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The statement in the title, what if Indigenous Knowledge contradicts accepted scientific findings (Fowler, 2000), is 
an expression of the dilemma people who research Indigenous Knowledge think they find themselves in when they 
are confronted with different interpretations of what it means to be human, or, as I may summarize it, with different 
cultural interpretations of human existence. I sense a certain amount of fear in this statement, which, indeed, 
suggests an Indigenous interpretation that threatens the accepted scientific worldview. The question is, of course, 
who the accepting entity is and what the acceptance is measured on. The statement was made by an academic 
(PhD) executive of a diamond company who, responsible for inclusion of Indigenous Knowledge in the 
environmental assessment the company had to do before starting the mine, suspects contradictory interpretations 
on land use by the Indigenous people who occupy the land that should be developed by the company he 
represents. With this statement, he sets the stage for an analysis of research data on Indigenous Knowledge the 
company collected in order to follow recommendations of the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act (1996) that 
would dismiss the validity of the very subject, Indigenous Knowledge, that is to be integrated in environmental 
assessment done on Indigenous lands. His use of the term accepted scientific findings is unfortunate as he tries to 
recruit the academic community for reinforcing his view on the suspected contradictions of Indigenous Knowledge 
to scientific knowledge. He juxtaposes accepted, academic or scientific knowledge production to Indigenous, 
supposedly non-scientific knowledge, and in the process creates an image of a united academy which keeps 
Indigenous Knowledge out rather than integrating it, ignoring a development within the academy, carried by 
Indigenous scholars, which is opening paths to integrate Indigenous knowledge, although, admittedly, this does 
not happen without a challenge of the status quo. Looking into knowledge production anywhere we will find that 
the basis is observation, no matter where knowledge is produced. What is then the problem with acknowledging 
knowledge from others? One hint is given by Parsons (2005) who quotes on Thornhill (www.kronia.com) that “you 
have to observe what nature actually does, not what you think it should do”, a statement that refers to assumptions 
(hypotheses) that influence both the researchers‟ observation and the analysis of it. I have to clarify here that he is 
referring to an academic establishment which, rather than trying to find new insights, tries to protect accepted 
paradigms. In this context any different interpretation of the observed fact s would pose a threat, and the very 
presence of Indigenous Knowledge might be seen as such. In this context, the rules of research and acceptance of 
knowledge production become a control mechanism that, rather than expanding knowledge, only allows a point of 
view that protects the Status Quo, preventing knowledge from real growth. In this way, the acceptance of 
knowledge researched according to those rules will be measured not on the basis of the philosophy of the people 
who hold this knowledge but on the degree of whiteness, meaning its closeness to the protected and privileged, 
western academic knowledge. I see Fowler‟s (2000) statement within this context. What I will discuss are examples 
that show how the company uses academic research analysis to create a context which keeps Indigenous 
Knowledge out of the academic realm. Of course, the driving factor might be to validate the economic agenda of 
the company and devalue Indigenous concerns of destruction of their environment, source of Indigenous economy 
and, ultimately, their way of life. As legal interpretations were also used in order to justify such views on 

Indigenous Knowledge, I will discuss those interpretations, using some rulings by Canadian courts that 
contradict them. 



 
 
 

 

In the end, I will discuss the academic context, showing that, while there is a struggle by Indigenous 
scholars to integrate Indigenous worldviews, the doors for acceptance of Indigenous Knowledge are 
not as closed as the statement in the title of this paper might suggest. I will, however, also point out 
that there is a tendency to protect a Status Quo of scientific knowledge produced in the academy and 
that Indigenous Knowledge has not yet been completely accepted, and as long as control of knowledge 
production and interpretation of knowledge according to its degree of academic whiteness remains in 
the hands of the privileged, Indigenous people in the academy will have to struggle to have Indigenous 
Knowledge accepted. My examples refer to research of Indigenous Knowledge in the Omushkegowuk 
(Swampy Cree) community of Attawapiskat in Northern Ontario, Canada set up and supervised by the 
diamond company. My interest in this issue stems from my status of, albeit being non-Aboriginal, being 
a member of the community by marriage, being involved in community matters with all my in-law 
relatives living in that community. Having such personal connection to the people I also witness that 
due to the mistrust in the validity of their knowledge, Indigenous people still have a hard time trusting 
the claim of their colonizers to have moved beyond colonialism. 
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THE MYTH OF „THE MYTH‟ 
 

The Mushkegowuk author Kataquapit (2003) explains 
why he wrote down his collection of stories in a way that 
the views of his people, the Mushkegowuk- Cree, are 
related to by themselves: in order to get his own peo-
ple‟s view to history across because “non-native authors  
….. tend to discriminate native culture”. With this state-
ment, Kataquapit raises the issue that Indigenous Know-
ledge is indeed not represented by non-Indigenous peo-
ple who write about it because it, the knowledge, is 
either not understood and thus misinterpreted, or it is 
dismissed altogether untested in the sense that it was 
not produced in the academy, and too much leaning 
towards myth rather than fact. The term myth refers to a 
teaching tool of oral traditions, the stories told in order to 
record culture and way of life (history). The problem de-
rives, of course, from the definition of terms like myth 
and fact. The explanation of an Anishnawbe (Ojibway) 
scholar that in traditional and contemporary times, the 
Elder and traditional teachers are the ones who guide 
the apprentice on his or her own path of learning, since 
the education of an Aboriginal person happens through 
the lived experience of that person (Rheault, 2000), indi-
cates, however, that the myth lies within our definition of 
the term itself, not in the know-ledge that is based on the 
stories told by the people. Education and the interpreta-
tion of knowledge, as Rheault (2000) explains, is based 
on the lived experience of the person who passes it on, 
and thus, the basis for the experience can also be 
interpreted as fact because the person is indeed alive 
and the survival of her/his people, which is a fact as well, 
was informed by knowledge that was accumulated in this 
way, by referring life experience to cultural interpreta-
tions (stories).  

