w
as $5,000,000. A

fter realizing the high
cost of fighting a united group of Indians
and M

étis, governm
ents developed policies

to exacerbate and perpetuate the divisions
betw

een Indians and M
étis

3 that had begun
to em

erge in the m
id-1800s. A

t that tim
e,

the M
étis population had increased to the

point w
here, as a people, they had becom

e
endogam

ous, no longer m
arrying into In-

dian bands to the sam
e extent as in the past.

A
s w

ell, In
d

ian
s an

d
 M

étis h
ad

 becom
e

com
petitors for the declining buffalo stocks

(Farrell R
acette 1999, 22). T

he treaty-m
ak-

ers w
ere not interested in race and culture

so, w
hen the treaty-m

aking process began,
som

e M
étis signed treaties

4 and som
e Indi-

ans took scrip. 5 T
he Indian A

ct of 1876,
and all the iterations that follow

ed, defined
Indians in exclusive term

s. A
m

ong the ex-
cluded groups w

ere those w
ho had received

or h
ad

 been
 allotted

 h
alf-breed

 lan
d

s or
m

oney scrip, and their descendants. 6

M
aria C

am
pbell describes how

 public
policy divided the A

boriginal com
m

unity
and, indeed, entire fam

ilies. M
aria tells us

that even though her paternal great-grand-
m

other, C
heechum

, w
as the niece of the

M
étis leader G

abriel D
um

ont, C
heechum

’s
m

other’s fam
ily w

ere Indians w
ho had been

ou
t in

 th
e bu

sh
 w

h
en

 th
e treaties w

ere
signed and, therefore, w

ere w
ithout Indian

status. M
aria’s G

randpa C
am

pbell, son of
C

h
eech

u
m

 an
d

 a Scot em
p

loyed
 by th

e
H

udson’s Bay C
om

pany, m
arried a M

étis
w

om
an from

 the Vandal fam
ily w

ho fought
at Batoche, and they and their children w

ere
M

étis. H
ow

ever, “w
hen the treaty-m

akers
cam

e, [G
ran

n
ie C

am
p

b
ell’s sister Q

u
a

C
hich, and her husband, Big John] w

ere
counted in and becam

e treaty Indians of
Sandy Lake R

eserve instead of H
alfbreeds”

(C
am

pbell 1973, 20), as did M
aria’s m

ater-
nal grandfather, Pierre D

ubuque, a French-
m

an from
 D

ubuque, Iow
a.

A
fter m

arryin
g M

aria’s fath
er, D

an
n

y
C

am
pbell, M

aria’s m
other lost her Indian

status and w
as forced to m

ove off the re-
serve and live w

ith the M
étis. Since Bill C

-
3

1
 am

en
d

ed
 th

e In
d

ian
 A

ct in
 1

9
8

5
,

C
am

pbell and her siblings have been eligi-
ble to apply for Indian status. M

any of the
other M

étis fam
ilies nam

ed in this book –
Vandals, A

rcands, Isbisters, and others –
h

ave sin
ce becom

e m
em

bers of th
e A

h
-

tahkakoop, M
uskeg Lake, Big R

iver, and
M

istaw
asis First N

ations.

N
ot until the latter half of the 20th

century w
ere A

boriginal people able to

appropriate the language and the literary

styles of their colonizers – to w
rite back to

their oppressors and tell their stories.
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of citizenship.” T
he objec-

tive of the policies w
as to

re-educate the Indians so
that they w

ould learn to
be “civilized” farm

ers. To
that end, the governm

ent
hires a farm

 instructor and
allots a sm

all herd of cat-
tle to B

ig Joh
n

’s reserve.
U

nfortunately for the In-
dians, the cattle, like the
land reserved for them

, is
the property of the C

row
n.

