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Abstract 

 

   

This research focused on utilizing Geographical Information Systems (GIS) and mapping to 

document over 500 local Indigenous place names at Wasagamack First Nation, Manitoba, and to 

explore the role of mapping tools in preserving and revitalizing local language and culture. 

Video interviews with local elder Victor Harper, highlight mapping and GIS as valuable, 

adaptable, and effective tools in supporting community priorities including: language 

revitalization, use of syllabics, land-based learning, connecting with the ancestral land, and land-

use planning. His interviews, as well as the literature review, share the context of this work 

countering the immense impact of colonialism and the atrocities of residential school system, 

which forced a break in the natural order of Indigenous knowledge transfer. This research 

highlights and records the work of these elders, educators and land use planners in their efforts to 

reclaim not only local Indigenous place names, but their language and culture. Additionally, the 

process of mapping local Indigenous place names and including them as part of Manitobaôs 

Geographical Names Data Base, increases the likelihood that Wasagamackôs Anishinimowin 

language will enter the mainstream lexicon of Canadian society. The research further indicates 

that tools like mapping and GIS can have a positive impact on safeguarding language and 

culture, providing a permanency to knowledge that is otherwise retained orally among elders and 

at great risk of being lost to the world.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

ii 
 

Acknowledgment 

 

This journey would not have been possible without the support of my family, friends, and 

mentors. There are several individuals whom I would like to acknowledge. 

Thank you to Elder Victor Harper for sharing his knowledge with me. Victor, you are truly the 

heart and soul of this research and Iôm sorry that you are not here to see the end results. It is my 

wish that this work would make you proud. 

I am grateful to the community members of Wasagamack and the surrounding Anishininew 

communities for sharing their stories and knowledge. 

For her unwavering support and guidance on this thesis, I offer my sincerest gratitude to Dr. 

Shirley Thompson of the Natural Resources Institute who served as my advisor throughout this 

project. I would also like to thank my committee members, Dr. Jessica Senehi, and Ms. Gaylen 

Eaton for their thoughtful feedback and insight. 

A most heartfelt thank you to friends who supported me through this educational journey. Kari, 

Monika, Aneta, and Ola, I am humbled by your eagerness to listen, your offers of advice, and 

your support.  

To my mom, thank you for your boundless love, support, and encouragement. Youôve always 

been my number one role-model and my hero. You taught me to face adversity head-on, to be 

curious and to ask questions, to be kind and compassionate, and to find happiness in small 

things. 

To my precious boys Julian and Feliks, thank you for challenging me and making me want to 

become a better person. Because of you, I have a clearer vision of the things that are important in 

life. 

Last, but not least, thank you to my loving husband Jason for being the sounding board to my 

thoughts, my editor, and my biggest supporter. Without you to lean on, I wouldnôt be where I am 

today. 

- Veronica 

 

 

  



 

iii 
 

Dedication 

 

 

I would like to dedicate this thesis to Julian and Feliks. 

 

 

  



 

iv 
 

On the Importance of Language: 

Reclaiming Indigenous Place Names at Wasagamack First Nation, Manitoba, Canada 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstractééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé.i 

Acknowledgementsééééééééé.ééééééééééééééééééééé.ii 

Dedicationéééééééééééééééééééééé.ééééééééééé..iii 

List of Figureséééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé..é...vi 

List of Appendiceséééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé.vii 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction  

 

1.0 Backgroundéééééééééééééééééééééééééééé..éé.1 

1.1 Situating Myselféééééééééééééééééééééééé..éééé..2 

1.2 Research Objectivesééééééééééééééééééé..éééééééé4 

1.3 Community Profileéééééééééééééééééééééééééééé5 

1.4 Indigenous Language Profileéééééééééééééééééééééééé7 

1.5 Research Limitationsééééééééééééééééééééééééééé8 

1.6 Organization of the Thesisééééééééééééééééééééééééé9 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

2.0 Introductionéééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé.11 

2.1 The Importance of Languageééééééééééééééé..éééééééé11 

2.1.1 Worldôs Indigenous Languagesééééééééé..éééééééé...12 

2.1.2 Threats to Indigenous Languageééééééééééééééééé...14 

2.2 Indigenous Languages in Canadaéééééééééééééééééééééé14 

2.3 Mapping Indigenous Language and Cultureééééééééééééééééé...16 



 

v 
 

2.4 Organization of the Thesiséééééééééééééééééééééééé..17 

Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

3.0 Introductionéééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé.19 

3.1 Case Study Selectionéééééééééééééééééé..éééééééé.19 

3.2 Reflections on Indigenous Research ééééééééééé..ééééééééé20 

3.3 Methodologyééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé...22 

3.3.1 The Qualitative Inquiryéééééééééééééééééééé.é22 

3.3.2 The Indigenous Inquiryééééééééééééééééééééé.24 

3.4 Research Approachééééééééééééééééééééééééééé.27 

3.4.1 Research Toolséééééééééééééééééééééééé..27 

3.4.2 Ethics Approvalééééééééééééééééééééééé.é27 

3.5 Secondary Data: Project Description, Data Assessment and Processing (Phase 1)é.é..28 

3.5.1 Project Description - Place Names of the Island Lake, Manitobaééééé.28 

3.5.2 Creating a Spatial Databaseééééééééééééééééééé...30 

3.6 Primary Data: Making Meaning with a Local Voice (Phase 2)éééééééééé..35 

Chapter 4: Results and Discussion 

 

4.0 Introductionéééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé37 

4.1 Place Names of the Island Lake, Manitobaéééééééééé..ééééééé..37 

4.2 The Importance of Indigenous Knowledge Systems ééééé..éééééééé...46 

4.2.1 Elders and Indigenous Knowledge éééééééééééééé.éé..48 

4.3 Community Priorities (as related to Mapping)ééééééééééééééééé51 

4.3.1 Language Revitalization and Preservationéééééééééééééé51 

4.3.2 Use of Syllabicséééééééééééééééééééééééé.56 



 

vi 
 

4.3.3 Land-Based Learningéééééééééééééééééééééé59 

4.3.4 Connecting to the Ancestral Landééééééééééééééééé.60 

4.3.5 Land-Use Planningééééééééééééééééééééééé64 

4.4 Indigenous Place Names Matteréééééééééééééééééééééé..65 

4.5 The Role of Mapping and GIS in Safeguarding Indigenous Language and Cultureéé..68 

4.5.1 Mapping Language and Culture at Wasagamack First Nationéééééé..70 

Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations 

 

5.0 Summary of Researchééééééééééééééééééééééééé.....73 

5.1 Research Conclusionééééééééééééééééééééééééé...é74 

5.2 Research Recommendationséééééééééééééééééééééé.......76 

Referencesééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé..77 

 

List of Figures 

 

Figure 1. Location of Wasagamack First Nationééééééééééééééééééé.6 

Figure 2. Location of Linklater Island - known locally as óOld Postôééééééé..ééé..7 

Figure 3. Qualitative inquiry components as applied to this research project with Wasagamack 

First Nationééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé....23 

Figure 4. York Lake, Manitoba ï 1:50,000 NTS Mapéééééééééééééééé...30 

Figure 5. York Lake, Manitoba ï 1:50,000 NTS Map, section 53 E/16aééééééééé..31 

Figure 6. Local Indigenous place names corresponding to York Lake, section 53 E/16aééé.32 

Figure 7. An excerpt from the Anishinimowin place names databaseééééééé.....éé.33 