In fact, Indigenous Knowledge has proven itself valu-

able as most community members in the Omushkego-

wuk community of Attawapiskat still survive on and ma- 

 
 
 
 

 

nage the resources they harvest from the land. A rela-
tively resent study showed that traditional economy is 
very much intact in the region, and that it was indeed 
growing as “hunters obtained more wild food in absolute 
terms than that reported in the Attawapiskat surveys in 
the 1940s as presented in Honigman 1961” (Berkes et 
al., 1994), which calculated as “some $9.4 million worth 
of meat and other land-based products, or about $8,400 
per household in 1990” (Berkes et al., 1994). Harvesting 
activities, of course, also refer to Indigenous Knowledge 
of the land and are dependent on conservation and re-
source management which this knowledge contains. This 
makes it evident that “Native (that is, Indigenous) 
science still exists and informs Native life in vital ways” 
(Cajete, 1999). The myths, coupled with the experience 
of the teacher, as the basis of passing on that know-
ledge thus cannot be interpreted as inaccurate. Never-
theless, by ignoring the meanings those myths actually 
teach, their factual core is not recognized and the know-
ledge, in Indigenous cultures based on a spirituality that 
we might interpret as environmental science, is not made 
accessible by researching such knowledge with the 
blindfold this particular research is started with - the 
interpretation of Indigenous Knowledge contradicting 
scientific findings. Thus, knowledge that should be re-
searched on the basis of its deeper meaning is devalue-
ted instead. 

 

Devaluating indigenous knowledge 
 
In the final report of environmental impact research in 
Attawapiskat, which, as the report points out, includes 
traditional knowledge, such knowledge is interpreted as 
non- scientific and thus less valuable. I have to clarify 
that, although funds for that research were not provided 
by any academic agency, research was indeed carried 



 
 
 

 

out according to “accepted, scientific” (Fowler, 2000) 
rules by people with academic qualifications. In the re-
port it is pointed out that although Indigenous Knowledge 
is based on observations, these observations are not 
subject to any particular form of analysis or verification, 
other than by reference to the prior experience of indivi-
duals and group members. (DeBeers and AMEC, 2004) 
The statement about lack of a process of analysis and 
verification creates the illusion that Indigenous Knowled-
ge is primitive (my interpretation). Such practice can be 
interpreted as Epistemological Ethnocentricm where “the 
dominant paradigm essentially establishes the parame-
ters within which „legitimate‟ discourse may take place” 
(Reagan, 2005). In other words, the supposedly not 
analysed and non-verified knowledge production by 
Indigenous people would warrant control of research and 
analysis by the non- Indigenous researcher, as her/his 
basis is an academic process that follows such analysis 
and verification. Seen from the perspective of the 
researched who have suffered from poverty created by 
colonialism, this statement emphasizes continuation of 
colonialism, as the academic study of other cultures ….,  
although unquestionably useful and valuable, has from 
its very inception been closely tied to colonialism and 
imperialism (Reagan, 2005), with the tie to colonialism 
being the assumption that Indigenous Knowledge, al-
though based on observation, was not tested (analyzed) 
and verified. This indication to lack of analysis and veri-
fiication (DeBeers and AMEC, 2004) could also be a 
reference to cultural deficit theories which “reflect the 
attitudes of superiority embedded in the majority culture” 
(Scott, 2001) and which were used “as justification for 
ignoring the unique cultural knowledge and orientation to 
learning which Native American[s]… brought with them” 
(Cajete, 1999).  

To look at the positive side of the statement by 
DeBeers and AMEC (2004), it shows that, similar to 
western knowledge acquisition, traditional Native Ameri-
can systems of research and educating were character-
rized by observation. Yet, analysis of observation and 
learning happened in a holistic, high context way of 
“experimental learning rather than by the low-contexted 
formal instruction characteristic of Euro-American 
schooling” (Cajete, 1999). What that means is that 
although analysis, of course, is based on the very scien-
tific method of observation, the structure of the analysis 
processes (holistic rather than in broken down subjects) 
is different from western kind of schooling and knowled-
ge processing, which Cajete (1999) refers to as high-
context learning as opposed to low-context learning. The 
holistic view brings about certain type of under-standing 
with “characteristics like whole brain orientation in the 
processing of information (intuitive and rational), highly 
visual, spatial and kinaesthetic orientations, oral as 
opposed to written language orientation, thinking in 
images rather than words, and learning in accordance 
with the requirements of the situation rather than ab- 

 
 

 
 

 

stract learning” (Cajete, 1999) . I interpret knowledge 
produced in this context to be more inclusive, as it is 
looking at the whole, including all possible perspectives 
rather than analyzing only parts of the context (like eco-
nomic gains) depending on the subject that is looked into 
or the agenda of what we want to accomplish (Couture, 
1991; Western Canadian Protocol, 2000). Yet, it does 
not lack analysis or verification altogether. 
 