W
hen Big John asks for

the farm
 instructor’s per-

m
ission to slaughter a cow

 to feed his fam
-

ily, the farm
 instructor, him

self M
étis, de-

nies his request and explains policy: “N
o Big

John. I can [i.e. cannot] give you pim
m

ishion
to kill dah / K

ing’s cow
s. / D

ah K
ing he give

you dem
 cow

s so you can learn to be / civi-
lize like us” (C

am
pbell 1995, 75). T

he nar-
rator points out that the farm

 instructor, in
reality, does not know

 “a dam
 ting about

farm
ing” (74).

N
evertheless, the farm

 instructor’s posi-
tion is a pow

erful one, second only to that
of the Indian A

gent, w
hose authority is ab-

solute. T
he narrator, Big John’s nephew

, al-
ludes to the story of A

lm
ighty Voice, a C

ree

from
 O

ne A
rrow

 R
eserve near Batoche w

ho
w

as jailed for slaughtering a cow
 and es-

caped only to be hunted dow
n and killed

by the R
C

M
P and a group of m

ilitia arm
ed

w
ith a G

attling gun. 10 Both the narrator and
Big John know

 w
hat happened to A

lm
ighty

Voice and, therefore, understand that their
situation is not one to be taken lightly. If
Big John listens to the instructor, his fam

ily
could starve; if he ignores his orders, he
w

ould certainly be incarcerated and his life
could be forfeit.

Big John’s nephew
 com

pares the policies
that affect treaty Indians and M

étis, but can-
not decide w

hose life is better.

B
IG

 JO
H

N
: “D

at Farm
 Instructor

you tink he ow
n dat dam

n
reservation he act so sm

art. H
e

tell m
y uncle B

ig John hees
never gonna be a farm

er if he
keeps on killing hees cow

s.”
Painting by S

herry Farrell
R

acette, from
 Stories of

the R
oad A

llow
ance P

eople,
translated by M

aria Cam
pbell.

A
boriginal people’s self-im

age and self-es-
teem

. For generations, the M
étis m

en in
M

aria C
am

pbell’s com
m

unity had been suc-
cessful in their traditional roles as provid-
ers and protectors. N

ot only did they earn
a living as hunters and trappers, their w

ork
w

as im
portant to the developm

ent of the
n

ew
 n

ation
 of C

an
ad

a. H
ow

ever, w
h

en
forced to turn to farm

ing – to acquire ow
n-

ership of their ow
n lands under the rules

governing hom
estead acquisitions – they

failed m
iserably. A

nd, after the governm
ent

granted their land to w
hite im

m
igrants, their

collective self-esteem
 w

as irreparably dam
-

aged.
Furtherm

ore, the policies that forced the
M

étis into this landless state created a class
system

 that set them
 apart from

 their In-
dian relatives. C

am
pbell explains how

 the
M

étis of her com
m

unity perceived them
-

selves in relation to the Indians:

W
e all w

ent to the Indians’ Sundances
and special gatherings, but som

ehow
 w

e
never fitted in. W

e w
ere alw

ays the poor
relatives, the aw

p-pee-tow
-koosons. 7

T
hey laughed and scorned us. T

hey had
land and security, w

e had nothing.…
H

ow
ever, their old people “M

ushoom
s”

(grandfathers) and “K
okum

s” (grand-
m

others) w
ere good. T

hey w
ere preju-

diced, but because w
e w

ere kin they cam
e

to visit and our people treated them
 w

ith
respect. (C

am
pbell 1973, 25)

It is im
portant to note that the E

lders
acknow

ledge their kinship w
ith the M

étis
because relationships betw

een relatives are
sacred in C

ree culture. 8 G
rannie C

am
pbell’s

status-Indian sister, Q
ua C

hich, never for-
gets her M

étis relatives and brings her horses
every year to help them

 ready their gardens
for planting. G

rannie D
ubuque’s brother,

chief of Sandy Lake R
eserve, dotes on M

aria
and treats her as if she w

ere his ow
n daugh-

ter. Still, at this point in history, at least one
generation of status Indians w

