
UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY 

Flowing With the Land: The Public Transmission 

of Dene Knowledge in Environmental Hearings 

by 

Lorraine Norma Villebrun 

A THESIS 

SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF GRADUATE STUDIES 

IN PARTIAL FULFILMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE 

DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS 

RESOURCES AND THE ENVIRONMENT PROGRAM 

CALGARY, ALBERTA 

NOVEMBER, 2002 

© Lorraine Villebrun 2002 



 
 
 
The author of this thesis has granted the University of Calgary a non-exclusive 
license to reproduce and distribute copies of this thesis to users of the University 
of Calgary Archives.  
 
Copyright remains with the author.  
 
Theses and dissertations available in the University of Calgary Institutional 
Repository are solely for the purpose of private study and research. They may 
not be copied or reproduced, except as permitted by copyright laws, without 
written authority of the copyright owner. Any commercial use or re-publication is 
strictly prohibited. 
 
The original Partial Copyright License attesting to these terms and signed by the 
author of this thesis may be found in the original print version of the thesis, held 
by the University of Calgary Archives.  
 
Please contact the University of Calgary Archives for further information: 
E-mail: uarc@ucalgary.ca
Telephone: (403) 220-7271  
Website: http://archives.ucalgary.ca  
 

http://www.ucalgary.ca


ABSTRACT 

This qualitative inquiry used the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline public hearings as a 

point of reference to determine how some Dene transmit their knowledge of the land in 

environmental hearings. This study, directed by a critical approach, includes a review of 

the literature addressing aboriginal knowledge and environmental impact assessment. In 

addition, nine Dene from the Deh Cho region of Denendeh (Northwest Territories) 

discussed their public speaking experience during the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry. 

Dene participants voiced their understanding of public conduct and knowledge sharing 

distinct from the western perspective. Personal experience is incorporated in an 

autoethnography to provide a narrative on colonization and epistemologica! assumptions. 

The written portion of this inquiry concluded with an ethnographic performance 

addressing the legitimization of Dene knowledge within a western framework. 
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I 

Prologue 

After making the decision to apply for graduate studies, I had to pinpoint a 

research topic, it is important for me to follow my heart at every stage of this thesis 

project. I wanted to build on my knowledge and skills while challenging myself to move 

beyond personal, intellectual and emotional comfort zones. It was during this time, that 1 

decided to let my heart guide me and 1 said a prayer asking for direction on my thesis. 

The next day, I sat at the computer and 1 began to write my proposal about how Dene 

transmit their knowledge of the land in environmental hearings. I honestly believe this 

topic was not one I would have ordinarily chosen. However, upon reflection, I realized 1 

would be working on a subject 1 find most compelling. A study of Dene knowledge and 

the environmental assessment hearing process is also timely as oil and gas companies 

negotiate with the Dene and discussions of a Mackenzie Valley pipeline in the Northwest 

Territories are again making news headlines.1 

The last time people in the North publicly debated a major pipeline to this extent was 

during the Berger inquiry in the mid-70's. Thomas Berger conducted extensive public 

hearings in northern communities and in major centres across southern Canada, in The 

Report of the Mackenzie Valley impeline Inquiry, he recommended the postponement of 

pipeline construction for ten years. Interestingly, when I decided to revisit Dene 

! " P M backs Mackenzie pipeline route", by Chris Varcoe and Bruce Wallace in the Calgary Herald, July 
21, 2001, p. 1 ; and "Mackenzie Valley pipeline will bring new life to the North" by Ed Struzik in the 
Calgary Herald, August 31, 200Í , p. A l 5; and "Yukon natives cry out for input on gas pipeline", by Scott 
Haggett in the Calgary Herald, March 20, 2002, p. D l . 
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participation in the Berger inquiry there were no public statements being made about a 

major pipeline being built. In fact, the diamond mines north of Yellowknife were the 

talk of the day and were at the forefront of resource development in the Northwest 

Territories. 1 am taking the timing of my project and the recent discussions between 

energy companies and Dene leaders as an indication that 1 am on the right track with this 

thesis project. 

Along with a discussion on the Dene experience in environmental hearings, 1 have 

included my personal learning experience while doing this project. This decision was 

not intended in the beginning, but I soon realized that researching a small aspect of Dene 

knowledge transmission was not an easy task. Questions arose that caused me to 

question the western approach I was taking in my research pursuit. I saw similarities to 

the way in which Dene knowledge is sought via environmental hearings where western 

ways of conducting meetings and gathering knowledge are used. At that point, I decided 

to use Dene principles (i.e. respecting the oral tradition in its own terms, the use of 

prayer, honouring the interconnectedness) as my guides throughout this research process. 

The result is a thesis project that includes my perspective as a person of Dene ancestry 

who was on a journey to seek an understanding of how some Dene transmit their 

knowledge publicly. 

Dene knowledge is a fascinating topic to research because there are so many facets and 

questions to explore. I have always been drawn to learning about the relationship 
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between the Dene way of life and the land. Consequently, 1 have spent my adult life 

bringing a Dene perspective to what Í do. For example, as a CBC Radio announcer, I 

often researched and produced stories involving the Dene and their political, social and 

cultural experiences in a variety of settings from public meetings to spring camps. 1 

participated as a performer and board member for the Native Theatre Group in 

Yellowknife lor over five years. I am asked to perform as an old Dene woman for 

various venues in Calgary and I also visit classrooms to discuss indigenous perspective 

and identity, it is in the spirit of my own Dene ancestry that Í begin this portion of my 

thesis work with a prayer, i ask my ancestors to guide my writing and to help me 

articulate the concepts needed for further understanding of Dene knowledge of the land 

and how it is transmitted publicly. I have made an offering to the land as a way of giving 

thanks for the opportunity to learn about Dene ways and to delve into analysis of the 

environmental impact assessment process. 

By making an offering to the land, Í am addressing what my ancestors and relations see 

as a living, spiritual entity. The land is held in high regard and often given the 

recognition of being our Mother. Placing down an offering on the land is not an act that 1 

do lightly or for "show", it is a sincere expression of thanksgiving for all that is provided 

on earth for the existence of life, it is also a time when i reflect on the memory of all of 

those people who have walked before me. I will place an offering of food in the way my 

mother has shown me to do. She told me that this is a way of giving thanks and of 

returning back something to the land. 
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This particular offering is my way of saying mahsi cho2 to the land for teaching and 

nurturing me on my journey, to the people of Denendeh3 for sharing their experiences, 

and to my family and friends for encouraging me through the process. I appreciate their 

support and their believing in my ability to do this project when 1 was not so sure. I am 

also saying mahsi cho to the people at the university and for this opportunity to discuss 

Dene knowledge of the land and the unique aspects of the transmission of this knowledge 

in environmental hearings in the north. 

2 

^Dene words for a "big"thank you. 

"Denendeh" is a Dene term for "land of our people". 
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Creator, 
I give thanks 

from the very core of my being 
for this opportunity to learn. 

I am grateful 
for the support 

to he able to be at university 
at this point in my life. 

I am thankful for the chance 
to visit, to listen, to observe, 

and to experience 
more about the Dene ways. 
I consider this an honour. 

I pray for guidance 
from my ancestors 

and I ask them to walk 
with me as I write. 

Please help me to express 
the thoughts and ideas necessary 

for mutual respect and understanding. 
It is my hope that I will be 

able to contribute something back 
to the people of the Denendeh 

and to the place 
I absolutely love. 

Mahsi cho. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

It was a cold day in December when my sister and I set out on a five hundred 
kilometre trek down the highway from Katlo Dehe (Hay River) to Liidli Koe (Fort 
Simpson), Denendeh (Northwest Territories). We maneuvered through the icy 
patches that dotted the road. Snow covered spruce, birch and willow trees lined 
the highway. After a couple of hours, we passed only two vehicles traveling in 
the opposite direction and we noticed our water bottles were frozen solid. 

When we arrived in Liidli Koe, it was already beginning to get dark at 3 o 'clock 
in the afternoon and the temperature was -43 degrees Celsius. The person 1 was 
to interview was waiting for me. We had met already a couple of times during my 
previous trips to the north. He is a Dene grandfather who has spent most of his 
life living in the hush. He says that he loves the bush life so he tries to go on the 
land as much as possible. "It's cold today, " he says while greeting me with a 
hand shake. I set up my tape recorder and test it to make sure it is working. We 
are sitting by a window and through it we can see the ice fog hanging in the air 
against a navy sky. Having grown up m the north, this weather feels familiar and 
comforting to me. One time, an older Dene woman lold me that the cold weather 
is cleansing and the plants will come up stronger in the spring as a result. 

It is time to begin the interview. As this man answers my questions, he tells 
stories about what life was like for him. There are times when he would look over 
lo the tape recorder saying "I know this is recording but I want to say it 
anyway". He would then proceed to share a spiritual belief. On a few occasions 
he would say, "now this is for you... to help you, " and he would again look at the 
tape machine. After the interview, we visited for awhile before heading on our 
way. It wasn't until I arrived back to Katlo Dehe (Hay River) the next day that I 
found out that only one side of the tape recorded successfully. The other half of 
the tape did not record properly and was barely audible. 

A part of me - my rational, logical side - was furious because of the time and 
effort invested to conduct this particular interview. How could} have forgotten 
to check the tape after we were done7 In contrast, another part of me knew that 
it was not simply a matter of forgetting. This was a meaningful experience and a 
leaching in itself This man was instructing me on the importance of the oral 
tradition and the attention one must bestow as a listener. The Dene do not rely 
on tape machines when transmitting their experiences; they focus all their 
attention on listening and observing in the present moment. By doing so, they 
travel with the storyteller through the story for an immediate and intimate 
exchange of knowledge. 
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This lesson speaks to the very essence of what I am trying to convey in my thesis 
on the transmission of Dene knowledge. Old people are passing into the spirit 
world taking with them volumes of Dene knowledge. Young Dene are not 
speaking the same language as their elders. Western education, resource 
development and a cash economy are a part of life today in Denendeh. 
Nevertheless, in the face of continuous pressures, the Dene perspective on life 
persists because of the fundamental beliefs of Dene spirituality; it is a belief 
system that is matter of fact while involving a world outside of the ordinary. 

The objectives of this thesis are: to produce a literature review of aboriginal knowledge 

and environmental impact assessment (EIA); to use the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline 

public hearings as a point of reference to determine how some Dene transmit their 

knowledge of the land in a public hearing; to discuss the aspects of that experience that 

are applicable in the present day environmental impact assessment process; and to share 

my personal learning experiences while working toward the above objectives. 

Background 

For thousands of years, the Dene have lived and sustained themselves on land which is 

now known as the Northwest Territories4 in northern Canada (see Fig. 1 ). Today, the 

Dene consist of five distinct groups: Dinjii Zhuh (Gwitch'in), K'ashot'ine (Hareskin), 

Tlicho (Dogrib), Deh Gah Got'ine (Slavey) and Denesoline (Chipewyan). The Dene refer 

to their homeland as Denendeh (which means "land of the people") and it covers an area 

of about one million square kilometres (Dene Nation 1984). The landscape consists of 

hundreds of fresh water lakes, including the Sahtu (Great Bear Lake) and Tucho (Great 

The geographical/political boundary separating Alberta and the Northwest Territories was formed in 1905 
and the boundary between the Northwest Territories and Nunavut was established in 1999. 



Source: Thompson, Judy (1994). From the Land: Two Hundred Years of Dene Clothing. 
Hull, Quebec: Canadian Museum of Civilization, p.2 
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Slave Lake). The Deh Cho or Mackenzie River, with Dene communities along its banks, 

flows through Denendeh into the Arctic Ocean. Fish such as lake trout, white fish, 

inconnu, northern pike and arctic grayling populate the many lakes and rivers. 

Geographically, this region is made up of mountain, forest and tundra terrain and 

ecosystems. There are herds of caribou migrating through this land which is also prime 

habitant for grizzly and black bears, mountain sheep, cougars, moose, wolves, foxes and 

beavers. Cranes, swans, geese, gulls, ducks and song birds fly to nesting grounds in 

various places throughout this vast region every spring. For the Dene, it is a place where 

"every hill, creek, lake, bay and peninsula has a Dene name indicating an event that has 

happened in that particular place" (Dene Nation 1984:7). For example, landmarks such 

as the large beaver pelt markings on Kweteni?aa (Bear Rock Mountain) near Tulit'ath 

(Fort Norman) are part of a story about the prominent Dene leader, Yamoria (Dene 

Nation 1984; Blondin 1997). 

Dene Knowledge 

The Dene have a knowledge system based on their relationship with the natural 

environment, "Centuries of experience living off the land have endowed the Dene with 

an intimate knowledge of the geography and resources that have sustained them for 

generations and remain central to Dene life today"(Johnson and Ruttan 1992:35). This 

knowledge system includes the spiritual belief that all things are connected. This 

knowledge is transmitted primarily through family members passing on the bush skills 
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and the stories to younger generations. The learning is experiential and is embedded in 

the day to day activities. For the last thirty years, there has been a growing interest in the 

knowledge systems of indigenous peoples worldwide, including the Dene (Andrews 

1988; Berger 1977; Bil l et al. 1996; Brundtland 1987; Blondin 1990 and 1997; Dene 

Cultural Institute 1994; Ermine 1995; Françoise Guedon 1994; Freeman 1992; Goulet 

1998; Greaves 1994; Howard and Widdowson 1996 and 1997; Johnson 1992; Kassi 

1996; Knudtson and Suzuki 1996; Narby 1999; Ross 1992; Rundstrom 1995; Sillitoe 

1998; Stevenson 1996; Zoe et al. 1995). 

Treaties 

There were two treaties signed in Denendeh. The first was Treaty 8 in 1899 which was 

presented to the Dene after gold was discovered in the Yukon territory; the second, 

Treaty 11 was signed after oil was found near present day Norman Wells, Northwest 

Territories (Fumoleau 1973). Before the treaties, there was an influx of explorers, 

whalers, fur traders and missionaries. By the 1960's, the "Dene economy had evolved 

into a mix of hunting, fishing, trapping, social assistance payments and occasional wage 

labour" and the political system of government was evolving independently of the Dene 

experience (Abel 1993:244). However in 1969, the Dene began arranging themselves 

politically by establishing the Indian Brotherhood of the Northwest Territories, which 

would later be called the Dene Nation.-

" In 1990, Dene began negotiating regional claims with the Canadian government instead of remaining under 
one comprehensive land claim agreement. 
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Proposed Mackenzie Valley Pipeline 

In the early seventies, there was talk about building a pipeline through the Deh Cho 

(Mackenzie) Valley. For many Dene, a development project of this scale was seen as a 

major threat to their way of life (Berger 1977). Thomas Berger was appointed by the 

Government of Canada to conduct public hearings in all the northern communities 

possibly impacted by the proposed pipeline. Before heading the Mackenzie Valley 

Pipeline Inquiry, 38 year old Berger was the youngest judge to be appointed to the British 

Columbia Supreme Court in 1971 (Swayze 1987). Before the judicial appointment. 

Berger served as a Member of Parliament and provincial leader for the New Democratic 

Party. As a young lawyer, he worked on several cases involving aboriginal rights and 

land issues. In his book, A Long Terrible Shadow, Berger argues that: 

We [members of the dominant society] have tried to transform Native people. 
We told them to believe in our religions, not theirs. We told them to attend our 
schools, that they could learn nothing from their own people. We told them they 
must speak our languages, not theirs. We told them they must adopt the values of 
our culture, not theirs. So said-and still say the soldiers, missionaries, traders, 
bureaucrats and industrialists who have occupied their lands and invaded their 
minds. It is this attitude that stands in the way of Native people, as they seek to 
build healthy communities ( 1991:37). 

Although, Berger had a prolific career as a politician, judge, and writer in British 

Columbia, Swayze (1987) suggests that it was Berger's involvement in the Mackenzie 

Valley Pipeline Inquiry which brought him to national prominence. The Mackenzie 

Valley Pipeline Inquiry was also the first time, the Dene would be speaking about their 

way of life in a public setting to the rest of Canada via television and radio. Never before 
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had the Dene been given national exposure, but more importantly, they would be given a 

say in resource development in their region. 

Changing Times 

The Dene were not in support of a pipeline and were elated with Berger's 1977 

recommendation to postpone the building of a Mackenzie Valley pipeline for ten years. 

In a letter to the then Minister of Northern Affairs, Honourable Warren Allmand, Berger 

wrote, " i f [the pipeline] were built now, it would bring limited economic benefits, its 

social impact would be devastating, and it would frustrate the goals of native claims" 

(Berger 1977:xxvii). Over the last two decades, the Dene position on a Mackenzie 

Valley pipeline has changed. More recently, some Dene leaders from the Mackenzie 

Valley have formed the Aboriginal Pipeline Group to work with the Mackenzie Delta 

Producers.6 Leaders in the Deh Cho region and government representatives signed the 

Deh Cho Interim Measures Agreement in May 20017. This agreement ensures Dene 

participation in areas such resource development and environmental assessment while 

negotiations continue between the federal government and the Deh Cho First Nations for 

land and governance rights. 

6 The Grand Chief of Deh Cho First Nation , Mike Nadli (2001:14) outlines the approach his region is taking 
in terms of land negotiation: "What we're proposing to the federal government is that we set aside lands for 
development zones, so quite clearly the Deh Cho is taking a pro-development approach on our land 
withdrawals The principle that is key to all of this is in terms of land management, not land sales". 

7 
Indian and Northern Affairs press release (May 23, 2001). "Representatives of Deh Cho, Canada, and 

G N W T sign framework and interim measures agreement" [Online]. Available: 
http://www.ainc-inac.fic.ca/nr/prs/m-a2001/2-01150 e.html 

http://www.ainc-inac.fic.ca/nr/prs/m-a2001/2-01
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The Dene are now actively pursuing and establishing joint partnerships with oil and gas 

companies and participating in other resource developments such as the diamond mines 

north of Yellowknife. The governments of Canada and the Northwest Territories have, 

since the time of the Berger Inquiry, established an environmental impact assessment 

(EIA) process to evaluate the potential impacts of development projects. The federal 

government appoints a panel to make a recommendation after reviewing submissions 

from various sources. Assessing environmental impacts involves the gathering of 

knowledge from individual citizens, community groups, natural and social scientists, 

government representatives and corporate stake holders. Studies and reports on various 

social and environmental impacts are submitted to an EIA panel for consideration.8 1 was 

interested in finding lessons from the Berger Commission that might be applied in the 

present environmental impact assessment process in Denendeh. 

Overview 

I visited with nine Dene (2 women and 7 men) who participated in the Berger hearings. 

They are Deh Gah Got'ine (Slavey) and live in three communities - Liidli Koe (Fort 

Simpson), Zhahti Koe (Fort Providence) and Katlo Dehe (Hay River) - situated on the 

south and west banks of the Tucho (Great Slave Lake) and along the southern part of Deh 

Cho (Mackenzie River). 1 asked them questions about their experience in speaking 

publicly (while at the Berger hearings) about the land and about their relationship to the 

land. 

EIA is discussed further beginning on p. 63, in Chapter Three. 
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The research objective was to determine if Dene transmitted their knowledge differently 

when in a public setting than in a private setting. After listening to people share about 

their experiences, it became apparent that Dene approach knowledge transmission 

differently in a public situation. What emerged from my interviews and visits with these 

nine Dene participants were similar guidelines for the way in which Dene conduct 

themselves in public meetings: 1) It is important to say a prayer before you speak, 2) It is 

inappropriate, most times, to speak about specific spiritual beliefs in public setting, 3) It is 

inappropriate to speak frivolously about the land, 4) it is best not to publicly ridicule 

another person, 5) And, in some cases, it is inappropriate to speak about animals in a 

public setting. These guidelines should not be taken as a strict code of conduct but as a 

frame of reference used by some Dene in the Deh Cho when speaking publicly. 

I view the written presentation of this thesis as a passage way through layers of 

understanding. The first layer, outlined in Chapter Three, is a critical overview of western 

perspective on indigenous knowledge systems, such as the Berger Inquiry and the 

environmental impact assessment process. The second, in Chapter Four, delves into how 

Dene spirituality is intrinsic to Dene knowledge of the land. This creates a setting for the 

third layer in Chapter Five, where Dene voices are represented. The final layer, in 

Chapter Six, is a discussion about the implications of what was shared within the 

interviews and it ends with personal reflections in a performance ethnography. I chose to 

include the performance ethnography for two reasons: firstly, I wanted to be able to 
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present a non-written format to those people who may not read my thesis; and secondly, it 

provided a means for me to express the internal learning process via poetry and drama. 

In addition, i have included instructions for a role play entitled, "The Public Hearing", for 

a grade six class in Appendix A. This role play is based on a scenario depicting an 

environmental impact assessment hearing with all the key players present. The classroom 

instructor can either brainstorm with students for an applicable topic or use the scenario 

provided. There are descriptions and background information for each character along 

with role play instructions. The objective of the role play scenario is to encourage young 

people to participate and 'experience' an environmental hearing and to discuss the roles 

people in their community play in this process. 
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Chapter Two: Seeking Respectful Inquiry 

There are always people wanting to meet us, dashing in and out of town. We get 
tired of telling them what we think. They are weakening us, not benefiting us. 
They want us to think about all their ideas and proposals but that takes our time 
and energy. We get tired of being bothered all the time. We want to concentrate 
on our own ideas, our own communities, and our own lives as Dene people (Teya 
cited by Marr-Laing 2001:11 ). 

Placing Inquiry in a Cultural Context 

1 was born and raised in Denendeh (Northwest Territories) and as a result I can fully 

appreciate the message shared by this Dene woman. She expresses a viewpoint of which 

I am well aware in terms of how some Dene communities have looked upon "outside" 

researchers from southern institutions. This awareness of outsiders coming in, collecting 

data and leaving, has had an impact on me as I grappled with myself as "researcher". 1 

have witnessed people coming to the north and conducting research which furthers their 

academic and professional careers while the people who gave their knowledge are left 

with nothing. I carry grief about this approach to gathering knowledge because the 

research process in a cross-cultural setting places the western paradigm as the 

legitimizing source. The following chapter presents the research process 1 went through 

and the methods I used. 

Critical Approach 

The aim of this thesis is to enlighten readers to the idea that the Dene have unique 

experiences of communicating their knowledge within a public setting. In order to do so, 
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a critical approach was required to illuminate and to challenge the underlying 

assumptions in the communication process of EIA and Dene participation. These 

assumptions include the use of English as the predominant language; the reliance on 

written text; the use of agendas and specific times given to speak; the reliance on debate 

and argument; and, the general formality of the meeting structure (i.e. panel sitting 

behind desk and court-like atmosphere)9. I wanted to explore the impact that the set up 

of public meetings had on Dene involvement in EIA by finding out how Dene conduct 

themselves publicly. 

Using a critical approach, Tsuda (1986:27) argues that when intercultural communication 

occurs in the former colonial language, it socially alienates the indigenous language 

speakers and creates what she refers to as "distorted communication": 

To bring about emancipation from distorted communication, Critical Theorists 
propose the critique of everyday life because that is where the distorted 
communication, or the imposed rules of conduct and behaviour, exercise control 
over human beings as taken-for-granted knowledge (Tsuda 1986: 13). 

Critical theory (guided by Marxism) was introduced when the Frankfurt School was 

established in 1923 (Tsuda 1986; Rasmussen 1996). It has evolved over the decades 

from the earlier years of Marxist influence to culminate into the main assumption that 

power is an important component to understanding the human experience (Tsuda 1986; 

Payne 1996; Tuhiwai Smith ¡999; Collier 2001). While critical theory is a broad 

Dene discuss their perspective on the way environmental meetings are conducted and the differences in 
communication approaches in the public context in Chapter Five. 
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domain, it is mainly concerned with various forms of oppression (Tsuda 1986; Edgar 

and Sedgwick 1999; Collier 2001). One branch of this approach is critical race theory. 

Critical race theory is rooted in critical legal studies. Critical legal studies emerged 

when legal students of color began to critique liberalism and to address racism in 

American society (Amoah 1999). Critical race theory focuses on issues such as racial 

dominance and inequality, marginality and privilege, sensitizing methodologies, and 

empowerment (Billings 1998; Feagin 2001 ; Solorzano and Yosso 2002; Parker and 

Marvin 2002). 

More specifically, in terms of my own research, the purpose of taking a critical approach 

is to be able to address the power imbalance within the communication process of EIA , 

based as it is in a western framework (Richardson 1993; Wismer 1996; Diduck and 

Sinclair 1997; Gismondi 1997). The dominant western discourse continuously validates 

itself as the legitimate source of knowledge and as the universal judge of what is 

"civilized knowledge" (Tuhiwai Smith 1999:63). Critical theory recognizes and 

criticizes the western epistemological assumptions regarding the acquisition and 

dissemination of knowledge (Tuhiwai Smith 1999; Tsuda 1986; Collier 2001). 

Throughout this thesis, the term "western paradigm/perspective/world view" is used in a 

general sense to describe the European-based epislemologies embedded in current 

theories and research methods in the social sciences. 
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Battiste and Youngblood Henderson question the western perspective by describing 

"Eurocentrism" as "...the imaginative and institutional context that informs 

contemporary scholarship, opinion and law" (2000:21 ). They argue further that: 

The Eurocentric strategy of universal definitions and absolute knowledge has 
made its scholarship unable to know and respect Indigenous knowledge and 
heritage. To attempt to evaluate Indigenous worldviews in absolute and universal 
terms is irrational. Using Eurocentric analysis, one cannot make rational choices 
among conflicting worldviews, especially those held by others. No worldview 
describes an ecology more accurately than others do. All worldviews describe 
some parts of the ecology completely, though in their own way. No worldview 
has the power to describe the entire universe. Eurocentric thought must allow 
Indigenous knowledge to remain outside itself, outside its representation, and 
outside its disciplines (2000:38). 

The goal of critical approaches in research is to reveal the oppressive nature of power, 

and, therefore it strives for emancipation of the underrepresented. Tsuda states: 

Critical theorists believe that by examining and challenging the imposed order 
that structures social arrangements in a repressive manner, we will be able to 
uncover and question the ideology of the dominant social class that subjugates the 
rest of the society. That is to say, the examination of distorted communication 
inevitably leads to the uncovering of the dominant relationships, the power 
structure and underlying ideology that facilitates such relationships and structure 
(1986:13). 

Unlike the positivist tradition of striving for neutrality, critical approaches are not value 

free and openly discuss political, economic and social injustices. For example, Ladson-

Billings describes the students' position when they chose to study issues in their 

communities: 

The return of researchers of color to communities of color and the casting of a 
critical eye on the Euro-American are not calls to a romantic, "noble savage" 
notion of otherness. Rather, this work is about uncovering the complexities of 
differences - race, class, and gender (2000:270). 



20 

The confrontational nature of critical race theory (or indeed critical theory in general) 

may be viewed as marginalizing and demonizing western discourse. However, McCarthy 

argues that by asking questions and exposing assumptions, room is made for the 

exploration of other ideas: 

...in the writing in both male and female postcolonial writers, [there is] a buoyant 
play of ideas and a vigorous dialogue over themes of authority, privilege, 
freedom, and culture that override the binary opposition of "the West versus the 
third world". Within the radical cultural hybridity that is foregrounded in 
postcolonial and minority literatures, there is a space for the exploration of 
difference, not simply as a problem, but as an opportunity for a conversation over 
curriculum reform and the radically diverse communities we now serve within the 
university and in schools ( 1998:149). 

