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Chapter Two 

Governance 

In the last chapter, we emphasized the first three categories of analysis drawn 
from historical and Indigenous methodologies: change over time, relation
ship, and context. These concepts continue to be foundational. In this set of 
documents, you can observe change over time, as the Indian Act amendments 
shifted and shaped the nature of reserve community governance. We want you 
to consider consulting the reports of the Department of Indian Affairs found 
in the Sessional Papers of Canada's Parliament; these will give you important 
context. ]Os You may also wish to consult the sources referred to in the foot
notes for further information. Crop Eared Wolf and Deskaheh both have entries 
in the Dictionary of Canadian Biography, and so we ask that you consider both 
the author and the audience of the documents about or by these Indigenous 
men. Relationships permeate these documents, as the Indian Act seeks to 
determine who governs and how, and the subsequent documents reveal the 
effects of the Indian Act on relationships within Indigenous communities and 
between them and settler communities and government. 

In this chapter, we are going to ask you to build on these foundational 
concepts and add two more: responsibility, adapted from Indigenous meth
odologies, and causality, from the five Cs of historical thinking. 

Indigenous methods ask us to consider responsibility-to whom are the 
actors in our texts responsible? Who gives them authority to act on their 
behalf, and how do leaders respond to and express that responsibility? The 
Department of Indian Affairs used a form to capture the moment when an 
Indigenous person became chief of his reserve community. What do we learn 
about the nature of the chief's responsibility from this form? How does the 

105 These reports are available online and are keyword searchable. They can be found here: 
https://www.bac-Iac.gc.ca/engldiscover/aboriginal-heritage/first-nations/indian-affairs
annual-reports/Pages/introduction.aspx. 
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form itself constrain events? What rules does it express? How might there be 
slippage between the form and the event? 

As we examine the letter from R. N. Wilson to the Indian Commission, 
we can read with the grain and ask how R. N. Wilson seeks to describe Crop 
Eared Wolf as irresponsible? What language does he use? Have a look at the 
"Questions of Content" section of "Appendix A: Reading Historically" to think 
more deeply about how Wilson makes his case against Crop Eared Wolf. Do 
you find his argument convincing? At what point in his argument are you more 
inclined to agree, and are there points when he loses you? 

Reading against the grain, we can also -discern instances and practices 
whereby Crop Eared Wolf indicates to whom he feels responsible and how 
he expresses that responsibility. To whose authority does Crop Eared Wolf 
appeal? Whom does he consult? How does he act upon his convictions as 
a leader? Is there unity within the community? Is unity a realistic expecta
tion of Crop Eared Wolf's chieftainship? Why or why not? What does this ten 
us about Indigenous leadership? Has the Indian Act revised the way leaders 
act in this Kainai community; in what ways is leadership different and in what 
ways is it not? 

Turning to the text New Story of the Iroquois by Chief Deskaheh, we can add 
questions of causality to those of responsibility, relationship, context, and 
change over time. To whom is Deskaheh speaking? And over what medium? 
Are you surprised by this? What has caused him to give this speech at this 
time and in this way? What specific factors have led him to take this action? 
What actions taken by the Canadian government did he wish to expose? How 
do these factors shape not only the medium and timing of this speech but also 
its tone and the language he uses? Again, review the "Questions of Content" in 
Appendix A and look closely at Deskaheh's language and argument. How does 
he describe change over time, and how does this shape the way he addresses 
his audience? What aspects of Haudenosaunee history did he feel warranted 
the respect of Canadians and Americans? 

As you examine the text and the context of it, ask how responsibility and 
the importance of relationship are expressed. To whom was Deskaheh respon
sible? What relationships gave him authority, and how did the Indian Act seek 
to destroy those relationships? How did he view Haudenosaunee relation
ships with the Crown, with the Canadian and American people? How does he 
seek to build relationship with his audience, so its members will understand 
his message? 

Now turn your attention to the selections from the final report of the Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) on governance. The tone of this 
document is very different from thaLQf the ones discussed previously. How is 
its tone meant to convey authority? The commission itself discusses its con
text in the first volume of its report, found here: https://www.aadnc-aandc. 
gc.ca/ eng/lloolO0014597 /1l00l000l4637#chpl. 

What caused the Canadian government to undertake this commission at 
the time it did? How might the tone and content of its report be a response to 
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these circumstances? Look at the footnotes. Where did the bulk of the com
mission's information originate? How and why is this Significant? To whom 
were the report's writers responsible? 

As you read the selections we have chosen from the RCAP, consider how 
responsibility is expressed through leadership and decision making. Having 
read this document, read back over the letter from R. N. Wilson and the address 
by Deskaheh. Does the report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 
add to your understanding of these documents? Do you have more informa
tion that would allow you to read against the grain to see beyond the intended 
message of either Wilson or Deskaheh? Is there anything, particularly in R. N. 
Wilson's letter, that now strikes you as questionable? 

These are the kinds of questions that historians use to query sources, to 
pull out as much meaning from the written text as we possibly can. Are there 
questions that you used on these documents that you think might be useful 
to consider when you read or hear about Indigenous governance today? 

Documents 
:ll.1 An Act to Amend and Consolidate the Laws Respecting 
Indians [Indian Act of 1876], sections 61 to 63, Council and Chiefs 

This section of the Indian Act defined who could participate in government 
at the local level. The intent of this section is clear: to encourage Indigenous 
peoples to abandon their traditional forms of governance and to take up a lim
ited form of democracy. In line with the Canadian franchise, only men over the 
age of 21 were permitted to vote. Officially, then, women, who had often played 
quite powerful roles in traditional forms of Indigenous governance, were now 
shut out of the political process. 

Indian agent surveillance constrained local autonomy. The Indian agent 
oversaw elections, determined if the men elected were fit to serve, and removed 
those deemed unfit. Despite these intrusions, Indigenous people never relin
qUished political sovereignty at the local level. Indigenous leaders took the 
list of local responsibilities ascribed to "Chiefs and Councils" by this section 
of the Indian Act as evidence that the government recognized their ability 
to administer their own communities, but their powers of enforcement were 
scarce. Subsequent iterations of and amendments to the Indian Act only fur
ther constrained Indigenous self-government. Indigenous leadership and 
organizations such as the Grand Council persistently lobbied for legislative 
changes that would allow them greater sovereignty.'o6 

106 Murdoch. "Reactions to Enactment." 
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Source: Canada, An Act to Amend and Consolidate the Laws 
Respecting Indians, Statutes of Canada 39 Vic. (1876) c.18. 

18. 
An Act to amend consolidate the laws respecting Indians. 

Votes at 

election of chiefs. 

In ordinary cases. 

Periods of 
election 

how fixed: and 

term of office. 

Number of chiefs. 

Proviso: as to 

life chief. 

Chiefs to make 

regulations for 

certain purposes. 

[Assented to 12th April, 1876.1 

COUNCILS AND CHIEFS 

61. At the election of chief or chiefs, or the granting of any 
ordinary consent required of a band of Indians under this Act, 
those entitled to vote at the councilor meeting thereof shall 
be the male members of the band of the full age of twenty
one years; and the vote of a majority of such members at 
a councilor meeting of the band summoned according to 
their rules, and held in the presence of the Superintendent
General, or an agent acting under his instructions, shall be 
sufficient to determine such election, or grant such consent; 
Provided that in the case of any band having a council of chiefs 
or councillors, any ordinary consent required of the band may 
be granted by a vote of a majority of such chiefs or councillors 
at a council summoned according to their rules, and held in 
the presence of the Superintendent-General or his agent. 

62. The Governor in Council may order that the chiefs of any 
band of Indians shall be elected, as hereinbefore provided, 
at such time and place, as the Superintendent-General may 
direct, and they shall in such case be elected for a period of 
three years, unless deposed by the Governor for dishonesty, 
intemperance, immorality, or incompetency; and they may 
be in the proportion of one head chief and two second 
chiefs or councillors for every two hundred Indians; but any 
such band composed ofthirty Indians may have one chief: 
Provided always, that all life chiefs now living shall continue 
as such until death or resignation, or until their removal by 
the Governor for dishonesty, intemperance, immorality, or 

incompetency. 
63. The chief or chiefs of any band in council may frame, subject 

to confirmation by the Governor in Council, rules and 
regulations for the following subjects, viz.: 
1. The care of the public health; 
2. The observance of order and decorum at assemblies of the 

Indians in general council, or on other occasions; 
3. The repression of intemperance and profligacy; 
4. The prevention of trespass by cattle; 
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5. The maintenance or roads, bridges, ditches and fences; 
6. The construction and repair of school houses, council 

houses and other Indian public buildings; 
7. The establishments of pounds and the appointment of 

pound-keepers; 
8. The locating of the land in their reserves, and the 

establishment of a register of such locations. 