 

Synthesising knowledges – The value of indigenous 

knowledge for finding „facts‟ 
 
I shortly want to discuss two examples from the 
Attawapiskat research that show how actual scientific 
findings were prevented rather than protected by ignore-
ing or misinterpreting Indigenous knowledge. Of course, 
looking into the context of a diamond company wanting 
to justify the destruction of traditional land there is an 
agenda for the act of dismissing Indigenous Knowledge. 
Nevertheless, a synthesis of knowledges was prevented 
and the protection of so-called accepted findings result-
ed in much of the collected data (facts?) not adding up. 
Put into a wider, academic context, the agenda is to dis-
miss the claim Indigenous people in the Americas have 
on their land as, according to their stories, they have 
been put here by Kitche Manitou (the Great Mystery – 
also translated as The Creator). The accepted, scientific 
version is that the people came to this continent at the 
end of last Ice Age (about 11,000 years ago) via the 
Bering Land Bridge. In her book “Bones”, Dewar (2001) 
presents evidence after evidence, scientifically tested, 
that do not fit into the theory, showing the oldest finds in 
the East of the continent (although migration was sup-
posedly from West to East), dated before the people 
supposedly moved into the continent. The interesting 
part in her account is her quoting on an Ojibway story, 
related to her by my colleague William Assikinak from 
the First Nation University of Canada, that indeed re-
counts that the ancestors were coming from the east, 
moving west (Dewar, 2001). Another story from the 
same source seems to point out that, after the ice 
receded, the people were moving back north, rather than 
south, which is also attested to in the Cree language 
with the expression “keewe” (go home!) referring to 
“keewatin” (the North). If the parts of academia trying to 
defend the Status Quo took myths more serious, collect-
ed archaeological finds would not only make more 
sense, as the oldest finds are indeed in the east, the sto-
ries would also give an indication where to look.  

The Attawapiskat examples I present refer to a letter 
(DeBeers and AMEC, 2004 a), to government regulators 
concerning interpretation of Traditional Knowledge data. 
These data, although summarized and referred to in the 
report, are not posted in the DeBeers and AMEC (2004) 
study, having been withdrawn “on request of the AttFN 
pending their written authorization to publish the informa- 



 
 
 

 

tion”. Nevertheless, the less analytical character of 
Indigenous knowledge is analyzed from assumptions 
about a hunters and gatherers society being organized 
in a less complex way than modern, western society, an 
assumption which is, unfortunately, also extended to 
women‟s roles that supposedly exclude them from know-
ledge of the land (Archibald and Crnkovich, 1999), al-
though traditionally women hold their part of Traditional 
Knowledge based on the role they play in society 
(Hokimaw-Witt, 2006). Traditional Knowledge data in 
Attawapiskat were only collected from male sources.  

This fact alone would allow a conclusion that know-
ledge only collected from one part of society cannot be 
complete, particularly if one considers that in Indigenous 
societies labour and the knowledge about it is divided 
according to gender roles.  

The first example refers to data on moose. (DeBeers 
and AMEC, 2004). The summary of collected data 
acknowledges the importance of moose as food source 
for the Attawapiskat Cree, yet an addition to this summa-
ry devalues the knowledge of the informants. The addi-
tion reads that “curiously, there was no indication 
throughout the Traditional Knowledge study that moose 
are a relatively recent arrival to the area”, quoting on 
Peterson (1955) that “moose did not appear to enter this 
portion of the James Bay Lowlands until the early 
1900s”. It seems obvious that the researcher tries to 
question moose hunt as traditional activity. With the 
indication to previous academic research the report also 
seems to prove the statement that “observations [in 
traditional knowledge] are not subject to any particular 
form of analysis or verification, other than by reference 
to the prior experience of individuals and group mem-
bers” (DeBeers and AMEC, 2004), as the knowledge 
about moose hunt is presented as very resent. In fact, 
however, the academic source (Peterson, 1955) used in 
this interpretation is outdated, and the Indigenous source 
not mentioning the supposed fact that moose is not origi-
nal to Mushkegowuk territory proves the validity of 
traditional knowledge, once more recent findings are 
consulted. According to more recent archaeological finds 
at the “Mahikhoune (wolf) site, or G1Ix-1, located about 
30 Km upstream on the east shore of the Severn River, 
[where] radiocarbon testing was done on recover-ed 
moose bones, [producing] a date of …about AD 1165-
1395” (Lytwyn, 2002). Lytwyn refers to a report by Pilon 
(1987) that disproves the assumption that moose had 
only recently extended their range north of Lake 
Superior. Pilon (1987) rather concludes that “without a 
doubt then, the pre-contact range of Alces alces (moose) 
can be described as within a few kilometres of the shore 
of Hudson‟s Bay”.  

The second example that underlines the importance of 
understanding Indigenous perspective when Traditional 

Knowledge data are collected and later analyzed is that 
on knowledge about beaver (DeBeers and AMEC, 

2004). Like the first example, these data were with- 

 
 
 
 

 

drawn from the report but nevertheless taken as basis for 
analysis. Data are summarized as “several AttFN 
(Attawapiskat First Nation) members expressed the 
opinion that beavers were ruining the land by damming 
the creeks (on Akimiski Island), which resulted in poor 
water quality, and in adverse impacts to fisheries 
resources”. This summary is done completely out of 
context, and is indirectly juxtaposed to scientific know-
ledge that emphasizes the beaver as sustainer of land 
rather than its destroyer. The missing context is firstly the 
lack of disclosure of the questions that prompted this 
answer and secondly a holistic interpretation of such 
statement, which can easily be concluded as referring to 
traditional conservation practices and the interference in 
them by non-Aboriginal laws. The damage by beaver ex-
pressed by “several AttFN members” most probably re-
fers to overpopulation of beaver due to imposed non-
Aboriginal conservation laws that prohibited trapping, 
which, as interpreted by the community member and 
then Chief Ignace Gull during research my wife and I 
conducted in Attawapiskat in 1996 (Witt, 1998; 
Hookimaw-Witt, 1998) is part of traditional land manage-
ment “based on our conservation laws [which] are not 
written, we practice them” (Hookimaw-Witt, 1998). Gull 
points out that non- Aboriginal laws do not consider Indi-
genous Knowledge and the prevention of Aboriginal land 
management can lead to overpopulation of the species. 
This context can easily be concluded in the presentation 
by DeBeers and AMEC (2004) as they also refer to con-
servation measures by the Hudson‟s Bay Company in 
1948 which “reintroduced beaver to Akimiski Island” after 
they had been over trapped. Altogether, TEK is pre-
sented totally out of context. Presumably, the over 
trapping, a term that is also criticized by Gull as misinter-
pretation of Aboriginal conservation activities 
(Hookimaw-Witt, 1998), is contributed to Aboriginal acti-
vity. The misinterpretation of Indigenous Knowledge is 
that beaver appears to be harmful to the environment. 
Yet, fact is that both over trapping and the following 
overpopulation due to misunderstood conservation laws 
are based on non-Aboriginal actions. Over trapping 
might have happened as a result of the demand by the 
fur trade and overpopulation of beaver happened be-
cause control of beaver population by trapping was 
completely banned by non-Aboriginal conservation laws.  

