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Abstract

Western academia has a long history of ignoring or denying indigenous methods of
creating knowledge. Anthropology, in particular, has claimed the authority to represent
indigenous people and their knowledge implying the invalidity of indigenous exegesis.
In this thesis I attempt to reassert an indigenous voice by challenging western
epistemological traditions which often deny the systems of theory employed in
indigenous ways of creating knowledge. I utilize late Pleistocene-early Holocene oral
histories of the Gitxsan and related peoples to illustrate my contentions. Many western
scholars have presented these narratives as “myths.” I contest that representation,
contending that the Gitxsan and related peoples have their own methods for validating
oral histories. I also present corroborating western archaeological and
paleoenvironmental evidence which reinforces my contentions. I conclude that the
Gitxsan and related peoples have been able to maintain an oral historical record that

reaches back through 12,000 years.

In this dissertation I argue that the position of the indigenous scholar within the western
academy is paradoxical. Working within divergent western and indigenous worldviews,
and the theories, methods and ethics which derive therefrom, makes the position of the
indigenous scholar problematic. I present the idea that, within the range of indigenous
and western worldviews, each has general principles which can be contrasted.

Indigenous perspectives and approaches to knowledge creation are generally holistic,
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subjective and experiential while western ones include the principles of reductionism,
objectivism and positivism with associated dualistic and evolutionary concepts. These
principles have contributed to a situation in which the West has come to dominate much
of the indigenous world politically and ideclogically. In recent years, indigenous
scholars have contested the representation of indigenous people and their knowledge

by western scholars and have embarked upon a process of decolonization. That
decolonization process has resulted in the development of indigenous scholarship based
upon indigenous research agendas. Such research agendas call for new approaches to
ethics, theory and method and new relationships with non-indigenous scholars studying

indigenous topics.

This dissertation concludes with discussions of: the possibility of establishing the study
of culture from an indigenous perspective; advancement of indigenous theory and
method; the development of new approaches to the ethics of research in indigenous
communities by both indigenous and non-indigenous scholars; and how indigenous

scholars must negotiate a space in the western academy and the indigenous community.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: The Decolonization of Knowledge

From the beginning of my exercise in higher education 1 have been conflicted about my
position as an indigenous person in the western education system. That conflict
continues and has become especially evident as I work through the process of obtaining
a Ph.D. - the ultimate indicator of success in an education system which opposes my
own worldview, values, and ways of knowing. Most indigenous university students
face this conflict. Some purport to "play the game” by writing and saying what they
think their professors want to hear even if they do not believe it. They see this as the
price one pays to acquire a degree which facilitates the attainment of certain goals. I

have always refused to accept that.

Many of us who live in a colonial situation have things to say that we want heard. A
degree is considered by many aboriginal people as a way to gain enough respect and
authority in Canadian society to allow one to be heard. Often, aboriginal people see a
degree as little more than that because of the perceived lack of value, usefulness, or
applicability of much of the study they undertake for their own lives. [ want my
education to be relevant in spite of the difficuliies I have faced in fitting into and
understanding the academy. These difficulties are epitomized by the fact that I
essentially did my master’s degree twice. In 1980 I went to an eastern Canadian

university where I completed the course work and the first draft of the thesis. I was
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told by my supervisor that I was "Too much into the culture and not enough into
anthropology.” Ihad mistakenly thought that anthropology was about the study of
culture but it was made clear to me during my first experience as a graduate student that
anthropology is only about the study of culture from a western perspective, that the
indigenous perspective is irrelevant. Fortunately, I had a far more positive experience
the second time [ worked on an ML.A. In this instance, I went to the anthropology
program at the University of Alberta because of a book I read by faculty member,
David Young. In Cry of the Eagle, Dr. Young contended that, although he is a

western scientist, trained in the western scientific tradition, in his work with Cree
medicine man, Russell Willier, he witnessed things which cannot be easily explained by
western science. Dr. Young demonstrated an openness to non-western sources of
knowledge by accepting that what he witnessed was real, in spite of his inability to
explain it in western scientific terms. While studying at the University of Alberta with
Dr. Young and others I had a very different experience than I had at the eastern
university a decade before. Many of my teachers allowed, or even encouraged, the use
of traditional knowledge. Ihad a rewarding experience, easily completing my MLA.

with only very minor criticisms from my commitiee members.

Now that I am a Ph.D. student, I want my education to continue to be of real value to

me and, I hope, of value to both the indigenous and non-indigenous academic

communities. Towards that end, I will undertake an examination of indigenous

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



worldview and ways of knowing using ancient oral histories from the northem
Northwest Coast as an illustration. I will investigate the ways in which knowledge is
perceived and constructed in the indigenous world, in other words, indigenous theory
and method. I see this thesis as a step towards the development of an indigenous study

of culture, an indigenous anthropology.

I believe that a greater understanding of indigenous knowledge, theory and method can
contribute to both indigenous and western bodies of knowledge. Bringing the two
intellectual traditions together can result in a new synergism of value to both. One of my
objectives in undertaking this study is to argue that indigenous peoples have valid
bodies of knowledge, yet ironically, I feel I am forced to “prove” it by presenting
scientific evidence that correlates with the oral histories. In bringing indigenous
perspectives on knowledge to academia, I hope to contribute to the development of
indigenous scholarship - scholarship which has been largely unheard by western
scholars. Ido this by presenting a body of indigenous knowledge as it is understood by
those with an indigenous worldview. I will demonstrate how the differeﬁces between
the predominant western and indigenous worldviews and theoretical orientations can

result in distinct interpretations of the same body of evidence.

Although I purport to be building an indigenous anthropology in this work, the concept

of being an indigenous person and an anthropologist is a paradoxical one.
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Anthropology has a long and continuing history of contributing to the colonization of
indigenous peoples. To both work within an indigenous research agenda and fulfill the
requirements of the academy is to be in a contradictory position. Many indigenous
people, myself included, struggle with the dilemma of trying to facilitate well-being in
our communities while working under the dictates of an institution of the society which
oppresses us. There are many individuals within the academy who have contributed to
the decolonization of indigenous peoples, but there are more who contribute to our on-
going colonization. Universities are important institutions for the creation of western
ideology - the ideology which makes our colonization possible, yet, many indigenous
people, like myself, are working within the academy in an effort to contribute to our
decolonization. We do this by deconstructing western accounts of our history and
culture and by constructing our own. We do this by developing indigenous scholarship
based on our own worldview and we do this while negotiating a space for ourselves

within the academy.

Being An Indigenous Person in the Western Academy

Although I am from an old Red River Metis family, I was born in British Columbia and
lived for many years in the Gitxsan village of Kispiox. I am a member of Kispiox Band,
I married there, raised my children there and was a member of the community. I left
Kispiox to attend graduate school and I am now working outside Gitxsan territory but I

still have relatives in the community and maintain strong ties. For ten years I had the
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privilege to work as a researcher for the Gitxsan. Those ten years became an intensive
period of study during which not only my work hours involved learning about Gitxsan
culture. As community members found out that I was undertaking research on certain
topics they began to seck me out in all kinds of settings to provide me with information
they knew I was interested in. During that time I learned far more about Gitxsan culture

than I know about my own.

While I worked for the Gitxsan 1 utilized four main bodies of information for my
research. These were: information which had been collected by western researchers,
information Gitxsan researchers had collected, the huge body of information recorded
for and during the Delgamuukw land claim case, and original information gathered from
over two hundred Gitxsan people I interviewed. In spite of what I learned, there was

so much more I could know, so many more questions I had, so I decided to utilize my
graduate studies to answer some of those questions. The most burning questions I had
were regarding the oral histories. Primary among these questions regarding the oral
histories was how could I convince academia that these stories, thousands of years old,

were true histories, even in the western sense.

Although T am most familiar with the Gitxsan view of these stories, it is not possible to

study them, especially the oldest ones, without reference to neighbouring peoples. The

oldest stories sometimes involved people who eventually became the ancestors of a
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Jarge number of peoples in northwestern North America. These stories represent a
vast, deep and dense history which records the story of many peoples living over a
huge area over a very long period of time. Because of this, the stories I will be
discussing will refer to many peoples but I will focus on the Gitxsan and use Gitxsan
terminologies. Much of the worldview and many of the cultural institutions of the

peoples who share an ancient history with the Gitxsan are similar.

