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Abstract

Building on and deepening my existing community-engaged research relationships with
community members in Sliammon, B.C. and Ile-a-la-Crosse, SK, this dissertation is, as I described it
to community members, a history of handmade items. At the intersection of economic change,
changing colonialist policy, ideas about tradition, and Indigenous political interests that has taken
place in Indigenous communities in the latter half of the twentieth century, seemingly local or
domestic objects in fact highlight complexities within and beyond communities over time. The role
of objects was shaped — in conflicting or paradoxical ways — by newcomer institutions that sought to
define Indigenous people and their activities in constrained ways. Yet for community members, the
processes and products of making things became ways to define and historicize tradition itself.
These two themes — objects in families and communities, and objects in newcomer institutions —
provide the overarching structure for this dissertation.

People in both communities have shared in parallel processes of using and co-opting
colonizing influences not only to make a living for themselves within those contexts, but also,
through their involvement in “making things,” to make explicit statements about the significance of
histories and historical interpretation in community changes. This dissertation, and the individual
and collective experiences of making things portrayed within it, are a means of discussing how
labour, gender, and tradition have been mobilized in Ile-a-la-Crosse and Sliammon in the twentieth
century, and especially from the 1930s and onwards to respond to contemporary realities.

Because the communities I have worked with are very different places from each other — a small,
west coast First Nation and a predominantly Metis municipality in northwestern Saskatchewan —
this work is intentionally not comparative. Rather, I use these two case studies to follow how
community members have interpreted their histories through processes of making tangible “things,”
depending on local historical circumstances. I consider the changing ways that community members
have responded to and worked within colonial intervention. First and foremost, though, by making
things, they sought to address their own economic, social, and political concerns. Changes in
processes of making and interpreting handmade items help to illuminate how community members
envisioned objects in their communities, not only as practical items or symbols of cultures or
histories, but also as ways to describe the shifting significance of tradition for making sociopolitical

arguments illustrated by the objects themselves.
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Introduction
Histories of Making Things in Sliammon and Ile-a-la-Crosse

When Chatrlie Bob was a child in the 1940s, he became intrigued by an elderly acquaintance’s
pastime of sitting outside on the doorstep and carving. Noting the boy’s interest, after a few days,
the older man handed him a knife and a piece of cedar and suggested he try the process himself.
Charlie' was uncertain, and wondered what he should carve, but his mentor encouraged him to
simply make whatever came into his mind, without worrying about what others were working on.
On that first attempt, Charlie carved the image of an eagle, a motif that has resonated with him ever
since, and frequently appears in the carvings that he sells out of his living room to buyers close to
home and around the world.

Home, for Chatlie, is Sliammon, B.C., the Tla’amin First Nation, on the Sunshine Coast
north of Vancouver, near the town of Powell River. Historically, Sliammon was one village of
several throughout Tla’amin® territory, which bordered and was sometimes shared with the closely-
related Klahoose and Homalco® peoples, and was part of larger network among Salish communities
all along the coast and into the interior of what is now British Columbia. In the nineteenth century,
the alienation of lands to corporate and individual settler interests, coupled with the creation of the
reserve system in B.C.' began to restrict Sliammon people’s movements and access to resources.
Shortly after the turn of the century, the establishment of a paper mill at Powell River sparked an
influx of non-Indigenous inhabitants to the region, and reinforced a shift in the region — begun by
the nineteenth-century presence of Hudson’s Bay Company posts along the coast and on Vancouver

Island — from a predominantly Indigenous space’ to one where the settler colonial and provincial

! Throughout this dissertation, I use first names to refer to people I interviewed and came to know personally, since
these are the names by which community members referred to each other to me, and how community members and I
came to know each other. Using first names also helps to make clear the relationship between me and the community
member, in contrast to those whose remarks I cite from interviews conducted by others, as part of separate projects.
2 Typically, Sliammon refers to the place name of the village on the reserve, while Tla’amin is the more accurate
rendering of the people’s name for themselves and their language. In this dissertation, I aim to follow this distinction
when referring to the place and the people who live there.
3 While the Tla’amin language has sometimes been called “Mainland Comox,” suggesting close linguistic and kinship ties
with the Comox people on Vancouver Island (which community members acknowledge, especially as part of pan-Salish
histories), the three communities of Sliammon, Klahoose, and Homalco describe their relationship as uniquely
intertwined — sometimes, depending on the account, even as three components of the same community.
4 See for instance Cole Harris, Making Native Space: Colonialism, Resistance, and Reserves in British Columbia, Brenda and David
McLean Canadian Studies Series (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2002).
> Cole Harris has referred to this process as the “resettlement” of the region. See Cole Hatris, The Resettlenent of British
Columbia: Essays on Colonialism and Geographical Change (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1997).
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aims of British Columbia and Canada sought to limit Indigenous people’s political, social, spatial,
and economic activities.

In Sliammon specifically, at the same time that the mill in Powell River and the reserve
system curtailed access to resource harvesting activities, the federal government began to enforce
schooling for Sliammon children, sometimes at a poorly-staffed day school on reserve, and
sometimes at residential schools in other parts of B.C., until the 1960s when Sliammon residents
organized to insist that their children be educated at public schools in Powell River. Meanwhile,
Sliammon people experienced unofficial discrimination in Powell River, with stories about
segregation or banning from public establishments being commonplace until the 1970s, but with
experiences of racism lasting until the present day. As Sliammon people’s relationships with Powell
River began to shift from overall exclusion to increased everyday interaction, community members’
economic needs changed as well, as participation in wage labour — rather than trade and subsistence
activities — became more crucial for survival.