My using the conjunctive (might have happened) in 
terms of over trapping indicates reasonable doubt on the 
Indigenous side that this actually happened. Elder 
Jeremiah Stoney from Fort Severn First Nation remem-
bers that after the ban on trapping beavers (around the 
signing of the adhesion to Treaty #9 in 1926), which was 
based on the „whiteman‟s‟ (Indian agent) assumption 
that beaver became scarce as 30,000 were harvested in 
one year in Ontario alone, there was starvation among 
the Cree in the Hudson‟s Bay lowland because they did 
not dare to trap the plentiful beaver in their region 
(Kataquapit, 2003). Beaver is used for food by the 



 
 
 

 

Mushkegowuk (Swampy Cree) . Not only were they not 
allowed anymore to practise their own conservation 
laws, knowing the land and seeing the beaver population 
increase drastically, they were also forced into starvation 
while food was plentiful. This situation happened be-
cause the Indian agent ignored Indigenous Knowledge 
to a point that he even “did not make any inquiries” 
(Kataquapit, 2003) after being told that beaver was 
plentiful, but rather relied on the assumption that beaver 
was over trapped. The inclusion of Traditional Knowled-
ge in the law making process would have prevented both 
starvation and misinterpretation of a declining beaver po-
pulation. This is also concluded by Preston et al. (1995) 
who interpret conservation measures by the Hud-son 
Bay Company as “European-style management regula-
tions”, whose success, however, “was dependent on the 
recovery of aboriginal institutions for the regulation of 
land use and for proper conduct of the hunt”. 

Put into perspective, the two examples then show that 
the mere reference to accepted scientific findings and 
following academic rules of research does not guarantee 
authentic representation of data. Also, ignoring knowled-
ge of the people who have lived on the land for thou-
sands of years will lead to contradictions of what the 
researcher finds and what the theory tells her/him to find. 
With the indication before discussing the data that the 
observations being the basis of Indigenous Knowledge 
are not subject to any particular form of analysis and 
verification, the preconception of researcher and analyst 
about the question of what Indigenous knowledge consti-
tutes shows, in the words of the Indigenous scholar Bat-
tiste (1998), in the hidden message of “what can sav-
ages know and how do they think”, which is a question 
loaded with Eurocentric arrogance. It continues to be a 
difficult question for non- Europeans to answer because 
Eurocentric thought has created a mysticism around 
Indigenous knowledge that distances the outsider from 
indigenous peoples and what they know.  

Battiste‟s (1998) quote on the director of the Dene 
Cultural Institute that TEK includes a system of classify-
cation, a set of empirical observations about the local 
environment, and a system of self-management that 
governs resource use (Battista, 1998), would state a 
direct contradiction to the evaluation in the DeBeers and 
AMEC (2004) study. Also, Indigenous Knowledge (or 
Traditional Knowledge as it is also referred to in the 
report) is not created by or restricted to “individuals or 
groups” but is rather both cumulative and dynamic, build-
ing upon the experience of earlier generations and 
adapting to the new technological and socioeconomic 
changes of the present (Bat This fact alone would allow 
a conclusion that knowledge tiste, 1998)  

This evaluation of the basis of Indigenous Knowledge, 

similar to other discussions (Johnson, 1992; LaDuke, 
1994; Grenier, 1998; McGregor, 2000; Witt and Hooki-
maw-Witt 2003; Kataquapit, 2003) presents Indigenous 

knowledge as much valid as accepted scientific findings 

 
 
 
 

 

because verification and analysis is the basis of a sys-
tem of resource management that has secured survival 
for thousands of years. This estimation contradicts the 
statement in the study report (DeBeers and AMEC, 
2004) that makes Indigenous Knowledge appear less 
accurate. Also, in reference to synthesis of knowled-ges, 
an inclusion of Indigenous Knowledge in the analy-sis 
would lead to a lot clearer picture and explain why 
certain collected data do not seem to add up. 
 

 

The justification - interpretation of aboriginal and 

treaty rights 
 
Referring back to the quote that western institutions try to 
“establish the parameters within which „legitimate‟ 
discourse may take place” (Reagan, 2005), the interpre-
tation of “legitimate discourse” can be moved a step 
further, to “legal” discourse, when legal interpretations of 
Indigenous Rights are 

quoted to back conclusions and assumptions made on 
validity of Indigenous knowledge. The report on environ-
mental assessment that is presented to include TEK 

shows quotes on the Treaty text with those sections 
underlined that the authors want to draw attention to: 
 

….the said Indians shall have the right to pursue 

their usual vocations of 
hunting, trapping and fishing throughout the tract 

surrendered as heretofore  
described, subject to such regulations as may 

from time to time be made by  
the government of the country, acting under the 

authority of His Majesty, 
and saving and excepting such tracts as may be 

required or taken up from  
time to time for settlement, mining, lumbering, 

trading or other purposes  
(DeBeers and AMEC 2004). 