2.2 An Act to Amend and Consolidate the Laws Respecting 
Indians, S.C. 1880, chapter 28, section 72 

Within four years, legislators were already working to amend the Indian Act 
(1876). This amendment, which achieved royal assent in May 1880, nml,lstatecL 

.that elected chiefs could displace the authority of life chiefs. Elsewhereinthe 
act, further powers were given to elected band councils, including input into 
the selection school teachers, weed control, and the addition of mechanisms 
for enforcing band council by-laws, so long as this enforcement was overseen 
by a justice of the peace, often the Indian agent.107 

Source: Canada, An Act to Amend and Consolidate the Laws 
Respecting Indians, Statutes of Canada 43 Vic. (1880) c.18. 

CHAP. 28. 
An Ad to amend and consolidate the laws respecting Indians. 

Governor in 

Council may 

provide for 

election of Chiefs. 

[Assented to 7th May, 1880.1 

72. Whenever the Governor in Council deems it advisable for 
the good government of a band to introduce the election 
system of chiefs, he may by Order in Council provide that the 
chiefs of any band of Indians shall be elected, as hereinafter 
provided, at such time and place as the Superintendent
General may direct; and they shall, in such case, be elected 
for a period of three years, unless deposed by the Governor 
for dishonesty, intemperance, immorality or incompetency; 

107 Shields. "Anishinabek Political Alliance." 65; Murdock. "Reactions to Enactment": Leslie and 
Maguire. The Historical Development at the Indian Act. 78. 
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Proviso: as to 

number. 

Proviso: as to 

present life chiefs. 

Further proviso as 

them. 

and they may be in the proportion of one head chief and two 
second chiefs or councillors for every two hundred Indians: 
Provided, that no band shall have more than six head chiefs 
and twelve second chiefs, but any band composed of thirty 
Indians may have one chief: 
Provided always, that all life chiefs now living shall continue 
to hold the rank of chief until death or resignation, or until 
their removal by the Governor for dishonesty, intemperance, 
immorality or incompetency: 
Provided also, that in the event of His Excellency ordering 
that the chiefs of a band shall be elected, then and in such 
case the life chiefs shall not exercise the powers of chiefs 
unless elected under such order to the exercise of such 
powers. 

2.3 An Act for Conferring Certain Privileges on the More 
Advanced Bands of the Indians of Canada, with the View of 
Training Them for the Exercise of Municipal Powers [Indian 
Advancement 

This act, also known as the Indian Advancement Act. was passed in order to pro
mote municipal-style government for Indigenous peoples in Quebec, Ontario, 
New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia. lOs In addition to regular council elections and 
set terms of office, the act allowed for tax collection and by-law enforcement.109 

Although some appreciated the expanding jurisdiction of the band councils, 
others recognized that the act was designed to undermine traditional gover
nance. The Haudenosaunee Confederacy Council, for example, was quick to 
denounce the act.no The intent of these measures was made even clearer when 
set in the context of Parliament's larger legislative agenda for Indigenous peo
ples. Also in 1884, the Indian Act was amended in response to resistance in 
western Canada to make it illegal to sell or give fixed ammunition or ball car
tridges to Indians of Manitoba and the North-West Territories (now Alberta 
and Saskatchewan). The same amendment also criminalized the c~remonies 
by which leadership among Indigenous people of the north Pacific Coast was 
confirmed-known by the word used for them in the Chinook trading jargon: 
potlatch. These acts and amendments were clearly designed to encourage 

108 John F. Leslie, "The Indian Act: An Historical Perspective," Canadian Parliamentary Review 25, 
no. 2 (n.d.): 25. 

109 John Leslie and Ron Maguire, The Historical Development of the Indian Act, 85. 
110 Susan M. Hill, The Clay We Are Made Of, 192. 
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Euro-Canadian-style governance under the direction of the Indian agent and 
to undermine Indigenous sovereignty.llI 

Source: Canada, Indian Advancement Act, Statutes of Canada 47 Vic. (1884) c.28. 

(HAP.lS. 
An Ad for conferring certain privileges on the more 

advanced Bands of the Indians of (anada, with the view of 
training them for the exercise of municipal powers. 

Meetings of the 

Council: agent or 

deputy to preside, 

his powers and 

duties. 

[Assented to 19th April, 1884.] 

9. The council shall meet for the despatch of business, at such 
place on the reserve, and at such times as the agent for the 
reserve shall appoint, not being less than four nor more than 
twelve times in the year for which it is elected, and due notice 
of the time and place of each meeting shall be given to each 
councillor by the agent; at such meeting the agent for the 
reserve or his deputy, to be appointed for the purpose with 
the consent of the Superintendent General or his deputy, 
shall preside and record the proceedings, and shall have full 
power to control and regulate all matters of procedure and 
form, and to adjourn the meeting to a time named or sine 
die, and to report and certify all by-laws and other acts and 
proceedings of the council to the Superintendent General; 
and full faith and credence shall be given to his certificate 
thereof in all courts and places whatsoever: he shall address 
the council and explain and advise them upon their powers 
and duties, and any matter requiring their consideration, 
but shall have no vote on any question to be decided by 
the council; but each councillor present shall have a vote 
thereon, and it shall be decided by the majority of votes, the 
chief voting as a councillor and having also a casting vote 
in case the votes would otherwise be equal; four councillors 
shall be a quorum for the despatch of any business. 

111 Leslie and Maguire. The Historical Development of the Indian Act, 81; Hill, The Clay We Are Made 
Of; Tobias, "Protection. Civilization, Assimilation." 134. 
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Illustration 2.1: Crop Eared Wolf, circa 1900-1913. 

Source: Glenbow Archives (NB-3-9) 

2.4 Declaration of Crop Eared Wolf as Chief, October 17. 1900 

The Indian Act necessitated an enormous bureaucracy in order to administer 
its provisions. The Department of Indian Affairs had personnel in Ottawa and 
in communities across Canada. Forms such as this one were meant to stan
dardize the interactions between staff. and Indigenous leaders, and to ensure 
that agreements made between staff and Indigenous people conformed to 
the Indian Act. In this form, we see that Crop Eared Wolf has signed with an 
X. This may indicate that he was not literate. If this is the case, then we have 
no way of knowing whether he knew precisely to what he was agreeing when 
he affixed his X to this form. 

Source: Declaration of Crop Eared Wolf as Chief, October 17, 1900, Department 
of Indian Affairs fonds, LAC, RG 10, vol. 3939, file 121698 3, image 9/76. 

DEClARATION OF CHIEF OR COUNCILLOR. 

DOMINION OF CANADA. ) 
) 

DISTRICT OF ..>4t1'vda, ) 
) 

204979 

GOVERNM 

13kv-d 7~ ..>4~) I, Crop Ear Wolf do solemnly 
declare that I will ~ell and truly serve our Sovereign Lady the Queen in the 

Office of ffuui -e40fthe ~m ____ m band of Indians, without favour or 
affection, malice, or ill-will; that will strictly obey all the laws and regulations of 
our Sovereign Lady the Queen; that I will to the best of my ability endeavor to 
prevent all contraventions of the said laws and regulations by any member of my 
band; that I will report a" infractions of the laws and regulations by any member 
of my band; that I will report all infractions of the laws and regulations at the 
earliest opportunity to the Indian Agent over me; and that I will strive to advance 
the interests of all the Indians of my band morally and financially, both by precept 
and example, and generally fulfil all the duties of the office to which I have been 
elected for an indefinite term, to the best of my skill and knowledge. 

That this declaration has been read through to me and explained to me ~112 
in the 13~anguage5, and I understand the nature of the said declaration. 

Declared before me at 13kv-d ..>4~, 
In the District of ..>4t1'vda 
This --q£{day of (/~ 
A.D. 1900, this declaration having been 
first read through to me by the department 
Blackfoot 
in the English language which he [?] appeared 
to clearly understand, 

(having been interpreted to him in 
( 

(my presence in the 13~anguage 
( 

(which he understood. 
:lad. wiLurn 
7~~ 

W~+ 7~eAJ. C~ 

112 Strike-throughs in this document are in the original. 
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Illustration 2.2: Kainai Chiefs, 1905. L-R back row: Joe Healy, interpreter; Running Crane. 
L-R front row: Blackfoot Old Woman, Day Chief, Crop Eared Wolf. 

Source: Glenbow Archives (NA-201-1) 

2.5 Letter from Department of Indian Affairs Agent R. N. Wilson 
to Indian Commissioner David Laird, June 29, 1908 

Indigenous leaders who were elected chiefs by Indian Act provisions still had 
to be endorsed by the Indian agent. As you saw in the previous document, 
the chief's declaration included an injunction that the chief would strive to 
"advance the interests of all Indians" in the band "morally and financially, both 
by precept and example," to uphold tbg laws and regulations of the Canadian 
government, and to report any infractions of those laws by his own people 
to the Indian agent "over" the chief. The Indian agent, therefore, tended to 
affirm the election of chiefs who would support the assimilationist goals of 
the department, and this could include the surrender of some of their land 
base if the agent thought this prudent or profitable. 