But at the same time, moving away from those historical activities caused community
members to compare their contemporary experiences with those of previous generations. From
these reflections came diverse responses to the lasting effects of colonialism: educational
programming about traditional practices and skills, building (and rebuilding) intentional connections
with other Coast Salish communities, and a twenty-year-long process of treaty research and
negotiation that resulted in a treaty agreement in 2012, albeit amid significant controversy in the
community about the appropriateness or usefulness of the agreement. These responses to
colonialism became more public and visible over time, but Sliammon people had always adapted
existing skills and knowledge to work within and against restrictions on their activities. Throughout
these shifts in economic and social relationships in the latter half of the twentieth century, Sliammon
people’s processes of making handmade items revealed the complex ways that they responded to
change and challenges, but also used those tangible items to create and state their ongoing legitimacy
and belonging in that space. Making things, then, has been a process of defining and mobilizing
changing ideas of tradition in ways that supported individual, family, and community needs.

Around the same time that Charlie Bob was first becoming interested in carving, Eliza
Aubichon watched her much older sister-in-law, Sarazine Ratt, prepare moose hides to make beaded
outerwear for northwestern Saskatchewan winters. Being only about twelve years old, Eliza’s role in
the process at first was to assist with fetching the necessary supplies and stoking the fire, while her
sister-in-law did the bulk of the difficult labour. Within a few years, though, she had developed the
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skill, knowledge, and physical strength to complete the preparation of a hide herself, then design,
cut, sew, and decorate the clothing pieces for which it was destined.

Eliza has lived essentially fully-time since the 1950s in the community of Ile-a-la-Crosse, a
place that has been described by academics and community members alike as historically Metis, but,
as this dissertation will elaborate, has been home to many family and geographical connections with
Cree and Dene communities and histories as well. Most historiographical attention to Ile-a-la-Crosse
has been based on its role as a fur trade hub (established in 1776), and later the site of a Roman
Catholic mission (from 1846 until the 1970s). A federal scrip and treaty commission travelled
through the region in 19006, helping to define to some extent who was Metis and who was First
Nations. These contexts have helped to inform many aspects of contemporary community histories
in Ile-a-la-Crosse, but Sakitawak, as it is known in Cree, also has a much longer history than these
settler colonial visitations of being a gathering place “where the rivers meet.”

The middle decades of the twentieth century were thus a time of rapid community change. A
combination of factors led to the eventual consolidation of seasonal residences in the area into a
more permanent, sedentary, larger town. Previously, many people had inhabited family settlements
at various points around the lake, using the town as a central meeting place at the ends of seasons.’
Beginning in the 1940s, the provincial government introduced regulations on the trapping and
selling of furs, assigning and restricting individual trappers to specific geographical areas. A result
was that trapping became less viable, and lifestyles became more sedentary in the community.” Then,
in 1973, with eatlier economic changes still significant, the people of Ile-a-la-Crosse moved
successfully to take control of their school from the Roman Catholic mission. The result was a
locally run school, but as the mission school closed, so did its dormitories. Families who lived across
the lake therefore had little choice but to move to town if they wished to send their children to
school. Furthermore, with transportation changes from waterways to roads, and the concurrent
decline of the fur trade, Ile-a-la-Crosse simultaneously became more connected to southern parts of
the province, while becoming more geographically isolated from a southern perspective, particularly
before electricity and sewer hookup in the 1970s and 1980s. These connections and increased ease
of living conditions helped some community members to focus their resources on political and
social action rather than subsistence and survival in challenging economic conditions.

These individual and community narratives point out the relationships between making

¢ Victor F. Valentine, The Meétis of Northern Saskatchewan (Ottawa: Dept. of Natural Resources, 1955), 10-13.
7Ibid., 11.
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things and making historical interpretations. Eliza Aubichon and Chatlie Bob are contemporaries
from two communities with very different histories, and these introductory narratives about their
skill in making things barely nod towards the nuances and complexities in these two elders’ life
histories. Their experiences, and the ways in which their communities have changed over time, are
quite separate from each other, which is why this dissertation intentionally avoids taking a
comparative approach to the two communities. Yet people in both communities have shared in
parallel processes of using and co-opting colonizing influences not only to make a living for
themselves within those contexts, but also, through their involvement in “making things,” to make
explicit statements about the significance of histories and historical interpretation in community
changes. This dissertation, and the individual and collective experiences of making things portrayed
within it, are a means of discussing how labour, gender, and tradition have been mobilized in Ile-a-
la-Crosse and Sliammon in the twentieth century, and especially from the 1930s and onwards to
respond to contemporary realities.

Of course, making histories and making things have been connected long before the time
period on which this dissertation focuses, but the mid-twentieth century was pivotal for Indigenous
makers and communities in Canada. Both Indigenous histories and made goods came into the
public eye as commodified collectors’ items, as objects of social concern, and as responses to real or
perceived change and its effects within and beyond communities. The mid-twentieth century was
also an era in which makers and interpreters of histories and made goods, driven by political,
economic, and personal motivations, began to reflect on the experiences of previous generations,
and define for themselves the significance of the idea of tradition. They realized that making things
was also a process of making histories.

