
 

Hunting, Nature, and Metaphor: 

Political and Discursive Strategies in James 

Bay Cree Resistance and Autonomy 

HARV E Y  A. F E IT 

James Bay Cree representations of their hunting society, which 
were developed during the debates over the James Bay hydroelectric 
projects in northern Quebec, were shaped both by Cree cultural mean
ings and by the cultural patterns of non-Native North Americans. Cree 
elders and younger spokespersons sought effective means of commu
nicating to non-Natives a sense of Cree relationships with the lands on 
which they l ive and with the animals they hunt. These intercultural 
discourses took place in the context of developing international al li
ances between Cree and environmentalists, as well as in the historical 
context of fur trade relations and of Christian missionization. The 
metaphors that were used by Cree and non-Natives to enrich these 
dialogues were exchanged back and forth, carrying earlier meanings 
as they took on new nuances. They were also vital to discourses build
ing unity among Cree of different generations and of different " life
styles." In this paper I wil l  explore the development and importance of 
several features of these political and discursive strategies for indige
nous resistance and autonomy. At the center of these communications 
are dialogues on nature, production, spirituality, moral standing, and 
political action. 
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The Problematic of Discourse and Power 

Tfie Cree people's opposition to development of their lands without 
their consent acknowledges fundamental and enduring conflicts of 
interest and control with non-Native polities and economies, and it 
involves them in diverse forms of political action and complex forms 
of communication with sectors of non-Native North American society. 1 
Current strategies of the Cree leadership depend on their already having 
developed a substantial political organization and regional govern
ment, on their having some monetary resources under their own con
trol, and also on having developed rich understandings of the linkages 
and differences between Cree and non-Native North American cul
tural meanings and practices. The first two of these conditions are 
more frequently emphasized than the last. 

Their representational strategies depend, in part, on their pre
senting Cree positions with frameworks and terms drawn from the 
encapsulating societies. One challenge the Cree leadership faces is to 
resist fighting the battles in forms the state or market institutions pro
scribe and, instead, to find ways to communicate and reassert Cree 
cultural meanings without extensively or simply remaking them in the 
image of the dominant cultures of North American institutions. 

Social analysts have differed about whether the use by partly sub
ordinated groups of the concepts, metaphors, and rhetorical strategies 
of dominant institutions and cultures entails an incorporation of 
dominant forms of knowing, representing, talking, valuing, acting, 
and self-restraint into their societies. Do such uses entail increased 
subordination or limitations on forms of resistance to dominant insti
tutions? 

One of the most original features of James C. Scott's seminal 
analyses of resistance was his emphasis on how everyday forms of 
resistance depend on the very categories and claims of dominant 
groups within a society.2 By claiming to serve society-wide interests 
and not just c lass or group interests, ideologies of dominant groups 
create the conditions on which they can be challenged and critiqued. 
Resistance thus draws on dominant ideologies; it takes up their af
firmation of values of common good and collective interest and re
affirms and reproduces those values as it critiques performances that 
do not achieve them. Resistance does so, even as those values are 
under erosion by dominant groups, and even though those values are 
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being simultaneously promoted and denied in the practices and legiti
mation strategies of dominant groups. 

Many critics, however, have seen this as also limiting and subordi
nating resistance, and as channel ling it into acceptable forms. This 
may be enhanced where the political action is not between viUage 
classes in daily face-to-face interaction, as in the case analysed by 
Scott, but between social groups or encapsulated societies and nation
states. Here, claims of serving the common good are distanced and 
may be more totally dependent on imagined commonalities and claims.1 
In these cases many of the categories and values drawn from domi
nant discourses in the course of political action are not values of a 
daily shared community, but values of nation-building and economic 
institutions-including national histories, property and labor laws, 
public education, institutionalized technology and science, systems of 
public order, mass media news and entertainment, gender and ethnic 
differentiation, and consumerism. Critics are a lot less sanguine about 
what is gained and lost when political action takes up these dominant 
categories and values. Yet, Scott's emphasis on the particular role of 
tropes that reference past social relations is important, especially 
where those relations are still claimed as present and future possi
bilities. 

In Custom and Confrontation, Roger Keesing examined the sphere 
of local autonomy within a colonial, and then developing, state and 
challenged too limited a reading of the possibilities for resistance.4 He 
argued that even where resistance to the state uses the categories, ter
minology, organizational structures, and semiotic patterns of colonial 
and neo-colonial authorities, this can lead to more effective resistance 
rather than increased subordination, as it did in the case of the Kwaio 
people in the Solomon Islands whose century-long struggles of resis
tance he recounts. Keesing argued that even though the K waio adopted 
discourses and practices from the state institutions asserting domina
tion, this did not enhance domination because they used these prac
tices oppositional ly. Keesing's exploration of the Kwaio's sustained 
colonial resistance is, like Scott's, sensitive to the constraints on and 
limits of resistance. 

Both these accounts of resistance leave open possibilities that need 
to be explored in other contexts, such as political action by indigenous 
peoples encapsulated in modern neoliberal states, where the opposi
tions as well as linkages richly connect the local-, regional-, and 
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national-level practices. These linkages make assessing "fourth 
world," or indigenous, political action particularly complicated. For 
example, in Labors Lot, Elizabeth Povinelli, looking at indigenous 
resistance within Australia, noted how legal dominance was asserted 
without erasing indigenous discourses of resistance and autonomy, 
and also how these latter discourses were themselves used by and 
benefited the state.5 On the one hand, Aboriginal discourses and practices 
were richly reproduced, locally and regionally, as they were being re
shaped in changing contexts. But Aboriginal customary practices, on 
the other hand, she argued, also contribute to state projects-political, 
economic , and cultural-as in Australia's tourist promotion and film 
and media industries and in legitimating both national identity and its 
asserted achievement of social progress. In each instance, she argues 
the state offers limited land-rights and self-determination in exchange 
for a form of Aboriginality useful to it However, while Australian 
practices thereby shape the local, she also shows that Aboriginal po
litical action and their relations with the land intrude in unanticipated 
ways on Australian understandings of self, knowledge, property, and 
nation through legal cases and daily practices of land use. Here, poli
tical action is both subordinated and sustained.6 

In this paper I want to explore and elaborate on some elements of 
each of these analyses, by considering indigenous political action un
der conditions where the local group interacts beyond the state itself 
in international political, media, and market arenas, and where indige
nous communities use strategies that seek alliances with other com
munities and organizations of opposition within the wider polities. I 
will argue that in these cases, and especially where indigenous politi
cal strategies do not depend solely or primarily on the central arenas 
for state control of diversity-including legal claims and the assertion 
of indigenous rights, political lobbying, or idealized ethnic tradi
tionalism-political action need not necessarily lead to enhanced 
domination even though the resistance uses discursive resources of 
the dominant society. Furthermore, state uses of indigenousness may 
also be thwarted, and indigenous resistance may limit the means of 
control at the disposal of state and market institutions, although with
out undermining these capacities in themselves. 

The case of the James Bay Cree opposition to hydroelectric proj
ects serves this purpose well, because here, indigenous groups move 
directly into the public spheres, engage internationally with markets 
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and media, and actively seek to remake the image not only of them
selves as indigenes, but of the state as well. I draw on each of the 
contributions cited above in order to explore contemporary conditions 
for indigenous Cree political action. I do so more or less in the reverse 
order to that which I have just set out: 

• First I explore some of the ways James Bay Cree challenge 
neoliberal state and market institutions, and in lhe process 
significantly limit the utility of their own indigenousness to 
those who would govern them and develop their lands. 

• Then I explore how this depends, in part, on a several-decades
long process of developing intercultural discursive strategies 
essential both to building alliances and to shaping media and 
wider public opinion. 

• Last I explore how the potentially subordinating outcomes of 
using these political and discursive borrowings were limited 
by the capacity to sustain an indigenous dialogue among elder 
Cree, Cree spokespersons, and school-educated Cree youth 
about what it is to be and to remain Cree. 

I will thus move from the story of political events, to cultural and 
intercultural practices, to the history of colonial relationships, and on 
to intergenerational discourses. In addition, I highlight three features 
of the semiotic practices the Cree develop that play key roles in their 
strategies: 

• Cree sought concepts, terms, and metaphors from among the 
elements of an encapsulating culture which were not primar
ily used to legitimate and naturalize state power or economic 
interests, but which were commonly associated with social 
relations of domestic arenas, self-sufficient production, and 
collective moral responsibility. 