Figure 8 Featured NTS Map Sheets are labelled and highlightedéééééééééééé.37 

Figure 9. Angling Lakeéééééééééééééééééééééééééééé..38 

Figure 10. Benson Bayééééééééééééééééééééééééé..ééé.39 



 

vii 
 

Figure 11. Dobbs Lakeéééééééééééééééééééééééééé..éé.40 

Figure 12. Island Lakeéééééééééééééééééééééééééé..éé.41 

Figure 13. Kakinokamak Lakeééééééééééééééééééééééééé...42 

Figure 14. Robson Lakeééééééééééééééééééééééééééé.é43 

Figure 15. Wapus Bayééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé44 

Figure 16. York Lakeéééééééééééééééééééééééééé..éé..45 

Figure 17. An example of ecological knowledge at Bear Lake, Manitobaéééééééé...49 

Figure 18. An example of cultural knowledge at Linklater Island, Manitobaééééééé..50 

Figure 19. An example of spiritual knowledge at Amos Lake, Manitobaééééééééé50 

Figure 20. Rev. James Evans developed the Cree syllabics in 1841 (Nichols, 1984)éééé...57 

Figure 21. Examples of lengthy Anishinimowin place names written with Roman orthography.58 

Figure 22. Numerous bush trails are marked in red on the mapéééééééééé..éé..63 

Figure 23. Community members examining local Anishinimowin place nameséééééé..71 

Figure 24. Victor and I studying a map depicting a local trap lineéééééééééééé72 

 

List of Appendices 

 

Appendix Aééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé87 

 

Appendix Bééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé88 

  



 

1 
 

Chapter 1: Introduction  

When you are able to speak your language, you understand where you are from and 

who you are. This leads you to a good life because you respect yourself again. 

ðVictor Harper, Wasagamack First Nation 

 

1.0 Background 

Canadaôs Indigenous people along with their language, culture, and traditional way of 

life, have been immeasurably affected by colonialism. Numerous policies and legislation were 

enforced with the goal, ñto control and eventually assimilate the óIndiansô into the social and 

economic mainstreamò (Thira, 2006, p.1). By forcibly taking their lands and displacing 

Indigenous peoples to reserves, European settlers sought to track and control the Indigenous 

population and ñtheir traditional practices, which served spiritual, social, personal and economic 

tasks essential to the cultural survival of their communitiesò (Thira, 2006, p.1). The residential 

school system forcefully removed Indigenous children from their families with the intent to 

assimilate them and their families and communities into the dominant European society, with the 

ultimate goal of eradicating Indigenous nations (Milloy, 1999; Peristerakis, 2014).  

As a result of colonialism, Indigenous people have suffered tremendous injustices, many 

of which are still being experienced today, particularly with respect to the loss of their languages. 

Efforts to bring back Indigenous languages are critical to the well-being of individuals, families 

and communities, and more broadly, to the health of all Canadians. Indigenous languages are a 

part of our ñshared history and national heritage of all Canadians. They hold the keys to 

irreplaceable, intelligent worldviews and intimate understandings about the environment, 

intergenerational education and Canadaôs historyò (McIvor, 2018, p.1).  



 

2 
 

In recent decades, Indigenous language revitalization has been identified as a human 

right. In Canada, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission has called upon all levels of 

government to work together to try to rectify the harm afflicted onto Indigenous People and 

move forward toward a path of reconciliation. The loss of Indigenous languages is recognized 

not only in the Canadian context, but world-wide.  

In response to the crisis, the United Nations has declared 2019 as the International Year 

of Indigenous Language, citing that:  

Indigenous languages matter for development, peace building, and reconciliation. 

Languages play a crucial role in the daily lives of people, not only as a tool of 

communication, education, social integration and development, but also as a repository 

for each personôs unique identity, cultural history, traditions and memory.              

(UNESCO/IYIL2019, 2018, Background section, para.1) 

 

Collective, meaningful actions taken today to revitalize Indigenous languages can have profound 

effects on our existence as human beings. Indigenous languages hold ñpriceless insights into 

interspecies symbiosis and contain ecological knowledgeò (McIvor, 2018, p.1) and are needed to 

help us live in peace and respectfully among one another as people. 

 

1.1  Situating Myself 

While attending a conference about land use planning on traditional lands, an Indigenous 

land manager, Ed Vystrcil (2017), described the process of mapping and the use of Geographical 

Information Systems (GIS) as the common language between two perpetually conflicting 

worldviews, Indigenous and non-Indigenous. Utilizing modern mapping techniques and GIS 

technologies, he emphasized, has the capacity to reaffirm Indigenous occupancy on the land and 

reclaim local traditional Indigenous place names. In a culture where much of the peopleôs 

history, tradition, and language are retained orally among elders, Mr. Vystrcilôs message was to 
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act now to document the vast body of knowledge that exists among his people or run the risk that 

it will be lost to future generations. 

Indigenous people have a profoundly spiritual connection to the land, based on the belief 

that land is sacred and is the ñgreat mother of all humanityò (Graham, 2008, para.2), a viewpoint 

which is often marginalized and not fully understood by those in power who hold a 

fundamentally different value system. Canadaôs Eurocentric narrative, which largely dictates 

Indigenous peoplesô rights, dismisses the vast body of inter-generational Indigenous traditional 

knowledge as, ñirrational relics of an earlier ageò (Lane, 2006, p.386). The underlying principles 

of European power are rooted in the ideology of developmentalism, which states that all of 

society is on a path to development (Easterly, 2007; Lane, 2006). The focus of this ideology is on 

world goals; the autonomy of societies to choose their own path is seen as irrelevant to the 

eventual outcome of history. So how then, do we empower and engage Canadaôs Indigenous 

communities toward self-determination in a system that is stacked against them? This thought 

process ignited my desire to pursue the research herein.  

Fundamentally, I believe the key to bridging the gap between the Indigenous and non-

Indigenous worldviews lies in improved cross-cultural understanding and mutual cultural 

respect. To that end, reclaiming and preserving traditional Indigenous language and culture is 

imperative. Together, language and culture define who we are as human beings and provide the 

necessary tools for us to express ourselves. The Rt. Hon. Adrienne Clarkson (2016) writes, ñwe 

cannot act until we tell our own story in our own languageðand, in doing so, add to the ongoing 

experiment that is Canadian life todayò (para.11).  

The research outlined below stems from my personal and professional experiences. As 

someone who grew up in Poland and came to Canada at 11-years-old without speaking a word of 
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the English language, I can attest to the importance my mother tongue has played in identifying 

with and relating to Polish culture. Language is key to cultural identity, and I believe it is a 

fundamental right for every human being.  

For me, communicating in the language of ñmy peopleò has made it possible to truly 

connectðand stay connectedðnot only with my family and friends in Poland, but also with the 

expatriate Polish community in Canada. Professionally, I am eager and excited to have the 

opportunity to use my skills in mapping and Geographical Information Systems (GIS) to explore 

how these tools can be used to protect and revitalize Indigenous language and cultureða vital 

and integral part of my adopted homeland. 

 

1.2  Research Objectives 

The purpose of this research is two-fold. Firstly, I will focus on using mapping and GIS 

technology to document the local Indigenous place names at Wasagamack First Nation. 

Secondly, I would like to explore the role and effectiveness of mapping and GIS technology in 

helping to safeguard Indigenous language and culture for future generations. This research aims 

to learn from the people of Wasagamack First Nation while exploring ways to protect traditional 

Indigenous place names, local language, and traditional cultural stories.  

The research objectives are as follows: 

1) To document local Indigenous place names at Wasagamack First Nation and 

surrounding traditional territory. 