Critical theory allows for the intellectual room to bring in aspects of the Dene experience 

that may not fit within this dominant discourse. Therefore, in tune with the emancipatory 

goal of the critical approach, this project sheds light on the fact that Dene communicate 

and transmit their knowledge in their own way. 

Aboriginal Knowledge and Intellectual Property Rights 

As Cordova (1996) points out, aboriginal students are having an impact on education 

institutions. Part of the aboriginal presence involves a greater contribution within the 

literature regarding aboriginal epislemologies. Aboriginal knowledge is discussed 

throughout this project and is referred to as broadly reflecting a holistic approach to 

knowledge. For example, recognizing the spiritual elements of the human experience is 

common amongst many indigenous scholars and writers (Auger 1997; Blondin 1990 and 

1997; Calliou 1997; Cordova 1996; Ermine 1995; Little Bear 1996; Kassi 1996; 

Kawageley 2001; Morrisseau 1999; Rundstrom 1995; Tuhiwai Smith 1999). 
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The spiritual aspect is particularly important to include when discussing the transmission 

of Dene knowledge. When reference is made to Dene knowledge in this project, I am 

meaning the knowledge system which exists as a result of the Dene experience living 

with the land. As will be discussed in more detail later, the relationship the Dene have 

with the land is a mutual and fluid interconnection. In many ways, Dene knowledge will 

exhibit broad similarities to the knowledge of other indigenous peoples whose cultures 

are rooted in a close relationship between the people and the land. 

The protection of the knowledge systems of indigenous peoples, such as the Dene, has 

been pursued using such concepts of jurisprudence as intellectual property rights. The 

concept of intellectual property rights has evolved within the legal systems of Europe and 

North America to include laws around copyright, patents, trademarks, trade secrets and 

certification. Initially, the need to protect indigenous knowledge by using the legal 

systems to establish rights to cultural ownership originated from non-indigenous 

advocates. Posey and Dutfield argue that while many indigenous peoples see a need to 

protect their knowledge, they are uneasy about having to rely on the legal system: " Why 

should an indigenous society, with its own concepts of property and civility, adopt the 

assumptions, rules and institutions of the dominant society in order to claim its rights?" 

(1994:5). 

The knowledge of indigenous peoples is usually collectively held and within a holistic 

context of connectedness. Many of the laws concerning intellectual property rights stem 
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from the principles of individual ownership. Greaves suggests that while it may be 

possible to use the law for plant extracts, it becomes a whole other issue when you are 

talking about the knowledge itself, "...At issue is the control of traditional ideas and 

knowledge that does not lead to a commercial product, but identifies places, customs and 

beliefs which, if publicly known, will destroy parts of a people's cultural identity"" 

(1994:4). Posey and Dutfield provide this explanation: 

When the knowledge of a traditional community is passed on to an outsider who 
subsequently publishes it, it becomes difficult for the community to control how 
the knowledge is used and who else receives it, because it falls into the public 
domain (it is not secret or protected by law and can be used freely by anyone, 
including companies that find the knowledge useful and valuable) (1996:35). 

Pinel and Evans cite the example of how the Pueblos have decided to become cautious 

about sharing their knowledge regarding sacred sites: 

The petroglyph case is difficult in that the petroglyphs have been defined as being 
in the public domain and under the control of [the National Park Service]. The 
Pueblos have taken the position that the symbols cannot be discussed out of 
context of their total environment and creation and have largely refused to 
divulge meanings and interpretations to outsiders, including the National Park 
Service, until mechanisms to protect sacred and religious information are in place 
(1994:52). 

Simpson argues that it is inappropriate to fragment the knowledge systems of indigenous 

peoples into legal categories or into different segments such as stories, songs, and sacred 

sites: "Rather, it is crucial that the interrelationship of these elements of indigenous 

knowledge and cultural heritage is recognised...." (1997:55). 
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The issue of intellectual property rights and indigenous knowledge is a global issue. 

There exists a diversity of knowledge systems reflecting the biodiversity of ecological 

regions throughout the world. According to Battiste and Youngblood Henderson, 

protecting indigenous knowledge includes acknowledgment and recognition of 

indigenous peoples: 

Indigenous peoples' search for belonging and for respect for their knowledge and 
heritage is a broad and essential project, both internationally and nationally. It 
involves acknowledgment and recognition by governments, corporations, and 
individuals that Indigenous peoples are peoples within the meaning of the U N 
human rights covenants. It involves acknowledgment that Indigenous peoples 
have the right to have their knowledge, heritage, and identity protected, 
preserved, and enhanced (2000:290). 

There are many international organizations interested in protecting indigenous 

knowledge. They include the United Nations Commission on Human Rights, The United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), The World 

Intellectual Property Organisation, the World Trade Organisation and the Food and 

Agriculture Organisation (Simpson 1997). In addition to addressing this issue at the 

international level, individual indigenous groups are taking control of the preservation of 

their knowledge systems. For instance, the Dene Nation has its own library and the Dene 

Cultural institute was formed to promote and preserve Dene knowledge. 

Methodology: A Qualitative Approach 

I chose a qualitative approach for this project. The subjective and descriptive aspects of 

qualitative approaches allowed me to explore Dene knowledge and spirituality associated 
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with that knowledge. Spirituality simply cannot be measured or quantified. Qualitative 

research is described as having: 

...an emphasis on the qualities of entities and on processes and meanings that are 
not experimentally examined or measured (if measured at all) in terms of 
quantity, amount, intensity, or frequency. Qualitative researchers stress the 
socially constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the 
researcher and what is studied, and the situational constraints that shape inquiry. 
Such researchers emphasize the value-laden nature of inquiry. They seek answers 
to questions that stress how social experience is created and given meaning 
(Denzin and Lincoln 2000:8). 

There are no methodological approaches, research strategies, and paradigms which are 

given priority within the qualitative approach. That feature makes a qualitative approach 

unlikely to implicitly denigrate indigenous knowledge. That is to say, in a qualitative 

approach, western physical science is not privileged over indigenous knowledge in a way 

that would dismiss indigenous knowledge as "mere" folklore, legend, or stories. 

Indigenous knowledge is sometimes discounted in EIAs because it is deemed by 

biologists to be lacking in epistemologica! grounding. Ladson-B il lings (2000:258) notes 

how crucial an accepted epistemological grounding is for the legitimation of 

knowledge.10 

The qualitative method of interviewing allows for "face to face" interactions which help 

with building rapport and developing trust. This form of methodology is consistent with 

the orality of the Dene culture because story telling can take place within an interview. 

Ladson-Billings (2000:258) uses an example from the field of literary studies. She says: "[LJiterary 
scholars have created distinctions between literal genres such that some works are called literature whereas 
other works are termed folklore. Not surprisingly, the literatures of peoples of color are more likely to fall 
into the folklore category. As a consequence, folklore is seen as less rigorous, less scholarly, and, perhaps 
less culturally valuable than literature". 
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Story telling has been a way of transmitting Dene knowledge for thousands of years. 

Therefore, visiting with and listening to people allows for the sharing of stories. 

Tuhiwai Smith (1999) maintains that story telling is a legitimate way to transmit 

knowledge. The stories within an individual are valued in and of themselves while 

allowing for free expression. 

However, the way in which indigenous knowledge is obtained becomes problematic in 

the research process. Peters, citing Wenzel, points out that "[traditional ecological 

knowledge] is often gained as a result of individual experience; ethical issues and issues 

of generalizability must be addressed in its use and presentation in academic research" 

(2000:50). In this light, it must be noted that the nine Dene who shared for this thesis 

project offer insights reflecting their experiences which must not be taken as universally 

applicable to all Dene. 

Self in the Research Process 

As an undergraduate, I was asked by one of my instructors if I was a communist because 

I was questioning the fundamental assumptions underlying a market economy. 1 

explained to him that I was not. Unlike communism, I acknowledge the importance of 

spirituality. I concur with the views of a fellow Dene student, who stated that 

communism and capitalism were very similar because both views did not appreciate the 

earth as a living entity requiring the maintenance of a respectful relationship with all 

living things. The critical approach that I take in this project is not rooted in Marxism, 
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physical and spiritual realms. The following section will outline my journey of 

maneuvering through the research process. 

The use of critical theory as the basis of methodology for this project evolved from the 

difficulty that I experienced as an aboriginal researcher working within a western 

approach to knowledge gathering. It was difficult to fully accept Eurocentric-based 

knowledge systems, philosophies, and assumptions as universally applicable to all other 

ways of life. In addition, the colonial legacy of Eurocentric thought kept me skeptical 

and reluctant to embrace western thought. It was during such times in my research that I 

felt the most alone and questioned my ability to manage this project. Was 1 too biased? 

Ladson-Billings addresses this very question by arguing that a person having grown up in 

two cultures possesses a "multiple-consciousness" which can be applied to critical social 

thought: 

Some might argue that scholars of color who subscribe to these racialized 
discourses and ethnic epistemologies are "biased" in their approach to scholarly 
inquiry. But the point of the multiple-consciousness perspective and the view 
from the liminal is that scholars of color who have experienced racism and ethnic 
discrimination (yet survived rigors of the degree credentialing process) have a 
perspective advantage (2000:271 ). 

I did not want to be perceived as another "researcher" in the eyes of the people from 

whom I wanted to leam. Instead, I wanted to present myself as a graduate student of Dene 

ancestry who was on a journey to seek understanding of how Dene transmit their 

knowledge of the land in a public setting. The research methods (i.e. interviewing, 
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participant observer) I was prepared to use felt awkward and unsuitable once I arrived in 

Hay River in the summer of 1999. Tuhiwai Smith introduces her book. Decolonizing 

Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, by discussing research practices within 

a context of colonialism: 

The word itself, 'research', is probably one of the dirtiest words in the indigenous 
world's vocabulary. When mentioned in many indigenous contexts, it stirs up 
silence, it conjures up bad memories, it raises a smile that is knowing and 
distrustful This collective memory of imperialism has been perpetuated 
through the wavs in which knowledge about indigenous peoples was collected, 
classified and then represented in various wavs back to the West, and then, 
through the eves of the West, back to those who have been colonized ( 1999:1 ). 

My choices regarding research approaches were limited to methodologies based on a 

western understanding of the world. This was problematic. How could I possibly use 

western tools of measurement on the Dene perspective and knowledge system? This 

question continually arose as I worked on this project. This questioning was beneficial as 

it caused me to reflect on the sense of pain and loss I felt as an aboriginal person. I found 

mvself embracing the Dene perspective in terms of learning and acquiring knowledge, 

while doing this research, and this was at odds with the western perspective. For example, 

I did not feel comfortable with using terminology such as "the field" or "findings". The 

"field" included my birthplace and "findings" conjured up images of explorers 

"discovering" the New World. 

As was evident by the straggle with the research method of this project, there is a need for 

research methodology that reflects aboriginal world views. Stanfield ( 1998) notes that the 
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development of "indigenous qualitative methods" is in its infancy. Therefore, until these 

methods are recognised, researchers wanting to engage in culturally sensitive research 

will experience dissonance: 

Until we engage in radical efforts to criticize and revise the paradigms underlying 
qualitative research strategies and, more important, to create and legitimate new 
ones, the more secondary traditions of criticizing racialized ethnic theories, 
methods, styles of data interpretations, and patterns of knowledge dissemination 
will remain grossly incomplete (Sianfield 1998:350). 

Cordova acknowledges that "as indigenous perspectives and knowledges find their way 

into the university system they question the very foundation of traditional western 

knowledge" (1996:14). While universities, such as the University of Alberta's First 

Nations Education Graduate Program, strive to face the challenges of making room for 

indigenous research methodologies, it is really only the beginning. The possibilities for 

creating new theories and approaches to research can enhance and contribute to current 

methodologies. Tuhiwai Smith (1999) argues that western research methodologies need 

not be abolished; however, when used in conjunction with indigenous communities, 

western methods need to be decolonized in order to respect indigenous ways. 

While my experience involved constant questioning and self doubt, it is important to note 

that I respect the aboriginal students and scholars who are able to work successfully and 

thrive within universities and who do not share my perspective on western or Eurocentric 

thought. Therefore, I do not wish to impose my views on others; nor do I wish my views 

be seen as an indication of how all other aboriginal people experience or approach their 

academic endeavours. 
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Autoethnography 

The internal questioning led to the inclusion of an autoethnographic approach in this 

thesis project. By including personal reflection and insights, 1 found 1 was able to move to 

a core issue - the legitimization of indigenous knowledge. This issue began with the first 

day I started school as an elementary student. 1 grew up during a time when there was no 

recognition given to the Dene or to the Dene way of life in the school curriculum. Going 

to school was like visiting another country because there was such a contrast between my 

life at home and life at school. The implicit and subtle message I received as a child was 

that Dene ways were irrelevant to the learning process which occurs at school. 

A colonial mentality prevailed as European explorers travelled the world seeking 

resources and missionaries traversed the New World with the intent of claiming territory 

for the Empire and civilizing the indigenous peoples throughout the world (Tuhiwai Smith 

1999). The legacy left behind by the colonial mentality included residential schools, land 

aquisition, legislation such as the Indian Act, and the allocation of reserves (Tuhiwai 

Smith 1999; Ross 1992; Morriseau 1999; Cardinal 1999; Dene Nation 1984). Inspired by 

Trujillo (1998), who achieved an intricate representation of personal narrative, I felt it 

was important to address and include inner conflict and personal experience within my 

thesis. The use of autoethnography and performance ethnography enables me to share the 

learning process at a personal level and to provide my insights into the overall research 

objective of knowledge sharing. 

[T]he advent of critical ethnography in the last several years, with its emphasis on 
reflexivity, power relations, and the establishment of rapport in the field, has 
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moved the debate about methodology and the production of knowledge not just to 
center stage in anthropology but to the forefront of all the social sciences. The 
realization that knowledge is produced in a historical and social context by 
individuals has come to dominate, and the discussion of process and product has 
become political, personal, and experiential (Sherif 2001:437). 

Autoelhnography is a method whereby the researcher incorporates him/herself in the 

research process: 

Authoethnography is an autobiographical genre of writing and research that 
displays multiple layers of consciousness, connecting the personal to the cultural... 
...Usually written in the first-person voice, autoethnographic texts appear in a 
variety of forms -short stones, poetry, fiction, novels, photographic essays, 
personal essays, journals, fragmented and layer writing, and social science prose. 
In these texts, concrete action, dialogue, emotion, embodiment, spirituality, and 
self consciousness are featured, appearing as relational and institutional stories 
affected by history, social structure, and culture, which themselves are dialectally 
revealed through action, feeling, thought and language (Ellis and Bocher 
2000:739). 

Hertz argues that by moving outside of "formal codes of conduct" in the social sciences, 

scholars are able to study " 'messy' complex social realities" (1996:4). However, as 

researchers introduce themselves within the research process, Hertz adds that "it is 

essential to understand the researcher's location of self (eg. within power hierarchies and 

within constellation of gender, race, class and citizenship.)" ( 1999:5). Snider describes 

the connections researchers have to community: 

We are all part of the human community and the things we say or write, the 
questions we pursue in our research or in our classes affect that community for 
good or for il l . Whether we are scholars or students, shamans or salespersons, our 
speech is an action which affects the community in which we find ourselves. 
Whether we like it or not, we are in the best sense political (1996:31). 



31 

Ellis and Bochner also specifically address the influence native ethnographers are having 

by raising "...serious questions about the interpretations of others who write about them, 

and the use of their dual positionality to problematize the distinction between observer 

and observed, insider and outsider" (2000:741). 

I remember reading an article on performance ethnography and at the time not paying too 

much attention. It was not until 1 came across another article on performance 

ethnography in the Handbook of Qualitative Research that suddenly 1 was able to see the 

possibilities of creating a play based on the interviews and notes 1 had collected. As 

McCall describes: 

Writing a script is the easiest task for a sociologist/ethnographer, 1 think, because 
we always turn our field notes and interview transcripts into written texts -even if 
these are normally meant for readers and not for performers and audiences 
(2000:427). 

Richardson, cited in Hertz (1996), discusses the benefits and drawbacks of "postmodern" 

writing where researchers' experiences are included: 

Although we are freer to present our texts in a variety of forms to diverse 
audiences, we have different constraints arising from self-consciousness about 
claims to authorship, truth, validity, and reliability. Self-reflexivity unmasks 
complex political/ideological agendas hidden in our writing. Truth claims are less 
easily validated now; desires to speak "for" others is suspect (1996:7). 

Questions of validity, and generalizability come into question frequently when an 

autoethnographical approach is taken. Ellis and Bochner (2000:751) argue that "a story's 

generalizibility is constantly being tested by readers as they determine if it speaks to them 

about their experience or about the lives of others they know". 
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The "Research" Process 

I submitted my research proposal for approval by the Joint Committee of Research Rthics 

at the University of Calgary. Afterwards, I obtained a research license from the Aurora 

Research Institute in Inuvik, NT, in July 1999. This is a prerequisite to conducting 

research in the Northwest Territories. Part of the process was to send information about 

my research project to each of the Dene Band offices. Metis locals and the Deh Cho 

Tribal office asking permission to conduct the research. A copy of the completed 

research, work or publication must be submitted to the Aurora Research Institute. 

This project is partly a historical study in which 1 examined testimonial documents from 

three Deh Gah Got'ine (Slavey Dene) communities: Liidli Koe (Fort Simpson), Zhahli 

Koe (Fort Providence) and Katlo Dehe (Hay River Reserve). I chose these three 

communities because I was familiar with these communities and had visited them several 

times. A l l of these communities were accessible by road year round. The number of 

people who spoke during the Berger Inquiry in each of these communities was similar. I 

reviewed the transcripts from the Berger hearings in the three communities listed above in 

the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry: Proceedings at Community Hearings (\ 975). I 

then identified the participants who spoke at the hearings. 

Once I had a list of the participants, I found that there were 16 witnesses who spoke to 

Berger in Fort Simpson on September 9, 1975; 16 witnesses who spoke in Fort Providence 

on July 16, 1976; and 15 who spoke to Berger on the Hay River Reserve on May 30 and 
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31, 1975. 1 began to find out if they were stili living in the communities by telephoning 

people. Many of the people who spoke during the Berger Inquiry have since passed away. 

However, I was able to contact 17 people; although 12 people agreed to be interviewed, I 

was able to conduct nine interviews involving three participants from each of the 

communities listed above. The remaining three people were unavailable (i.e. traveling 

out of town or busy with other commitments) to be interviewed. 

Research as Relationship 

Before conducting any of the interviews, 1 spent many weeks visiting with people. My 

first visit, in June 1999, involved attending the Dene Cultural Institute Special Assembly 

in Katlo Dehe (Hay River Reserve). The future of this organization was being discussed 

by Dene delegates from each of the Dene groups I listened to many elders share their 

concern for the younger generations and for the Dene way of life. I also volunteered later 

that summer at a cultural camp, once a week for four weeks. I attended the Deh Cho 

Annual Assembly in Kakisa in August 1999. During that assembly, I experienced debate 

regarding oil and gas developments during the day and talent shows and drum dances 

during the night. 

It was important for me to re-establish my presence in Denendeh after having been away 

at school for many years. I felt it was essential for people to see me out in the 

communities, whether it was helping out at the cultural camp cooking moose burgers in 

Katlo Dehe (Hay River) or picking wild berries for the eiders at the Deh Cho Assembly in 



34 

Kakisa. The following encounter reminds me that re-establishing relationships is 

important not only for me. T was attending the Treaty celebrations in Katlo Dehe (Hay 

River) with my family in July 1999: 

Two older Dene women - one of them knew my family and the other knew me as a 
child - reached out and shook my hand and my sister's hand as we finished drum 
dancing. The women were smiling and nodding their heads while saying "mahsi 
cho "for dancing. One of them said that it was like my sister and I were dancing 
for them because they could no longer dance. 

The old people appreciate it when young people (and not so young people) take part in 

Dene celebrations. Taking part in drum dances is deciding to be part of the circle of 

community. By being involved in gatherings, I was establishing trust, reconnecting with 

people and showing respecl. Dancing also allowed me to feel a connection with the 

community, which reduced the dissonance I was feeling. 

Use of Tobacco as Consent and Giving Thanks 

Í brought with me consent forms and there were some awkward moments when the first 

few participants signed them. They felt their verbal agreement was enough. 

Unfortunately, I did not realize that my proposal of offering tobacco as a way of asking for 

consent was considered appropriate by the ethics committee. I was able to make the 

tobacco offering without a written consent to the remaining four interviewees. Bill, 

Crozier and Surrendi offered tobacco to participants in their research study on traditional 

knowledge for the Northern River Basin Study: 

The traditional practice of offering tobacco and an honorarium for the 
participation of the respondents was utilized. This process of acknowledging 
traditional practice and the recognition of the time each participant contributed 
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was essential in building trust. In some areas, the acceptance of a tobacco offering 
is considered a binding agreement. It is the gift that binds an oral agreement 
(1996:15). 

The giving of tobacco also implies an appreciation and thanksgiving for what has been 

shared. Some people make tobacco offerings to the land or lire as a way of giving thanks 

and expressing gratitude. 

Interviews as Sharing 

I approached the interviewing process as an opportunity to visit with people. In the Dene 

way, from my experience, to visit with someone is to share, listen, and engage in the 

stories being told. 1 prepared a short series of questions (see Appendix C) to be used as a 

guide. I met with people in their homes for the most part; however, there were a couple of 

occasions where 1 met people in a place of their own convenience. 1 spent time with some 

of the participants either visiting them in their homes or workplaces before doing the 

interviews. I designed the questions to focus on the participants' decision making process 

and on their experience speaking publicly. After the second interview, I decided to adjust 

my approach and I changed the opening questions to the following: do you remember how 

the community hall was set up for the meeting with Berger? Do you recall how many 

people turned up for the meeting? These questions worked well in bringing participants 

back to the time of their meeting with Berger. In order to find out how Dene transmit 

their knowledge of the land in a public setting, I asked the participants questions 

regarding their choice of knowledge they shared during the Berger Inquiry. I also asked 
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if there were things to be learned from the Berger Inquiry which could be applied to the 

current environmental hearings. 

These conversations lasted approximately one hour (with the exception of one twenty 

minute interview) depending on what was deemed appropriate by the participants 

themselves. The interview time does not include prior visits and observations during 

community events. I recorded six of the nine interviews. The interviews took place 

between the months of July 1999 and December 1999. Along with the tobacco offering, 

the people who shared also received a monetary honorarium of thirty-five dollars. It was 

my intention that this offering be a means of reinforcing the value of their contribution 

and time. 

Part of my experience was observing the way in which Dene transmitted knowledge 

between themselves in a private setting. I had initially planned to go out on the land with 

a family. I did not establish a connection prior to traveling to the north, and was unable to 

find a family with whom to travel once I arrived. Fortunately, I had several opportunities 

for such observation and connections during the cultural camps and assembly gatherings 

in which 1 took part. 

I took minimal notes because I wanted to practise the oral tradition in my research 

methodology. For generations, Dene values were passed down through stories and young 

people learned how to live on the land from watching their parents (Blondin 1997). Note 
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taking was not and is still not part of the Dene learning process. However, I did record 

key words, dates and places to spark my memory of particular encounters and 

experiences. 

Another issue around note taking deals with respect. It is respectful to give your full 

attention as a listener or participant. 1 found taking notes (however discreel) to be a 

distraction, and it felt at times disrespectful of the Dene way. I was surprised at the 

details I was able to recall just from my brief notes. I believe the vivid images and details 

were possible because 1 was fully present in the moment during the time of the experience 

or interview with Dene participants. 

Following the gathering of the information, a medical condition forced me to temporarily 

abandon the collected material. During this six month period, 1 was able to formulate the 

overall structure of my thesis which 1 see as multilayered. I read articles and books about 

the environmental impact assessment process and indigenous knowledge. It was also a 

time of immense personal reflection which was aided by my illness. I questioned my 

ability to address spirituality in an academic setting and within theoretical frameworks 

that were outside of the Dene experience. 

Presentation 

After looking at the conflicts within myself as a researcher, I reviewed the tapes of the six 

interviews that were recorded. Using the concept of "thematic structures" outlined by 
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Van Manan (1997), I listened for sections of the interviews that illuminated my research 

question and transcribed them. This approach allowed me to honour the orality of what 

was shared. Once I immersed myself in the interviews again, I felt a desire to carry 

through on my commitment to those who shared with me. I also reviewed the notes 1 had 

made after the three interviews that were not recorded 

Once I had listened to the tapes and reviewed the notes I had taken, themes emerged and I 

saw a story unfolding. However, again 1 struggled with how 1 would present my work in a 

written format, it did not seem suitable to use the written English word to express ideas 

from a culture rich in oral traditions. There is an exchange of understanding whereby 

knowledge sharing is only one aspect. There is more that occurs when people visit with 

each other and share their knowledge. The stories are alive and carry an "essence" along 

with the information or knowledge contained within them. I was grateful to read that 

some aboriginal writers faced a similar response to the use of the written format. Blaeser 

cites Emma LaRocque: 

Native Writers [capitalized by author] have a dialectical relationship to the English 
(or French) language. Not only do we have to learn English, we must then deal 
with its ideology We may bring our oratorical backgrounds to our writing and 
not see it as a weakness. What is at work is the power struggle between the oral 
and the written, between the Native in us and the English. And even though we 
may know the English language well, we may sometimes pay little attention to its 
logic - perhaps we will always feel a little bit rebellious about it all (1999:60). 

In the presentation of the Dene contributions in Chapter Five, I footnoted pseudonyms to 

identify individual speakers. Themes transcended many of the individual stories and I 
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chose quotations that best illustrated a particular topic. While some voices were used 

more frequently than others, their sharing often reflected the voices of all who partook in 

the project. This is because some participants, who are more familiar with the English 

language, were able to articulate their experiences more eloquently than others. This is 

not to say that the Dene participants who lack this familiarity with English failed to 

contribute to this project. As mentioned earlier, Dene stories often hold far more meaning 

than can be expressed in mere words. By presenting the material in this communal 

fashion, 1 also feel 1 honoured the value of interconnectedness in the Dene world view. 

These Dene voices from the interviews are distinguished within the text by the use of bold 

font. 

Limitations 

One of the limitations 1 encountered was not being able to speak Dene. There is no doubt, 

that if I were able to speak the Slavey language, it would have allowed me access to Dene 

knowledge (and its transmission) at a deeper level that I was able to achieve as a non-

speaker. As a Slavey speaker, a researcher certainly would be able to ask questions in 

Slavey using appropriate Slavey terminology and engaging more freely in dialogue. This 

project is limited as to what extent the transmission of Dene knowledge is conveyed and 

understood because it was conducted using the English language. 

The use of generalized terminology such as "aboriginal", "indigenous" and "western" is 

problematic. While using terms to describe complex concepts and diverse ideologies 
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colonialism) to the forefront. I have used the terms "indigenous knowledge" and 

"aboriginal knowledge" interchangeably where applicable to enable me to further 

articulate aspects of Dene knowledge. 

