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Chapter Two 

Anishinaabe Stewardship Values for Sustainable Forest 
Management of the Whitefeather Forest,  

Pikangikum First Nation, Ontario 
 

R. Michael O'Flaherty, Iain J. Davidson-Hunt, and Andrew M. Miller 
 

Introduction 
 
Bringing Indigenous knowledge into forest management planning requires, first and 
foremost, understanding how people relate to and view ‘nature.’ What are the basic 
cognitive building blocks that enable people to speak about nature, and the agents that are 
understood to account for change and dynamism in nature? Before we can talk about 
Indigenous knowledge and forest management together, we need to understand the basic 
lexicon that a particular Indigenous people use for the various plants, animals, and other 
natural elements that will be impacted by forest management. Further, understanding 
these ‘basic units’ of a lexicon also requires understanding how cognition shapes and is 
influenced by worldview. Knowing the details of a particular Indigenous lexicon does 
not, in itself, allow forest managers to understand how those Indigenous people perceive 
their world. 

For some, it may be tempting to stop at the point of translation and insert the 
details of Indigenous knowledge into the corresponding categories of science-based 
knowledge. However, there are many unique features of Indigenous knowledge that are 
not easily accommodated within a science-based management framework and yet are 
very relevant to how Indigenous people understand their relationship to the forest and its 
various other inhabitants. For example, according to Pikangikum elder Whitehead Moose 
(planning meeting, May 3, 2006), bears put mahkwah ahmoo1 out in the sun to dry during 
the summer so the fish and berries that it contains can be taken back to the bear's den as a 
food source for hibernating over the winter; for this reason people are not to disturb 
mahkwah ahmoo. If a biologist was to encounter what a Pikangikum person knows as 
mahkwah ahmoo, that biologist would use the term ‘bear scat’ and perhaps consider 
collecting a sample in a plastic bag for later analysis. Thus, even if two people know each 
other's term for bear scat/mahkwah ahmoo, in this case they are ascribing very different 
values and meanings to them, and, most importantly, they are likely to make very 
different decisions when acting in relation to bear scat/ahmoo. 

                                                 
1 Note on Language: No standard orthography exists for the Anishinaabe 

language. To further complicate matters, northern Anishinaabe people tend to use 
syllabic systems for written text while to the south a double-vowel roman orthography 
system has been developed. In Pikangikum, the Whitefeather Forest Management 
Corporation has adopted some transliteration principles of its own to provide a roman 
orthography for those who cannot read syllabic script. In the text of this document we 
utilize the roman spelling of words developed in Pikangikum, to be consistent with 
locally-produced materials. However, for common words such as ‘Anishinaabe’ we 
use the double-vowel roman orthography. 
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In sum, if there is a genuine interest in bringing Indigenous knowledge and values 
into forest management, existing practice will need to be modified substantially in order 
to accommodate Indigenous worldviews with very different assumptions about how 
forest values are generated and preserved. In our research with the Pikangikum First 
Nation,2 we have used an ethno-ecological approach which addresses local cognition, 
worldview and practice as a mutually constituted whole (Toledo 1992) in describing the 
orientations of people to place (Nazarea 1999). An ethno-ecological framework can assist 
efforts to bring Indigenous knowledge into forest management by helping to articulate the 
lenses through which people see the world and act in relation to it. Through our research, 
Pikangikum people have described a range of complex interactions and relationships, 
which are ecological at one level, but are also imbued with intentionality and morality; 
this helps us to understand how Pikangikum people assess the state of the land, including 
how they will assess the outcomes of proposed forestry in the Whitefeather Forest.3 

In this chapter we discuss the outcomes of our research with Pikangikum elders 
focussing on the issues of: 1) the Pikangikum terminology for describing the basic units 
of nature; 2) how these units are linked in the worldview of Pikangikum elders, and; 3) 
implications for future forest management in the Whitefeather Forest.   
 
The Basic Units of Nature in Pikangikum Indigenous Knowledge 
 
Pikangikum elders continue to maintain a richly detailed lexicon for describing the 
natural world. The basic units of nature that they name often correspond to the basic units 
that make up a large part of a science-based folk taxonomy; namely, plant and animal 
species. Table 1 provides some examples of named common plants and animals in the 
Pikangikum Indigenous knowledge system. 

