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Envisioning Research based on Reciprocity: Reflections on Emersion in  
Canada’s oldest continuous Indigenous-European “Middle Ground”1 

Just prior to the 500th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’ transatlantic voyage, 
historian Richard White published a seminal book entitled The Middle Ground: Indians, 
Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region, 1650-1815. In it, he presented a history 
of almost 200 years of contact and interaction in this broad region that was not defined by 
European imposition and Indigenous resistance. Rather, it was marked by a sustained 
balance of power between diverse European and Indigenous groups – and people(s) born in 
between them – who had to operate on, create, or discover, a middle ground, searching for 
accommodation and common meaning. White observed that he was surprised by this 
conclusion, despite the unambiguous evidence – a surprise echoed by many scholars, 
especially in the US.2 

What I found most striking, in contrast, was not White’s findings, but the surprise 
with which his findings were met by so many.3 The general North American situation in 
1991 was such that few could imagine any history of Europeans and Indigenous relations 
that did not entail progressive encroachment by Europeans, slowed only by receding 
Indigenous resistance and the inability of Europeans to either force their way or to suppress 
resurgence.4  

If I saw things differently – and I was by no means unique in this regard – it was not 
because I had more imagination, or insight. It was for a very simple reason: my perspective 
was anchored in a northern Canadian context, in an Indigenous-European middle ground 
that also began in the 1600s,  but did not collapse – as it did in the Great Lakes region after 
1815. Instead, it has persisted – thought not without weak points and periods – to the 
present.  

When White published his book, I was completing high school in the majority-Cree 
municipality of Moosonee, characterized by most Ontarians as the end of the province’s 
northern rail and its gateway to the arctic. For me, and many of my classmates from the 
island of Moose Factory, crossing the Moose River to attend school in the younger 
mainland community was a first experience of life away from home, but still in a Cree-
centred world. When the river was freezing or breaking up, making boat or ice-road 
transportation impossible, we would fly over by helicopter and stay the week in the old 
“barracks,” on the former Cold War radar base that had been partly transformed into 
Northern Lights Secondary School. I was residing in these barracks when I witnessed from 
afar, in November 1989, the dismantling of the concrete wall that had divided East and 
West Berlin into foreign territories for decades. It was a lesson that lines of division and 
unity are not always as simple as they might appear. 

Although residents of my home community considered Canada a foreign country in 
the early twentieth-century, they also hosted, by the end of the century, Canada Day 
celebrations that surpassed anything I later experienced as an Ottawa resident. By the eve 
of Canada’s 150th anniversary, however, enthusiasm for such celebration had been 
dampened – in Ottawa, Moose Factory and elsewhere. If 1989 was a watershed moment in 
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relations between Eastern and Western Europe, 2015 was perhaps an equivalent watershed 
moment in Canada, for Indigenous peoples and the Canadian state. 

In 2015, the release of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s (TRC) final 
report showed how much Canada’s future depended on coming to terms with its post-
Confederation colonial past.5 Scholarly research was highlighted as both a principal means 
of wider transformation, as well as a principal site in need of reform. This was made clear 
by the TRC research process, report and calls to action, and by the statements, 
commitments and actions that subsequently emanated from scholarly institutions.  

Yet the seeds for both the TRC and its wider impact were planted or cultivated 
thirty years earlier, by the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples and those who 
participated in it across Canada – above all, Indigenous people, to a degree never before 
seen in such a national public process. I recall well the visit of the Commissioners to my 
high school, and my participation in a talking circle with Commissioner George Erasmus. 
Such scenes were repeated across Canada, in urban, rural and remote communities. By the 
end of its five-year mandate in 1996, RCAP had produced or elicited an unprecedented 
volume of archival and community-based research involving and relating to diverse 
Indigenous peoples, and their relations with diverse non-Indigenous peoples and, above all, 
the Canadian state.6  

It was not just RCAP’s research output, however, but its approach to research input 
that had a transformative impact. If Canada’s research Tri-Council Policy Statement on 
Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans has a chapter dedicated to Indigenous 
research, it is largely because of the work of the Royal Commission and the ethical 
standards it set for such research. 7  Although far less extensive, the Indian Claims 
Commission (set up at the same time to review rejected Specific Claims) also championed 
and integrated community-based research and oral history testimony. I witnessed this first 
hand during my five years as an ICC historian, where I also served as the first chair of its 
research ethics committee. Both these commissions ultimately owe their existence to local 
and national Indigenous mobilization and protests during the 1990 Oka Crisis, another 
significant watershed moment in the history of Indigenous relations with the Canadian 
state.    

A quarter century after RCAP, research and research ethics remain a precise and 
foundational focal point for reconciliation and decolonization discussions and efforts. 
Thanks to visionary Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars and leaders – and the 
grassroots Indigenous mobilization that amplified their voices – much has been 
accomplished. Reconciliation and decolonization are now commonplace themes in 
university contexts, where research by and with Indigenous peoples is also far from 
counter-cultural. Amidst this tremendous Indigenous-led transformation, however, 
obstacles and challenges continue to manifest themselves in old and new ways, and there is 
a growing need for critical reflection on how we envision reconciliation and decolonization 
– if we do at all. While praising Richard White’s The Middle Ground, Daniel K. Richter 
also warned, in 1992, that “future scholars … may become so enamored of the middle 
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ground … that they lose track of the underlying power relationships and conflicts that made 
that ground so fragile.”1  

What is the nature of these “underlying power relationships,” and what will they 
look like once reconciliation and decolonization are no longer needed? Such a situation 
may be difficult to imagine, for one would be hard pressed to find any human society that 
has no need for reconciliation. Indigenous North America at the time of contact was no less 
a “Common and Contested Ground”8 than Europe was in the same period, and disrespect or 
struggles for rights rooted in prior relationship to specific lands and resources did not 
originate with Columbus’ arrival. On the other hand, why do we face the challenge of 
reconciliation on the scale we do today, or along the lines drawn by our frequently 
polarized differences and politicized identities? Was this inevitable? If indigenous rights 
had received more respect, or if no mass migration or power imbalance had arisen to permit 
their widespread disrespect, would the same pan-Indigenous identity have formed on top of, 
or between, Omushkego, Eeyou, Innu, Wabanaki, Dene, Anishinabe, Haudenosaunee, 
Siksika, Sto:lo, Inuit, and so many other diverse peoples? How do we dig deeper into what 
went wrong without losing sight of the lessons of what went right, or vice versa? How do 
we identify and uproot systemic injustices and prejudices, or compensate for power 
imbalances without letting these same problems interpret, define and confine the totality of 
our past, present and future identities and relationships?  

