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Abstract

Land displacement, theft, and erasure have been key drivers in undermining the political,
economic, cultural, linguistic, ancestral, and family formations of First Nations people in
Canada. Nation rebuilding is the cornerstone of all sovereignty efforts and is a necessary
component of improving the social and political conditions that impact health and wellness.
Exercising sovereignty is tightly linked to the autonomous assertion of land and resource
rights. Discrimination through the Crown’s self-imposed position as the natural owner of
all land and resources across the country is evidenced by a continued failure to recognize the
many ways that First Nations self-identify. This inadequacy overlooks First Nations’ inher-
ent rights to self-determination while advancing colonial ideologies. This paper presents a
thread of qualitative research findings from a project that included an Indigenous storywork
method with one First Nations’ Elder and grandmother, kookum. Within the context of
her-story and traditional knowledge mobilization, this work challenges the colonially de-
fined territorial boundaries of the hereditary family clan structures across the Temagami
region in Northeastern Ontario, Canada. Kookum’s story demonstrates how colonial poli-
cies and practices undermine hereditary conceptions of traditional family identity and led to
the misguided and unauthorized theft of the Friday family territories. The reconstruction
of identity damages hereditary forms of governance and impairs traditional and familial
connection to land, culture, language, and traditions, and is 1) incompatible with self-
determination; 2) maintains and perpetuates colonialism; 3) hinders genuine reconciliation;
and 4) furthers health and socio-economic inequities for First Nations people.

Le déplacement, le vol et l'effacement des terres ont été les principaux facteurs qui ont
miné les formations politiques, économiques, culturelles, linguistiques, ancestrales et famil-
iales des peuples des Premiéres nations du Canada. La reconstruction de la nation est
la pierre angulaire de tous les efforts de souveraineté et constitue un élément nécessaire
a Uamélioration des conditions sociales et politiques qui ont un impact sur la santé et le
bien-étre. L’exercice de la souveraineté est étroitement lié a affirmation autonome des
droits a la terre et aux ressources. La discrimination qui découle de la position que la
Couronne s’est imposée en tant que propriétaire naturel de toutes les terres et ressources
du pays est attestée par l'incapacité persistante de reconnaitre les nombreuses facons dont
les Premiéres nations s’identifient. Cette inadéquation néglige les droits inhérents des Pre-
miéres nations a l'autodétermination tout en faisant progresser les idéologies coloniales.
Cet article présente les résultats d’une recherche qualitative menée dans le cadre d’un pro-
jet incluant une méthode de travail narrative indigéne avec une ainée et grand-mere des
Premieéres Nations, kookum. Dans le contexte de la mobilisation de son histoire et de son
savoir traditionnel, ce travail remet en question les frontiéres territoriales définies par la
colonisation des structures claniques familiales héréditaires dans la région de Temagami,
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dans le nord-est de I’Ontario, au Canada. L’histoire de kookum montre comment les poli-
tiques et les pratiques coloniales ont sapé les conceptions héréditaires de l'identité familiale
traditionnelle et conduit au vol malavisé et non autorisé des territoires de la famille Fri-
day. La reconstruction de l’identité porte atteinte aux formes héréditaires de gouvernance
et compromet les liens traditionnels et familiaur avec la terre, la culture, la langue et les
traditions, ce qui est 1) incompatible avec l'autodétermination ; 2) maintient et perpétue
le colonialisme ; 3) fait obstacle a une véritable réconciliation ; et 4) aggrave les inégalités
sanitaires et socio-économiques pour les peuples des Premiéres nations.
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Key Messages

e Through oral his/her-stories with First Nations’ Elders, a deeper understanding
of the impacts of settler-colonial expansion can be uncovered.

e The intergenerational consequences of land displacement and dispossession can
significantly impact culture, language, values, and traditions.

e Genuine reconciliation and Nation (re)building in Canada requires a meaningful
recognition of First Nations’ self-determining and traditional forms of governance
and hereditary family and territorial formations.

e State recognition and restitution of hereditary land title would ensure the
strengthening and revitalization of First Nations’ worldviews and knowledge sys-
tems.