• Thus, when these metaphors are taken up and used both by 
Cree and by non-Native institutions, they convey meanings 
that refer beyond central institutions and legitimations of 
state and market power to alternative social relations: in Cree 
usage conveying across cultures a sense of the Cree social 
universe to non-Native North Americans; and in state usage 
unwittingly reducing the state claims that opposition be 
restricted to acceptable forms. 
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• Cree elders use these same metaphors and discursive prac
tices to build images among Cree of different generations of 
their relations to historical and contemporary "others," both 
emphasizing spiritual and civilizational commonalities with 
non-Natives and highlighting cultural and social differences. 

Background to the Cree Struggles and the Problem of Explaining 
Public Support 

The approximately twelve thousand James Bay Cree Indians are a 
subarctic people living in nine separate communities east of James 
Bay in northern Quebec and Canada. S ince the 1970s they have had 
modern housing, and they live in villages with schools and health ser
vices when they are not out hunting. A compromise agreement on the 
land claims of the James Bay Cree and the Inuit of Quebec,7 which 
resulted from the opposition to the first phase of the hydroelectric 
project, was signed in 1975. In the agreement the Cree were unable to 
prevent the completion of the first of three massive phases of hydro
electric development and the opening of the region to expanded re
source developments, including forestry and mining. The agreement 
negotiations accelerated the development of a Cree regional society 
and political insti tutions; they formalized Cree regional and local 
governments, and recognized the distinctiveness of Cree society.8 
From the point of view of Quebec and Canadian officials, the agree
m�n� clarified and formalized the place of the Cree as a collectivity 
w1thm the Quebec and Canadian states, administratively and legally.9 
Nevertheless, Cree political and self-government organizations now 
have over C$200 million of investments and manage over C$75 million 
per year of government funds for schools, health care, social benefits, 
community administration, and income support payments for foll
time hunters. Their cultural, organizational, and financial resources 
provide a capacity for relatively autonomous political actions. 

To�ay, about one-quarter of the adult population hunts full-time, 
spendmg an average of seven months of the year in small camps of 
one to

. 
five families located at sites in  the "bush." H is not widely 

recogmzed that the number of "full-time" hunters is as high as i t  has 
ever been, although it is a declining proportion of the growing Cree 
population. About one-third of the population have steady jobs, mostly in 
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the Cree governmental organizations which service the communities. 
The balance are underemployed and generally young. Hunting is 
highly valued and actively participated in on a part-time basis by 
nearly all workers and unemployed, who themselves spend an average 
of approximately two months a year hunting. Hunting therefore con
tinues to be a key to Cree identities and extended domestic relations, 
and it provides a significant input to family and community diets, 
health, and well-being. 

The Hudson's Bay Company (H.B.C.) established its first fur trade 
post on James Bay in 1668, although French trade goods and traders 
had been in the region earlier than that. The early traders were de
pendent on Cree for food as well as furs, and b

.
oth Cree sto:i es of 

encounters with "whitemen," the common term m Cree English for 
non-Natives, and European records suggest that the relationships be
tween the isolated traders and Cree hunters involved slowly changing 
dependencies and opportunities for actualizing significant profits by 
traders and that Cree autonomy continued, waned, and was renewed. 10 

The Cree people were missionized initially in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, and more effectively and continuo�sl

.
y since the 

middle of the nineteenth century. Most Cree were Chnstians by the 
mid-twentieth century, although some have maintained or returned to 
solely traditional spirituality. Earlier in the twentieth

. 
century, nearly 

all Cree were Anglicans, with a few Roman Catholic converts , but 
many have become adherents of Pentecostal denominations in the 

.
last 

four decades. Most of the Christian James Bay Cree hunters, which
ever denomination they belong to, have incorporated Jesus at the head 
of a hierarchy of spirit beings and animal masters, all �f who� �ave 
become his helpers. Adult Cree hunters still dream of ammal spmts to 
learn where to look for the animals they will catch, and they often say 
that both dreams and Jesus are sources of their knowledge and power. 

The cultural meanings and practices of the James Bay Cree people 
have thus gone through continuing changes and transformat�o�s, but 
they remain distinct from the surrounding cultures and soc1et1e� by 
choice. There are, however, diverse Cree meanings and practtces 

�� . 
The James Bay Cree have been involved for nearly three decades m 

a series of struggles against the massive hydroelectric and forestry 
developments being conducted on their lands. The challenges to da�e 
have been fought in large part by a formally educated Cree leadership 
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�orking closely with traditional leaders and hunting territory "owners." 
The leadership has taken their message to centers of political and eco
nomic power in Canada, the United States, and Europe. They have 
had support from a variety of journalists, filmmakers, indigenous 
rights supporters and environmental organizations, lawyers and social 
scientists. 

In l 989 when Hydro-Quebec announced that it would start seeking 
approvals to build the second phase of the hydroelectric projects, 
there were diverse Cree views. Some Cree thought it was a chance to 
strengthen the 1975 agreement and get the additional funds needed to 
improve social and economic conditions in the villages. But when the 
community at the mouth of the main river to be developed, Whap
magoostui on the Great Whale River, said the hydroelectric project 
had to be stopped, other communities and leaders united behind them. 
The immediate goal was to prevent the start of construction, so that 
the Cree would not have to fight while the project was being built, as 
had been the case in the 1970s. 

Cree leaders realized that Hydro-Quebec was dependent on inter
national capital markets to sell its bonds to investors in order to raise 
part of the C$6 billion of funds it needed to continue building. To 
convince potential investors that this was a safe and profitable place 
for their capital, it sought an assured market for the sale of its elec
tricity, partly by negotiating for large export contracts with Maine, 
Vermont, and New York Stale electric power utility companies in the 
northeast United States. The Cree leaders realized that if they could 
block these contracts, they would make it considerably harder for 
Hydro-Quebec to borrow the capital it needed to go ahead at attractive 
rates. 

Such a challenge did not just involve direct lobbying of decision
makers and investors in the United States and Europe; it involved mo
bilizing active sectors of the U. S. public whose opinions could not be 
as easily ignored by U. S. authorities and politicians, as could the Cree 
themselves. The Cree mounted a campaign based on contesting the 
economic and ecological arguments used to legitimate the proposed 
project and the contracts and also based on explaining to the public 
how their lives and the lands they hunted would be damaged by the 
project The Cree argued that hydroelectric projects were not a "clean" 
source of power, as was being claimed: they flooded massive land 
areas, destroyed wildlife and habitats, threatened Cree society, and 
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ignored Cree rights. The Cree hired experts who showed that energy 

conservation could save more energy than the new project would pro

duce, at less cost and with more employment benefits. These argu

ments showed that the "rationality" of the project could be questioned 

and that there were plausible alternatives. These arguments were used 

to stimulate political commentaries and expert opinion pieces in the 

media and in formal or legislative reviews of the contracts. 

But, to mobilize a wider public opinion, the Cree had to convey a 

sense of how the Cree ties to the land could be damaged. A group of 

Cree, mainly from Whapmagoostui, paddled a unique combinati�n 

canoe and kayak from James Bay through Vermont to New York City 

in 1990, stopping at small and large communities along the w ay to 

meet environmentalists and media and to ask for public support. A 

variety of environmental organizations helped the Cree at each daily 

stop during their travels.1 1 In Vermont and upper New York State they 

met many small townspeople and people from farmsteads, with strong 

farming and rural traditions, who valued individual responsibility and 

direct involvement with the environment. This trip personalized the 

Cree to many local activists and to an interested public who saw the 

numerous local media pieces done about these unusual visitors. 

But, in New York City and other urban areas they had to present 

themselves as a people tied to the land to audiences far removed from 

land-based livelihoods or lives, and in much less personalized con

texts. For example, at a massive Earth Day rally in lower Manhattan, 

they were one of dozens of speakers and groups seeking support and 

media coverage. 