It is easy to read the present as the inevitable outcome of the past, rather than one of 
many possible results of a messy encounter between factors within and beyond the scope of 
human freedom. But such a deterministic view of the past constricts our ability to passer à 
l’avenir, as Jocelyn Létourneau argues so eloquently.9 How could we hope for, let alone 
demand of ourselves or others, anything different or better? The answer found by some has 
been to supress or cancel those who fall on the wrong side of their vision of a deterministic 
and/or progressivist history, but what lessons from history need to be ignored to believe this 
capable of achieving any good? Reflecting on his personal and extensive experience, in the 
Soviet Gulag, of the human capacity for inhumanity in the name of human progress, 
Aleksandr Isayevich Solzhenitsyn writes as follows: “If only there were evil people 
somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only to separate them 
from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the 
heart of every human being.”10 If neither good intentions, generational or structural change, 
nor a mere shift in the balance of power can ensure justice, then sustained critical reflection 
is needed on how we might risk getting reconciliation and decolonization wrong.  

It may seem that good relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples 
are something we have to build from our imagination, with no prior examples to work 
from. Yet, are there not models of relations formed between them, such that these 
categories were not the primary way of thinking of each other? What can we learn in this 
respect from the genesis of the Métis, or from those métis individuals and populations that 
never identified as such because interculturality and intermarriage were seen as 

                                                
1 See Richter’s review of White’s The Middle Ground, in The William and Mary Quarterly 49, no. 4 
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unexceptional?11 By “we,” I mean all of us, non-Indigenous, Indigenous, and those who fit 
poorly into these categories. 

What would our relationships look like if we were guided by an ethic of 
reciprocity, 12  solidarity, 13  and magnanimity 14  – by a commitment to see, emphasize, 
cultivate and share, in a spirit of service, what is best in ourselves and each other? More 
precisely, what would they look like in the context of research? And how do we envision, 
foster and live such relationships now? I do not propose to answer all these challenging 
questions, but to reflect on them in and through a particular context and perspective. My 
hope is to help foster decolonized research relationships founded not only on reciprocity, 
solidarity and magnanimity but also on a deep understanding and appreciation of the shared 
humanity that preceeds, permiates and transcends our differences. As I write this, the words 
of Dakota (Santee) poet, John Trudell, resonate powerfully in my memory:  

We’re starting to not recognize ourselves as human beings. We’re too busy trying 
to protect the idea of a Native American or an Indian, but we’re not Indians and 
we’re not Native Americans. We’re older than both concepts. We’re the people. 
We’re the human beings.15 

The point is not to dismiss the relational and cultural specificity and diversity of our lived 
humanity, but to emphasize the primacy of our shared humanity. 

My reflections are thus more foundational or philosophical in nature, but they have 
tangible implications. Moreover, they conclude with pragmatic and specific suggestions for 
Canada’s research tri-council (and other research agencies) that may help transform how 
we see past, present and future research relationships, and the wider mutually influential 
relationships in which they play a key role.  

Although this text is inevitably somewhat autobiographical, my emphasis is on the 
self-in-relation, because the vision and hope I share are not founded on innovative insight, 
creative imagination, utopic aspirations or naïve optimism. Rather, they are grounded in 
personal and practical experience that originated with my emersion in Moose Factory and 
Moosonee, two subarctic James Bay communities in the homeland of the Môsonîw Ililiwak 
(Moose Cree) that are also home to other Omushkego (Ontario) Cree, as well as Eeyou 
(Quebec) Cree, and others of diverse and mixed origins. As noted earlier, Moosonee is a 
majority Cree municipality and Moose Factory is a two-by-three mile island divided 
between Moose Cree First Nation’s primary reserve land and a smaller off-reserve section 
where many of MoCreebec Eyoud (Moose Factory and Moosonee residents who are Crees 
originally from the territory now part of Quebec) live, along with others. When one zooms 
in on these communities – as I shall do later in this article – overlapping and sometimes 
competing Indigenous identities come into focus that do not coincide neatly with these 
jurisdictional boundaries or the two distinct treaties that were signed by ancestors or 
relatives of those who live there: Treaty No 9, signed by the Omushkego Cree in 1905, and 
the 1975 James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement, signed in 1975. 

I was born in Moose Factory the year this second treaty was signed, and I spent the 
first 18 years of my life on this island community, living a stone’s throw from the grandson 
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of one of Moose Cree First Nation’s Treaty No. 9 signatories. Family trips south were very 
limited, at most a few weeks every second summer or so. With a few temporary exceptions, 
I was the only person without Omushkego or Eeyou Cree ancestry in my class: a fact that 
some never noticed, others considered irrelevant, and a minority never let me forget. On the 
other hand, all but few of my Cree classmates had some admixture of Orcadian, Scottish, 
English, French, Norwegian, or other non-Cree ancestry, and only a few were fluent in Cree 
(an exception among James Bay communities). It was only in high school that I 
participated in more frequent sports trips, to Timmins and other neighbouring northern 
Ontario communities. I also met more first-language Cree speakers of my age, whose 
families came from more northernly Omushkego communities.  

To be clear, my perspective is that of a non-Cree born and raised in what was for me 
a predominantly Cree world. But I use the term emersion and not immersion, because in 
contrast to my parents and others who were immersed in this world when they moved here, 
it was in this broader Cree-centred world that I emerged. It is a world, moreover, that 
remains one of two primary focal and reference points for my scholarship and work, my 
relationships, my overall quest for understanding, and my sense of self-in-relation. My 
perspective is profoundly shaped by Cree elders, leaders, scholars, mentors and role 
models, both in their articulation of their own traditions and their engagement with ideas 
and ideals that originated elsewhere, Christianity especially. Finally, I have learned as 
much from non-Cree elders, scholars, leaders, mentors and role models who have engaged 
no less seriously with Cree intellectual and spiritual traditions. In addition to these positive 
models and lessons, there have also been negative models and lessons. This echoes Cree 
elder and scholar Louis Bird’s observation about traditional Cree and Judeo-Christian 
narratives: they recount, time and again, what happens when people abandon or distort 
what they know to be true and right, including the ethical principles that find unique 
expression in these traditions and in their mutually transformative encounter.16  

To round out the picture, I was raised and educated by parents from the “two 
solitudes” (more precisely, French Catholic Québec and English Loyalist Protestant New 
Brunswick) who met on the frontier between Cree and Inuit territory (in Northern Quebec). 
Not surprisingly, as teachers who became missionaries, the perspectives and commitments 
they shared with their closest Cree friends did not line up with those defined as “secular” or 
“progressive.” This made me acutely aware that questions of reconciliation, resurgence and 
even decolonization could be interpreted very differently, that they extended beyond 
Indigenous contexts while also intersecting with them in mutually influential ways. This 
also helped me understand the critical need to balance a penetrating, nuanced, 
contextualized critique of what went wrong, in our respective and shared histories, with an 
equally attentive and careful examination of what went right, and to anchor both in a deep 
appreciation and affirmation of our shared humanity. In this regard, the importance of Cree 
and other Indigenous cultures transcends their particular contexts.  