2) To explore the role of mapping and GIS in helping Indigenous language and culture 

thrive, ultimately with the goal of encouraging mutual cultural respect and 

improving cross-cultural communication. 
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1.3  Community Profile 

The research site selected for this study is the northern community of Wasagamack First 

Nation (see Figure 1). Wasagamack First Nation is one of four communities in what is 

collectively referred to as the Island Lake region, located approximately 605 km northeast of 

Winnipeg and 325 km southeast of Thompson. The three surrounding communities include: 

Garden Hill First Nation, St. Theresa Point, and Red Sucker Lake.  

Wasagamack First Nationôs population is 1,403. The reserve covers just over 80 square 

kilometers and is comprised mostly of single-detached dwellings (Statistics Canada, 2018). This 

remote northern community does not have an airport, and is accessible via boat or helicopter 

during ice freeze-up or break-up from the neighboring communities, St. Theresa Point or Garden 

Hill, or via winter road. 
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  Figure 1. Location of Wasagamack First Nation. 

 

Wasagamack became signatory to the adhesion of Treaty No. 5 on August 13, 1909. At 

the time, the Dominion of Canada instructed the people to move away from the land they had 

occupied at Linklater Island, known locally as Old Post (Wasagamack First Nation, 2010). Under 

the leadership of then Chief George Knott and Allan Wood, eleven families made their way to 

the shorelines of Wasagamack Bay, and the community remains here to the present day. 



 

7 
 

  Figure 2. Location of Linklater Island - known locally as óOld Postô. 

 

1.4 Indigenous Language Profile 

 The local language of Wasagamack First Nation and surrounding communities is 

linguistically distinct. Officially, the language has been referred to as ñOji-Cree,ò however, the 

term ñOjiò is considered derogatory by community members. Wasagamack Elder Victor Harper 

explains, ñOji in our language means maggot. We`re not maggot people - bastardized languageò 

(Harper, 2017). Neewin Health Careôs executive director Adam Wood, who is also from 

Wasagamack First Nation, condemns the term ñOji-Creeò to describe his people and their 

language.   

The Anishininew communities were referred to as ñOji-Creeò but are not to be 

mistaken for being ñhalfò Cree nor ñhalfò Ojibway. The Anishininew communities 



 

8 
 

are the only distinct population of their kind in the province.é Anishininew have 

their own distinct and rich cultural heritage that differs from both Ojibway and Cree 

communities. (McDonnell et al, 2018, p.12) 

 

The people of the Island Lake area, the Anishininew, are redefining who they are, and what their 

language and communities are called. The Anishininew people are shedding the settler 

terminology that has been applied to them and defining the course of their future. This process is 

an important step toward self-determination. In support, the following terminology shall be 

applied herein: Anishininew for the communities, Anishiniwuk to describe the people, 

and Anishinimowin for the language (FARHA, 2018). 

The most commonly spoken languages at Wasagamack First Nation are Anishinimowin 

and English. In the 2016 Census Profile, the total population of Wasagamack First Nation was 

listed at 1,403. There were 1,365 speakers (97 per cent) of the official English language. Of 

those, 465 individuals listed the English language as their mother tongue, while 905 listed 

Anishinimowin1 as their mother tongue. The communityôs age distribution profile is particularly 

relevant to the study of the Anishinimowin language, since Elders, not youth, tend to be 

Indigenous language speakers. 41.3 per cent of community members are between 0 to 14 years 

of age. Another 56.2 per cent, are between 15 to 64 years of age, while only 2.5 per cent are 65 

and over. There are no living community members over 85 (Statistics Canada, 2018). 

 

1.5  Research Limitations 

Much of the secondary data which forms the basis of this research was collected as part 

of a past community project. A limitation of this research was the inability to connect with 

participants on the original project, since numerous individuals have since passed away. The 

                                                           
1 At present, Statistics Canada uses the term Oji-Cree to refer to the local Indigenous language at Wasagamack. 
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individuals demise was  a limitation, which underscored the urgency of documenting Indigenous 

knowledge.  

Another limitation was the overall timeframe of a master thesis. The likelihood of a 

language and culture being revitalized within the same timeframe may not be conclusively 

measurable. A generational analysis might be worthy of further analysis to explore the question 

of how receptive younger generations are to mapping and GIS technologies, and how these 

methods and technologies affect their Indigenous language skills and connection to Indigenous 

culture. 

Finally and maybe most importantly the barrier to this research on language was my 

inability to speak or write Anishinimowin or write out the syllabics.  

 

1.6  Organization of the Thesis  

This thesis is organized into five chapters. The first chapter provides on overview of the 

research context and objective, a community overview and local Indigenous language profile. In 

this chapter I also situate myself as a researcher and discuss the motivation behind the project. 

The second chapter encompasses a literature review with an emphasis on: the importance of 

language in a general sense, the state of the indigenous languages globally, and more 

specifically, a look at Canadaôs Indigenous languages. I conclude the literature review with a 

discussion about the significance of Indigenous place names and the role mapping has in 

language and culture revitalization and preservation. The third chapter outlines the methodology 

used in this research. I begin with some reflections on Indigenous research as well as a further 

case study explanation. I then discuss the two types of research inquiry styles utilized in this 

project, and the sources of secondary and primary data upon which the thesis is based. The forth 
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chapter presents results and discussion. I begin chapter four with a series of maps depicting the 

Anishinimowin place names encompassing the traditional territory of Wasagamack First Nation 

and surrounding communities. Next, I discuss, largely through the voice of Elder Víctor Harper, 

the role mapping and GIS have in preserving local Indigenous language and culture. The fifth 

chapter provides a project summary, followed by conclusions and recommendations. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

2.0  Introduction   

The literature review section begins with an overview of the importance of language and 

culture in the overall progress of humanity. Following, is a discussion about the worldôs 

Indigenous languages, and Indigenous languages in Canada. Next, the significance of place-

naming is explored from an Indigenous point of view. The chapter ends with a summary of how 

mapping plays a role in the revitalization and preservation of language and culture. 

 

2.1  The Importance of Language 

The importance of language has been recognized internationally by organizations which 

strive for world peace and universal equality for all human beings, such as UNESCO and the 

United Nations. In 2001, the Universal Declaration of Cultural Diversity was adopted at the 

31st Session of UNESCO General Conference. Cultural diversity was defined as ñthe common 

heritage of humanityò and ñas necessary for humankind as biodiversity is for nature,ò making its 

protection vital: 

The defence of cultural diversity is an ethical imperative, inseparable from respect for 

human dignity. It implies a commitment to human rights and fundamental freedoms, in 

particular the rights of persons belonging to minorities and those of indigenous peoples. 

No one may invoke cultural diversity to infringe upon human rights guaranteed by 

international law, nor to limit their scope (UNESCO, 2001, p.4). 

 

The Declaration further acknowledged the symbiotic relationship between cultural diversity, 

linguistic diversity, and biodiversity, as a key element in the continued progress toward universal 

human rights and global sustainable development.  

The following recommendations regarding language diversity were made: 
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¶ Safeguarding the linguistic heritage of humanity and giving support to expression, 

creation and dissemination in the greatest possible number of languages. 

¶ Encouraging linguistic diversity ï while respecting the mother tongue ï at all levels of 

education, wherever possible, and fostering the learning of several languages from the 

earliest age. 

¶ Incorporating, where appropriate, traditional pedagogies into the education process with 

a view to preserving and making full use of culturally appropriate methods of 

communication and transmission of knowledge (UNSECO, 2001, p.6). 

 

Experts view the preservation of linguistic diversity as key in helping to move humanity forward, 

towards a path of living in a holistic and sustainable way among one another (Zuckermann, 

2013).  