For instance, when 1 discuss Dene spirituality in Chapter Three (p. 49), I cite Tuhiwai 

Smith ( 1999), Ermine ( 1995) and Ross ( 1992). This was done after assessing the 

similarities and 1 included citations whichI believed were congruent -with the Dene 

perspective. This decision making process was based on my lived experience as a person 

of Dene ancestry, my work experience as a reporter, and also on the stories and insights 1 

gained while doing this research. 

Another limitation was the fact that I was asking questions about an event that occurred 

over twenty-five years ago. The issue of memory-decay arises. This was not a concern 1 

even considered. In Dene culture, knowledge is transmitted orally and contains stories 

that are hundreds of years old (Blondin 1990 and 1997). In that context, twenty-five years 

seems insignificant. However, I do recognize this as a research limitation. The people to 

whom 1 spoke for this project were able to remember the way in which the community 

hall was set up and how many people had gathered. As they shared their experiences of 

speaking to Berger, it was like they were reliving that time. Yet, some allowance must be 
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made for Ellis and Bochner's (2000:745) point that "given the distortions of memory and 

the mediation of language, narrative is always a story about the past and not the past 

itself. 

The final limitation I wish to address is that the understanding gained from this project 

can not be generalized because of the small number of people with whom I spoke. As 

mentioned earlier in this thesis, diversity exists even within the Dene communities. In 

tune with qualitative approaches, the goal of this project was to gain an understanding of a 

topic that has received minimal consideration. Unlike quantitative method, which seeks a 

large number of participants in order to generalize, my aim was to present insights on how 

the Dene experience knowledge transmission. Before discussing these insights shared by 

Dene for this project, the following chapter will present an overview of Dene knowledge 

and resource development. 
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Chapter Three: Dene Knowledge and Resource Development 

This chapter discusses the impact of European economic values and how these have 

affected the fundamental relationship between the Dene and the land. It compares and 

contrasts the social construction of nature from both Dene and European perspectives. It 

also includes an overview of the emergence of resource development in Denendeh and of 

the introduction of the environmental impact assessment (EIA) process. The chapter 

concludes with a discussion of the public and private transmission of Dene knowledge. 

Dene knowledge and its application continue to constitute a central facet of northern life. 

For example, the Dene Kede curriculum for primary school children has reintroduced 

Dene knowledge in education, and Dene knowledge of the land is being sought by both 

public and private sectors for use within EIA. This has not always been the case. 

Beginning with the expansion of the resource industry in the Northwest Territories 

during the 1970s, the territorial and federal governments gradually established policies 

and procedures for development projects. Environmental impact assessments are now 

required for major projects and when applicable, indigenous knowledge must be included 

in the EIA process. 

Government and corporate bodies are having to grapple with defining indigenous 

knowledge and with finding ways in which this knowledge can be utilized in an effective 

way. Before exploring current issues regarding the inclusion of indigenous knowledge in 
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the EIA process, a look at how the relationship between the Dene and European peoples 

has evolved over time is necessary. 

The Dene Relationship to the Land and European Economic Values 

The Dene of north western Canada have experienced significant changes in their way of 

life since contact with European newcomers. Before the arrival of the fur trade, theirs 

was a lifestyle based solely on subsistence; Dene harvested only what they needed for 

survival. The physical environment provided for the basic needs of the Dene as well as 

their spiritual and emotional needs. The relationship between Dene and the land is 

fundamental to the Dene way of life. 

The concept of accumulating for personal gain or material wealth was anathema to Dene 

culture. This does not mean to imply, however, that Dene society lacked economic or 

social structures to regulate the exchange of material goods. The practice of sharing is 

just one Dene custom that allowed for a reciprocal relationship with the land and for the 

equal distribution of food. The importance of sharing was passed down from one 

generation of Dene to the next: 

My parents always said to me, if you have something, don't keep any back from 
someone who might need it. Share what you have. If you have something and 
are always thinking about it being in your possession and you selfishly hold onto 
it, your negative thoughts will take hold of you like a disease (Sabourin Sr., 
1987:9). 
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Dene maintained a spiritual connection to the land that is so personal that many Dene 

sing love songs specifically to the land. (These structures may have seemed very foreign 

to European peoples at first contact and indeed may still seem so to modern society 

today.) However, they were, nonetheless, significant and tangible to those who 

understood and appreciated the unique bond between Dene and the land. 

The arrival of European explorers included the fur traders, who introduced a new 

economic paradigm. The common understanding is this new paradigm replaced the 

"traditional" trade and barter economy used by the aboriginal people. On the surface, 

there is much to support this notion. For example, animal furs were now viewed as a 

commodity, with a monetary value that existed beyond their traditional use as clothing. 

The "Made Beaver"11 now becomes a unit of currency, with so many required to buy a 

trap, and so many more needed to buy a rifle (Francis 1982:57). The conventional view 

is that the introduction of such an economic system totally and irrevocably corrupted and 

destroyed the "traditional" way of life of aboriginal people. This view also often 

assumes this loss was inevitable, and indeed beneficial, in an "evolutionary" sense. 

Peters points out that the "accounts of pre-colonial, colonial and 'post-colonial' eras 

which highlight European initiatives and interpretive frameworks, create a role for 

Native people primarily as respondents" (2000:48). 

"Made Beaver" refers to one prime beaver pelt used as currency during the fur trade. 
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In fact, this shift in economic patterns was seen by the people of the day as a natural 

transition that elevated the aboriginal people's lifestyle to a more progressive existence. 

In the typically Eurocentric view of the world at the time, "savage Indians" had to be 

civilized, educated and introduced to a more sophisticated set of societal and economic 

norms. Later, government policy supported this reasoning when residential schools were 

established to educate aboriginal children. Cited in the Aboriginal Healing Foundation's 

update, The Healing Has Begun, the Deputy Superintendent of Indian Affairs, Duncan 

Campbell Scott, said in 1920: "I want to get rid of the Indian problem. [...]Our objective 

is to continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that has not been absorbed into 

the body politic and there is no Indian Question or no Indian Department" (2002:3). 

The replacement of a subsistence-based, "brutal" and "savage" way of life by a modern 

trade-based economy could only have been viewed as progress. Abel states that: 

"formerly, for instance, fur trade historians examined the economics of the trade for 

Canadian and British entrepreneurs or evaluated the place of that trade in imperial 

expansion" ( 1993 :x). From the Dene point of view, participation in the fur trade allowed 

them access to trade goods while maintaining independence: "While the Dene regarded 

trapping as a source of supplemental income, and only one aspect of a total lifestyle 

based on the land, economic profit was the sole incentive motivating white trappers" 

(Malloch 1984:20). Aboriginal people were often viewed as providers of raw materials 

for the industrial mechanism feeding the metropolis; this historical view was articulated 

by Innis (1930) a century or more later. 
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Another effect of this new economic paradigm involves the relationship between Dene 

and the land that has sustained them. For thousands of years (some Dene say more than 

thirty thousand years; anthropologists say ten thousand), the traditional relationship with 

the land was spiritual. The land is seen as a Mother, or a living "being" and provider. 

Isidore Kochon explains the intimate relationship the Dene have with the land, "This 

land fed us all even before (he lime the white people ever came to the North. To us she 

is just like a mother that brought her children up" (Dene Nation 1984.7). This is not an 

easy concept to accept even now, let alone three centuries ago in a world dominated by a 

colonial mentality and the influx of Christianity: 

Little care or thought was given to the survival of the Native cultures themselves, 
since they were considered to be obstacles to the spread of "civilization" and the 
quest for land and riches. The church and its missions played a major role in this 
process and, indeed, supplied Adam Smith with the perceptive observation that 
the pious purpose of converting Indians to Christianity was to sanctify the 
injustice of colonization and economic development (White Wolf Fassett 
1996:178). 

The introduction of a capitalist economic system served to diminish and marginalise the 

spiritual relationship between humanity and the land. 

This spiritual marginalisation would grow as indigenous societies worldwide became 

further and further enmeshed in this system. In the north, effort had to be diverted from 

hunting for food to trapping for fur, staples had to be purchased from the Hudson's Bay 

Company, credit had to be obtained, and more furs had to be trapped in order to cover 

credit notes. Thus, the bounty of the Earth - its renewable resources - became less 
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spiritually important to aboriginal people as its economic importance grew. This 

accepted view is that a "pure" aboriginal connection to the land has been lost, and can 

never be recovered to the same degree as existed prior to contact. This orthodox 

argument of "dying cultures"12 is quite easy to defend today. For example, aboriginal 

languages are becoming extinct and most aboriginal people no longer live solely off the 

land. Furthermore, native people are increasingly engaged in business and economic 

ventures which may involve resource development. In addition, residential schools have 

left many former students reluctant to pursue their spiritual roots. The terms 

"acculturation" and "assimilation" imply that cultures do not continue to grow and take 

on different forms. 

Dene Knowledge, Indigenous Knowledge and Aboriginal Epistemology 

From my own personal perspective as a woman of Dene ancestry, it is a very difficult 

task to come before the university, which is deeply based in western thought and 

philosophy, to offer an approach that is antithetical to those same values. In my research, 

I did not deny my Dene perspective in pursuing knowledge of the way Dene people 

communicate. I chose, as mentioned in the Prologue and Chapter Two, to incorporate 

Dene principles as well as to include my personal narrative. This allowed me to 

approach this project in a way that was respectful of myself and of the Dene ways of 

being. 

Gouiet (1998:83) explains how the notion of the vanishing Indian was used by the larger society to justify 
taking land away from aboriginal peoples. 
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1 suggest that much more of the Dene way of life survives than is recognized by 

outsiders. \ believe that much more of the essence of what it means to be Dene is still 

alive, unscathed by the effects of development, than is currently realised. In my 

experience, Dene have retained much of their essential knowledge about the land, and 

they have used this knowledge to survive in the face of an almost insurmountable wave 

of technological and social advancement brought on by contact with the 'dominant 

society'. The very fact that we are still discussing aboriginal "culture", almost four 

centuries after the beginning of its "decline", attests to its resiliency. Its true worth lies 

not in what outsiders can quantify, but in what value aboriginal people themselves may 

still gain from it. The remnant of aboriginal culture which continues to sustain 

indigenous populations in general, is the elusive concept of spirituality. 

Dene way of life was neither idyllic nor Utopian; it was a harsh life in comparison to the 

comforts and luxuries of modern society, and even some southern native societies. To 

survive in such a landscape, people needed more than mere skills and technologies to 

adapt. As may have been expected, though, it was these superficial manifestations of 

culture that were most often studied and analyzed by those outside the culture. There is, 

of course, much to learn from such a survey of skills and techniques; everything from 

transportation (such as snovvshoes and canoes) to medicine (medicinal uses of plants) has 

been shared, and has ultimately benefitted non-aboriginal society. 
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On the surface, it is relatively easy to observe and to comment upon these cultural 

activities. Actually, learning about spiritual traditions, practices and beliefs is a much 

more formidable task. Some southern indigenous societies have ceremonies which can 

be viewed by interested observers. Dene culture is not nearly so accessible, for it often 

lacks overt, public displays. There is an inner terrain of Dene understanding that is 

distinct from that of western knowledge systems. 

...the spiritual realm of [Dene] life was (and still is) considered a personal rather 
private matter not to be shared with outsiders. Early European visitors often 
concluded that the Dene had no religion because they seemed to have no practices 
corresponding to European religious ritual or custom. In fact, spirituality 
permeated every aspect of life. The natural and supernatural worlds were one, 
and every person lived simultaneously in both the spiritual and physical worlds 
(Abel 1993:39). 

Perhaps for some, it is less difficult to accept concrete, tangible ideas about a peoples' 

culture than it is to delve into what may exist beyond what is seen in the physical world: 

My [Dene] ancestors lived in a magical time, when things that are unheard today 
happened all the time. They spoke to animals, they could "fold up" the land and 
travel great distances in seconds, or tell a person about the past lives she had 
already lived by reading her spirit. The people had different beliefs in what was 
possible, and so they took for granted the things we would consider strange or 
simply impossible (Blondin 1997:28). 

1 understand that it is the spiritual beliefs which are the true source of Dene strength and 

resolve. However, it seems that when the spirituality has been studied, it has often been 

limited to a survey of a culture's myths, stories and legends. Such studies are further 

limited by an interpretation from a western framework. 
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As pointed out by Tuhiwai Smith, "the values, attitudes, concepts, and language 

embedded in beliefs about spirituality represent, in many cases, the clearest contrast, and 

mark the difference between indigenous peoples and the West" ( 1999:74). Some 

spiritual concepts cannot be adequately quantified and described in the traditional 

western sense, so such concepts are often relegated to a second class kind of knowledge. 

However, for aboriginal peoples the spiritual sense of interrelatedness informs 

knowledge itself: 

Indication that Aboriginal people were attaining knowledge of a very different 
nature and purpose from Western peoples is evident in Aboriginal language and 
culture. Ancestral explorers of the inner space encoded their findings in 
community praxis as a way of synthesizing knowledge derived from 
introspection. The Old ones had experienced totality, a wholeness, an inwardness, 
and effectively created a physical manifestation of the life force by creating 
community. In doing so, they empowered the people to become the 'culture' of 
accumulated knowledge (Ermine 1995:104). 

Despite a groundswell of literature on indigenous knowledge, there continues to be a lack 

of understanding of how aboriginal spirituality governs physical activities and the 

importance of maintaining the connection between spiritual and physical realms. As 

Ross (1992:92) discovered, for aboriginal people "...life's challenges lay in observing and 

understanding the workings of the dynamic equilibrium of which they were put, then 

acting so as to sustain a harmony within it rather than a mastery over it". The 

misunderstanding of the Dene's holistic approach to land and all living things is evident 

in criticism by Howard and Widdowson (1996 and 1997). They question the inclusion of 

indigenous knowledge in the environmental review process because of the ambiguous 

nature of such knowledge; specifically spiritual beliefs. 
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On the other hand, the growth of academic articles and books examining the knowledge 

of indigenous peoples, outside of the anthropological gaze, reflects the value and 

legitimacy indigenous knowledge has, and is continuing to gain. There are many 

definitions of indigenous knowledge, spanning diverse disciplines and academic research 

areas. Indigenous knowledge is also referred to as traditional knowledge or traditional 

ecological (environmental) knowledge, and most recently, aboriginal science. Generally, 

indigenous knowledge involves a reciprocal, interconnected relationship: 

Traditional Knowledge is generally transmitted orally and experientially, and not 
written. It is learned through hands on experience and not taught in abstracted 
context. It is holistic, non-linear and not reductionist in approach. It is qualitative 
and in the intuitive thinking mode and not quantitative or in the analytical 
thinking mode. Instead of relying on explicit hypotheses, theories and laws, it 
relies on spiritual, cumulative, and collective knowledge that is annually 
interpreted. Traditional Knowledge tries to understand systems as whole and not 
isolate the interacting parts (Capp and Jorgense 1997). 

"Aboriginal epistemologa is a recent term being used to describe the contribution which 

indigenous people make to knowledge-building: 

Those people who seek knowledge on the physical plane objectively find their 
answers through exploration of the outer space, solely on the corporeal level. 
Those who seek to understand the reality of existence and harmony with the 
environment by turning inward have a different, incorporeal knowledge paradigm 
that might be termed Aboriginal epistemology The inner space is that 
universe of being within each person that is synonymous with the soul, the spirit, 
the self, or the being (Ermine 1995:103). 

Some necessary characteristics of a traditional knowledge holder are identified by Zoe et 

al: 

[traditional knowledge holder] must have lived on the land, which includes 
traveling on the land as well as observing and knowing details of places, both 
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physical and spiritual. It also means understanding [the land including] the 
wildlife and their habitat, and the people who survive because of the animals. In 
addition, it means knowing the oral history as passed down from the ancestors 
(1995:6). 

Of course, indigenous knowledge continues to be an integral part of life for indigenous 

peoples throughout the world. 

Outside interest in indigenous knowledge as a valuable source of information began in 

the late 1970s when the first aboriginal land rights agreements were being settled and 

issues of land use and aboriginal rights began to arise (Andrews 1988; Johnson 1992; 

Kuhn and Duerdon 1996). The attention given to indigenous knowledge was not just 

happening in North America but worldwide as community based development strategies 

began to emerge (Andrews 1988; Johnson 1992; Sillitoe 1998). In 1987, the World 

Commission of Environment and Development, led by Norwegian Prime Minister Gro 

Harlem Brundtland, reported in Our Common Future the necessity for including the 

knowledge of indigenous societies: 

Their very survival has depended upon their ecological awareness and 
adaptation... These communities are the repositories of vast accumulations of 
traditional knowledge and experience that links humanity with its ancient origins. 
Their disappearance is a loss for the larger society, which could learn a great deal 
from their traditional skills in sustainably managing very complex ecological 
systems. It is a terrible irony that as formal development reaches more deeply 
into the rainforests, deserts, and other isolated environments, it lends to destroy 
the only cultures that have proved able to thrive in these environments (as cited in 
Suzuki 1997:26). 
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Five years following the Brundtland Commission, people from throughout the world 

gathered in Rio, for the "Earth Summit", a world conference of development and 

environment. The spot light was on indigenous knowledge: 

...everybody had suddenly become aware of the ecological knowledge of 
indigenous peoples. The governments of the world mentioned it in every treaty 
they signed; personal care and pharmaceutical companies talked of marketing the 
natural products of indigenous peoples at "equitable" prices. Meanwhile, 
ethnobotanists and anthropologists advanced impressive numbers relative to the 
intellectual property rights of indigenous peoples; 74 percent of the modern 
pharmacopoeia's plant-based remedies were first discovered by "traditional" 
societies... (Narby 1999:38). 

Sillitoe (1998) writes that the study of indigenous knowledge has developed along two 

distinct paths; one with an academic focus and the other "development-focused". The 

application of community participation methodogical approaches puts the emphasis on 

local indigenous knowledge systems and how such knowledge could be used in 

community development (Sillitoe 1998; Johnson 1992). Kuhn and Duerden summarize 

reasons for continued interest in indigenous knowledge: 

Growing interest in alternative perspectives on environment, the emergence of 
co-management regimes, and the perceived alignment between Indigenous 
notions of resource management and contemporary environmental philosophy 
have spawned a great number of studies dealing with Indigenous environmental 
knowledge and its application (1996:72). 

Indeed articles discussing indigenous knowledge can be found within such disciplines as 

geography (Rundstrom 1995), sociology (Auger 1997), social work (Nabigon and 

Mawhiney 1996; Morisseau 1999), ecology (Knudtson and Suzuki 1996; Suzuki 1997), 

education (Northwest Territories Education, Culture and Employment 1993; Barnhardt 
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1997; Kawageley 2001), and developmental studies (Johnson 1992). The result has been 

an interdisciplinary study of indigenous knowledge which is indicative of the many facets 

of indigenous knowledge and its application. Indigenous peoples are also contributing to 

the literature and institutions. For instance, the Dene Cultural Institute was formed in 

1987 to preserve and to promote Dene culture. 

The inclusion of Dene participation and knowledge in projects be it academic research 

or resource exploration - initiated from "southern Canada" was uncommon for many 

decades in the north. Roads and mines were being built with little or no regard for the 

social, cultural and economic impact on the local people living in the region. It was not 

until the 1970s and the Berger Inquiry that the Dene perspective was heard in a 

substantial way by people outside of Dene culture. 

Social Construction of Nature, Wilderness and Frontierism 

It was during the Berger Inquiry that the comparison of the western and Dene worldviews 

was more closely examined. The way in which we perceive our natural surroundings is a 

social construction or creation (Barnhardt 1997; Everden 1992; Nash 1982; Rundstrom 

1995; Suzuki 1997). For instance, the way in which western science interprets nature 

differs significantly from the indigenous people's experience of nature. Kawageley 

argues that : 
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[Aboriginal peoples] study each small piece of the world in which we live. Once 
we learn about it, though, we look for ways in which it influences people, 
influences other natural things, and influences the spiritual aspect of the universe. 
The holistic and spiritual components of our science are big differences from 
mainstream approaches. In creating knowledge, there also has to be a touch of the 
person responsible. There is no such thing as objectivity in our world-view; we 
cannot and would not separate self from the thing that we are studying. The result 
is that each piece of knowledge is integrated with our complete cultural template, 
and generating that knowledge is done to help make our cultural template 
complete (2001.53). 

Likewise, Dene view the land, themselves and the universe in a holistic manner. Dene, 

growing up on the land, conceive nature or the physical environment in its entirety and 

perceive themselves as being in a relationship with that environment. The key to 

understanding Dene perspective is acknowledging the importance of having a 

relationship with nature as explained by this Dene woman: 

I was raised on the land. I was taught to respect and love everything in creation 
as a relative. The caribou, the wolf, the insects, the plants -everything-is a 
relative and we are equal to them, not superior. Everything is related and 
interrelated (Kassi 1996:74). 

Dene did not learn about their physical environment through the study of typification 

through wTitten text, graphs, sketches or photographs; their learning encounters were 

intertwined with the cyclical rhythms of the natural world that was immediate, personal 

and within a context of interrelatedness. Rundstrom identifies interrelatedness as 

follows: "native geographical understanding generally starts by reasoning from a culture-

specific principle of relatedness to an explanation of individual elements and their 

behaviour" ( 1995:47). Weaver describes how education in an aboriginal context 

reinforces the importance of relationship: 
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...the environment was the textbook and animals the teachers. The seasons 
became the calendar. The people's needs were the clock they worked by, and 
their senses and imaginations were their tools of survival. Natives therefore 
learned to practise reciprocity and natural conservation techniques in order to 
ensure ample resources for themselves and their progeny... (Weaver 1996:7). 

There is no conceptual framework in indigenous knowledge that separates or fragments 

components in the natural world; the fundamental guiding principle is all things in the 

physical environment are connected and are in relationship with each other (Johnson 

1992; Rundstrom 1995; Barnhardt 1997; Blondin 1984). When the Dene speak of their 

connection to the land they are speaking of both a physical and spiritual connection 

(Berger 1977; Blondin 1984; Dene Nation 1984; Blondin 1990). Suzuki defines 

interconnectedness of all things to mean "that everything we do has consequences that 

reverberate through the systems of which we are a part" ( 1997:102). 

Unlike indigenous knowledge, science generally objectifies and fragments the natural 

world (Suzuki 1997). The scientific approach originates from "...seventeenth-century 

European Christianity and natural philosophy, although some of its ideas descend into 

the deeper tilth of ancient Judeo-Christian and Greek thought" (Knudtson and Suzuki 

1996:9). Everden (1992) argues that western scientific perspective constructs nature as 

being separate and subordinate to the human experience. Nature has been interpreted via 

scientific schematization: 

To return to things themselves is to observe them before they were "nature" that 
is, before they were captured and explained, in which transaction they ceased to 
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be themselves and become functionaries in the world of social discourse. Once 
named and explained, they become social creations, and their primordial 
givenness is subordinated to their social utility (Everden 1992.110). 

Appearing similar to western science, aboriginal peoples classified and named their 

natural surroundings (Knudston and Suzuki 1996; Rundstrom 1995); however, unlike 

western science, the categorizing process did not necessarily objectify the natural 

surroundings nor its inhabitants. Rather, animals were given names and were accepted as 

fellow "people" and "relations". Also, everything in the physical environment such as 

rocks, rivers, mountains and plant life were acknowledged as having spirits. Knudston 

and Suzuki (1996) argue that indigenous knowledge is accepted to a certain point. 

However, if indigenous knowledge were to be accepted as equally valid to science it then 

becomes too much of a threat to the western construction of knowledge: "In mainstream 

western society it has long been relatively easy to embrace elements of traditional Native 

knowledge about Nature, as long as they are suitably couched in sentimental, romantic or 

culturally subordinate terms" (Knudston and Suzuki 1996:3). 

Dene perceive themselves as part of the natural world where all things are living spiritual 

entities engaged in an interdependent relationship. Understanding the relationship Dene 

have to the land, and subsequently their knowledge systems, is only possible through an 

understanding of how Dene spiritual beliefs govern Dene knowledge of the land.13 

A discussion regarding Dene spiritual beliefs and the land continues in Chapter Four. 
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The western concepts of'wilderness' and 'frontier' have no analogy in Dene thought. As 

Berger (1977:53) points out: "The history of North America is the history of the frontier; 

of pushing back the wilderness, cultivating the soil, populating the land, and then 

building an industrial way of life." The very title of Berger's report, Northern Frontier, 

Northern Homeland, speaks to the contrast of two disparate views on the same 

geographic location. If one refers to a "frontier", one is situating one's self in a 

particular place (i.e. the center) in order to discern the concept of a frontier. Native 

people in Canada were perceived by European newcomers as part of the frontier: 

We rarely fought the Indians: we used them - not because our forbears were less 
cruel or less violent but because the nature of the Canadian frontier dictated it. 
Canada was a land of fur-bearing animals; the Indians were the key to that trade... 
...We can therefore thank the Canadian environment for the Canadian tradition of 
non-violence, at least as regards the native peoples (Berton 1978:14). 

The "great frontier"as a vast, empty, unexplored territory was not a concept shared by 

indigenous peoples of North America. Aboriginal peoples did not conceptualize or 

categorize the physical landscape in that way. What Europeans called 'frontier' and 

'unknown' was in fact home and very known to the indigenous peoples who inhabited 

the area. 

Frontierism, and the ideology supporting it, has left a legacy of displacement of 

indigenous peoples and environmental degradation throughout the world. Similarly, 

taming the "wilderness" was a justifiable goal for many of the newcomers to North 

America: "Civilizing the New World meant enlightening darkness, ordering chaos, and 
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changing evil into good. In the morality play of westward expansion, wilderness was the 

villain, and the pioneer, as hero, relished its destruction" (Nash 1982:24). According to 

Tuhiwai Smith, "the principle of order provides the underlining connection between such 

things as: the nature of imperial social relations; the activities of Western science; the 

establishment of trade; the appropriation of sovereignty; the establishment of law" 

(1999:27). She adds (he consequence of the colonial mentality: 

The fact that indigenous societies had their own systems of order was dismissed 
through what Albert Memmi referred to as a series of negations: they were not 
fully human, they were not civilized enough to have systems, they were not 
literate, their languages and modes of thought were inadequate (Tuhiwai Smith 
1999:28). 

During the time of the Berger Inquiry, the concept of "frontierism" was challenged 

publicly by the Dene as they brought up their perspective on northern resource 

development. 

Birth of Public Transmission of Dene Knowledge in a Western Context 

The concept of "frontierism" and the economic values it represents continues to impact 

the north. In recent decades, these impacts have taken the form of massive development 

projects, from northern pipelines to diamond mining. In an effort to consult with 

aboriginal populations, an elaborate "ritual" has been developed to allow them to express 

their concerns and opinions about development. This includes the environmental impact 

reviews, beginning with the Berger Commission and continuing with the environmental 

hearings regarding diamond mining. 



60 

News of the gold discoveries brought thousands and thousands of people to the Yukon. 