The decisive political victory was won in New York State, where 

public opinion swung against the electricity supply contracts just as 

the campaign for election of a governor was underway. Cree leade�s 

sensed they were having an impact as one U.S. environment�! orgam

zation reported gaining five thousand new members from its James 

Bay campaign, and the offices of public officials were reporte�ly �ooded 

with public expressions of concern. The Cree then comm1ss�oned a 

public opinion poll which showed politicians and their strategists that 

there was declining public support for the contracts. Just as some 

economists began to question the terms of the contracts because 

energy prices were declining, political support for the New York con

tract eroded, and the incumbent governor up for re-election refused lo 

endorse it. H was cancelled by the state power utility in 1992 . 
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A short time later, the premier of Quebec announced that the de
v�lopment of the second phase of the James Bay project was stopped 
and would be delayed indefinitely. This was nationally significant be
cause Hydro-Quebec was the foremost state and economic institution 
controlled by Quebecers, both in the views of Quebec officials and the 
9uebec public, and it was also prominent in the international reputa
t10n of Quebec. The victory by the Cree and their allies therefore 
deeply marked the international face, the self-image, and the assumed 
sense of secure development of the Quebec state administration, and 
to some degree the Canadian state as wel l ,  and it changed Cree rela
tions to both.12 

The Cree were successful in this challenge to development by com
bining diverse skills: a complex political strategy that identified eco
nomic �n? political structural weaknesses as it used opportune moments; 
a soph1st1cated use of economic and engineering analyses and media 
and polling techniques to influence opinion makers and strategists; 
and several rich discursive strategies for presenting Cree hunting as 
both a productive and protective activity, worthy of public concern 
and support. I t  is the last of these types of strategies that is not 
examined in many accounts of these events and that is the focus of this 
pa�er. How the Cree were able to generate broad public support for 
the1r cause needs analysis because ii is not obvious that hunters and 
hunting, even indigenous hunters, would be supported by either envi
ronmental movement supporters or the general public. The link the 
Cree built here between indigenous hunters' struggles and environ
mental concerns was not the first time such a link had been made-it 
had been made before in the Amazon, for example-but this was the 
most elaborate linkage developed to date, and the most important for 
the future of both social movements. To see how it was achieved, it is 
necessary to look at Cree cultural symbols and at two decades of 
developing representational strategies that preceded these events. 

Cree Symbols of Nature, Culture, and Sociality 

�ree s�okespersons often find it difficult to get more than a very 
simple image of themselves and their relationships to land and wild
life

_ 
across to their non-Native audiences. This is an enduring problem, 

which governments and developers have exploited in responding to 
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the Cree campaigns and which Cree spokespersons and elders have 
sought to address by creating intercultural metaphors of land and 
hunting. 

For Cree hunters, the concepts of "human" and "animal" are distin-
guished, but there is no radical division of nature from cul ture or so
ciety. The animal world is a part of the same kind of social world that 
humans inhabit ,  and in much conversation a social metaphor serves to 
talk about the whole world. Many phenomena we would call natural , 
such as clouds or snow, are also considered to embody person-like 
qualities or capabilities of action.13 Cree hunters say that many kinds 
of animals have distinct families, such as beaver colonies and geese 
mates, and are capable of willful action an

·
d responsibility for the things 

they do. This, the Cree say, is evidenced in the everyday experience of 
a hunter, who finds that many of the actions of animals are intelligible 
and predictable. The whole world is therefore a socially informed 
world, in which habit and learning rather than natural law explain the 
actions of animals and other nonhuman persons. As a result, commu
nication between all beings is possible, and animals can in their turn 
interpret and understand the actions and needs of humans. 

This is a world in which there is a unified, but not rigid, hierarchy 
of beings descending from God to spirit beings to humans to animals. 
The metaphor and value of social reciprocity, and the moral respon
sibility that it highlights in social relations, permeate this social uni
verse. When asking why an animal went in a trap, or al lowed itself to 
be caught,  the Cree answer with similar kinds of reasons to those they 
would offer for why a human gives food away to another person. That 
is, because it appreciates the need of the other. The implication is t�at 
it is a responsible thing to do as a moral social being. The separatmn 
between humans and animals is thus one of degree, and continuities of 
humans and animals, culture and nature are therefore assumed in the 
Cree symbolic universe. 

A critical feature of human-animal relations for the Cree is that 
animals are symbolical ly associated with non-kin. Cree hunters not 
only say animals are persons, they say they love the animals they 
hunt. This is expressed in the ways hunting is linked to sexual love, 
and Cree words for hunting often have dual meanings associated with 
sexual relations and pursuits. Colin Scott gives several exampl es of 
how hunting and sexuality share a common vocabulary: mitwaaschaau 
can refer to both "he shoots" and "he ejaculates" ; paaschikan can 
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refer to both "shotgun" and "penis"; and spichinaakin to both "gun 
case" and "condom."14 Recurrent themes in jokes and stories associate 
hunting with sexual pursuit. 15 

The Cree linking of love for animals and the hunting of animals can 
appear self-serving to an outsider, but in Cree cul tural structures there 
is no radical separation of home and family from work or production 
groups. Therefore, love can and does permeate the Cree world in a 
way that on the surface seems false or impractical to non-Natives. 
This

. 
loving c�re is expressed in an elaborate ritual ization of everyday 

hun
.
tm� practices, from seeing signs of animal presence to hunting, 

retr:evmg, transporting, butchering, distributing, consuming, and dis
posmg of the remains of animals. 16 

That animals love humans is implicit in the commonplace Cree 
�tatements that when a Cree hunter kill s  an animal properly and treats 
its body respectful ly, its surviving soul wil l  want to be reborn again. 
Thus, when h unters only take animals that are given, animals are re
born. Hunters note that if they do not take animals that are given, the 
heal th and survival of the animals clearly deteriorate, and the con-

Figure l. A beaver dam, partly broken so that when beaver come to repair 

the dam overnight, one may be caught in a trap set nearby. 

(Photograph Harvey Feit) 
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tinuing birth and survival of those animals are endangered. There is 
clear evidence that these understandings, in conjunction with the 
practices of the Cree hunting territory "owners," do conserve and 

I . 1 7 manage key game popu at10ns. 
Having constituted animals as part of a social world, it is the social 

col lectivity that can survive the death of individual animals. This is 
manifest both in the survival of the souls of animals and in the survi
val of their offspring in whom those souls may be reborn. The idea for 
both humans and animals is to prepare for death when it comes and, in 
death, to bestow blessings on the living, so as to play a role in the 
continuity of family and community. When humans live in balanced 
reciprocity with animals, each creates the continued conditions for the 
survival of the other as members of a society. 

Rhetorical Chokes 

A central problem for Cree hunters and spokespersons is how to convey 
these understandings of their own lives and of hunting to Quebecers, 
Canadians, and Americans in the context of the Cree struggles over 
what happens on their lands. It is a problem because none of the coi:n
mon Cree metaphors of hunting and of relations to the land-socrnl 
reciprocity between humans and the animals they hunt, or conjugal 
partnerships that extend from death to the rebirth of hunted animals
facilitate easy comprehension across cultural differences. 

One metaphor used by Cree leaders to mobilize public support for 
a changed and more respectful relationship between governments and 
the Cree has been the popular North American cultural image of the 
" Indians" as a noble and victimized people. These images have been 
critical in mobilizing significant support against hydroelectric devel
opments, and they have played important roles in Cree campaigns. 
But they also have had definite practical and semiotic limi ts. 

The image of the noble indigene is widely circulated among a 
broad public and it conveys sympathetic concerns, but at the same 
time it is also associated with a negative and disempowering set of 
images. " Indians" are alternatively a people who are no�le, bu � wh? 
are also nai"ve and unchanging, or devastated by modermty, or inevi
tably becoming like "us." These images of Indians are Euro-Amer'.can 
creations, clustering positive with negative views, and long m ampu-
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lated to explain and justify claims of Euro-American and Canadian 
dominance. 18 The Indian is either tied to the past, or caught in asso
ciations with the disappearing Indian who cannot be real ly traditional 
while obviously modern and changing. 

Cree uses of the image of the Indian are powerful, but they also 
inevitably highlight supposed contradictions between the image of 
the Cree people as traditional hunting people and the complex tech
nologies they use in contemporary hunting and in their sophisticated 
international political and public relations campaigns. Cree leaders 
and spokespersons have been challenged with these "contradictions" 
by politicians and corporate leaders eager to imply that the Cree are 
no longer tied to the land, but rather that they manipulate the image of 
tradition in the cause of enhancing wealth and power. For example, 
when Armand Couture, then vice president of Hydro-Quebec and a 
negotiator to the Cree, says that the real issue in conflicts with the 
Cree is the "ownership of resources," and that claims for territorial 
control and self-government are the strategy, he asserts that the Cree 
are just like other Quebecers and North Americans.19 

The images of the Indian have been partly effective for the Cree, 
because even modern audiences are used to dis junctures in experience 
and between domains of knowledge. However, !he images are also 
l imited by the public's susceptibility to perceiving disjuncture as in
consistency, and as a possible indication that images are being manip
ulated by those whose moral causes the public, politicians, investors, 
jurists, and environmentalists are being asked to support. The uses by 
the Cree of the images of the Indian have thus brought both support 
and subordination. 