 

2.1.1  The Worldôs Indigenous Languages 

In 2007, the importance of preserving linguistic diversity of the worldôs Indigenous 

peoples, was recognized by the United Nations General Assembly declaring 2008 as the 

ñInternational Year of Languagesò. This year followed the adoption of the United Nations 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). Language is explicitly mentioned in 

articles 13, 14, and 16: 

¶ Indigenous peoples have the right to revitalize, use, develop and transmit to future 

generations their histories, languages, oral traditions, philosophies, writing systems 

and literatures, and to designate and retain their own names for communities, places 

and persons. 

¶ Indigenous people also have the right to be heard and understood in their own 

languages in different political, legal and administrative settings as for example in 

court, through an interpreter. 

¶ Indigenous peoples have the right to set up and manage their own schools and 

education systems and the right to their cultures and languages being correctly 

reflected in education and public information. (UNDRIP, 2008, p.7) 

 

There is an inextricable link between language and culture. When language is lost, culture is lost.  

Verna Kirkness (1998), a highly regarded Indigenous language proponent, explains that, 

ñlanguage is the principal means by which culture is accumulated, shared and transmitted from 
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one generation to another. Language expresses the uniqueness of a groupôs world view. 

Language defines who you areò (p.93). Settee (2007) writes that Indigenous cultures, which until 

recent history have not used written expression, have used language as the most fundamental 

way to preserve cultural information.  

In fact, Indigenous languages are much more than simple communication tools, but are 

central to the identity of the people and retain extensive cultural knowledge. Richard Grounds 

(2016), Executive Director of the Yuchi Language Project, spoke on behalf of the Yuchi people 

on the importance of Indigenous languages: 

Indigenous languages are the core, the beating heart of our people, cultures and identities. 

Our languages tell us who we are. It is through our languages that we speak our worlds 

into existence. It is through our languages that we know how to live in this world (p.6).  

 

There is a direct link between the health of Indigenous languages and Indigenous people, the 

former being an indicator of the overall well-being of the people. If the survival of Indigenous 

languages is threatened, so too is the survival of Indigenous peoples (UNPFII, 2008).  

 Experts theorize that a large number of languages spoken around the world today may 

become extinct by 2100, with estimates ranging from 50 to 95 per cent (UNPFII, 2016). There 

are approximately 6,700 languages spoken in the world today. Of those, an astounding 96 

per cent are spoken by only 3 per cent of the worldôs population, suggesting the great majority 

speaks a handful of culturally-dominant languages. 

By far, the vast majority of threatened languages are Indigenous. In fact, the situation is 

so dire that in 2016, the United Nations held a special meeting to discuss the urgency of 

protecting Indigenous languages and safeguarding the cultural identity and traditional knowledge 

of Indigenous peoples around the world. That same year, the United Nations General Assembly 

proclaimed 2019 the ñInternational Year of Indigenous Languages.ò 
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2.1.2  Threats to Indigenous Languages 

Experts view colonialism and colonial practices, which aimed to decimate Indigenous 

peoplesô culture and languages, as the root cause of Indigenous language extinction. Through 

government policies such as relocation, forced assimilation, and the implementation of school 

systems which forbade speaking Indigenous languages, Indigenous languages today face the risk 

of dying out (Kirkness, 1998). Additionally, the problem has been exacerbated today by 

globalization, which has given rise to only a few culturally-dominant languages, further 

alienating and marginalizing minority languages. Some believe that without immediate and 

concerted action, the world may be facing a mass linguistic extinction (UNPFII, 2016). 

 

2.2  Indigenous Languages in Canada 

 According to the 2016 Census of Population, over 70 Indigenous languages in Canada 

currently exist. These languages belong to 12 language families: Algonquian languages, Inuit 

languages, Athabaskan languages, Siouan languages, Salish languages, Tsimshian languages, 

Wakashan languages, Iroquoian languages, Michif, Tlingit, Kutenai and Haida. Several of these 

languages are now considered to be ñendangered,ò while a few are considered ñviableò in the 

long term (Statistics Canada, 2016). 

 In the 2016 Census, 260,550 Indigenous Canadians had reported speaking one of 

Canadaôs 70 Indigenous languages. More Indigenous people reported being able to speak an 

Indigenous language as a second language, as opposed to having an Indigenous language as their 

mother tongue. Statistics Canada suggests this as evidence that people are trying to ñreconnect to 

their Indigenous rootsò by learning their ancestral language (Sevunts, 2017). The stability of 

Indigenous languages depends on the ability of speakers to pass it on to younger generations as 
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well as government policy and supports in the school and other systems. In Canada, the number of 

Indigenous language speakers has been on a steady decline, thus resulting in a smaller base from 

which these languages can potentially be transmitted. To further compound the problem, the age 

of the remaining Indigenous language speakers is increasing, making efforts to safeguard 

Indigenous languages of utmost urgency (Burnaby, 1996; Statistics Canada, 2016). 

As in other parts of the world, the decline of Indigenous languages in Canada stems 

largely from the forced assimilation and marginalization of Indigenous peoplesô culture and 

language. The Indian Act of 1876 took away political decision making from Indigenous peoples, 

and later in 1884, an amendment made it mandatory for Indigenous children to attend day 

school, industrial school, or residential schools (Leeuw, Greenwood, & Cameron, 2010). Under 

the Indian Residential School (IRS) system, which began operating from the 1840s to 1990s, 

younger generations of Indigenous children were taken to residential schools where they were 

forbidden to speak their own language and forced to speak English or French. Young Indigenous 

children were intentionally removed and kept at a distance from their families to expedite the 

process of cultural assimilation. This system exposed Indigenous children to abuse and is directly 

responsible for disrupting the generational transmission of Indigenous languages, beliefs, and 

knowledge. The legacy of these atrocities remains today (Milloy, 1999). 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) was created as part of a 

ñholistic and comprehensive responseò to speak truthfully, to respectfully acknowledge the 

experience of Indigenous people in the residential school system, and to begin the process of 

healing and reconciliation. In 2015, the TRC summarized its findings outlining 94 Calls to 

Action with the goal to rectify the legacy of residential schools. The following recommendations 

pertain to language, culture, and education: 
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¶ We call upon the federal government to acknowledge that Aboriginal rights include 

Aboriginal language rights. 

¶ We call upon the federal government to enact an Aboriginal Languages Act that 

incorporates the following principles: 

- Aboriginal languages are a fundamental and valued element of Canadian 

culture and society, and there is an urgency to preserve them. 

- Aboriginal language rights are reinforced by the Treaties. 

- The federal government has a responsibility to provide sufficient funds for 

Aboriginal-language revitalization and preservation. 

¶ We call upon the federal, provincial, territorial, and Aboriginal governments to 

develop culturally appropriate early childhood education programs for Aboriginal 

families (TRC, 2015, p.6). 

 

In 2016, Canada`s government underscored its commitment to revitalizing and preserving 

Indigenous languages when Prime Minister Trudeau announced the The Indigenous Languages 

Act. 

 

2.3  The Names of Places 

 The names of places should represent the history of the land and people, which invokes 

language of the local people who lived on the land. For Canadaôs Indigenous population, this is 

not the case. During first contact, the common practice of renaming lakes, rivers or areas of land 

from existing Indigenous names into English or French, erased the presence of Indigenous 

people on the land and claimed the lands as free for the taking. Environmental activist and 

educator Briony Penn explains: 

Itôs about ownership. If youôve got your name on it, then itôs yours. When [European 

settlers] made a map of the West Coast and wrote terra nullius on it, they basically erased 

countless societies and cultures. That simple naming of óempty landô changed the way 

people looked at that land. They didnôt even see it as occupied. 