I began this study immersed in an indigenous worldview. I assumed that what the
elders said about the oral histories was correct, after all, they were the experts on the
subject. The elders said that the category of story called adaa ox consisted of actual
historical events. Idid not find this difficult to believe because the stories did seem to
relate historical events and the elders who related them seemed to be credible people.
When I began to read recorded versions of the adaa ‘ox with comments upon them by
those who are not members of the cultures whose stories they are, I found those
comments incredible. Later, when I began investigating the subject, it was with the
objective in mind of convincing western scholars that the adaa’ox had historical validity
from a western perspective as well as from an indigenous perspective. For several
years I struggled with this process. It was not a struggle because of lack of evidence. I
still believe there is considerable western scientific evidence which convincingly
corroborates the historical veracity of the adaa ox, but my struggle was to understand

western ways of knowing.
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Throughout my many years of higher education I have found that theory was treated
with such reverence that I had become mystified by it. 1 became convinced that it was
beyond my grasp. I am not alone in this. Maori scholar, Linda Tuhiwai Smith
(1999:29) contends, “the Western academy claims theory as thoroughly Western,
....has constructed all the rules by which the indigenous world has been theorized,
indigenous voices have been overwhelmingly silenced.” Like Smith, I could not
understand the inner secrets of the western academy, in my case the discipline of
anthropology, that would enlighten me about the differences between hypothesis and
theory; where methodology ended and theory began; and other related questions. I
have since come to understand that theory does not have a definition upon which all will
agree; that hypothesis and theory overlap; that theory and method are not entirely
distinct. According to philosopher of science and archeologist, James Bell, the
distinctions between hypothesis, theory and law is subjective (1994:19). Ihave also
come to understand that the demystification of western ways of knowing is part of the

process of the decolonization of indigenous ways of knowing.

Divergent Views of Relatedness

The geographical and cultural area which is covered by this study has been determined
by the oral histories themselves. Although I first learned some of the stories from the
Gitxsan I soon found that the stories described relationships between a number of

peoples in northwestern British Columbia and southeast Alaska and it is these
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relationships which delineate my study area. The peoples of the area do not always
classify their cultures in the same way western anthropologists have. They recognize
there are considerable differences between widely separated cultures but they generally
see cultural differences on a continuum. The result is that the people of the area
sometimes disagree with the classification of particular cultures within anthropologically
defined culture areas. The peoples of the area I am considering in this study belong to
the Northwest Coast, Cordilleran and Sub-arctic culture areas, according to
anthropologists, but the peoples in these areas consider themselves related. They may
share some aspects of social structure and material culture and diverge in others but
they see themselves as connected primarily by history, a history of which many in
western academia today have little awareness and to which few of their number have

devoted any study.

The core area of my study only roughly corresponds to an anthropologically defined
culture area. The Northwest Coast has been recognized as a unit with widely-shared
culture traits since the early years of anthropology (Boas 1897:317). The delineation of
the area has varied, but it has usually included the Pacific Coast from Yakutat Bay in
Alaska to northern California (Suttles 1990:10-11). The northern Northwest Coast as

a unit distinct from the southern coast has also been widely recognized (Suttles 1990:9).
The core area of my study roughly corresponds to the northern Northwest Coast

although it also includes some of the adjacent interior Dene peoples usually classified as
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Subarctic (Helm 1981).

The peoples included in the core area of my study are the Tlingit, Haida, and Tsimsian
speakers of the northern Northwest Coast and some of the neighbouring Dene peoples
as well. The oral histories indicate that the Ts'imsian, Gitxsan, Nisga'a, Wet’suwet’en,
Tlingit, and Tahltan share considerable history; those groups also share some history
with the Haida, Ts'ets'a'ut, Tagish, Tuchone, and the Haisla. The connections extend
beyond the peoples I've just named but the Gitxsan are my starting point and their

histories indicate these connections.

When I say that these peoples are connected or related, I mean that they share
‘overlapping ancient origins. Their origins are overlapping rather than common in that
each people has some origins in common and some which are different from those of
the other peoples. None of the peoples of my study area has a single, unified history or
origin story. Although the Gitxsan, Tsimshian and others see themselves as distinct
peoples, they see their histories in terms of houses and clans. It is these smaller units
which make up each people that record and relate their history, therefore, the history of
the Gitxsan is composed of the history of the dozens of houses which make up the
nation. A particular Gitxsan house may share part of their history with people who have

since become Nisga’a, Wet'suwet’en or Haida.
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The peoples of the study area consider themselves related in spite of the fact they are
speakers of at least five distinct language families. The Tsimshian, Gitxsan and Nisgaa
speak Tsimshian languages (Thompson and Kinkade 1990:31). Haida is a language
isolate (Thompson and Kinkade 1990:31; Blackman 1990:240) and Tlingit may be as
well (Thompson and Kinkade 1990:31) although it has been suggested Tlingit is
remotely related to Eyak-Athapaskan (de Laguna 1990:203). The Haisla are

Wakashan speakers (Thompson and Kinkade: 1990:39; Hamori-Torok 1990:306).

The Tahltan, Wet’suwet’en, Ts'ets'a'ut, Tagish and Tuchone are Dene speaking
(Krauss and Golla 1981:78-83). There is some uncertainty about the Inland Tlingit
because although they speak Tlingit now, it has been said in the literature (McClellan
1981:469) that their ancestors were primarily Dene speaking until recently. It may be,
as is the case with many of the peoples of concern in this study, that some kinship units
which make up the nation are of Dene origin and others are of Tlingit origin. These
peoples of disparate origin came together in ancient times to form communities and
peoples. Itis certain, though, that the "Inland Tlingit" do not consider themselves
anything other than Tlingit (Kudegan Barrie, pers. com., 1997; Sealaska Corporation

1997).

Hearing the Adaa’ox

1 first became interested in the oral histories when I lived in Kispiox. There and in other

Gitxsan villages I heard my in-laws and other elders telling stories. The stories which
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they consider to be true histories are called adaa ox in Gitxsanimx. The elders treat
these stories with great reverence. The stories are told to educate young people about
their family history and they are told as part of the process of maintaining ownership of
family territories. Other kinds of stories which are not considered histories, called
andamatlasxw, are more rarely related. It is the histories, the adaa 'ox, which the

elders consider most important.

Adaa’ox and andamatiasxw are the two kinds of narratives told by the Gitxsan. The
andamatlasxw are stories which they do not necessarily say are true. David Harris,
Xhlex, of the House of Tsiibasaa, put it this way: "Andamatlasxw are half way
between a joke and a lie but really they are true anyways." Andamatlasxw usually
refers to stories about Raven, called Wii Gyet (Great Man) by the Gitxsan, but can also
refer to stories people tell about everyday life as long as they fit the kind of
characterization described by David Harris. That depiction fits the contradictions in
Raven’s character very well, indeed, as it does most of the rest of us at times. I see the
Raven stories serving two main purposes; one is to provide cosmological explanations
about the formation of the world as we know it and the other is to provide moral

lessons regarding greed, envy, impatience, and other forms of human folly and excess.

But it is not Wii Gyet stories which are told most often by the Gitxsan. It is the

adaa’'ox. The literal translation of adaa’ox is "truth,” but an appropriate interpretation
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is "oral history." In most cases it is easy, even for those with little experience of these
stories, to tell which are andamailasxw and which are adaa’ox. The andamatiasxw

are full of the amusing supernatural adventures of Raven. The adaa ‘ox, on the other
hand, often have no supernatural content; and frequently seem like historical narratives.
Some adaa’ox contain what westerners would consider supematural events, but always

as part of an important historical incident.

Although the distinction between adaa ‘ox and andamatlasxw 1s clear for the Gitxsan,
Tsimshian and Nisga’a, other peoples in the study area apparently categorize the stories
differently. Because the distinction between adaa’ox and andamatlasxw 1s so
important for the Gitxsan, I was interested to know if the other peoples of the area who
share some of the same stories - adaa’ox and andamatlasxw alike - categorize stories
in the same way or differently. Although I was interested in this question when 1
undertook my field research, I did not have enough opportunity to be certain of how the
Haida categorized their stories traditionally or if they do have a clear system of
categorization like the Gitxsan. I will relate what I learned about story types in the
region from my own research and I will quote what others researchers have said

regarding the subject.

According to Oscar Dennis, a Tahltan scholar, his people have a category of historical

narratives, like the Gitxsan. They also have another category of story which can be
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sub-divided into two groups. Within this category are the Raven stories and other
stories which are not about Raven but which contain the same kinds of moral lessons,
particularly regarding respectful treatment of the environment and other people. Oscar

thinks the names for these categories of storics may be forgotten.

John Enrico (1995:4) contends that the Haida have three types of stories which are
gaygaang, g ayaagaang and gi7ahlralaang which he translates as myths, lineage
histories and real history, respectively. Although I was unable to confirm Enrico’s
categorization of Haida stories, Enrico’s work seems to be considered reputable by the
Haida. Elders mentioned the reliability of Enrico’s work at the elders meeting I
attended at the Hot Springs and the forward to Skidegate Haida Myths and Histories
(1995) was written by Guujaaw, president of the Council of the Haida Nation. What
Haida elders at the Hot Springs told me and what Alaskan Haida elder, Willard Jones,
told me was that any Haida can tell the stories now, although they probably were once

owned by families.