ould have at-
tended residential schools w

here they w
ould

have been inundated by racist attitudes that
m

ade them
 asham

ed of their identity. N
o

doubt, these students w
ould have felt som

e
sense of relief upon returning hom

e and
learning that the w

hite settlers considered
their relatives, the M

étis, as being even less
w

orthy than the Indian students had been
taught to feel. 9

A
t the sam

e tim
e as the M

étis becam
e

squatters on their ow
n land, the Indians liv-

ing on reserves w
ere feeling the constraints

of the m
any policies that controlled every

aspect of their lives. In Stories of the R
oad

A
llow

ance People, a collection of stories from
the oral tradition w

ritten in M
étis dialect,

M
aria C

am
pbell relates the story of her fa-

ther’s uncle “Big John” of Sandy Lake R
e-

serve and his battle w
ith governm

ent policy
seem

ingly designed to thw
art his attem

pts
to p

reven
t h

is fam
ily from

 starvin
g. T

h
e

story is set som
etim

e before 1918, the year
Big John died, and is narrated by Big John’s
nephew

, w
ho is M

étis and w
ho highlights

the differences in public policies targeted
at In

d
ian

 an
d

 M
étis. In

 h
is h

istory, R
ay

(1996, 203) points out that under the In-
dian A

ct, “all ‘legal’ Indians w
ere w

ards of
th

e fed
eral govern

m
en

t an
d

 w
ere to be

treated as m
inors w

ithout the full privileges

A
boriginal identity, defining “w

ho w
e

are,” w
as and still is determ

ined by

non-A
boriginal policy m

akers and

can change by the stroke of a

bureaucrat’s pen.
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fied a need to rem
ove children from

 w
hat

they considered undesirable influences that
indoctrinated them

 into the Indian lifestyle.
T

hey identified those undesirable influences
as Indian fam

ilies.
U

ntil this point, A
boriginal w

om
en’s tra-

ditional role as prim
ary care givers to young

children had not com
e under attack. T

his
changed w

ith the introduction of residen-
tial schools: w

om
en’s self-esteem

 w
as shat-

tered in the sam
e w

ay as m
en’s had been

w
hen robbed of their traditional functions

in society. R
ay (1996, 235) contends that

“the m
ost draconian assim

ilation schem
e

the governm
ent im

posed on N
ative people

involved the use of schools. A
ssim

ilation
through w

hite education program
s w

as a
cornerstone of British colonial policy, largely
as a result of the lobbying of church groups.”
T

h
e allian

ce of th
e govern

m
en

t an
d

 th
e

church resulted in the developm
ent of poli-

cies that had the pow
er of both the law

 and
the C

hristian G
od supporting them

, and not
infrequently, police w

ere called in to enforce
these policies.

In his 1994 m
em

oir “W
e M

issed the Bus,”
G

eorge Peequ
aqu

ot of th
e Yellow

 Q
u

ill
Saulteaux N

ation tells how
, every fall in the

late 1940s, the farm
 instructor notified all

parents of school age children of the date
w

hen they w
ere required to bring the chil-

dren to his office to take the R
esidence truck

to school. Because starvation w
as still a fact

of life at that tim
e, m

any parents reluctantly
sent their children to residential schools.
T

h
ey h

ad
 been

 assu
red

 th
ere w

ou
ld

 be
plenty of food and the children w

ould not
starve over the w

inter. Because m
ost adults

on the reserve could not read and did not
understand calendars, they ran the risk of
bein

g absen
t on

 th
e d

esign
ated

 d
ate for

picking up the children.

T
his happened to Peequaquot’s fam

ily
and is the subject of his m

em
oir. W

hen his
father m

isunderstood the date, the children
m

issed their ride to school. A
 few

 days later,
th

e p
riest an

d
 th

e R
C

M
P cam

e to th
eir

cam
p

. T
h

e p
riest took

 th
e ch

ild
ren

 to
school, and the R

C
M

P took Peequaquot’s

father to jail. Peequaquot (1994, 101) says
that “[his father] never understood w

hy he
w

as sent to jail.” It com
es as no surprise

that m
any A

boriginal people look at both
the educational and legal system

s w
ith fear

and m
istrust. K

eeper, one of the narrators
of A

nishinabe w
riter R

ichard W
agam

ese’s
novel K

eeper ’N
 M

e, describes the effects of
residential school:

…
w

e lost a generation here. In the begin-
ning it w

as the m
issionary schools. R

esi-
dential schools they called them

.…
 T

hey
took us and cut off our hair, dressed us in
baggy clothes so w

e all looked the sam
e,

told us our w
ay of livin’ and prayin’ w

as
w

rong and evil. G
ot beat up for speakin’

Indyun. If w
e did that w

e’d all burn in hell
they told us.…

 Lots never ever cam
e back

and them
 that did w

ere real different. G
ot

the Indyun all scraped off their insides.
L

ike bein
’ In

dyu
n

 w
as a fu

n
gu

s or
som

ethin’. T
hey scraped it all off and never

put nothin’ there to replace it but a bunch
of fear and hurt. Seen lotsa kids w

alkin’
around like old people after a w

hile. T
hem

schools w
ere the beginnin’ of how

 w
e

started losing our w
ay as a people.

(W
agam

ese 1994, 36-37)

The policies that forced the M
étis into

a landless state created a class

system
 that set them

 apart from
 their

Indian relatives.

M
y U

ncle he tell m
e I w

as lucky I w
asen

a Treaty…
I don know

 if I agree w
it him

 or not.
C

ause I shore don tink being a H
alfbreed

w
as very

good eeder.
U

s H
alfbreeds w

e don even got land.
A

n w
e shore as hell got no K

ings cow
s to

kill.
M

e you know
I never w

ant to be a Treaty.
I see how

 bad dey w
as treated.

I see m
y U

ncle . . .
Treated w

orse den a dog an it hurt m
e

inside.
A

t leas us Breeds
N

obody hees hired to treat us like dat.
A

n w
e w

as our ow
n bosses.

(C
am

pbell 1995, 82-3)

T
he narrator is aw

are of the soul-destroy-
in

g con
sequ

en
ces of p

u
blic p

olicies th
at

treat m
en as if they are children, thereby

stripping them
 of their dignity. In the end,

the narrator shoots enough ducks to feed
Big John’s fam

ily and fend off starvation for
another day. Ironically, because he is M

étis,
the narrator also runs the risk of incarcera-
tion because he has no right to hunt out-
side hunting season, but the M

étis are ac-
custom

ed to living on the edge of the law
.

A
lthough they had no Indian A

gent or
farm

 instructor to control them
, the M

étis
m

en of C
am

pbell’s father’s generation ex-
isted in an im

possible situation that caused
them

 endless sham
e. C

am
pbell show

s how
th

ese m
en

, w
ith

 th
e tw

isted
 logic of th

e
oppressed, blam

e them
selves for circum

-
stances clearly out of their control. M

any
think that their Indian relatives have a bet-
ter life and believe that, had their parents
and grandparents been present w

hen the

treaties w
ere signed – as w

ere Big John, Q
ua

C
h

ich
, G

ran
d

p
a D

u
b

u
q

u
e – th

eir lives
m

ight have been better. H
ad their fam

ilies
chosen treaty rather than scrip, they m

ight
have had land, food, and education.

But neither provincial nor federal gov-
ernm

ents took responsibility for M
étis edu-

cation until after the 1944 release of the
Piercy R

eport, w
hich docum

ented the de-
p

lorable ed
u

cation
al con

d
ition

s of M
étis

people. W
hen the province of Saskatchew

an
assum

ed responsibility for M
étis education

in 1947, it w
as far too late for the m

en of
D

anny C
am

pbell’s generation. W
ith no edu-

cation, the only em
ploym

ent for w
hich they

qualified w
as farm

 labour, w
hich put them

at the m
ercy of the w

hite settlers w
ho, un-

like the Indians, did not consider the M
étis

their kin.
T

h
e roles of p

rovid
ers an

d
 p

rotectors
am

ong M
étis m

en becam
e vulnerable. A

l-
though they w

ere skilled hunters, they did
not have Indian status so the law

 did not
allow

 them
 to hunt as needed for survival.

