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CHA BEST SCHOLARLY BOOK IN CANADIAN HISTORY ROUNDTABLE:
WATER, COLONIALISM, AND ANISHINAABE RESISTANCE

“Looking out from Anishinaabe territory”: Thoughts on
the Important Contributions of Dammed

JARVIS BROWNLIE

Looking out from Anishinaabe territory, I did not see iso-
lated resources being extracted for central consumption.
Instead, I saw an Anishinaabe centre being disrupted to
serve a competing settlement. The history shared within
these pages reflects the voices of survivors, people who
traversed reserve boundaries to harvest and to feast and
who experienced the compound damages of treaty mis-
management and exclusion from decision making. They,
like other Indigenous communities, experienced decreased
opportunities on reserve while many Canadians prospered.
[ am writing today because my ancestors — like many other
families from Treaty 3 territory — responded creatively to
environmental change. I am writing to commemorate their
strength.!

With these perspective-shifting words, Dr. Brittany Luby’s brilliant
monograph Dammed announces its critique of a Canadian postwar his-
toriography that emphasizes general “postwar affluence,” ignores or
marginalizes Indigenous experience, and fails to acknowledge either
the racial specificity or the colonial basis of mainstream prosperity.
The wealth and opportunity that so many enjoyed after the Second
World War not only did not extend to her people, the Anishinabeg
of Niisaachewan, but were actually created partly at their expense.
In centring Anishinaabe experience and perspectives, the book insists
that they be granted space and recognition in our understanding of
Canada’s past. This approach operates as a powerful corrective to the
standard practice within Canadian historiography and public discourse
of treating Anishinaabe communities as “peripheral,” as the “remote,”
“isolated” places where resources could be found and extracted to
enrich the “centre.” Moreover, it effectively reasserts the meaningful-
ness and continuing reality of Anishinaabe identities and territorial
boundaries: “Postwar development is said to have occurred in ‘periph-
eral’ spaces or spaces without social and economic systems valued by
settler-colonists. This definition of space has assumed a shared citi-
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zenship across these two zones (centre and periphery), normalizing
colonial conceptions of space that overwrote Indigenous homelands.”?

Dammed is the kind of history book I was hoping to read years
ago, when I set out to learn about the history of Indigenous peoples
and colonization in Canada. Deeply anchored in Luby’s community
and family history, informed and guided by the knowledge of commu-
nity Elders, this book expresses an Anishinaabe perspective on both
Anishinaabe history and Canadian and colonial history. It also turns
Canadian historiography on its head, showing how one of the most
pervasive narratives about the second half of the twentieth century
not only elides her community’s experience but also fails to acknowl-
edge the extent to which the dispossession of Anishinaabe people and
appropriation of their resources — an experience they shared with
many other Indigenous peoples — created the very conditions for that
postwar prosperity. The book “demonstrates how federal and pro-
vincial actors removed resources from Indigenous communities and
reduced the income-generating potential of Indigenous families spe-
cifically to benefit Anglo-settlers generally. Postwar Canada was not
an affluent society; it was (and it remains) a colonial one.”?

Reading Luby’s words in Winnipeg, Treaty 1 territory, I am
located only a few hours’ drive from Niisaachewan (formerly Indian
Reserve Dalles 38C), in Treaty 3 territory. Within my own geographic
and research context, I am better placed than many Canadians to
appreciate the wide applicability of Luby’s observations about the
Niisaachewan Anishinabeg’s experience of colonization. Anishinaabe,
Ininiw, Ithine, Dakota, Métis, Oji-Cree, and Dene peoples in Mani-
toba can all point to similar or parallel experiences by which resources,
security, and opportunity were transferred from their own communi-
ties to non-Indigenous Canadians. As I write, the electricity powering
my computer continues to flow from northern Manitoba, where it is
generated at great cost to Ininiw and Ithine peoples’ lifeways, food
sources, economies, and health.® My drinking glass holds water that is
piped to Winnipeg from Shoal Lake at the expense of the Shoal Lake
40 Anishinaabe community, whose reserve was cut off from the main-
land and from clean drinking water by the aqueduct constructed to
sustain the big city.” As a researcher working with Ininiw and Ithine
people, I have personally heard the stories about the harms to every
aspect of life caused by hydro dams and operations in their territories.
One element that looms large in both Manitoba hydro-affected com-
munities and Luby’s account of Niisaachewan history is the loss of
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food sovereignty: colonialism’s drastic erosion of the people’s ability to
obtain the healthy, nutritious country food that sustained their com-
munities for millennia, and the cascading harms that follow. Dammed
shows the links between hunger and parents’ desperate decision to
send their children to residential schools, where they believed the
children would at least have enough to eat. It shows how the contami-
nation of rivers due to dams and sewage-dumping made their timeless
staple of fish unsafe to eat, and how breastfeeding mothers lost access
to the whitefish that helped them produce healthy, abundant milk for
their babies: “The collapse of household economies experienced by the
Anishinabeg is part of the story of twentieth-century colonization and
industrialization in Canada.”®