GOVERNANI 

In 1907, local settlers pressured the Department of Indian Affairs to force the 
Kainai of the Blood Reserve to se112,400 acres of their land. Crop Eared Wolf 
(Makoyi-Opistoki) personally opposed this sale and encouraged a vote against 
the land cession. Indian Alfairs inspector J. A. Markle wrote the Department of 
Indian Affairs suggesting that a threatening letter from Ottawa promising to 
replace Crop Eared Wolf with a leader "who would more qUickly take up advanced 
ideas and be a help to the Department instead of a hindrance," might encourage 
Crop Eared Wolf to cease his opposition. The department refused to write such 
a letter but reminded Markle that leaders living an intemperate life could be 
deposed. Markle's attempts to enlist the North-West Mounted Police to inves
tigate Crop Eared Wolf were unsuccessful; NWMP superintendent Primrose 
responded to the request by saying that "if the Indian Dept., wish to do any work 
of this nature, I think they had better do it themselves. Speaking of Crop Eared 
Wolf as I know him I should be very sorry to see him deposed from office."I13 

In 1908, Indian Agent R. N. Wilson picked up the cause of deposing Crop 
Eared Wolf, as you see here. Crop Eared Wolf filed a complaint of harassment 
directly to Indian Commissioner David Laird, who had first recommended him 
for the position of chief. Instead of surrendering the land, the Kainai turned to 
cultivating it, harvesting 24,000 bushels of wheat in 1909.'14 Crop Eared Wolf 
retained his position. 

Source: Department of Indian Affairs Agent R. N. Wilson to Indian 
Commissioner, June 29, 1908, LAC, Department of Indian Affairs fonds, RG 

10, vol. 3939, file 121698-3, images 37-41, online MIKAN no. 2058251. 

(Copy) 
Blood Agency, Macleod, 
The Indian Commissioner, 
Winnipeg, Man.1l5 

Sir, 
June 28, 1908. 

I have the honor to request that one of the chiefs of this reservation named 
Crop-eared-wolf be deposed for incompetency. 

Since I placed this Indian on the self-support list four years ago he has opposed 
and endeavored to block every move made by me for the advancement of these 

113 Smith. Liberalism. Surveillance and Resistance, 125-26. 
114 Hugh A. Dempsey, "Makoyi-Opistoki," in Canadian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 14. University 

of Toronto/Universite Laval. 2003. http://www.biographLca/en/bio/makoyi_opistokU4E. 
html (accessed July 31. 2017). 

115 In the original document. these two lines of address ("The Indian Commissioner" and 
"Winnipeg. Man.") were at the bottom of the first page of the letter. They have been moved 
here for the convenience of the modern reader. and so as not to confuse. 
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people. At the inauguration of the self-support movement in 1904 the only 
serious difficulty encountered was the violent opposition of Crop-eared-wolf who 

tried to get the other Indians affected by that policy to revolt against it but was 
unsuccessful except with one other individual as reported at the time. When I then 
informed him that he would lose his chiefship if he persisted in his opposition he 

subsided to some extent so far as the subject of "self-support" was concerned but 
from that time to this he has been a chronic kicker and general michief [sic] maker. 

In connection with the farming operations he has been particularly 
objectionable. Two years ago when extensive farming at this point was decided 
upon by the Department I naturally took an early opportunity of explaining the 
plans to Crop-eared-wolf but as soon as he had heard enough to see that a serious 
attempt to cultivate a portion of the reserve was intended he abruptly terminated 
the discussion by refusing to hear any more of the subject and peremptorily 
ordering me to drop it. He said that he would have no farming done on this 
reservation other than what the Indians cared to do in their own way, which as I 
pointed out to him, after 25 years of reserve life then amounted to "nil:' He at once 
enlisted the support of the late Thunder Chief and two or three others of the older 
chiefs who with a dozen or so of the worthless element among the Indians set 
themselves up as an opposition and endeavored to persuade the other Indians to 
refuse to farm. After that I ignored these men entirely and confined my attention to 
the working element with the result that the applications from the working Indians 
for the broken land soon aggregated more acreage than the steam plow could 
break in two years, which is practically the situation yet though twenty-three farms 
have been supplied to date. After the work was well under way last year and the 
first large block of farms issued to 15 lower Indians the reCipients were subjected 
to all sorts of annoyance through the efforts of Crop-eared-wolf and his adherents 
to induce them to abandon the work. Three of them backslided but others took 
their places and the ground was duly prepared by the Indians and seeded by them 
in good and proper time. Yesterday a Mormon farmer drove through these Indian 
farms and declared that they are the best crops that he has seen this year. 

Finding his tactics unsuccessful with the lower Indians Crop-eared-wolfthen 
tried to get the farming confined to the lower end of the reserve and passed word 
around that no farming was to be done up the river. No attention, however, was 
paid to him and the machinery was this spring moved up the river and put to work 

on the location selected for a block of farms for the use of the central or Farm 3 
Indians. These farms eight in number (which are several short of the applications at 
that point) being nearly finished I selected for the third location a fine piece of land 
directly south of Chief Running Crane's place near the river and above the mouth 
of Bull-horn Coulee. This block will be issued to Chief Running Crane, his son, his 
son-in-law and other immediate neighbours. On Thursday last the 25th

, instant I was 
from earlymorning [sic] engaged in laying out these farms with the assistance of 
Stockman Hillier, Assistant Stockman Thomas Spotted Bull, Chief Running Crane, 
and Black Plume his son-in-law. By two o'clock in the afternoon we had located and 
partially marked with posts seven farms of eighty acres each and then went off for 
lunch. During our absence Mr. Crop-eared-wolf came along and pulled up all of 
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the posts, put them in his wagon, drove to Chief Running Crane's and threw them 
inside of Running Crane's fence. As most of the eleven posts had been set in post 
holes, and at least three miles of travelling would have to be covered in getting 
to them all, the chief went to some little trouble in order to undo what we had 
accomplished. After finishing this task Crop-eared-wolf went on to the Stockman's 

house where I was at lunch and told me that he had called to tell me to stop 
marking out those farms as he wanted no farming done up there. He said nothing 
about having removed the landmarks. I explained to him that no plowing would 

be done on his land or for himself or children until they requeited me to do it for 
them, but that the farms then being laid out were for men living alongside of them 
like Running Crane and his son who wanted the farms and that it is my intention 
to plow land for every Indian who asks for it and has the horses necessary t~ work 
it. I also told him that if he could not as chief assist me in my work he might at least 
abstain from interference with it. To this he replied that he was chief of this reserve 
and that nothing should be done on it that he disapproved of. 

When returning to work I was informed of what Crop-eared-wolf had done 
with the posts and presently he came driving along when I asked him why he 
had molested the landmarks, he replied "I told you that I do not want any farming 
done on this reserve and I pulled up those posts for the same reason:' In reply to 
my remark that his property was two or three miles further up the river and that 
he had no right to interfere with work being done for Running Crane and these 
other Indians, he said, "The whole reserve belongs to me. The Government made 
me chief over it all and no Indian or white man has a right to do anything that I tell 
him not to do;' with which comprehensive statement the discussion closed., 

I did not replace the posts as he would only have removed them again. When 
the plow begins work up there within a few days I can re-stake the land one line 
at a time and have the plow follow thus running a furrow along the lines that will 
make them permanent without the posts. . 

You will doubtless concur in my opinion that it is imperative in the interests 
of the Blood Indians and of our work on their behalf that Crop-eared-wolf be 
removed from his pOSition of chief as promptly as the Department can act in 
the matter. While he confined himself to talk he was bad enough and for his 
excesses in that line should have been deposed long ago. Now, however, that 
he has resorted to physical force in order to prevent me carrying on work of 

great importance, and claims a right to do so by virtue of his insane idea of his 
authority as chief, nothing remains but for the Department to depose him as 
incompetent and appoint in his stead a normally constituted Indian who will 
be competent to perform his duties. There are Indians on this reservation, and 
many of them, who have ever since the establishment of the agency honestly and 
intelligently followed the lines laid down for them by the Department. Several of 
the Bloods of this better class I have had the pleasure of recommending for chiefs 
in the past and a man of the same industrious element should wear the head 
chief's medal at present held by Crop-eared-wolf. 

Please note that Crop-eared-wolf is not the spokesman of a portion of the tribe 
in this obstruction but is presenting his own views only. Also, there is no property 
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dispute involved in his last action as his house and fields and those of his children 

are located two or three miies beyond the premises of Running Crane whose near 

neighbors as well as himself merely desire to farm the land in their immediate vicinity. 

Your obedient servant, 

(sd.) R. N. Wilson 

Indian Agent. 