"Hundreds of prospectors travelling north to the gold fields passed through the 

Athabasca-Mackenzie District. Their presence, and the expectation of mineral wealth, 

hastened the signing of Treaty 8" (Fumoleau 1973:19). Treaty 8 was signed in Fort 

Resolution in 1900. For the first time in Denendeh, formal written agreements in the 

English language were made with the express intent to gain ownership of land with the 

resources present on it. The discovery of oil and gas near present day Norman Wells in 

the Mackenzie River Valley of the Northwest Territories resulted in the making of Treaty 

11 in 1921 and, in doing so, ensured continuation of Imperial Oil's activity in the 

Norman Wells area (Fumoleau 1973; Blondin 1997). 

From one Dene perspective, this treaty making process was initiated only when "...it was 

discovered that [Dene] land was more valuable than our friendship" (Fumoleau 

1973:157). The non-renewable resources did not require native people in the north to be 

forced off of their land, such as was the case in southern Canada with the building of the 

railway and the expansion of the agricultural industiy, "We the aboriginal peoples of 

Southern Canada, have already experienced our Mackenzie Valley pipeline. Such 

projects have occurred time and time again in our history" (Berger 1977:229). 

Although the process started slowly and perhaps innocuously in the 1920s, pressure to 

secure rights to natural resources has steadily increased. The need for oil and gas took on 

a degree of urgency with the onslaught of World War II. The Canol Pipeline Project 
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involved the building of a pipeline from Norman Wells to Alaska. Northern 

development decisions were made in Ottawa with very little, if any, consultation with 

people of the Northwest Territories (Abel 1993). The proposal of the Mackenzie Valley 

Pipeline in 1970 and the subsequent Berger Commission of the mid 1970s marked yet 

another milestone in the "coming of age" in terms of aboriginal responses to 

developmenl pressure. 

The Berger Inquiry was appointed in 1974 to study the environmental, social and 

economic impacts of projects proposed by two separate oil conglomerates- Arctic Gas 

and Foothills Pipelines. The Berger Commission was set up in response to native led 

pressure to protect land until its disposition could be settled by land claims (Swayze 

1987; Helm 2000). Berger set up two types of hearings to be conducted: formal hearings 

where "evidence of the experts" would be heard (Berger 1975:231) and community 

hearings for the local people: 

I have wanted the people in the communities to feel that they can come forward 
and tell me what their life and their experience leads them to believe the impact 
of the pipeline will be. I don't want them to worry about lawyers asking them 
questions or tripping them up (Berger 1975:232). 

This was pivotal because for the first time, the concerns of aboriginal peoples were heard 

and subsequently resulted in the creation of a public forum in which aboriginal people 

and all northern people could express their concerns and aspirations. The Mackenzie 

Valley Pipeline Inquiry also allowed for a public discussion on broader issues concerning 

"...the rights and relationship of the indigenous peoples vis-a-vis the intruding southern 
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Canadian society and the nation-state" (Helm 2000:251 ). Never before had Dene and 

their perspective on the world been given such a forum: 

Undoubtedly, the most successful attempt to incorporate traditional knowledge 
into the environmental assessment process in Canada was the Berger Inquiry in 
the late 1970's. This process provided an informal forum for Native people to 
express their concerns about the impacts of the proposed Mackenzie Valley 
Pipeline (Dene Cultural Institute 1994:358). 

Dene - young and old and from various regions - spoke publicly on topics ranging from 

personal experiences in residential schools to going on the land for the spring hunt. After 

conducting public hearings in 35 communities and listening to almost one thousand 

people, Berger recommended postponement of the pipeline project to the Minister of 

Indian Affairs and Northern Development until native land claims were settled (Berger 

1977). The precedent was set; the inclusion of the Dene in the consultation process 

would become commonplace. 

The land freeze was lifted in the Northwest Territories in the early 1990s, not long after 

diamonds were discovered northeast of Yellowknife. Various diamond companies were 

performing exploration work in the area and the public began to speculate about the 

possibility of a diamond mine opening up. Broken Hills Proprietary (BHP) Inc. and the 

Blackwater Group14 emerged as one of the front running companies most likely to start 

up a diamond mine. Negotiating between BHP officials and the Dogrib Dene 

" B H P " wil l be used when referring to both Broken Hills Proprietary Inc. and the Blackwater Group as 
Broken Hills hold the majority of shares. Broken Hills Proprietary Inc. is one of Australia's largest 
corporations. 
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communities began immediately on issues regarding economic development and land 

use. BHP submitted a multi-volume report entitled, 7¾? RHP Diamel NWTDiamonds 

Project Environmental Impact Statement, which covered everything from water quality 

assessment to traditional knowledge. BHP's impact statement is part of the process 

involved in conducting an Environmental Impact Assessment. 

Environmental Impact Assessment and Aboriginal Knowledge 

Processes like the one through which BHP went are known as environmental impact 

assessments (EIA). This system of review was established in the United States in 1970. 

Environmental Assessment tools were being used in Canada by 1974. However, the 

current Canadian Environmental Assessment Act governing Environmental Impact 

Assessment took effect in January 1995. According to Morris and Therivel, EIA has 

"...become a powerful safeguard in the project planning process" (1995:1). Such 

assessments include public presentations of baseline research and scientific studies 

alongside community members sharing their local knowledge. A guide to citizen 

participation in the EIA process posted on a website by the Government of Canada states: 

"The public is an important source of local and traditional knowledge about a project's 

physical site and likely environmental effects". While Beattie (1995) agrees that an EIA 

is the "best technique" for looking at inevitable impacts and presenting valuable 

information for public discussion, he also argues that there are assumptions embedded in 

the EIA process that need to be addressed: 
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EIAs are used (o support, oppose, or mitigate public controversial projects. EIAs 
take sides, and EIA professionals lake sides along with them. ...One obvious 
solution is to write EIAs in ways that explicitly describe the assumptions and 
premises that have gone into the selection of data, the use of models, or the 
projection of impacts....Public criticism of our assumptions may not always be 
pleasant, but it can lead to improvement that allow our models to reflect values of 
those outside our professional cliques (Beattie 1995:113). 

Diduck and Sinclair (1997:298) identify some additional problems with the EIA process: 

"In the [environmental assessment] context there is a significant power imbalance 

between project proponents (and an often supportive local or regional government) on 

one hand and members of the public on the other hand". While Gismondi agrees such 

power imbalances exist and that 'expert' knowledge is privileged, he argues the EIA 

process is still able to present: 

...opportunities, often unintentional, for citizens to introduce contending systems 
of knowledge and representations of nature. In the Alpac hearings, the 
knowledge of local ecosystems held by native people and farmers and fishers 
worked as a feedback or evaluative check on office or expert knowledge, 
allowing the public to identify incompetent or dishonest uses of expert knowledge 
in Alpac's EIA (1997:469). 

Aboriginal people surely want to play a more significant role than providing feedback. 

Therefore, they decide to speak up publicly because they have a stake in what is being 

decided by the environmental review (Robinson and Calliou 1981). From a layperson's 

perspective, it can be an intimidating experience to have to share your opinion in front of 

a panel of educated members. Not surprisingly, the issue of intellectual credibility and 

the inclusion of non-technical data was one of the concerns brought to the National 

Consultation Workshop on Federal Assessment Reform in the early 1990s: 
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Most of the aboriginal persons who would be recognized as "experts" in their 
communities by virtue of their extensive knowledge and understanding about the 
local environment would not possess the necessary qualification (based on 
"southern" standards) that would allow them to participate as technical experts 
under the current processes (Dene Cultural Institute 1994:358). 

The experience of presenting before a panel is even more challenging when one 

considers the language barrier. Although interpreters may be provided, a native-speaking 

person must address a group of people who may or may not be able to comprehend the 

concepts and ideas being shared. It is no wonder native communities try different tactics. 

For example, "...traditional prayer, pipe ceremonies, and a round dance with community, 

company and panel members were used to counter secular rituals of public hearings and 

western science" (Gismondi 1997.473). Today, there exist opportunities for an exchange 

of knowledge between the government, the resource industry and the aboriginal people 

as indigenous knowledge is included in the EIA process. The Centre for Indigenous 

Environmental Resources, founded in 1994 and based in Winnipeg, is currently looking 

at the participation of aboriginal communities in EIA. 

In the Northwest Territories, the government recognizes the relationship people have 

with the land in the North. The Mackenzie Valley Resource Management Act15 ( 1998, 

c.25) recognizes, "the protection of the social, cultural and economic well-being of 

residents and communities" under Section 115. Indigenous knowledge has been 

included in the environmental assessment process for applicable resource development 

The federal government enacted the Mackenzie Valley Resource Management Act in December 1998. The 
act establishes management boards and provides a system of resource management for the Mackenzie 
Valley. 
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projects. As a result, public and private sectors are striving to include written 

documentation of aboriginal knowledge. For instance, BHP included information 

regarding Dogrib knowledge of the environment in its reports. 

However, the credibility of environmental reviews is being questioned by some Dene. 

Wismer ( 1996) cites the Yellowknives Dene submission to the BHP panel which 

illustrates the frustration Dene are feeling about the resource industry and the 

environmental review process: 

Our elders feel that neither government nor mining people really listen to our 
concerns or want to do anything about them. We have raised many concerns, for 
instance, about the fuel oil, arsenic and cyanide hauled on winter roads that cross 
our most spiritually important lands, our current hunting grounds Yes 
companies offer to pay compensation for damaging the waters and land. But 
money is no substitute for this land that we love (Wismer 1996:13). 

The Dene have seen many companies move in and out of their geographical region. One 

Dene respondent to the traditional knowledge report for BHP describes the distrust he 

feels toward government and industry officials, "They never act the same, they always 

change their rules and don't tell us, and they never send their bosses. They are driving us 

crazy" (Zoe et al. 1995:15). Stevenson identifies other reasons Dene are skeptical of the 

EIA process. 

Because of ongoing land claims and treaty entitlement negotiations with the 
federal government, Dene were reluctant to release TK (traditional knowledge), 
much of which was land-based, into the public domain. Aboriginal people were 
also concerned that their TK would be misrepresented and separated from its 
larger cultural context and the broader system of knowledge that gives meaning 
and value, especially since the proponent's [BHP] timeframe was felt to be too 
short and culturally inappropriate for TK to be collected and incorporated into the 
EIA in any meaningful fashion (1996:26). 
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When considering the Dene experiences with BHP, Wismer (1996) argues that the 

Berger Inquiry may have been the high point, as opposed to the beginning, of any 

meaningful environmental impact assessment process. 

The Dene have tried to convey their relationship to the land via environmental hearings 

and have not been heard (Wismer 1996). For example, the concept of the earth as a 

living entity often called Mother Earth is difficult to articulate to a panel of scientists 

(except perhaps those with an understanding of Gaia16). Also the Dene belief that we are 

all connected and we are all one with the natural world can be problematic, "At best this 

kinship metaphor elicits a measure of respect from outsiders only periodically. Often, it 

is a means to epistemologica! colonization17 because of its association with the presumed 

purity and innocence of children" (Rundstrom 1995:46). 

The conveyance of Dene knowledge and indigenous knowledge in general, means the 

introduction of a different way of perceiving and living in the natural world. It also 

entails new conceptual themes and new ways of thinking. Using the Dakota and Lakota 

world views, Meyer and Ramirez explain the transformation in thinking that is needed. 

To say that the Lakota and Dakota see the world holistically as one spirit, is not 
the same as to see the world that way. For another to see the world that way 
would require a kind of gestalt switch involving a shift in "styles of reasoning" as 
well as ways of perception. It would entail responding to the world according to 
the exhortation: Mitakuye ovasin! -"We are all related!" (Meyer and Ramirez 
1995:105). 

hJames Lovelock (1991) introduced the Gaia Theory to scientific circles in the 1970s. Gaia theory views 
the earth as a whole gigantic organism and a live entity. Gaia theory also discusses emergent phenomena 
where the entire earth is considered and not broken down into separate categories. 

7 'Epistemological colonization' is a term used by Rundstrom (1997) to refer to the way in which western 

epistemologica! approaches are used to legitimize other knowledge systems. 
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The presentation of indigenous knowledge in environmental hearings is done with a 

western scientific framework. Indigenous knowledge is taken out of its context in order 

to be discussed in that forum. Furthermore, indigenous knowledge is not seen in its 

fullest potential. As one indigenous author writes, "Native American thought should not 

be approached as an archaic form which sheds light on contemporary humans of 

European descent. It should be approached as a complete, alternative explanation for the 

world and for human nature" (Cordova 1996:15). 

The context is everything when trying to understand Dene knowledge and the Dene 

connection to the land and animals. The land was not studied in a compartmentalized 

fashion but accepted and experienced in its entirety by the Dene. Johnson describes 

Dene knowledge as consisting "...of a spiritually based moral code or ethics that governs 

the interaction between the human, natural, and spiritual worlds" ( 1992:3). For the Dene 

and other indigenous peoples the land was seen as a living entity that provided everything 

(food, education, spirituality, history etc.) because the land was their "home" (Ross 

1995). The animals are considered "relations" such as brothers and sisters (Berger 1977; 

Auger 1997). 

There exists no post secondary institution dedicated to the transmission of Dene thought; 

one cannot go to a university to learn Dene thought. The Dene perspective is acquired 

through experiential learning and it is a learning process that spans a lifetime (or 

lifetimes, as Dene believe in reincarnation). For example, talking with animals would be 

both a gift and skill that would be developed throughout a person's life. Animals are 

considered equal to human beings and communication across species is possible 
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(Blondin 1990; Auger 1997; Rundstrom 1995). Indigenous peoples are faced with an 

enormous task when they present concepts such as "inter-species communication", as 

Rundstrom points out: 

...human kinship with nonhuman beings is kept abstract in Western thought. True 
kinship may have existed only in the primordial past, when we think we were 
equally dim-witted and brutish. The possibility of intelligent inter-species 
communication is usually, though not always, foreclosed now. Even positive 
scientific conclusions are not allowed to penetrate far into our general 
understandings of the world (1995:48). 

For the Dene, any resource development will have an impact because the land and the 

Dene way of life are interwoven and inseparable. One Dene participant's poignant 

message to Berger sums up the connection Dene have to the land: "The land is our 

blood" (Berger 1977:94). 

Richardson et al. (1993) conclude, after looking at the imbalance of power between local 

people and corporations, that the environmental review still has an impact on 

government and industry; various opinions are voiced, communication participation is 

encouraged and the "expert opinion" is challenged. Similarly, Bowles argues that the 

participation of local residents is essential: 

As discussions of local economic viability most dramatically indicate, outside 
assessors have often failed (because of their conceptual blinders) to note the 
critical importance to local life styles of many local practices. Local residents, 
with appropriate assistance or guidance for those with the skills required to turn 
data into conclusions, may be able to produce better data about life patterns than 
professional researchers have in the past (1981:102). 

However, Richardson el al. also (1993:176) point out that "...participation in public 

hearings is not enough. Sustained political activity is required beyond the hearing 

process". The Dene in the Northwest Territories have also been involved in political 

activity outside of the environmental review process as regional land claims have been 
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negotiated. As a result, projects such as co-management boards and job training 

programs have been established. On the other hand, Simpson (2001 ) suggests that 

aboriginal people can choose not to participate as a way of conveying a message: 

Refusing to participate in co-management agreements, EIAs, treaty negotiations, 
natural resource management agreements, research projects and the Euro-
Canadian educational system are effective ways of resisting the dominance of 
Euro-Canadian society... As our experiences with [traditional ecological 
knowledge] has shown us, participation does not guarantee that Aboriginal people 
will be valued, listened to, and afforded the respect we deserve (2001:114). 

Fundamental changes in the systemic structure of''doing business" in the north must 

continue to shift and expand to be inclusive of the Dene. The present structure -

environmental reviews or impact assessments - is not providing a meaningful exchange 

of knowledge that allows for new ideas and perspectives to come in Until it does, the 

rich contribution of the Dene will be reduced to written words in government and 

corporate reports. 

Private Transmission of Dene Knowledge 

With the spread of colonialism, the cultural transmission of Dene knowledge between 

parent and child was increasingly placed under stress. Many native children are not 

speaking the same language as their parents. In the summary, People to People, Nation 

to Nation, which are highlights from the Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal 

Peoples, it stated that some native languages are threatened: 

The number of Aboriginal language speakers is only a fraction of the Aboriginal 
population: about one person in three over the age of five. Most are middle-aged 
or older. Even the languages in most frequent use - Mi'kmaq, Montagnais, Cree, 
Ojibwa, Inuktitut and some Dene languages - are in danger of extinction because 
of declining fluency in the young (1996:91). 

Without a common language of understanding, elders and parents will have a difficult 

time passing on knowledge to younger generations. There are Dene words pertaining to 
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the spiritual dimension which cannot be translated into English. Many of the teachings 

on the Dene view of the world embedded in the language are not going to be passed on as 

easily and extensively in the English language. 

A Dene elder explains how she feels about not being able to communicate with the 

children, "If only the children understood Slavey. I long to say to them, come sit beside 

me and I'll tell you stories about my father and grandfather. But they do not come for 

they no longer need to know" (Sabourin Sr. 1987:11 ). Many Dene families who lived off 

the land moved into the settlements in order for their children to attend school: 

Through the process of acculturation, new authority figures (school teachers, 
outside experts etc.) begin to displace the elders, reducing the likelihood of 
compliance with previously held social norms. Additionally, students attending 
conventional schools have few opportunities to learn the traditional skills of 
living off the land from their elders (Dene Cultural Institute 1994:348-349). 

A Dene elder describes how separated he feels from the children: 

Some of the children look out of the school window and see me walking across 
the frozen river with my four dogs. They wonder what I am doing. 1 am out in 
the bush for that is the life I love. School is very necessaiy for there are not many 
now who know how to set a trap or hunt (Sabourin 1987:12). 

Dene did not establish a school system for their children. Instead, the entire community 

was responsible for the education of the younger generations (Northwest Territories, 

Education, Culture and Employment 1993). Children learned from their parents, family 

members, adults and elders on a daily basis: "Learning for survival happened during all 

the waking hours, each and every day, and all life long. Learning occurred through life 

experience - not in abstraction or set apart from on-going life activities" (Northwest 

Territories, Education, Culture and Employment 1993:xxvi). Daily tasks were often 
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their own pace. 

However, while language is paramount, it is important not to negate or minimize the 

significance of non-verbal communication as a prevalent form of passing on traditional 

skills and knowledge among the Dene (Blondin 1997). For example, Goulet in his book 

titled Ways of Knowing, explained that the Dene Tha learn, not from interrupting by 

asking questions, but by careful observation ( 1998). This illustrates the need to 

understand the non-verbal cues involved in the transmission of Dene culture: 

From the age of two or three I learned by watching my elders. Sometimes in the 
mornings I would see my grandfather over there sharpening his knife. When he 
finished, he would chip at pieces of branch to see if it was sharp enough. I could 
see his face. It would be relaxed, with a pleasant expression. I would know what 
he was thinking. Then I would watch my mother bring in special kinds of wood. 
I would understand that the season was changing and that we had to start to build 
a cache...This was all done in absolute quietness (Kassi 1996:75). 

Facial expressions and fluctuations in the voice are also used by the story teller. Story 

telling is multi-layered in content which enables young and old to simultaneously enjoy 

the same story. It is an important way of transmitting knowledge, for embedded in the 

stories are teachings about the Dene way of life and guidelines for people to have a good 

life if they so choose. For instance, people and/or animals in the stories go through 

circumstances and hardship before learning a lesson. 

Learning in the Dene culture is primarily experiential. The Dene Kede curriculum 

outlines "Key Cultural Experiences" which involve experiential learning: 
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- Whole experiences rather than parts of one. 
- Doing rather than analyzing. 
- Authentic, realistic or natural activities within the Dene culture. 
- Experienced at different levels of awareness and ability depending upon the 
individual. 
-Experienced over and over throughout a lifetime with a spiraling development of 
awareness and ability in individuals (Northwest Territories, Education, Culture 
and Employment \993:xxx). 

The transmission of knowledge is not limited to the Dene themselves, for Dene believe, 

as stated by this elder, that "God didn't create the world so that only man can teach us" 

(Rabesca 1993:xxw). The land - as a living entity and force - is a source of knowledge 

encompassing the physical and spiritual realms. As one Dene says, "If you don't know 

who the Creator is, just go outside" (Boucher 1993:22). Also, the ancestors in the 

spiritual realm are able to help their relations on earth when asked (Northwest 

Territories, Education, Culture and Employment 1993). 

Dreams are also a means to further one's understanding. This story by Fabian illustrates 

the significance Dene place on dreaming. She wrote this story based on what her father 

had told her when she was a child. To enhance the story, she added names to the people 

involved. ,R It is the story about a man who was unable to dream for almost two months 

and was troubled by this. One day he was visited by a helper and together they went on a 

journey of understanding: 

The tiny spider said, "I am here to help you find your dreams." Nakah responded, 
"1 sought help from the elder but he was unable to help me so, what can a little 
spider like you do that an old man couldn't do?" The spider said the elder had 
sent him to Nakah to find his dreams Your dreams have always guided you 

When Fabian's father told her the story he referred to an elder, and a young man and woman. The other 
change she made was she added information to the ending because she was unable to recall the exact way 
her father had concluded the story. 
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throughtout [sic] your life and you've come to depend on it so much that you 
neglect other parts of vour being. You need to connect with all four to get vour 
dreams back" (Fabian 2000:16)" 

Knowledge of what plants to use that is transmitted in dreams was explained to June 

Helm by Louis Norwegian: 

A man would dream that someone came and told him where to find medicine, 
what kind of plant was good medicine. When the man awoke, he would see an 
animal going away from him. That animal was the person who had talked to him 
in a dream. That person would come back at other times, too-like when a man 
was using his medicine for curing and tell the man what to do (Helm 2000:272). 

Not surprisingly, much of the private transmission of Dene knowledge is personal and 

intimate, often taking place within one's own consciousness. The transmission of Dene 

culture relies on the person's ability to learn by doing, to observe and participate in the 

'whole' experience, to interpret dreams, to listen for various meanings within a story, to 

read nonverbal cues, and to gain insights and teachings directly from the land and 

animals. This is why it can be difficult for those outside Dene culture to access this 

knowledge. In order for a person to access Dene culture he or she must develop the 

ability to "see" the interrelatedness of all living things in order to hone skills in 

observing, experiential learning, dream interpretation, communicating with the land and 

animals and storytelling. The next chapter further discusses skills and abilities in regards 

to the spiritual aspect of Dene life on the land. 



75 

Chapter Four: Spiritual and Physical Connection in Dene Knowledge 

"If our land is destroyed, we too are destroyed. If your people ever take our land, you 
will be taking our Iife"(Berger 1977:94). 

These words were spoken by a young Dene, twenty-five years ago to the Berger Inquiry 

in the Northwest Territories. It speaks to the intrinsic relationship between the Dene and 

the land; a connection that is both physical and spiritual. The inclusion of the spiritual 

aspect of indigenous knowledge of the Dene has been criticized in the BHP 

environmental impact assessment (EIA) process (Howard and Widdowson 1996). The 

federal panel specifically required BHP to incorporate Dene indigenous knowledge in its 

EIA when it applied to build a diamond mine northeast of Yellowknife in the Northwest 

Territories (Stevenson 1996). 

According to Howard and Widdowson (1996), the ambiguous nature of spiritual beliefs 

is reason enough to keep them apart from the EIA process. What critics might not 

appreciate is that for the Dene, and many indigenous people, spiritual beliefs govern 

daily life. This chapter will discuss some of the ways in which Dene "live" their 

spirituality and how their spiritual beliefs affect their relationship with their natural 

environment. 

Spiritual Discourse Problematic 

Discussing indigenous knowledge remains problematic for some people because of the 

spiritual beliefs embedded in it. The spirituality of indigenous peoples is often 
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misunderstood and therefore misinterpreted by those outside of the culture (Auger 1997; 

Adams 1997; Tinker 1996; Tuhiwai Smith 1999; Rundstrom 1995). The problem is that 

spiritual beliefs are not measurable. For example, Howard and Widdowson argue that: 

The integration of traditional knowledge hinders rather than enhances the ability 
of government to more fully understand ecological processes since there is no 
mechanism, or will, by which spiritually based knowledge claims can be 
challenged or verified (1996:34). 

Understanding the relationship Dene have with the land is only possible through an 

understanding of how their spiritual beliefs govern that relationship. Defining Dene 

spirituality is impossible to do in one sentence as it encompasses so much - including the 

earth, the animals and the spirit world. The next section will examine how Dene 

spirituality meets the physical world and provide insight into how Dene define 

spirituality. 

Relationship with the Earth 

Many Dene spoke of their love for the land during the Berger Inquiry. The relationship 

with the earth is central to the Dene identity and Dene see little or no conceptual 

separation between themselves and the earth (Berger 1977). Here is how one Dene 

participant describes that connection: "Every time the white people come to the north or 

come to our land and start tearing up the land, I feel as if they are cutting our own flesh 

because that is the way we feel about our land. It is our flesh" (Berger 1977:94). 
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Blondin ( 1990:246) also describes how "some Dene say the earth is our body". The 

Dene view the earth as an extension of themselves; therefore, what is done to the earth is 

done to the Dene. 

Dene, and other indigenous people, also describe the earth as a mother, as a living entity 

that provides sustenance for the continued existence for her children. Leroy Little Bear 

(1996) told the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples that when aboriginal people 

describe the earth as a Mother they do not mean it in a metaphorical sense, In a concrete 

way, the earth provides food, water, shelter, and clothing for the Dene. Given Dene 

reliance on and connection to the earth, it is no wonder that Berger heard repeatedly 

during his inquiry how much the Dene love and appreciate the land (Berger 1988:137-

162). According to the Dene way, nothing is taken from the earth without prayers of 

gratitude and respect: 

Before the coming of the church, prayers were made by using the drum. The 
Dene had prayer songs, which were said in a circle. Everyone participated. 
Prayers were also said individually several times a day. The land provided life, so 
offerings of tobacco and other items were made to the fire. Tn this way, whatever 
was used from the land was returned to the land. This traditional practice 
continues today. A l l this reminded us of our relationship to the land, the Creator 
(Blondin 1990:191). 

Whether Dene perceive the earth as Mother or as their own flesh they have developed a 

deep appreciation and identification with the land: "The native people's identity, pride, 

self-respect and independence are inseparably linked to the land and a way of life that 

has land at its centre" (Berger 1977:95). Consequently, respectful ways in which to 
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interact with the earth are an important part of the Dene way of life. Similarly, Ross 

(1992) notes how spiritual beliefs of the Oji-Cree direct their interaction with the land: 

"...one aspired to maintaining the spiritual state of respect, following which one's 

activities will of necessity be constructive rather than destructive..." (1992:170). Like the 

Oji-Cree, Dene respect for the land and for what the land provides means the land is used 

in ways which are Ihe least destructive or least disruptive as possible. 

Dene take only what they need from the land and manage their land use to ensure future 

use: 

Grandfather talked about the laws of conservation. He told me, "You see those 
lakes under that mountain over there called Shun? You young people aren't to go 
there, you don't hunt the beavers there, you don't fish there until your 
grandchildren are big enough to do it." Now I tell my grandchildren they can go 
there. In all the intervening years nobody went there. The beaver and muskrat 
have rejuvenated and replenished themselves, and the fish have come back. So, 
even today, we have very strict laws of conservation (Kassi 1996:76). 