In addition to those beings that are specifically named in Pikangikum Indigenous 
knowledge (nomenclature) and correspond to specifically named species within a 
science-based (binomial) taxonomy, there are names for beings that have not yet been 
placed within a science-based taxonomy. For example, elder Charlie Peters speaks about 
a type of caribou known as the ‘yellow-tear caribou’ and found in only a certain part of 
the Whitefeather Forest:  

 
My grandfather taught me that there are two species of caribou in this area: 
the yellow-tear caribou (oohzuhweeseebeequayweeyahtik), which are 
smaller, and the woodland caribou (ahtik) that we are always talking about 
(research workshop, December 15, 2006).4 

                                                 
2 An introduction to Pikangikum First Nation and the Whitefeather Forest 

Initiative is provided as an Appendix to Chapter 1, and readers are directed to consult 
the appendix in order to learn more about the First Nation, and/or visit 
www.whitefeatherforest.com . 

3 For a fuller discussion of forest management planning for the Whitefeather 
Forest see O'Flaherty et al. (2008). 

4 More research is required before anything can be said about how to locate the 
yellow-tear caribou within the genus Rangifer; elder Charlie Peters was translated as 
referring to it as a separate ‘species,’ but it is unclear if it is a separate species, a sub-
species of the forest-dwelling woodland caribou, or perhaps even a population (or 
group) of barrens ground caribou that has (seasonally) migrated into the Whitefeather 
Forest. It may be some time before any more is known since woodland caribou are so 
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Table 1. Comparison of Pikangikum Anishinaabe and English names for selected plants 
and animals.  

 
 

There are also beings that are outside of the experience of western ecology yet are 
intimately involved in ecosystem processes within the Pikangikum Indigenous 
experience. For example, Pikangikum elders describe how thunder and lightning are 
caused by the blinking eye of a Thunderbird (beenaysee), a giant and ancient creature 
associated with thunderstorms and with specific locations on the landscape. When the 
lightening originating from the eye of the Thunderbird causes a forest fire, this specific 
kind of fire is known as a Thunderbird fire (beenaysee eshkotay). As elder Whitehead 
Moose explains: 

 
The Creator has a match and that match is the Thunderbird. He brings 
that match to the land when the forest gets too old and can’t grow 
anymore. So the Thunderbird comes to earth. After the forest is burnt, 
new growth starts (interview, July 21, 2006).5  
 

Fire (eshkotay) itself, and in particular Thunderbird fire (beenaysee eshkotay), is also 
described as a living being because, like other living beings, it rests at night and is active 

                                                                                                                         
difficult to find in the bush: "You cannot track down a caribou like you would a moose. 
You can only hope to meet it on a trail" (elder Jake Kejick, interview, October 13, 
2006). 

5 All quotations are transcriptions of oral translations made during interviews and 
meetings. 
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during the day, it can reproduce itself, it behaves unpredictably and can be responsible for 
creating change in its environment. Within the Pikangikum lexicon are two other 
varieties of fire: Anishinaabe eshkotay, referring to any controlled fire used by the 
Anishinaabe people, and Waymedekooshee eshkotay (literally ‘Whiteman's fire’) or 
electricity. Our initial desire to discuss the cultural and ecological significance of the 
category of phenomena which are grouped under the English word ‘fire’ was hindered 
until we were able to reach a mutual understanding with the elders about which varieties 
of eshkotay we were discussing.  

Although the Pikangikum lexicon of nature does not always correspond to a 
science-based taxonomy in its specific details, it does provide a basis for talking about 
more complex (ecological) relationships. Knowing about Thunderbirds and forest fire 
allows us to begin understanding Pikangikum descriptions of forest succession. However, 
while establishing a common lexicon is vital to engaging in cross-cultural discussion 
about forest management, describing the Thunderbird or the snowshoe hare as a ‘basic 
unit of nature’ in Pikangikum Indigenous knowledge is misleading because the 
purpose/use of terminology in either knowledge system is somewhat different. 

Scientists name species as irreducible categories of being for the purposes of 
classification.6 Thus, in a science-based (binomial) taxonomy, each basic unit (species) 
sits within a single higher-order grouping (genus, family, order, etc.), even if it is the only 
species representing that grouping.7 Furthermore, a scientific taxonomy expresses a set of 
assumptions about how individuals and classes of individuals are related to one another, 
whether on the basis of shared similarities in appearance or shared genetic origins. In the 
field of ethnoecology, it is suggested that Indigenous societies often describe basic units 
of nature (i.e., classes, and what biologists might know as taxa) in which individuals who 
are more alike to one another are differentiated from other classes that contain individuals 
who are likewise considered more alike to one another (Berlin 1992).   