 

This part of the treaty text is presented as providing a 
basis on which Aboriginal Rights are interpreted. A 
validation of the statement that is made indirectly by the 
underscore is presented by reference to Coates (2000) 
and Parson (2001) who state that Aboriginal rights are 
not defined in the Constitution Act, but are generally 
interpreted to mean the general rights of Aboriginal 
Peoples to use their traditional lands for traditional 
purposes such as hunting, fishing, trapping, gathering, 
and other functions (Coates, 2000; Parson, 2001; 
DeBeers and AMEC, 2004)  

This analysis is followed by another reference to 
Coates (2001) who interprets that the Marshall Decision 
of 1999 by the Supreme Court of Canada extended 
treaty rights in a limited way to commercial harvesting of 
marine fisheries resources (specifically eels), and 
therefore beyond the realm of Aboriginal rights which 



 
 
 

 

were previously limited to harvesting for food and com-
munity use. (DeBeers and AMEC, 2004)  

The flaw contained in just that reference is that the 
relations between Treaty Rights and Aboriginal Rights 
are interpreted as Treaty Rights going beyond Aboriginal 
Rights. Hunting, fishing and gathering are, indeed, rights 
defined in the treaty. However, with the reference to 
Aboriginal Rights being generally interpreted as those 
rights defined in the treaty, Treaty Rights and Aboriginal 
Rights seem to be equalled. This directly contradicts the 
statement further on in the document that “the case of 
Aboriginal rights, however, is not defined; as Aboriginal 
rights are considered separate from treaty rights” 
(DeBeers and AMEC, 2004). And, it does not hold up to 
legal interpretations.  

While Treaty Rights refer to a specific legal document, 
the Treaty, Aboriginal Rights are interpreted from the hu-
man origin of the people and cultural and societal struc-
ture of Aboriginal societies, meaning, as presented in the 
reference below, they have their basis in First Nation 
laws: 
 

First Nations laws are integral to the exercise of all 

Aboriginal rights; they must be part of the courts‟ 

interpretation of those rights (Borrows, 1996). 
 
This realization is based on the Constitution Act, referred 
to in the above quote (DeBeers and AMEC, 2004; 
Coates, 2000; Parson, 2001) which, although not inter-
preting them, indeed defines Aboriginal rights as being 
held by a collective and are keeping with the culture and 
existence of that group. Courts must be careful, then, to 
avoid the application of Traditional Common Law con-
cepts of property as they develop their understanding of 
…the sui generis nature of aboriginal rights. 
(Constitution Act, 1982)  

The reference to the actual Act falsifies the statements 
made by DeBeers and AMEC (2004) by actually defining 
Aboriginal Rights as sui generis rights based on exis-
tence of Aboriginal groups, not in reference to our laws. 
It also clears the confusing representation of Aboriginal 
Rights being interpreted from within Treaty Rights (as 
hunting etc.), establishing the relationship of these two 
sets of rights in the way that Aboriginal Rights, as inhe-
rent rights having their basis in Aboriginal law, super-
sede Treaty Rights and can definitely not be interpreted 
through them. Traditional Knowledge would have the 
same basis, Indigenous life, and would thus be legiti-
mate knowledge without the necessity to compare to 
academic knowledge. In the interpretation by Borrows 
(1996), being sui generis Aboriginal Rights can also not 
be extinguished by a Treaty and thus the Canadian 
Law‟s use of First Nations legal sources is due to the 
unextinguished continuity of those pre-existing legal rela-
tionships. Since Common Law did not alter First Nation 
law, Aboriginal customs and conventions give meaning 
and content to First Nation legal rights.  

 
 
 
 

 

Rather, as done in the Document (DeBeers and 
AMEC, 2004), indirectly analyzing that First Nations lost 
their rights to land and resources by signing the treaties, 
Aboriginal Rights are interpreted as an ongoing process 
based on Aboriginal laws which, when these laws are 
discovered, “courts can then incorporate them into 
Canadian law by analogy, thus further developing the sui 
generis body of Aboriginal law” (Borrows, 1996) . The 
reference to Common Law referring to property rights 
also shows that thus rights to the land, which, as 
DeBeers and AMEC (2004) try to establish by underlin-
ing their mining rights, cannot so easily be swept under 
the carpet. Neither can Traditional Knowledge be inter-
preted as less valid or even illegitimate. Following a legal 
process, this would still have to be interpreted within 
Aboriginal Rights. Also, sui generis rights, which can be 
interpreted within Human Rights, cannot be extin-
guished by Treaty or development interests of third 
parties.  

The developers‟ interpretation of rights or extinguished 
rights is also done on a basis of complete absence of a 
discussion on Aboriginal title. Aboriginal title, as defined 
by Chief Justice Lamer in the Delgamuukw (1998) case, 
has an impact on the interpretation of the Treaty text in 
the context of development of land because it refers to 
land rights and even to resources: 
 

Aboriginal title is a right in land and, as such, is more 
than the right to engage in specific activities which 
may be themselves Aboriginal rights. Rather, it 
confers the right to use the land for a variety of 
activities, not all of which need to be aspects of 
practices, customs and traditions…integral to the 
distinctive culture of Aboriginal societies. These 
activities do not constitute the right per se; rather 

they are parasitic on the underlying title (Delga-
muukw, 1998; Meyers, 2004). 