Claims based on distinctive indigenous legal rights, important as 
they are, are fraught with the same contradictions and weaknesses. 
They are necessary, but limited and limiting, strategies. 

Gardens and Gardeners 

In contrast to these widely used discourses, one of the most frequently 
cited of the rhetorical strategies that the Cree hunters themselves de
veloped to communicate their relationship to the land has been the 
metaphor that hunting is like gardening and their hunting lands are 
like a garden.20 H conveys complex meanings to non-Native North 
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Americans and additional signification to Cree. Cree hunters want to 
draw both similarities and difference between the whiteman's concept 
of ownership and their own, as wel l as to claim ownership of land.21 

This metaphor was the product of a complex Cree collective pro
cess, and many Cree elders used the metaphor of a garden lo express 
this dual claim. When initial Cree mobilization developed against the 
hydroelectric project in 197 1 and l 972, there were extensive discus
sions among elder and younger Cree leaders about how to respond, 
and they shared insights and phrasings.22 The pattern developed fur
ther in late 1972 and 1973 when communities sent people to testify in 
a Cree-initiated court case against the project that was heard in Mon
treal . Both what might be said to the judge in the court and what was 
said when one was in court were extensively discussed back in the 
communities. Cree elders often informally encouraged one another to 
take the role of spokesperson and speak to outsiders. Cree elders and 
spokespersons used the garden metaphor on many occasions through
out these encounters. 

For example, .lob Bearskin, from the community at the mouth of 
the main river dammed by the first phase of hydroelectric development, 
Fort George, later relocated to Chisasibi, used the metaphor in l 972 
with journalist and filmmaker Boyce Richardson, who quoted him in 
his books and first film.23 At key meetings in 1974 in the village at 
Fort George, where the possibility of negotiating an agreement between 
Cree and Hydro-Quebec about the ongoing hydroelectric project con
struction was discussed, the garden metaphor was heard repeatedly as 
community members tried to explain to Quebec and Hydro-Quebec 
negotiators why they opposed the project An unidentified Cree 
speaker said: 

Land is like a garden to the Indians, everything grows, life f isl sus
tained from the garden . Dam the river, and land is destroyed. No one 
has right to destroy land except the Creator. 24 

Another said: 

The river is our road, !he! does not want to see dams on it. Our 
people h ave lived from the river. Like a garden, we do not want our 
l and destroy ed. Want our demands met.25 

At a fol low-up meeting two months later, Harry Matthew said: 
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We l ived off the l and since the beginning of t ime.  Land is a garden 
· to us,  we want to keep it thal way l i ke our forefathers have done.26 

Elder Daniel Rupert explained: 

M y  father was a tal lyman [a hunting territory " owner," often cal led 
a "trapl ine boss"]. We put in beavers [that is ,  they relocated l ive beavers 
to their hunting territory from other areas] so they would reproduce. 
When he did not hunt anyrnore I became tal lyrnan. He gave extensive 
care to the trapline, which is  what I want to do too. When he made me 
tal l yman, h i s  last words were to look after what it would produce, l i ke 
a garden, for a l l  the chi ldren Iha! would come. That's why I want it to 
be productive . . . .  Whal you own as an individual, i ts onl y  natural that 
you fight [for] it What you have you want to retain, it is l ike a white
man's garden. 27 

In these sta�ements the garden metaphor refers lo land ownership, 
to the productiveness of land, to Cree inheritance of land, and to the 
care that goes into using and protecting the land. The statements both 
call up common knowledge to help outsiders understand the Cree 
relationship to the land and extend that knowledge into unexpected 
areas. For example, recalling the relocation of beaver to areas where 
they had declined, sometimes called "replanting beaver," is a claim 
that, for the Cree, hunting, like gardening, not only cares for but 
restores the land and renews its productivity. Cree elders knew that 
non-Native North Americans have gardens throughout Canada and 
the United States, and they were calling on the proprietorship and the 
personal caring and nurturing that Quebecers, Canadians, and Ameri
cans give to garden plots, and their sense that gardens can be used in 
perpetuity, to express the Cree relationship to the land as hunters. The 
ri

.
ch metaphoric significance of the trope became clearer as it was 

picked �p by �ome of those non-Natives who themselves actively 
sought ncher dialogue with Cree elders. 

Spreading the Word 

The gardening metaphor played an important role in mobilizing sup
port for the �ree oppos�tion to hydroelectric development among the 
general pubhc and especially  those concerned about indigenous peoples. 
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H initial ly became known outside Cree communities as "Job's gar
den," an intercultural social creation. Boyce Richardson used "Job's 
Garden" as both the name of a documentary film28 and the title of a 
chapter in his second book on the Cree struggles against hydroelectric 
development.29 "Job's garden" was a partly fortuitous coincidence of 
a rhetorical strategy which had long roots in Cree discourse, the po
litical context of the Cree opposition to hydroelectric development, 
the name of a Cree man with a gift for respected oratory, and the presence 
of a committed documentary journalist with a sense of the biblical 
proportions the Cree saw in their struggles.30 But Job Bearskin him
self noted that "I have heard many people call this land our garden." 3 1 

In Boyce Richardson's second book and first film on James Bay, 
Job Bearskin spoke of the Cree hunters' relationship with the land 
while standing near the LaGrande River on his hunting lands :in the 
summer of l 972. Gilbert Herodier, a young Cree filmmaker who 
worked with Boyce Richardson, translated for Job: 

" I t  is real l y  beautiful  what he has been saying. He said this whol e  
place is  l i k e  a garden, because many things grow here, and the Indians 
are one of the things that grow here. He says that animals were given to 
the Indians so they could feed their children and old people, and every
one has a lways shared the food from this garden. He says everyone 
here w i l l  a lways share. It 's always been l i ke that."32 

Here, the use of the metaphor not only asserts a caring relationship, 
it also counters the view, often presented by the media and by Hydro
Quebec and government spokespersons, that northern Quebec was an 
area of wilderness, unproductive and virtual ly uninhabited. The meta
phor gains part of its significance from its opposition to images 
widely circulated in state ideologies and by mass media. 

The metaphor responds directly to the public legitimation of the 
development by Quebec and by Robert Bourassa, the premier of Quebec 
who initiated the project They used the discourses of nationalism, 
wilderness, and the histories of European occupation to claim legiti
macy when they announced the project in 197 l. In his 1973 book, 
Bourassa cited the lack of Quebecers' control of their economy, and 
the resulting poverty and underdevelopment, 31 and his desire to 
modernize Quebec through hydroelectric energy development under 
Quebec control. He said the chal lenge was "the conquest of northern 
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Quebec . . . . "34 Reporting on his visit to the James Bay construction 
Sites, he wrote that when he looked at the young workers, "I cannot 
help but think of the first settlers of our land," and he also wrote about 
"what a strange contrast it is to see modem machinery and equipment 
lined up in the wilderness and solitude of the north."35 

The metaphor of the garden is a fundamental alternative to these 
linked metaphors of wilderness, European settlement, and nation. 
Gardening analogies deny that this is a wilderness, and, instead, assert 
that it is a place that sustains humans. The productivity of the land is 
highlighted, and it is made a place where people survived and be
longed, not a barren land but a home to the Cree. 

The garden also cal ls up images of divine creation, not nation. In 
Cree elders' usage, the metaphor makes clear that the animals are 
given by God so the Cree may survive; the Cree are not masters of the 
game. In this view, the Cree themselves are "one of the things that 
grow here." Thus, it is not just contemporary gardens they speak of; 
there are implicit references to the biblical Garden of Eden. It is 
divine creation, and there are sacred rights and obligations that also 
concern the Cree. 