If they hunted outside hunting season, they
ran the risk of prosecution leading to incar-
ceration. W

ith such lim
ited choices, D

anny
C

am
pbell and his brothers ignore the law

and do w
hat they have to do to survive:

“they trapped, hunted, and sold gam
e and

hom
em

ade w
hiskey to the w

hite farm
ers in

the nearby settlem
ents” (C

am
pbell 1995,

12). If they obey the law
, they doom

 their
fam

ilies to a life of relief w
orkers, fear, and

starvation; if they break the law
, they doom

their fam
ilies to a life of police, fear, and

sham
e. It is no w

onder that, in their de-
spair, these m

en turn to alcohol for tem
po-

rary relief. 11

T
he policy m

akers realized that to re-
educate the Indian people they m

ust start
w

ith the children. To that end, they identi-
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G
enerations of A

boriginal people grew
up institutionalized and, therefore, had no
parental m

odels. A
s a consequence, m

any
form

er students found that, w
hen they be-

cam
e parents them

selves, they had little to
no know

ledge of traditional parenting skills,
nor had they learned w

estern alternatives.
T

he policy m
akers achieved their goal – the

children received a w
estern, C

hristian edu-
cation and w

ere not indoctrinated into the
Indian w

ay of life. T
he result, how

ever, w
as

cataclysm
ic and its effects are still being felt

in all parts of C
anadian society.

T
h

e ad
m

in
istrators of th

e resid
en

tial
schools adm

itted M
étis children only w

hen
the schools had vacancies; w

hen there w
ere

sufficient num
bers of Indian children to fill

all the positions, the M
étis children w

ere
forced to leave school. 12 In som

e w
ays, this

w
as a blessing even though it resulted in

m
an

y M
étis p

eop
le rem

ain
in

g illiterate.
H

ow
ever, the M

étis did not escape the next
great m

ovem
ent in public policy, sardoni-

cally referred to in A
boriginal com

m
unities

as the “Sixties Scoop,” even though it be-
gan in the 1950s and did not end until the
late 1970s. By the end of the 1950s reserves
and M

étis com
m

unities w
ere fraught w

ith
social p

roblem
s, th

e in
evitable resu

lt of
p

u
blic p

olicies of d
isem

p
ow

erm
en

t an
d

despair.
A

s the result of new
 public policy de-

signed to deal w
ith the social problem

s of
old policy, the num

ber of A
boriginal chil-

dren in foster care increased exponentially.
C

hildren w
ere often placed in foster care

because their parents w
ere poor or because

the social w
orkers did not understand In-

dian peoples’ w
ays of living. A

s K
eeper says,

the policy m
akers decided that “our w

ay w
as

w
rong and our kids w

eren’t getting w
hat

they needed, so they took ’em
 aw

ay and put
’em

 in hom
es that w

eren’t Indyun. Som
e got

shipped off long w
ays. N

ever m
ade it back

yet. D
isappeared. G

ot raised up all w
hite

but still carryin’ brow
n skin. H

m
m

pfh. See
us w

e know
 you can’t m

ake a beaver from
 a

bear” (W
agam

ese 1994, 37). A
pparently, the

policy m
akers did not.

In her novel In Search of A
pril R

aintree
(1

9
8

3
), M

étis w
riter B

eatrice C
u

lleton
M

osionier appropriates the colonizer cul-
ture’s m

ost popular literary form
 to recount

not only her ow
n personal experiences as a

foster child, but also those of other victim
s

of the sam
e policy w

ho are unable to tell
their stories. C

ulleton M
osionier tells the

story of the fictional R
aintree fam

ily, how
they are destroyed by policy that determ

ined
A

borigin
al ch

ild
ren

 w
ou

ld
 be better off

grow
ing up in w

hite foster hom
es.