In connecting processes of making things and making histories, I respond to several key
bodies of scholarship. This dissertation is firstly a means of complicating the history of the related
ideas of tradition and authenticity; while historians like Terrence Ranger and Paige Raibmon have
explored how these ideas do not emerge in a vacuum, but are responses to contemporary needs, I
expand these discussions to discuss how tradition is also constructed by class and gender
differences. Thus, my work is also a history of labour and gender, responding to calls from
Indigenous scholars and scholars of colour like Mary Jane Logan McCallum and Rita Dhamoon to
consider particularly women’s work as labour history, and to pay attention to the diversity of
perspectives within communities, not only among them. I also expand on McCallum’s discussion of
women’s labour in workplaces to look at the ways that cottage industries or domestic work also
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helped to shape differing uses for tradition within communities. Since my work is based in two
communities very distinct from each other, it also provides a methodological example of how to
discuss histories of ideas that have been common to many communities, while continuing to
emphasize the significance of local perspectives. Discussing these larger ideas from more specific
perspectives also enables me to complicate existing scholarship that is specific to individual
communities (mainly Raibmon in Sliammon, and historians David Quiring and Brenda Macdougall
in Ile-a-la-Crosse), by exploring how local histories are not isolated from larger historical
phenomena. By drawing together these historiographical discussions that have been isolated from
each other or within a specific region, I emphasize that tradition, as it has been represented by
handmade items, is an idea with its own histories that have been defined and debated through
processes of making things.

Opverall, then, I show that tradition is not only a philosophical or theoretical idea; it has also
been closely linked to social, political, and economic realities. As a result, community members’
individual perspectives and experiences have been crucial in shaping their own and responding to
others’ expectations of what tradition has looked like since the 1930s. A focus on processes of
making things allows the processes of making histories to become explicit as well. Much of the
historiographical work I discuss here has emphasized the results of historical interpretation within
communities, but not always the reasons for it. But Indigenous communities and individual makers
of objects have engaged directly with tangible histories, and they have done so to address the needs
of their families and communities. While my work has focused on two specific communities, many
Indigenous communities have encountered these factors at work. Making things offered ways to
respond to colonialism and to reassert belonging and agency, not only by producing symbols of
identities, but also by providing economic opportunities, and serving as a tool for interpreting past
experiences.

These histories of resistance through making things have not always been readily visible in
the public eye or in academic historical scholarship. To highlight the broad range of motivations for
(and outcomes of) processes of making handmade items, I have drawn together several
methodological approaches. At their core, these approaches move towards scholarship that puts
Indigenous people’s perspectives at the fore, and I have worked to craft analysis that makes space
for diverse experiences within the racial, class, and gender dynamics of each single community.
While this dissertation is based on my extended community-engaged research work in two

communities, I also read earlier interview transcripts and archival sources to deepen the nuance of
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my analysis and ensure that it is faithful to the experiences of those who have shared their stories.
Crucially, though, I would have been unable to illuminate the gender and labour histories of making
things, traditions, and histories without the relationships I formed with community members. The
conversations that I had with each person reinforced the complexity of community histories and
emphasized the need for me to make space for, rather than speak on behalf of, those individual and
collective experiences.

There is therefore a close relationship between my research methodologies and the
arguments that I outline. When I introduced my topic to community members, I was often asked
what type of handmade items interested me. My response was that we could converse about any
items they wished. I have sought to ensure that community members had the space to define which
histories were most significant, which in turn helped to ensure that my own expectations or
preconceptions, as a relative newcomer to these communities, did not shape my dissertation into
something that would not resonate with community members. As a settler scholar working with
these Indigenous communities, my methods and my arguments alike have worked to show
Indigenous perspectives in their own words, and to put individual remarks into the context of
statements made by others past and present. This dissertation has therefore been a process of
contextualization of individual experiences within larger colonial processes.

It has also been a process of contextualizing my research relationships. As a settler person
doing this oral history work, I had several people make gently corrective remarks to me in which
they explained about family members who were recording stories, or planning a community
museum, or had university training in writing and research. I took these remarks as cautions for my
academic methodologies. They did not necessarily mind that I was doing this work -- some did
encourage my efforts, not because I was salvaging things, but because they felt it would foster better
understanding among non-Indigenous people -- but ultimately, the work of preserving cultures and
histories was a job that should be led by community members, and my work should not overshadow
those efforts. Therefore, through my extended consultations with community members, I have
worked to be specific about not only the cultural influences shaping histories of handmade items,
but also about how this knowledge was gained, how I undertook my processes of interpretation, and
how I have worked to ensure that these analyses remain faithful to the perspectives shared with me.
It is this ongoing collaboration that has enabled me to show how making things has also been a

gender and labour history of making traditions that could respond to colonial intrusion.
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Map 1: Ile-a-la-Crosse and northwestern Saskatchewan. Map produced by Community-University
Research Alliance study “Ofpimsuak—the Free People: Métis Land and Society in Northwest
Saskatchewan,” 2005.
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Map 2: Sliammon and its surrounding coastal region. Map produced by the Sliammon First Nation,

www.sliammonfirstnation.com/devcorp/sliammon_profile.pdf.