 

To complete the basis for analysis of the meanings I will 
add Meyers‟ (2004) conclusion on Bartlett‟s (1991) 
interpretation of land development issues based on the 
Constitution Act of 1982 that Today, because of the Con-
stitution Act, 1982, if Aboriginal title, associated native 
title rights have not been extinguished, the government 
must acknowledge Aboriginal title and other protected 
rights where it plans for resource development (Bartlett 
1991)  

Meyers (2004) concludes that therefore “the Crown‟s 
duty to consider the implications of development on Abo-
riginal rights implies that Aboriginal title includes re-
sources on the land”. Meyers bases his definition on the 
Delgamuukw case that defines Aboriginal title as a right 
in the land itself and includes mineral rights. In terms of 
the First Nation as partner in mining development and in 
terms of compensation for loss of traditional use of land, 
rather than just being considered as land user with little 
to no rights to the land, Delgamuukw establishes that 



 
 
 

 

“mineral development by the aboriginal titleholder is an 
appropriate protected use” and that “a First Nation may 
not sell its aboriginal title land to a third party directly, but 
may surrender it to the federal crown in exchange for a 
valuable consideration”. This would establish that mining 
development has to be negotiated with the First Nation 
as partner and with the involvement of the federal 
government due to their fiduciary obligation. Neither the 
Fist Nation input nor that of the federal government can 
be ignored. And the input of the First Nation is, of 
course, based on Traditional Knowledge, which has as 
much a scientific and a legal basis as western know-
ledge has.  

Considering the Delgamuukw case, DeBeers and 
AMEC‟s (2004) misinterpret Aboriginal rights and it might 
explain why the legal concept of Aboriginal title is left 
out, ignoring the fact that Aboriginal rights were indeed 
defined. Following the Delgamuukw interpretation, native 
title is not only “a right in” but also an Aboriginal right. 
This is further underlined by the interpretation of Aborigi-
nal title being “sui generis interest in land” (Degamuukw, 
1998). Therefore Aboriginal rights cannot be interpreted 
solely as the rights to engage in specific activities, as it 
was done in DeBeers and AMEC‟s interpretation of trea-
ty rights when referring to hunting and gathering. And 
that would have implications on mining operations.  

Mining operations on Aboriginal lands cannot just pro-
ceed. The Treaty reads that the Crown has the right to 
develop the land, as it is presented in DeBeers and 
AMEC (2004). They rather have to be negotiated and 
interpreted in view to the fiduciary obligation the Crown 
has towards Native peoples (McMahon, 2001; Mining 
Watch, 2001). According to Sparrow vs The Queen 
(1990) these fiduciary obligations “impose a limit on the 
Crown‟s ability to regulate the activities of Aboriginal 
peoples. The Sparrow (1990) Court also decides that 
section 35(1) of the Constitution Act, 1982, which refers 
to a definition of Aboriginal rights, and treaties should be 
“read broadly and in favour of Aboriginal peoples” 
(section 409), which would be in crass contrast to the 
interpretation of the rights provided by DeBeers and 
AMEC. Furthermore, a legal interpretation of Aboriginal 
rights has to be left to the courts, not to researchers.  

To summarize the critique of this section, the 
presentation of legal interpretations by DeBeers and 
AMEC is, mildly put, misleading. The document seems 
to suggest that the First Nation members have lost their 
rights with the signing of the treaty. Thus, the legality of 
the mining operation with actually little to no input by the 
First Nation should be underlined. Paired with the pre-
sentation of Indigenous Knowledge as contradicting 
scientific findings the authors seem to present proof that 
mining development on Indigenous land is the only 
reasonable action to be considered in this case. Any 
different interpretation would thus seem not only unrea-
sonable (contradicting sound, scientific findings) but also 
lack any legal basis. 

 
 

 
 

 

In summary of the whole previous discussion, tradi-
tional Knowledge research in this case, although follow-
ing academic methodologies in both collecting and ana-
lyzing data and backing the analysis up with legal 
interpretations, misrepresents the knowledge which was 
supposedly researched and, as such knowledge is 
represented as less valid, even illegitimate, helps push-
ing through an agenda which ultimately leads to 
destruction of both land and knowledge/culture of the 
people researched.  

On the surface, all requirements of academic research 
in the Indigenous community were followed as data were 
collected according to academic rules, and research 
ethics were followed by involving the community in the 
committees created for the purpose of research and the 
consultation of the leadership. The question not consi-
dered, however, was that of control over both research 
process (collecting data and analysis) and ownership of 
data. The issue to be solved is then how participation of 
the Indigenous community in research is to be negotia-
ted in order to ensure benefit of the community and 
respect for and protection of the Indigenous Knowledge 
that is researched. I would also ask the questions if such 
respect and protection can occur when the rules are 
written by the academic institution alone, and what the 
status of Indigenous Knowledge is within that institution. 

 

Indigenous knowledge in the academy 
 
As discussed above, “accepted scientific findings” are 
seen as “The Norm”. The producer of Knowledge within 
“The Norm” is the academy, and therefore the academy 
can claim to set the rules for the processes of knowledge 
production, which includes research. As Indigenous 
Knowledge was not produced within the academy it could 
easily, as the previous examples show, be dismissed as 
non-scientific and thus not valid and even not legitimate.  

There are, meanwhile, Indigenous scholars within the 
academy, but their place still has to be negotiated by 
them. Mihesuah (2004), an Indigenous academic, sees 
the necessity that the academy has to be indigenized in a 
way that Indigenous scholars have a place in it. The 
struggle of non-Indigenous academy members to keep 
control over knowledge production is described by her as 
academic gate keeping that, rather than allowing Indige-
nous perspective into the academy, tries to keep it out. 
Wilson (2004) introduces the struggle of Indigenous 
scholars to define their own point of view as having long 
been exposed to intellectual imperialism and therefore 
finding themselves in a situation of searching for rational 
justifications to defend our cherished worldviews against 
the attack by those who constantly wish to denigrate 
them.  