If I am interested in the relevance of reciprocity, solidarity and magnanimity for 
Indigenous research, it is also because I see the relevance of Indigenous research, 
knowledge and experience for understanding and living such ideals. Likewise, my interest 
in Cree intellectual and cultural history is not merely a question of where I am from, but of 
what this has taught me about being human and living well in relation to our human and 
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other-than-human world. This is an especially relevant question now, amidst increasing 
political and cultural polarization, and pressing questions relating to environmental 
sustainability, bio-ethics and philosophical anthropology. These critical questions make it 
all the more important to envision and enact research founded on reciprocity, solidarity and 
magnanimity, and to draw relevant lessons from our distinct and shared experience.  

In this regard, the reflections I offer here are closely linked to my current SSHRC-
funded post-doctoral research, as well as my experience working with a non-profit 
organization that I helped set up in my home community when I started my SSHRC-funded 
doctoral research more than a decade ago. They also draw on conversations I have been a 
part of as a non-Indigenous member of SSHRC’s Indigenous Advisory Circle since its 
creation in 2014, as well as prior consulting work for the Interagency Secretariat on 
Research Ethics, on principles and best practices for Indigenous research.17 Finally, they 
also draw on a wide range of other Indigenous-related professional, volunteer, and 
academic experience in intentionally diverse contexts and roles. 

My post-doctoral research project is entitled “Envisioning a Reconciled Canada: 
Lessons in Leadership and Reciprocity from the James Bay Cree and Fifty Years of a 
Transformative YMCA Program among them.”18 As I made clear in my application for 
funding, however, I was seeking support for my contribution to a project that originated 
and developed in conversation with others, and can only be completed in partnership with 
them. In fact, this research project originates in the shared experience and appreciation of 
leadership teachings anchored in the ideals of reciprocity and magnanimity. Moreover, I 
would not be writing this text or exploring these questions were it not for the profound 
influence and confluence – in my own life and others – of Cree leadership teachings and 
examples, and of the Moose Factory YMCA (Young Men’s Christian Association) Leaders 
Corps.  

This leadership program, entirely volunteer-driven, was founded in 1967 by John 
Delaney as an extension of the Midland YMCA. Although it ran primarily in Moose 
Factory, it also had participants from Moosonee and offshoots and influence in other 
communities in Omushkego Aski and Eeyou Istchee. Further research is needed to fully 
understand, contextualize and critically assess the principles, examples and legacies that 
define this program, its founders and leaders, and those who have shaped it with their 
participation. Nevertheless, the immediate evidence suggests a profound impact. Today, 
decades after having first met him, the Director General of the Cree School Board of 
Quebec, Abraham Jolly, still refers to John Delaney as a model teacher in his talks to Cree 
School Board teachers. 19  Yvonne Morrison, the Executive Director of Omushkego 
Education, the regional equivalent for Ontario, is a former leader in the program. So too are 
Heather Moore, Executive Director of the Moose Cree Education Authority; Dorinda 
Vincent, Executive Director of the Moose Cree Health Authority; and Doug Jeffries, 
Director of Moose Cree Youth Services. Most significantly, at the request of the youth 
themselves, Moose Cree First Nation has established a John R. Delaney Youth Centre.20  

“Mr. D” as so many of us came to call him, arrived in Moose Factory in the late 
1960s as an 18-year-old Indian Residential/Day School teacher and eventually retired from 
the provincial public school system. He married Grace Visitor, a Cree woman who also 
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strongly influenced the program and remains a recognized leader in her own right. With the 
exception of a few years in Fort George, they lived together in Moose Factory until John’s 
passing in 2005. The eldest of their three children, Christina Linklater, still runs the 
program. The structure remains relatively simple: John and Christina have recruited and 
trained young people as coaches in sports programs, putting them in positions of leadership 
and responsibility where they serve and mentor younger children. If the impact has been 
profound, however, it is due to a core emphasis not on athletics but on the reciprocal nature 
of authentic leadership: drawing out and cultivating the best in oneself and in others in 
order to serve each other.  

This post-doctoral research project brings me back to where I started. Developed in 
partnership with many of the people and organizations mentioned above, it aspires to 
follow the same ethic of reciprocity, solidarity, and magnanimity that defined the program. 
We share the conviction that this program made a difference not because it replaced, or 
filled a hole in, traditional Cree leadership examples and teachings, but because it resonated 
deeply with them. Regardless of what nuances, corrections or elaborations our research 
may require in this regard, there is much to be learned from this unfolding history, not only 
locally and regionally, but also nationally. The focal point of the research is the Leaders 
Corps program, its relationship to traditional Cree leadership ideas and ideals, and, above 
all, the personal experiences and understandings of their points of convergence, 
complementarity or divergence. Yet attention is also being given to the broader historical 
context in which their encounter must be understood: the history of the James Bay Cree and 
their relations with newcomers over more than three centuries. The outcomes envisioned 
included scholarly publications and activities, but above all community-based and 
community-focused outcomes and activities, including some that can have positive impacts 
well beyond, both regionally and nationally. 

In this regard, this post-doctoral research project and the present text are also 
closely tied to my volunteer work over the last decade as a founding board member of the 
Moose River Heritage and Hospitality Association. This non-profit association unites 
grassroots and jurisdictional members – Moose Cree First Nation (part of Mushkegowuk 
Council), MoCreebec Eeyoud Council of the Cree Nation (of Eeyou Istchee), and the Town 
of Moosonee – around the motto and mission of “building a future with our shared past.” 21 
Our mission and vision connect education, culture, language, arts, music, heritage, history, 
economic and community development. (In the midst of drafting this article, I have taken 
up the part-time role of Executive Director of this association.) We are currently preparing 
a commemoration in 2023 of 350 years of Transatlantic Cree-European relations since the 
establishment of Moose Factory as a permanent fur-trade settlement in 1673. We see this 
anniversary, however, as an opportunity to explore the wider and deeper history of the 
community and region: thus the phrase, “More than 350 years in the Making.” Such a 
project inevitably raises questions and challenges of reconciliation and decolonization. 
Those involved in this initiative, however, share the view that the primary answers to these 
questions and challenges are also to be found in this same history, which holds important 
insights for anyone interested in helping form a new generation of leaders capable of 
envisioning reconciliation and decolonization.  
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With regard to leadership, decolonization and reconciliation, the last fifty years of 
James Bay Cree history – especially Eeyou Istchee history – already features very 
prominently in Canadian and international arenas. This is above all because of the James 
Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement signed in 1975.22 The JBNQA is not only the 
foundation of Canada’s first and arguably most successful modern treaty relationship. It 
was also forged in tension with what remains Canada’s largest hydroelectric development 
project, and with a predominantly francophone province, where this project was presented 
as a primary tool of Québécois nation-building and decolonization relative to English 
Canada. Operating under a nationalist banner of “Maitres chez nous” (“masters in our own 
house”), Robert Bourassa, René Lévesque, and other Quebec leaders were quickly 
confronted with the fact that others had prior and priority moral and legal claims to most of 
the house, having lived there since time beyond memory. This was especially true for that 
enormous territory, “Nouveau Québec,” where the name itself underlined that the 
province’s history and presence in the region was recent and minimal.  