References to sharing dms refer both to Cree traditional values and 
practices of reciprocity and to the biblical commands to care for God's 
creation and look after one another. In the garden metaphor, caring 
also extends beyond any boundaries between people and animals and 
beyond divisions between humans from different societies and nations, 
for al l are God's creatures. The elders thus seek to express from with
in Cree knowledge a common sacredness with the land, which they 
know can be shared by many non-Cree listeners. Here, the metaphor 
draws on Christian values that today are no longer uniquely dominant 
values in North American societies, albeit that these are stil l values 
often used to support dominant institutions and ideologies as well as 
alternative traditions and organizations. 36 

Many non-Natives heard these discourses, and they helped to build 
public support for the Cree opposition to hydroelectric development. 
An early example of taking up and using the metaphor was the "Pub
lic Hearing on the James Bay Project," organized by citizens groups in 
Montreal in April 1973, that united scientists, social and environmen
tal activists, politicians, representatives of the labor movement, 
lawyers, and educators who opposed the project. The published pro
ceedings of the forum included a section of papers on the Cree, titled 
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"Native Peoples" and a section of papers on the James Bay territory, 
called the "Garden of the Cree."37 

Nearly two decades later, journalist Roy MacGregor's account of 

the Cree struggle against the hydroelectric project and the negotiation 
of the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement included an ap
preciation of the power of Cree metaphors. His 1989 book refers to 
the l 973 court ruling by Justice Albert Malouf in favor of the Cree, 
which forced the province of Quebec to negotiate with them, in these 
words: 

This l and, Malouf  believed, had the status the old trappers had 
claimed it had: it was their garden, which had provided them with their 
l ivel ihood for longer than history could record. That they pursued a 
traditional way of l i fe on this land was, he believed, beyond dispute. 18 

Note here the addition of a prehistory, and of a claim to traditional 
lives. 

Metaphors and Alliances 

In 1989, when the new and multi stranded all iance of Cree with envi
ronmental movement organizations in Canada, the United States, and 
Europe was formed to fight against the new plans for hydroel ectric 
development, the Cree gave the lead article in the tabloid they issued 
a banner headline, "Our land is like a garden to us," quoting the author 
of the lead essay, Brian Georgekish, a sixth grade student from the 
community of Wemindji:39 

We don ' t  wan! our land lo be flooded. You've k i l led a lot of animals 
and contaminated our fish and drinking water. Our land is just l ike a 
garden lo us. We survive from it Just l ike the people who grow 
vegetables, they survive from it  sel l ing their vegetables. We love our 
l and and way of l i fe. When I grow up, I would l ike to go hunting and 
trapping where my grandfather, great-grandfather and father hunted 
and trapped for years .. .. But  now after the dams have been bui l t  there 
are not as many animals as there were before you built  the dams and 
f looded our land. S top destroying our land and our future, and our way 
of l ife. "40 

This statement echoes and amplifies elders' usage, picking up 
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issues of contamination that come from wider environment movement 
campaigns and issues of the transmission of culture, as wel l as of the 
selling of the produce of hunting, that come from younger genera
tions' concerns. The same theme was echoed by a new generation of 
Cree leaders, such as Robbie Dick, the middle-aged chief of Whap
magoostui, the Cree community on the Great Whale River: "Now they 
want to build the dam and to destroy that land. That's somebody's 
back yard. That's somebody's garden."41 

In this new context, many environmentalists picked up and elabo
rated on the garden metaphor and gave it new emphases. In 1993 the 
Parisian quarterly newsletter Message Amerindien International re
printed three pieces on the Cree of James Bay, including a background 
paper by Farley Mowat, probably Canada's most prolific environ
mental essayist and author, and environmental lawyer and activist 
Elisabeth May,42 which began: 

Depuis 1971, les etendues sauvages du Nord du Quebec son! 
destinees a devenir le site de l a  p lus grande enlreprise hydro-electrique 
de la terre. Depuis de nombreuses generations, ceHe region est appelee 
le "Jardin" (Kistikani), par ses habitants: le peuple Cri .43 

In the United States, a thirty-two-page tabloid-format pamphlet 
published in 199 l by the Northeast Alliance to Protect James Bay in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, highlighted the passage by Roy Mac
Gregor cited above.44 The Northeast Al liance was a major grouping of 
organizations opposing the Great Whale River developments and 
supporting the Cree. In Canada, the tabloid pamphlet of Earthroots, a 
l eading Ontario environmental organization, headlined a report on the 
Cree in its spring 199 l issue "Aboriginal Genocide: Drowning of the 
Cree Garden." A series of new videos appeared, most of which con
tained statements by Cree using the garden metaphor, including one 
entitled "Flooding Job's Garden" by Boyce Richardson.45 

The frequent use of the garden metaphor in speeches, publications, 
and videos, and especial ly its use in the titles and headlines of major 
campaign communications, indicates the prominent place of the gar
den metaphor and signals the effective role it was sensed to be playing 
by Cree spokespersons and their supporters in mobilizing public 
understanding and support.46 Its headline and title use also suggests 
that it was, or was becoming, a covering metaphor which itself 
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referred to the other rhetorical strategies and tropes. To understand 
these processes it is necessary to look more carefully at the 
complexities of this representation. 

Transforming Metaphors across Cultures 

Environmentalist uses of the garden metaphor do not just convey the 
Cree usage, they also sometimes allude romantical ly to the cormec
tions of present Cree to ancient patterns and to the wisdom of time and 
of the elders. Here, "old trappers" pursue "traditions" maintained over 
"generations" in order to survive. Thus, the power and productivity of 
the garden metaphor used across cultures is broadened in ways that 
transform Cree elders' emphasis, although some of these themes are 
found in Cree usage as well .  

For example, none of the new texts are fully spiritual, although 
allusions remain. Whether in Paris, Boston, or Toronto, the garden 
reference is to a largely secularized world in which the garden ideal is 
not quite Eden. Thus, Mowat and May can accuse Quebec of "sacri
fier les territoires sauvages du Nord pour des dollars americains."47 

The reference to "territoires sauvages" contrasts sharply with Cree 
elders' typical socialization and domestication of land. 

Mowat and May's usage, however, signals the importance of 
several other metaphorical meanings which come into prominence 
when the garden metaphor is used by contemporary environmental
ists. Mowat has been a vocal defender of environments, animals, and 
indigenous peoples. He has described, for example, the ecstatic ex
periences with animals he witnessed while living with Inuit hunters 
and their enduring impact on him.48 But, in another voice, he is also 
passionate to decry the "hideous results of five centuries of dealh
dealing [sport hunting] on the continent" that fol lowed European 
settlement49 and to share the experiences of his youth that convinced 
him never to hunt for sport again.50 

Mowat resolves the tensions between his commitments to indige
nous hunters and those against hunting and for animals, not by learn
ing the specifics of Inuit or Cree views, but by separating traditional 
indigenous people from modem societies and the latter's relations to 
animals. He creates a space for indigenous hunting by romanticizing 
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Cree and others, setting them apart from the brutality he associates 
with modems by ignoring their modernity. Cree are given a place, by 
being tied to past generations and living in an unchanging traditional 
way. His usage is unlike the Cree, for it supports the view of the Cree 
as a people of the past, as noble indigenes. 

Mowat is not alone in this conundrum. Many who supported the 
Cree in their struggle against the Great Whale project did so as urban 
environmentalists, wanting both to protect land and wildlife of northern 
Quebec and to support the Cree who hunt and use those very animals 
in ways that urbanites find uncomfortable, that they do not understand, 
and that they could easily oppose. They do not have the commitment 
to indigenous hunters that Mowat draws from experiences on the land. 
The garden metaphor came to play a special role in mediating this 
disjuncture during the 1990s campaigns, for it could open up possi
bilities for understanding Cree as hunters. 

PluraR Garden Images and fotercuUural Dialogues 

The metaphor of the Cree world as garden, in the environmentalist 
citations above, conveys images of gardens as both wilderness and as 
nurtured terrain. It is this plurality of meanings and ambiguities that 
make the Cree garden metaphor more effective than might have been 
anticipated. The metaphor opens rich possibilities for intercultural 
understandings partly because of the way it unites opposites among 
European and North American cultural symbols. 