2.6 The New Story of the Iroquois by Chief Des-ka-heh, A Radio 
Address, March 10, 1925 

Cayuga Hoyaneh Levi General (Deskaheh)"6 was the speaker of the 
Haudenosaunee Confederacy Council in the 1920S when the Canadian gov
ernment sought greater and greater control over the internal affairs of the 
Grand River reserve through the abolition of Haudenosaunee traditional 
longhouse governance. In 1922, the council asked Deskaheh to take its case 
to the British government in London and then to the League of Nations in 
Geneva. He argued that the Haudenosaunee had a nation-to-nation treaty 
relationship with Great Britain, having served as her military allies, and that 
the people of his nation had never yielded their sovereignty to Canada nor 
had they ever been conquered. In September 1924, Prime Minister Mackenzie 
King and Governor General Byng signed an order in council abolishing the 
Haudenosaunee Council. In December, acting on that order, the RCMP raided 
the Ohsweken Council House and the homes of wampum keepers, confiscating 
documents and sacred wampum belts. That same year, the Canadian govern
ment denied entry to Deskaheh as he tried to return horne from Europe. In 
1925, he died, a political refugee living in the horne of Tuscarora Chief Clinton 
Rickard on the Tuscarora Indian Reservation in New York State.1l7 

116 Many Indigenous groups, nations, and leaders spell their own names in various ways. Chief 
Deskaheh (or Des-ka-heh) was no exception. This book uses the most common current 
spelling when discussing sources, but it stays true to the actual spellings used in the sources 
themselves, even when these are inconsistent. 

117 Susan M. Hill, The Clay We Are Made Of, 230; Deskaheh, The Red Man's Appeal for Justice 
(London: Kealeys Limited, 1923); Smith, Strange Visitors, 143. 

Illustration 2·3: Deskaheh (in headdress) speaking to an unidentified man with 
spectators in the background, Scarborough, Ontario. 

Source: Copyright American Philosophical Society 
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Source: Des-ka-heh, The New Story of the Iroquois, aka "The Last Speech of 
D€s-ka-heh" (Brantford: Ontario, 1925), LAC, Department of Indian Affairs fonds, 

RG 10, vol. 2286, file 57, 169-1, pt. 5, MIKAN no. 2083362, images 111-1$. 

The of the Iroquois. 

By CHIEF DES-KA-HEH 

Told over W-H-A-M at 
Rochester, N.Y. 

March 10th, 192$. 

Brantford, Ontario 
1925 

PREFACE 

The purpose of this booklet is to let the public read the last speech made 

by the late CHIEF DESKAHEH, at Rochester, N.Y., Radio Station, on the night of 

March 10, 1925. Next morning he was ordered by the doctor to the hospital, as he 
had a serious attack of pleurisy and pneumonia. He was under treatment at the 

Homeopathic Hospital for eight weeks, then the doctors giving him up, he was 

removed to the Tuscarora Indian Reservation along the banks of the Niagara River 

where he died on June 27th, 1925· 
Chief Deskaheh was born on the Grand River Lands in the year 1872. He became 

a chief of his Young Bear Clan of the Cayuga Nation on July 4th, 1917. In the year 

1921, he was appointed a Speaker of the Six Nations Council, the same year he 
crossed to England, to carry the news to King George V, of the aggressiveness of 

his Majesty's Colony, in spite of the Treaty of 1874 [1784] in existence between the 

British Crown and his people of the Six Nations of the Grand River Lands, known as 

the Haldimand Treaty. 
He returned home in the Autumn of the same year, without much assurance 

from the British Authorities. 
A large majority of his people insisted on him appealing to the highest court 

in the world for justice to Redmen, this he did. On account of his determination to 

seek justice he had to leave his home to escape from the clutches of the invaders 

on some trumped up charge, on February 21st, 1923, to seek asylum south of the 

Great Lakes, until his people could find the hecessary money. He left on July 12th, 

1923, arriving in Geneva, Switzerland, during the latter part of August, where 
he awaited the action of the League of Nations on his appeal for justice for the 
Redmen. As no action was taken by the League, he returned to America, arriving 

in Rochester, N.Y., January 18th, 1925· 
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This is what he had reference to in his last speech. The result of his mission to 
the League of Nations, on behalf of his people of the Grand River Lands. 

" 
THE NEW STORY OF THE IROQUOIS 

Nearly everyone who is listening to me is a pale face I suppose. I am not. My 

skin is not red but that is what my people are called by others. My skin is brown, 

light brown, but our cheeks have a little flush and that is why we are called red

skins. We don't mind that. There is no difference between us, under our skins, that 

any expert with a carving knife has ever discovered. 

My home is on the Grand River. Until we sold off a large part, our country 
extended down to Lake Erie, where, 140 winters ago, we had a little sea-shore of 

our own and a birch-bark navy. You would call it Canada. We do not. We call the 

little ten miles square we have left the "Grand River Country:' We have the right 

to do that. It is ours. We have the written pledge of George III that we should 

have it forever as against him or his successors and he promised to protect us in 
it. We didn't think we would ever live long enough to find that a British promise 

was not good. An enemy's foot is on our country and George V knows it for I told 

him so but he will not lift his finger to protect us nor will any of his ministers. One 

who would take away our rights is of course, our enemy. Do you think that any 

government should stop to consider whether any selfish end is to be gained or 
lost in the keeping of its word? 

In some respects, we are just like you. We like to tell our troubles. You do that. 

You told us you were in great trouble a few winters ago because a great big giant 

with a big stick was after you. We helped you whip him. Many of our young men 

volunteered and many gave their lives for you. You were yery willing to let them 
fight in the front ranks in France. Now we want to tell our troubles to you-I do 

not mean that we are calling on your governments. We are tired of calling on 

the governments of pale-faced peoples in America and in Europe. We have tried 

that and found it was no use. They deal only in fine words-We want something 

more than that-We want justice from now on. After all that has happened to us, 

that is not much for us to ask. You got half of your territory here by warfare upon 

red-men, usually unprovoked, and you got about a quarter of it by bribing their 

chiefs, and not over a quarter of it did you get openly and fairly. You might have 

gotten a good share of it by fair means if you had tried. You young people of the 

United States may not believe what I am saying. Do not take my word but read 

your history. A good deal of true history about that has got into print now. We 

have a little territory left-just enough to live and die on. Don't you think your 

governments ought to be ashamed to take that away from us by pretending it 
is part of theirs? You ought to be ashamed if you let them. Before it is all gone, 

we mean to let you know what your governments are doing. If you are a free 

people you can have your own way. The governments at Washington and at 

Ottawa have a silent partnership of policy. It is aimed to break up every tribe of 
red-men so as to dominate every acre of their territory. Your high officials are the 
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nomads to-day-not the Red people. Your officials won't stay at home. Over in 
Ottawa they call that policy"lndian Advancement:'Over in Washington, they call it 
"Assimilation:'We, who would be the helpless victims, say it is tyranny. If this must 
go on to the bitter end, we would rather that you come with your guns and poison 
gases and get rid of us that way. Do it openly and above board. Do away with the 

pretense that you have the right to subjugate us to your will. Your governments 
do that by enforcing your alien laws upon us. That is an underhanded way. They 
can subjugate us if they will through the use of your law courts. But how would 
you like to be dragged down to Mexico, to be tried by Mexicans and jailed under 

Mexican law for what you do at home? 
We want none of your laws and customs that we have not willingly adopted 

for ourselves. We have adopted many. You have adopted some of ours-votes for 
women, for instance-We are as well behaved as you and you would think so if 
you knew us better. We would be happier to-day, if left alone, than you who call 
yourselves Canadians and Americans. We have no jails and do not need them. You 
have many jails, but do they hold all the criminals you convict? And do you convict 
or prosecute all your violators of the thousands of laws you have? 

Your governments have lately resorted to new practices in their Indian policies. 
In the old days they often bribed our chiefs to sign treaties to get our lands. Now 
they know that our remaining territory can easily be gotten away from us by first 
taking our political rights away in forcing us into your citizenship, so they give jobs 
in their Indian Offices to the bright young people among us who will take them and 
who, to earn their pay, say that our people wish to become citizens with you and 
that we are ready to have our tribal life destroyed and want your government to do 
it. But that is not true. Your governments of to-day learned that method from the 
British. The British have long practiced it on weaker peoples in carrying out their 
policy of subjugating the world, if they can, to British Imperialism. Under cover of 
it, your law-makers now assume to govern other peoples to [sic] weak to resist your 
courts. There are no three mile limits or twelve mile limits to strong government 
who wish to do that. About three winters ago the Canadian government set out 
to take mortgages on farms of our returned soldiers to secure loans made to 
them intending to use Canadian courts to enforce those mortgages in the name 
of Canadian authority within our country. When Ottawa tried that our people 
resented it. We knew that would mean the end of our own government. Because 

we did so the Canadian government began to enforce all sorts of Dominion and 
Provincial laws over us and quartered armed men among us to enforce Canadian 
laws and customs upon us. We appealed to Ottawa in the name of our right as a 
separate people and by right of our treaties and the door was closed in our faces. 
We then went to London with our treaty and asked for the protection it promised 
and got no attention. Then we went to the League of Nations at Geneva with its 
covenant to protect little peoples and to enforce respect of treaties by its members 
and we spent a whole year patiently waiting but got no hearing. 