Commenting shortly after the close of the JBNQA negotiations, Cree Grand Chief 
Billy Diamond stated: “It has been a tough fight, and our people are still very much 
opposed to the project, but they realize that they must share their resources.”23 Ultimately, a 
hydroelectric project that was expected to help give birth to a modern Québécois nation-
state, also inadvertently helped give birth to a modern Cree Nation of Eeyou Istchee, which 
now has embassies to the UN, Canada and Quebec. Despite the 1975 agreement, 
implementation issues and disputes continued to fester for decades. This is not surprising 
given that the relationship was forged in a context marked by ignorance, imposition, 
misapprehension, resistance, confrontation and often reluctant compromise between 
competing and deeply compelling nation-building projects that are each viewed in some 
measure as emancipative by their proponents. 

It was only after the signing of the “Paix des Braves” agreement in 2002 that the 
Quebec-Cree relationship began to significantly improve, leading to the recent major 
agreement, in February 2020, on a 30-year joint development plan. Grand Chief Abel 
Bosum attributes this new relationship in large part to “the courage of our Cree community 
members who shared their knowledge, and of the government officials who listened to 
them.”24 This sentiment has been echoed by others, such as Cree Nation Government 
Executive Director, Bill Namagoose, who recently praised one Quebec leader as “one of 
the brave ones on the Québec side that negotiated the historic and transformative Paix des 
Braves between the Cree Nation and Québec.”25 

As pointed out by Richard Preston, a scholar highly respected in Eeyou Istchee and 
Omushkego Aski, the Cree approach was to act according to the principle of reciprocity 
and to hold out hope that the other side would respond:  

I find that the political stance of Cree leaders has sometimes very effectively 
emphasized the morality of personal autonomy, placing hope at the front and trying 
to expand public awareness, in preference to protesting the politics of minority 
group identity in opposition to hegemonic national identities. The goal is to 
maintain respect relations, even when they are not reciprocated. In a fashion 
reminiscent of Gandhi, the hope is that respect will eventually be reciprocated.26 
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Whatever shortfalls the JBNQA treaty relationship has – it is not without Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous critics – its successes are based in large part on an ethic of reciprocity and 
hope that has enabled the Cree to envision and work towards relationships that are not 
perpetually confined by any of the present-day problems or divisions they seek to resolve. 
This, in turn, must be understood in a longer pre-1975 historical context, and a deeper Cree 
cultural and philosophical framework.  

The Cree – Eeyou and Omushkego Cree alike – have a long history of reciprocity 
with non-Indigenous people, examples of which have persisted even through the lowest 
points in Cree relations with federal and provincial governments. Like Ghandi, moreover, 
many of the Cree leaders who persisted in an ethic of reciprocity have been deeply 
influenced by a Cree engagement with Christianity that predates residential schools and has 
persisted in spite of their negative impact.27 In other words, they have experience of 
successful relationships of reciprocity with new people and ideas, where newcomers have 
learned from them and vice versa; there are also many lessons of failures to live reciprocity, 
but such failures are not limited to post-contact experience or to newcomers – who often 
had much to learn about Cree expectations in this regard. On the contrary, Cree oral 
tradition is filled with ancient stories that make it clear this ethic is innate to no one. It must 
be learned and cultivated. 

In 2017, I helped organize a panel at McGill University on the theme of 
“Indigenous Leadership, Governance and Development,” featuring Grand Chief Abel 
Bosum in conversation with former Canadian prime minister, the Right Honourable Paul 
Martin. In his presentation, the Grand Chief focused on his own and his people’s dramatic 
journey of the last fifty years, from what he aptly called the “invasion” of the 1970s, to the 
present day.28 He started, however, by briefly summarizing the first three centuries of 
European contact in terms primarily of reciprocity and partnership. In this respect, he 
echoed many Cree knowledge-keepers and elders, as well as non-Cree scholars and close 
collaborators, such as Daniel Francis and Toby Morantz, whose history of the pre-1870 fur 
trade in eastern James Bay is entitled Partners in Furs.29 This view, as these authors 
pointed out, is a reminder of the problems of assigning one global interpretation to the 
history of fur-trade or other Indigenous-European relations in the Americas since 1492. 
Such histories may appear to be marginal or isolated examples, or minor nuances in the 
general thrust of history, but Richard White’s work suggests otherwise. Regardless, without 
nuance and precision, even a decolonial narrative risks colonizing the past, present, and 
future with an interpretive imperialism that may prove as destructive as the imperialism and 
colonialism it legitimately opposes. It may also impose a marginalized and colonized 
identity on people who are simply centred elsewhere. And yet, many still see the integration 
of Indigenous peoples within the Canadian system, or Indigenous knowledge within 
Western academia for example, as the measure of their relevance or success, or of Canada’s 
decolonization. This is not an argument against intercultural dialogue and exchange, or for 
ignoring real instances of marginalization and colonization. Rather it is a reminder, echoing 
others, that we need to relativize our notions of centre and periphery and avoid reading the 
worst into every situation. Indigenous peoples may be a minority within Canada as a whole, 
for example, but they have never ceased to be the majority in the majority of Canadian 
territory.  
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Moose Factory and Moosonee may seem isolated from southern Canadian 
perspectives, but I did not see these communities as a marginal spaces. Rather they were, 
and are, Cree-centred gathering places and connection points with a wider world that we 
encountered – some more gradually than others – through film and television (I recall, as a 
pre-school youth, the first time I saw a “moving picture”). Well before the establishment of 
these permanent settlements, the Moose River estuary was a site for Omushekgo Cree 
summer gatherings. And it was because of this that the Hudson’s Bay Company established 
its second oldest fur-trade post here in 1673. By the 19th century, Moose Factory was the 
primary transportation and communication hub between the James Bay watershed, Canada 
and the North Atlantic World, and yet, most Cree hunters’ lives and livelihoods were still 
centred in the bush. Ellen Smallboy, who shared her life history – most of it spent on the 
land – with Regina Flannery in the 1930s, is a good example in this regard. She was not 
marginalized, let alone colonized; she was simply centred elsewhere.30 The same can be 
said of those who called Moose Factory home for most of their lives, such as Ruby 
McLeod, who acted as interpreter for Flannery and Smallboy, as well as Nellie Faries, 
Ruby’s daughter, and her husband Gilbert. These two, who were long-time neighbours and 
friends of my family, were Cree but also had European heritage, as was typical in Moose 
Factory especially.  