Historians Keith Thomas, Carolyn Merchant, and Leo Marx have 
indicated in their respective histories of changing attitudes to the "nat
ural world" in sixteenth- to nineteenth-century England and America 
that the idea of gardens has gone through numerous variations during 
these centuries.51 Leo Marx, for example, notes in The Machine in the 

Garden that the idea of the garden appears both as "nature's garden" 
and as "garden-in-fact."52 Commenting on Robert Beverley's History 
and the Present State of Virginia ( 1705) he notes: 

When Beverley cal ls Virginia one of the "Gardens of the World," . . .  
the garden stands for the original unity, the all-sufficing beauty and 
abundance of the creation. Virginia is an Edenic land of primitive 
splendor inhabited by noble savages .. . .  Bui when Beverley says that 

Hunting, Nature, and Metaphor 433 

there are too few gardens in Virginia, he is speaking about actual, man
made, cultivated pieces of ground . This image also is an emblem of 
abundance, but it refers to abundance produced by work or, i n  
Beverley's idiom, improvement. The contradiction between the two 
meanings of "garden" is a perfect index of the larger difference be
tween the primitive and the pastoral ideals.51 

The dual image of the garden as natural, sufficing abundance and 
as a product of civilizing labor cuts across major oppositions in North 
American thought. Gardens reunite nature and cuiture.54 They bring 
together natural substance and reproductive potential with social 
labor and production. In the Cree world, where humans, animals, and 
God live in a spiritual ly and socially unified world, separations are not 
so radical and do not need to be so complexly bridged. For Quebecers, 
Canadians, and Americans the image of the garden offers the possi
bility of bridging the oppositions, and as such it does convey a sense 
of the Cree world, a world in which people are part of the landscape, 
a spiritual land that one can both work and love, and yet never fully 
possess. These ambiguities were significant for the rich usage the 
Cree developed. 

Gardening and Environmentalists 

For example, the image of the garden also has an ambiguity with 
respect to gender-an ambiguity that hunting does not Gardening, 
depending on the variety and the time period, has associations with 
both genders. From decade to decade the loci can shift but, throughout 
much of the last century in Europe and America, there have often been 
gardening roles available to and associated with both women and men. 
The Cree world of work is clearly gendered, although either gender 
can easily take on almost al l of the productive roles associated with 
the other. To render hunting as gardening is to take a predominantly 
male-associated image of hunting, in North American symbols as well 
as Cree meanings, and associate it with a more gender-neutral con
text This opens up the possibility of non-Natives unlinking hunting 
from male sport and aggressivity. H thus obscures the male domi
nance in Cree society as in Cree hunting. 

But it also echoes the subsistence, reproductive, and procreative 
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aspects of Cree hunting. It "fits" the structure of Cree subsistence ac
tivity insofar as Cree production depends on the mutuality of gen
dered tasks of predominantly male hunting with women's butchering, 
distributing, and preparing foods in Cree hunting camp l ife. 

Garden images also unite the domestic and the wider work worlds, 
for there are flower gardens and home vegetable gardens and market 
gardens. Gardens thus offer the possibility of combining the aesthetic 
and nurturing needs with the goals of provisioning and earning cash. 
In the Cree world aesthetic and loving values, nurturing and work are 
united across the range of spaces, activities, and time. Again, the 
image of the garden gives non-Natives the opportunity to appreciate a 
world in which people can be seeking to produce for exchange and 
reproduce themselves and their world in unison through work at home 
and in a homeland. 

At a more specific level, the metaphor transforms the killing asso
ciated with hunting into a harvest that is closer to urban environmen
tal sentiments. This association with harvesting also happens to echo 
the Cree world, where animals give themselves to needy and respect
ful hunters. The linkage of hunting to harvesting also emphasizes the 
renewal of the "crop" and that the harvest does not need to be a 
"depletion," which is part of Cree images and practices.ss 

Such refocusing is, I suspect, very important in building broad support 
within environmental movements, where support of Cree as hunters is 
often uncomfortable, but where protecting Cree productive and do
mestic life is a potentially strong motivation. The fact that women are 
often a majority of the membership in environmental organizations is 
a part of this response. 

In these senses, then, the metaphors of gardening facil itate un
derstanding and support of Cree concerns among non-Native North 
Americans. This occurs both by moderating the oppositions and con
tradictions of North America's environmental concerns and by enrich
ing the possibilities of new understandings that accord in part with 
Cree meanings and social relations. These meanings go beyond those 
that need to have been ful ly anticipated by Cree elders or by those 
non-Natives who have recontextualized the Cree elders' messages, 
although the potentialities may have been sensed. 

Yet, some of the richness of the metaphor and of the unanticipated 
semiotic parallels could have been anticipated, because the metaphor 
is itself the product of the long contact the Cree have had with both 
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Christian discourses and the civilizing mission of fur-trade and 
church institutions. This plurality of meanings not only makes gar
dens a useful metaphor for alliances of resistance but also for nation
states and economic institutions. 

Gardens and States 

Gardens can serve very diverse state interests as royal gardens, public 
gardens, botanical gardens, urban green belts, or national parks. Each 
expresses specific state ideologies, power, and identities. These 
developments were repeated in the contemporary period, during the 
LaGrande project at James Bay, where Hydro-Quebec set up nurseries 
and where it has planted tens of thousands of shrubs and trees at !he 
portals of the most accessible public sites and along public highways. 
Its dams are major Quebec tourist sites, and guides point out the l and
scaping to tourists and, where possible, take them to see the nurseries 
and biological research centers. These horticultural and landscaping 
activities are part of its public relations claim that hydroelectric 
projects are not destroying the land, and that they are even 
"improving" on the northern environment, not least by making it more 
productive. 

But these gardening and horticultural claims are constrained by 
productive circumstances, for the main project is stil l industrial. 
Alongside the thousands of plantings, the tourist guides and bro
chures also recount the mil lions of tons of earth moved, the miles of 
dykes built, and the cubic miles of water impounded. These glori fica
tions of industrial accomplishments serve to support the technological 
and nationalist legitimations of the project and the state, but they also 
serve as a limit on the credible uses of the garden metaphor by the 
state. 

On a more distant economic frontier, Jean and John Comaroff have 
linked the exemplary gardens of nineteenth-century southern African 
church missionaries to their anticipated role in transforming Tswana 
society and economy in the direction of English yeomanry and an 
idealized peasant life.s6 They have also linked these gardens back to 
England, where gardening was promoted in the nineteenth century 
among the emerging working classes. Here, it was the loss of rnral 
and feudal societies-as the growth of markets, industrialization, and 



436 Indigenous Traditions and Ecology 

urbanization transformed social conditions for workers-which some 
churches sought to moderate as they evangelized. 57 Gardens and 
gardening were practices and metaphors mobilized in response to, or 
in the hope of, economic and social transformations. But, again, gar
dening was used by dominant institutions not simply or continuously 
as an expression of economic motors of change. Gardening was either 
to repair the il ls of economic change, as in England, or to create a 
change different from that which could be expected as a result  
principally of economic forces, as in southern Africa. 

Thus, gardening, even as mobilized by states and market institutions 
and for economic ends, carried a complex set of social meanings and 
evaluations that did not facilitate restricting its service to the narrower 
interests of those dominant institutions. It carried with it references to 
alternative pasts or to other possible futures, which supported forms 
of resistance not intentionally  encouraged by the state. Christian 
missions and fur trade posts in the James Bay region echoed this 
pattern. 

Colonial Gardens at James Bay 

The image of the garden in the Cree world speaks directly to the re
lations between Cree and whitemen and to the problems arising in 
those relationships. Gardens and the garden metaphor raise questions 
about whitemen's daims to land ownership and their exclusionary 
claims to being civilized. In the James Bay Cree communities, garden 
metaphors recal l  specific experiences of colonial relations, where the 
H.B.C. and the Anglican and Roman Catholic Churches all staked out 
and worked garden plots. 

The mission and H.B.C. plots were mainly to produce vegetables, 
and especial ly  potatoes that could serve the traders' households and 
the mission houses through the long winters in the settlement The 
gardens required a lot of care to produce a worthwhile crop in these 
northern locations, and they were the focus of considerable attention 
in the small enclave of Euro-Canadians. Gardens were a symbol of 
difference, but Cree who worked closely with the church missions or 
the H.B.C. had plots of their own.58 

Gardens in the north often involved a rather particular transformation 
of foods, because many of the gardens were fertilized with locally 
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caught fish . The transformation of good fish into potatoes signal led 
the superiority given to gardening and its harvests by Euro-Canadians, 
in comparison with how Euro-Canadians valued Cree hunting and 
fishing products and bush foods.59 

How gardens symbolized civility for Europeans is indicated in the 
first widely circulated popular book on the James Bay region in the 
twentieth century, W. Tees Curran and H. A. Calkins' In Canada 's 

Wonderful Northland: A Story of Eight Months of Travel by Canoe, 
Motorboat, and Dog- Team on the Northern Rivers and along the New 

Quebec Coast of Hudson Bay ( 1 9 1 7) . 60 Their account also suggests 
how they judged fel low Euro-Canadians, and how Cree had some 
access to colonial discourses as household servants. 