(as quoted in OôConnor, 2016, para.7) 

 

Indigenous place names are neither arbitrary nor insignificant; they provide a richer 

understanding of the land and its people (OôConnor, 2016).  
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Métis visual artist and author Christi Belcourt (2013) explains what the reclamation of 

Indigenous names means to her:  

One by one, I am trying to learn the original names of places around me and speak their 

names out into words. Awakening into sounds and songs my respect for the places of my 

ancestors and the sacred ground I walk on. (para.12) 

 

Taking back Indigenous place names is a significant and deeply meaningful process. 

Recognizing Indigenous place names is a way to honour and connect to a past which was hidden, 

to restore what once was, and to move forward with post-colonialism. 

  

The process of reclaiming names signifies a turning point in Canadian society toward 

increased cultural appreciation and understanding, and moves this country closer toward 

reconciliation. In its 47th recommendation, the TRC calls for the, ñfederal, provincial, territorial, 

and municipal governments to repudiate concepts used to justify European sovereignty over 

Indigenous peoples and lands, such as the Doctrine of Discovery and terra nullius, and to reform 

those laws, government policies, and litigation strategies that continue to rely on such conceptsò 

(TRC, 2015, p.5). Reclaiming Indigenous place names on the landscape asserts that Indigenous 

people - their languages, heritage, and culture - are a vital and integral part of Canadaôs history 

and future. Returning these original names and designations to our shared geography is an 

important step toward healing and reconciliation. 

 

2.4  Mapping Indigenous Language and Culture 

Technology is important in helping Indigenous people to protect their language and 

culture. Increased global access to the Internet has enabled improved communication and access 

to information, promoting literacy and economic opportunities (UNPFII, 2016). Creating local 

content, such as web pages, online dictionaries, and language learning apps, are a few possible 



 

18 
 

technological innovations which may help to safeguard Indigenous knowledge. Mapping and 

GIS is another example of modern technology which may play an important role is helping 

Indigenous languages and cultures thrive. 

As the famed University of California Berkeley geographer Bernard Nietschmann once 

said, ñmore Indigenous territory has been claimed by maps than by guns. And more Indigenous 

territory can be reclaimed and defended by maps than by gunsò (as quoted in Belcourt, 2013, 

para.8). Insofar as this is true, Indigenous territory can be expanded further by the reclamation of 

Indigenous language and culture. Indigenous peoplesô profound connection to the land is deeply 

embedded in the culture and language. Therefore, mapping Indigenous presence on the land, and 

doing so while incorporating Indigenous language, can help not only to define but also to reclaim 

and reaffirm that connection. 

The mapping process has the potential to heal Indigenous communities who were forcibly 

removed from their homelands, because mapping provides proof of their existence on the land 

(Vystrcil, 2017). Hunting and fishing spots, berry picking sites, sacred sitesðthese all exist on 

the landscape and so do Indigenous people; mapping has the capacity to return Indigenous 

people and their traditional way of life to the everyday landscape of Canada in a literal and 

symbolic sense. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

 

3.0  Introduction  

This chapter discusses the methodology utilized in this research project. Firstly, I provide 

justification for the case study, followed by personal reflections on conducting Indigenous 

research, most notably, on working with Wasagamack First Nationôs Elder Victor Harper. 

Secondly, I discuss the two types of inquiry modes applied to the research, qualitative and 

Indigenous. I conclude the chapter by providing a comprehensive overview of the secondary and 

primary data sources which underpin the research. 

 

3.1  Case Study Selection 

The study area selected for this research encompassed Wasagamack First Nation, and its 

traditional territory, broadly termed as the Island Lake region. Paramount to the success of this 

research was access to existing archival data as well as the ability to conduct in-person 

interviews with representative community members. Because my personal circumstances are 

limiting (a full-time working mother with two young children at home) conducting this research 

on a part-time basis, building the type of relationships as required for meaningful inquiry or 

stepping foot into a new community did not seem like a feasible option. Fortunately, my faculty 

advisor and mentor throughout this research, Dr. Shirley Thompson, has a well-established 

relationship with the Anishininew communities. Under Dr. Thompsonôs guidance, I was able to 

conduct this research with the community of Wasagamack First Nation. 

Centering part of my research project on secondary data seemed like a reasonable course 

of action. Here once again, Dr. Thompson was a tremendous help. Because of her ongoing 

relationship with the Anishininew communities, Dr. Thompson has, through her research and 
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previous projects, extensively collected and archived data in these communities. Of particular 

interest to me was secondary data related to local Indigenous place names. Some time ago, 

members of the Anishininew communities undertook a project called, Place Names of the Island 

Lake, Manitoba, which aimed to collect local Anishinimowin place names, and related cultural 

and traditional knowledge. The geographical area for this project covered the Island Lake region, 

Wasagamack First Nation included. This dataset was eventually provided to Dr. Thompson to 

use for ongoing research. I was able to incorporate and analyze this data as part of this project. 

In additional to a secondary data source, I felt incorporating a primary data source to this 

research was crucial. Because the heart of this research deals with data related to a language and 

culture that is foreign to me, I needed a voice from within the community who would give 

meaning to the secondary data collected and to provide guidance on this research journey. That 

voice was Wasagamack First Nationôs Elder Victor Harper. Victor was a man committed to 

preserving the language and culture of his people and open to the use of technology as a means 

to build a bridge between cultures. I am immensely grateful for the teachings that Victor 

imparted on me as well as his patience and willingness to guide me throughout this project. 

 

3.2  Reflections on Indigenous Research 

At the beginning of my studies at the Natural Resources Institute, I had the pleasure of 

seeing several of my classmates (who were nearing the end of their studies) present their 

research; the projects spanned the globe, the experiences were rich and diverse, and the lessons 

learned were many. At the time, I hadnôt yet decided on the type of research I wanted to conduct, 

so it was too early to apply their experiences to my own research. However, there was one 

particular message that struck me.  
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A presenter was describing her experiences as a researcher in Costa Rica; she talked 

about teaching the local women and children the English language. She talked about being 

involved in a womenôs knitting group and playing games with the children. She did these 

activities in the most genuine way, to become a part of the community and to learn from the 

community members. The researcher finished her talk underlining that when conducting research 

in a community, we must make the relationship meaningful and reciprocal. Leave something 

behind, she stressed, it can be a meaningful interaction, a show of respect or understanding, or a 

kind gesture, but it should be something that has a positive influence on the community. I have 

kept this message in the back of my mind throughout this research journey. 

As a non-Indigenous researcher conducting research among Indigenous people and within 

an Indigenous community, I questioned (and continue to question) how to make meaning within 

this frame. Eaton (2008) states that more collaborative approaches to cross-cultural research 

necessitate, ñreflection on the researcherôs attitudes, behavior and question how research 

designed is affected by onesô own cultural lensò (p.50). My cultural lens is deeply rooted in my 

personal experiences; that of an immigrant coming to Canada at age eleven, not knowing the 

language and culture of my new adopted home. 

Going through the immigrant experience has taught me a great deal about the importance 

of holding onto oneôs language and cultural identity. As I see it, language and culture make up 

the basic parts of who you are as a person, and what you identify with. To forcefully take away 

those parts from a person, means that the identity of that person is stripped away. 
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3.3  Methodology 

This research was framed within a mix of two methodologies: qualitative inquiry 

paradigm and Indigenous research paradigm. Both of these approaches add depth and value to 

this project. 