Although not many Dene would have heard about Brundtland's (1987) report, Our 

Common Future , they had already been practicing a sustainable development (for 

thousand of years). Brownson ( 1995:13) points out how Canada as a whole is considered 

a developed country; however, "...well over 85 per cent of Canadian territory is sparsely 

populated and severely underdeveloped". While Brownson does explain how the 

standard for development refers to a western "...industrial economic organization and 

infrastructure", he still uses the term and concludes the Canadian north is 

underdeveloped. 
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Certainly, the northern communities are in a state of crisis when social and economic 

conditions are considered, as Brownson (1995) points out. However, there exists local 

knowledge that goes back generations and generations - which speaks of "sustainable 

development" and "local empowerment". Perhaps what is not appreciated by Brownson 

is that indigenous peoples in the north, including the Dene, 'developed' techniques which 

ensure their survival in the harsh northern climate. The Dene (and other aboriginal 

groups) maintained environmental conservation while developing because development 

was not measured by external accumulations of material wealth, instead, the Dene 

develop themselves spiritually, delving into the human psyche and exploring the spiritual 

aspect of the human experience. 

For example, the concept of sharing is important because the Dene needed to rely on 

each other, especially during times of scarcity. The Dene shared what food they had with 

others even if it depleted their stocks (Blondin 1990:197). Sharing is considered 

important for survival for the whole community: 

My father went out in the scow to try and hunt migrating birds. When he came 
back we saw he had almost every kind of meat under his canvas. There was a 
moose and a calf and there was fat all over the meat. That was the happiest day 
of my life. We shared all the meat with the people who lived among us (Constant 
1987:75). 

Thoughts are considered powerful to the Dene: "The elders would say, be thankful for 

your life here and now. Guard your thoughts. Try never to think how much you dislike a 

person or ever be critical of another's behaviour." (Sabourin Sr. 1987:8). This quotation 
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reveals the importance of maintaining a positive frame of mind and a sense of balance 

within oneself. Françoise Guedon spent many years with the Dene in the Yukon area. 

She noted the importance the Dene gave to the personal thoughts and the thinking 

process: 

1 was not prepared to participate in a world where "thoughts", by lack of a better 
word, were assumed to shape reality. It would take me another ten years before 1 
finally grasped the notion that my [Dene] instructors were talking about thought 
as communication with other thinking entities and therefore having consequences 
when heard and acted upon, rather than thought as a kind of mental force, our 
usual metaphor in the Euro-American world. Meanwhile, I had to struggle with 
the simple problem of understanding how one could live in a world where 
everyone could presumably hear everyone else's mind (1994: 55). 

The Dene believe human beings are connected to all other living things and it is because 

of this connection that "communication" is possible. Communicating with the earth -

lakes, rivers, mountains and so on - is an essential aspect of the Dene way of life. 

Auger (1997) explains how the land is a source of knowledge. There are sacred places 

and "...people help the Land speak by protecting and honouring [those] places" (1997: 

337). Dene and other aboriginal people seek guidance and spiritual strength from these 

sacred places on the earth; these special geographical places are considered "medicine 

power landmarks" (Blondin 1997:135). One such place for the Dene is Goat Mountain 

located in what is now the Yukon territory. Blondin (1997) writes a story about how a 

group of Mountain Dene encountered medicine people there and found ways to escape 

(137-139). I heard of spiritual places known by the Dene during one of my assignments 

for CBC North Radio. 1 visited Dene spring camps north of Yellowknife where a Dogrib 
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elder told me of a sacred area where women who were unable to have children could go 

and pray for the gift to carry life. 

An hour or so driving north after crossing the Alberta/Northwest Territories border, 

travelers come upon two large falls - named by non-Dene as Alexander Falls and Lady 

Evelyn Falls. A few years ago, Dene elders and long lime residents were asked about 

their knowledge concerning the significance of the falls. Interpretative placards which 

are situated along the pathways explain that a Grandmother and Grandfather watched 

over the falls and if you make an offering and a rainbow appears your prayers will be 

answered. Information regarding sacred areas is sometimes difficult for people outside 

of Dene culture to obtain. Many elders are willing to share information; however, they 

sometimes will only share such intorniati on if they know the information will be 

respected and used in a good way. 

Dene and other aboriginal people celebrate their connection to the earth through prayers 

as well as "love songs" to the land. (They also have love songs for each other, be it a 

mother to child or a husband to his wife). The songs to the land are songs of gratitude: 

Sometimes, early in the morning, an old man or woman would sing Dene love 
songs to make the younger people happy. When the people travelled in the bush 
with the dogs, they sometimes came to a hill so high they could see the land all 
around. They sang the Dene love song to express their thanks to the Great Spirit. 
They were happy in those days (Blondin 1990:165). 
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Singing songs to the land is one way the Dene were able to communicate their feelings of 

gratitude for what the earth provides. The Dene also had songs celebrating natural 

phenomena: "The Dene have a special song for the eclipse of the moon. They believe 

that if they sing it loudly, it will bring them long life and good luck" (Blondin 1990:155). 

Relations Not Resources: Equality Among All Living Things 

It is believed that the trees are very happy when it is windy. The movement of the 
tree, caused by the wind, enables the sap to run through the tree and rejuvenate it, 
therefore bringing it much joy. Wind has its purpose (Francis Tatti cited in 
Northwest Territories, Education, Culture and Employment 1993:37). 

The trees covering a mountain side can be perceived in many ways: the lumberjack sees 

the trees as a source of income, while an aboriginal person raised in his or her culture 

would view the trees as relatives. For the Dene, the trees, as well as all living things, 

have a spirit. In other words, they are equal to human beings. The Dene view of equality 

among all living things contrasts with the western view "...that humans are at the 

pinnacle of nature and everything exists for their sake..." (Gruen and Jamieson 1994). 

For the Dene, the land and everything living on the land is an extension of who they are, 

as is evident in this testimony by a Dene woman: "The grass and the trees are our flesh, 

the animals are our flesh" (Berger 1977:94). The ideas of exploitation of the so called 

resources, be they trees or minerals, is a foreign concept to most Dene who feel a 
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connection and reverence for other living things. In fact, in the Dene languages there are 

no words for "resources" or for "wilderness" as Berger (1977) discovered. Simply put, 

the land is simply home (Blondin 1990; Ross 1992). 

Relationship With the Animals 

Understanding the relationship Dene have with the animals is also key to understanding 

how Dene interact with their environment: " A l l the world has laws. There are many 

thousands of different animals on this earth and they all have their own laws. When we 

walk in the bush we think about all of them. This is how we learn..." (Rabesca 

1993:xxiii). Dene grow up observing and studying animals as the animals are interacting 

with their natural surroundings or habitat. Dene knowledge of the animals is practical, 

yet also spiritual, in nature. The intimate connection Dene have with the other animals is 

retold through the oral tradition. Blondin relays a story of two medicine men in conflict 

where Dene knowledge of animal anatomy is evident: 

It's like this: if a man has medicine for the moose, he has to know every part of 
the moose's body. If a man didn't know the liver, for instance, and the other man 
learned that, he would attack with liver medicine. The man would die of the liver 
medicine, because he had no medicine for that and he could not protect himself 
(1990:132). 

Dene reliance on animals for survival went far beyond hunting them. Dene understand 

that animals have spiritual or "medicine" powers which are helpful to human beings. For 

example, the raven can lead Dene to food: 

Ravens can't kill animals themselves, so they depend on hunters and wolves to 
kill food for them. Flying high in the sky, they spot animals too far away for 
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hunters or wolves to see. They fly to the hunter and attract his attention by 
croaking loudly, then fly back to where the animals are (Blondin 1990:155-156). 

Blondin ( 1990) goes on to describe how a hunter found two moose by following a raven 

who flew back and forth twice in the same direction. The hunter left some meat for the 

raven in thanks (156). Animals can also provide other valuable information such as this 

story about when the Dene encountered Europeans over 200 hundred years ago. Blondin 

( 1990) writes about the time when the Dene were camped on the riverbank of the Deh 

Cho (also known as the Mackenzie River) and the children noticed fresh wood chips 

floating downstream. A medicine man was chosen to find out about this and he used his 

medicine to speak to a mouse and put a piece of driftwood into the water. The mouse 

then hopped onto the stick and after the man clapped his hands and sang a medicine 

song, the stick shot away upstream. After an hour, the mouse came back on the stick and 

spoke to the medicine man telling him that white men were coming (98-99). 

A person could also acquire spiritual strength or gifts from animals. Dene believe there 

are layers of energy surrounding the earth including a layer where animal spirits reside 

and some Dene travel there to obtain animal medicine (Blondin 1997:160). In some 

situations, if a person possesses bear medicine, he or she could not eat bear meat 

(Blondin 1990). Also if an animal helps a Dene, to show appreciation the Dene would 

not hunt that animal. When my grandfather was nine years old, the adult with whom he 

was trapping, died. A wolf pack guided my grandfather back home as he was unsure of 
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his way. My grandfather never forgot what the wolves had done for him and out of 

respect he later in life instructed his sons never to hunt a wolf. 

However, hunting animals after they helped was sometimes permissible. This story of 

one hunter's encounter with caribou demonstrates how medicine from an animal can be 

transferred to a human being (Blondin 1997:186-187). A Dene hunter spots a herd of 

caribou and waits in some willows for the caribou to pass so he can hunt them. But as 

the lead caribou stops and looks directly at the hunter; the hunter not wanting to kill the 

lead caribou waits for the rest of the herd. The lead caribou has a pipe and walks over to 

the hunter to say: 

...we are just traveling north to a special place where our babies will be born. I 
came over to you to help you. Here take my pipe and keep it all of your life. If 
you are hungry and can't get caribou, fill your pipe and think of me. I will help 
you. And...you can kill two of these caribou, the last two in this line...The hunter 
became a special medicine man. He respected the caribou and smoked his 
caribou pipe only when he really needed help. When people were starving, he 
would call on his caribou medicine partner...(Blondin 1997:187). 

Prayers, songs and offerings were how the Dene thanked the animal spirits for providing 

their lives so the Dene could continue with theirs. Dene learned how to survive in their 

environment by observing the ways of the animals. For instance, Dene chopped down 

beaver houses in order to hunt beavers for food and fur. People learned how to do this by 

watching the animals such as wolverines and grizzly bears who would scratch out the den 

before destroying beaver houses (Blondin 1990:157). 



Spiritual Realm 

The Dene have spiritual laws by which they live: the laws vary between the different 

Dene groups. Generally, the laws are centered around respect for the earth and all living 

things. The Dene Cultural Institute produced an outline of Yamona's Laws (see 

Appendix B). Dene knowledge, for some, includes spiritual gifts or medicine powers. 

Dene can be born with the medicine powers (which is most powerful), they can learn it, 

they can be given medicine powers or they can steal it (Blondin 1990:60-63; Blondin 

1997:54-56). Blondin writes how "...people had medicines of different kinds. Some 

were good for hunting, some were for healing the sick; some made people sick. The 

effects depended on who had the medicine and whether they used it in the right way" 

( 1990:139-140). Blondin ( 1997) describes how his parents tried to ensure that he had 

medicine power by having him stay with each of his grandfathers as a baby. The 

grandfathers then determined that he did not have this power and instructed him in what 

to do and not do and they attempted but failed to transfer some of their medicine power 

to him. Without this power, Blondin was told he would need help from others all the 

time; however, one grandfather had seen into the future and reassured Blondin's parents 

that he would have a long life (ix-xii). 

Blondin (1997) explains the story of a Dene man named Bekah, who traveled to the 

animal spirit world, (the second layer of energy), to acquire seagull medicine: "Bekah 

explained the seagull has a special kind of "juice" (the scientific term would be enzyme), 

in its stomach that can kill germs or parasites of any kind" (Blondin 1997:161). Seagull 
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medicine is usually found in the saliva of the person who holds the medicine. If a person 

is sick and is in need of treatment with seagull medicine, a medicine person who has the 

medicine will spit into a cup of water and have the sick person drink from it (Blondin 

1997:161-162 and 164). 

My sister had an encounter with a Dene elder who had seagull medicine when she was 

young. She could not stop swallowing and would often choke. One day while visiting at 

our grandmother's house an old Dene man came by. My mother instructed my sister to 

go and give him a glass of water. My sister did this and she watched as the man spit into 

the cup and stirred the liquid with his index finger. He then asked her to drink it. My 

sister did as she was told and her swallowing problems were gone. Dene spirituality is 

rich in its complexities and is a reflection of how the Dene see themselves spiritually 

connected to the animals; the connection to the animals means the animals can share 

their medicine powers with the Dene (Françoise Guedon 1994). 

Because all things, according to the Dene view, have a spirit, medicine can be acquired 

from the plants and rivers, as these two stories reveal: 

There was danger along the river, in places like the deep canyons. Before they 
started out, the people gathered to make medicine that would tell them if they 
would gel safely to Tulit'a. During these sessions, they found out who had water 
medicine..People with water medicine led the others down the. .rivers... (Blondin 
1990:144). 

We had many kinds of herbs from the land to help each other, and we had special 
medicine people. If you were sick with your liver, for example, you looked for a 
medicine man or woman who knew liver medicine. The medicine people told 
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you what to do and gave you special remedies in liquid form, and you got better. 
If a medicine person made someone sick, you looked for a stronger medicine 
person to make the victim better. Medicine people looked into your future by 
talking to your spirit, and they could see how healthy you would be in ten years. 
There were medicine people who cured any kind of sickness. (Blondin 
1990:171). 

The physical landscape provided the Dene with everything they would need for survival 

and more. The spirituality of the Dene is rooted in the land. 

Dreams, in a matter of fact way, are an important means of receiving messages or 

medicine from the spiritual realm (Blondin 1990; Françoise Guedon 1994). Dreams and 

visions are considered real happenings to be taken seriously because messages from 

dreams can help guide a person in his or her physical reality. Paul Blondin and his son 

Edward were hunting and camped under a tree for the night. Paul had a vision that night 

and explained to his son: "Eagle is my best medicine. He always helps me when I have a 

problem. I think we are sleeping under an eagle nest. From the nest on the top of this 

tree, the eagle spoke to me..." (Blondin 1990:173). (The vision foretold of a conflict in 

great medicine power in which many medicine people lost their lives, including Paul 

Blondin.) 

Some Dene need not acquire medicine power because they are bom with it. The spiritual 

gifts are most powerful if an individual is born having medicine (Blondin 1990:48; 

Blondin 1997.54-56). When young children are born they are watched closely for any 

sign that they may have been reincarnated. The Dene believe in reincarnation; if people 
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see a need to return to the earth plane they will reincarnate: "In those days if your parents 

died, your first child is believed to be your mother or father living again and you love and 

cherish them all the more" (Lacorne 1987:102). With the influx of Christian beliefs and 

spiritual domination, many Dene are even more reluctant to share information regarding 

reincarnation or other spiritual teachings. 

The leaders of Christian churches and residential schools frowned upon Dene 

celebrations such as drum and tea dances. Many Dene children were told such 

celebrations were considered evil. Had the Christian leaders of the day asked about the 

significance of Dene celebrations, they would have found out that Dene songs and dances 

are done to give thanks, to pay respect and to celebrate all of creation (Blondin 1997:35-

36 and 59-62). 

There have been many changes to the Dene way of life besides the teaching of Christian 

values. Blondin (1997) argues that Dene are not as powerful with medicine since the 

introduction of store bought food, alcoholism, gambling and television. In order to be a 

medicine person one must live a disciplined life as well as know the Dene teachings 

(Blondin 1997:167). 

The transmission of Dene knowledge becomes crucial at this point as Dene elders pass 

on and as the Dene way of life is threatened by economic pressure to make an income 
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and by development projects which alter the land and rivers. Françoise Guedon 

describes what she learned about the transferring of Dene knowledge: 

Among the Dene, learning is personalized. When I was learning to embroider 
moccassins, I was learning to become a moccasin embroider. 1 was not simply 
taught hunting techniques; I was imitating a hunter. I was not transmitted a skill, 
I was presented with a whole person shaped by that skill. Some of the older 
people stated that if a skill or knowledge was transferred from one person to 
another, the first person might lose that skill. Knowledge was therefore not to be 
taken lightly; it was akin to spiritual power (1994:51). 

Indigenous knowledge of the Dene, which includes their spirituality, is a complex system 

with its own unique framework of making sense of the world. This Dene world view can 

only be truly appreciated if one can put aside western perceptions and have the 

willingness to learn a new way of seeing the natural world. 

Discussing Dene spirituality is a difficult task. There is much room for 

misrepresentation of spiritual teachings because too little or too much explanation might 

be given. However, a discussion of Dene spirituality is needed to grasp the depth of 

understanding indigenous knowledge holds. The spiritual beliefs of the Dene are 

strongly influenced by their close connection to the earth. The Dene were by no means 

environmental gurus or saints; they simply lived a life that was defined by the land. 

During the Berger Inquiry, a Dene from Hay River summed up how he sees the land and 

the meaning it holds for him: 

...many people find meaning in different things in life. Native people find 
meaning in the land and they need it and they love it... Sometimes you stand on 
the shore of the lake, you see high waves rolling onto shore, and it's pushed by 
winds you can't see. Soon it's all calm again. In the winter you see flowers, 
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trees, rivers and streams covered with snow and frozen. In the spring it all comes 
back to life. This has strong meaning for my people and me and we need it 
(Berger 1977:94). 

For the Dene, the spiritual belief of interconnectedness to all things is as close as 

observing the changing of the seasons and fully appreciating what each season brings. 

As one Dene elder says ". . . i f I can see the land, 1 know I'll be okay..." (Blondin 1997:vi). 

A Dene woman shared with me that seeing the moon soothed and relaxed her when she 

was in a city hospital. She thought of her family -a thousand kilometers away- and how 

they could look up in the night sky to see the same moon. Living a life in relationship to 

all living things provides the basis for Dene spirituality. While spirituality remains 

central lo the Dene knowledge systems, it is the spiritual aspect which continues to 

present an ideological barrier: 

Scientists are often reluctant to accept [traditional ecological knowledge] as valid 
because of its spiritual base, which they may regard as superstitious and fatalistic. 
What they often fail to recognize is that spiritual explanations often conceal 
functional ecological concerns and conservation strategies (Johnson 1992:13). 

By discussing the connection between Dene spirituality and knowledge of the land this 

chapter breaks trail for the next chapter. Chapter Five includes information and insights 

on the public transmission of Dene knowledge shared by people 1 visited for this project. 

The Dene share how they conduct themselves and what is appropriate communication 

practices in a public setting. 
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Chapter Five: Sharing of Dene Ways 

It was twenty-five years ago when Justice Thomas Berger released the report, Northern 

Frontier, Northern Homeland: The Report of the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry: 

Volume One. At that time, there were people from many walks of life, in fish camps and 

in boardrooms, anticipating the recommendations to be brought forward by Justice 

Berger. Before Berger made his landmark recommendation, he listened to the testimony 

of people across northern and southern Canada. Í had the honour of visiting and talking 

with nine Dene from the Deh Cho region who participated in the public hearings 

conducted by Berger. This chapter contains their sharing of that experience (in bold font) 

and what they feel can be learned about Dene transmission of knowledge in public 

hearings today. 

Although the community hearings were the first opportunity many northerners had been 

given to speak to a mass audience, these opportunities were well worth the effort. As 

one Dene shared: "...that's the big difference with Berger, the people connected to his 

spirit and so they were able to tell him and he was able to understand"19. While 

Dene participants felt the Berger Inquiry was a successful process, there are aspects of 

Dene culture and the process of communication in a public setting that are important to 

consider. Therefore, this chapter will discuss Dene protocol and how Dene create a 

spiritual connection in a public setting, such as the Berger Inquiry. From their own 

'"Richard". This and all subsequent names of persons are pseudonyms. 
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perspective. Dene participants also share what they believe contributes to building 

mutual respect and understanding within the context of a public meeting. 

Berger visited 35 northern communities and listened to local concerns regarding a 

proposal to build a major gas pipeline through the Mackenzie Valley corridor. In his 

report, Berger assessed the environmental, cultural, economic, and social impacts of such 

a project. This was a key turning point for the Dene, Inuit and Métis peoples in the north, 

for up until this point, there had been little or no consultation between northern peoples, 

the resource companies, and the government. Major decisions affecting the day-to-day 

life of northerners had been made without their input. For instance, the construction of 

the Mackenzie Highway and the designation of Yellowknife as the main government 

center for the Northwest Territories were both done without public consultation. 

It is not surprising then, that many northerners were eager to share their views for or 

against the building of the proposed pipeline. News of the proposed pipeline and of the 

Berger Inquiry spread quickly across the north and the discussions and debates did not 

take place exclusively among the adults. I recall as a young girl, talking with some 

school friends about what would happen if a pipeline were to come through our 

community. A friend, in all her eleven years of wisdom, said that the pipeline would 

bring jobs for the people and more stores. My younger sister, along with her classmates, 

drew pictures about how they felt about the pipeline including expressing their fears (i.e. 

drawing a broken pipeline and dead caribou). Another vivid memory I have is watching 
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Dene, Inuit and Métis people on the television for the first time during televised coverage 

of some of the community hearings. 

Reasons for Speaking to Berger 

The Dene had many reasons for speaking publicly during Berger's visits to their 

communities. Dene wanted to educate Berger about the Dene way of life: 

For thousands of years we had our own systems in place. Our own governing 
system, healing system and justice system. Dene people knew how to take 
care of the land, care for the animals. This was passed on by the elders. 
Visions of spiritual leaders and prophets, these things were passed from 
another world - spiritual world. That way worked for thousands of years. 
System as we know today is like a myth. Some eiders have seen that system 
where governing principle for Dene is based on spirituality, respect, support 
for one another and the land and working together20. 

Many Dene were primarily concerned about the impact the pipeline would have on their 

way of life. As one Dene explains: 

We go fishing, hunting, trapping and my husband has been a trapper most of 
his life. I was a little bit concerned about protecting our land. Which a lot of 
us for the second generations that were born in the thirties and forties, we 
were concerned about the pipeline that was going to be built. I was really 
concerned about the land that we live in, that's our life. That's our 
livelihood because my husband didn't have no work experience, he was a 
trapper and a hunter all his life and he still did that up to this day21. 

Some Dene were also concerned about the assumptions underlying the pro-development 

rhetoric. More specifically, how the notion of "progress" places a higher value on 

resource development than on Dene culture: 

'Richard 

Dorothy 
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I wanted Berger to be aware that development is not always a really good 
thing. Especially for the indigenous people it wasn't a good thing... Even 
back then, I recognize the fact that in order for me to be successful in the 
white man's world, I have to completely abandon my culture and I 
recognized that back then and today that's still prevalent in this world, is 
that if you want to be successful in this society, there's no room for culture. 
But that's the message we get from the powers that be22. 

Another Dene adds: 

Dene live off the land and you're more free, you can eat and do everything. 
When you need money like the Whiteman needs money...Money draws you 
apart. Without money, there is love, caring and sharing. Now if I ask you to 
help me, you tell me "pay me"23. 

The Berger Inquiry set a precedent in the north through its consultation with local people. 

One participant recalls the message he was trying to convey to Berger: 

Before [Berger] makes any kind of decision, and before he talks to the 
Government of Canada, that he should at least listen to what the people have 
to say. And not necessarily override what we have said. Because generally 
what usually happens back then, is that it would more or less go with what 
industry people have to say, because industry brings them money. ...We had 
our own experience here when they built the highway. They just came in and 
built it and that was it. And nobody was really prepared for the after effects 
of this highway. We didn't want the same thing to happen again. I think 
Berger was told that24. 

Dene felt that Berger was able to hear their concerns: "Berger listened and it was easy 

to speak because he was here to listen. That makes it easy. We try to make him 

"Will iam 

"'Evelyn 

2 4Angus 
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understand our people's way"25. Another Dene added that Berger was able to "follow 

the advice from the elders and the people told him to do what is right for now and 

the next world"26 

While the Berger Inquiry was considered to be a supportive process in terms of public 

consultation by providing a forum for the people of the north, the meeting format was not 

necessarily congruent to the Dene way of holding a meeting. When I asked people to 

recall how the room was set up for the public meeting, the one detail many of them 

remembered was that Berger was sitting behind a desk. Although Berger worked toward 

providing an open setting, speaking before such an inquiry was an intimidating 

experience for some people. For example, one of the Dene shared how she felt speaking 

before Berger: "For me, it reminded me like going to court which I've never done in 

my life, but I've seen it it felt like I was going to be sentenced or something like 

that (laughs)"27. Another Dene shares a similar experience "I was shaking. I didn't 

know what to expect. It was not so bad. |It wasj like a court system. 1 don't know if 

I will say the right thing"28. 

" Lawrence 

"Peter 

"Dorothy 

2SThomas 
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Language 

Many different languages were spoken during the Berger Inquiry. Having a common 

language and being able to understand each other is integral to successfully 

communicating ideas and concepts. One Dene who spoke to Berger said that the Dene 

world can not be recreated in English. The complexities in Dene thought, including the 

understanding of spirit, are paramount to this way of life and must not be overlooked. 

For example, the following quotation exemplifies how important it is to spiritually 

connect with a person in order to communicate in a meaningful way: 

That whole paradigm, that whole way of understanding, even if they 
presented and even if you understood they spoke from heart; spirit |is| 
connecting to those words. You're sitting there and you have no spirit, you 
don't understand what spirit this man is coming from. So all you're hearing 
is words and so [you] interpret word for word29. 

Many people spoke in their own aboriginal language when making a presentation to the 

community hearings while interpreters provided an English version for Berger. Some 

people who were able to, chose to speak both in their language and in English: 

When I speak in public, it's hard for me. T speak really good Slavey but T 
have no problem speaking English. Every time I want to say something, it's 
got to be in English and, you know, a lot of times I want to speak Slavey30. 

The Slavey language is a verb based language with variation in dialects from community 

to community. It is a language that is rooted in this part of the world and it reflects the 

Dene way of life: 'Slavey words have Dene history behind them, deeper meaning 

2 9Richard 

"•Dorothy 
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behind them"31. One Dene remembers the challenges of trying to explain English words 

in Slavey: 

The big thing was the language barrier. Our terminology is limited in 
technical terms.... What do you call a compression station or a computer 
that would tell you where the trouble is. Limited terminology in the Slavey 
language really prevented us from asking questions of what it was all about. 
And Foothills [pipeline] people use big English words and it is pretty hard to 
translate from our end. That was a big problem there32. 