Tlingit elder, Esther Shae, of Ketchikan told me that the Tlingit have two kinds of
stories, like the Gitxsan. She said the Raven stories can be told by all Tlingit but the
family-owned stories can only be told by family members. De Laguna (1960:16-17)
also indicates that the Tlingit have a similar way of distinguishing story types to that of

the Gitxsan. She maintains that the Tlingit say anyone can tell the Raven stories but
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stories of "supposediy historic events” should only be told by the members of the
families involved in the events. McClellan claims that the peoples of the southemn
Yukon (Tagish, Tuchone and Tlingit) relate two kinds of stories. They tell "old time
stories" (myths) about the time when animals were indistinguishable from humans and
they tell "true stories” which are "closer to our idea of history" (1975:67). McClellan
also claims that the Dene peoples with "Tlingit-type sib organization” each have a

"jealously guarded set of sib traditions” (1975:67).

I was very interested in the question of the categorization of stories because what 1
know from personal experience in the communities is, at times, very different from the
ways in which these stories have been perceived by some scholars. Categories which
are devised by western theorists to inciude all story types may not be appropriate in the
perspective of the peoples with whom I am concerned. The most commonly used
terms - "myth"” and "legend" are considered demeaning and insulting by indigenous
people because those categories deny the historical and other values the people accord
to the stories. The elaborate set of classifications used by Vansina (1985) would not be
considered suitable by the Gitxsan for application to their stories because the division of
stories into historical gossip, personal tradition, group accounts, traditions of origin and
genesis, cumulative accounts, epics, tales, and other categories would be seen as
arbitrary and irrelevant. To the Gitxsan it does not make sense for a non-culture

member to apply his or her own criteria in categorizing Gitssan stories in a way that
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contradicts those of the owners of the stories. To categorize or otherwise manipulate
the stories in such a way that the meaning and integrity of the stories is subverted

violates the adaa ‘ox which are such an important aspect of Gitxsan culture.

Because the importance of the adaa’ox to the Gitxsan was so obvious and because

their historical veracity has usually been denied by theWest, when I began this thesis I
set out to “prove” the historicity of the adaa’ox. The emphasis of the study eventually
shifted away from “proving” the historical accuracy of the stories in western terms and
toward an examination of the contradiction that exercise involved. Iromically, during the
several years spent on this study, I have moved from not understanding the western
concept of theory, to writing a thesis which is largely theoretical in orientation, albeit
from an indigenous perspective. Because of that shift in emphasis, the oral histories

have become an illustration of a theoretical principle rather than the focus of the thesis.

Although the focus of this dissertation has become theoretical, the oral histories are still
the foundation. It is by studying these stories that I came to a clearer understanding of
the similarities and differences between indigenous and western intellectual traditions.
When [ began this study I was interested in the historical “facts” which could be found
within the adaa’ox. That validating these indigenous stories in western terms was my
objective, indicates how convinced I was of the validity of the western worldview in

which “facts” exist outside perception. I am still convinced that there is validity in
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western ways of creating knowledge just as [ am still convinced that there is validity in
indigenous ways of creating knowledge, but I have come to be aware that the two
cannot always be reconciled, nor should they be. I have become aware that each has
their own strengths and weaknesses and I have become aware that the recording of

history orally is one of the great strengths of indigenous ways of knowing.

When I began to examine the academic literature on the oral histories of the Gitxsan
and related people I found a large number of them had been collected by
anthropologists and others, usually with comments on the content of the stories. Most
stories were gathered during the early years of Northwest Coast anthropology from the
18805 to the 1920s. These form the main body of the oral narrative literature which I
used in this thesis. Primary oral sources were also used but the literature was invaluable
because it was extensive and some of the histories recorded there may no longer be
known by living elders. Iread many hundreds of oral narratives, looking for stories
from the early period. The methods by which I identified the early stories will be

described in more detail in the methodology section.

The recordings of Marius Barbeau and his Tsimshian partner, William Beynon, are the
most valuable for my research. There are a number of published documents available
(Barbeau 1929, 1950a, 1950b, 1953, 1961) but the Barbeau document most valuable

for my work is an expansive four volume, unpublished collection of Gitxsan, Tsimshian,
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and Nisga’a adaa’ox which was obtained by the Gitksan-Wet suwet’en Tribal Council
and made available to me (Barbeau n.d.a, n.d.b, n.d.c, n.d.d). Some of these stories
have been published (Barbeau 1928, 1929, 1950a, 1950b, 1961, 1973; Cove and
MacDonald 1987; MacDonald and Cove 1987) but the unpublished versions were
more useful to my work because of their arrangement into a rough chronology. This
collection of several hundred stories is also valuable because it is arranged according to
clan ownership with information given for each story regarding from whom it was
collected, his or her hereditary name, where and when it was collected, and, often, the
house and clan of the storyteller. This information is useful because it indicates the
ownership of the story (since usually only members of the house which owns the story
will tell it), and the reputation of the storyteller could often be confirmed by living elders.
Another valuable aspect of Barbeau's unpublished collection is that the stories are all
adaa’ox. They are not mixed with andamatlasxw as is the case in so many other
collections. This is significant because of the distinct nature and purpose of the two

types of stories and because of the importance the Gitxsan attach to that distinction.

I also draw upon James Deans’ early work among the Haida. The stories he collected
were compiled in his Tales from the Totems of the Hidery (1899). Swanton

collected a considerable number of stories from the Haida (1905) and from the Tlingit
(1908, 1909) as well. Boas' Tsimshian Mythology (1916) is another major work of

the early period. There are also a number of smaller collections such as those by
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Krause (1956), Teit (1909, 1921a, 1921b), and Hill-Tout (1898). 1 also drew on the
more recently collected stories found in the works of Garfield and Forrest (1948), De

Laguna (1960, 1972), McClellan (1975), and Duff (1959).

In recent years there have been a number of works published relating oral histories
which were either initiated by First Nations or which were the result of very close
collaborative efforts between researchers and First Nations organizations or individuals.
Some of McClellan’s (1987) and Cruikshank's (1991) work fall into this category, as
does that of Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer (1987), Nyman and Leer (1993), and a
volume, Na Amwaaltga Ts’msiyeen, published by the Tsimshian chiefs (1992). These
writings are significant to my work because I believe they are more likely to present an

indigenous perspective having been written by community members or on their behalf.

During my research [ sought to identify stories which related events from the earliest
time remembered. This was accomplished by three means. Gitxsan and some other
elders are able to relate the histories in chronological order and, therefore, can indicate
which stories describe events from the earliest period. Other stories I was able to
identify as relating early events from palecenvironmental descriptions which seem to
describe environmental events and conditions of the Pleistocene-Holocene transition
period. It was also possible o identify early stories by time markers, such as the

“flood.” The concept of time markers will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3.
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Ethical Issues

As T examined the topic of oral histories as indigenous knowledge I found that the
ethical issues of concern in this study are of two types: those specific to the ownership
of materials utilized in this study and those more general in nature such as the question
of representation and the potentially exploitative nature of anthropology. The ethical
issue of the most immediate concern for this thesis is that of the ownership of the oral
histories. Here I refer to the fact that the Gitxsan say only those who own the adaa’ox
can tell them. No one else has the right to tell the stories without permission, in spite of
the fact that it has been done many times by western scholars. To publish or repeat the
adaa’ox without permission of those who own them is somewhat like breaking
copyright law but the significance is greater because the importance of the histories is so
profound to the owners. I have, in fact, been given permission to tell some adaa’ox but
I will not commit them to writing because there is no guarantee that the permission given
is permanent while the written word is. I will, therefore, not be repeating, quoting or
paraphrasing the stories to any substantial degree. Gitxsan elders tell me that I can
write or say what I learned from the oral histories but I cannot repeat the stories. That
can be a fine line to walk and requires that work such as this be examined by
knowledgeable Gitxsan. Ihave had three Gitxsan chiefs read what I have written about
adaa’ox to ensure that I have not said too much. These chiefs are Xhlex, David

Harris; Haaxw, Barb Clifton; and Meluulak, Alice Jeffery. Before this thesis is

published I will have it reviewed again.
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In addition to the question of the ownership of the oral histories, there are other ethical
issues of broader significance to anthropology that I must address in this thesis. Primary
among these is the implication of the unequal positions of power between indigenous
peoples and the western scientists who interact with them. Anthropologists have come
to be seen in the western world as the experts on indigenous societies (McGuire
1997:63; Smith ef al. 2000:20). For example, in the Delgamuukw case, the Gitxsan
and Wet'suwet’en’s land title action, the court called the chiefs "lay witnesses" while the
anthropologists were the "expert witnesses.” When the chiefs told their oral histories it
was hearsay but when the anthropologists reorganized the information the chiefs
provided them with it became "expert testimony.” The expert witnesses in
Delgamuukw were qualified as experts by the court based primarily on their academic
qualifications rather than on their knowledge of the material upon which they were to
testify. The anthropologists and most of the other witnesses designated “experts” by
the court, testifying for the Gitxsan and Wet’ suwet’en, considered themselves cultural
translators rather than experts, recognizing that the real expertise lay with the chiefs.
According to Kidwell (1985:209), the knowledge systems of indigenous peoples have
generally been dismissed by western courts, scientists, and the population at large as
largely being myth and magic in spite of the seli-evident fact that those knowledge

systems have allowed indigenous peoples to survive for millennia.