T
h

e first assau
lt to th

e fam
ily occu

rs
w

h
en

 th
ey becom

e d
isp

laced
 from

 th
eir

hom
e com

m
unity of N

orw
ay H

ouse and
forced to m

ove to W
innipeg after the fa-

ther, H
enry R

aintree, contracts tuberculo-
sis. T

he fam
ily is further fractured w

hen the
C

h
ild

ren
’s A

id
 Society rem

oves th
e tw

o
daughters, A

pril and C
heryl, from

 their in-
ner city hom

e and places them
 in separate

foster h
om

es. W
h

en
 th

is trau
m

a occu
rs,

A
pril is five years old and C

heryl is three.
H

aving lacked the opportunity to develop
a sou

n
d

 sen
se of th

eir id
en

tity, th
e girls

at this point in their young lives are naïve
and listen to the voices of authority that try
to influence them

. T
hey learn from

 their
social w

ork
er, M

rs. Sem
p

le, th
at th

eir

The M
étis did not escape the next great

m
ovem

ent in public policy, sardonically

referred to in A
boriginal com

m
unities

as the “S
ixties S

coop.”
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N

are by Sherry Farrell R
acette, a R

egina-based artist, scholar

and educator of First N
ations and Irish descent. R

acette

focuses on M
étis cultural history and the oral tradition in

her diverse practice. H
er paintings have illustrated the

w
ork of such notable authors as M

aria C
am

pbell, Freda

A
henakew

 and R
uby Slipperjack. H

er m
ost

recent solo exhibition, D
olls for Big G

irls

(2000), consisted of 30 handm
ade dolls

exploring storytelling and critical issues

relatin
g to th

e exp
erien

ces of F
irst

N
ations and M

étis girls and

w
om

en
. R

acette is

currently a doctoral

can
d

id
ate 

in
 

th
e

U
n

iversity of M
an

itoba’s

Interdisciplinary Program
.
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w
hat’s best for people” (W

agam
ese 1994,

37). T
he policy m

akers and the people w
ho

enforce policy set about to com
pel A

borigi-
nal people to bow

 to the w
hite m

an’s w
ays.

O
f course, they did not believe that A

bo-
riginal people could learn to becom

e con-
tributing m

em
bers of m

odern society. Poli-
cies w

ere designed to take care of A
borigi-

nal people, treating them
 as children until

they disappeared from
 the face of the earth.

T
he attitudes of m

any policy m
akers have

changed. Today’s policy m
akers are cogni-

zant of the destruction brought about by
p

ast p
olicies an

d
 are w

orkin
g to correct

them
. W

ith their liberal enlightened atti-
tudes they believe they know

 better than
their predecessors. H

ow
ever, policy m

ak-
ers have entered into a vicious cycle of cre-
ating policies that inflict harm

 and then cre-
ating new

er policies that attem
pt to repair

the harm
 of earlier policies. T

hey believe
their hearts are in the right place, that they
have learned from

 the m
istakes of the past.

A
t w

h
at p

oin
t, th

ou
gh

, d
o A

borigin
al

people com
e into the discussions about the

policies that affect their lives? O
ften policy

m
akers forget until it’s too late to consult

w
ith the A

boriginal people for w
hom

 they
are w

riting policy.
I w

onder if policy m
akers are still “thin-

kin’ they know
 w

hat’s best for people.” �
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N
otes

1. U
nder the C

onstitution A
ct (1982), A

bo-
riginal people of C

anada are defined as
including Indians, as defined under the
In

d
ian

 A
ct (1876) an

d
 its su

bsequ
en

t
revision

s, M
étis, an

d
 In

u
it. A

lth
ou

gh

A
boriginal identity is a deficiency after she

w
arns them

 that they are subject to w
hat

she, the expert, calls “the ‘native girl’ syn-
drom

e”:

It starts out w
ith the fighting, the run-

ning aw
ay, the lies. N

ext com
e the accu-

sations that everyone in the w
orld is

against you. T
here are the sullen, unco-

operative silences, the feeling sorry for
yourselves. A

nd w
hen you go on your

ow
n, you get pregnant right aw

ay, or you
can’t find or keeps jobs. So you’ll start
w

ith alcohol and drugs. From
 there, you

get into shoplifting and prostitution, and
in and out of jails. You’ll live w

ith m
en

w
ho abuse you. A

nd it goes on. You’ll end
up like your parents, living off society.
(C

ulleton M
osionier 1983, 62)