Messages-clés

e Les récits oraux des ainés des Premiéres nations permettent de mieux comprendre
les conséquences de l’expansion coloniale.

e Les conséquences intergénérationnelles du déplacement et de la dépossession des
terres peuvent avoir un impact significatif sur la culture, la langue, les valeurs et
les traditions.

o Une véritable réconciliation et la (re)construction d’une nation au Canada
nécessitent une reconnaissance significative de l’autodétermination des Premiéres
nations et de leurs formes traditionnelles de gouvernance, ainsi que de leurs
formations familiales et territoriales héréditaires.

e La reconnaissance par U’Etat et la restitution des titres fonciers héréditaires per-
mettraient de renforcer et de revitaliser les visions du monde et les systémes de
connaissances des Premiéres nations.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The activation of First Nations’ traditional forms of governance and the restoration of hered-
itary land rights are essential to Nation (re)building and genuine reconciliation in Canada.
Persistent disparity-driven narratives in the fields of health, mental health, education, so-
cial services, environmentalism, and criminal (in)justice have supported the urgent need
for policy reforms aimed at advancing First Nations-led self-determination and autonomy
(Jubinville et al. 2022; Myette and Riva 2021; Katz, Enns, Kinew 2017; MacDonald and
Steenbeek 2015). The consequences of colonial and assimilationist policies, land theft, re-
source extraction, violence, and genocide necessitate strategies that support First Nations’
cultural and linguistic recovery as an assertion of Nation-led sovereignty (Pieratos, Man-
ning, Tilsen 2021; Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada |[TRC] 2015; Dussault
and Erasmus 1996). Notably, “land is not a separate concept to well-being; it is an integral
component and is therefore the key site where resource development and Indigenous well-
being collide” (Jones and Bradshaw 2015, 89). Undoing the consequences of systemically
embedded colonial policies and laws necessitates critical reflections of deeply held belief
systems and assumptions over who has/had authentic authority to make decisions pertain-
ing to the land and waters in the first place. Naturally, state recognition and restitution
of hereditary land title would ensure the strengthening and revitalization of First Nations’
worldviews and knowledge systems. This demands changes to inherently racist and out-
dated colonial policies and structures that resulted in the reconstruction of hereditary and
territorial family identity for some First Nations in Canada.

1.1 Background

This paper presents a thread of qualitative research findings from an Indigenous storywork
method (Archibald 2008) with one First Nations’ Elder and grandmother, my kookumE]
Kookum’s story illuminates our family history, her experiences, her worldviews, and her
knowledges. Throughout this work, I highlight my kookum’s position that the FridayE]
family has hereditary right to land and title of our traditional and spiritual hunting terri-
tories in the Teme-augaming along Lake Temagami, in an area known as Naadgaammgﬁ

1Kookum means “grandmother” in the Cree language and is one of the many ways the people across our
territory refer to grandmothers. In this context, kookum refers to Margaret Verna Friday throughout who
is the author’s maternal grandmother.

2June Friday Maclnnis-baa explains in her memoir about our family that “[t]here were four brothers
whose names were Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. The Jesuit missionaries gave them these names. John
chose the last name to be Friday. The other brothers kept their first names as their last names” (2016,
1). To this day, our family does not know for certain what our traditional family name was before the
missionaries arrived, so we continue to use the name Friday.

3Naadgaaming means “across the lake” and refers to the whole Friday territory, including a smaller area
where the main settlement was built called Friday’s Point.
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Since time immemorial, the Algonkiarf_r] people of the Teme—augaming{ﬂ have self-identified in
connection and relationship with their traditional family hunting grounds on n’dakimenanﬁ
Family units across n’dakimenan hunted, fished, lived, and stewarded separate parcels of
hereditary land (Speck 1915a; 1915b). The people of the Teme-augaming continue to pro-
tect, access, and use their family territories, which are spread out across n’dakimenan, but
are challenged by ongoing extraction and ecological impacts. Land stewardship is a sacred
and ancestral task that members of the Friday family and the other hereditary Algonkian
families across n’dakimenan continue to uphold in their respective territories to this day.
However, inaccurate government recognition of family lineage and a lack of recognition for
historic and customary Algonkian land partitioning continues to contradict the inalienable
rights of the region’s original hereditary Algonkian families to hold title over their respective
family territories.

This paper situates itself at the intersections of oral and written her—story[] self-deter-
mination, autonomy, and traditional family identity and affirms the urgency of kookum’s
lifelong work which is “to be taken seriously” (Archibald 2008, 3). Further, this paper
challenges the colonially defined territorial boundaries of the Teme-augaming. Kookum’s
story demonstrates how colonial policies and practices undermine hereditary conceptions of
territorial family identity as illustrated through the misguided and unauthorized seizure of
the Friday family territories. We argue that this reconstruction of identity damages hered-
itary forms of governance and impairs familial connection to land, culture, language, and
traditions, and is 1) incompatible with self-determination; 2) maintains and perpetuates
colonialism; 3) hinders genuine reconciliation; and 4) furthers health and socio-economic
inequities for First Nations people (Jubinville et al. 2022; Myette and Riva 2021; Mac-
Donald and Steenbeek 2015). Such losses have had intergenerational consequences for the
Friday family and our relatives from across n’dakimenan.