 

3.3.1  The Qualitative Inquiry  

The qualitative research method is a Western scientific method, suited for certain 

types of research questions. This type of research deals with, ñthe meanings, concepts 

definitions, characteristics, metaphors, symbols, and description of things" (Berg & Lune, 2012, 

p.3). According to Family Health Internationalôs Data Collectorôs Field Guide:  

The strength of qualitative research is its ability to provide complex textual descriptions 

of how people experience a given research issue. It provides information about the 

ñhumanò side of an issue ï that is, the often contradictory behaviors, beliefs, opinions, 

emotions, and relationships of individuals. Qualitative methods are also effective in 

identifying intangible factors, such as social norms, socioeconomic status, gender roles, 

ethnicity, and religion, whose role in the research issue may not be readily apparent 

(Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, & Namey, 2005, p.1).  

 

Research methodologies are often broken down and described according to a set of 

characteristics. Figure 3 examines how the qualitative research method applies to the research 

herein using the following parameters: goal, research question, data, design, data collection 

tools, participant selection, analysis, and results (McGill University, n.d.). 
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Figure 3. Qualitative inquiry components as applied to this research project with Wasagamack 

First Nation. 

 Qualitative Inquiry 

Method 

Research Project w/t Wasagamack First Nation 

Goal ¶ Aims to understand 

human behavior 

¶ Focused on meaning and 

is often descriptive. 

¶  Aims to understand the relationship between 

language, culture, and Indigenous place names. 

¶ Indigenous place names are vital to the cultural 

identity of the people and offer an opportunity to 

preserve language. 

¶ The meaning of this complex relationship can 

only truly be expressed by the people. 

Research  

Question 

¶ Often applied to 

exploratory research. 

¶ The research questions herein seek to document 

Indigenous place names and to explore the role 

of mapping and GIS in the revitalization and 

preservation of language and culture. 

Data ¶ This approach uses 

varied data types. 

¶ The data comes from primary and secondary 

sources. 

¶ Majority of research is based on interviews with 

community elders and other members. 

Design ¶ Design must be flexible 

and may evolve, given 

the exploratory nature of 

the method. 

¶ The design of this research was expanded to 

include syllabics. It became clear, through 

interviews with community elders, that syllabics 

are a vital piece of the puzzle in the study of 

language and culture at Wasagamack First 

Nation. 

Data 

Collection 

Tools 

¶ Tools often used in the 

qualitative method 

include interviews or 

observation, often in a 

participantôs natural 

setting. 

¶ Primary data was collected through in-depth 

face-to-face interviews. 

¶ Interviews were conducted in a variety of natural 

settings at the discretion of the participant (e.g. 

family home, hospital, hotel room, Indigenous 

education centre). 

Analysis ¶ Analysis can be based on 

the characterization of 

data into patterns.  

¶ The researcher may 

induce and build theories 

based on the data. 

¶ Analysis of the data collected herein was based 

on examining the in-person interviews and 

identifying important themes. 

¶ Based on the emergent themes, certain 

conclusions were made based on the data. 

 

Results ¶ The results are often 

rooted in the 

participantsô own 

understanding of the 

world around them. 

¶ The results of this research are embedded in the 

message of the study participants. 

¶ This study tries to convey the voice of 

community members and elders of Wasagamack 

First Nation 
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3.3.2  The Indigenous Inquiry  

At the onset of this project, I knew very little about the Indigenous research method, or 

even that one existed. That in itself is perhaps telling how engrained in the Western worldview is 

the idea that what is worthy of knowing, or how the world is to be dissected, examined, and 

understood, can only be done from ñthe oneò point of view. Throughout this research journey, 

my own, what I would call, ñnorms,ò have been questioned and put to the test, at times making 

me re-evaluate my worldview. 

Eurocentric research has been accused of emanating the ñworst excesses of colonialismò 

(Tuhiwai Smith, 2001, p.2). Datta (2018) writes that for Indigenous communities:  

The terms research and researcher present challenges . . . because rather than recognizing 

Indigenous worldviews or ways of viewing life and the world around them, researchers 

trained only in Western scientific methods employ them from a colonial perspective that 

Indigenous peoples experience as a form of violence, exploitation, and discrimination 

towards their land, culture, and knowledge (p.1). 

 

Scholars argue that Eurocentric research relies on positivist and post-positivist paradigms, which 

are rooted in the idea that only a single truth exists that values scientific knowledge above all 

other knowledge (Braun, Browne, Ka'opua, Kim, & Mokuau, 2014). Within this type of 

paradigm there is no room for knowledge which is based on a fundamentally different 

worldview. 

While the Eurocentric research method awaits a reckoning, Indigenous scholars such as 

Marie Battiste, Winona LaDuke, Myrle Ballard, and Shawn Wilson, to name only a few, forge 

ahead with articulating Indigenous research concepts. Wilson (2008) argues that rather than 

having to justify the idea of being Indigenous to the dominant Eurocentric society and academia, 

ñWe (Indigenous People) can develop our own criteria for judging the usefulness, validity or 

worth of Indigenous research and writing. We can decide for ourselves what research we want 
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and how that research will be conducted, analyzed and presentedò (chp.1, sec. Research is 

Ceremony, para.1).  

Of its own accord, Indigenous knowledge systems and Indigenous research methods 

stand to challenge the pervasive impression that only Eurocentric ways of knowing are legitimate 

(Ballard, 2012). In recent years, there has been much interest in the relationship of Indigenous 

Knowledge Systems and sustainable development. At face value, the concept of sustainable 

development is considered to be Western, coined by The Brundtland Report and published in 

1987 by the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development (IISD, 2018).  

As Indigenous knowledge systems continue to be recognized, so does the inherent ability 

of Indigenous peoples to live sustainably and in harmony with the environment (Ballard, 2012; 

Nelson, 2008; Deloria, 2003). The Indigenous worldview and ways of viewing and knowing 

offer insight beneficial to humanity and it is therefore imperative that Indigenous research 

methodologies are more fully understood and respected. Wilson (2007) suggests that Indigenous 

research can be advanced by, ñanyone who chooses to follow its tenetsò (p.193). On behalf of 

himself and the Indigenous scholar community, Wilson set forth the following principles for 

guiding research. I highlight a few of them below: 

¶ Respect for all forms of life as being related and interconnected. 

¶ Conduct all actions and interactions in a spirit of kindness and honesty; 

compassion. 

¶ The reason for doing the research must be one that bring benefits to 

community. 

¶ The foundation of the research question must lie within the reality of the 

Indigenous experience. 

¶ Any theories developed and proposed must be grounded in an Indigenous 

epistemology and supported by Elders and the community that live out this 

particular epistemology. 

¶ It will be recognized that transformation within every living entity participating 

in the research will be one of the outcomes of every project. 

http://www.un-documents.net/wced-ocf.htm
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¶ It is recognized that the language and cultures of Indigenous peoples are living 

processes and that research and the discovery of knowledge is an ongoing 

function forth thinkers and scholars of every Indigenous group. 

(Wilson, S., 2007, p.195) 

 

With these tenants in mind, I undertake the research herein. 

 

3.4  Research Approach 

The following section discusses the approach of this research project, starting off by 

listing the research tools and describing the ethics approval processes. An essential part of the 

research lies in the coherent and meaningful integration of secondary and primary data. The steps 

taken to achieve this cohesion are described below. 

 

3.4.1  Research Tools 

The research tools utilized in this project include the following: 

1) Video Camera; 

2) Interview Questions; and, 

3) Informed Consent. 

 

3.4.2  Ethics Approval 

Under the University of Manitobaôs guidelines, research conducted within a First Nation 

community requires approval by the Human Ethics Board. As part of this research, ethics 

approvals were gained under an existing ethics obtained by Dr. Shirley Thompson.  

A second approval process in place for individual participants was through the process of 

informed consent. At the beginning of my series of interviews with Elder Victor Harper, I 
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discussed the scope of my research and objectives. Mr. Harper accepted the proposed research 

and agreed through the mechanism of informed consent, to a series of in-person interviews. 