It was partly from a deep sense of transatlantic connection and reciprocity – present 
in their socio-economic and family relations, and reinforced by the signature of Treaty 9 in 
1905 – that many James Bay Cree volunteered to serve in the First and Second World 
Wars. Gilbert, for example, was a Second World War veteran and Nellie contributed 
immensely on the home front in his absence. Fur Country, a National Film Board 
documentary completed in the midst of the war,31 profiled Moose Factory as a Hudson’s 
Bay Company town; a generation later, however, Cree filmmakers would present a very 
different picture of a much larger and predominantly Cree permanent settlement, with the 
fur trade as one component in a longer and broader history.32  

Similar socioeconomic transitions occurred in other communities around the bay in 
this period, in large part because of the diminished capacity of the land and the declining 
fur trade to sustain a population that had continued growing, thanks in part to external help 
received in times of hardship.33 Reciprocity in such times was still important for Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous alike, and the Great Depression and the two World Wars had 
prolonged this sense. By the postwar period, however, fur traders and non-Indigenous no 
longer faced the same necessity in this regard as they had previously, and certainly not as 
much as the Cree. Nevertheless, a new generation of strong leaders was emerging: people 
with wartime experience and a shared heritage profoundly shaped by Cree-European 
reciprocity and intermarriage. Among them were Munroe Linklater, Gilbert and Nellie, all 
of them former Moose Cree chiefs. They helped guide their people through the transition 
from bush to community, from hunting and gathering to participation in an industrialized 
economy, and from traditional de-centralized self-governance to more formal and 
centralized self-governance.  

The socioeconomic, educational and political transition posed many challenges, not 
just in spite of outside help, but also because of it. The Cree word for leader is okimaw, but 
for Indian Act chief is okimakan (the suffix carrying the meaning “not quite real or 
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authentic”).34 This does not imply a criticism of leaders like Munroe, Gilbert, Nellie and 
other Moose Cree chiefs, but of the Indian Act structures within which, and against which, 
they had to work. As elsewhere, even genuine attempts to assist Indigenous people were all 
too often entangled, and at times entrenched, in ignorance, racial and cultural prejudice, and 
a “bureaucratic colonialism” – as Toby Morantz calls it35 – the repercussions of which have 
been detailed by the RCAP and TRC reports. It was in this period that the long-standing 
Indigenous-European reciprocity was perhaps at its weakest. Certainly this was the case in 
Quebec, as Grand Chief Abel Bosum pointed out. Yet it was neither gone nor forgotten, 
and it helped shape Cree responses and solutions, including the 1975 JBNQA and the 
subsequent establishment of the MoCreebec Association by its Eeyou beneficiaries living 
in the Moose River area. 

I witnessed the transformative impact of this treaty on the MoCreebec people and I grew up 
aware of socioeconomic, political and cultural problems and divisions within my home 
community more generally – as well as some of the external contributing factors – although 
my siblings and I undoubtedly experienced many of them in unique ways because of our 
background. But these problems were dwarfed by the powerful example of so many who 
made it intuitively clear that the best answers to these external and internal problems came 
from within – not to the exclusion of other sources, but as a grounding for engagement with 
them. As Cree elder Raphael Wabano put it in the 1970s, what the communities needed was 
a Cree-centred cultural centre where people could bring together the best of northern (Cree) 
and southern (non-Cree) values and ideas.36 His thinking was echoed and exemplified by 
many others. It was with such role models, in thought and action, that I left the north to 
pursue post-secondary education. 

Adapting to life in the south was initially easy – not because it was more familiar, 
but because I was familiar with adapting to differences. Having grown up as a visible 
minority (relative to my context) I was immediately drawn to others who stood out, and I 
quickly came to know every visible minority in my Quebec City college of 700 students. I 
was drawn to immigrants, because I was both an “immigrant” to Quebec from Cree 
country, and had been  part of a second generation of an “immigrant” family to Cree 
territory. I sensed a connection to the province where my father’s family had lived for 
generations, but I also found myself falling into an intensely critical spirit, at times, that 
was really just homesickness. (Two decades later, I can share a good laugh with some of 
my Inuit students, from the region where my parents met, about the quirks of adapting to 
southern city life and dealing with homesickness for the north.) 

It did not take me long to realize how my formative years had immersed me in 
perspectives and relationships that did not fit neatly into the typical “native” versus 
“newcomer” binaries that I soon encountered not only or even primarily in colonial-era 
historical accounts, but often equally so in more recent academic and non-academic 
writing. The work of White and other scholars were very helpful, but other post-colonial 
and de-colonial scholarship seemed to reinforce – in inverted ways – the very problems 
they purported to address. After immersion in some of this literature, I often felt the need to 
“detox” from its polarizing tendency to assume or assert an “Indigenous versus non-
Indigenous,” or “Indian versus White,” conflict paradigm in every context. The imposition 
of such a dichotomy affected me personally, as I had struggled since my youth to avoid 
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being lumped in (always by a minority) with everyone else who had the same skin tone or 
reduced to the worst aspects of my perceived or real heritage. Above all, I did not want to 
be told – implicitly or explicitly – to relate to my friends (some as close as family) as a 
“whiteman.” This label had always carried only negative connotations and physical 
repurcussions inside and outside school (always from a minority). Yet this school of hard 
knocks helped me appreciate what baggage that the label “Indian” carried for my Cree 
friends in other contexts. It also made me keenly aware of the repurcussions of using 
intensified racialism or conflict awareness as an answer to racism or conflict. How does one 
foster awareness of racism, for example, without inadvertently training ourselves and others 
to reduce people and their experience to their skin tone or their real or perceived genetic 
heritage? Or how does one even speak about the Hutu-Tutsi conflict, to take a more distant 
example, without contributing to, and reinforcing, the notion that every Hutu and Tutsi 
identifies according to these binary divisions? Instead of transcending colonialist binaries 
and prejudices, is there a risk that some decolonial  efforts might simply reinforce these 
binaries and invert their moral and cultural judgements? 

My critical awareness of the interpretive imperialism that is inherent in all conflict 
paradigms became stronger in the late 1990s as I delved deeper into the history and 
historiography of an uncommon incident of violent conflict known locally as the 1832 
“Hannah Bay massacre.” (I still have a photographic memory of the place and moment 
where I first heard a story of this conflict.) I selected this topic for my MA thesis after 
consulting with educators, leaders and elders back home, who cautioned me that it was 
being misinterpreted and sometimes misused in the context of contemporary politics.37  

Ultimately, I found the best way to resist the interpretive imperialism of binary 
conflict paradigms was to remain grounded in the community that I still call home, not 
because it is free of such problems, but because this community shed unique light onto 
these same problems while also containing – within its history, culture(s) and people(s) – 
profound answers to them. In this regard, I have increasingly come to appreciate this home 
not only as one of Canada’s oldest continuous Indigenous-European middle grounds but 
also as a significant Indigenous middle-ground. In this context, questions of “indigenous” 
or “aboriginal” identity take on diverse meanings with different reference points and need 
to be relativized. 