Introductions and Methodologies

My work with the communities and oral histories of Sliammon and Ile-a-la-Crosse fits under
the umbrella of “community-engaged research” methodologies, but I use that term not as an
shorthand explanation of my approaches, but as a launching point for explicit and self-reflective
discussion of what that process entails, whom it has involved, and how those involvements have
shaped my interpretations. In and of itself, community-engaged scholarship does not suggest or
imply the use of any particular approaches or methodologies, so it is important that I am explicit
about how I have come to my knowledge and interpretations. Most significantly, within that
knowledge, I also seek to clarify that this dissertation is not intended as a comprehensive survey of

perspectives in the two communities I have worked with, and I recognize that the ways I first met
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these communities has determined the range of perspectives considered here, and that my presence
as an academic researcher is not politically or socially neutral.

Within this dissertation, I specifically discuss the perspectives of a total of twenty-two
community members in Ile-a-la-Crosse and Sliammon whom I have interviewed (in addition to oral
histories with these and other community members undertaken by others and archived in
community repositories). However, I have learned the most about an individual, community, or
perspective outside of my formal interviews, not because the community members I spoke with
were uninformative — on the contrary, I am immensely grateful for the knowledge shared with me in
those conversations — but rather because the interviews themselves could not exist without their
larger contexts. By spending time assisting with community projects and events, and interacting with
many different community members on more informal levels, I have been able to learn about the
relationships and individual histories that shaped the perspectives that the individuals cited here
shared with me in “official” settings like interviews. Indeed, in a 2016 poster presentation at the
Canadian Historical Association annual meeting, I estimated, based on my notes from a sample
three-day research trip, that interviews themselves have comprised only about five percent of the
time I have spent working within communities. Thus, while in this dissertation I have tended to
express insights from community members in quotations from interviews, my analyses and larger
perspectives have been shaped by the broader understandings of families and connections that
spending time in communities has afforded me.

I first visited Sliammon in 2012, as a “field instructor” — working to support and facilitate
students’ research — at the first Tla’amin/University of Saskatchewan/Simon Fraser University
combined ethnohistory and archaeology field school. My role grew out of my experience
undertaking community-engaged oral history research in other communities (including Ile-a-la-
Crosse) rather than my familiarity with Sliammon itself: like the students I worked with, it was my
first visit to the community. During that month, the students’ research projects took precedence
within the condensed time frame; I began to speak with community members about my work on
subsequent visits.

However, my time as a field instructor helped me to refine my larger research values and
approaches. Because my role during my first visit was primarily that of a facilitator, my time in
Sliammon reinforced the ways in which my presence and research have local political or social

determinants and connections. Kirin Narayan has noted that everyone is part of “multiple planes of



identification,” within cultural, personal, and, I would argue, scholarly identities. Navigating a new
community both as an instructor and as a prospective doctoral student researcher, I was highly and
at times uncomfortably aware of how these multiple planes of authority intersected and even
conflicted.

During my first visit to Sliammon as a field instructor, the community was partially
immobilized by a highly contentious vote on whether to ratify the final agreement on a treaty that
had been under negotiation for over twenty years through the British Columbia Treaty process. In
an effort to help students deal with disruptions to the compressed time frame in which to complete
their research (and establish my own more independent role as a historical researcher), I sought to
triangulate my own experience and trusted community members’ advice on how to proceed. At the
same time, though, there remained a conflict between my and the students’ efforts to seek out
diverse community perspectives, while acknowledging that although our work was not specifically
intended to be pro-treaty, we were ultimately brought there by pro-treaty interests. We wondered
whether high community tensions make this affiliation inconvenient or even risky for researchers. In
such a situation, while advice from trusted community members was valuable and encouraging for
everyone, it also reflected and reinforced existing power dynamics within and beyond the
community.

This explicitly political introduction to the community highlighted to me the way that I
became an arbiter of community opinion and knowledge almost immediately due to my affiliation
with the treaty office, and the subsequent contacts with other community members that were based
mainly on those initial introductions. Although I have endeavoured since then to speak with
community members with a variety of perspectives, ultimately, the people I know best have been
connected to a specific side of that divisive issue, and therefore have had at least some similar
interpretations of Tla’amin histories that may not cover the scope of historical interpretation in
Sliammon as a whole.

Sliammon is a day’s travel time by air from my home base in Saskatoon, a journey dependent
on careful negotiation of ferry and flight schedules, or an ability to pay for flights directly to the
neighbouring town of Powell River, which is unconnected by road to the more accessible
Vancouver airport. By necessity, then, my trips to Sliammon have tended to be relatively infrequent
(averaging two visits per year since 2012), for one-to-three-week stretches at a time. These travel

considerations have allowed me several concerted stretches of immersion in whatever daily rhythms

8 Kirin Narayan, “How Native Is the Native Anthropologist?,” American Anthropologist 95 (1993): 676.
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are taking place in the community, but have also meant a certain rigidity in my schedule that has not
always been able to accommodate local people’s availability to the extent that they and I would have
preferred, or to allow me to be present for more than a couple of larger-scale community events. As
a result, I have met community members mainly through personal introductions, or
recommendations from those community members I met during my first stay in Sliammon.
Spending time at community events, workshops, or gatherings has allowed me to meet a wider range
of people than those most closely connected to treaty office projects and interests.