The issue of unequal power between anthropologists or other western researchers, and
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the indigenous people they study, often emerges from discussions of representation.
Non-indigenous experts, particularly anthropologists, have been accorded the authority
by the West to represent Others back to the West. Some indigenous people have been
suspicious and, sometimes, hostile to western researchers because they are unhappy
with the way they have been represented by them and with the fact that they are
considered less able to represent themselves than are scholars. It is only recently that
indigenous people’s opinions about the power of the West to represent them and the
implications of that for control over the lives of the colonized has been widely heard.
The Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith contends that, “the term ‘research’ is
inextricably linked to European imperialism and colonialism” (1999:1). She continues,
“imperialism has been perpetuated through the ways in which knowledge about
indigenous peoples was collected, classified and then represented in various ways back
to the West, and then, through the eyes of the West, back to those who have been
colonized” (1999:1-2). Australian scholars, Claire Smith, Heather Burke and Graeme
Ward (2000:20) concur, charging that aboriginal voices have been stifled by the

superior regard given scholarly opinion on aboriginal issues in the West.

A substantial part of this thesis will emphasize the negative consequences for indigenous
intellectual traditions, and the societies upon which they are based, of having a
hegemonic western view imposed upon them. This thesis is also about the movement,

in recent years, of indigenous and western scholars toward greater understanding of
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each other’s positions, as indigenous people move into academia, and western
theorists, particularly those proposing non-positivistic models, develop new ways of
considering and creating knowledge. The fact that this dissertation has been written
indicates my belief in the benefit of, and commitment to, bringing indigenous and
western intellectual traditions together. Increasingly, indigenous communities and
western scholars are benefitting from cooperative relationships. Scholars are producing
more accurate portrayals of indigenous societies which can aid indigenous people in
meeting their political, economic and social needs. But, I believe that it must be
emphasized, that hegemonic western views in the academic, political and social

domains continue to harm indigenous interests.

Making Sense of Ancient Stories Through the Study of Palesenvironments

Chapter 7 of this thesis is devoted to corroborating oral history with archaeological and
paleoenvironmental evidence. No attempt will be made to build a complete picture of
the history of the Gitxsan and their relatives, as was previously done in the study
undertaken by Susan Marsden (1987). I will only present some of what is said in oral
histories regarding the early post-glacial period. I will provide instances in which oral
histories describe rapidly rising sea levels, ice-dammed lakes forming in valleys, treeless
environments where trees now stand, land masses where none exist now, marine
intrusions of river valleys and extinct species. Correlating paleoenvironmental and

archaeological evidence will be presented.
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When 1 first heard the adaa’ox, most sounded like historical narratives; but others
related encounters with "supernatural” beings, and described events which seemed
impossible to reconcile to the western worldview. As a product of both worldviews, I
sought explanations which made sense in both systems. It was hard to reconcile the
stories which seemed so implausible within a body of stories which related what
appeared to be ordinary historical events. I have since come to realize that the two
perspective cannot always be reconciled because what is “true” in one way of seeing
the world in not true to another way of seeing. An example of Gitxsan and western
scientific perspectives on the same event can be found in Gottesfeld and Gottesfeld
(1987), in which they provide a geological explanation for an event which the Gitxsan
attribute to what most westerners would likely call supernatural causes. Yet, as I
studied the stories and expanded my understanding of the environmental conditions of
the early postglacial period in the study area, I came to see that some of what I had
initially thought irreconcilable, was often reconcilable. There are still some stories
which I cannot explain from a western perspective, but others became "reasonable”
when I came to understand that they were so old that the "fantastic” events being
described were ordinary events of a very early time period when the world was not as
it is now - the early postglacial period. Many indigenous peoples, including all the
peoples of the study area, have a concept of a time long ago when the world was very

fto0

different. They refer to this as "the distant time,” "when Raven walked the earth,” or in

some other manner that indicates that it was a time somehow distinct from the time In
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which we now live, not only because it was long ago but because the nature of
existence was different then in a rapidly changing world very unlike the relatively stable
world which proceeded it. 1 believe that this “distant time” described in some of these

stories is the early postglacial period at the end of the Pleistocene.

When I began to examine the palecenvironmental literature it came as a great surprise
to me to realize how old some of the oral histories are. This required me to extend my
belief of what was possible. I came to understand that the Gitxsan and their neighbours
remember more than 10,000 years of history. Rather than saying that the Gitxsan have
passed down stories of events which occurred 10,000 years ago, I exercise the Gitxsan
usage of “remember.” The Gitxsan say they remember these ancient events because
they believe they were literally there because of reincarnation. Related to the concept
of reincarnation is the belief that memories are retained generation to generation; They
would also say they remember because time is not considered only lineal, therefore,

people can move back in time, usually in xsitwok (dreams or visions).

The elders cannot put dates to ancient stories, which the western half of my mind
sought, but they can indicate a very ancient story is from "Wai la ooy, la’ooy, wai

| la'ooy" (Long vears ago, long ago, long, long ago” (Tsimshian Chiefs 1992:15). For
knowledgeable culture members this is sufficient because they see their history in terms

of chronological rather than absolute dates, although, as previously mentioned, the past,
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present, and future are seen to intersect, as well.

Even those stories which cannot be explained from a western perspective are, of
course, reasonable when examined from the perspective of the cultures in which they
were created. Stories which seemed highly implausible from a western perspective
may be ordinary events explained from a Gitxsan perspective which seems very foreign,
usually "supernatural,” to those with western worldviews. An example of this kind of
explanation is the mud and debris slide interpreted by the Gitxsan as a supernatural
grizzly bear ripping up trees and pushing huge boulders down the mountain (Gottesteld
and Gottesfeld 1987). One’s worldview allows him or her to make sense of the world
but the explanatory framework of one culture may be difficult for members of another

culture to understand because it contradicts their own.

The experience of trying to understand the adaa’ox from a western perspective lead me
to think about the differences in the way westerners and the Gitxsan see the world. Of
course, there is no single version of western worldview or Gitxsan worldview, but, as [
will argue throughout this thesis, there are enough similarities within each to be able to
contrast them. It is also true that there are many convergences, or communication and
understanding would be impossible. It is these differences in ways of perceiving the
world and creating knowledge from what is perceived that has become the focus of this

dissertation.
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Cultural Translation

Translating ideas between cultures based in different worldviews is always a difficult
task. When two individuals holding very different worldviews interact, they can never
be sure they completely understand each other. Part of what I am attempting to do in
this thesis is to act as a cultural translator, hopefully shedding some light on some
aspects of indigenous understandings for a largely western audience. In this section I
will attempt to illuminate, rather than define, the ways in which I use certain English

terms. Later in this thesis I will discuss the use of certain Gitxsan terms.

In this section I will present discussions of how I understand and use the concepts

29 &4

“worldview,” “traditional,” and “indigenous.” A number of scholars have discussed the
epistemological differences between western and indigenous worldviews (Cajete 1994;

Kawagley 1995; Ortiz 1969; Ryser 1998). They will be addressed in considerable

detail in Chapter 5 of this thesis.

The definitions or discussions of worldview presented by two aboriginal scholars are in
accord with my understanding and usage. One of these, Yupiaq scholar, Oscar
Kawagley, contends: "A worldview consists of the principles we acquire to make sense
of the world around us" (1995:7) He goes on to say that each people is defined by its
unique worldview (1995:8). The late Tewa anthropologist, Alfonso Ortiz, described

worldview in considerable detail. He said,
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The notion "world view" denotes a distinctive vision of reality which not

only interprets and orders the places and events in the experience of a

people, but lends form, direction, and continuity to life as well. World

view provides people with a distinctive set of values, an identity, a

feeling of rootedness, of belonging to a time and place, and a felt sense

of continuity with a tradition which transcends the experience of a single

lifetime, a tradition which may be said to transcend even time

(1973:91).
Other terms of importance to this study, over which there is considerable debate, are
"traditional” and "indigenous” knowledge (Johnson 1992:4; Berkes 1993:3). In my
perspective, "traditional” refers to a practice or belief arising from historical experience
and passed on through time. What is traditional, of course, changes over time as new
elements of culture are adopted. I believe it is not legitimate for others to judge what is
considered traditional by culture members. Trapping as a way of life for the Cree may
be only a few hundred years old but they consider it traditional. The silverwork of the
Haida may be less than two hundred years old but it has become their tradition. How
can it be decided the length of time a practice must be in place before it is considered

traditional? That knowledge which is passed on in a culture and which culture members

judge to be traditional should be considered so by others, in my opinion.

There are similar difficulties with the term "indigenous knowledge” because "indigenous”
has elements of both time and place attached to it, in my perception. For example, the
Metis in Canada consider themselves indigenous yet cbviously some of their ancestors

are not indigenous to North America. The people of African ancestry living in the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



28

Carribean consider themselves indigenous to those islands. For both "traditional” and
"indigenous,"” I believe, community definition and identification is appropriate. In this
thesis I will sometimes use both terms interchangeably with both indicating a body of
knowledge which has been developed and passed down by people who have livedin a

location for some time.