On a community level, Dr. Thompson shared the research concept with community 

members of Garden Hill First Nation, where many of the names were collected as part of the 

Place Names of the Island Lake, Manitoba project. The community members accepted the 

research. Elders were particularly enthusiastic about the idea that the names would be 

incorporated into the official Manitoba Provincial Names database because of the inherent 

authority (S. Thompson, personal communication, August, 2018). 

 

3.5 Secondary Data: Project Description, Data Assessment and Processing (Phase 1) 

Secondary data collected through the community-led project, Place Names of the Island 

Lake, Manitoba, was a key component in this research project. However, since I wasnôt 

personally involved in the collection of the data, it was important for me to understand the 

circumstances of how the names were collected, who was involved, and what the intended 

purpose of the data was. Following, I describe the original scope of project, give an overview of 

how the data collection was conducted, show an example of the raw data, and explain how I was 

able to confirm the validity and intended purpose of the project.  

 

3.5.1  Project Description - Place Names of the Island Lake, Manitoba 

The effort to collect local Anishinimowin place names in Wasagamack as well as 

surrounding communities of St. Theresa Point, Garden Hill, and Red Sucker Lake, began with 

Mr. Ted Wilson and Ms. Connie Singleterry. Over a period of several years, Mr. Wilson met 

with local elders, trappers, hunters, fishermen, language teachers and educators, to archive local 
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knowledge pertaining to place names. A detailed list of key informants on the project is found in 

Appendix A. During the meetings, participants reviewed paper copies of 1:50,000 maps and 

imparted names, definitions, and stories. 

In addition to conducting meetings with local community members, Mr. Wilson 

researched the names of places as given by the federal government as well as relevant historic 

information. He continued revising the maps until his death (C. Singleterry, personal 

communication, July, 2018). Ms. Singleterryôs role in the project was to organize, scan, and 

number the maps. To date, Ms. Singleterry has been key in providing me with background 

information about the project and also in validating the legitimacy of the project. It is under her 

guidance, that I was able to understand how the names database came into existence.  

Upon completion of the project, the local place names database remained in paper format 

and was provided thusly to the Natural Resources Institute in Dr. Thompsonôs care. The 

collected toponyms represent features on the land such as lakes, rivers, falls, portages, etc., in 

addition to important historical and cultural sites such as grave sites. The Anishinimowin place 

names are translated into the English language. The database also contains oral histories, 

revealing stories and cultural beliefs corresponding to place names. Below are some examples of 

the place names dataset: 

Pansowan Sipink (creek): 

¶ English translation: Smoking Fish Creek  

¶ Cultural Reference: The old people [ancestors] used to camp here and catch fish, fillet 

them and smoke them. 

 

Wasakunawewinik Niasik (narrows):  

¶ English translation: Beacon Narrows 

¶ Cultural Reference: Literally means, ñsomeone made a fire during the night which 

could be seen by othersò. 
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Kakonikateosipink (creek):  

¶ Cultural Reference: A trapper failed to jump the creek but his long legs saved him 

from going under. 

 

Wasagamack First Nation (community):  

¶ Historical Reference: The first settlement was established around the beginning of the 

20th century by George Knott, later chief. However, the people remained nomadic in 

the area around Stevenson Lake, only settling here permanently in the mid-1960s 

when the first school was built. The name was officially changed to Wasagamack in 

1999. CPGCN records (1964) noted the adoption of the community name 

Waasagomach (as opposed to Wassagomach) in order to maintain the same spelling 

as Waasagomach Bay after which it was named. The Post Office in Ottawa (1974) 

recorded the establishment of the new Post Office of Waasagomach Bay and its 

subsequent closing in 1976. CPCGN correspondence (1975) from the Band Council 

indicated that local usage was Wasagamack or Wasagamack Bay. Fieldwork confirms 

this latter form for both bay and community. And this became the official spelling for 

both in 1999. It is now known as Wasagamack First Nation. 

 
It should be noted that not all of the local place names collected as part of this project have a 

name in the local Anishinimowin language, such as in the case of Wasagamack Bay and 

Wasagamack First Nation (noted above). Numerous place names in the traditional territory have 

English names which have simply been adopted to be the official name within the community. 

Nonetheless, the historical and cultural information collected through this project regarding the 

English place names is immensely valuable. 

 

3.5.2  Creating a Spatial Database 

As mentioned above, the names data I acquired was not electronic but in paper format. 

The names were organized according to the 1:50,000 National Topographic System (NTS), 

covering the traditional territory of the Island Lake region. Figure 4 shows an example of one 

map sheet, York Lake. Each map was broken down further into six smaller geographical areas 

(see Figure 5); place names were written on a separate sheet corresponding to the map using a 

numeric system (see Figure 6).  
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  Figure 4. York Lake, Manitoba ï 1:50,000 NTS Map. Contains information licensed under the 

Open Government Licence ï Canada. 
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  Figure 5. York Lake, Manitoba ï 1:50,000 NTS Map, section 53 E/16a. Contains information 

licensed under the Open Government Licence ï Canada. 
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  Figure 6. Local Indigenous place names corresponding to York Lake, section 53 E/16a. 

 
The first step was to transfer the names from paper into a digital format. I began by 

transferring all the names and descriptions into a spatial database with geographic coordinates. 

At the end of this process, I compiled nearly five hundred names into an electronic database. The 

complete electronic database is available in the appendices. As well, there are further maps that 

made with all these names and they were made available to the community in an electronic 

format and printed format. 
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  Figure 7. An excerpt from the Anishinimowin place names database. 
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3.6  Primary Data: Making Meaning with a Local Voice (Phase 2) 

A large portion of the initial research was based on secondary data. Due to the fact that 

this data described a language and culture that is not my own, I felt it was tremendously 

important to enhance and enrich the quality of the project with a local Indigenous voice and a 

local perspective. While the secondary data provided me with a dataset of local Anishinimowin 

place names, the significance of these place names, and the relationship of the language and 

culture was missing. This, I believed, needed to come from community members.  

Elder Victor Harper, 67, was one of the few surviving participants on the Place Names of 

the Island Lake, Manitoba project, which collected the secondary data for this study. Because of 

Elder Harperôs involvement in the original place names project as well as his long-standing 

collaborative working relationship with Dr. Thompson, he seemed to me to be the ideal person to 

provide local context and insight regarding place names, language and culture. From here on in 

and with utmost respect, I will be referring to Elder Victor Harper as Victor, as this is the name 

he was most comfortable with during our correspondence together. 

During our first in-person meeting, I outlined to Victor the scope of the research I was 

interested in conducting and listened for his input. He agreed that creating a geospatial database 

of the place names as compiled in the Place Names of the Island Lake, Manitoba project was an 

important step in ensuring those names along with the Anishinimowin language are protected for 

future generations. Victor agreed to hold in-person interviews with me while he was in Winnipeg 

for medical treatment which, due to his declining health, was quite often. 

Elder Victor Harper passed away on January 5, 2018, a day before what was to be our 6th 

in-person interview. He was a humble man, wise and true at heart. He was devoted to his 

community, and had a passion for his peopleôs language and culture that was evident in every 
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interaction I had with him. I am truly thankful to Victor for sharing his life experiences, wisdom 

and knowledge with me as part of this project. Without him, the place names would be just 

letters on paper to me. Through his guidance, I was able to better see the significance of local 

Anishinimowin place names, and the role mapping plays in community efforts to revitalize and 

preserve language, culture, and traditional ways of life. 
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Chapter 4: Results and Discussion 

 

4.0  Introduction  

This chapter begins by presenting a series of maps with the intent to show the local 

Indigenous place names at Wasagamack First Nation and surrounding traditional territory, as 

collected originally in the Place Names of the Island Lake, Manitoba project. The following, is a 

discussion about the role of mapping and GIS in the preservation and revitalization of local 

language and culture at Wasagamack First Nation. Elder Victor Harper shares his life 

experiences, knowledge and wisdom.  