While Pikangikum people may have assumptions about how different beings are 
related, in practice higher order groupings of plants and animals tend to be more difficult 
to verify except at a generalised level of description. Thus, for instance, there appears to 
be no Pikangikum Anishinaabe equivalent for the term ‘plant’ or ‘flower,’ although there 
are terms for ‘tree’ (mitik), flying creatures (kapeemeesaywahch) and fish (keenohshayg). 
Functional groupings are sometimes based on use, so that both weekay (ratroot) and 
weegwahzahteek (birch) are referred to as forms of medicine (mushkeekee). In the 
Pikangikum ‘taxonomy’ there may be more than one way to group beings. These multiple 
groupings are not contradictory, but rather provide different ways of understanding 
relations between beings, depending on the context. For example, sheengoop can refer to 
either black spruce or to evergreen boughs of a variety of species including balsam fir, 
jack pine, or black spruce. Alternatively, blueberry (meenan) can be grouped with other 
things used as medicines or foods (meechum). In technical terms, this type of system of 
classification is polythetic and is not uncommon to Indigenous peoples—a fuller 
discussion exceeds the scope of this paper but more detail can be found in Davidson-
Hunt, et al. (2005) for another Anishinaabe community south of Pikangikum. The main 
point we would like to make for the purposes of this chapter is that there are basic units 

                                                 
6 In the interest of space and the need to be focused, we are discounting the 

existence of sub-species and avoiding the whole species debate more generally. 
7 The Ring-tailed Lemur (Lemur catta) is the only member of the genus Lemur; 

Ginkgo biloba is the only species within the family Ginkgoaceae. 
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for things that we know to constitute ‘nature’ and patterns by which these are grouped 
within Pikangikum Anishinaabe language and cognition. 
 
Linkages between Beings in Pikangikum Indigenous Knowledge 
 
It is common to hear Pikangikum elders say, in their own words, “the whole life of 
Anishinaabe is intertwined with everything” (elder Norman Quill, interview Dec. 15, 
2005). Unpacking what this actually means, how the linkages between living things are 
understood and described, is something that is much less commonly reported on. Here we 
provide some details for one point of view on one set of relations that establishes an entry 
point for discussing the way in which the Pikangikum worldview shapes their 
understanding of linkages between beings. 

Pikangikum elders have described the linkages between a number of beings on a 
landscape of multi-aged forest stands. Figure 1 provides an example of how various 
classes of beings are linked to one another through the process of forest renewal by fire, 
in this case Thunderbird fire. The diagram shows how, following a Thunderbird fire, 
certain plants and animals that prefer the conditions of a new growth area are linked 
through food chains to other animals that are also using the surrounding older forests and 
to Pikangikum people. Pikangikum elder Whitehead Moose explains the connections in 
the following way: 
 

Animals get tired of eating old food, just like you and me. The Creator 
knows that animals need new food. After the fire there is fresh food to eat. 
As an example, rabbit favours a new growth area. When you look at rabbit, 
I think it is like a food chain for animals. Rabbits have three litters a 
summer. Fox, lynx, marten all depend on rabbit. The Creator has to care 
for all animals so he sends Thunderbird to earth to make food for rabbit. 
We like to eat rabbit too, so he (the Creator) burns for us too (interview, 
July 10, 2006). 

 
Pikangikum elders describe how forest fires kill forests, change the resources that 

are available for animals and humans, and how life always returns to these areas. Even 
before new growth begins, moose and rabbit come into newly burned areas (nogoomekay 
ahkeesakeytek) in order to eat ‘smoked’ leaves and charcoal (ahkahkahnjay); they are 
said to like their flavour. The light grey-coloured ash (penkwe) left from a fire is said to 
contribute to new growth, like fertilizer, helping trees and other plants grow where they 
find conditions to their liking. Moose will frequent recently burned areas where they can 
find new leafy growth on poplar (ahzadig) and birch (wigawahz), including in the winter 
when the tops of young trees are exposed above the snow. These areas then provide good 
opportunities for Pikangikum hunters. Where jack pine (okik) is found, typically on thin 
sandy soil (mitawunk), newly burnt areas provide abundant low growth that is a critical 
winter food source for snowshoe hares, which, in turn,  are an important food source for 
marten, lynx, fisher, fox and Pikangikum trappers who are pursuing these and other 
furbearers.   
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Figure 1. Network of relationships on a landscape of multi-aged forest communities. (Lines 
indicate interactions between different beings and their need to move across the landscape.) 