Moose Factory and Moosonee constitute, in some way, a microcosm of Canada, in 
different proportions. As one zooms in on these neighbouring communities, overlapping 
and sometimes competing Indigenous identities come into focus that do not coincide neatly 
with jurisdictional or treaty boundaries. Some of the Cree who live here have their 
traditional hunting grounds in the Moose River watershed; others have origins or family 
connections in neighbouring or more distant parts of Omushkego Aski of Eeyou Istchee 
and speak distinct dialects of Cree (a total of four or five if one includes R-dialect Cree). As 
noted already, few are without some European ancestry. Others have sometimes been 
identified by it; once known as “halfbreeds,” the majority of them now have “Indian” 
status. Finally, some have no Cree ancestry, but may be Indigenous or intermarried with 
Crees. In the end, few people and relationships fit neatly into various categories that, for 
some, represent the diversity, richness and complexity of the community, but for others, its 
divisions. This same diversity, however, prevents any dividing line from claiming a 
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monopoly. There are simply too many and they overlap too much: Moose Factory versus 
Moosonee; Moose Cree versus other Omushkego Cree; original Moose Cree members 
versus transferees from other Omushkego or Eeyou Cree Nations; Eeyou (Quebec or 
JBNQA) Cree versus Omushkego (Ontario or Treaty 9) Cree; Moose Cree First Nation 
(Omushkego) versus MoCreebec Council of the Cree Nation (of Eeyou Istchee); L-dialect 
versus Y-dialect or N-dialect Cree; and status Indian versus regained-status (Bill C-31) 
versus non-status. 38 

Colonialism and other external factors explain many of these categories and the 
divisions they sometimes frame,39 but local and regional diversity, difference and division 
have a longer and deeper history. Regardless, living an ethic of reciprocity was challenging 
long before European contact or the creation of what David Newhouse and Yale Belanger 
describe as the “Canada problem.”40 Yet, in upholding this ethic as an ideal worth 
struggling for, the Cree have gained deep insights into what it means to be human and to 
live well in relation to our human and other-than-human world. It is no surprise – for those 
who take time to listen, like Richard Preston and John Long41 – to discover that Cree 
philosophical anthropology, moral philosophy and metaphysics that can hold their own in a 
conversation with any philosophical tradition. 

The 1832 Hannah Bay “massacre” originated in a failure to follow the ethic of 
reciprocity in a time of desperation and hardship.42 When I took on the research in the late 
1990s, however, I started referring to it, in more neutral terms, as the 1832 Washaw 
Conflict (Washaw being the Cree name for Hannah Bay). This decision reflected the 
primary reason why I had been asked to undertake this research. As a non-Native native of 
Moose Factory – so to speak – I was told I was in a good position to re-examine what some 
people characterized as a conflict divided along the lines of “Quebec versus Ontario Cree” 
or “Moose Cree versus MoCreebec Eeyou Cree”. Nevertheless, it soon became clear that 
other conflict paradigms were competing for interpretive imperium, especially variations of 
the “Indian-versus-White” paradigm. The majority of people involved or killed in the 
incident, however, were Cree, in what almost everyone at the time acknowledged was an 
exceptionally rare incidence of violence. Ultimately, I found that intercultural 
miscommunication and misunderstanding were partly to blame for the conflict, but that the 
primary issue was a failure of reciprocity, solidarity and magnanimity in a period of 
hardship and starvation, a failure that was condemned by the majority of Omushkego, 
Eeyou and non-Indigenous contemporaries. Yet the retaliation meted out against the 
original attackers, by Cree and HBC relatives and friends of the victims, was also subject to 
criticism, both at the time and later on, by Cree and non-Cree alike.43 

These were some of the key points that I emphasized when I shared my research 
locally and regionally in three different workshops for the regional Omushkego Education 
Great Moon Gathering, in guest lectures for university classes delivered in Moose Factory, 
and in radio and print interviews. Local people were as important an audience for me as any 
academic or wider audience. I shared my thesis and research sources (in paper and digital 
formats) with local governments and schools as well as individuals who had contributed to 
the research. I also contributed to (and benefited from) research for a proposed film project 
on this event, under development by Cree film maker Paul Rickard, and for Moose Cree 
First Nation (undertaken with John Long) on historic sites in the Hannah Bay region. In this 
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latter regard, I made a site visit in September 1999, travelling by boat from Moose Factory 
with Sinclair Trapper, in whose family territory the original Hannah Bay House was 
located.  

As I was reminded on that occasion – and again now, in the aftermath of the lethal 
negligence, rooted in racism, that killed George Floyd and Joyce Echaquan44 – navigating 
conflict histories is like navigating the muddy waters of Hannah Bay, where the Washaw 
conflict occurred. This bay has long had a reputation as a dangerous body of water that 
must be navigated with great caution. The cold muddy water hides its depth as well as the 
presence of boulders and rocks scattered over mud-clay tidal flats where walking can be 
difficult. A sudden north wind and high tide can quickly change the depth and conditions of 
the water, and dramatically increase the distance to dry land.  

When returning to Moose Factory, Arnold Cheechoo, Sinclair Trapper and I got a 
taste of Washaw’s danger. Pummelled by the combined force of wind and waves, one of 
our two boats cracked a rib and began to sink. We managed to transfer its cargo and 
outboard motor, before cutting it loose. I was the last one off. As we continued on to Moose 
Factory the waters gradually grew calmer, and so did we: although we laughed it off, we 
did not take our close call lightly. Then, two weeks later, a great tragedy occurred in the 
same area where we had had our relatively minor accident: two boats were swamped by 
towering waves tossed up by a fierce north wind. Only the strongest made it to shore. 
Although this tragedy claimed eight lives, the rescue and recovery efforts brought together 
the local and regional people and jurisdictions in ways that dwarfed any political or other 
divisions that sometimes surfaced between them.45  

The Washaw tragedy of 1999 showed that the ethic of reciprocity had far greater 
strength than any local divisions or frictions. Ultimately, my research into the Washaw 
tragedy of 1832 also revealed the same, not only with respect to any alleged or real 
divisions between Omushkego and Eeyou Cree, but also with regard to apparent 
Indigenous-European divisions. Both tragedies also showed how the land acted as a stern 
teacher for Cree and newcomer alike, providing repeated reminders of the need for personal 
competence – mental, moral and practical – as well as the interdependence of all life and 
the need for others. Living in this land for millenia, since time beyond memory, has 
profoundly shaped, though not determined, Omushkego and Eeyou Crees’ philosophical 
anthropology – their understanding of who they are in relation to their human and other-
than-human world – and their ethic of reciprocity. 

Living in this land according to this ethic of reciprocity demands epistemic integrity 
and prudence: careful discernment of reality, be it the thickness of river ice, the changing of 
the weather or seasons, the movements of animals, or the intentions of a newcomer. It also 
requires self-governance, which often makes the difference between life and death in an 
unforgiving subarctic environment. Yet, as noted already, traditional stories repeatedly 
warn against failures in this regard.46 Dire circumstances have often forced stark choices 
between reciprocity and its inversion or perversion. Manipulative and extremely 
individualistic, this anti-ethic does not hesitate to reduce truth and others to mere objects of 
power in the pursuit of narrow self-interest. In Cree tradition, the antithesis of the ideal 
okimaw (“leader” or “elder”) is the person who is so power-hungry, afraid, and ethically or 
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mentally unhinged that he or she transforms into a cannibal wihtiko (windigo).47 Thus, 
some Cree interpreted the main instigators of the 1832 attack on Hannah Bay House as 
having turned wihtiko.48 This interpretation led me deeper into Cree intellectual and cultural 
history. 