The differences between the English and Slavey languages reflect the divergence 

between the western and Dene world views. For example, acquiring knowledge from the 

Dene perspective contrasts with the western views of scientific inquiry: "Science has 

done a lot of good things but it never brings the question of Creator into what they 

do"33. Rooted in orality, knowledge building in a Dene context is immediate, intimate, 

spiritual and practical. As one Dene describes, the knowledge passed down for 

generations was accepted and there was no need to find explanations for the knowledge: 

Like we say, the rosebuds you boil and drink its juice and its good for your 
cold and it relieves your congestion and things like that. What the 
Government does is the government says okay let's analyse it, let's see what 
makes it works. They don't just take it for granted that it does work. That's 
why you're losing a lot of these traditional knowledge, the use of herbs, use of 
plants because not necessarily government but European people, their 
tendency is to analyse things, always take it apart, why it works this way, 
how it works, they don't just take for granted that it works34. 
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It is difficult for some Dene to comprehend this western approach which endeavors to 

quantify in order to provide proof and to further understanding: As one Dene articulates 

the Dene knowledge: "hyouj not only think it, you live it"35. Once Dene knowledge is 

passed down it is then carried within each individual person. This knowledge 

encompasses a spiritual, philosophical and practical understanding of the natural world 

and a person's place within it. As one Dene shared: "An elder told me if 1 want to be 

Dene, to go out on the land"36. An elder reflects on the diversity of his Dene education: 

You're out in the woods, everything is alive. There's all kinds of medicine. 
The education I had in my time, in my generation, people still really strongly 
believe. You're brought everyday, they talk to you everyday, and you go to 
another family and they do the same thing. They tell how to survive in this 
world, how to live in this world, what to believe, how you pray, what you eat 
and what you shouldn't eat because of this. And they teach you everything. 
They teach you how to child birth...Ten years old I knew all that. 1 delivered 
three babies in my life. When they get through with you, you're ready to 
face the world. You don't need a doctor, you don't need a priest, you don't 
need a policeman. ...You can't take [this education] away from them37. 

This holistic educational experience provided knowledge for the Dene to build a strong 

relationship within themselves, with the community and with all living things -seen and 

unseen. 
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Protocol: The Dene Way of Communicating 

A Dene elder shared that before starting anything, it is imperative, in the Dene way, to 

say a prayer before you speak on important matters38. Prayer reminds you of the 

importance of humility and respect when addressing each other. Today, meetings held 

by Dene organizations begin with prayer and prayers are said before a feast or sung 

before a drum dance. One elder39 explained that before speaking to Berger, he said a 

prayer and asked for guidance to say what needed to be said at that time. He said that he 

just spoke from his heart and emphasized this point by patting his chest while he said 

this. 

Speaking from one's heart is a way of communicating that directly connects one to what 

he or she is saying. The Dene way is based in orality; one's thoughts are not written 

down prior to speaking about these ideas. Many did not come with a prepared speech to 

present before Berger: instead, they spoke as a Dene woman explains: "I never made 

no notes. 1 just said what 1 had from the bottom of my heart"40 

For thousands of years, Dene passed on their way of life and their perspective of the 

world to the younger generations. They did this through teachings embedded in stories, 

songs, games and daily activities on the land which included psychological and spiritual 
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'tests'. The transmission of the Dene way of life was through experiential learning 

without the use of the written word. One Dene recalls the process he went through in 

preparation to speak before Berger: 

When I heard that the inquiry was coming, I thought lots about it and what I 
was going to say. But I didn't have any notes, I spoke based on the way I 
felt... When you know something, and you know it from your heart, you 
don't have to write, if you know it That's a big difference with Dene culture 
is that Dene people know, and it's not based on a pure simple knowledge, it's 
all based in life... This is their life we're talking about. This is the way they 
think, this is the way they feel, you know, the way they live. And so, when 
you're coming from that place, you know like it just comes out41. 

Speaking from the heart also implies the telling of the truth for that individual; "If we say 

anything, I know, Creator listens to us. You got to tell the truth and speak from 

your heart"42. Honesty and integrity are important aspects of Dene culture, and this 

comes through in the transmission of knowledge either publicly or person to person. 

One elder43 shared about his experience of getting "tested" when he was a young man. 

An elder told him a story about a family of squirrels. One of the squirrels did not listen 

to its parents and, as a result, was left to survive on its own after a big fire destroyed their 

territory. The elder told the story once and did not mention it again. After a couple of 

months had passed, the elder asked the young man if he remembered that squirrel story. 

-Do you know it good? 
-Yeah. 
-Do you think you can tell it to someone? 
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-Oh yeah. 
-Tell me. 
-So I thought this is what he said. I toid him. When I finished, boy he got 
mad. 
Where you learn to lie like that? Where did you learn to make up a story he 
said, I didn't say that. You're not listening to me when I tell you a story. It's 
true I wasn't listening. When he tell me the story, I wanted to go sliding 
around with a sled. He told me another story. BoyI I opened my eyes and my 
ears, I didn't think about my dogs or my sled. Then one evening, I 
remember what we were eating. We were eating barley soup. Remember 
that story? Can you tell it to someone? They test you, eh? See if you can lie, 
so you don't lie...We don't write us people. If I tell you something and you go 
about 20 miles away and you tell people there and see what they say. 
Whatever that family say you have to bring it back. If you don't [get it right], 
you'll get somebody in trouble. 

One Dene44 adds that "Dene protocol" also includes the need to introduce yourself, to 

share who your parents are, and to explain what area you come from. This is done so you 

are "known" to each other. This protocol applies for each person regardless of whether it 

is a meeting of two people or a gathering of many: 

One time, I remember in the early days of the Dene Nation, the late 70s, 1 
started getting involved in the whole process by then. I remember when 
people came to the meeting, every single person introduce themselves, where 
they came from and all that stuff. And they said certain things and that was 
protocol. The young people, especially the chairman, they said you're 
talking too damn long and we spent too much time on all this stuff and we 
don't need to talk about that. But yet that was so much part of integrity45. 

This protocol was evident for me when I was visiting with one elder46. I had introduced 

myself earlier and he had been sharing with me for about twenty minutes. He explained 

about his life as a young person. After sharing a couple of stories, he paused and looked 
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over to me. He then proceeded to ask me who my parents and family were. As I told 

him, he nodded and asked a couple more questions regarding specific family members. 

He knew them and told me about a time he had spent with my grandfather. 1 was grateful 

because I never knew my grandfather, as he died before I was born. I noticed an ease and 

an increased comfort level within myself after we shared about family and made those 

connections. 

A Matter of Time 

The Berger Inquiry heard from people who came from various cultural backgrounds and 

belief systems. The Dene, like many other aboriginal peoples, have a different 

understanding of time than the concepts of hours, minutes, seconds and so on. In the 

western cultures, using the twenty-four hour clock, meetings are scheduled to begin and 

end at a predetermined time; agendas are written allocating time for discussion and 

decisions to be made on various topics. This contrasts with the Dene concept of time in 

which more time is spent depending on the importance of the task. 

For example, discussion of significant matters such as the proposed pipeline would 

require much time, as evidenced by the following quotation, "You know anything 

important, a person can't set a deadline. If something is important, [if] we can't do 

it today, we'll do it tomorrow. Tomorrow is another day, that's the Dene way"47. 

Therefore, the fast-pace of the western world and the concept of time management are 
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not issues in the Dene world view. Berger was able to have extended stays in some 

communities, and would take time, for example, to visit a fish camp. However, there 

were cases where Berger was on a tight schedule: 

1 don't think we said all we wanted to say. Because we had a set time frame 
and Berger had to go to Kakisa and we were pressed for time. In order for 
other people to speak, we just had to make our points short and saying what 
we thought needed to be said48. 

Agendas are established in order to provide enough time for each topic to be addressed 

and discussed during a meeting. However, in the Dene way, it is necessary to greet each 

other and to take time to get to know each other. The Dene place importance on the need 

to build trust and rapport, therefore, much time is allowed for this process. For example, 

one Dene, explains: 

So when you walk into a panel, who are you talking to? Who is this guy here? 
And what do you tell him? How do you connect with his spirit? It is not 
possible. 
Dene people believe that some people are really head people -they all come 
from their head. And so you have to talk to him in a certain way so that he 
can understand. There is other people that come from their heart. Every 
person you don't communicate in the same way. Some people are very 
physical and others emotional and highly spirited and that's how you deal 
with them. And so, to walk into a panel and try to convey something, what 
are you connected to?4" 

The communication process described by this Dene, involves the building of a 

relationship and making a spiritual connection before engaging in knowledge sharing. 

This contrasts with what Griffin (1994: 49) describes as "the standard description of what 

happens when one person talks to another" — namely, Shannon and Weaver's model 
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which simplifies communication to the notion of there being merely a message with its 

source, channel, and recipient. 

The concept of time can be used to teach patience and the need for inner reflection to 

younger generations. For example, as one Dene man50 found out years ago from his 

uncle, receiving an answer takes time. He recalls as a young man having problems with 

his partner. He decided to seek advice from his uncle. He went to his uncle's home 

bearing a gift, and explained right away the personal problems he was having. His uncle 

did not answer right away. Instead, he asked his nephew to help with getting wood for 

the stove, checking the rabbit snares, and helping out with other chores. The nephew was 

becoming impatient, as he was waiting for some guidance from his uncle and expecting 

his uncle to say something at anytime. However, the uncle said nothing. Although they 

took a break for a cup of tea, the uncle still did not address his nephew's concern. 

Finally, the nephew explained to his uncle that he didn't have much time and he needed 

to leave. The uncle said that he didn't realize the nephew had to go so soon. He then 

proceeded to tell his nephew a story about going out on the land and getting wild 

chickens. The uncle explained how good it was to build a big fire to roast the chicken. 

The nephew was getting angry and frustrated at this uncle because this story appeared to 

have nothing to do with the relationship problems he was having. The uncle said, that 

sometimes, when you're sitting down and getting ready to eat the chicken, the wind 
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changes and the smoke blows over to you. It is difficult to enjoy your meal with all the 

smoke from the fire blowing towards you. After a while, the uncle asked the nephew 

what he would do in that circumstance: 

1 was mad inside. 1 tell him about my woman and he tells me about chickens. 
Then he said if it is that bad, why are you sitting there for? That's the way 
fthe elders] talk. [The] Dene way of talk. They say something you got to 
figure it out Words are about that far a part [shows the distance with his 
hands]. Between that, you got to find out. They make you think...they're 
educating you51. 

This nephew understood what his uncle was saying by sharing that story; if the 

relationship is not working perhaps it is time to move on. The time spent by the nephew 

in doing the chores and feeling "mad inside", were part of the uncle's advising process, 

as the uncle was facilitating healing by helping his nephew connect with his feelings. In 

order for the uncle to successfully help his nephew make this connection with himself, it 

took an entire day, and through story telling, the uncle was able to give advice without 

directly telling his nephew what to do. This story demonstrates that sharing knowledge 

involves considerable time because the transmission of knowledge is not limited to an 

intellectual understanding. Conveying an understanding may require more time, whereas 

environmental hearings usually are held under time constraints. 
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Public Conduct and Ridicule 

It is not the Dene way to publicly ridicule another person, "Show respect, instead of 

dealing with issues on confrontational basis, instead sit down and talk about i f 5 2 

This is true even in circumstances when you have reason to believe the information being 

presented is incorrect. From a Dene perspective, the matter is best left to a private setting 

where two people can talk more directly and discreetly. However, as this story conveys, 

sometimes there is not an opportunity to clarify information: 

This man, he killed a bear and he was making bear fat. And one day, this 
policeman walked into his house and said we heard you make home brew. So 
they searched his house and they found that pot of bear fat. So they took him 
to court... They produced that pot of creation and they told the judge that 
man made home brew and here is the evidence right here. And they 
sentenced him to 30 days in jail and he never spoke, he never contradicted 
the policeman. He was willing to go to jail for 30 days rather than embarrass 
that man. That is how powerful that whole paradigm is. So if a biologist 
comes in there and makes a presentation and the elders hear that and they 
think that's not right but they are not going to say that. But us young people we 
won't have that and we would argue like crazy...totally disrespectful5-\ 

Respecting other people's views and opinions is essential because of the spiritual aspect 

of Dene knowledge. The concept of interrelatedness and spiritual connections underlies 

the need for respect: 

In Dene world, Dene people, you never embarrass anybody, you never hurt 
anybody's feelings, you never get angry. And you never interfere with 
somebody else. And again it's all based in the whole thing about spirituality, 
you don't know who you're dealing with. You don't know what spirits are 
connected to you so if I upset you, those spirits are going to get upset. So that 
whole idea of non-interference is part of that whole process54. 
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Non-interference is a concept and practise that is often misunderstood by western 

societies. Embedded in the Dene world view is a sense of trust in a greater spiritual 

force. This trust manifests in the practise of non-interference. 

Dene Spirituality in Public Discourse 

It is inappropriate from the Dene perspective to speak about specific spiritual beliefs in a 

public setting, "At a general meeting everything is generalised [it is] not the place for 

the personal"55. As one Dene said, "it is best to talk one to one about spiritual 

matters"56. The relationship people feel to the land is often unspoken, personal and 

spiritual. This makes it difficult to communicate in a public setting as this Dene woman 

explains: 

A lot of people still use the nature and the land for praying and asking the 
Creator to help them with the herbal stuff, with the ground [and this is] very 
spiritual for the individual person to speak about it. So Ifind it very 
confidential, not [for/ a public meeting57. 

One Dene man recalls the Dene testimony during the Berger Inquiry and how the elders 

conveyed their spiritual beliefs without directly speaking about the spiritual realm: 

The significance of the whole [Berger Inquiry] process is that Elders spoke 
about skills and knowledge in terms of mentality, they simply spoke about 
knowledge and knowledge of the land, and how dependent they were in 
terms of physical needs but they didn't speak about this whole other realm 
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that exists for them. They didn't talk about it, they alluded to it, they alluded 
to the spiritualism, the feelings, the emotions connected to that. But they 
didn't really and even if they did, it wouldn't be understood58. 

Despite the elders' decisions about what they would share and not share, this Dene man 

believes that Berger was able to understand the essence of what the elders were saying: 

Some of [Dene life] is spiritual. It's a way of life. Everybody has their own 
traditional areas they go to. And whatever people do is tied to the land, 
hunting, fishing and all these things so there is great respect for the land and 
it has provided for. We don't have a supermarket, you have to get your 
rabbit. It was a totally different culture than European [culture]. Berger 
sensed that59. 

Therefore, speaking successfully in public in the Dene way, requires an understanding of 

what is appropriate and what is not appropriate to discuss in a public setting. 

The Land 

It is impossible to separate the Dene from the land: "Dene see that everything is all 

connected -the land, spirituality. Dene spirituality and the land are one in the 

same"60. An explanation of the relationship which Dene have with the land is best 

captured in the meaning of the word, "Dene". This Dene man describes how he learned 

the meaning behind this word: 

...I was talking to this EIder...and I asked her why do we call ourselves Dene 
and she said "it's very, very simple. If you take the word Dene and you split 
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it into two words, there's "de" and "ne"... and the only place we refer to 
"de" is the river and it flows and "ne" is earth. And the reason why we call 
ourselves Dene people is that we flow on the earth"61. 

Given this close connection Dene have with the earth, it is not surprising that some Dene 

feel that it is inappropriate to speak frivolously about the land publicly or privately. As 

one Dene says "it doesn't matter what you say, the land listens to you. It'll hear 

you. If you say a bad thing about it, you'll go hungry"62. Dene believe that thoughts 

are important; therefore, you are able to create your own reality. 

As a young Dene, this man remembers bringing his concern about Dene losing their 

language and culture to an elder. At first, that elder was unable to understand how people 

could lose their culture. After a few visits, the elder bestowed his wisdom; his view on 

cultural loss is a window to the Dene perspective: 

So one of the things he said to me is look, if something happens, if a 
catastrophe happens to all the Dene in this part of the world, Dene in this 
part of the world die, but a few humans existed and survived the whole 
holocaust or whatever it was, and these people have lost their technology and 
all they've got is their hands and simple tools and they're looking for a place 
to live. And it doesn't matter if they are white or other Indian people, 
they're Chinese or they're black, if they decide to settle on this part of the 
world, this land will make them Dene. Because there's only one way to exist 
on this land, and if you try to do it any other way, you're not going to 
survive. In any other part of the world, there's different cultures because 
different parts of the world have different ways of surviving on that land like 
the desert or the ocean shores and where there's farming going on63. 
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Related to this concept is the story of Yamoria. Yamoria is a revered Dene leader who 

brought many gifts and teachings to the Dene including how to live harmoniously on the 

land and the importance of respecting all living things. Yamoria also explained how the 

Dene could communicate with him, as told by this Dene man: 

[Yamoria] told us, "to remember my work and that I've been here. My fire 
will burn forever, my beaver hide will be here so you can see it to remember 
me. And 1 don't need these arrows no more so he shot them in the mouth of 
Bear River". Well I seen it these sticks sticking out, that's Yamoria's arrows 
and he told us "1 protect everything for you. If you want to live right, follow 
me, you know what I say. As far as your eyes can see the land and it's all 
yours. Also you belong to the land. You keep your land clean it will keep you 
good". That's the last time he talked to us. "You want to talk to me, you can 
talk to me anytime, get a piece, a little small piece of fat and little piece on the 
fire and that smoke and if you talk to me, I'll hear you. You can't go wrong. 
Keep it clean". I believe it64. 

Communicating with the "land" is at the core of the Dene way of life"3. The ability to 

learn from the land is an important aspect that was passed down from one generation to 

the next. A Dene elder explains that all living things and natural phenomena are able to 

communicate with people: 

You can talk to your poplar, jack pine or your water or your wind. In the 
springtime, you know that twister that little thing, when it comes close to 
you, talk to it. It is trying to tell you something66. 
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There are situations where "communication" involves responding either through making 

an offering or sharing your food: "Suddenly, sometimes a spark from an open fire will 

land on your food. Share your food with the fire. Something wants it"67. 

Animals 

An elder said that just as the land can hear you, so can the animals68. Therefore, in some 

cases, it is inappropriate for Dene to speak about animals in a public setting or to boast 

about one's knowledge of animals and/or animal behaviors: 

...One of the things Dene people believe is that you never say anything about 
animals. You don't talk as if you know it. ...For example the word for 
hunting is "I'm gonna hook, I'm gonna fish, gonna hook something" - lue 
kanehthe gha - "I'm going to go hooking". But they never say I'm going to 
hunt for moose or T'm going to hunt for caribou69. 

From the Dene perspective, there exists a spiritual essence to all living things including 

the animals. The animals are to be respected just as you would respect the autonomy of 

another human being. 

A Dene man explains why Dene prefer to communicate knowledge by showing someone 

how to do something rather than telling them how to do it. 

...You don't know these animals, it's just like you and I are individuals and 
each individual Dene people really today I understand that about Dene 
people is that you as an individual you're totally different than I am. ...And 
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so I can't pretend that I know you, but I know you in terms of your name 
and your physical looks but your spirit world 1 would never know. So I 
would respect everything about you and accept you and it's all based in 
humility. 

In the same way the animals are all different and animals have their own 
spirit world and so if you try to pretend you know animals the next time you 
go out there, they may behave totally different than what you thought just to 
teach you. But if you grew up with that kind of paradigm, that kind of belief 
-it's real, it's just as real as |a| car, you know how the gas can make that car 
go, just as real. So Dene people could not talk about their own knowledge and 
their own understanding and create their own world but you never try to create 
the other world. And that's what stop people from really sharing their true 
culture. But they can show you. If you go out on the land with them, they'll 
show you. They won't talk about it; they just show it to you70. 

Consequently, sharing includes an experiential exchange of knowledge as opposed to 

relying on the spoken word. 

This story of a man who publicly proclaimed he was going to kill three moose illustrates 

why boasting is not encouraged in Dene culture: 

This guy was going around and scouting around for moose in the fall time 
and so he found this one area where there was lots of moose tracks so he said, 
"Boy, there's lots of moose there!" So he set up a camp and he set up all this 
and very untraditional so he worked on this whole thing for a long time for a 
month getting to know the terrain and land and so one day about a week 
before he was going to go hunting, he said "I'm going to get myself three 
moose this fall. And so can you ask your wife, when I get my moose hide 
tanned, if she would make me a moose hide jacket." 

So I didn't think much about what he was saying you know, I was dragged 
into his whole process so I went home. And when I got home I was telling my 
wife you know a friend of mine said that he would like to have you make him 
a moose hide jacket He figures he'll get about two or three moose and he'll 
get it all tanned and he wants to know if you'll make him a moose hide 
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jacket. And my wife simply said "You know well if he gets it. But the way 
he talks, he's not going to get it". And that's exactly what happened. For 
five years he tried and he finally got it after five years, but he had to change 
his whole mentality about it71. 

Respecting the animals is just as important to a Dene hunter as having humility. The 

Dene have relied on the animals to provide food and shelter as well as spiritual 

companionship for generations. 

Treaties and Trust 

I did not have any questions prepared regarding the treaty process. However, seven out 

of the nine people I visited spoke about the treaties. The influx of non-Dene populations 

into Denendeh (and what is now known as the Northwest Territories) began with the 

arrival of the early explorers, followed by the missionaries and fur traders. Prior to the 

signing of Treaty 8 in 1900 in Fort Resolution, there were no written agreements made 

with the Dene72. One Dene says that elders present at the signing of the treaty recall the 

treaty as being a "Friendship Treaty"73 which would allow for newcomers to travel 

through Dene territory (Fumoleau 1973). Dene signatories to Treaty 8 used a pen to 

scratch an "x" mark as they could not write their names (Blondin 1997). One Dene 

explains how the broken treaty agreements have left behind "colonial legislation and 

regulation"7'. 

"'Richard 

"Peter 

"Thomas 

"Will iam 



115 

The Dene referred back to the signing of the treaties, when discussing mutual trust and 

respect in regards to the communication process in the public domain. One Dene man, 

looking back at the treaty process, wonders why the Dene were not asked to go through a 

similar public consultation process to the Berger Inquiry regarding what they thought 

about the implications of the treaty for Dene livelihood75. The treaty represents the first 

time two distinct world views - the Dene and the European - attempted to exchange 

knowledge and understanding in the context of a written agreement. When the literal 

version of Treaty 8 was printed and used by the government of the day to assume 

ownership of Denendeh, Dene felt betrayed by the treaty officials and government 

representatives76. As one elder explains, the whole treaty making process and the broken 

promises are not easily forgotten: 

The Dene have been misled. Like the treaties, it's all broken up. It's got to 
the point that Dene don't trust non-Dene anymore. That's the thing, 
mistrust. ...[For the] Dene or any aboriginal person, you lie to another 
human being that is the worse crime. Anything you're going to say, you have 
to tell the truth77. 

This Dene man explains how Dene protocol was followed by the Dene and the Dene 

perceived the newcomers in the treaty party to be following a similar code of ethics: 

The protocol for me, like if you and I are sitting down, and we are going to 
talk it would be that you would introduce yourself, who your mother is, who 
your father is, you're going to talk about all that and where you come from, 
what land and you introduce yourself. And then I would do the same thing. 
...Because you're a Dene person, you have this Dene understanding. I don't 
need to know anymore than that. You think like I think and I think like you 
think. We have the same kind of respect. You see, that's where Dene people, 
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when they signed the treaty, thought those white people were sitting with 
exactly the same |respect|. And these white people weren't sitting there with 
[respect]. They had a totally different understanding. What resulted was the 
treaty and the way it was written78. 

There is a sense, among some of the Dene, of mistrust for the way the written word can 

be used to manipulate spoken agreements between people due to the treaty experience. 

Without a common understanding based in mutual respect, the legacy of mistrust left by 

the signing of Treaty 8 continues today. 

Sharing Possibilities 

Ths next section includes suggestions and general insights presented by Dene participants 

which may help to improve the environmental hearing process. It is the Dene way to 

share what they have including their knowledge of the land. During the summer of 1999, 

I remember sitting in a tipi, on a spruce bough floor, with two Dene women as they 

shared their beading and sewing skills. The smell of fish and bannock cooking over an 

open fire drifted into the tipi with the summer breeze. Once in a while a group of young 

men would start to drum and sing. It was a Friday afternoon, and the Dene Cultural 

Institute was hosting its weekly cultural camp. Some schools in the Deh Cho region have 

incorporated such cultural camps into the academic calendar. The students interact with 

the elders in a setting befitting of the Dene life on the land. One Dene man says that the 

elders know it is important to share what they know-

Richard 
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Today now the eiders are beginning to talk about it because they came to 
realize that by staying quiet they were withholding and they're starting to 
talk and share their knowledge. But again it's all based in knowledge79. 

One Dene shared that it is crucial that Dene share their way with those unfamiliar with 

Dene life: "They came from the south and they don't know the Dene...Foreigners 

need help, it is our own responsibility to help them"80. As mentioned before regarding 

Dene protocol, building a relationship before sharing knowledge is considered respectful. 

A Dene woman suggests a way to encourage a successful exchange of knowledge with 

the Dene: 

...have a resource individual person to go to every household and do house 
calls because most of jthe Dene| are very concerned people, but they're 
scared to talk in meetings and they would say lots if they did house calls. 
And then have public meetings. At least their concerns will be with the 
resource person who goes around and writes down what they say if they're 
scared to talk in meetings like that81. 

One Dene feels that the way environmental public hearings are structured is not 

conducive for successful communication with Dene participants. He outlines his 

concern: 

[Environment meetings] can never serve the needs of the Dene because of the 
way it is done. You take [Dene] out of their environment and you stick them 
in a place where there is another environment One to one [Dene] will say 
certain things to you, on a one to one basis82. 

One Dene explains how difficult it is when a public or private agency arrives in a 

community for an information session: 

'William 

"Evelyn 

'Dorothy 

^Richard 
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What usually happens is outside industry, government and who ever comes 
in and overwhelms you with information, and you don't really have time, you 
only think of it later on. ...If something like [the Berger Inquiry] did happen 
now we would be better prepared and [we would] get legal opinion on certain 
things83. 

People presenting the information often use technical and professional jargon: "A lot of 

times they would have meetings and I would confront them if they used big words 

that I didn't understand. It bothers me and I would say 'excuse me what does this 

mean?' " 8 4 If people are having a hard time understanding or there is uncertainty about 

what decision to make, it is necessary to be able to take a break from the meeting: "If 

you do something, you got problems, you have difficulties. Let it go. Have some tea, 

bannock, dry meat, or fish. You'll come back and you'll see it differently"85. When 

there is disagreement among the people, the Dene style of consensus governing ensured 

all opinions were heard. An elder explains the significance of including all viewpoints: 

...ask why, they might have a good point and they just ignore them and go 
with the majority and don't let them explain why they disagree. They might 
have a good point there or person see it a different way, of looking at 
something. We can fit it in somewhere... that's the way the Dene do. If 
someone disagree we all turn around and say okay, why? So he'll tell us86. 

One Dene woman87 shares how she feels more comfortable at a public meeting the instant 

she sees elders in attendance. She explains the presence of elders reminds others at the 

meeting to be mindful of the need for respect. One Dene man says that elders watch over 
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community members observing what they do and what they say88. The elders like to see 

old people acting as role models for the younger people ensuring the circle of knowledge 

continues. 

Summary 

In this chapter Dene have discussed their reasons for speaking to Thomas Berger, their 

experiences regarding the language barrier and their use of Dene protocol when it comes 

to the public transmission of Dene knowledge. The participants also explained their 

concept of time and the importance they place on building rapport and trust before 

sharing knowledge and information. This was followed by a segment on public conduct 

and ridicule. The way Dene speak of their spirituality in relation to the land and animals 

included a discussion on what was not appropriate in a public context. In conclusion, 

Dene share suggestions and insights for conducting public meetings. The next chapter 

discusses the Dene insights in relation to knowledge transmission and legitimisation. 