The contentiousness of the 2012 treaty vote clearly revealed the complexity of historical and
contemporary perspectives in Sliammon, some of which were categorized by political opinion, but
also by historical relationships among families, colonial administrations both locally and further
afield, and encounters with the largely non-Indigenous population in Powell River. These are
relationships and networks among local people that, I suspect, would have been easier to understand
had I been able to visit Sliammon more frequently. Thus, my understandings of Sliammon histories
and local relationships are based largely on relationships and conversations on an individual rather
than pan-community level.

While my research has been predicated on ideas of reciprocity and community relevance that
are tenets of community-engaged research, it was not appropriate for me to make large-scale
generalizations about the community as a collective entity. Reflecting on my early work as an
undergraduate and early graduate student, I extrapolated from conversations with individuals to
make arguments about singular cultural identities in Ile-a-la-Crosse and in Coast Salish
communities:” a phenomenon that I have noticed, in my subsequent work with students, is not
uncommon. The individuals with whom I have interacted have shared their interpretations of their
community as well as their individual experiences with me, and I seek to bring these perspectives
into conversation with each other in an effort to depict both the commonality and diversity of
Sliammon people’s historical understandings.

My relationship with Ile-a-la-Crosse has looked quite different from my relationship with
Sliammon, which is a significant basis for why this dissertation is intentionally not comparative. The
research background that predicated my first visit to Siammon had its beginnings in Ile-a-la-Crosse.

I first travelled there in 2006 as a part of a team of summer undergraduate researchers hired to work

9 See for example Katya MacDonald, “Crossing Paths: Knowing and Navigating Paths of Access to St6:16 Fishing Sites,”
University of the Fraser 1 alley Research Review 2, no. 2 (2009). This is an article that I have since revised for republication,
and as part of the process, I have included additional clarification of the specific contexts in which my assertions would
be most relevant, and where further conversations with community members would add nuance.
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on a series of small oral history projects with a primarily social history focus, under the umbrella of a
larger, multidisciplinary community-university research alliance. I was new to community-engaged
research (and indeed to most primary source research of any kind), having read a number of
methodological and historiographical texts in preparation, but not yet having had the opportunity to
experience the contrasts between methodological ideals and their local iterations, limitations, and
complexities. Not unlike my introduction to Sliammon, we first met political leaders and affiliated
people of similar perspectives on the social and political characteristics of the community. Unlike in
Sliammon, though, I was largely naive that such political distinctions existed and would influence
community members’ interest or willingness to participate in our research. Over time, then, my work
in Ile-a-la-Crosse has evolved into an exercise in bringing diversity and complexity to what I had
previously understood as common, generalizable histories or understandings in the community: a
process working somewhat in the opposite direction to my approaches in Sliammon, where I have
needed to seek out connections or comparisons among individuals.

Furthermore, I have worked with people in Ile-a-la-Crosse for several years longer and in
more depth — over the course of community-based projects that elaborated on my first work there,
as well as a component of my MA thesis — than in Sliammon, and while I continue to build mutually
trusting relationships in Sliammon, its distance and its (relative) newness to me simply means that
my conversations there have had a different, perhaps more formal, tone than in Ile-a-la-Crosse. At
the same time, although I have spent more time in Ile-a-la-Crosse, I have had fewer conversations
specifically related to my dissertation topic than I have had in Sliammon, largely for reasons of
timing and funds.

While the roles of some of the politically-affiliated people I met during my first visits to le-
a-la-Crosse have changed over time, with some falling out of power, some taking on new roles, and
some passing away, my familiarity and affiliation with them has endured. While I have continued to
meet and interact with an increasingly diverse set of community members, these relationships have
usually built outwards from those initial connections. As I have come to know the community better
over time, I have encountered more opportunities to meet people further afield from my initially
strongly political connections, but it remains the case that those whom I have come to know the
best have usually been involved with projects affiliated with municipal or local educational interests.

Ile-a-1a-Crosse is about a five-hour drive from Saskatoon, somewhat more accessible than
Sliammon for shorter visits that can be more easily timed to coincide with community events at
which to volunteer, or to take on smaller-scale involvements supporting community members’
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projects in addition to my own research. My previous work in Ile-a-la-Crosse (my initial
undergraduate research assignment, my MA thesis on local spatial histories, a project with a
colleague on histories of fiddle music and dancing, and attending elders’ meetings as a scribe for a
study on historical place names spearheaded by high school principal Vince Ahenakew) has pushed
me to evaluate my approaches to history in Ile-a-la-Crosse with the benefit of considerable time to
reflect on my experiences and assumptions. It has also allowed me to see relationships from multiple
angles and contexts, against the backdrop of recent shifts in legal and political realities for Metis
people. Federal Bill C-3, which came into effect in 2011, enabled some Metis people whose
grandmothers had lost their Indian status by marrying non-Indian men to retroactively claim Indian
status. While these people often continue to identify as culturally Metis, their legal status with the
tederal government has changed. These complexities have reinforced the need to consider
community members’ histories and narratives in the context of their individual experiences and
interpretations, rather than categorizing them as part of a specific ethnic, cultural, or legal identity.
It is also significant to note that in Ile-a-la-Crosse, more than in Sliammon, community
members tended to focus more on lifestyles associated with processes of making things, than on the
specific finished items themselves, as tended to be the case in my conversations with community
members in Sliammon. As a result, the range of made goods that Ile-a-la-Crosse community
members mentioned to me was much broader than in Sliammon, and included clothing, food,
transportation items, music, trapping equipment, and household goods in addition to the kinds of
“display” pieces that Sliammon community members tended to focus on. The views of community
people led me to focus on processes of making things, rather than solely on specific items or types
of items. While this dissertation is not intended to be a comparison of the two communities, in this
case the differences between these two specific places offer insight into the distinct ways that
community members spoke about “histories of handmade items.” Whereas for most of its
twentieth-century history, Sliammon has existed in close proximity and relationship to urban areas,
Ile-a-la-Crosse has been further removed. Thus, lifestyles that community members have come to
describe as traditional continue to be closer at hand, both geographically and temporally, for
community members in Ile-a-la-Crosse. Whereas in B.C. Indigenous people’s movements were
restricted by the creation of the reserve system, in northern Saskatchewan, community members
experienced colonialism through restrictions on their economies and their access to making a living.