A
pril’s teachers, principal, and foster par-

ents – m
ore voices of authority – bom

bard
her w

ith sim
ilar negative attitudes, and A

pril
com

es to loathe her M
étis identity. She vow

s
that “w

hen [she] got free from
 being a fos-

ter child, then [she] w
ould live just like a

real w
hite person” (47).

G
arnet R

aven, narrator of K
eeper ’N

 M
e,

is placed in foster care w
hen he is three years

old but is m
ore fortunate that A

pril in that
he is ultim

ately reunited w
ith his fam

ily.
A

fter being separated from
 his fam

ily for 25
years, living in foster hom

es, jail, and on
the street, G

arnet hears his m
other share

the feelings she experienced during the long
separation: “W

hen I d’in’ know
 w

here you
w

ere no m
ore, I w

anted to sing a song for
you w

herever you w
ere. M

aybe protect you
out there, keep you safe. M

aybe even bring
you hom

e to m
e som

etim
e. W

anted it to be
a special song, w

anted it to be your song
forever. B

u
t I cou

ld
n

’t fin
d

 n
o w

ord
s”

(W
agam

ese 1994, 58). H
er song is sim

ple
b

u
t p

ow
erfu

l an
d

 is com
p

rised
 of tw

o

w
ords: “bih’kee-yan” – com

e hom
e. T

his
touches G

arnet’s heart, and w
hen he visu-

alizes his m
other singing to him

, he begins
to heal: “I thought about an old O

jibw
ay

w
om

an beside a sm
all fire on a lonely w

in-
ter’s night staring out across the land and
the universe tow

ards som
eone, som

ew
here

in a place far aw
ay, singing soft and low

,
over an

d
 over an

d
 over…

b
ih

’k
ee-yan

,
bih’kee-yan, bih’kee-yan” (59).

G
arn

et is m
ore fortu

n
ate th

an
 A

p
ril

R
aintree, w

ho has no opportunity to rec-
oncile w

ith her parents. Because the narra-
tors of In Search of A

pril R
aintree are sepa-

rated
 from

 th
eir p

aren
ts at a you

n
g age,

readers gain only a lim
ited understanding

of the effects on H
enry and A

lice R
aintree

of having their children placed in foster care.
W

ith A
pril as prim

ary narrator and C
heryl

as secondary narrator through her letters,
essays, and journals, w

e learn m
ore about

the effects of foster care on the children. N
ot

until close to the end of the novel do w
e

learn the extent of dam
age their parents

suffered. T
heir m

other, A
lice R

aintree, had
fallen into a state of despair after her daugh-
ter A

nna died and the C
hildren’s A

id Soci-
ety took A

pril and C
heryl aw

ay. A
ttending

the arranged visits w
ith her daughters at the

C
hildren’s A

id offices had been too hard for
her, and she found it im

possible to continue
w

ith them
. O

verw
helm

ed by guilt and feel-
ings of failure, A

lice R
aintree took her ow

n
life. A

p
ril an

d
 C

h
eryl’s fath

er becom
es a

hopeless alcoholic and “gutter creature.”
A

boriginal people’s w
ritings describe the

pain, suffering, and destruction that follow
in the w

ake of policy decisions designed to
solve “the Indian and M

étis problem
” in this

country. E
arly policies w

ere grounded in an
arrogant attitude that believed that the w

hite
m

an’s w
ay w

as the superior one. A
s K

eeper
says, they w

ere “[a]lw
ays thinkin’ they know



governm
ents have affected these groups

in sim
ilar w

ays, different policies have
been designed for each group.

2. Treaties 1 to 9 w
ere signed betw

een 1871
an

d
 1929 an

d
 covered

 th
e lan

d
 from

northern O
ntario to northeastern Brit-

ish C
olum

bia. T
hese treaties set out the

term
s an

d
 con

d
ition

s for sh
arin

g th
e

land.