Contents of This Dissertation

Chapter 1, the introduction, has related how my experience as an indigenous person
studying and working in academia has shaped what I have written in this dissertation.
In this chapter I have discussed the contradictions of being in that position and how
those contradictions have resulted in my desire to examine issues around the
decolonization of indigenous knowledge. I have chosen the ancient oral histories of the
Gitxsan and related peoples of the northermn Northwest Coast area to highlight how
indigenous knowledge is colonized and how it can be decolonized. A brief discussion
was entertained of the nature of the oral histories of the people of the study area. The
ethical issues involved in this study were outlined, including the ownership of the oral
histories and the historically imperialist character of the discipline of anthropology. This
chapter introduces the idea that culture members and western scholars have very

different perspectives regarding oral history.

The second chapter of this thesis, the theory chapter, is the most lengthy since theory
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has become the focus of this work. In this chapter, the differences between indigenous
and western ways of knowing and worldviews are outlined. That is followed by an
indigenous critique of the claim of some western scientists to the universality and
superiority of science to other ways of knowing. Research of indigenous peoples as an
act of imperialism is discussed and the alternative - the decolonization of knowledge
and the creation of indigenous scholarship. The paradoxes of the indigenous scholar
trying to create those altemnatives are outlined. The chapter concludes with a discussion
of a number of postpositivist approaches to the creation of knowledge and a critique of

these.

Chapter 4, the ethnography chapter, briefly discusses the indigenous languages spoken
in the study area, and then goes on to describe how the geography has changed over
time, with emphasis on the early postglacial geography. This chapter is devoted to
describing Gitxsan culture. I do not feel qualified to present ethnographies of the
Tsimshian, Nisga’a, Haida, Tlingit, Wet’suwet’en and Tahltan because I do not have
enough personal experience with them and knowledge of their culture. I will leave that
to others who have greater expertise. However, I will refer to these other cultures,

pointing out where they are similar or divergent from the Gitxsan.

Chapter 5 is entitled Indigenous Knowledge, Worldviews and Ways of Knowing.

Here, the general tenets of indigenous worldviews and ways of knowing are described.
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Gitxsan worldview and ways of knowing are discussed in some detail and a number of
others are compared. In a discussion of indigenous methods of knowledge production
and transmission, memorization is dealt with at some length since it is key to a dialogue
about ancient oral histories. This chapter concludes with a discussion about the role of

knowledge in social reproduction.

The sixth chapter is a discourse on the colonization of thought. Ward Churchill’s
concept of western education as a system of “White Studies” is discussed, as is the
appropriation of indigenous knowledge. A critique of western research on
epistemological grounds centers around a discussion of a Ronald Mason paper (2000).

The chapter ends with a consideration of the concept of “postcolonialism.”

Chapter 7 returns to a discussion of the oral histories of the Gitxsan and neighbouring
peoples. Aspects of the oral histories as they elucidate environmental events and
conditions of the early postglacial period are related. Corroborating
paleoenvironmental and archaeological data are provided. The coastal migration
hypothesis is considered in light of the existing literature and the oral histories. The
chapter concludes with a theoretical discussion of the implications of including oral
historical evidence in dialogues regarding the early peopling of the northern Northwest

Coast.
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The topic of the last chapter concerns the decolonization of indigenous thought. It
begins by continuing the discussion of western research on indigenous subjects and then
provides an alternative indigenous perspective, including an aboriginal perspective on
research ethics. The contradictions involved in being an indigenous researcher are
examined followed by a discussion of the indigenous research agenda. The chapter
concludes with a dialogue concerning negotiating a space as an indigenous researcher in

the academy.
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Chapter 2

Theory: Indigenous Weorldviews and Western Theories

The Dominance of Western Worldview and Ways of Knowing
Throughout this thesis I will dichotomize indigenous and western ways of thinking and
creating knowledge in an effort to clearly emphasize the distinctions. This does not
mean I am unaware that there is a great range of perspectives among indigenous and
western individuals and schools of thought. As Australian scholars, Claire Smith,
Heather Burke and Graeme Ward (2000:23), warn:

It would be a mistake....for either Indigenous or non-Indigenous

peoples to construe their relations in terms of essentialized binaries of

Them and Us. It is important to recognize that both Them and Us are

complex and multivalent constructs and that individuals are situated in

specific historical contexts.
Although indigenous people are often dissatisfied, or even offended, by what has been
said about them by western scholars, indigenous communities have, at times, had good
relations with academics from which both benefit. It is also true, that indigenous people
are increasingly joining the ranks of academia in an attempt to bring the two intellectual
traditions into a dialogue. That, of course, is what I endeavor to do in this thesis. At
the same time, it must be remembered that western perspectives continue to dominate;

continue to shape decision-making in major governmental, economic and social

institutions, and continue to harm indigenous interests.
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Although anthropologists and scholars in some related disciplines have become more
aware in recent decades of the failure of the West to speak for everyone, it is clear

from hearing my students, my colleagues and other members of the community in which
I live, that many of them are so deeply entrenched in the western worldview that they
are not even aware that there are other ways to perceive the world. Foucault calls the
concepts utilized in western thinking “rules of practice” and says that those who use
them are not necessarily aware of their existence but take them for granted (1972).
Although all people are entrenched in their worldviews, indigenous epistemologies allow
that others will have different ways of seeing and understanding. In the West, however,
a dominant and dominating worldview has arisen, based on positivistic scientific
principles. This understanding has become so dominant in the West, that most are

unaware that other perspectives are possible.

Philosopher of science and archaeologist, James Bell (1994), has discussed the
relationship between science and worldview in the West, how science has become
reified, and considered to be monolithic and universal. He claims, “There is little doubt
that the reification of scientific views into views of knowledge and scientific method into
theories of rationality are major reasons that science influences our lives far beyond its
own domain” (Bell 1994:39). Bell contends that science serves as a model for
intellectual endeavors in the West (1994:39) but that there are popular misconceptions

about science and scientific method (1994:325). The common perception that there is
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only one version of science and the knowledge it creates - the inductive view “still
dominates the Engﬁsh-speaking world” (1994:27), according to Bell. He calls the belief
that there is only one conception of science and only one scientific method is called
“scientism” (1994:2). Bell contradicts the notion that there is only one version of
science, naming four major views in the philosophy of science (1994:vii-viii). These are
the inductive, the refutationist, paradigmatic and anarchic perspectives (1994:vii-viii). I

will draw upon Bell’s model to discuss the dominant and alternative views of science.

The inductive method is an approach to knowledge creation in which observation of
data results in the drawing of conclusions or theorizing. Bell contends that since Sir
Francis Bacon (often considered the father of modern inductivism), first expounded his
view of inductive scientific method, the inductive view of knowledge has dominated
western thinking and that it has become so deeply entrenched that it has become

ritualistic and ideological (1994:27).

The refutationist perspective, preferred by Bell, claims Karl Popper as its leading
proponent. Within this theory of knowledge scientific progress 1s made by testing
hypotheses, refuting faulty ones, with remaining unrefuted ones assumed to be closer to
the truth (1959). Popper argued that inductive methods were problematic because
empirical generalizations could not actually be proven, but they could be {alsified, so

eliminating false propositions brings one closer to the truth (1959).
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In 1962 Thomas Kuhn presented his paradigmatic view of scientific knowledge
creation. In The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962}, Kuhn argued that
knowledge is accumulated in a steady, cumulative way but that peaceful periods of
knowledge generation, which he called “normal science,” are punctuated by scientific
revolutions. During periods of normal science, scientists are typically conservative,
holding on to established theories, until the number of accumulated anomalies forces a

revolution in thinking or paradigm shift to a new way of thinking in science (1962).

The fourth major scientific perspective named by Bell (1994:7) is the anarchic view.
The main proponent of this theory of knowledge is Paul Feyerabend. In Against
Method (1975), he proposed that knowledge can be advanced by posing theories
without restraint. As theories are proposed, their potential can be examined and their

weaknesses revealed by contending theories (1975).

Although competing theories of scientific knowledge creation exist, it is the inductive
view which predominates in western thought. We have been told so often and for so
long that there is only one legitimate perspective that most of us have come to believe it.
We are told that the West is the creator and keeper of the knowledge created by that
perspective. We are told that the way we are taught to see the world is objective reality
and that any other contentions are deluded. We are told that time is linear; that past,

present and future do not intersect, a view opposed by many indigenous peoples
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including the Gitxsan. We are told that individuals can own, buy and sell land, an
inconceivable idea to those who consider it impossible for a short-lived human to own
something which is so much greater than himself and which lasts forever. We are told
that all individuals are motivated by self-interest as explicated in Hardin’s (1968)
“tragedy of the commons” thesis (1968) when, in fact, people can be motivated by
other values (Bjorklund 1988; Freeman 1993; Wheeler 1988). These kinds of
concepts are so deeply ingrained in western thought that they remain unquestioned by
most while for non-westerners they may be transparently untrue. In spite of the
existence of other ways of understanding and creating knowledge, both within and
outside the West, the inductive science-based view predominates. This dominant
western perspective is so powerful that the existence of other ways of knowing is often
denied. Other views of scientific methods of creating knowledge and postpositivist
perspectives derived from literary criticism, anthropology and other fields have little
influence in the education system, among most government policy-makers and the

public at large.