This is particularly true for research in Indigenous 

communities finding societal problems within modern 

Indigenous communities. We have to keep in mind that 
these problems were created by the colonialist society 



 
 
 

 

and partly by western education, and, as Reagan (2005) 
interprets Cajete (1994) they can therefore not be solved 
by those who created them but rather by those who 
resisted colonialism and their definitions from the begin-
ing. In other words, solutions have to be found by and 
researched from the point of view of those who were 
affected, by that reclaiming their humanity, as Wilson 
(2004) interprets it. Similarly to Cajete (1994), Reagan  
(2005) and Wilson (2004) point out that it would be the 
oppressed people themselves to work out how oppress-
sion has to be ended because, other than the scholarly 
understanding of those who imposed imperialism on 
Indigenous peoples, our (indigenous) empirical and 
scholarly understanding substantiate the connection 
between the reality of our circumstances today and the 
five hundred years of terrorism and injustice we have 
faced as a consequence of European and American 
colonialism”.  

The understanding of problems Indigenous commu-
nities face today is based on the worldviews as it conti-
nues to be interpreted after contact from within Indige-
nous societies, based on their own values, rather than 
being interpreted on the basis of the very political educa-
tional paradigms that were used to oppress them. Wilson 
(2004) therefore points out that “strategies must be 
distinct to us”, which would include research methodolo-
gies being developed within Indigenous worldviews, and 
being monitored by Indigenous communities and scho-
lars.  

This approach to Indigenous scholarship being res-
ponsible and responsive to the needs of the Indigenous 
community rather than the academy is also echoed by 
the Indigenous scholar Alfred (2004). He points out that 
the Indigenous scholar must “attempt to integrate tradi-
tional views and bring authentic community voices to our 
work… attempting to abide by traditional ethic in the 
conduct of our professional responsibilities”, yet at the 
same time making aware that “we as Indigenous people 
(then) immediately come into confrontation with the fact 
that universities are intolerant of and resisting to any 
meaningful „Indigenizing‟” (Alfred, 2004). Alfred reflects 
on the resistance of the academy to allow paradigms 
that refer to cultural interpretations different from the 
ones developed in the academy, maybe containing the 
fear of losing control that is expressed in Fowler‟s (2000) 
question of “what if Indigenous knowledge contradicts 
accepted, scientific findings?” Nevertheless, he empha-
sizes the need for a traditional, Indigenous perspective 
as a basis for the Indigenous scholar summarizing in his 
Indigenous Manifesto that there is a need for Indigenous 
intelligencia rooted in tradition rather than following the 
western paradigms dictated by the academy (Alfred, 
1999). Similarly, Gone (2004), acknowledges that Indi-
genous scholars in the academy struggle with coloniali-
sm and imperialism over Indigenous philosophies point-
ing out that the institutions of Western academy are 
partly the targets for the Indigenous struggles as they, 

 
 
 
 

 

the Indigenous scholars, try to negotiate “processes of 
(post) colonial meaning making and counter colonial 
critique with specific regard to institutions and traditions 
of the Western academy”. The goal is to establish Indi-
genous philosophy within the academy rather than just 
following western paradigms the academy holds up, 
trying to fit in an Indigenous paradigm that would have to 
be changed in the process. And that would lead to 
questions how Indigenous Research and research in 
Indigenous communities can be regulated by and ac-
ceptable to the academy. 

 

Integrating indigenous knowledge and research? 
 
What is then the reaction of the academy to the attempts 
to get Indigenous perspective into research practices 
when Indigenous communities are researched and what 
responsibilities would arise from the act of real involve-
ment of both community and Indigenous perspective?  

Referring to Denzin and Lincoln (2002) and Pelletier 
Sinclair (2003) claims that “research is moving towards 
inclusivity of voice, worldview, culture, and is taking a se-
rious look at issues of presentation, the other, and other 
ways of knowing in research”, summarizing the practice 
of academic institutions (Kowalski et al., 1996) as 
initiating the development of some outstanding guidelines 
to ensure adherence to cultural protocols in the applica-
tion of Western research paradigms to Indigenous popu-
lations. (Sinclair, 2003)  

One of the guidelines Sinclair (2003) is referring to is 
cultural sensitivity that Kowalski et al. (1996) define 
according to Ridley et al. (1994) as “cross-cultural 
competence, expertise, effectiveness, responsiveness, 
awareness and cultural skills” (Kowalski et al .,1996; 
Ridley et al., 1994). This seems to be a very positive 
reaction of the academy to the issues involving research 
of culturally different people. The question remains, how-
ever, who would define which research methods, are 
culturally sensitive and who would monitor the process?  

Altogether, the academy does not give up control by 
referring to cultural sensitivity, or it will not even share 
control by including Indigenous guidelines the ethics 
committee of the academy defines from guidelines by an 
Indigenous institution. The point is still who defines both 
cultural sensitive behaviour and the meanings of guide-
lines in the context of such behaviour.  

For example, many academy ethic committees now 
refer to Indigenous ethics guidelines as defined by an 
Indigenous institution, which point out that research has 
to be conducted in a way that people might be informed 
of research, it‟s benefits and costs, be treated fairly and 
ethically in their participation in any research, and have 
an opportunity to benefit and gain from any research 
conducted among them (Mi‟kmaq College Institute, 1999)  

Looking into the meaning of these guidelines, possible 

conflicts could arise in the question of who would have 

authority of regulating the process to follow these guide- 



 
 
 

 

lines. Particularly the benefits of the intended research for 
the community would have to be defined on the basis of 
needs of the community and those needs have to be 
defined as “needs expressed from within the community 
and not needs perceived by those outside” (Te Awako-
tuku, 1991; Smith, 1999; No-Doubt Research, 2003). And 
that means that while the academy and its researchers 
definitely can inform the community about their view on 
the research, the predicted costs and benefits from their 
point of view and even on their view of fairness, the 
issues of how the community would participate in the 
research and a definition of the needs of the community, 
which the prediction of how the community would benefit 
and gain is interpreted from, have to be decided upon 
advice from and negotiation with the community.  