 

4.1  Place Names of the Island Lake, Manitoba 

Stout (2018) defines place-naming as profoundly significant. Oral stories and place 

names, she states, speak of ñhow communities came to be, where sources of water, food and 

medicines were to be found, and how to uphold the collective well-being and survival of 

communitiesò (p.9). It is therefore imperative to reclaim local Indigenous place names at 

Wasagamack First Nation in order to sustain the language, history, knowledge, and culture of the 

people.  

The following series of eight maps, Figure 9 to Figure 16, show a portion of the local 

Indigenous place names as recorded in the Place Names of the Island Lake, Manitoba project 

with points hand drawn onto maps. The maps are organized according to the National 

Topographic System (NTS)ðmuch in the same fashion as the original community project was 

structured (see Figure 8). A complete list of place names collected in the project can be found in 

Appendix B.  



 

37 
 

   Figure 8. Featured NTS Map Sheets are labelled and highlighted. 
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   Figure 9. Angling Lake.
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  Figure 10. Benson Bay.
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  Figure 11. Dobbs Lake.
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  Figure 12. Island Lake.
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  Figure 13. Kakinokamak Lake.
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Figure 14. Robson Lake.
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  Figure 15. Wapus Bay.
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  Figure 16. York Lake.
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4.2  The Importance of Indigenous Knowledge Systems 

Before discussing Indigenous Knowledge Systems, I feel it is important to acknowledge 

my own cultural lens and privileged worldview. As a non-Indigenous researcher of European 

descent, my ability to fully understand and define the term Indigenous Knowledge Systems is 

limited. Battiste (2000) states that merely asking the question ñWhat is Indigenous knowledge?ò 

is problematic because the question itself stems from a Eurocentric understanding of the world. 

There is no short answer to this question from an Indigenous worldview. Fundamentally, the 

question asks for a comparison between Eurocentric and Indigenous knowledge systems, for 

which, Battiste argues, there is no legitimate methodology. 

Respectfully, setting aside the complexity in understanding and difficulty of categorizing 

Indigenous knowledge systems through a Eurocentric worldview, many scholars, both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous have offered significant contributions in this area. Likewise, 

government agencies and organizations have offered their understanding of Indigenous 

Knowledge Systems. Several descriptions of Indigenous Knowledge Systems are explored below 

from different perspectives. 

Indigenous scholar, Priscilla Settee (2007), discusses Indigenous Knowledge Systems at 

great length and acknowledges that her definition raises ñmore questions than answers in relation 

to Indigenous Knowledge definitions. Because I believe that this definition is ever-developing, I 

have included many questions in my definitionò (p.7). At a very rudimentary level, Settee 

defines Indigenous Knowledge Systems as: 

The knowledge that has sustained Indigenous communities for millennia. . . .This 

inherited knowledge included the traditional forms of knowledge developed by parents 

and other elders in relation to ways of knowing, relationships/codes of conduct, and 

information that helped in daily living. Personal experience defines an individualôs 

worldview. (p.6) 
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There are many parts to Indigenous Knowledge. Language, culture, history, environment, 

experience, economy, social structure, and spirituality are all interconnected and play a part in 

Indigenous Knowledge (Ballard, 2012).  

A central value to Indigenous people is closeness to the land; this relationship is so 

central to Indigenous identity that, ñmany Indigenous peoples have names that are derived from 

connections to the land, such as people of the earth or people of the landò (Settee, 2007, p.7). 

From an Indigenous worldview, land is considered sacred, as such Indigenous Knowledge 

Systems have been centered on values of sustainability and living a good life in balance with the 

natural world. 

Other interpretations of Indigenous Knowledge Systems are provided by government 

agencies. Canadaôs Parliamentary Research Branch, in a brief titled, Indigenous Traditional 

Knowledge and Intellectual Property Rights, described Traditional Knowledge as follows: 

Traditional knowledge encompasses the beliefs, knowledge, practices, innovations, arts, 

spirituality, and other forms of cultural experience and expression that belong to 

indigenous communities worldwide. . . .Unlike the western custom of disseminating 

knowledge through publication, traditional knowledge systems exist principally in the 

form of songs, proverbs, stories, folklore, community laws, common or collective 

property and inventions, practices and rituals. . . . Often, indigenous traditional 

knowledge systems contain a rich understanding of plant, crop and tree species, 

medicines, animal breeds, and local ecological and biological resources (Simeone, 2004, 

p.1). 

 

While a rather comprehensive characterization by Western standards, the definition reads as 

though from an outsiderôs point of view. 

Another definition of Indigenous Knowledge Systems is provided below by the 

Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development in its document, A Community Guide to 

Protecting Indigenous Knowledge: 

Simply stated, Aboriginal peoples define it as an ancient, communal, holistic and spiritual 

knowledge that encompasses every aspect of human existence. Some say the emphasis 
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should be on wisdom rather than on knowledge. Others say that IK [Indigenous 

Knowledge] must be understood within a spiritual realm, because knowledge cannot be 

separated from the spiritual. Most Aboriginal peoples agree that IK [Indigenous 

Knowledge] is unique to each tradition and is closely associated with a given territory. 

Thousands of knowledge systems probably exist, which are as many and varied as there 

are Indigenous peoples and territories. (Brascoupé & Mann, 2001, p.3) 

 

Again, a very general summary of Indigenous Knowledge, which demonstrates the difficulty of 

using the European worldview to define Indigenous Knowledge Systems. 

 

 Nonetheless, these characterizations of Indigenous Knowledge Systems, from both, an 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous point of view, offer important insights into an Indigenous 

worldview. While by no means extensive, all-knowing, or complete, these representations are 

important in helping to support cross-cultural understanding and communication. Personally, 

these characterizations have enabled me to better process and reflect on the research undertaken 

herein, particularly, my interactions with Elder Victor Harper. 

 

4.2.1  Elders and Indigenous Knowledge 

Elders hold an important role in transmitting local Indigenous knowledge and in the 

overall well-being of Indigenous communities. At Wasagamack First Nation, elders are regarded 

as, ñthe teachers of our culture and the keepers of our language. They help us with governance, 

and lead us forward towards our spiritual connection with the land. We always turn to them for 

guidanceò (Wasagamack First Nation, Section: Elders, Ancestral Work & Parenting). Elders play 

a key role in process of language and culture revitalization, as demonstrated by Victor time and 

time again. 

During numerous interviews, Victor made clear his experiences, knowledge, and wisdom. 

Despite many challenges in his own life, Victor was a tireless advocate for his people and his 
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community. When it came to the language, culture, and traditional way of life of his people, he 

never lost sight of what was important, ñwe are trying to regain and relive. The elders tell us 

there is no way you can live the way we used to live [physically], but spiritually, we can still live 

the way we used to.ò A profound reflection on what once was and what can be in the future, 

filled with a message of hope for future generations. 

Victorôs view of the world often demonstrated a unique ability to see his surroundings. 

The interconnection of cultural, environmental, economic, political, and spiritual knowledge was 

ever-present, as was the importance of elders in passing this knowledge to future generations. 

Below are some example of local Indigenous Knowledge conveyed by Victor: 

  Figure 17. An example of ecological knowledge at Bear Lake, Manitoba. 

 