Marie Battiste, Mii’kamaq and Sa’ke’j Henderson, Chickasaw, assert that “indigenous
knowledge exists and is a legitimate research issue” (2000:xix) but that “Many parts of
the existing Eurocentric academy have not fully accepted this principle, arguing that
there is no such thing as an indigenous perspective” {2000:xix-xx). Battiste and

Henderson delineate how the “singularity of Eurocentric thought” and the “prevailing
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authority of Eurocentric discourses....has led to the historical and contemporary
immunity to understanding and tolerating indigenous knowledge” (2000:xx). Chickasaw
scholar, James Youngblood Henderson contends:
Eurocentric thought does not claim to be a privileged norm. This would
be an argument about cultural relativism, which asserts that values are
about specific cultural contexts. Instead, Eurocentric thought claims to
be universal and general (2000a:63).

In another paper, Henderson claims, “Universality creates cultural and cognitive

imperialism, which establishes a dominant group’s knowledge, experience, culture, and

language as the universal norm” (2000a:63-4).

Although some scholars in recent years have come to be aware of the validity of
indigenous forms of knowledge and have been attempting to “give voice” to indigenous
people and their understandings, such scholars are not in the majority, even among
scholars. The lived reality for indigenous people in their classrooms {rom kindergarten
to graduate school, in their dealings with all types of government agencies, in their
portrayal in all kinds of media and in their day to day interactions with non-indigenous
people is one in which their understandings are denied, ridiculed and vilified. The
objective of this thesis is to make a small contribution toward closing that gap in
understanding. In doing so I will emphasize and reemphasize the indigenous perception
of the treatment of their bodies of knowledge by the West in both scholarship and

popular opinion.
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How is it that the West is able to deny the very existence of other ways of knowing,
much less admit to their validity? The power of western ideology is such that existence
of other ways of thinking can be denied. That, of course, is a sign of successful
socialization and education within a politically powerful cultural system. David Penny
(2000:48) reinforces my point:

Teaching employs rhetoric to convince us of the truth of the content

taught and the falsehood of alternative ideas. Proper and skillful use of

rhetoric, therefore, has the ability to conceal the ideological

contingencies of its argument, to masquerade ideology as objectivity.
The deeply ingrained rules for structuring western thinking determine what can be
considered real and what can be ruled out as unreal. If a phenomenon cannot be
examined, measured, recorded and tested according to the rules of western empiricism,
it is often considered not real. While it is difficult for those who are part of the dominant
ideology to discern the rules underlying western scientific thinking, the rules are much
more apparent to those who are not adherents to those ideologies. These include
assumptions about matter, time, nature, values and race. Such assumptions which seem
to be self-evident truths to those who are adherents to the ideologies from which they
derive may appear as obvious untruths to those holding different ideologies. Aspects of
indigenous knowledge cannot be considered in isolation from others and still be
understood as culture members understand them. Western scholars are expected to be

highly specialized, knowing much about one subject but not necessarily knowing about

others which may be related. This is a way of leamning about the world through
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inductive reasoning. In indigenous intellectual traditions, reasoning is usually deductive.
it is expected that individuals will understand the functioning of the system and deduce

the functioning of the parts, therefrom.

Erica-Irene Daes reminds us that indigenous knowledge systems are integrated wholes
functioning on deductive principles which are not easily understood by those who are
participants in systems which operate in other ways. She makes the point that not only
is the knowledge produced by such systems different from that produced by other
systems but that it is different because the philosophies underlying such knowledge
production are different, the methods by which such knowledge is produced are
different and the language with which it is spoken of contains concepts unfamiliar in

other knowledge systems.

Erica-Irene Daes sums up the holistic nature of indigenous knowledge systems,

....the heritage of an indigenous people is not merely a collection of
objects, stories and ceremonies, but a complete knowledge system with
its own concepts, epistemology, philosophy, and scientific and logical
validity. The diverse elements of an indigenous people’s heritage can
only be fully learned or understood by means of the pedagogy
traditionally employed by the peoples themselves....Simply recording
words or images fails to capture the whole content and meaning of
songs, rituals, arts or scientific and medical wisdom. This also
underscores the central role of indigenous peoples’ own languages,
through which each people’s heritage has traditionally been recorded
and transmitted from generation to generation {quoted in Henderson
2000c:261).
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The conviction of many about the correctness of the western worldview and the
universality of scientific principles of knowledge creation have lead to a belief that the
West had a right to investigate all the world scientifically as well as to conquer it
politically. Western versions of the history of the last five hundred years often link
science and conquest. Early European voyages to lands previously unknown to them
are typically called voyages of exploration rather than voyages of conquest in history
texts. The early explorers were primarily interested in trade (or, at times, outright theft)
to accrue wealth for European powers and they often carried scientists who studied the
geography, flora and fauna (including human fauna) in the newly discovered lands. The
western assumption of the entire world as available for scientific investigation goes
hand-in-hand with the assumption that the entire world is available for conquest. This
attitude is reinforced by evolutionary concepts in which indigenous peoples are
considered life forms lower on the evolutionary scale than Europeans and, therefore, as
legitimate subjects of inquiry more akin to specimens than to humans. The list of past
instances of the treatment of indigenous people as specimens in the name of science is
long. Among the most infamous cases is that of Greenlandic Inuk, Minik, who, with his
relatives, was brought to New York by Robert Peary to become a museum display
(Harper 1986). A recent case involving the objectification of an indigenous person to
the level of specimen involves the attempt by a U.S. drug company to patent the DNA

of a man from the New Guinea Highlands (Smith 1999:56).
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Those of us who are products of two conflicting worldviews, as is the case with most
indigenous people in North America and many others of non-European ancestry, are
much more likely to be aware of the fact that there is no absolute reality, only our
culturally filtered perceptions of it. Postpositivist scholars also have that understanding
but their perspective does not dominate western thinking. Political hegemony supports
western people in the belief that their worldview is hegemonic too. The reality assumed
in much western academic literature, the media and the public consciousness is not the
reality of many non-western people who are confronted with it. On a daily basis,
indigenous people are presented with “facts” or “truths” which are, to them, clearly
unreal, untrue. It can be a frustrating, at times, a disorienting experience which must be
coped with. Most instances must be ignored if one is to function in a reality not of their
making and not in concordance with their own. Those indigenous people who

2% (6

frequently challenge the dissonance are considered to be “subversive,” “radical,”
“abrasive,” or “argumentative.” Some of us are more selective in the battles we

choose, this dissertation being one of mine.

Along with the deeply entrenched belief in the universality and nearly unquestioned
legitimacy of the western worldview, comes great confidence in the methods by which
the West creates knowledge. The ideal standard for knowledge creation and

verification is the scientific method. Even in non-scientific disciplines, the rigour of the

scientific method has been the goal of many in academia. Although postmodernist
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approaches have arisen in recent years, the ideal of the scientific method in research still
dominates (see the discussion of Mason [2000] in chapter 6). Those who do not
subscribe to the rules of investigation as set out by western science based on positivistic

principles are said “not to have science” (Kidwell and Nabokov 1998:357).

Discussion has been entertained by some western scholars regarding whether
indigenous peoples “have science.” Much of this discussion has arisen in the literature
on traditional environmental knowledge. If science is defined as the creation of
knowledge based on the principles of positivism, rationalism and dualism, then it would
be difficult to argue for an indigenous science however, if what we mean by science 1s;
a set of principles which assist in the systematic gathering of knowledge and a body of
knowledge which orders human existence, then I would say that indigenous peoples do
“have science.” Some of what I call “indigenous knowledge” throughout this thesis
could be deemed “science” when this broader definition is used. Professor of
anthropology and geology, Charles Schweger, posits that all cultures have science but
that each culture has different scientific institutions and practices (pers. com.). Milton
Freeman, anthropologist and biologist, concurs, suggesting that indigenous knowledge
systems and western science “rest on the same foundation,” which is empirical
evidence. Both entail systematic observation and make conclusions based on
observation (Freeman 1985:275). Fikret Berkes, too, supports the notion that

indigenous knowledge and western science share characteristics in that both create
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order in human understandings of their environments (1993). Mailhot lists a number of
characteristics which indigenous systems of creating knowledge and western science
have in common. Both are concerned with pursuing knowledge, are organized bodies
of knowledge, utilize empirical data, use observation as an important method, possess
specialized concepts and consider nature as a system of relationships (Mailhot
1993:15-16). Although in the writings referred to above, Freeman, Berkes and

Mailhot have emphasized the commonalities shared by indigenous knowledge systems
and western science they also point out that there are fundamental distinctions between
them as well. The fact that these three scholars (and others with similar concerns) must
argue to a western audience that indigenous knowledge has validity serves to emphasize
my point that indigenous knowledge is generally dismissed in western scholarly and lay

circles.