As a result, processes of making things were connected to a broad range of activities and values that
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community members have come to define as traditional, because tradition has come to be so closely

linked to specific historical lifestyles and economies.

Image 1 (above): A view of the Snob Hill area of Ile-a-la-Crosse.
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Image 2 (above): Handmade skiffs on the lakeshore, made by Ile-a-la-Crosse community members.

Image 3 (above): Totem pole, carved by Tla’amin community member Jackie Timothy, at the

Sliammon beach front.

15



Image 4(above): Sliammon village beach front.

My first introductions to community-engaged research more generally came in the form of
methodological texts from diverse disciplines, and over time, my readings of these texts have shifted from
viewing them as introductory guides to research ethics and protocols, to tools for raising ongoing questions
about the ways that my research relationships interact with scholarly and community members’ expectations
and assumptions about what research processes should entail. Like most academics, my introduction to
community-based and community-engaged research was a theoretical one, informed by texts assigned to us
by mentors sharing their own experience, or gleaned from library shelves and word-of-mouth
recommendations. As I have delved deeper into my work, and engaged on a longer term with people and
histories, these introductory texts at times became models for my own approaches. Yet as these theoretical
works have come to form a deepening relationship with my individual scholarship, the way I have linked
authors to my approaches risks becoming increasingly individualized, to the point that their influence on me
becomes a sort of “private knowledge,” to borrow Wayne Suttles’ depiction of Coast Salish social and

historical relationships. The ideas I have taken from these formative readings have shaped my approaches to
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research in highly individualized ways: ways that require ongoing reflection to ensure that my
understandings of communities and histories do not remain static or subject to my early assumptions.

As a student new to community-engaged research reading the work of Linda Tuhiwai-Smith,
perhaps best known for her book Decolonizing Methodologies, 1 was struck by the way that she drew such a
clear link between research and long histories of colonization. In depicting the activities and challenges of
Indigenous scholars, she also caused me, as a newcomer, to consider how my own work, and the scholarly
traditions from which it grew, might be changed to more closely align with the interests of community
members I encountered. I internalized these questions, which consciously and unconsciously shaped my
research approaches. Tuhiwai-Smith has described the space in the midst of researchers, scholarly
conventions, and Indigenous people and communities as “tricky ground,”mwhich, she notes, this is a
challenging space because it is at once a space of institutional and individual concern. In the context of my
oral history research with Indigenous communities, I have tended to cast myself as a learner about the
community, in addition to my existing role as a university student. This approach has been demonstrated
frequently even by those who have come to know a community over the course of several decades. Keith
Basso, for instance, has described misunderstandings as well as insights that he gained in forty years’
research with Apache communities." There exists, then, a tension between the way I portray myself to
community members, and the way that historians’ writing conventions ask me to construct cohesive
arguments about the pasts that community members have interpreted for a learner, not for an authoritative
speaker.

Though the precise questions I ask may differ, when I compare my own field notes from my first,
undergraduate, forays into community-based research and the field notes I have made over the course of my
dissertation work, fundamentally I have always introduced myself as a student, and I am seeking insight
from those who live there. This effort at humility, deference to local knowledge, and openness to correction
is a theme that has run throughout Indigenous and non-Indigenous people’s methodological and ethical
discussions. Yet at the same time, I recognize that I may also be an arbiter of institutional authority. Even
while seeking a relationship with a community that, in its ideal form, offers members input into all stages of
research and teaching processes, I make decisions about interpretation, argumentation, and portrayal that
some community members do not see, because a dissertation is not a readily-accessible format for sharing

these decisions, because we lose touch with each other, or because they see the academic world as separate

10 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London; New York: Dunedin, N.Z: Zed
Books; University of Otago Press, 1999), 86.

1 See Keith H. Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places: Landscape and Language among the Western Apache (Albuquerque: University of
New Mexico Press, 1990).
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from their own community and historical interests. In such instances, I simultaneously occupy, in sometimes
conflicting ways, the role of a newcomer as well as a scholarly authority.