To punish us for trying to preserve our rights, the Canadian government 
has now pretended to abolish our government by Royal Proclamation and 
has pretended to set up a Canadian-made government over us composed of 
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the few traitors among us who are willing to accept pay from Ottawa and do 
its bidding. Finally Ottawa officials, under pretense of a friendly visit, asked 
to inspect our precious wampum belts, made by our fathers centuries ago 
as records of our history, and when shown to them those false-faced officials 
seized and carried away those belts as bandits take your precious belongings. 
The only difference was that our aged wampum-keeper did not put up his 
hands. Our hands go up only when we address the Great Spirit. Yours go up, I 

hear, only when some one of you is going through the pockets of his own white 
brother. According to your newspapers they are up now a good deal of the 
time. The Ottawa Government thought that with no wampum belts to read in 
the opening of our Six Nations councils, we would give up our home rule and 
self-government, the victims of supersticion [sic] Any superstition of which the 
Grand River people have been victims was not in reverence for wampum belts 
but in their trust in the honor of governments who boast of a higher civilization. 

We entrusted the British, long ago, with large sums of our money to care for 
when we ceded back parts of our territory. They took $140,000.00 of that money 
seventy-five winters ago to use for their own selfish ends and we have never been 
able to get it back. 

Your government of the United States, I hear, has just decided to take away 
the political liberties of all the red-men you promised protect forever, by passing 
such a law through your congress in defiance of the treaties made by George 
Washington. That law, of course, would mean the breaking up of the tribes if 
enforced. Our people would rather be deprived of their money than their political 
liberties. So would you. 

I suppose some of you never heard of my people before and that many of 
you, if you ever did, supposed that we were all long gone to our happy hunting 
grounds. NO! There are as many of us as there were a thousand winters ago. There 
are more of you than there used to be and that makes a' great difference in the 
respect we get from your governments. 

I ask you a question or two. Do not hurry with your answers. Do you believe
really believe-that all peoples are entitled to equal protection of international 
law now that you are so strong: Do you believe-really believe-that treaty 
pledges should be kept? Think these questions over and answer them to 
yourselves. 

We are not as dependent in some ways as we were in the early days. We do not 
need interpreters now. We know your language and can understand your words 
for ourselves and we have learned to decide for ourselves what is good for us. It is 
bad for any people to take the advice of an alien people as to that. 

You mothers, I hear, have a good deal to say now about your government. Our 
mothers have always had a hand in ours. Maybe you can do something to help us 
now. If you white mothers are hard-hearted and will not, perhaps you boys and 
girls who are listening and who have loved to read stories about our people-the 
true ones I mean-will help us when you grow up if there are any of us left then 
to be helped. If you are bound to treat us as though we were citizens under your 
government then those of your people who are land hungry will get our farms 
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away from us by hooks and crooks under your property laws and in your courts 
that we do not understand and do not wish to learn. We would then be homeless 
and have to drift into your big cities to work for wages to buy bread and have 
to pay rent, as you call it, to live on this earth and to live in little rooms in which 
we would suffocate. We would then be scattered and lost to each other and lost 
among so many of you. Our boys and girls would then have to intermarry with 
you or not at all. If consumption took us off or if we brought no children into the 
world or children mixed with the ocean of your blood then there would be no 
Iroquois left.ll8 So boys and girls if you grow up and claim the right to live together 
and govern yourselves and you ought to and if you do not concede the same right 
to other peoples (and you will be strong enough to have your own way) you will 
be tyrants won't yotj.lf you do not like that word use a better one if you can find 
one, but don't deceive yourselves by the word you use. 

Boys-you respect your fathers because they are members of a free people 
and have a voice in the government over them and because they helped to make 
it and made it for themselves and will hand it down to you. If you knew that your 
fathers had nothing to do with the government they are under and were mere 
subjects of other men's wills, you could not look up to them and they could not 
look you in the face. They would not be real men then. Neither would we. The 
fathers among our people have been real men. They cry out now against the 
injustice of being treated as something else and being called incompetents who 
must be governed by another people-which means the people who think that 
way about them. Boys-think this over. Do it before your minds lose the power 
to grasp the idea that there are other peoples in this world beside your own and 
with an equal right to be here. You see that a people as strong as yours is a great 
danger to other peoples near you. Already your will comes pretty near being law in 
this world where no one can whip you, think then what it will mean if you grow up 
with a will to be unjust to other peoples to believe that whatever your government 
does to other peoples is no crime however wicked. I hope the Irish-Americans hear 
that and will think about it-they used to when that shoe pinched their foot. 

This is the story of the Mohawks, the story of the Oneidas, of the Cayugas-I 
am a Cayuga-of the Onondagas, the Senecas and the Tuscaroras. They are the 
Iroquois. Tell it to those who have not been listening. Maybe I will be stopped from 
telling it. But if I am prevented from telling it over, as I hope to do, the story will 
not be lost. I have already told it to thousands of listeners in Europe-it has gone 
into the records where your children can find it when I may be dead or be in jail 
for daring to tell the truth-I have told this story in Switzerland. They have free 

118 Consumption was a common term for the disease tuberculosis, which was a major health 
concern for Indigenous people in this time. There were many causes of this health crisis 
including the poor conditions of residential schools where the disease spread rapidly. For 
more information see Christian W, McMillan, Discovering Tuberculosis: A Global History 1900 

to the present (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015); Maureen Lux, Separate Beds: A History 
of Indian Hospitals in Canada, 1920S to 1980s (Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 2016). 
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speech in little Switzerland. One can tell the-truth over there in public even if it is 
uncomfortable for some great people. 

This story come [sic] straight from Des-ka-heh, one of the chiefs of the Cayugas. 
I am the Speaker of the Council of the Six Nations, the oldest League of Nations 
now existing. It was founded by Hi-a-wa-tha. It is a League which is still alive and 
intends, as best it can, to defend the rights of the Iroquois to live under their own 
laws in their own little countries now left to them; to worship their Great Spirit in 
their own way and to enjoy the rights which are as surely theirs as the white man's 
rights are his own. 

If you think the Iroquois are being wronged, write letters from Canada to your 
Members of Parliament and from the United States to your Congressmen and tell 
them so. They will listen to you for you elect them. If they are against us, ask them 
to tell you when and how they got the right to govern people who have no part in 
your government and do not live in your country but live in their own. They can't 
tell you that. 

One word more so that you will be sure to remember our people. If it had 
not been for them, you would not be here. If, one hundred and sixty-six winters 
ago, our warriors had not helped the British at Quebec, Quebec would not have 
fallen to the British. The French would then have driven your English-speaking 
fore-fathers out of this land, bag and baggage. Then it would have been a French
speaking people here to-day, not you. That part of your history can not be blotted 
out by the stealing of our wampum belts in which that is recorded. 

I could tell you much more about our people and I may some other time-if you 
would like to have me. 

2.7 Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 
Volume 2: Restructuring the Relationship-Governance, 1996, 
Section 1, Aboriginal Perspectives 

The 1980s were years of intense lobbying. protests. and negotiations. as 
Indigenous peoples. at both the leadership and grassroots level. demanded 
profound change in their relationship with Canada. Indigenous leaders worked 
hard and appeared repeatedly at constitutional conferences held in 1983. 1984. 
1985. and 1987 to argue in favour of self-detennination. But little was accom
plished. Indigenous communities from the Lubicon Cree of northern Alberta 
to the Teme-Augama Anishnabai of northern Ontario took provincial and fed
eral governments to court over land rights and title. petitioning to be included 
in treaties and to be compensated for lands lost or habitat destroyed. but both 
ended in disappointing decisions by provincial justices. The same was true 
for the Gitxsan and Wet'suwet'en of central British Columbia. as Justice Allan 
McEachern rejected their oral histories. traditions, and legal systems in his 1991 
decision. Just the year before. disputes over land led to violence as the Surete 
du Quebec stormed the blockade erected by the Kanesata:ke Mohawks when 
the town of Oka tried to expand a golf course over their cemetery grounds. 



TALKING BACK TO THE iNDIAN ACT 

The government of Brian Mulroney sent in Canadian troops at the request of 
Quebec premier Robert Bourassa. When the Mohawks at nearby Kahnawa:ke 
blockaded the Mercier Bridge, a crucial commuter route into Montreal, local 
townsfolk at LaSalle stoned elders and pregnant women who sought medical 
attention beyond the blockade. The summer of 1990 was filled with footage of 
military standoffs between Canadian troops and Mohawk warriors that stunned 
many Canadians. At the same time, the horrors of residential schooling were 
gradually entering Canadian consciousness as residential school survivors 
took high-ranking church officials to court on charges of sexual assault.l19 

Partly as a result of these events, the Mulroney government appointed a Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples. Chaired by the former national chief of 
the Assembly of First Nations, Georges Erasmus, and Quebec judge Rene 
Dussault, the four Indigenous commissioners (including Inuit, Metis, and 
Indian) and three non-Indigenous commissioners were tasked with answering 
one overriding question: "What are the foundations of a fair and honourable 
relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people of Canada?" The 
commission generated a tremendous amount of research, holding 178 days of 
public hearings in 96 communities. It released its report in 1996. The histor
ical components of the report are excellent-often the first time Indigenous 
historical perspectives were put front and centre in a government document. 
Critics noted, however, that the report was too focused on the past and future 
relationships between Canada and First Nations to deal adequately with con
temporary problems, particularly those of urban Indigenous people, and that 
it did not address the residential schools clearly enough, recommending a fur
ther public inquiry into those institutions.'20 

Source: Canada, Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, Report of the Royal Commission 
on Aboriginal Peoples, volume 2, Restructuring the Relationship: Part One (Ottawa: The 
Commission, 1996), chapter 3, "Governance;' http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/ 
webarchives/20071124130703/http://www.ainc-inac.gc.calch/rcap/sg/shm3_e.html 

(accessed August 23, 2017). Reprinted by permission of the Government of Canada, 2018. 