Thus, this monograph contributes to historical understanding
first and foremost by documenting the great harm caused to an Anishi-
naabe community by the damming of rivers, initially for industry and
later for hydropower. Though scholars have produced some excellent
work on the impacts of damming and polluting waterways, which
have been extremely common phenomena in Canada, there is much
more work to be done.” Indeed, the fact that so much of the extensive
environmental damage caused by industrial society has occurred on
Indigenous lands, out of sight of the urban and agricultural majority
population, undoubtedly slowed the recognition of that harm by those
in “the centre.” As Luby notes, ecological harm is another element
of the unequally distributed costs and benefits of postwar expan-
sion: “The cost of affluence was disproportionately borne in Canada:
although status Indians accounted for only 1.2 per cent of population,
most environmental damage occurred on their lands.”® While the
hydro industry has been remarkably successful in presenting its prod-
uct as clean, green energy, Dammed exposes the reality of its extensive
damage to lands, forests, waterways, and ecosystems. In the case of
the Niisaachewan Anishinaabe Nation, the water contamination and
severe water fluctuations brought by the dams wrought havoc, impair-
ing the people’s ability to move around their land and waters safely
and harming many of the animals and plants on which they depended.
Two of their major food staples, fish and manomin (wild rice), were both
dependent on the river and were severely reduced by the manipula-
tion of water levels. Eventually, the dams’ cascading effects caused the
collapse of the community and forced the people to move away to sur-
vive, despite their reluctance to abandon their ancestral territory. For
a time, in fact, no one lived on the Dalles 38C reserve because it was
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impossible to survive there. This outcome, of course, fulfilled several
of the main goals of Canadian policy toward Indigenous peoples: to
remove them from their territories, disperse their communities, and
try to absorb them into an imagined homogeneous Euro-Canadian
society. The people of Niisaachewan resisted dispersing as long as they
could, and they returned as soon as possible to reclaim their land and
waters. A reconstituted community living on the reserve is now work-
ing to reverse the harms their community suffered and to establish a
relationship with surrounding industry, including the electrical utility,
to minimize future harm and facilitate the restoration of the manomin.’

In documenting the multiple effects of dams, water contamina-
tion, and water level manipulations, Luby also shows how crucial water
and waterways were to Anishinaabe society: “It is by water that my
ancestors, the Anishinabeg, inhabited this place.”'® The book demon-
strates the centrality of rights to water in Anishinaabe negotiations
with traders and government officials, stemming from the communi-
ty’s deep sense of entitlement to access, use, and practise stewardship of
waters that not only nourished fish and other sources of food and med-
icine but also facilitated movement and transportation around their
territories. In treaty negotiations and subsequent ongoing attempts to
uphold Treaty 3, the people asserted their right to harvest the waters
and to have a say in resource use connected to the waters. When the
Province of Ontario decided to expand the extractive economy in the
north, one of its first moves was to use legislation to expropriate the
Anishinabeg’s control of waterways running through or around their
reserves, declaring a new principle that violated the Anishinabeg’s
understanding of rights they had secured through treaty: Waterways
“shall not ... form part of such reserve[s}].”"!

While the book makes important contributions through its
well-developed analysis of the impacts of dams and hydropower on
the Niisaachewan Anishinabeg, there is much more to this book.
The remainder of this commentary focuses on two main areas: Dr.
Luby’s well-aimed critiques of Canadian historiography (some already
discussed); and her research methods, including her handling of oral,
community-based knowledge.