William 
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Chapter Six: Discussion 

Traditional ecological knowledge emphasizes the inter-relationships between 
components of the environment and avoids scientific reductionism. Moreover, 
traditional ecological knowledge views humans as part of the natural 
environment, not simply as observers or controllers. Thus, any study aimed at 
understanding the natural environment must include the role of humans as 
"participants" within the natural environment (Sallenave 1994:19). 

Long before any non-Dene ever set foot on our land, our ancestors lived and 
learned from each other, from the land, and other beings on the land - the animals, 
birds, and insects. The mysteries of nature reveal themselves more and more 
through our experience on the land. Our way of life has been happening for a 
long, long time and it is still happening today (Nahanni 1986:21). 

Part One: Dene Knowledge and the Land 

The relationship between the Dene, their knowledge and the land (or physical 

environment) is intrinsic and interdependent. It is a connection which embodies 

physical, spiritual, mental, and emotional cultural expressions for the Dene. The 

relationship Dene have with the natural world acknowledges the presence of'spirit' in all 

living things; therefore, communication with the land and animals is possible. What 

happens when Dene knowledge is sought via public environmental hearings by outside 

public and private institutions? 

This chapter consists of two parts. The first part will discuss the insights raised by some 

Dene to answer the preceding question about the transmission of Dene knowledge. It 

also discusses the western legitimization of knowledge and its repercussions on 

indigenous knowledge systems as well as the impacts it has on a more personal level. 
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Part one concludes with suggested questions for further research as well as a discussion 

on my ethical approach. An ethnographic performance concludes this chapter in part 

two. 

Policy and Acts 

The Government of the Northwest Territories recognizes the importance of including the 

perspectives of the indigenous peoples who have occupied the land for thousands of 

years. The territorial government's Traditional Knowledge Policy states: 

The Government recognizes that aboriginal traditional knowledge is a valid and 
essential source of information about the natural resources, and the relationship of 
people to the land and to each other, and will incorporate traditional knowledge 
into Government decisions and actions where appropriate (Government of 
Northwest Territories, Appendix B). 

Incorporating traditional knowledge into the EIA process in the north has been a 

challenging endeavor (O'Reilly 1996; Wisrner 1996; Stevenson 1997). Sallenave, a 

senior policy advisor with the Canadian Arctic Resources Committee, outlines three 

barriers to the integration of traditional knowledge into environmental assessment: 

The first barrier to the integration of TEK is perceptual. There is a distinct 
difference between what aboriginal peoples interpret as "significant" impacts and 
what policy makers and proponents of development projects perceive as 
significant impacts [for] a meaningful dialogue among all parties, aboriginal 
peoples must play a greater role in the EIA process. 
A second barrier to the inclusion of traditional knowledge in the EIA process is 
the scepticism within the scientific community about the credibility or reliability 
of aboriginal information elicited through interviews Reliance on "objective" 
data is found particularly among scientists on policy or regulatory committees, 
who tend to dismiss aboriginal knowledge as subjective, anecdotal, and 
unscientific. 
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The third, and perhaps most overwhelming, barrier to the inclusion of traditional 
knowledge is the political obstacle. The decision-making process for EIAs would 
have to be altered significantly to accommodate the use of TEK, and such 
alteration may not be politically palatable to policy makers (1994:19). 

Sallenave (1994) adds that political will is necessary to successfully incorporate 

traditional knowledge in the current environmental assessment process. He adds, 

"Aboriginal peoples must control the research and the application of traditional 

knowledge and they must have decision-making authority regarding the use of the 

research results" ( 1994:19). 

The Canadian Environmental Assessment Act (Statutes of Canada 1992, c.37) legislates 

the Environmental impact Assessment process. There are four types of Environmental 

Assessments: Screening, Comprehensive Study, Mediation and Panel Review. The 

panel reviews rely considerably on input from the public. The panel members are 

"independent" and appointed by the Minister of the Environment. Part of the mandate of 

the panel is to conduct public hearings to solicit views from various sectors of the public. 

In the Northwest Territories, the Mackenzie. Valley Resource Management Act (Statutes 

of Canada 1998, c.25) and the Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board 

regulate the environmental process: 

The Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board implements 
[environmental assessment] procedures in the Mackenzie Valley indicated in Part 
5 of the Act. The First Nations groups and Territorial Minister each nominate 
50% of the board membership, comprising not less than seven persons, including 
the chairperson. The guiding principles require protection of the environment 
from the significant adverse impacts of proposed developments, and provide for 
the social, cultural and economic well-being of residents and communities in the 
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Mackenzie Valley. The Canadian Environmental Assessment Act, for the most 
part, no longer applies in the Mackenzie Valley, having been replaced with the 
Review Board's procedures (Lindsay and Smith 2001:19-20). 

In a government press release, dated October 7, 2002, a Memorandum of Understanding 

was announced between the federal Minister of the Environment and the Inuvialuit. This 

draft agreement will show how the environmental assessment process under the 

Canadian Environmental Assessment Act and the Mackenzie Valley Resource Act "...for a 

gas development project in the Northwest Territories, may be harmonized by establishing 

a joint review panel process that meets the requirements of both Acts"8 9. 

Future of EIA 

As mentioned in Chaper Three, Wismer (1996) suggests that according to some Dene 

leaders, the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry was the best example, thus far, of any 

meaningful environmental impact assessment in the north. Wismer discusses conditions 

needed for a "good" EIA: 

...adequate lime for review, careful and thorough information gathering and 
analysis, which gives full value to traditional knowledge, inclusive and accessible 
procedures for public participation, and clearly defined strategies for monitoring 
of impacts and enforcement or recommendations (1996:16). 

Government of Canada press release (October 7, 2002). "Federal Government, Mackenzie Valley 
Environment Impact Review Board and Inuvialuit release draft joint review panel agreement" [Online]. Available: 

http://www.canadanewswire.ca/releases/October2002/07/c8776.html 

http://www.canadanewswire.ca/releases/October2002/07/c8776.html
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Giving full value to indigenous knowledge begins with an inclusive approach to 

community hearings whereby indigenous protocol is acknowledged and followed when 

applicable. 

Even before a project faces review in an ETA, resource companies are now getting to 

know communities by conducting meetings as part of the preplanning process. Also 

Impact and Benefit Agreements (IBA) are becoming part of the way resource companies 

are establishing working relationships with aboriginal communities: 

Impact and benefit agreements are intended to ensure Aboriginal peoples benefit 
from mining and are compensated for the negative impacts Originally 
negotiated between the government and mining companies, IBAs focused on 
training and employment in the project. More recently, Aboriginal communities 
and mining companies have negotiated IBAs to include revenue sharing, 
environmental provisions, reclamation procedures, cross-cultural training, and 
dispute resolution (O'Reilly and Eacott 1999-2000:3). 

According to O'Reilly and Eacott ( 1999-2000), the relationship between IBAs and 

environmental assessment is unclear and there exists a wide range of experiences with 

IBAs and various aboriginal communities. IBA negotiations are confidential and "many 

IBAs do not specify Aboriginal people be involved in environmental monitoring and 

review" (O'Reilly and Eacott 1999-2000:8). Public participation and hearings from 

people in the communities which are going to be affected are integral in the EIA process. 

How effective will an EIA be in assessing impacts when agreements such as an IBA have 

already been negotiated with a community or communities? What impact will this have 

on the inclusion of indigenous knowledge? The future of ETA and the public 

participation of aboriginal peoples may depend on how these questions are answered. 
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Lindsay and Smith view the Mackenzie Valley Resource Management Act as an "exciting 

alternative" because the Act "uniquely blends the [environmental assessment] process 

directly to a regional land use planning process, providing for the conservation, 

development and use of land, water and other resources" (2001:24). This relationship 

between environmental assessments and land use planning reflects a trend in 

environmental assessment over the last 25 years where, "[environmental assessment] has 

become one component of a larger process involving Strategic Environmental 

Assessment committed to addressing sustainable development" (Lindsay and Smith 

2001:24). 

Whether the Mackenzie Valley Resource Management Act or the Canadian 

Environmental Assessment Act applies, I argue that the method (of public hearings used 

in environmental assessment) in which indigenous knowledge is being sought can be 

improved with the understanding of how aboriginal cultures view public discourse and 

how knowledge is transmitted. An example would be the importance Dene place on 

establishing a connection before sharing knowledge with each other. Berger understood 

the need to put people at ease. During his opening comments at community hearings he 

would introduce himself and explain the role of the inquiry. He also emphasized how he 

wanted to hear from everyone and he encouraged people to come forward to share their 

opinions. 
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Dene people told Berger about their way of life and alluded many times to the spiritual 

aspect of their livelihood on the land (Berger 1977). The people with whom 1 visited for 

this project felt that Berger was really listening to what they had to say. However, the 

formality of the public hearing (i.e. Berger situated behind a desk, the use of 

microphones) felt like being in a court room for some Dene. Overall, the Dene with 

whom 1 spoke remembered the Berger Inquiry as a positive experience because they were 

able to make a connection with Berger and subsequently felt their views were heard. 

Significantly, though as one Dene man said, people alluded to the spiritual realm but did 

not discuss it directly with Berger. 

Relationship Building 

The Dene place an important emphasis on trust and relationship building. Establishing 

trust and rapport is necessary for a respectful exchange of knowledge, in order to build 

rapport, Dene introduce themselves, and share who their parents are, the geographical 

location from which they come, and a little about themselves or any additional comments 

(ie. purpose for attending meeting). From the Dene perspective, this allows for the Dene 

participants to become familiar with the speaker. The introduction may also have an 

impact on how the Dene will transmit their knowledge. For example, if the Dene 

understands that one is speaking more from one's head, he or she may decide to 

communicate through analogies to explain a point. 
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The use of prayer is also a way of building trust and rapport, as it involves all people in 

attendance, and allows time for reflection on the purpose of the meeting. Often prayers 

are spoken to invite spiritual guidance and to encourage cooperation. This introduces 

opportunities for building trust and humility among participants. Some Dene say prayers 

before they speak and ask for direction in what they will be speaking about. This is an 

important aspect of the communication process because Dene speakers may not rely on 

notes to aid their oral presentations. Dene culture is based in the oral tradition which 

does not rely on the written text. 

Dene Orality 

The orality of Dene culture must be appreciated for the perspective it brings to Dene 

knowledge and the transmission of that knowledge. People from oral societies have 

strong memory capabilities and have an acute sense of living in the present moment (Gill 

1994). It is possible that the brain develops certain areas that are not necessarily used by 

people who rely on written text. Michael Persinger is the director of the Neuroscience 

Research Group at Laurentian University. Drawing from Roll et al. (2002) and Persinger 

et al. (2002), in a CBC radio documentary entitled Visions and Voices, Persinger 

explains that: 

In order to discern unusual phenomena - to pick up what's in the environment that 
everyone could potentially detect - to do this, one has to have a different 
structured brain. That is, the material and the synapses within the brain are 
organized differently. Or for a brief period of time, for many people, there are 
electrical changes that allow you to have that simulation for a brief amount of 
time, a brief insight into this experience ("Ideas", April 25, 2001). 
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Narby (1999) finds that indigenous people in the Amazon region were able to access 

molecular information about the plant life without the use of the written word or western 

science. Narby cites this response from noted ethnobatonist, Richard Evans Schultes: 

One wonders how people in primitive societies, with no knowledge of chemistry 
or physiology, ever hit upon a solution to the activation of an alkaloid by a 
monoamine oxidase inhibitor. Pure experimentation? Perhaps not. The 
examples are too numerous and may become even more numerous with future 
research (1999:11). 

When Narby in his research (1999) inquires about the origins of such knowledge, the 

indigenous Amazonians simply reply that the plants showed them what to do and that 

their knowledge of plants has mythical origins. Narby, reflecting on his western mindset, 

writes, "one cannot consider that what [the indigenous Amazonians] say is reality 

because, in reality as "we" know it, plants do not communicate. There is the blind spot" 

( 1999:18). This "blind spot" limits the ways in which knowledge can be obtained or 

acquired as well as restricts possible sources of knowledge. 

By being able to be fully present in the moment, combined with the fundamental belief 

that all living things are relations, it is understandable that communication would occur 

with other entities such as animals or the river. Ong (1982) argues that oral societies are 

based in a concrete understanding of language because without written text, abstract 

thought is unachievable. However, Dene and other aboriginal societies are oral based; 

yet, there exist profound abstract realms such as the Spirit World or Dream time. 
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There is an assumption in western thought (perhaps reflecting social Darwinism), that 

presupposes that all societies are evolving to become literate. This creates a hierarchal 

and patronizing view of language development which limits possibilities for a 

meaningful exchange of knowledge between oral and literate societies. Tsuda argues 

that: "it is impossible to tell whether writing is superior to speaking, just as it is 

impossible to tell whether thinking is superior to feeling" (1986:73). Orality allows for a 

perspective that is immediate, intimate and incorporeal in nature. Unfortunately, so 

much of what oral societies can offer is cut short because there is a lack of understanding 

of what 'oral' knowledge can offer and how best to receive 'oral' knowledge. 

Interpreting oral culture from a written context, constricts the richness and depth of what 

can be shared from an oral based society. 

For instance, the use of story telling as a means of transmitting knowledge is often 

overlooked by western mainstream society due to the lack of understanding of how to 

interpret the stories. For example, it is important for the story teller to know the story 

thoroughly. That is why when a story is passed on, there are ways used to 'test' the story 

teller; thus ensuring that the story is told in the way in which it was heard. Knowing the 

story well allows the storyteller to become a vessel for the story to come through. The 

story has an essence which seeks to communicate through, not only an intellectual level, 

but spiritual, physical and emotional levels of understanding as well. The essence of the 

story is transmitted in the moment the story is shared and demands the full attention of 

the receiver/listener. If the oral transmission of a story is quickly jotted down in note 
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form by a panel member, so much more of the story is not getting through. By taking 

notes, the listener's attention is, in part, focused on the note taking process rather than 

allowing the listener to give his/her full presence required to properly take in the story 

being shared. The listener's lack of full attention may also be perceived as disrespectful 

by the speaker, possibly further disrupting the communication process. 

A Dene may choose to speak in the Dene language when addressing an environmental 

panel through the use of interpreters. However, technical language and expert jargon 

typically used within environmental reviews, make it difficult for interpreters to find the 

Dene words to articulate such concepts. Often environmental reviews also involve 

volumes of written reports consisting of bureaucratic procedures, regulatory guidelines 

and scientific data. This information overload is overwhelming for many people whose 

first language is not English. For instance, if you are a Dene speaker, the task to 

understand such material is considerable. From the Dene speaker's point of view, the 

ideas being expressed in the Dene language may not be fully understood by English 

speakers because there are Dene words that have no English equivalent. However, 

providing a public forum where participants are able to speak in their own language is 

absolutely essential despite these obstacles. 

Dene Time 

The above ties into a discussion about time, 

moment where time can seem non-existent. 

Oral transmission occurs in the present 

From the Dene viewpoint, time is not a 
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concern because there is a focus on what is being spoken and the speaker is participating 

fully in that transmission of the knowledge. It will take as long as it takes to share the 

story that is being told. Dene may feel rushed when giving an oral presentation in a 

public setting if there is a restriction of the amount of time they are given to speak. This 

may inhibit the message because the information Dene are sharing becomes fragmented 

as they may not have time to give a full and adequate explanation or to finish the 

complete story. Also, the Dene participant may feel uneasy because there was not the 

time taken to establish rapport, so more time is needed to explain ideas and thoughts so 

understanding is possible. If the Dene speaker does not know whom he or she is 

addressing (on the panel), then additional time may be required by this speaker to convey 

the concepts in Dene knowledge. 

Out of the Public Realm 

There may be some information not being shared by Dene in a public meeting. The 

reason for this is that some Dene feel that it is inappropriate to share spiritual information 

in a public setting. They may also feel uncomfortable articulating what they know 

because they do not want to appear as if they are boasting or showing off their knowledge 

and understanding. The land and animals are believed to be able to hear what people say, 

so it is important that Dene are respectful of what they share. Therefore, it is necessary 

to include time for one on one consultation with the Dene in their homes or an 

environment comfortable for them. Also, mindful consideration is required of the fact 

that Dene are sharing from within their cultural context. 
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Some Dene shared that it is considered disrespectful to publicly ridicule another person; 

there is no need to make a person feel bad about their opinions or beliefs. In a situation 

where Dene feel there is reason to clarify information they will do so on a one to one 

basis as opposed to doing it publicly. This respect for others is based on a spiritual belief 

that every individual has his/her own spiritual identity. That identity includes life 

experiences in the physical and spiritual realms, and therefore, it is impossible to assume 

you can know all about someone because he/she has a unique identity. 

Legitimizing Dene Knowledge? A Personal Epiphany! 

Indian people have their own society in which their relationship to land is crucial. 
The meaning of ownership is very important to this Indian idea. Cabinet 
ministers do not understand this Indian concept or the way we see ourselves in 
relation to the land. They are stuck inside their own society and concepts, and 
they try to impose their view on us. We cannot compromise because it means 
giving up our concepts and accepting theirs. We are not talking only about land, 
but also about Dene people and how we see ourselves as a group (Arrowmaker 
cited in Puxley 1986:117). 

As I was preparing to write this chapter, I said a prayer and asked my ancestors to walk 

with me as I wrote. On one particular morning, I was having trouble focusing and so I 

took time to say another prayer. I returned to the computer and was just about to type 

when the phone rang. It was my oldest son asking me to drop off his physics homework 

that he had forgotten to bring to school. We set a place to meet and off I went to deliver 

the homework. On route, I reflected on a possible reason for being called away just at 

the moment I was going to begin to write. I told myself there must be a reason for 

leaving the computer, so I decided that I would be open to whatever 1 needed to leam 
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from running this errand. Just as I had that thought, another thought entered my mind 

through these words: It is impossible to seek legitimacy of Dene knowledge from within 

the western paradigm, because Dene knowledge developed and currently exists outside of 

the western world view. Furthermore, to seek legitimization of Dene knowledge inside a 

western framework, only results in the epistemologica! victimization of the Dene 

experience. This insight stems from my life experiences, readings (Auger 1997; Berger 

1977; Berger 1991;Blondin 1990 and 1997; Cordova 1996; Calliou 1997; Cardinal 1999; 

Dene Nation 1984; Ermine 1995; Kassi 1996; Morriseau 1998; Thorn and Blondin-

Townsend 1987; Tuhiwai Smith 1999) and the time I spent thinking of the ways Dene 

knowledge and western-based mainstream knowledge differ. With the aforementioned 

insight, I came to realize that seeking validation often places enormous intellectual, 

emotional, and spiritual strain on the person who seeks that legitimization and, 

consequently, places the Dene pursuer in the category of the 'other'. 

1 pulled up by my son's school and waited for him. I was noticing the birds were singing 

and the sun was shining when my thoughts drifted to my maternal grandfather. I never 

knew him, as he died before I was born. However, a Dene man who is a family friend, 

told me that my grandfather was able to talk with the animals. This friend said that he 

witnessed the animals coming to see my grandfather. For my grandfather, it did not 

matter whether or not people at a university in southern Canada understood his gift of 

being able to communicate with animals. It was an ability my grandfather had and it was 

probably a gift he appreciated - no more, no less. 
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My son spotted me and ran up to the van door. He thanked me profusely for bringing his 

homework and he apologized for interrupting my writing. I told him that it was okay 

because 1 needed to take a little break to reflect on some ideas. It was an amazing 

revelation, when I think of the different worlds in which my grandfather and son live. 

My son is running back to his Physics 30 class and I am going back home to write about 

my grandfather's ability to talk to animals. Such a contrast gives me a sense of pride of 

the legacy my grandfather left me - a perspective on life which I am able to pass on to 

my son in addition to his western education. 

I struggled for most of my time at university with trying to legitimize Dene knowledge 

within the parameters of western thought, although no one asked me to do so. An 

awareness of that struggle hit me after I had returned home from dropping off my son's 

homework. I began to remember incidents where I would leave classes in tears or in rage 

over the way aboriginal societies were studied or received in academia. For example, 1 

did not feel heard when I chose to speak up in class to offer insight (based on my 

experience as an aboriginal woman) that was absent or incomplete in the course content 

or class lecture. Another example involved, angry students asking me why native people 

receive "free" post-secondary education and why they obtain "so much" money through 

royalties from oil and gas companies? These students did not understand the diversity 

which exists in terms of the availability of academic funding. Nor did they understand 

royalty payments, treaty obligations and treaty entitlements. Another incident occurred 

while a film on the Inuit was viewed in my class, it showed an Inuit family eating raw 
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meat. Students in the class laughed and made comments about how disgusting this was, 

but the instructor chose to allow that behavior and did not intervene. After the film, I 

raised my hand and spoke about the importance of respecting people's way of life. Most 

students seemed receptive, although there were some students who were not and 

demonstrated this by making additional comments that were not respectful. 

I have learned that, despite the years of western education beginning from elementary 

school, I managed to maintain a deep-felt respect for the Dene perspective. I tried to find 

ways to legitimize the Dene world view, but T was often frustrated and disheartened when 

1 was unable to find a satisfactory way in which to do so. Instead, 1 often found relief in 

artistic and creative expressions such as drama and poetry where I could find a way to 

write from my heart. It seemed the very discourse I was learning at university was 

constricting my ability to have a 'voice' as a person of Dene descent. This discourse 

includes an approach toward aboriginal people which continues to treat them as objects 

of study. 

Some of the courses that deal with aboriginal people seem far removed from the actual 

day-to-day experiences. Aboriginal ways of life and cultural activities are continuously 

objectified, categorized and labeled. It is a very strange, almost haunting experience to 

be an aboriginal person, in a university classroom, learning about certain "Aboriginal 

rituals" and "practices" from a textbook. Aboriginal knowledge systems are complex 
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and involve the physical and metaphysical realms; taking a course in metaphysics would 

probably be more applicable than an anthropological survey. 

For example, I can relate to concepts put forward by physicist, John Wheeler. Wheeler 

has conducted a number of experiments that appear to indicate that "from the quantum 

perspective the universe is an extremely interactive place" (Folger 2002:44). Wheeler 

believes that possibly the "universe is built like an enormous feedback loop, a loop in 

which we contribute to the ongoing creation of not just the present and the future but the 

past as well" (Folger 2002:46). I remember reading the article on Wheeler for the first 

time and being able to comprehend what Wheeler proposes because of some of the 

teachings 1 heard from the elders. For instance, the past and future occurring in the 

present is a concept that was embedded in a teaching I received a few years ago. The 

elder explained that when you choose to heal in the present moment, your past is altered 

and your future path is given a new direction. Therefore, the past, present and future are 

occurring simultaneously. Also the concept that the universe is an interactive place 

mirrors the Dene understanding of being able to "interact" with the natural world and 

cosmos. I bring forward a discussion of quantum physics (and earlier molecular biology) 

not to seek validation but to illustrate the vastness of indigenous knowledge. So much is 

lost when such societies and knowledge systems are perceived as "primitive", 

"uncivilized", "unsophisticated", "developing" and "illiterate". Freeman argues that 

western scientists are becoming more open to what indigenous knowledge offers: 
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More recently, many scientists have begun to understand that such traditional 
knowledge extends far beyond what in western science would be called 
descriptive biology, beyond knowing how to identify different species of animals, 
or describe feeding, reproduction, or migrating behavior. [Traditional ecological 
knowledge] seeks to understand and explain the workings of ecosystems, or at the 
very least biological communities, containing many interacting species of animals 
and often plants, and the determinative role played by certain key biological and 
physical parameters in influencing the behavior of the total biological community 
(1992:9). 

Interestingly, Sadar and McEwen provide a possible reason for the attention scientists are 

giving to indigenous knowledge systems. They address the role of science in the 

environmental assessment process by pointing out its limitations: 

The level of ecological knowledge is very low. Our understanding of inter
relationships among various components of any ecosystem can be described as 
primitive. Hence, assessing total stress on a ecosystem and designing appropriate 
mitigative and monitoring measures is rarely possible (Sadar and McEwen 
1994:22). 

How then was it possible for the Dene to incorporate interrelatedness as a basis for their 

understanding of the natural world? 1 suggest the spiritual understanding of 

interrelatedness by the Dene is what makes it possible. The spiritual aspect of Dene 

knowledge opens the mind -the intellect- enough to allow for the domain of experiential 

learning which involves forming relationships. It involves relating with the world in 

ways that enhance one's connection to all things. 

Personally, I find the little that I do know about Dene perspective to be enough to guide 

me to a place where I can at least ask questions and be open at both intellectual and 

spiritual levels to the answers that may come. Certainly, there were times when 1 was 
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writing this thesis that I was surprised at what I had written. It felt like there were 

ancestral voices that wished to be heard and found a way to come through. 

The reader will recall from Chapter Four that when my grandfather was a young boy he 

was stranded out on a trapline but was saved when a pack of wolves led him back to the 

community. Decades later, 1 was given a spiritual name by an Anishinabe elder and wolf 

is part of that name. My name connects me to my grandfather and reminds me of his 

gifts and how we arc connected. I think of my grandfather and his ability to 

communicate with animals and of the fact that he did not seek outside validation for his 

gifts. 1 then realize, that like my grandfather before me, I no longer choose to seek 

validation for my Dene perspective from a western institution. I can be Dene and attend 

university; I will no longer be concerned if others in university regard my views and 

experiences as irrational and non-academic. 

This does not imply that my time at university was not a learning experience. It was an 

incredible journey where I learned about the origins of western thought while a sense of 

my Dene identity emerged. Learning about the concepts and the history behind 

colonialism, imperialism, frontiensm, post-modernism, critical race theory and so on, has 

helped me to find the words to express my loss. Expressing the pain allowed me to 

begin to grieve and heal. 
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Deciding to continue on with graduate studies turned out to be a life changing experience 

where 1 came face-to-face with the realization that I had internalized the colonial 

mentality. There was an aspect of my being that believed that as an aboriginal person 1 

was an inferior human being. I lived with that feeling of inferiority for many years and 

experienced prejudice. I began to ask questions about my identity. What part of me was 

Dene? Was I romanticizing a way of life that 1 had never known? Battiste and 

Youngblood Henderson provide this analysis of the issue of exclusivity and knowledge: 

Modern Eurocentric knowledge is a limited knowledge that erodes the value and 
authority of any other knowledge base but its own, creating among other things a 
permanent self-doubt that renders the knowledge of others extinct. It also 
imposes silence upon all others whose knowledge is not privileged (2000:121). 

I set out to present a thesis that articulated the importance of keeping an open mind when 

discussing knowledge systems originating outside of the western perspective. I felt like I 

broke the 'silence' and found my voice, although I did have to work within a western 

framework. 

Insights on Dene Knowledge Transmission 

The pursuit of validation connects closely to my thesis topic: Dene are invited to share 

their knowledge within a western social construct (i.e. EIA) where western thought 

prevails. What happens to the transmission of Dene knowledge in that context? I 

listened to the experiences of Dene who spoke during the Berger Inquiry. They 

explained from their point of view, what considerations are necessary that would increase 

the meaningful transmission of Dene knowledge in environmental public hearings: 
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• Dene knowledge and the land are spiritually connected. 

• It is important to begin a meeting with prayer and to pray for guidance before 

speaking. 

Recognize that process/procedure is highly important. Building rapport and trust 

involves following the Dene protocol of introducing yourself, who your parents 

are, and where you are from. 