Their account of each fur trade post visited on James Bay begins 
with a description of its gardens and includes photographs.6 1 The l ocal 
and colonial meanings attached to the gardens as symbols for, and 
general means of, occupying northern lands and civilizing indigenous 
peoples was clear in their description of arriving at Fort George: 

As soon as we coul d  get the camp in order and don our town clothes, 
we repaired to the [H.B.C.] Factory to partake of a sumptuous repast in 
real c ivi lized fashion, the first in nearly a month. What a pleasant ex
perience it was to sit on a chair and eat appetizing food from china 
dishes, with s i lver cutlery, on a real table covered with snow-white 
l inen. 

. . . [Mr. Griffith, the H.B.C. M anager] did no! fare so badly, having 
a number of servants to attend to his needs. He was particularly fortu
nate in having a good Indian cook, who had been practicing the art 
under the direction of M rs. Griffith. 

On entering the house, we were strongl y  reminded of our former 
visit Mr. Gil l ies was the Factor [Managing Partner] at the time, and 
during the intervening five years we had never thought of Fort George 
without having recol lections of h i m  and his fine vegetable garden. H 

had been a great surprise to find so l arge a col lection of vegetables in 
such a wel l kepi garden . . . .  6 2  

Curran and Calkins went on to visit the famous Anglican mission
ary W. G. Walton, whose work and influence they praised. They t hen 
turned their attention to the future of the region, noting that: 

As has ever been the case where Indian people have encountered the 
advances of the white man's civi l ization, the result  has been either an-
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nihilation or their assimilation. I f  the former is not to be the case, . . .  
preventive measures shoul d  be taken. 

Firstly educative: . . .  for as the white man crowds the Indian from 
his natural means of livelihood, it  certainl y  becomes the white man's 
duty to educate and fit him for the farm and workshop . . . .  63 

As it turns out, agricu lture proved to be an il lusion for regions this 
far north, and white men "crowded" the Indian from his lands only 
later, as industrial resource developments became attractive. But colo
nial visions of civilizing influences and change were points of con
tention and dialogue between Euro-Canadians and an often hidden 
indigenous discourse. 

The civilizing and educational value of gardening for Euro-Canadians 
was expressed in the protection they gave to garden plots, by putting 
up fences and by making clear that the harvests belonged to those who 
claimed the gardens. It was these features, among others, that were 
part of the historical roots of Cree elders' usage of the garden meta
phor to convey specific meanings about the land to other Cree. 

Critiques of Neo-CoBonhd Refations 

By contrast to the published Canadian visitors' accounts, Cree elders' 
stories and messages about gardens convey partial disapproval. Some 
widely told stories in Cree villages recount instances of whitemen 
lecturing and punishing Cree children and adults who took crops from 
fenced garden plots. Others tell of incidents when some church repre
sentatives were not as generous with their crops as Cree thought that 
they should have been, especially when Cree who were in need came 
for help. These stories assert a Cree value of reciprocity with land and 
food in the face of whitemen's ideas of how the land and harvests 
should be owned and used. 

Cree elders use stories of gardens to draw both analogies to white
men and distinctions, for Cree hunters also insist that the way they 
share the land contrasts with some whitemen's gardens and land uses. 
This is explicit in the stories above as well as in another statement by 
Job Bearskin. While standing on a hill on the hunting lands he was 
steward of, and pointing out all the places he could see for miles 
around which were good for animals, he said to the fil mmakers and to 
the young Cree translator: 
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That is why we cal l  the whole place our garden . . . .  Around here you 
do not see any fences preventing people from trespassing. We let others 
help themselves. l am happy when other Indians kil l  something be
cause it helps me. And that is why we care for this p lace. This is the 
place where the animals and the plants reproduce every year. The 
whole p lace is a garden, and they have done wel l this year.64 

Here, the garden is not a private plot, but the whole land, which is 
used by those in need and cared for and shared by those who u se it 
regularly. A critique of missionary resource use in very similar terms 
was debated in the community in the years immediately preceding 
Job's comments.65 Thus, Job's and other elders' comments on Cree 
reciprocity can be set in the context not only of hydroelectric develop
ment, but of both the current general relations between Cree and 
whitemen, and of the longer term,  critical Cree discourses-public 
and hidden-on colonial relations.66 

Job's emphasis on the reciprocity of Cree land use asserts and re
asserts Cree understandings as the correct ones, as opposed to white
men 's views and practices. Here, the metaphor of the garden is also an 
example of Cree resistance to values of dominant social institutions. H 
distinguishes Cree culture from non-Native values, understandings, 
and practices. It is a representation intended to mobilize and empower, 
by affirming the civilized nature, the ultimate morality, and the value 
of Cree understandings and practices. It questions the inevitability of 
the demise of hunting, and of its subordination, and shares that vision 
with other Cree. It affirms Cree values partly as a means to limiting 
the spread among Cree of values from non-Native society. 

Intergenerational Amance and Consensus 

When Cree elders spoke out about the dangers of adopting whileman 
values within Cree society, they often addressed Cree youth. When 
Job spoke to Boyce Richardson on film, he spoke to and through 
Gilbert Herodier, the young Cree filmmaker recently returned from 
schooling and from living outside the vil lage, who was impressed by 
the beauty of Job's speech. Job and other elders were general ly con
cerned about the youth. During his preparation for appearing in the 
Cree court case in 1972-1973, Job said: 
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S ince education started for our children,  our chi ldren are not the 
same. Our chi ldren and grandchildren do not think of the future l ike we 
old people think of the future . . . .  The white school teaches you not to 
think l i ke an Indian but only l i ke a whiteman. Chi ldren are no l onger 
I ndian minded today . . . .  

. . . The people are not the same s ince the whiteman came, everyone 
is  becoming strangers. The whiteman is try ing to throw their c u l ture, if 
they have any, on us. They are trying to make us  become l ike the white
man. Our children are affected and their future is  uncertain .67 

Many of the statements of Cree elders were addressed to Cree 
youth, and the message of Cree hunting as gardening has circulated 
throughout the Cree communities over the l ast three decades, both as 
oral history and in diverse contemporary media. It has served Cree of 
several generations who have found it a felicitous way to express their 
concerns to each other. 

For example, elder John Petagumscum from Whapmagoostui used 
the metaphor to address Cree and non-Cree audiences. Petagumscum's 
comments in 1990 were quoted in the Annual Report of the Grand 
Council of the Crees, a docum�t circulated mainly among young and 
middle-aged Cree in administrative and political positions within 
Cree organizations: "The land and the rivers where the people hunt 
and fish are a garden, a gift from the Creator. It has to be treated with 
love and respect to ensure that its spirit l ives forever." 68 

An extended and personal use of the metaphor by a middle-aged 
adult is exemplified in Chisasibi resident Margaret Sam-Cromarty's 
poems in her volume James Bay Memoirs. Her poem "Garden" speaks 
of the garden "hidden from many men," which nurtured Cree youth. 
"Seven Steps" recalls hunters' own understandings of land as gardens 
in the midst of destructive transformations of the land, such as the 
massive stepped overflow sluce at the LG-2 dam: 

The trappers watch 
the massive hydro dam 
Out of rock, seven steps. 
In their tongue they spoke of the cunning of  the white man. 

No one hears 
the l ow l y  trappers' 
whisper there was a garden. 
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The big corporations 
said I ndian l and was worthless.  

The trappers seldom spoke. 
To learn the other man 's ways 
would not be wise. 
They move on 
with their beaver traps. 
(1 988)69 

44 1 

A felicitous and playfully familiar use of the metaphor was the 
naming of the new hockey arena for Chisasibi youth, many of which 
are ardent hockey players and fol lowers of professional hockey on 
television, as Job's Memorial Gardens.70 

These uses help to educate and mobilize Cree of different genera
tions and lifestyles about how to see relations with whitemen and how 
to support the hunters to resist transformations of the land. They have 
played a role in the political mobilization among Cree and in the 
building of critical all iances in vil l ages between Cree elders, hunters, 
administrators, political leaders, and youth. Those alliances are foun
dations of the broad consensus that the Cree "garden," and the 
hunters' "way of life" should be defended by Cree leaders and or
ganizations for the benefit of all generations of Cree. 