119 For a summary of these times, see Miller, Skyscrapers Hide the Heavens, 364-85; the case 
R. v. O'Connor began in 1991 and was among the first to call attention to the widespread 
sexual violence within the schools. See the case summary at West Coast Leaf, http:// 
www.westcoastleaf.org/our-work!r-v-oconnor-1995/ (accessed August 23, 2017); for an 
institutional history of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, see https://www,aadnc
aandc.gc.ca/eng/1307458586498/1307458751g62 (accessed August 23, 2017). 

120 Miller, Skyscrapers Hide the Heavens, 385. 
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IN THE TIME BEFORE there were human beings on Earth, the Creator called a 
great meeting of the Animal People, 

During that period of the world's history, the Animal People lived harmoniously 

with one another and could speak to the Creator with one mind, They were very 

curious about the reason for the gathering, When they had all assembled together, the 
Creator spoke, 

"I am sending a strange new creature to live among you," he told the Animal 

People, "He is to be called Man and he is to be your brother, 

"But unlike you he will have no fur on his body, will walk on two legs and will not 

be able to speak with you. Because of this he will need your help in order to survive 

and become who I am creating him to be, You will need to be more than brothers and 
sisters, you will need to be his teachers, 

"Man will not be like you. He will not come into the world like you, He will not be 

born knowing and understanding who and what he is. He will have to search for that. 
And it is in the search that he will find himself. 

"He will also have a tremendous gift that you do not have, He will have the ability to 

dream. With this ability he wifl be able to invent great things and because of this he wifl 

move further and further away from you and will need your help even more when this 
happens, 

"But to help him I am going to send him out into the world with one very special gift. I 

am going to give him the gift of the knowledge of Truth and Justice, But like his identity it 

must be a search, because if he finds this knowledge too easily he wifl take it for granted. 

So I am going to hide it and I need your help to find a good hiding-place. That is why I 
have called you here," 

A great murmur ran through the crowd of Animal People. They were excited at the 

prospect of welcoming a new creature into the world and they were honoured by the 

Creator's request for their help. This was truly an important day, 

One by one the Animal People came forward with suggestions of where the Creator 
should hide the gift of knowledge ofT ruth and Justice, 

"Give it to me, my Creator," said the Buffalo, "and I will carry it on my hump to the 
very centre of the plains and bury it there." 

. ''l\ good idea, my brother," the Creator said, "but it is destined that Man should cover 

most of the world and he would find it there too easily and take it for granted." 

"Then give it to me," said the Salmon, "and I will carry it in my mouth to the deepest 
part of the ocean and I will hide it there," 

''l\nother excellent idea," said the Creator, "but it is destined that with his power 

to dream, Man will invent a device that will carry him there and he would find it too 
easily and take it for granted," 

"Then I will take it," said the Eagle, "and carry it in my talons and fly to the very face 
of the Moon and hide it there," 

"No, my brother," said the Creator, "even there he would find it too eaSily because 
Man will one day travel there as well," 
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Animal after animal came forward with marvellous suggestions on where to hide 

this precious gift, and one by one the Creator turned down their ideas. Finally, just 

when discouragement was about to invade their circle, a tiny voice spoke from the 

back of the gathering. The Animal People were all surprised to find that the voice 

belonged to the Mole. 
The Mole was a small creature who spent his life tunnelling through the earth and 

because of this had lost most of the use of his eyes. Yet because he was always in touch 

with Mother Earth, the Mole had developed true spiritual insight. 

The Animal People listened respectfully when Mole began to speak. 

"I know where to hide it, my Creator," he said. "I know where to hide the gift of the 

knowledge of Truth and Justice." 
"Where then, my brother?" asked the Creator. "Where should I hide this gift?" 

"Put it inside them," said the Mole. "Put it inside them because then only the wisest 

and purest of heart will have the courage to look there." 
And that is where the Creator placed the gift of the knowledge of Truth and 

Justice. l2l 

1. Aboriginal Perspectives 

1.1 Basic Concepts 

As our opening story suggests, human beings are born with the inherent freedom 
to discover who and what they are. For many Aboriginal people, this is perhaps 

the most basic definition of sovereignty-the right to know who and what you 

are. Sovereignty is the natural right of all human beings to define, sustain and 

perpetuate their identities as individuals, communities, and nations. 

Many Aboriginal people see sovereignty as much as a human right as a political 

and legal one. Seen in this way, sovereignty is an inherent human attribute that 

cannot be surrendered or taken away. 

What is sovereignty? Sovereignty is difficult to define because it is intangible, 

it cannot be seen or touched. It is very much inherent, an awesome power, 

a strong feeling or the belief of a people. What can be seen, however, is the 

exercise of Aboriginal powers. For our purposes, a working definition of 
sovereignty is the ultimate power from which all specific political powers are 

derived. 
Roger Jones, Councillor and Elder 

Shawanaga First Nation 

Sudbury, Ontario, 1 June 1993 

121 Based on a story by Phil Lane, Jr., Four Worlds Development. University of Lethbridge, 
Lethbridge, Alberta, as retold by Richard Wagamese [this note was in the source document]. 
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As an inherent human quality, sovereignty finds its natural expression in the 

principle of self-determination. Self-determining peoples have the freedom to 

choose the pathways that best express their identity, their sense of themselves 

and the character of their relations with others. Self-determination is the power 

of choice in action. 

Self-determination is looking at our desires and our aspirations of where 

we want to go and being given the chance to attain that . .. for life itself, for 

existence itself, for nationhood itself . .. 

1.2 Traditions of Governance 

Rene Tenasco, Councillor 

Kitigan Zibi Anishinabeg Council 
Maniwaki, Quebec, 2 December 1992 

In most Aboriginal nations, political life has always been closely connected 

with the family, the land, and a strong sense of spirituality. In speaking to the 

commission oftheir governance traditions, many Aboriginal people emphasized 

the integrated nature of the spiritual, familial, economic, and political spheres. 
While some Canadians tend to see government as remote, divorced from the 

people and everyday life, Aboriginal people generally view government in a more 
holistic way, as inseparable from the totality of communal practices that make up 
a way of life. 

This outlook is reflected in Aboriginal languages that exp~ess the concept of 
government in words meaning "our way of life" or "our life": 

If you take the word bemodezewan, you will find that it is a way oflife ... Thatis 

why it is difficult when you ask an Indian person to describe self-government. How 

do you describe a way of life and its total inc/usion of religious rights, social rights, 

government rights, justice rights and the use of the family as a system by which we 

live? .. We are not prepared at this time to separate those things. They are a way 

of life for our people. 

Leonard Nelson 

Roseau River, Manitoba 

8 December 1992 

Most Aboriginal people continue to be guided, to some degree, by traditional outlooks 

in their approach to matters of governance. In some instances, Aboriginal communi

ties have made traditional laws, practices and modes of leadership the basis of their 
contemporary governmental institutions. In other cases, however, traditional systems 

of governance have fallen iI)to disuse or been replaced by new systems, such as those 
imposed by the Indian Act. 
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Faced with these changes, many Aboriginal people have called for a revitalization 
of traditional values and practices, and their reintegration into institutions of 
government. Aboriginal people see this process occurring in a variety of ways. A 
number of representations made to the Commission emphasized the need to root 
contemporary governmental initiatives in traditional attitudes and institutions: 

If self-government is to become the vehicle by which Native people resume 
their rightful place in North American society, it must grow, unaffected, out 
of a strong knowledge of the past. Only in this way, is it assured that the 
Anishinabek, and other traditional governing structures, will be resuscitated for 
future growth and development . .. Knowledge of pre-contact Native societies 
will serve as the proper base upon which we can carefully and slowly construct 
models of governance. These models will be founded in the past and developed 
to consider environmental changes and the realities of today.122 

Nevertheless, in calling for governmental structures that are grounded in 
Aboriginal peoples' cultures and values, some interveners also spoke of the need 
to adopt certain features of mainstream Canadian governments. 

The Lheit-Lit'en solution was to recognize what had been lost, which is a 
traditional form of government. What had been lost was culture. What had been 
lost was any relationship between the community, the children, the adults and 
the elders as well as language. And that needed to be regained, the community 
decided. 

But at the same time, the community also felt that since we live in a 
contemporary non-Aboriginal world that it would be impossible to regain 
that out of context . .. As a consequence, the Lheit-Ut'en decided to combine 
traditional and contemporary methods of governments, contemporary as well 
as traditional methods of justice. 

Erling Christensen 

Prince George, British Columbia 

1 June 1993 

There is no uniform Aboriginal outlook on these topics, many of which are the 
focus of lively discussion and exchange among Aboriginal people. Nevertheless, 
the very fact that they are the object of such interest shows their continuing 
importance in the panoply of Indigenous approaches to governance. 