In my opinion, the most dangerous aspect of the belief in the universal applicability of
the western worldview is that it conveys a message of superiority over all those who do
not hold this view of the world. This ideological hegemony has been translated into
social, spiritual and political hegemony which has done devastating damage to
indigenous lives. Imperialism became colonialism which over time became more subtle
but more powerful and dangerous. If the ideological hegemony of the West was ever

to become complete, indigenous people would cease to exist. Fortunately, many

indigenous communities are rallying against such an eventuality, resisting absorption by
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the West, but some have already ceased to exist, some have lost their languages and
other aspects of their culture, and others have suffered terrible physical, social,

emotional and spiritual consequences from the totalizing efforts of the West.

As part of that resistance to absorption by the West, many indigenous peoples are
attesting to the validity of their knowledge systems. In this dissertation I contribute to
that discourse by contending that indigenous knowledge systems generate valid
knowledge by their own methods which are distinct from those of the West. This
knowledge may or may not be validated according to Western scientific standards.
Indigenous and western methods of validating knowledge agree at times but conflict at
other times. I would argue that indigenous knowledge systems have methods of
validating knowledge which can be different from those of the West but are no less
valid in that they create knowledge which allows indigenous societies to function
successfully. These methods are embedded in a view of reality which is disjunctive with
that of the West. I will utilize the example of the oral histories of northwestern North
America to illustrate this contention. I believe that the oral histories which I am
examining are a particularly good example for the elucidation of ways of knowing which
are alternative to western ways precisely because the claims made about their antiquity
and accuracy by those who own them seem so implausible to most westerners. These
stories are also a good test of how deeply entrenched the western worldview is. The

reaction I receive when 1 declare to westerners that I am studying 12,000 year old oral
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histories can be decidedly negative and dismissive. Members of the cultures that own
these stories, on the other hand, are absolutely convinced of the accuracy and antiquity

of their histories because they have well defined methods for maintaining that accuracy.

Although the western worldview and the ways of knowing which arise from it heavily
dominate the creation of knowledge in North America, increasing numbers of western
scholars (Berkes 1993; Bjorklund 1988; Downer 1997; Freeman 1988a; McGuire
1997; Miller 1998; Waldram 1986) support the contention that indigenous ways of
knowing may be different from western ways of knowing but are equally logical and
valid. These scholars often maintain that not only is indigenous knowledge useful to
members of the cultures which generate the information but that much can be learned
by western society from indigenous knowledge generation systems. This learning can
take place at two levels. One of these consists of coming to understand other
worldviews and ways of knowing which can contribute to a diminishment of the
perception of difference and illegitimacy of “the other.” The other type of learning
which can come from exposure to indigenous knowledge is knowledge of the particular
which is not available through western sources. 1believe that the oral histories of the
northern Northwest Coast peoples are an example of this. These stories confirm
western science-generated data about the early post-glacial period in the part of the
world in which they take place and can provide additional data which is unavailable

from archaeology, geclogy or other westemn scientific sources, as will be dicussed in
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detail in chapter 7.

The oral histories of the peoples of the study area are an example of a large body of
knowledge which could and would, for 2 number of reasons, only be retained within a
knowledge system radically different from that of the western world. In literate western
cultures there is little need to maintain a long oral historical record of land ownership
because it can be recorded in written form. I have heard Gitxsan people say that their
adaa’ox were something like the white people’s land registry office in that the adaa’ox
record who owns the land but they also record how they came to own it, when they
acquired it, their continued ownership over time, the precise boundaries of the territory,
the origin of symbols of that ownership (crests), and who the members of the owning
group are. It is also inconceivable to most members of literate societies that people
have the capacity to memorize thousands of years of history, as the Gitxsan and their

neighbours claim, because in a literate society such a need does not arise.

I agree with those scholars, indigenous and non-indigenous alike (Feit 1988:72;
Churchill 1995a; Smith 1999), who contend that the debate over the conflicting
worldviews of indigenous peoples and the western nations of which they find
themselves a part is an undeniably political issue. In a situation of unequal power,
westerners make decisions based on their worldview which, in the opinion of colonized

indigenous peoples, are adverse to their interests. The principal point of an essay by
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Ward Churchill is that the entirety of western education is a system of "White Studies”
where indigenous and other worldviews and bodies of knowledge are purposely
omitted or treated as peripheral because the objective of the system 1s indoctrination

and subordination of both western and non-western people (1995a).

A large body of literature discussing cultural appropriation and intellectual property
rights describes the political nature of knowledge (Messenger 1999; Posey 1996a,
1996b; Swanson 1995). The oral narratives with which this study is concerned clearly
have political implications. One example is the dismissal of oral histories as evidence by
the Supreme Court of British Columbia in the Delgamuukw land claims case
(McEachern 1991). The Gitxsan consider their oral histories to be the primary
mechanism by which they confirm territorial ownership. Although the Supreme Court
of Canada has said that Justice McEachern was in error, these oral histories have yet to
be seriously examined as history in a Canadian court. Such court decisions can
adversely affect every aspect of the lives of indigenous peoples by denying them rights
to social and political self-determination, lands and resources. Another current example
where indigenous knowledge in the form of oral histories has not been taken seriously
by western society is in the huge debate over the fate of the Ancient One, the so-called
Kennewick Man, according to Phil Minthom, former Umatilla advisor to the
Smithsonian (pers. com.). Armand Minthorn, also of the Umatilla tribe, contends that if

the Ancient One is over 9,000 years old,
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that only substantiates our belief that he is Native American. From our

oral histories, we know that our people have been part of this land

since the beginning of time...We know our history. It is passed on to us

though our elders (quoted in Thomas 2000:239).
But the same fact of the ancientness of Kennewick Man is used by Robson Bonnichsen
and his colleagues to argue that the remains do not belong to the Umatilla or any other

Native Americans because they do not have scientific proof that the remains can be

affiliated with any tribe or even Native Americans (Thomas 2000:xxiii).

Foundational to western scholarship is a process of objectification. The scientific
observer considers objectivity essential to his or her research if unbiased resuits are to
be obtained. Coupled with this, the western belief that the majority of the objects in the
universe are inanimate, results in objectification of much of what is being observed.
Even the objects of investigation in anthropology, human beings, are objectified. The
subjects of anthropology have been characterized by the discipline as “Others,” those
who are unlike those observing. For much of its history, anthropology had an explicitly
evolutionary perspective in which human societies were ranged from the most primitive
to the most civilized. That evolutionary conception has certainly not left the public
consciousness and can still be found in anthropological thinking as well. Some
anthropologists still claim the right to study the Other, build a career upon their
knowledge of the Other, and many feel no obligation to return as much as they have

taken away. Others are virtually always poorer and more powerless than those who
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study them and are often acutely aware that their poverty and powerlessness has been
caused by the society of those who come to study them. The evolutionary perspective
and the objectifying attitude of western scientists has resulted in the objectification of the
Other and this objectification is harmful. Linda Smith states it this way:

Research has not been neutral in its objectification of the Other.

Objectification is a process of dehumanization (1999:39).
Worldview: Our Reality Filter
At the heart of the debate over the value of traditional knowledge systems are the
differences in the worldviews held by western and indigenous peoples. My perspective
on worldview is that it is a set of principles we use to order our understanding of the
world around us. Although there are certainly variations in the worldviews held by
indigenous people of different cultures, there is considerable similarity in their
fundamental ways of seeing the world. The same holds true for western people. The
dominant western worldview is one which is generally ordered by the principles of
reductionism, objectivism and positivism with associated dualistic and evolutionary
concepts. The indigenous worldview is more often holistic, subjective and experiential.
More specifically, the indigenous perception of the universe includes the idea that
everything is alive, with spirit, will and intelligence. Associated with this is the idea that
all things are related and equal in importance. Susan Lobo and Steve Talbot make this
point, contending, “although each tribe or people has its own unique system of spiritual

beliefs, there are some commonly held philosophical ideas that are generally shared by
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Native American people throughout the Western Hemisphere” (2001:285). Many
indigenous scholars confirm this. One of these is Hawaiian scholar, Haunani Kay
Trask. She discusses the commonality in indigenous worldviews saying, “indigenous
knowledge is not unique to Hawaiians, but is shared by most indigenous peoples
throughout the world” (1993a:80). Tewa, Gregory Cajete, similarly contends, “Though
American Indian tribes represent diverse expressions of spirituality, there are elemental
understandings held in common by all.... derived from a similar understanding and
orientation to life” (1994:42). Osage-Cherokee, Rennard Strickland, contends that,
“cosmologies differed from tribe to tribe, but basic beliefs were constant” (1997:92).
Leroy Little Bear, a Blood scholar, makes a clear statement regarding the similarities in
worldview among indigenous peoples, saying, “there is enough similarity among North
American philosophies to apply the concept generally” (2000:77). Likewise, the
worldview of all people of European cultural descent is not identical but the similarities
are great enough that it is possible to speak of western and indigenous worldviews as

distinct entities (Ryser 1998).