When I began my doctoral studies in Indigenous intellectual, cultural and religious 
history, I focused on the wihtiko concept as a photographic negative of Cree philosophical 
anthropology and ethical ideals, and as a means of tracing their evolution over time in 
relation to European influences, actions, ideas and ideals. What I discovered in Indigenous 
and European encounters with the wihtiko and each other was not radical cultural difference 
but profound common ground “on the edge of humanity.” Even amidst conflict and 
misunderstanding, even if expressed in different ways across cultural time or space, there 
was a persistent shared conviction that reducing truth or others to mere objects, in quests or 
contests for power, was to risk losing one’s humanity.49  

What the history of the wihtiko also revealed was the intimately intrapersonal – not 
merely interpersonal – and entangled nature of the struggle between our quests for human 
and moral authenticity and quests for power over the very definition (authority and 
authorship) of human and moral authenticity. I also found deep insights in Cree philosophy 
and spirituality that resonated profoundly with, or challenged, aspects of other intellectual 
and spiritual traditions, from the Book of Genesis and Aristotle to Michel Foucault and 
Charles Taylor. 

Starvation-induced wihtiko possession or transformation may be almost unheard of 
today, but the anti-ethic it embodies – if not the wihtiko itself – remains an explanation and 
guidepost for critiquing failures to adhere to the ethic of reciprocity, including many of 
those outlined by RCAP and the TRC. To state it more positively, Cree ethical ideals 
remain foundational to the success of one of the strongest Indigenous nations in Canada –  
the Cree Nation of Eeyou Istchee – and to the resiliance and resurgence of the Omushkego 
Cree. Yet this success is by no means perfect, on either side of James Bay. 

In their narratives of the Washaw conflict and of wihtiko incidents, Cree elders 
make it clear that ethical ideals are innate for no one.50 On the contrary, they require 
education, cultivation, effort and constant adjustment. Adherence to the ethic of reciprocity, 
for example, could also be shallow, self-interested or duplicitous. Writing about the Innu in 
the 1600s, Jesuit missionary Paul Le Jeune puzzled over the material reciprocity they 
sometimes showed even to enemies, whom they might also conjure against.51 Three 
centuries later, legal scholar Julius Lips offered this explanation: “if a case should become 
known where an Indian maliciously disregarded a signal erected in extreme need, he would 
likewise be disregarded in case of his own need.”52 As with other cultures, Cree ideals in 
this regard could be articulated with emphasis on negative consequences of non-adherence 
or in more affirmative, hopeful and generous terms. As one Waswanipi woman explained, 
“When we have food, and we are living with others, we give them half our food, and it 
seems like we find more to replace it.”53 

In Cree society, some might adhere to an ethic of reciprocity primarily for fear or 
self-interest, while others fully embraced and placed their hope in it. The same, of course, 
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can be said of all human societies and their highest ethical ideals, which are best upheld 
where there are incentives for adherence and consequences for non-adherence.  

Research ethics protocols and frameworks are needed that foster and incentivize an 
ethic of reciprocity and solidarity, but we should not assume that their absence means that 
people do not exercise reciprocity or that their imposition will make people more virtuous. 
These protocols and frameworks should place greater emphasis on drawing out, and 
cultivating the best in people rather than preventing the worst in them. There are many 
relevant examples of pre-RCAP research relationships of reciprocity in James Bay, long 
before research ethics protocols were in place. In fact, most of these relationships were 
founded and sustained on the basis of reciprocity and mutual respect, but this is a topic that 
requires more research and more space than this text allows.  

Reciprocity does not impose an obligation on Indigenous people to share everything 
and be absorbed into other institutions and traditions. On the contrary, it means recognizing 
that Indigenous scholarly institutions and traditions have value and existence in their own 
right, with their own research protocols, independently of their relationship with Western 
scholarly institutions and traditions. As noted already, to assume that Indigenous 
intellectual traditions are marginalized unless Western institutions integrate them or are 
indigenized, is to doubly marginalize Indigenous traditions. On the other hand, reciprocity, 
solidarity and magnanimity also means recognizing that Indigenous intellectual traditions 
are important not only for Indigenous people, but because they have something uniquely 
valuable to contribute to universal human knowledge.  