A recent usage that makes these connections comes from a middle
aged hunter and leader who offered support and encouragement to 
fel low Cree to continue hunting and trapping the land. He started by 
talking of the loss of elders and the need to learn from them while they 
were alive, and he went on to !alk about the threats to the Cree hunters 
from animal rights activists whose efforts to ban fur pelt sales were 
negatively affecting the ability of Cree to continue lo hunt. In be
tween he said: 

Next thing I would l ike to say, to a l l  of you who are st i l l  hunting and 
l iving off the land: it's very important that you carry on this tradi
tion . . . .  I t ru l y  believe what ii says in  the book of Genesis 1 1 :  7- 8 .  f o  

verse 7 i t  says that God gave people different languages . . . . In  verse 8 ,  
i t  says " H e  scattered them." H e  gave them different languages and 
made them different nati ons, and that's you and me. We might ask two 
things, where were our ancestors pl aced and why were they placed 
there? He placed our ancestors in a middle of a garden from where they 
could benefit from the land. Land and nature we call it. This is where 
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Figure 2. Three seated Cree youth (l. to r. : F lora [Saganash] Gilpin, 

William Saganash, Jr. , and Jacob Otter) displaying ducks shot by Paul 

Ottereyes, standing in the background. Display composed by Cree elders 

for Harvey Feit to photograph as a sign of respect for the animals. 
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you trappers who are sti l l  hunting to survive from the land are right 
now. A p lace that was given to us to benefit from in the beginning of 
creation.  Why did He place the Crees amongst the beauty of his  
creation when He scattered the nations of the world .  This i s  why we 
should benefit from this garden, j ust l ike Adam and Eve when God 
placed them in the Garden of Eden, but our garden is the land and 
nature. He put berries in  Adam and Eve's  garden and He also put  
berries in  our  garden but  not  the  same kind .  The fruits in  our  garden are 
the animals,  a l l  kinds of animals, birds, fish and also different kinds o f  
fruits, from which w e  can benefit a n d  make o u r  l iving.  These are the 
fruits He created for us in the garden that He placed us to l ive in .  r m 
sure that a l l  of you are getting anxious now, that September is gelling 
near, and preparing to go to your lrapl ines. I ' m  l ike !hat too, I ' m 
anxious that I ' l l  be able go to my trapline for three weeks next month,  
and to find out what  b lessings God has i n  store for me. 7 1  

Jean-Elizabeth Meskino, a secondary student from Nemaska, 
echoed many of these themes, as well as themes from environmen
talist interpretations of hunting, in her 199 1 essay for the Cree School 
Board's James Bay Day publication: 

Many young chi ldren, such as young boys that are 7-1 2 years old, 
enjoy hunting with their fathers and grandfathers . The children believe 
in what they fight for. They tel l their parents 'Once I am old enough t o  
go d o  things on my own, I want to b e  a hunter o r  a fisherman and share 
or sel l  an animal I k i l led ! '  But  phase II and Hydro Quebec wi l l  destroy 
what they believe. 

Many elders stand up agai nst  H ydro Quebec . . . .  
Many young native girls enjoy sewing. They make moccasins, mit

tens,  g loves, l ampshades and other thi ngs out of caribou or moose hide. 
I f  phase n does happen there wil l  be less moose and caribou to eat and 
use the hide for sewing with. I don't  know many cu ltural traditions, but 
I sti l l  care for them . . . .  

Once hydro fi nishes planning phase H and tel ls  . . .  what they are 
going to do, then they w i l l  tel l  the Crees. Now the Crees are fighting for 
the l and.  Bui  so far the Crees are not winning yet. I f  the young natives 
want phase H stopped, they too have to stand up against Hydro Quebec . 
They can ' t  just complain to their peers. Once a l l  the phases are done 
with, where w i l l  the Crees l ive? Where w i l l  our sons and grandsons 
hunt? 

Whal do you think would  happen if you were in  Ottawa and saw a 
garden with a lot of roses and other flowers and you started to pick 
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them? Or if you walked on someone's lawn? You'd get a fi ne of course, 
maybe we should give Hydro Quebec a fi ne too. They've destroyed a 
lot  of trees and l and. 

I enjoy going to old Nemiscau with my family, it is very peaceful .  
There are n o  loud machines. People could g o  hunting and fishing any
where they wanted to.72 

Ccmdusions 

Cree use of the garden metaphor not only instructs Cree youth, it in
vites Quebecers, Canadians, and Americans to understand the Cree, to 
see them as civilized and moral. It is intended to encourage whitemen 
to learn from the Cree about proper relations. The colonial and local 
cultural context for understanding some of the meanings that are con
veyed in these discourses are not available to many Quebecers, Ca
nadians, and Americans. Yet, the basic call to generosity and respect is 
conveyed in the domestic, Christian, and moral references, if not by 
the colonial contexts. These communications depend both on coinci
dental parallels and on quiet echoes of historical relations and dis
courses from the partially shared histories of missionization and trade 
which leave traces of connections in some of the mutualities between 
Cree and Quebecer, Canadian and American understandings. 

The metaphor of the garden is an example of Cree cultural 
production, which uses symbols from an encapsulating culture, in 
combination with Cree discourses, to communicate with and oppose 
white man development It is also a means to enrich Cree resistance 
and autonomy by conveying Cree understandings that limit the spread 
of the values of the encapsulating society among Cree themselves. 
The Cree are able to direct their political actions toward both these 
goals in complex ways. 

They use metaphors derived not only from the institutions that 
assert dominance over them and their lands, but from historical and 
ongoing experiences of relations and communications between Cree 
and nondominant non-Native institutions. They use these discursive 
strategies not only to oppose dominant institutions but to build 
understandings and international alliances with groups opposing 
those institutions within non-Native societies, as well as to mobilize 
public opinion in jurisdictions where decisions are taken that affect 
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Cree lands and lives. They use complex and ambiguous metaphors in 
ways that highlight the values of sociality, productiveness, and 
morality in non-Native society, emphasizing, for example, the 
domestic and self-sufficient aspects of their lives as well as those 
spiritual aspects that they share or that echo with wider Christian 
understandings. These rhetorical strategies help us to understand how 
broad public support for Cree, and against the impacts of develop
ment, can be mobilized in urban centers at considerable physical and 
interpretive distance from the Cree and their lands. 

Cree spokespersons build these understandings with non-Natives 
without sole reliance on more conventional strategies of claiming an 
idealized traditionality or religiosity, or solely on indigenous legal 
rights, or solely on political lobbying as citizens or ethnic groups. 
They thus limit the marginalization, subordination, and constraint that 
are inherent in focusing solely on being Indian, or on legal rights, or 
in accepting the political system as it is. 

While specific metaphors are used to highlight commonalities, 
these same metaphors have a long colonial history of oppositional use 
within Cree society, where they highlight differences between Cree 
and non-Native values and practices for new generations of Cree. 

Gardening draws on, reproduces, and modifies Cree symbol s  of 
land, sociality, autonomy, reciprocity, and spirituality. By joining 
meanings from both cultures, Cree elders show that we can under
stand representations of environment most effectively at the intersec
tion of cultures, but that we have to attend to the histories and uses of 
political and discursive strategies. The partial ly successful campaign 
by Cree against the second phase of hydroelectric development exem
plifies these complex practices, linking Cree and non-Cree supporters 
in dialogues which build bridges while strengthening commitments to 
differences and enhancing long-term autonomy. 
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Craik, Rick Cuciurean, Paul Dixon, Christian Feest, Jasmin Habib, Glenn McRae, 
Marie Mauze, Toby Morantz, Douglas Nakashima, Bill Namagoose, Alan Penn, 
Richard Preston, Boyce Richardson, Marie Roue, Wendy Russel l ,  Diom Saganash, 
Cory Sil verstein, Colin Scott, B i l l  Simeone, Chris Trott, and Jeremy Webber. The 
research on which this paper is based was funded through grants from the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC Grants 4 1 0-99- l 208, 
4 1 0-96-0946, 4 ! 0-93-0505, 4 ! 0-90-0802, and 803-9 1 -003 5 ), and from the Arts 
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