The book makes important arguments about Indigenous
responses to colonialism. Luby takes exception to the common ten-
dency in historical literature to focus mainly or solely on the most
visible responses, especially overt acts of resistance to colonial mea-
sures or agents (which also, I would add, tend to be the actions most
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similar to European-style political contention, such as legal measures,
direct action, and lobbying government). To her, these are only one
part of a much broader range of responses, many of which were aimed
less at altering government policies and more at securing survival and
maintaining occupation and stewardship of the homeland. Her anal-
ysis recognizes a broad spectrum of measures and actions as responses
to colonization, including changes in economic strategies such as sell-
ing blueberries and opening bank accounts, or taking wage labour
jobs, including with the hydroelectric utility, to earn cash to help
maintain families living on the reserve. She notes, “To date, Canadian
historians have largely ignored moderate responses to settler-colonial-
ism. Moderate actors worked for change outside the Canadian legal
system. They worked within their communities or their families to
manage environmental change. A refusal to operate within the Cana-
dian state might have been an Anishinaabe expression of sovereignty:
moderate actors sought change from within their ancestral territo-
ries.”'? This persistence and creative adaptation within the ancestral
territory, she notes, not only maintained the connection with the land,
animals, and water, but preserved a sense of the community’s original
territorial boundaries: “Although moderate action was largely inef-
fective in achieving legislative change in Canada, it operated within
and thus reinforced precolonial boundaries (an Anishinaabe home-
land).”" Acting as Anishinaabe people inhabiting and protecting their
ancient territory, she points out, also functioned to preserve the dis-
tinctive character of this particular Anishinaabe community and show
community members acting on Anishinaabe principles to maintain
themselves and exercise their treaty rights. By contrast, the pan-In-
digenous activism of the 1960s and 1970s tended to override cultural
distinctiveness and argue on the basis of colonial law and categories:
“Ironically, unified resistance in the 1960s required a suspension of
unique interests — Anishinaabe activists demanded better treatment as
‘Indians’ under the Indian Act, not as a treaty nation.”!

Dr. Luby offers a series of crucial correctives to Canadian histo-
riography, especially the overview histories that attempt to provide
broad generalizations about the country’s past. In addition to her cri-
tique of the “postwar prosperity” narrative and its exclusions, the book
takes on the literature’s persistent tendency to naturalize Indigenous
poverty or rely on a limited set of explanations based on structural
factors such as land allocation. For instance, historians have cited poor
soil on reserves, geographic isolation, Indian Affairs policies, or “refusal
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to participate in the free-market economy” as causes of Indigenous
impoverishment. While such factors did operate in some places, espe-
cially in southern locations where hunting and fishing economies were
quickly destroyed, Luby notes that many Indigenous hunting and
gathering economies remained robust well into the twentieth century.
However, she demonstrates that, after 1945, Anishinaabe economies
began to show increasing negative effects from government policies
that prioritized the well-being of others: “Endemic poverty on reserves
resulted from federal and provincial postwar policies undertaken for
the ‘common good.” This narrative was used to justify development on
Indigenous lands and overshadowed alternative narratives of Indige-
nous Peoples who suffered to provide power for settler-colonists who
resided in urban centres.”” The disruption and contamination of
rivers in Anishinaabe territory destroyed access to several of the tra-
ditional dietary staples, including wild rice, whitefish, and other fish
species, while also making travel hazardous, so that other subsistence
and cash-generating activities, such as trapping and hunting, became
difficult to maintain. The result was poverty and hunger that resulted
directly from the activities of outsiders on Anishinaabe territories.

In terms of methodology, Dr. Luby’s thoughtful approach to
community knowledge provides a significant model for other research-
ers to follow. Her approach was to be guided by Elders in her research
methods and understanding of the history but to rely to a large extent
on archival and other documentary records to prove her points. Thus,
she conversed extensively with knowledgeable community Elders
about the community’s history and then followed their direction
to unearth evidence as much as possible from documentary sources
located in archives and other records repositories. Such documentary
sources offered proof of the Elders’ historical knowledge, without
quoting extensively from community oral history. The approach was
designed to protect the Elders and the community from misunder-
standing or misuse of their words: “This decision reflects community
fears that Canada and Ontario could appropriate Elders’ knowledge,
using it against the Anishinabeg during negotiations about land (mis)
use or in court.”'® Such fears are founded in concrete experiences of
the practices of government officials and lawyers, who have sought
out oral history interviews with Elders in search of words or phrases
or omissions that they can use against the Elders’ own communities
in court.'” It is also true that written documentary evidence is much
more readily accepted in many Canadian courts, which still struggle

16




CHA BEST SCHOLARLY BOOK IN CANADIAN HISTORY ROUNDTABLE:
WATER, COLONIALISM, AND ANISHINAABE RESISTANCE

to overcome the western bias in favour of written records and against
oral history, despite the well-known Supreme Court injunction to
“place oral history on an equal footing” with written documents.'®
While government lawyers have long sought to discredit Indigenous
oral history, written documentary evidence is often treated much less
critically."” In addition, the Elders told her that they feared outsiders
would not have enough knowledge to interpret their words accurately.
It is not possible for Elders to foresee all the ways that their words
could be misinterpreted or instrumentalized in the future, so a solu-
tion was found to protect the Elders’ knowledge while using written
records, many produced by Euro-Canadians, that corroborated their
accounts of key historical processes and experiences.

The insights and innovations of this book, methodological,
empirical, and epistemological, will make it valuable for many years
to come. I look forward to the future contributions of this important
scholar and to many sessions with my future students discussing the
virtues of Dammed.

ssksk

JARVIS BROWNLIE is a Professor in the Department of History at
the University of Manitoba.
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