As a result of these complications, while researching and writing are part of the same continuum,
they also conflict with each other, and I have had to be cautious that these conflicts do not bleed across the
continuum. As a PhD candidate researcher, I have become an “insider” to the research process. Yet it can at
times be easy to conflate this kind of “insider-ness” with perceived insider access to community histories
and knowledge as well. Kirin Narayan has considered the extent to which categories of “insider” and
“outsider” are concrete ones, and argues that researchers are engaged in overlapping layers of communities
and power relations.'> My work has created and highlighted diverse layers of power and knowledge through
my introductions to Sliammon and Ile-a-la-Crosse, the diverging ways I have come to know individuals and
historical networks in the two places, and the diverse roles I have taken on.” My research, then, can be
framed as a history of shifting power dynamics or mobilizations of individual experience. Particularly

poignant is Narayan’s caution against “hit-and-run anthropology,”"

yet the longer I have remained engaged
with communities, the trickier — to borrow Tuhiwai-Smith’s term — my research experience has become. I
am cognizant that this dissertation does not represent a culmination of knowledge, nor necessarily a precise
outline of what my community engagement will look like going forward, but rather, in terms of my
methodologies, it exists as a snapshot and a personal historiography of my research ethics and approaches.
Ethnographers have explored the identifiable outcomes of approaches that prioritize listening and
contextualizing. In particular, some have argued for a practice that does not hasten to seck defined answers
to a question, but instead looks for ways to bring diverse or marginalized perspectives into the scholarly
conversation, and leaves room for reconsidering existing assumptions that have been reinforced through
scholarly writing."” While like all PhD students I entered my research with the outline of a research focus,
after spending time with community members, and, in the case of Ile-a-la-Crosse, considering their
comments on my most recent research, my questions shifted from being ones about specific histories of
things, to include conversations about the historical contexts in which making activities had taken place.
When community members spoke about histories of making, they also spoke implicitly about the economic,

political, social, and personal motivations for making, often calling into question scholarly distinctions

12 Narayan, “How Native Is the Native Anthropologist?,” 671.

13 Among other things, I have been a researcher, learner, interviewer, educator, conversationalist, fiddle player,
chauffeur, event assistant, babysitter, and historian: each of which requires framing my knowledge, experience, and
relationships in a different way.

4 Narayan, “How Native Is the Native Anthropologist?,” 676.

15 Stacy Leigh Pigg, “On Sitting and Doing: Ethnography as Action in Global Health,” Social Science and Medicine 99
(2013): 127.
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between items made for tradition or profit, familial or public, or personal or political uses. Complicating
these distinctions became an important focus of my ongoing research activities, so by bringing the contexts
that shaped my understandings to the fore, I seek to go beyond simply distilling community members’
perspectives, and bring my and their shifting historical interpretations into conversation with one another.
While my questions I have asked of community members have been broad, simply explaining my
interest in learning about “histories of handmade things in this community,” I have also not usually sought
to push community members to define made things in ways that would, at first glance, make for a more
nuanced scholarly argument. Most (though certainly not all) people I spoke with gravitated towards
discussing made things that are seen as traditional, or that were embedded in lifestyles they defined as
traditional. In such instances, community members centred our conversations on their interests in the idea
of tradition and its role in their community, but also interpreted what they expected my interests to be. In
such exchanges, the relationships I have formed with communities and individuals become important
interpretive tools for finding our footing on “tricky ground.” These contextualizing relationships have
highlighted potential gaps in our respective understanding of the histories under discussion, where in my
efforts not to limit our conversations to “traditional” items, I risked disregarding or misrepresenting the
changing mobilizations of tradition by community members over time.
As Indigenous studies scholars like Winona Wheeler have noted, community-engaged oral
history work should not be evaluated solely on its outcomes; rather, the process of building
relationships needs to be explicit and evident. Wheeler has used “chopping wood” as a metaphor for
such processes, and has explained the necessity of relationships in oral history scholarship: “Maria
[Campbell, in her role as researcher] chopped wood, carried water, drove Mrs. Peemee [the eventual
interviewee] to town for shopping. In short, she was friend and apprentice. She not only received
the full story...she and Mrs. Peemee collaboratively edited the story for publication.”"®
However, it may be overly simplistic to seek or expect the “full story;” when knowledge is co-
created and the product of relationships, the kinds of conversations that take place are defined by
many contextual details, including the less visible work of the researcher. In 1983, sociologist Arlie
Hochschild coined the term “emotional labour” to describe the unpaid, often unrecognized activities
that maintain positive interpersonal relationships in businesses, organizations, and service
professions. But emotional labour is also embedded in historical research methodologies: in efforts

to undertake reciprocal, decolonizing research, scholars have advocated relationship-building with

16 Winona Wheeler, “Social Relations of Indigenous Oral Histories,” in Walking a Tightrope: Aboriginal People and Their
Representations (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2004), 201.
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community members as a vital ethical undertaking.

The behind-the-scenes work necessary to foster trust and relationships is often coded as
feminine; in my work, it has tended to take the form of making canned goods as gifts, preparing
food for events or in community members’ homes, cleaning, childcare, and grocery shopping. Such
work is not always visible as a contribution to historical, methodological, and ethical questions.
Because emotional labour puts community members’ needs ahead of scholatly ones, the work does
not necessarily translate directly into scholarly products, regardless of the time and energy that such
tasks require of a researcher. Therefore, in the context of dissertation work, I seek to reconsider
emotional labour not as optional compassion, nor as a means to a scholarly end, but rather as an
under-recognized component of research processes that requires significant resources on the part of
the researcher, and that shapes the character of historical arguments.