Acknowledging the orality in Dene knowledge and the way in which that 

knowledge is transmitted, such as through story telling. 

• Continuing support for Dene language speakers to address environmental 

hearings. 

• Understanding the Dene have a concept of time that differs from the western 

view. Plan to allow sufficient time, even excess time. 

• Allow for house calls or for in-camera, small group (or one-on-one) sessions. 

The above insights are not meant to be taken as a broad generalization of all Dene 

people. There exists a diverse population of Dene from various regions in the Northwest 

Territories. Although there are common threads of understanding among the Dene, there 

are distinct dialect differences as well as knowledge systems unique to each region. 

The objective for sharing these insights is to mirror back to the Dene, the ideas they 

expressed to me and also to share how their experiences are able to enhance the 

communication process in EIA. Another objective is to provide insights for people 
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involved in organizing Environmental Impact Assessment public hearings or for policy 

writers involved in areas of aboriginal knowledge. These insights include existing Dene 

protocol for the communication process when speaking publicly and transmitting 

indigenous knowledge. 

Further Journeys: Suggestions for Further Inquiry 

While working on this project I often grieved for the limitations I faced because of my 

inability to speak my language. I am able to understand what people are saying to a 

certain point (and for that I am grateful). However, being able to speak a Dene language 

would open up tremendous learning opportunities. What insights could be gained on the 

subject of EIA from conducting an inquiry based in Dene perspective and using the Dene 

language? I am excited thinking about the possibilities. 

For example, the Dene spoke of the knowledge for living life coming from the land. This 

relationship involves a spiritual connection that can prove problematic when relying on 

western methodological approaches. How can we learn from this relationship in a way 

that does not objectify the Dene or their knowledge? Why is it that we have to objectify 

something in order to leam from it? I do not think objectif!cation necessarily leads to 

learning because when you objectify something you are placing yourself as the subject. 

This creates an imbalance. Dene believe that human beings are equal to all living things 

and refer to animals as relatives which enables communication and learning. 
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For example, the terms such as "the field" or "findings" and the concepts behind these, 

did not feel appropriate. For instance, returning to my home community did not feel like 

"the field" to me. When I refer to "the field", it is as if I am separating myself from the 

environment which is at odds with my sense of connection to a place which is my home. 

In order for me to learn, I need to be able to establish a relationship in which I become 

engaged fully. 

It would also be interesting to find out if other Dene in other regions have similar 

experiences to the nine Dene who shared for this project. Are some of these insights 

applicable for other Dene communities? 

How are Dene able to access "environmental impacts" and what is involved in the 

decision making process to rest certain geographic areas by not hunting and trapping? 

More aboriginal communities negotiate Impact and Benefit Agreements with resource 

companies. How are IBAs addressing the inclusion of indigenous knowledge in the 

negotiation or decision making process? How will this impact the EIA process? 

I also think it is necessary to find out how indigenous knowledge is taken into account in 

the government decision making process. How is indigenous knowledge handled and 

"interpreted" once it is received by environmental review panels? This question would 

provide an analysis of government procedure in knowledge accumulation. 
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Reflection 

I grew up at a time when my family was entangled in a whirlwind of change to its way 

of life. 1 recall as a child watching my uncle drive off with his dog team to check the 

fishnets. Another memory is drum dancing with my family around a wood stove and 

feeling the rhythm of the drum beat through the floor. I have also witnessed the hard 

times and seen the despair in the eyes of the adults around me. 

Today, I look back with incredible love in my heart for my family for all they have been 

through in their lifetime. 1 wish not to further victimize them or their experience. They 

are not victims, they are teachers. Through the rapid change impacting their lives, they 

managed to pass on their love of the land and for all living things seen and unseen. They 

also instilled a sense of wonder in me about the mysteries of the universe. What more 

could T possibly need or want? Í have a sense of completeness that I did not have before 

doing this project and for that 1 am grateful beyond words. 

I recall feeling intellectually content after finishing my graduate courses. There was a 

sense of confidence and excitement within myself as I headed north because I understood 

the methods I was going to apply for my research. However, the research methods 

seemed to disintegrate as I arrived in Denendeh. The methodology did not feel 

appropriate and therefore required me to seek out the assumptions embedded in the 

methods. This led to a constant questioning within myself as a student and as a person of 

Dene ancestry. 1 decided to include aspects of my intellectual, emotional, and spiritual 
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struggle within this thesis for others who may be facing similar experiences. Self 

questioning and self doubt were constant companions as I worked on this project. 

While I feel I have shared my struggle, there are aspects to this experience which I chose 

not to include or to share. I withhold because it does not feel safe for me to disclose the 

depth of loss 1 have felt while doing this project. I mention "loss" and "grief but the 

extent of these feelings is difficult for me to write about For me as an aboriginal person, 

the struggle began when 1 decided to do a thesis project involving an aspect of Dene 

knowledge. There seemed to be very little room to maneuver with Dene principles as my 

guides. Calliou (1997:230) discusses this cultural dilemma in formal education, in which 

people arc welcome, but they must leave their culture at the door. 1 made a conscious 

effort not to leave aspects of myself at the door while working on this thesis. However, 

in the end, I have a written English document, which is required in order to obtain a 

degree in this program. Although, I knew this was what was required of me, it was a 

much more painful process to get there than 1 had expected. 

The biggest ethical dilemma I faced while doing this thesis was to remain true to who I 

am and include myself as researcher in my work or, conversely to aim for a more 

'objective' approach. The answer to resolve that dilemma was easy to make; following 

through on my decision to include my personal process was not easy. It involved 

revealing aspects of my beliefs and values, and even my fears and hopes. However, upon 



reflection I realized that by being present in such an overt way in my thesis project, I am 

respecting the Dene protocol of introducing myself as part of the knowledge sharing 

process. 

In order for me to share the inner learning process, 1 decided to include an ethnographic 

performance within my project. I wrote a one person play, entitled See Â/fy Stories. 

Drama is a format which allows me to express the learning aspect of my journey in a 

rPámiíeí í^^c^heUfí^wTO ûLôlîg.ïii^pelrp^ ^ 

in maintaining the transmission of knowledge. Story telling is what 1 have attempted to 

do with this thesis and it is my hope that my story will be beneficial to those aboriginal 

students who have faced similar circumstances and questioning. 
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Part Two: See My Stories 

This chapter was the easiest to write; yet, it is in a way the compilation of many 

months of work. I wrote three of the poems for this thesis while at university. One of 

the poems 1 chose to include, "Library Visit", was written about ten years ago. The 

creative aspect of my thesis took off at a much quicker pace than the more intellectual 

endeavors such as the literature review and the interview analysis. 1 could easily 

articulate my thesis topic to friends and family and discuss intellectual concepts about 

knowledge acquisition and transmission. However, I was having such a difficult time 

finding a way to present the emotional and spiritual aspects of what 1 was learning in 

a written format. 

Writing a play is similar to story telling in that it respects the oral tradition of 

aboriginal peoples. Dramatizing not only the information people shared with me, but 

the learning process 1 went through, is a way of giving back to the community. One 

of my stumbling blocks while writing this thesis was to convey the importance of 

orality when discussing Dene knowledge. I am only one generation away from a 

lifestyle that did not require the use of written text. Therefore, it is in the spirit of the 

oral tradition of my heritage, that 1 submit this play, See My Stories. Drama allows 

for the integration of the creative process and story telling. This play is my personal 

expression of the ideas, feelings and images which were difficult to articulate 

otherwise within an academic paper. 
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See My Stories 

An elderly Dene woman enters the stage. She walks to the centre atid stops. 

Dene Elder: Anywaz, my dad is Albert and my mom is Mary. They 

both come from here. We have relatives in Meander and we have 

relatives down river too. My mom and dad raised me to love the land and 

to live from the land. My Dad say to me all the time, "the land teaches us 

to be Dene". You people sitting there, I don't know who you are...where 

you come from. It's hard for me to know you so quick. In our way, it's 

good when we say who our parents are and where we come from. 

Anyway, you got a meeting here to talk about a pipeline them companies 

want to build. 

I don't write but 1 know what I want to say. We have seen so many 

changes to our life. Maybe it's not our way to do things like have it 

written down and all that. We tell each and other stories and we like to 

listen to each other. When someone don't agree, we don't forget about 

them. We say how come and maybe they have a different way to look at 

something. So that way everybody have a say, you know. 

In our way too, before we talk it's good to say a prayer. 1 say a prayer and 

just speak the truth...that's what I do. I just speak from my heart. Okay? 
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about a family of caribou and after a while he asked me if I know that 

story. 1 tell him, "Yeah, 1 know that story". He say to me, "do you know 

it real good?" I told him I did so he say to me to tell that caribou story. I 

tell him and he yell at me and say "don't lie like that". He tell me he 

didn't tell the story like that. My uncle say to me that I must listen really 

good to everything so I can tell the story again. So he tell me a story and 

this time I really listened good. That way 1 don't lie. 

I use English but sometime it's hard for me. Some words in my language 

are not in your language. Sometimes, you guys use big words and we 

don't have that kind of word in our language. It's good to know that we 

have different language and remember it's hard sometime. 

So now you ask me what I think about a pipeline. What do I say? Some 

peoples like to get jobs and feed their families. Some peoples say more 

money just brings us apart. The Dene had our own way of taking care of 

things. Come and visit me at my house and I tell you some stories about 

my family. That way you can see what 1 mean when I say that we like the 

bush life. It's hard sometime but we love it. You can use lots of things 

for medicine. And sometime you're outside in the bush and you feel good 

inside. Some of us only know the bush life. We don't go to school when 

we were young. We just know the bush real good. My husband trap all 

his life and he don't go to school. The bush is his life and my life too. 
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My grandmother told me to respect people and the animals. She taught me 

everything. What is good to take when you got a cold...how to make 

snares and fish nets...bring babies into this world. I knew all that when I 

was ten years old. I don't need doctor or police because 1 had all that 

already inside of who I am. My grandmother said to respect the animals 

and the land. She don't just tell me, she shows me too. That's how come 

I don't like to talk about things in a public meeting like this. Animals and 

everything, it has a spirit, you know. 

How come you guys look at your watch? What? Coffee break. Okay 

then. Boy oh boy, you guys are bossy with time, eh? Us we got Dene 

time and when something is important then we talk about it really good. 

Why we have to rush? I'll finish talking after, 1 guess. Okay, coffee time. 

Do you guys have bannock? No? How come, gee whiz, anyway. 

(Chuckles) 

As the old woman exits stage right, a Dene drum song plays. The drum song plays for a 
minute and an intoxicated woman enters the stage as the music fades. She staggers 
around the stage. 

Drunk: (Shirring. ) Excuse me, miss, I need some money to eat. I don't 

eat for two days now and if you got some change...Oh, thank you, miss, 

thank you. 

(Staggers in another direction.) 

Sister. Sister, do you got any money. I got to get a ride to see my kids. 
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They need clothes and things and I need to get a taxi. Sister, just a little 

bit. 

Brother, you brother. Don't walk so fast. You got some change. I really 

got to lake my husband to the hospital. (Gels angry as a passerby ignores 

her.) Yeah brother, look at me, 1 say you got any change! Don't call me a 

bum. Look at you! ! ! Good for nothing. Your shit smells as bad as 

mine! ! ! Damn you! ! ! Al l you do is take...you just take it away from me. 

You lake my kids. This is our land! 1 don't got nothing. 1 got no place. 1 

got no place! ! (Drops to her knees and cries and slowly begins to chant 

while pounding the ground. She stands up.) You there, you got any 

change. I need to see a doctor. Oh, thank you. Five bucks! Thank you. 

(Counts the money and hollers out.) Yeah! Enough for a mickey. 

(Staggers offstage left.) 

A fiddle song plays as she exits and a poet writer enters stage left to address a university 
English class. 

Poet/Writer: (Appearing confident and comfortable.) 1 would like to 

thank the department for inviting me to share some of my poetry and to 

talk about aboriginal identity in an academic setting. I would like to start 

with a poem 1 wrote several years ago. 1 remember as a teenager, feeling 

ashamed of the drunks on the street. I would avoid them. I was angry 

with them because they somehow made me feel bad about myself as a 

native person. 

I remember a time I was with my dad and we were walking by the post 
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office. There were some drunks by the main doors. 1 wanted to hurry past 

but it turned out one of them knew my dad. Of course my dad stopped 

and shook hands with this old man. My dad gave him a couple of dollars 

and as we were walking away my dad said lo me, "this old man is a big 

man in the bush" 1 realised how narrow minded and short sighted 1 had 

been. This old man may be a drunk downtown, but in another context he 

is a knowledgeable person. 

As I grew older and learned about the history of aboriginal people in 

Canada and North America as a whole, I began to see the drunks on the 

street as living monuments to the legacy of colonialism. Their presence is 

a reminder of the grief, despair and displacement suffered by millions. 

Here is poem, 1 called "Despised". 

Despised 

the walking wounded have been 
keepers of their homeland 
but now they are refugees not seen 
forgotten yet known 
grief solidified 
to the bone 
stumbling and staggering 
on the street 
colonialism turned inward 
with every heart beat 
self loathing and swaying 
from side to side 
they weave a mourning song 
soft as a well made moose hide 
it stretches and cries 
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rolling over to keep warm 
the cold winds blows and dies 
prairie sunset with fire colors that run 
in their veins so deep 
within they feel the hunger for truth 
a truth they must keep 
but there is not much to do except to be 
a despised remembrance 
in an unabashed society 

When I decided to go to university, 1 had just turned thirty. I was excited 

and scared and worried. I was concerned that I would not be able to do 

the work necessary to succeed. However, 1 adjusted and took one step at a 

time. It didn't take me long to realise that 1 was learning about knowledge 

solely from a western perspective. That did not upset me as much as the 

mentality around the ethnocentric approach to knowledge building. 

Where does one go to learn about knowledge outside of a western 

paradigm? What are the consequences of depending entirely upon 

western-based research methods used to obtain knowledge? I asked 

myself these questions and this poem is the result; it's called "Library 

Visit": 

Library Visit 

I know I'm late. 
I'm sure the library is closing soon. 
As I race up the steps 
my mind berates 
me for my tardiness. 
I continue on anyway. 
The doors are still open. 
I push through to the entrance hall. 
I spot a librarian across the room. 
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My hoots squeak on the shiny floor as I walk up 
to the information desk. 
"Excuse me, " J inquire. 
She ignores me. Or perhaps doesn 7 hear me. 
I clear my throat and try again, 
"I wondered if you could help me? " 
"The library is closing in five minutes, " she says using an 
authoritative tone. 
"J'm sorry for coming so late. It's just that I really need to find out how 
the Dene use the bark of the willow for medicine, " I reply. 
There is a moment of silence dial extends back in a timeless search for the 
unknown. 
"Well...! suppose I can give you a couple of minutes. If it takes longer 
than that you 'II have to come back tomorrow " and with that she turns to 
the computer and punches in a few keywords. 
"Didyou say Dene? " 

íes. 
She asks me to follow her and we weave through a labyrinth of 
bookshelves. 
1 struggle to keep up as she turns left down one aisle and makes a right at 
the next. 
We come upon a section where black and grey filing cabinets 
sit quietly side by side, in neatly formed rows. 
Like a veil, stillness drapes over us as she runs her fingers over the 
various labels. 
She hand stops, "Here we are. DE 378.96 1908. " 
A loud clanking sound pierces through the empty library as she struggles 
lo open a large drawer. 
The cabinet appears heavy and difficult to handle. 
I offer to help and we both pull using considerable force... 
There before us in the metal drawer is the body of an old Dene woman 
...her spirit long gone. Nothing captured for only her earth robe remains. 
In shock, I look to the librarian. 
Her eyes meet mine as she says, "I'm sorry that information 
is no longer available. " 

There is a way of being and relating to this world, that is difficult to 

capture with the written word. Despite the difficulty, many people are 

attempting to bridge the gap between world views. As more and more 

indigenous scholars make their way to various faculty positions and 



publish articles and books, 1 am finding words such as "interspecies 

communication" when discussing geography and discovering some 

scholars are questioning the methodological approaches and wanting to 

decolonize the way we do research. 

I am in awe of all that western knowledge and science has managed to 

create. For instance, medical breakthroughs, space travel, and nuclear 

energy-just to name a few examples. Incredible. At the same time, it 

was the western way of perceiving the New World and its inhabitants that 

led to immense destruction. The colonial mentality of conquering and 

taming the wild frontier led to the killing of millions of indigenous 

peoples worldwide. Therefore, it is hard for me to fully embrace western 

thought. Fortunately, having an awareness and understanding of other 

ways of perceiving the world from an aboriginal viewpoint reminds me 

that knowledge is relative. 

There exist diverse approaches to knowledge and subsequently the way 

we see the natural world. For example, much of Dene knowledge is 

rooted in an understanding that all living things have a 'spirit' and are 

connected to each other. It is not part of the Dene world view to analyse 

the reasons why a plant provides a remedy but instead to appreciate the 

healing gift of the plant. I am grateful to have the ability to see another 

way outside of the western paradigm. 
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My grandfather was able to speak to animals. This connection is possible 

if you were taught as a child that all living things have spirits and that you 

are related. When 1 first moved to the city to go to school, 1 didn't know 

anyone. 1 walked by these trees everyday on the way to class. They 

became my friends and I'd always say "hello" to them in my mind as I 

walked by. I remember being late for class one day and it had been 

raining. I was racing along and when I came to the trees I just stopped in 

my tracks because there was so much beauty in the air. This poem 

explains; it's called "After the Rain". 

After the Rain 

After the rain 
I can smell the trees talking 
their soothing language 
penetrates my lungs 
smoothly caressing 
syllable by syllable 
1 converse 
with each breath 
opening 
receiving 
taking in 
an invigorating, cleansing 
dialogue 
with the Standing Ones 
so wise and rooted 
they have much to say 
their teachings 
comfort my soul 
embedding a foundation 
of cycles 
regenerating 
from seed and earth 
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the trees understand 
what to hold on to 
and when to let go 
their message 
grounds me 
after the rain 

I am glad that I was able to go to university and that such places exist in 

which we may question our assumptions and fundamental beliefs. 

Ironically, it was in the experience of being at university and learning 

about the origins of western thought, that 1 discovered the richness of my 

own aboriginal identity. I choose to see the world in a similar way as my 

ancestors had - a world where we are all connected and all living things 

have spirits. I raise my children to see the world that way despite all the 

busyness and distractions in our environment. 1 can not speak on behalf of 

native people nor do 1 wish to. I simply want to share with you, my 

perception of the world as an aboriginal person. 

Right now as we are sitting in this classroom, somewhere way up north 

there are thousands and thousands of caribou migrating across the tundra. 

They are free. If you can just picture in your mind the vastness of the 

herd. Like the buffalo did for the native people on the plains, the caribou 

have provided food, clothing and shelter for the Dene and Inuit for many 

generations. There are legends and stories about the caribou as you can 
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imagine. When 1 eat caribou meat, 1 feel this incredible energy inside and 

a part of me just wants to get up and roam! (Laughs) 

About ten years ago, diamonds were discovered northeast of Yellowknife. 

This was big news at the time and now there are diamond mines operating. 

These mines are in the middle of some of the migrating trails of the 

caribou. Many native people are employed at these mines and are able to 

make a good living and provide for their families. J recently saw a display 

of diamond rings from Canada's north in a jewelry store in 

downtown Calgary. This poem, Diamonds and Caribou, describes the 

contrast of what 'richness' can mean: 

Diamonds and Caribou 

cut down by the edge of promise 
sharp tiny points dot the surface 
of the crystal as it stares back 
presenting a sparkling show 
its brilliance shines 
like the winter Sun on snow 
beating down 
right up close yet a universe away 
hoofs pound the frozen lake 
making the sound of rain 
they are not dancing 
but migrating as before 
thousands together and alone 
free roaming over tundra hills 
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leaving their tracks to make icy patterns 
intrinsic messengers passing through 
the coolness of the day 

Thank you for allowing me to share with you today. 

The poet writer exists the stage as a Dene love song plays. The old Dene woman enters. 

Dene Elder. That's good coffee. What we talking about anyway? Oh 

oh, yeah the pipeline. One time this guy he told the people he knew about 

wolves. He said his company did a study and they found this many dens. 

The old people knew there were more. But they didn't say nothing. 

Maybe that man don't know how to count. (Laughs.) Just kidding. Them 

old people don't want to make that man feel bad in a public meeting like 

that, so they don't say nothing. When the meeting is over, that time that's 

when the old people go to him and talk to him. They tell him what they 

know. Sometime, it's better that way. We don't want to disrespect what a 

person say. 

Sometime too, there are some things that are better not to say in public, 

like in front of lots of peoples. It might be because it is spiritual and 

people need to explain really good about it. People might get mixed up 

and not understand. One time this young man came to me and he was 

upset. He said, Grandmother, so much of our way of life is disappearing. 

1 don't understand what he mean, you know. But every time he come to 

visit he say that. One time he was really sad about it. I think 1 understand. 

I tell him that even if all the Dene were to die off and new peoples come 



159 
here without anything, the land would teach them how to be Dene. You 

can't lose your Dene culture. It is always there for you, I told him. One 

time this old man said that if you want to be Dene just go out on the land. 

It's true. The land is alive and it is our teacher. Everything we need is 

right there. You can talk to everything...like the river and the wind. In 

our world everything is alive and hears what you say and what you think 

too. 

We have a different way of understanding life, in my mind, I see that it is 

different. The treaty we signed long time ago, sometime make it hard for 

me to trust because we have that different way. Sometime too, you guys 

come with so much informations, you know, like papers and computer all 

that, you know, it's hard for us like the old people to make sense from it. 

Sometime too, you have to spend more time in our community. Don't be 

in such a rush all the time. You want me to slop talking, now? See what 

did I say. Too rushed. And oh yeah, about that pipeline...well, like I told 

you come and visit me sometime. Okay? Mahsi cho! 
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The elder exits the room as Dene love song plays for a few seconds and slowly fades. 

The End 

This play summarizes the intellectual, emotional and spiritual journey I encountered 

while working on my thesis. The Dene elder character personalizes and summarizes 

the voices of the Dene 1 visited. The other two characters delve into the more 

personal aspect of my own learning process. Presenting an ethnographic 

performance allows me to share, at an intimate level, the personal struggles and fears 

I faced. 

1 could not help but to let out a yell when I typed the last page of my draft thesis. 

One of my sons was home as he did not have school that day. He came running out 

of his room and asked, "Mom, did you finish?" I answered, "Yes, honey, I did!" I 

told him there was a place 1 needed to go. He joined me and together we immediately 

went to the Bow River to make an offering for all of those people and ancestors who 

guided me while I worked on this thesis project. It was an emotional time as a light 

wind seemed to pick the tobacco out of my hand as I stood by the river. There have 

been so many lessons 1 have learned while doing this thesis. The one lesson that 

repeatedly came up for me, was the importance of being humble and using the 

humility to become strong enough to speak from my heart. Mahsi cho! 
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APPENDIX A 

Grade Six Role Play: The Environmental Hearing 

Objective: 

To encourage students to participate in and to experience a panel review and to 

be able to discuss some of the roles, various communities members play within a 

panel review. 

Characters: 

Environmental Panel Members (3 - 5) Students determine the identify of each 
panel member. The panel is appointed by the government. 

Chief/Mayor (1) S/he has had several meetings with the oil and gas company and, 
as a result, is well informed on the company's objective. A deal to employ a 
certain number of people from the community has been worked out. 

Band or Council Members (2-4) Each band/council member can bring forward an 
issue of concern. The student in each of these roles decides on an issue which 
s/he wishes to discuss. 

Elders (2-3) Students decide what concerns or comments the elders will bring 
forward. 

Concerned Community Members (2-6) Students decide on issues to be brought 
forward by the community members. 

Scientists (2) Each student determines which scientific field to represent. 

Expert/Consultant (1) Hired by the band/council to research potential impacts and 
present issues to the panel. 

Audience Members/Observers (2 or more). 
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Props: Desk with enough chairs for the panel members. A few feet away facing the 

panel is placed another desk to be used by the people who will be making 

presentations to the panel. Chairs are arranged in rows for the audience 

members. 

Scenario: 

An oil and gas company wishes to build a pipeline within 50 kms of a small 

northern community. The company has built a working relationship with the 

local band/community council for the past three years. The government has 

requested an Environmental Impact Assessment and a panel review is being 

conducted. The panel is now visiting all the communities which will be impacted 

by the building of this pipeline. 

Although the oil and gas company has conducted a series of information meetings 

detailing its plans, many of the community members are unsure of the effects of 

the pipeline on their community. Their concerns include; the impact of the 

pipeline on the environment and wildlife, the increase of people into their 

community, and the increase in social problems that may result. (Class may 

brainstorm other possible concerns the community may have.) 
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Instructions: 

The instructor may provide an overview of the environmental impact assessment 

process in their region or have students research and present information to the 

class before introducing the role play. 

• Students will also need time to research their roles and the contents of their 

presentations to the panel. 

• The instructor may decide to play the part of the panel's chairperson. This role 

will allow the instructor to move the role play along while still staying within 

character. 

• The duration of the hearing is up to instructor and students, keeping in mind the 

number of characters who are making presentations. 

• Before starting the public hearing, the panel will decide on the order in which 

people will be making their presentations and the time allocated for each 

presentation. 

After conducting the environmental hearing, students will share their experiences and 

insights gained from playing their characters. 
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Yamoria's Laws 
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YAMORIA'S LAWS 

LAW#1 
" YOU MUST SHARE WITH OTHERS" 

Sharing is like a tree. There are many branches attached 
to the central tree or sharing law . 
• Sharing all the big games you kill. 
• If you catch more fish than you need, share with others. 
• Help elders get firewood and other heavy work. 
• Help the sick and other people in need to do there 

Work and to get food. 
• Share he sorrow with relatives when someone dies, so 

Families do not mourn alone. 
• Help widow and their children with everything they need. 
• Orphans should be looked after by their parents 

" Next of kin" 
• The leader of each tribe should help travellers need who are far from their homeland. 

LAW #2 
Do not run around when elders are eating. 

LAW #3 
Love each other as much as possible. 

LAW #4 
Do not harm people with actions. 

LAW #5 
Be Polite. Do not use words which hurt people. 

LAW #6 
When children start to talk, parents are to teach them to be good citizens, to love one 
another, and to use medicine power only to help people in need. 

LAW #7 
Elders should gather each day to teach the laws. Elders must teach children to be citizens 
and to act like human beings. Elders must tell stories about the past each day because 
stories shape behavior and attitude. Through stories about mistakes made in the past and 
the present, elders can prevent people making mistakes in the past and the future. 
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APPENDIX C 

Interview Questions 

1. What are some of the reasons you decided to speak at the Berger Inquiry? 

2. How did you prepare yourself to speak at the Berger Inquiry? 

3. Did you feel you were able to say all that you wanted to say? If not, what was 

slopping you? 

4. If you could change something about the hearing to make it more comfortable to 

speak, what would you change? If you would not change anything, what was it about the 

Berger Inquiry that made it comfortable for you? 

5. When you spoke at the hearing about the relationship with the land, did you feel like 

you were fully understood? 

6. Which parts of the Berger Inquiry would you want to see in other panels? 