The fundamental distinctions between indigenous and western worldviews result in

contradictory perceptions of reality. The predominant western view of the functioning
of the universe is one of a material world of chemical and mechanical processes which
was formed in its current state as a matter of physical and evolutionary principles, and

which can be understood as a matter of natural laws. Indigenous people, on the other
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hand, see an animate universe alive with purpose, meaning and will. As Yupiaq scholar,
Oscar Kawagley expresses it (1995:1), “The Western educational system has made an
attempt to instill a mechanistic and linear worldview in indigenous cultural contexts
previously guided by a typically cyclical worldview.” The cyclical worldview Kawagley
speaks of is one in which past, present and future interact; matter and energy are seen

as freely interchangeable; and all aspects of the universe are considered animate and
equally valuable. Hierarchy and linearity are less dominant in indigenous thought than in
western thought. Throughout much of human history, by most human cultures, the
universe was probably seen as living and meaningful but through historical processes,
the linear and mechanistic view has come to dominate. The cyclical indigenous
worldviews spoken of here do survive, though, in spite of considerable pressure to

abandon them.

Fundamental concepts are so deeply imbedded in language and philosophy that they
are usually taken for granted as reality. Unless one has considerable exposure to
alternative ways of thinking there is no reason to suspect that there are other Ways of
perceiving reality. Where political hegemony exists, as in the case of the West, there is
little reason to give up one’s perception of reality even if exposed to another. Linda
Smith discusses a specific example of perceptions which differ between the West and
the Maori, namely space and time. In the Maori conception, space and time are not

considered discrete and distinct words do not exist for the two conceptions (1999:50).
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For the Gitxsan, time, matter and space are not seen as immutable, it is possible to

move back and forth through time, to move through planes of existence and to change
form. When I asked an expert speaker of Gitxsanimx for Gitxsan words meaning

“space” and “time,” he found it very difficult to answer, giving me a list of ways in which
these concepts could be referred to in specific instances, rather than as abstract

concepts. Shifts of space and time are considered possible in many indigenous

societies through shamanic journeys, shape-shifting, visions of the past or future,

communication with the dead, and so on.

Indigenous Epistemologies

In recent years a number of indigenous scholars have begun to elucidate the
epistomologies of their cultures in considerable detail in literature designed for western
audiences. One such example is the work of Oscar Kawagley (1995:1-2) in which he
discusses the Yupiaq worldview which he contends is epitomized by the word ella
(1995:15). Variations of this word can refer to weather, awareness, world, creative
force, god, universe, sky or consciousness (Kawagley 1995:15). It is through their ella
that human beings are able to maintain their existence in the world interrelating with
other humans, animals and other beings of the natural world and the spiritual world
(Kawagley 1995:15-16). Another discussion of indigenous worldview is presented by
Cowlitz philosopher, Rudolph Ryser, who contend that indigenous and western

worldviews are distinct. He calls the mode of thought of the indigenous peoples of the
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Western Hemisphere Cuarto Spiralism and describes it as emphasizing the
interconnectedness of all entities past, present and future (1998:21). The dominant
mode of thought of the western world, Ryser calls Progressivism (1998:25). In this
worldview, life is considered to have evolved to greater complexity until humans,
especially European humans, became the pinnacle of evolution and came to have
dominion over the earth (1998:26). Probably the most widely read indigenous
elucidation of worldview has been that of Tewa anthropologist, Alfonso Ortiz (1969).
Ortiz presents the complexity of the Tewa cosmology in which harmony between the
physical and spiritual worlds is maintained by overriding the division during important
life cycle events (Ortiz 1969:137), by considering each human group to have a spiritual
counterpart (1969:121) and by organizing their society into social/religious groups

which each have a part to play in maintaining balance in the universe (1969:127).

When worldviews are as divergent as those of the indigenous and western worlds it can
be difficult for members of two such dissimilar societies to understand or even to
recognize the existence of the other’s worldview. This lack of understanding and
recognition may have been equally true for both indigenous and western peoples when
they first made contact. The reality today, though, after colonization of much of the
indigenous world by the West, is that there is a disparity in that lack of understanding.
Colonization involves attempts at acculturation which are more or less successful. As

part of this process, especially where the acculturative process has been more
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successful, indigenous people have often come to understand much about their western
colonizers, including their worldview. It is a common complaint voiced by native elders
that their young people have been indoctrinated into western culture to the neglect of
their own. The colonizers, on the other hand, in their firm belief in the superiority of
their worldview and culture, have usually made little effort to understand indigenous
worldview. Holders of the worldview based on western scientific rationality are often
so certain that their view of reality is universally applicable that it, thereby, becomes
difficult for them to conceive of the existence of other ways of seeing the world, much
less have any interest in understanding them. According to Linda Smith, western
scholars usually assume that “Western ideas about the most fundamental things are the
only ideas possible to hold, certainly the only rational ideas, and the only ideas which

can make sense of the world” (1999:56).

Although it may be more obvious to non-westerners that the western worldview and
associated ways of knowing are not the only valid way of seeing the world, there are
western thinkers who come to this conclusion, as well. One of these is philosopher of
science, David Hess. Hess argues that scientific disciplines and communities are
transnational today which leads him to the conclusion that national cultural differences
are less important than the commonalities of science (Hess 1995:117). He contends
that the West has tended to see science as “supracultural and therefore somehow

outside society and culture” rather than as socially constructed (1995:117). In the
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West, faith in this belief is such that Hess uses the term “technototemism’” to refer to
unquestioned assumptions related to convictions said to be scientific (1995:23). Hess
contends that failure to investigate the social construction of science results in “buying
into the ideology of science as a supranational phenomenon that is everywhere the

same” (1995:39).

When attempts are made to break down these barriers to understanding,
communication difficulties can be formidable. The greatest barrier to communication of
indigenous ways of thinking to western peoples has been, and probably remains, the
lack of interest and outright hostility on the part of many westerners to the challenge
other ways of thinking pose to their worldview. But even for those westermers
interested in understanding indigenous ways of thinking, the barriers to communication
and comprehension are great. Because of fundamentally different ways of perceiving
the universe those from such decidedly different cultures find it hard to find a common
vocabulary with which to communicate. Even if they speak a common language as is
often the case in North America, that does not mean they will be able to find a common
understanding. The concepts employed by each are so fundamentally different that the
words said by one may not be understood by the other, especially on the part of the
westerner trying to understand the indigenous individual. A westerner listening to an
indigenous person may not understand why the dead are alive, people can transform

into animals, people can talk to trees, shamans can move through space and time, ef
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cetera. All of these things make perfect sense in a universe which is entirely animate
and where space, time and matter are not immutable. For the indigenous person it is
equally illogical to think that animals do not take revenge on those who abuse them, and
that people will kili as many animals as they can unless the government regulates
hunting. These entirely incongruous statements are products of two distinct worldviews

- indigenous and western.

These kinds of divergences result in communication between western and indigenous
people which often involves non-concepts. Very often, westerners are not aware that
some of the words commonly used to discuss aboriginal cultures are non-concepts to

the people under discussion. At times, indigenous people find themselves forced to use
these non-concepts to be able to communicate - even with each other. When

indigenous people attempt to explain why these non-concepts do not make sense in

their language and way of thinking, it is very difficult to articulate in a European language
which does not have the appropriate words to explain such indigenous concepts. I will

provide a few examples.

Many academic discussions of indigenous cultures discuss the supernatural.
“Supernatural” is a concept which is not held by many indigenous peoples. Instead,
every aspect of the universe is considered to be part of the natural world. Some entities

have greater, and others, lesser power. Those with greater power may be equated with
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the western concept of the supernatural but it is not a very accurate conceptualization

and the term essentially denies the power which is inherent in the less powerful.

Another example of a non-concept used in communication regarding things indigenous
can commonly be found in western literature on ethnobotany or traditional
environmental knowledge. In these bodies of literature discussions are often entertained
of the “luck” which indigenous people acquire from plants and other sources for hunting
and other important undertakings. In most indigenous ways of thinking, luck does not
exist. “Power” is often a more appropriate English word. Luck implies the fortuitous
where to the indigenous way of thinking, power is earned. Related to this is the western
concept of “accident.” Many indigenous peoples believe that there is no luck and there
are no accidents. What occurs in an individual’s life is a result of how he or she has
lived life. This worldview involves the idea that one must always be very aware of
everything said, done, and even thought. Words, thoughts and actions have the power

to benefit or harm, the power to make things happen. When something undesirable
occurs it may be as the direct and immediate result of some kind of thoughtless or
malicious intent on the part of the one who suffers or it may be because that person has
not been diligent enough over a long period of time in building inner strength, therefore

leaving him or herself open to the malicious intent of others.

Wolfe er al. discuss other aspects of the western-indigenous communication problem.
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