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A significant field of scholarly research has developed· over 
the last several decades which examines how Europeans and 
North Americans have looked at and thought about peoples 
around the world, r ather generally discussed as nori­
westemers. Much of the insight of this work flows from rich 
analyses developed by scholars who were born themselves 
outside of the west, such as English professor Edward Said's 
famous book on Orientalism. 1 Said showed the common 



elements of Europeans' understandings about the Orient 
and about· Oriental peoples which he uncovered by studying 
the text of European novelists, colonial administrators, 
governments and philosophers. He was, t_herefore, 
concerned with ideas about the Orient held by Europeans. 
Such ideas, he showed, were not the creation of the people 
of the Orient themselves; they were not the creation of the 
people they purported to describe. Said went on to argue 
that such ideas were developed not just as a way of thinking, 
the ideas were useful to Europeans during the period of 
colonial expansion and development of a world economy. 
The Orient and the Oriental were defined by Europeans by 
what they lacked; they did not have change, they did not 
have reason, not by what they were. 

Said went on in a rich account to show how these ideas 
influenced the nature. of colonial decision-making and 
government policy-making· in those countries. These 
features of the Orient, of Orientalism, may seem very far 
from the topic of cultural institutions and the James Bay 
Cree, but it is arguable that European ideas of the Orient 
are very similar to the main European, American and 
Canadian ideas of the "Indian."' This has actually been 
shown by several important studies such as Robert 
Berkhofer's book, The White Man's Indian, and Debra 
Doxtator's Fluffs and Feathers.' Berkhofer, for example, 
identifies the idea of the Indian as a European idea, which 
classifies as a single group all of the diverse cultures, 
societies, language groups and identities of the indigenous 
peoples of the Americas - peoples who did not think of 
themselves as one group or one continental people when 
they were first encountered. He shows that the central idea 
of the Indian is that Indians are different from Europeans. 
The idea of the Indian is one of people who are not 
European. 
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The universal feature of the idea of the Indian was 
that whether judged virtuous or degraded, lndfans were 
defined by what they did not have, by the absence of 
"civilization." Whether they were seen as savage Indians, 
which was bad, or noble Indians, which was good, in either 
case they were defined by not being civilized and not being 
European. They were not modern. For example, 
Christopher Columbus reported in a single paragraph that 
Indians were simple but pleasant, and conversely, hostiie 
and depraved. In both cases he thought they were not like 
Europeans. Europeans were thus consistently· using the 
idea of Indians to define thetnselves as Europeans, to define 
what it was to be European, for Europeans were not 
Indians: The remarkable continuation of this idea of the 
Indian. and use of it for nearly half a millennium, the idea 
that the Indian is deficient and contrasted to Europeans, 
has survived because it is an idea that is constantly useful to 
Europeans in order to explain to thetnselves why they try 
to control Indians. The consequences for European 
understanding of indigenous peoples therefore, as 
Berkhofer notes, are interesting. If an Indian adopts 
civilization then he or she is no longer a "real Indian" 
because an Indian is what Europeans are not and they can 
not become modem. As a result, the idea of the Indian is 
timeless. Indians are people without history. The concept 
of progress and evolution of society has changed that a 
little bit, however, because we see civilization as the 
triumph of history and it gives the idea that Indians 
ultimately, in time, will disappear and become like us. The 
overall consequence of these ideas is that Indians are people 
without a capacity to be active in the making of their own 
lives and in the making of a future that is different from our 
own. In so far as they have a history, it is the history of 
becoming like us. 
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These ideas and statements about Indians are, of 
course, not accurate but they nevertheless are assertions of 
Euro-Canadian knowledge about what will happen to 
Indians and who they are. They are a means oflegitimating 

. the control that Europeans often have. They play an active 
part in motivating Euro-Canadian institutions as to what 
they can do and how they can do it. The basic assumption is 
that ideas and images are shaped by the interests of the 
institutions and therefore that these ideas are used. They are 
also deeply believed at many levels as Berkhofer is able to at 
least suggest. 

This paper is built around the contrast and the 
similarities between different sets of ideas about Indians 
which have prevailed among governments and corporations 
active in the James Bay region of Quebec during the last 
four decades. Several conditions will be examined. Ideas 
have gone through three changes or three periods during 
those decades. The first case to be looked at is the closing of 
nearly all the fur trading posts by the Hudson's Bay 
Company and their conversion into merchandising stores 
when the James Bay region was opened to mining and 
forestry development in the 1950s·and 1960s. Here the 
images of the Indian concerned the passing of the 
traditional Indian tied to the old ways, the honourable and 
trustworthy Indian. The second phase occurred a decade 
later when massive hydro-electric development was initiated 
in the region: government and ·corporate agents faced the 
Cree in the courtroom over negotiating tables and through 
the media. The government's determination to develop the 
resources· of the region without Cree participation and on a 
scale that did not require the Cree in any way was related to 
a different idea of the Indian: the Indian as the dependent of 
the Euro-Canadian. To change the focus on the loss of the 
traditional Indian and the James Bay fur trade which 
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dominated the 1960s to the focus on the Cree as active 
opponents of development in the region, or at least 
development as it was occurring, it was said that they were 
acculturated and assimilated. A dying people with a dying 
culture. The implication of this was that they were a people 
without autonomy, and whatever autonomy they may have 
had would not last for long. 

The third period (post-I 985) is marked by the Cree 
opposition to the Great Whale hydro-electric development, 
and the period of the possibility of Quebec separation. The 
Cree are actively a threat to the things Euro0Canadians 
want to do in the James Bay region. The focus on the Cree 
is that they are an already assimilated population crassly 
interested in increasing their monetary compensation. The 
Cree are increasingly portrayed as cunning and 
U[!trustworthy Indians. All these variations are I think 
variations on a single theme -' the inherent superiority of 
the European or Euro-Canadian morally and historically. 

The Fur Trade Period and the aosing of the Posts 
European images of the Indian have played a central 

role in the history of the North American fur trade where 
they have a somewhat distinctive form and a very 
contemporary context. The James Bay region of Northern 
Quebec � opened byuie first all-weather roads and railway 

· lines in the 1950s and 1960s, in order to extract several rich
mineral deposits, to exploit the forests of the region for
sawmills and pulp production, and to set up as a result, the
first large and permanent non-Cree towns in the area. The
changes involved major capital investment and provoked
many debates about what would happen to the Cree and
what their future would be in such an environment.

These debates can be explored by looking at the
closing of the fur trade posts, especially the first post that
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