122 Union of Ontario Indians. "Anishinabek Traditional Governing. A New Era for the 
Anishinabek: Understanding the Past for the Challenges of Tomorrow." brief submitted to 
RCAP (1993). 4-5 [this note was in the source document). 
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One point needs to be emphaSized. For most Aboriginal people, 'tradition' does 
not consist of static practices and institutions that existed in the distant past. It 
is an evolving body of ways of life that adapts to changing situations and readily 
integrates new attitudes and practices. As a study of traditional Inuit governance 
explains: 

This . .. Inuit approach to 'traditions' and the 'traditional culture' moves 
'traditional culture' away from its exoticized state depicted in books and 
displayed in museums and presents it instead in the everyday actions of 
northern individuals. This insider view grounds 'traditional culture' not in a time 
frame (the pre-contact period) but instead in a set of practices engaged in by 
Inuit of both the recent or distant past. 123 

Here, Aboriginal people are no more prisoners of the past than other Canadians 
are. They do not need to replicate the customs of bygone ages to stay in touch 
with their traditions, just as Parliament does not need to observe all the practices 
of eighteenth-century Westminster in order to honour the parliamentary tradition. 
Aboriginal people, like other contemporary people, are constantly reworking their 
institutions to cope with new circumstances and demands. In doing so, they freely 
borrow and adapt cultural traits that they find useful and appealing. It is not the 
heedless reproduction of outmoded practices that makes a vigorous tradition, but 
a strong connection with the living past.124 

Leadership 

In many Aboriginal societies, political power was structured by familial 
relationships and tempered by principles of individual autonomy and 
responsibility. As described in one brief, leaders were viewed as servants ofthe 
people and were expected to uphold the values inherent in the community. 
Accountability was not simply a goal or aim of the system, it was embedded in the 

very make-up of the system.125 

123 Nancy Wachowich. "Women's Traditional Governance Research Project: Pond Inlet Inuit 
Contribution." research study prepared for RCAP (1994) [this note was in the source 
document]. 

124 In order to keep the length of the primary documents included in this reader manageable. we 
have had to ex~ise significant discussion of the other principles that Indigenous people in 
~ar:a~a see as Important to good governance. The RCAP reported that centrality of the land. 
mdlVldual autonomy and responsibility. the rule of law. the role of women. the role of elders. 
the role of family and clan. leadership. consensus in decision making. and the restoration 
of traditional institutions were all important themes in the testimony given by Indigenous 
people to the commission on the theme of governance. We have included only the sections 
entitled "leadership" and "consensus in decision making." , 

125 Union of Ontario Indians. "Anishinabek Traditional Governing." 39 [this note was in the 
source document]. 
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Within families, clans, and nations, positions of leadership could be earned, 
learned, or inherited. Frequently, these methods operated in conjunction. 

The selection of Chief was hereditary through a patriarchal line; the first born 
descendant would not automatically enter this position, it had to be earned. From 

a very young age the candidate for leadership would be trained and advised by 

his peers to ensure that he would be ready to assume his role .... The selection 
of leadership was a process that required much time and devotion. To become a 
leader was a great honour. The role of Chief was not one of power, rather it was a 

responsibility to fulfil the needs of the people.126 

In many instances, elders were viewed as community leaders. They sat in their own 

councils, which were frequently composed of both men and women. Decisions 
made by the elders council were expected to be observed and implemented by 

other leaders in the community. 

In some First Nations, leadership functions were dispersed among the holders of 

various positions: 

We do not follow the present day concept of chief and band council that was 
created by Indian Affairs. We have a traditional spiritual chief who is a medicine 
man; also we have four thinkers whose responsibility is for the welfare of the 
clan and to look into the future. Then we have our Tukalas whose responsibilities 

are for the protection and security of the clan. 
Dennis Thorne 

Edmonton, Alberta 
11 June 1992 

In other cases, leaders were expected to take on a variety of roles and had to 
possess a wide range of personal qualities. For example, a study of leadership 
among Dene identifies the functions of spokesperson, adviser, economic leader 

(as hunter and trapper), spiritual adviser, prophet and role model. Qualities 
associated with these functions include oratorical skill, wisdom, authority, 
economic proficiency, generosity, spiritual insight and respect.

127 
Among certain 

Aboriginal people, one clan was vested with responsibility for leadership and its 

members were expected to cultivate the relevant skills. 

126 Union of Ontario Indians, "Anishinabek Traditional Governing" [this note was in the source 

document]. 
1

2
7 Rene M. J. Lamothe, "'It was Only a Treaty': A Historical View of Treaty 11 According to the 

Dene of the Mackenzie Valley," research study prepared for RCAP (1993) [this note was in the 

source document]. 
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If one was born into the Leadership Clan, then there would be the gift of speech, 
to be able to have the power to influence by using language. Again, they learned 
all those skills as they were growing up, and also to have a good understanding 
of what leadership meant in those days. 

Chief Jeannie Naponse 

Whitefish Lake 
Toronto, Ontario, 18 November 1993 

In other instances, clan mothers had the responsibility of choosing leaders from 
among the members of families holding leadership titles. The clan mothers also 
had the power to remove leaders who were derelict in the performance of their 
duties.128 In such societies, children were identified as potential leaders by the 
women of the dan. 

Within the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, positions of leadership were specialized. 

Ea~~ dan within the .nation was represented at the Council of the Confederacy by 
rotllaneson, or hereditary chiefs. These offices were hereditary in the sense that 
eligibility to fill them was inherited by the individual. Pine tree chiefs, who were 
not f~om families holding hereditary titles but earned their titles through merit, 
sat With and advised the councils of their nations. War chiefs~l as military leadersLl 
had the responsibility of executing decisions made in council by the rotiianeson.129 

Traditional Inutt so<:ieties exhibited a variety of patterns of leadership, as revealed 
in Marc Stevenson's s~udy of traditional decision making in the Nunavut area. 
Among the Iglulingmiut of the Foxe Basin and north Baffin Island, the institution 
of leadership was well developed, with the eldest resident hunter in a band 
~sually assuming the role of isumataq, the one who thinks. The authority of the 
~suma:aq often extended to socio-economic matters affeCting the entire camp, 
mcludmg the sharing and distribution of game and other food.lglulirigmiut 
society placed great emphasis on the solidarity and hierarchical structure of the 
extende.d family, with a person's place in the hierarchy being determined by age, 
generation, sex and blood affiliation. The Iglulingmiut also recognized a broader 
tribal identity, beyond the extended family and the band.130 

A second pattern of leadership is represented by the Netsilingmiut, who live on 
the Arctic coast west of Hudson Bay. Originally, most local Netsilingmiut groups 

were based on the relationship between men, ideally brothers. Although the 
eldest active hunter in the group was usually regarded as the leader, important 

128 Paul Williams and Curtis Nelson, "Kaswentha," research study prepared for RCAP (1995). See 
also Kenneth Deer, RCAP transcripts, Kahnawake, Quebec, May 6, 1993 [this note was in the 
source document]. 

129 Williams and Nelson, "Kaswentha." See also Deer, RCAP transcripts [this note was in the 
source document]. 

130 Marc G. Stevenson, "Traditional Inuit Decision-Making Structures and the Administration of 
Nunavut," research study prepared for RCAP (1993) [this note was in the source document]. 
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decisions affecting the community were generally made jointly by several adult 
males. In effect, leadership took second place to the maintenance of cooperative 
relations among the males in the group. Male dominance and solidarity were 
expressed in the separation of men and women at meal times, the close bonds 
of affection and humour between male cousins, and the high incidence of 

female infanticide, which was the man's prerogative. There was little sustained 
cooperation among local groups and much mutual suspicion and hostility. There 
seems to have been no recognition of an overall tribal identity.131 

Another distinctive pattern is represented by the Copper Inuit, who lived on 
Banks and Victoria islands and the adjacent mainland in the central Arctic. The 
Copper Inuit were organized around the nuclear family, whose independence 
was absolute in all seasons of the year, whether during the summer when people 
were dispersed inland or during the winter when they assembled in large groups 
on the sea ice. In social structure and ideology, the Copper Inuit were highly 
individualistic and egalitarian, and in this respect differed notably from other Inuit 
of the Nunavut area. As Stevenson notes: 

So great was the emphasis on egalitarianism that there were no positions or 
statuses demarcating certain individuals as standing above or apart from others 
outside the nuclear family ... While a man because of his ability or character might 
attain a position of some influence, as his powers faded, so too did his prestige 
and authority ... Even women outside the domestic sphere enjoyed equal status 
with that of men in decision making.132 

The emphasis on individual autonomy made communal action very difficult, 
and there was no common council for decision making, no recognized leader 
to provide direction, and no special deference to the views of elders. As a result, 
murders and other transgressions against society often went unpunished. 

Generally, however, traditional Inuit societies recognized two types of leadership. 
The first type is angajuqqaaq, a person to be listened to and obeyed, and the 
second is isumataq, one who thinks. Both types of leadership were earned. 