Emotional labour and its gendered components often determine the nature of historical
arguments. It has related, but different, implications than “chopping wood,” the process of making
one’s reciprocal labour available and becoming familiar with cultural protocols. Emotional labour
helps to clarify not only how knowledge is produced and shared in community contexts, but also to
make explicit the researcher’s positionality. Emotional labour is directly necessary work, not to be
commodified, nor considered peripheral to an interview or to a scholatly project, but rather to be
centred and framed as scholarly labour. In the realm of my dissertation, I have sought to provide at
least brief context for the environments in which community members have spoken to me, not only
to make the nature of the relationship more evident, but also to point to the kinds of emotional
labour that allowed the conversation to progress to that point. Because emotional labour is a process
of maintaining goodwill that is disproportionately placed on the researcher — given the limitations of
a PhD program, my research will, unfortunately, be of more benefit to me than to the community
members I worked with — each interview quotation in this dissertation is a product of a relationship,
but also the product of labour to facilitate those relationships.

At times, community-engaged scholarship writes the labour out of emotional labour:
researchers do not acknowledge their emotional labour as quantifiable work. Instead, they have
framed it in terms of personal rewards rather than the result of the expenditure of resources, albeit
well-meaning and with an eye towards ethical scholarship. Maureen G. Reed, Hélene Godmaire,

Marc-André Guertin, Dominique Potvin, and Paivi Abernethy have stated that “community-engaged
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scholarship means inhabiting your research.”’” Maureen Reed elaborated, “I found the project fed
me, professionally and personally, as we carried on....This made the experience truly joyful, despite
the many bumps in the road we encountered.”"® Even as metaphors, these statements create
particular challenges when they inform academic timelines and funding structures, especially those
faced by graduate students and early career academics, since scholars tend not to evaluate the
satisfaction or “nourishment” that is gained through community-engaged working relationship as a
central task of the research process; the time and funds required to undertake it are framed as
extraneous rather than necessary.

Despite its invisibility, then, often-gendered emotional labour shapes the nature of
relationships we maintain, the scope of the questions we ask, and ultimately the arguments we make:
it is emotional labour that has asked me to evaluate the forcefulness of my arguments, consider their
reach, and gauge how far I can extrapolate from existing knowledge to maintain the integrity of
relationships I have worked to build. The aspects of my work with community members that has
not been specifically scholarly has magnified the importance of these questions.” Emotional labour
therefore /s a workplace, not only a phenomenon that exists 7 the work place, as Hochschild
suggests. While it is the context for relationships that form foundations of scholarly insights, these
relationships are not defined by a single scholarly moment such as an interview. Emotional labour,
then, can entail significant, often gendered tasks that appear to be “off topic” to a research question,
but that are formative in building trust and a sense of context. If a participant has other more
immediate interests than a scholarly question, then the emotional labour of maintaining good
relationships entails foregoing the scholarly goal at that moment, in favour of making coffee or
cleaning the kitchen.

Histories of both creating and interpreting things are social undertakings that are situational
in racial, class-based, gendered, and historical ways. Exploring the creation and use of material things

can be a way to complicate historical themes that at times have been considered largely as one-

17 Maureen G. Reed et al,, “Engaged Scholarship: Reflections from a Multi-Talented, National Partnership Seeking to
Strengthen Capacity for Sustainability,” Engaged Scholar Journal 1, no. 1 (2015): 176.

18 Ibid., 173.

19 Since I have considerable experience working with teams of student researchers at field schools and in other
community-university research partnerships, I have often had the opportunity to observe gendered differences in
expectations for researchers’ labour. Some of these expectations come from my and other researchers’ socialization and
learned behaviour for visiting and interacting with primarily older people; other expectations stem from community
members themselves. Regardless, though, I have observed that men’s and women’s community engagement can take on
separate forms, supporting the idea that emotional labour is gendered labour. Just as Carlson and Lutz, among others
(see following footnote) have called for historical analysis that considers race, class, and gender, I discuss emotional
labour in order to depict how our research methodologies are also based on our own positionality.
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dimensional. Drawing on work by scholars like Keith Thor Carlson” and John Sutton Lutz,* who
have called for increased attention to social historical themes of race, class, and gender in
scholarship addressing Indigenous peoples and histories, a historical study of “making things” -- that
is, creating material objects or tangible concepts -- seeks to track and interpret the changing ways
that racial, class, and gendered dimensions of tradition and authenticity have existed within
communities and in community members’ interactions with one another.

Since I first began to envision this dissertation, I have also encountered ideas and
scholarship that have shifted the ways that I have evaluated my role in communities and the points
that community members have raised in our conversations. In much of my eatlier community-based
work, I did not explicitly situate myself within my research and analyses, and I did not consider the
role of my own systemic privilege when undertaking my work. Recently, scholars from Indigenous
and settler backgrounds alike, as well as people of colour, have commented on the ways that,
sometimes intentionally and sometimes implicitly, academic institutional structures have served to
marginalize some people’s voi