In this regard, one of the most meaningful ways of fostering reciprocity 
magnanimously (cultivating and sharing the best in each other) might be for Canada’s 
research Tri-Council to augment its three primary grant application evaluation criteria – 
challenge, feasibility and capability – with a fourth criterion, that of reciprocity. To do this 
across all Tri-Council funding competitions, based on inspiration from Indigenous ethical 
principles, would be a powerful and substantive recognition and promotion of a key 
teaching shared by Cree and other Indigenous cultures. It is not that Western traditions or 
researchers lack any articulation or consideration of reciprocity. On the contrary, 
Indigenous knowledge-keepers have found an adequate Western concept and term – 
“reciprocity” – to translate or convey their own Indigenous concepts and terms. And there 
are other overlapping ethical principles, two of them highlighted in this article, that have 
deep roots in Western and other traditions. Nevertheless, there is much to be gained from 
giving reprocity the same emphasis it currently has in many Indigenous cultures, and from 
drawing out the specific nuances and insights embedded in the various terms found in 
diverse Indigenous languages. This will encourage all of us – Indigenous and non-
Indigenous alike – to dig into our own traditions for ways to enrich our shared 
understanding and practice of reciprocity, solidarity, magnanimity, wahkohtowin, 54 
kayanerenkó:wa55, or whatever term we use to articulate similar ideals and principles. Most 
importantly, in and beyond our research, it will give greater incentive to envision, 
articulate, and enact a more explicit and tangible commitment to see, emphasize, cultivate 
and share – in a spirit of service – the best in ourselves, each other, and our shared 
humanity.  
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1 In reading a draft of this article, Cree educator Roger Chum summed up its message well: 
“We are all treaty people.” I am indebted to him, to Leila Inksetter, Damian Costello, 
Leonard Rickard, Paul McLeod, Rose Anne Chabot, Adam Szymanski, Ken Coates, Dick 
Preston, Toby Morantz, Vincent Gautier-Doucet, and above all Frédérique Cornellier, for 
critical feedback on drafts of this paper, and to Suzy Basile & Sébastien Brodeur-Girard for 
the invitation to present at the 4th Seminar on the Ethics of Research with Aboriginal 
Peoples hosted by the School of Indigenous Studies of the Université du Québec en 
Abitibi-Témiscamingue, First Peoples Pavilion, Val-d’Or campus, November 2018. 
2 Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes 
Region, 1650-1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), xv. He saw his thesis 
as so radically new that he was hesitant to publish any of his early findings until he had 
completed all his research.  
3 As one of the exceptions, James A. Clifton was critical of White’s presentation of his 
theoretical approach and findings as entirely new. See his review in the Journal of 
Anthropological Research 49, no. 3 (Autumn 1993), 283-286. 
4 Bruce Trigger, for example, expressed reservations about the “middle ground” thesis as 
follows: “For Europeans the spirit of accommodation lasted only until they acquired 
sufficient power to dominate native people. Given the arrogance of Europeans, once the 
middle ground ceased to serve their ends, it might never have existed.” See his review in 
The Pacific Historical Review 61, no. 3 (May 1992): 421-422.  
5 The final report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission is available online at 
http://www.trc.ca/about-us/trc-findings.html (accessed October 15, 2020). 
6 The final report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples is available online at 
https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/aboriginal-heritage/royal-commission-aboriginal-
peoples/Pages/final-report.aspx (accessed October 15, 2020). 
7 David Newhouse, personal communication. David Newhouse is Professor of Indigenous 
Studies and Director of the Chanie Wenjack School for Indigenous Studies at Trent 
University. He was a member of the policy team on economics for the Royal Commission 
on Aboriginal Peoples. He has coedited with Katherine A.H. Graham, a forthcoming book 
that examines the legacy of RCAP. Sharing the Land, Sharing a Future: The Legacy of the 
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2020). 
8 An allusion to Theodore Binnema’s Common and Contested Ground: A Human and 
Environmental History of the Northwestern Plains (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2004). The comparison to Europe is mine not Binnema’s. 
9  Jocelyn Létourneau, Passer à l'avenir. Histoire, mémoire, identité dans le Québec 
d'aujourd'hui. Montréal, Boréal, 2000, 194. 
10  Aleksandr I. Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago 1918–1956 (San Francisco: 
HarperCollins, 1974), 168. 
11 The Métis Nation did not emerge in the 19th century because métissage came to be seen 
as exceptional, but for other particular socio-economic reasons. See Nicole St-Onge, 
“Uncertain margins: Metis and Saulteaux identities in St-Paul des Saulteaux, Red River 
1821-1870,” Manitoba History, no. 53, 2006, p. 2+. Accessed 23 Oct. 2020. In some 
contexts, people of mixed ancestry have often hidden their Indigenous heritage because it 
was looked down on by others, but my point is to ask what we can learn from contexts 
where it was neither hidden and nor seen notable or exceptional.  
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12  Canada’s research Tri-Council refers to “reciprocity” as “the obligation to give 
something back in return for gifts received – [a concept] which they [Indigenous people] 
advance as the necessary basis for relationships that can benefit both Aboriginal and 
research communities.” Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and 
Engineering Research Council of Canada, Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council. “Research Involving the First Nations, Inuit and Métis Peoples of Canada,” 
Chapter 9 in Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving 
Humans – TCPS 2 (2018), 107. https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/tcps2-eptc2_chapter9-
chapitre9.html#toc09-1a (accessed October 19, 2020). This is a basic articulation of a 
concept that finds richer expression in the specificities of particular Indigenous traditions 
such as that expressed in this anonymous quotation: “Do not give others that which is 
superfluous to you; give them what they need. Give and receive with all your heart.” Cited 
in Marie Leger, “Methodological and Conceptual Guidelines for the Analysis of Cases of 
Discrimination Against Aboriginal Women,” Toolbox on the Research Principles in an 
Aboriginal Context: Ethics, Respect, Equity, Reciprocity, Collaboration and Culture (First 
Nations of Quebec and Labrador Health and Social Services Commission, Centre de 
recherche en droit public, Université du Québec in Abitibi-Témiscamingue, 2014, 2. 
https://www.cssspnql.com/docs/default-source/centre-de-
documentation/toolbox_research_principles_aboriginal_context_eng16C3D3AF4B658E22
1564CE39.pdf (accessed October 15, 2020).  
13 The most widespread and deepest articulation of this concept found in Catholic Social 
Teaching. “Solidarity,” writes John Paul II, “is not a feeling of vague compassion or 
shallow distress at the misfortunes of so many people, both near and far. On the contrary, it 
is a firm and persevering determination to commit oneself to the common good; that is to 
say to the good of all and of each individual, because we are all really responsible for all.” 
Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (Vatican: 1987) http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-
ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_30121987_sollicitudo-rei-socialis.html (accessed 
October 15, 2020). 
14 Magnanimity is the recognition of potential, and the quest for, excellence in oneself and 
others, and is intimately linked to service. It is captured in the lines the YMCA “Leaders 
Creed” that former Leaders Corps members from the Cree Nation of Eeyou Istchee, quoted 
in a plaque awarded to the late John Delaney (discussed later in this article) commending 
him for his service: “I believe in the greatness of myself and that I am in this world for a 
purpose, that purpose being to put back into life more than I have taken out.” This is the 
essence of magnanimity as articulated by Alexandre Havard (drawing from Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics) in Virtuous Leadership: An Agenda for Personal Excellence 
(Strongsville, Ohio: Scepter, 2007). 
15 Cited in Reel Injun, directed by Neil Diamond, Catherine Bainbridge, and Jeremiah 
Hayes (Montreal: Rezolution Pictures, 2009). 
16 Louis Bird, The Spirit Lives in the Mind: Omushkego Stories, Lives, and Dreams, ed. 
Susan Elaine Gray (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2007), 4-5.  
17 Cecil Chabot (principal researcher) and Brent Faulkner, “Review and Analysis of Ethical 
Principles and Best Practices for Research involving Aboriginal Communities, of Federal 
Departments and Agencies, Canadian Universities, Colleges, Provinces and Territories,” 
Final Report Submitted to the Interagency Secretariat on Research Ethics, March 31, 2005. 
This was prepared in anticipation of the revisions to the TCPS2.  



Cecil Chabot  October 25, 2020 

Submitted for peer review. 19 

                                                                                                                                               
18 To be clear, envisioning a reconciled Canada does mean committing to the preservation 
of the existing political and legal structures that make Canada what it is today. It means 
being committed to reciprocity between those who find themselves bound – through no 
choice of their own usually – by a relationship of shared citizenship, even if the fullness of 
reciprocity and renewal relations might mean unbinding, rethinking and transcending these 
existing bonds of citizenship.  Whatever new or revised political and legal structures are put 
in place, they have to protect the responsibilities and rights that flow from real relationships 
on the ground. 
19 Personal communication, April 2018. 
20 “Legacy of caring thrives in Ontario’s north: Late Midland native honoured by Cree of 
Moose Factory,” The Barrie Advance, August 14, 2009, 
https://www.simcoe.com/community-story/1994165-legacy-of-caring-thrives-in-ontario-s-
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