However, in the first case, leadership depended on a person having a certain 
pOSition in an organized system, while in the second case leadership depended 
more on individual merit and the ability to attract and maintain a group of 

followers. Nevertheless, the distinction between the two types of leadership was 
not hard and fast, and most successful leaders combined the features of both. 
Such persons could not abuse their authority or neglect their other leadership role 

131 Stevenson, "Traditional Inuit Decision-Making Structures" [this note was in the source 
document]. 

132 Stevenson, "Traditional Inuit Decision-Making Structures" [this note was in the source 
document]. 
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without risking the loss of respect and ultimately an erosion of their influence and 
authority.133 

In speaking of their traditions of governance, many Aboriginal people emphasize 

that their leaders were originally chosen and supported by the entire community. 
This was especially true in non-hierarchical societies where leaders were equal to 
all others and held little authority beyond that earned through respect. In such 
societies, support for leaders could be withdrawn by the community as a whole or 
by those (such as clan mothers) with specific responsibilities in the matter. 

Part of the principles under our traditional system of government was that the 
leader does not have a voice in his own right. He has to respect the wishes of the 
people. He cannot make statements that are at odds with what the people believe. 

Margaret King 
Saskatoon Urban Treaty Indians 

Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, 28 October 1992 

Leadership was reflective of the people's faith and confidence in that particular 
individual's capabilities as a Chief. If for some reason these duties as leader were 
not fulfilled or met satisfactorily by the people then they could "quietly withdraw 
support:,134 

Many First Nations interveners spoke of how the Indian Act system of government 
had eroded traditional systems of accountability, fostered divisions within their 
communities, and encouraged what amounted to popularity contests. The first 
past the post system, whereby the greatest number of votes elected a candidate, 
was seen as especially problematic. It permitted large families to gain control of 
the council and shut other families out of the decision-making process. 

A number of First Nations, such as the Teslin Tlingit, the Lheit-Lit'en, and the 
Gitksan and Wet'suwet'en, have taken steps to replace leaders elected under the 
system imposed by the Indian Act with traditional leaders. 

Our Clan leaders have always been alive and well and thriving in Teslin, but their 
duties were mainly confined to cultural activities . .. They were stripped of all the 
powers they traditionally held. They were consequently stripped of their respect. 

133 Stevenson, "Traditional Inuit Decision-Making Structures" [this note was in the source 
document]. 

134 Union of Ontario Indians, "Anishinabek Traditional Governing" [this note was in the source 
document]. 
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What the constitution does is it puts the Clan leaders and the Elders in their 
rightful spot in Tlingit society, and that is at the top of the totem pole. 

Chief David Keenan 
Teslin, Yukon 

27 May 1992 

In some cases, this objective is being achieved through a return to band custom, 
by means of a procedure laid down in the Indian Act. In other instances, as with 
the Teslin Tlingit, traditional systems are being revived through self-government 
agreements. Certain communities are in a transitional period, with band councils 

operating side by side with traditional leaders ... 

Consensus in decision making 

The art of consensus decision making is dying. We are greatly concerned that 
Aboriginal people are increasingly equating 'democracy' with the act of voting .... 
[Wle are convinced that the practice of consensus decision making is essential to 
the culture of our peoples, as well as being the only tested and effective means of 

Aboriginal community self-government.135 

Decision making took a variety of forms in traditional Aboriginal societies. For 
example, decentralized systems of government often relied on the family and its 
internal structures to make decisions. In such societies, the autonomy of family 
groups was a fundamental principle.136 Societies with a more complex political 
organization made decisions not only at the level of the family but also through 
broader communal institutions. The potlatch, as practised among the peoples of 
the northwest coast, is an example of a communal institution serving multiple 
functions. 

The potlatch was a gathering of people, often including people from surrounding 
nations. According to the Lheit-Lit'en Nation, the potlatch was usually a 
culmination of smaller earlier meetings where individual issues were dealt with. 

At this final gathering, all people were included so that everyone could participate 
in final discussions and be aware of the decisions and agreement reached. The 

gathering dealt with territorial and justice issues and was generally the main 
instrument of community control, community watch, defence of territory and any 
issues relating to the community.137 

135 Council of Elders, "A Negotiations Process for Off-Reserve Aboriginal Peoples of Ontario," 
brief submitted to RCAP (1993), 5 [this note was in the source document], 

136 Deh Cho Tribal Council, "Dene Decision Making," brief submitted to RCAP (1993), 21 [this note 
was in the source document], 

137 BC Native Women's SOCiety, "Self-Government: The Quest for Self-Determination and Self
Reliance of Aboriginal Peoples," brief submitted to RCAP (1993), 11 [this note was in the 
source document], 
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Whatever their system of government, many Aboriginal people have spoken of 
the principle of consensus as a fundamental part of their traditions, Under this 
principle, all community members should be involved in the process of reaching 
agreement on matters of common interest. Among some peoples, discussions

l 

generally begin at the level of the family. In this way, the views of women, 

children and all who are not spokespersons may help shape the view expressed 

by the family or clan. Discussions may then proceed at a broader level and involve 
all family spokespersons, clan leaders or chiefs, In certain cases, all members of 
the community meet in assembly. Through a prolonged process of formulation 
and reformulation, consensus gradually emerges, representing a blend of 
individual perspectives. 

In describing how an Anishnabe nation with seven clans came to decisions 
through a consensus-seeking process, an intervener made these observations: 

Peter Ochise ... said seven twice is eight, . , It's taken me some time to grasp 
what he meant. Seven perspectives blended, seven perspectives working in 
harmony together to truly define the problem, truly define the action that is 
needed makes for an eighth understanding. It's a tough lesson that we don't 
know all the answers, we don't know all the problems. We really own only one
seventh of the understanding of it and we only know one-seventh of what to 
do about it. We need each other in harmony to know how to do things . .. This 
process that we had was 100 per cent ownership of the problem. 

Mark Douglas .' 

Orillia, Ontario 

14 May, 1993 

In consensus-based political systems, the concept of ' the loyal opposition; as in 
parliamentary systems, does not exist. As Williams and Nelson point out, decision 
making by consensus, often referred to as coming to one mind, is gradual, and the 
resolution of issues is built piece by piece, without confrontation.138 

A study of D~ne governance traditions notes that "consensus among the Dene is 
more a quality of life than a distinct process, structure or outcome:1139 lt permeates 
all levels of decision making, from the extended family to local and regional 

communities and the nation as a whole. Nevertheless, the same study observes 
that certain conditions are necessary for consensus systems to operate properly. 
These include face-to-face contact among members and the opportunity for 
those affected by decisions to take part in them. Consensus systems also require a 

broad pool of shared knowledge, including recognition of the leadership qualities 
of particular individuals, their family, history, spiritual training and so on. These 

138 Williams and Nelson, "Kaswentha" [this note was in the source document]. 
139 Deh Cho Tribal Council, "Dene Decision Making" [this note was in the source document], 
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conditions presuppose a basic political unit having strong continuing t ies, such as 

those found in the extended family. 

In many First Nations communities. the family-based consensus process has 

been displaced by majority-based electoral systems, which have altered the roles 

of women, elders and other members of the community. According to some 

interveners, these electoral systems have had the effect of splintering viewpoints, 

alienating the community from decision making, and breeding distrust of leaders 

and officials. Electoral systems have also been susceptible to domination by 

numerically powerful famil ies in the community. 

When you look or elections in communities with the DIA ejected system it 's 
common know/edge thot the ones with the bigger families are the ones that get 
elected in these positions today. 

Jeanette Castello 

Terrace, British Columbia 

25 May 1993 

As the submission of the 5t6:lo Tribal Council observes, if a community has only 

five extended families. it is relatively easy under the plurality system for one large 

family or interest group to dominate council and monopolize power. Indeed, it 

has been reported that councillors representing minority families often feel so 

politically redundant that they stop anending meetings. For some interveners, 

such a system lacks legitimacy: 

To the 5t6:lo Elders, it is intellectually inconceivable that any government can 

be viewed as legitimate when a leader can be chosen, for example. from a list of 

three candidates and be declared winner despite up to 66% of the people voting 
against him.I.o 

Numerous First Nations interveners called for their governments to revive 

traditional methods of decision making that incorporate broader and more 

balanced systems of accountability. In their view, to gain legitimacy and 

credibility, First Nations governments and leaders must reflect the entire group 
they represent. Decision-making processes must be accessible and responsive to 

the views of communities. families and individuals. 

140 Kei th T, Carlson lor the St6:loTribal Coundl. - leadership Review: The Indian Act Election 
System. Traditional Sto:lo Soclo-politlcal Structures. and Recommendations for Change," 
brief submitted to RCAP (1993). IS (this note was in the source document), 

14 1 Union of Ontario Indians. "Anlshlnabek Traditional Governing." 39 1thls note was In the 
source documentl_ 



The leadership must pursue a course of increased accountability to the people. 

This begins with returning authority and responsibility to the community. It 
means opening the lines of communication and providing a network of dialogue. 
This dialogue will be fundamental in building the bridge between the leaders and 

the Anishinabek people.'·' 