Also, participation in the research is more and more 
interpreted by Indigenous scholars as the researcher 
participating in and contributing to the lives of the 
researched rather than the researched participating in 
the research of the institution the researcher represents 
(Deloria, 1991; Mihesuah, 1993; Smith, 1999; No Doubt 
Research, 2003). And the definition of participatory 
research would then become a major issue in regards of 
control of both research and knowledge production 
deriving from the analysis of the data collected. In 
regards to integrating Indigenous views into academic 
research methodologies, such integration cannot be 
decided on and controlled by a western academy which 
has not yet decided on the validity of such views. As 
long as Indigenous worldviews are not legitimized within 
the academy, shown in the above issues discussed by 
indigenous scholars who are still trying to assert their 
place in the academy (Cajete, 1994; Alfred, 1999; Mihe-
suah, 2003; Alfred, 2004; Wilson, 2004; Gone, 2004), 
the academy cannot claim that its authority over re-
search and knowledge production ensures fair research 
processes in Indigenous communities. 

 

Conclusions 
 
As the presented examples of research in Attawapiskat 
show, research of Indigenous Knowledge was not done 
according to Kekechakhemowin, the seeking of wisdom 

in the local people‟s (Cree) sense, but rather the attempt 
was made to prove the assumption the western re-
searcher had before data were even collected. An as-
sumption of Indigenous Knowledge being based on 
either isolated, personal experience or myths that are 
not verified by particular forms of tests and analysis 
prevents the researcher from actually looking into the 
meaning of the knowledge s/he is supposedly research-
ing. The result of such research is then the verification of 
the assumption that Indigenous Knowledge is less valid 
than western, academic knowledge. In this way Indige-
nous Knowledge, although the object of research was 
not researched but rather presented in the negative way 
it was perceived by the researcher. The hidden agenda 

 
 
 
 

 

within such research is then, rather than looking into and 
learning about Indigenous Knowledge, to devalue 
Indigenous Knowledge as not up to western standards, 
and, with the misinterpretation of the legal context 
Indigenous peoples are in, show such knowledge in an 
illegitimate light. The agenda becomes visible in the 
question asked: “what if Indigenous Knowledge contra-
dicts accepted, scientific findings?” In the context it was 
presented, the question is, of course, not a real question 
as the indication towards attributes of acceptance and 
science already indicate the value, or actually lack of 
value, of the research object. Such research is not only 
disrespectful and arrogant towards Indigenous peoples, 
it also does not live up to the purpose it should have – to 
be beneficial to the community that is researched. To 
satisfy the condition of research being beneficial to the 
community, participation would have to be defined in 
terms of who participates in what, the community in the 
academy‟s research, or the researcher in the life of the 
researched. In the Attawapiskat example control over 
both research and knowledge production (analysis) was 
with the western researchers who analyzed value and 
legitimacy of the research object – Indigenous Know-
ledge. Rather than producing data that actually repre-
sented Indigenous Knowledge, control over knowledge 
that was to be researched ensured that the actual 
knowledge was neither found, nor was it presented. The 
hidden agenda within such research is then, rather than 
looking into and learning about Indigenous Knowledge, 
to devalue Indigenous Knowledge as not compatible with 
western standards. When we as non-Aboriginal people 
pose the question at the beginning if Indigenous Know-
ledge is scientific or academic and we shape the rules of 
research around the assumptions we make, we will, as 
Kataquapit (2003) states, continue to “discriminate native 
culture by ignoring native beliefs” (because we deem 
those beliefs unscientific. Without respect of those 
beliefs, however, how can we understand the object, the 
knowledge that is explained through them?  
The two examples on Attawapiskat indigenous knowl-
edge data (on moose and beaver) show, however, the 
validity of Indigenous Knowledge once it is really looked 
into and an attempt is made to explain what the inter-
viewee actually meant with her/his response. Put on a 
wider context, the stories passed down from generation 
to generation, if the researcher took the time to sort out 
how they can be interpreted within a western worldview, 
would give a clue about where to look for physical 
evidence and how archaeological evidence already 
found but contradicting the accepted theory would make 
sense. Rather than being ignored and dismissed as 
mythical, Indigenous Knowledge that is contained in the 
so-called myths could be used as clues, and with a 
translation into facts as we understand them in our 
western worldview, the past of humanity, which we are 
ultimately trying to understand, and which is indeed 
understood by those who know how to interpret their 



 
 
 

 

stories, would then “come objectively to life” (Lewis, 
2005) for people who can only understand facts that are 
explained in a so-called scientific manner.  

The academy as the producer of knowledge has a 
responsibility that would go far beyond controlling 
knowledge by referring its production to rules that are 
worked out in and interpreted by the academy. It is 
certainly not enough to quote on Indigenous ethics 
guidelines and at the same time interpreting them from 
the academy‟s point of view. Altogether, the academy 
still has to work on respect of knowledge other peoples 
have accumulated for thousands of years, knowledge 
that is valid as it ensured survival of the people who uti-
lized it for thousands of years. This knowledge was 
accumulated according to the same methodology, obser-
vation, as knowledge produced in the academy. Non-
Aboriginal people might not understand the interpretation 
yet, as they are too absorbed in a scientific worldview 
that tends to view any other philosophy as mythical. A 
true seeker of wisdom would try to synthesize the differ-
rent perspectives and the result would be growth of the 
global knowledge base rather than control of one kind of 
knowledge over the other. 
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