1.2 The context of history: displacement and erasure

The Doctrine of Discovery was used by fifteenth-century explorers as a “legal and moral
justification for colonial dispossession of sovereign Indigenous nations, including First Na-
tions” (Assembly of First Nations 2018, 2). Settler colonial policies, driven by capitalism,
aimed to expedite assimilation to gain greater access to lands and resources (Cavanagh 2013;
Bagot et al. 1845; Ryerson 1847; Gradual Civilization Act 1857; British North America Act
[BNA] 1867; Constitution Acts 1867; Gradual Enfranchisement Act 1869; Indian Act 1985;
Davin and McColl 1879). The BNA and subsequently the Constitution Acts effectively
gave the Dominion of Canada self-proclaimed respounsibility over the affairs of “Indians,

4Also sometimes called ‘Algonquin’ or ‘Algonquian.’

5Teme-augaming means “deep water” and refers to the Temagami Region.

5N’dakimenan means “our homeland” and refers to the unified homelands of the people of Teme-
augaming.

"“Her-story” is used here to highlight that this is kookum’s story and we share it as a piece of one First
Nations woman’s ‘history’.
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and lands reserved for Indians” (BNA 1867, 91(24); Constitution Acts 1867, 35(1)). Nearly
a decade later, in 1876, the still-in-effect and hugely controversial Indian Act (1985) placed
responsibility over the affairs of Indians into a federal government institution and created
an elected chief and council system, effectively dismissing traditional forms of Indigenous
governance (Dussault and Erasmus 1996). However, many First Nations uphold their as-
sertion of rights in relation to the protocols set forth in the Royal Proclamation of 1763.
In it, King George III established appropriate procedures for treaty negotiations between
First Nations and the Crown (Government of Canada 2013; George 1763). The Royal
Proclamation was foundational to the “constitutional recognition and protection of First
Nations rights in Canada” (Government of Canada 2013, 3). Kookum interprets the Royal
Proclamation as “instructions to live by” (V. Friday, personal communication, 23 February
2021).

Several colonial processes were designed to ease the process of land removal and to ad-
dress the “Indian problem” (Campbell Scott 1918 cited in Salem-Wiseman 1996), including
oppression, land theft, displacement, dispossession, legislative and religious manipulation
and cultural erasure, and overall colonial violence. Colonial policies embedded within these
priorities led to the creation of the reserve system and the forced and coerced removal of
First Nations children from the influences of their families and traditions through residen-
tial and day schools (TRC 2015). Land displacement has had devastating impacts on the
overall health and well-being of First Nations people (Dussault and Erasmus 1996; TRC
2015; MacDonald and Steenbeek 2015). Since settler arrival, many treaties and agreements
between First Nations and the Crown were created and constitute both an admission of
First Nations’ inherent land title and an attempt to remove it.

1.3 The context of her-story: situating kookum

My kookum, Margaret Verna Friday (Figure 1) is the oldest living matriarch of the Friday
family. She is named after my 3x great grandmother, Margaret (Maggie, who was called
koomis by her grandchildren) Saunders-Friday, who was the original matriarchal head of
the Friday family on Naadgaaming. Having been born and raised on n’dakimenan, kookum
remembers the strength and power of being raised on the land, “living and working together
and being independent.” She shares: “We had a garden, we hunted, we fished, we trapped, and
we even had a family business together. .. It includes everything — not only our independence,
our food, but it includes the medicines as well” (V. Friday, personal communication, 23
February 2021).

Kookum grew up in the 1940s and 1950s “not on an Indian Act reserve, I grew up out
on our tribal lands” (V. Friday, personal communication, 23 February 2021). Bruce Clark,
an Indigenous rights lawyer who “argued — and lost — the original Temagami land claim
case” (228) writes about my kookum: “Verna Friday is a Temagami elder, strong, and brave
and doubly resilient for carrying the same burden as any other warrior while harbouring,
as native women must and do, the native culture. Because of them, this culture still lives,
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