3. T
his practice continues to the present day.

In 1976, I w
as the Secretary-Treasurer

of the W
est-C

entral N
ative W

om
en in

Prince A
lbert, Saskatchew

an. O
ur con-

stitution stated that our Board of D
irec-

tors w
as to com

prise 50 per cent status
Indians and 50 per cent M

étis and/or
non-Status Indians. A

t one m
eeting an

official from
 the D

epartm
ent of Social

Services, ou
r p

rim
ary fu

n
d

in
g agen

t,
advised us to divide into tw

o groups, one
for status and one for M

étis and non-Sta-
tus. H

e suggested that if w
e rem

ained
united, w

e w
ould lose our funding. Even-

tually the group did divide, and now
 nei-

ther exists.

4. M
any fam

ilies on C
ow

essess and G
ordon’s

First N
ations w

ere originally M
étis and

can trace their roots to R
ed R

iver. M
any

surnam
es that belong to First N

ations
people in Saskatchew

an belong to M
étis

people in M
anitoba.

5. Beatrice Lavallee, an Elder from
 the Piapot

F
irst N

ation
, tells m

e th
at h

er gran
d

-
m

other, M
rs. W

hitestar, w
as present at

th
e sign

in
g of Treaty 4 in

 1874. H
er

grandm
other told her that the govern-

m
en

t officials frigh
ten

ed
 m

an
y In

d
ian

people by telling them
 that they w

ould
lose their freedom

 and be confined on
sm

all pieces of land if they signed onto
the treaty. T

hey suggested that, if they
took scrip, they w

ould be able to live free

as they w
ere accustom

ed. M
any took that

advice and chose scrip rather than treaty.

6. For elaboration, see Frideres (1998,25).

7. C
am

pbell translates this w
ord as m

ean-
in

g “h
alf p

eop
le” (25). Solom

on
 R

att,
H

ead of the D
epartm

ent of Indian Lan-
guages, Literatures, and Linguistics at the
Saskatchew

an Indian Federated C
ollege,

does not agree. U
sing Standard R

om
an

O
rth

o
grap

h
y, th

e w
o

rd
 is sp

elled
“ap

ih
taw

-kosisan
”: “ap

ih
taw

” m
ean

in
g

“half” and “kosisan” being derived from
“nikosis” m

eaning “m
y brother.” A

ccord-
ing to R

att, the C
ree w

ord for M
étis, then,

w
o

u
ld

 literally tran
slate in

to
 “h

alf-
brother.”

8. In the C
ree kinship system

, extended
fam

ily relationships are im
portant. A

ll of
M

aria’s m
other’s sisters, had she had any,

w
ould also be considered M

aria’s m
oth-

ers; all of G
ran

n
ie D

u
bu

qu
e’s sisters

w
ould be M

aria’s grandm
others, and all

of her brothers w
ould be M

aria’s grand-
fathers. R

elatives are w
ealth.

9. From
 m

y article in a forthcom
ing collec-

tion, T
hom

 E
piskenew

 (forthcom
ing).

10. D
aniel D

avid M
oses (unpublished) tells

this story in a w
ork of historical dram

a.

11. For m
ore on this subject, see m

y article
in

 a fo
rth

co
m

in
g co

llectio
n

, T
h

o
m

E
piskenew

 (forthcom
ing).

12. A
lthough born on the C

ow
essess Indian

R
eserve, m

y fo
rm

er m
o

th
er-in

-law
,

M
athilda Lavallie Bunnie, w

as by law
 a

N
on-status Indian, her father having ap-

plied for and been granted enfranchise-
m

ent. In the early 1920s, she attended
M

arievel Indian R
esidential School until

grade tw
o w

hen all M
étis and N

on-sta-
tu

s stu
d

en
ts w

ere requ
ired

 to d
iscon

-
tinue, w

hich put an end to her aspira-
tions of receiving an education.
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