 
Because forest fires re-order plant communities (Holling 1992) and destroy 

features such as trails, hunters (both human and non-human) must re-familiarize 
themselves with areas following a fire. While traveling through a newly burned area, 
trappers see the tracks they encounter as indications of which animals are using the land 
and what those animals are doing. Snowshoe hares are particularly important in this 
regard. Snowshoe hares begin to increase in numbers where they find young jack pine 
and winter cover, and then gradually expand outward from these core areas. Where 
snowshoe hares are abundant, their tracks will be readily found, unless they have been 
covered by a recent snowfall. Furbearing predators are looking for these areas too, in 
order to concentrate their hunting in areas with a good prey base.   

The seral changes that result from Thunderbird fire, including the network of 
trophic relationships described by Pikangikum elders, provides a basis for a common 
lexicon of beings (species) and a way to describe their inter-relations in ways that are 
understood within a (science-based) ecological perspective. However, it is not enough to 
only understand these teachings as equivalents to concepts held within western 
knowledge systems. To see these relations as merely trophic, or ecological, interactions 
between biological organisms is to miss some important lessons being expressed through 
the teachings of Pikangikum elders. For example, in one teaching, Pikangikum elders 
explain that because these food networks include plants, they also extend to the living 
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earth (ahkee) that is the source of life for all plants.8 Pikangikum elders speak about the 
soil as a living layer that rests upon layers of clay/mud, sand and stone that do not contain 
visible life; soil not only contains life, such as the earthworms, but is itself alive and 
responsible for generating life (i.e., the plants that grow in the soil and all those beings 
that are in a trophic chain with those plants). Therefore, through trophic relations beings 
are linked not merely in relationships of dependency (for nutrients), but in relationships 
of shared substance and existence; they commune with the land (ahkee),9 becoming a part 
of the land as the land becomes a part of them. Elder Whitehead Moose has put it this 
way:  
 

Everything that you see in me, it is the land that has moulded me. The fish 
have moulded me. The animals and everything that I have eaten from the 
land has moulded me; it has shaped me. I believe every Aboriginal person 
has been moulded in this way (PFN and OMNR 2006: 24). 
 
Another important dimension of how Pikangikum elders describe beings on the 

land, and how they interact with one another, is the assumption that individuals within a 
class (i.e., the ‘basic units’) grow and develop based upon expected behaviour under 
particular ecological conditions or through instinct. In Pikangikum Indigenous 
knowledge, individual organisms of a class are also ‘decision-making beings’ interacting 
on a shared moral landscape. 
 
From Biological Units to Social Agency in Pikangikum Indigenous 
Knowledge 
 

The caribou is a walking animal, it likes to travel. It likes to travel in winter 
and return in the early spring… . One time when I was young I wanted to 
track some caribou.  When I told my father this,  he said you will never be 
able to track them down; where the tracks begin and stop is a long way off 
(Paul Moose, research workshop, December 15, 2006). 

 
When Pikangikum elders speak about the other creatures they share the land with, 
including those animals that are hunted and trapped, they describe these creatures as 
sentient, decision-making agents. For example, when Pikangikum elders describe the 
behaviour of the woodland caribou they describe it as a travelling animal 

                                                 
8 There is also a teaching from Pikangikum elders that water (nibee) is a source of 

life as well. Pikangikum elders have explained that because trees can be observed to 
grow directly out of solid rock, trees need only water in order to grow. Water, and thus 
life, is said to enter trees through their roots (waahdaapeen) and flows outwards to all 
the limbs. In addition, the presence of moist soil and moss (wahpahkamik) in a 
regenerating forest is a sign that the forest is on its way to healthy recovery. The idea 
that water is a source of life, and therefore trees don't need soil for life, may contradict 
the idea that soil is the source life, but it does not rule out that both may be sources of 
life. The two may be complimentary rather than contradictory, although we have not 
yet fully explored this topic to properly understand the connections between ahkee and 
nibee as sources of life. 

9 The term ‘land,’ or ahkee in Pikangikum Anishinaabe, is an inclusive term that 
refers to lands, waters and skies. 
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(ehbeemosaych): “The caribou is very different from the moose because it is a traveller; it 
journeys all the time, eating along the journey all the time” (Jake Kejick, interview, 
October 13, 2006). On these occasions, such remarks were usually followed-up with a 
question as to why the caribou likes to travel. However, no elder actually ever answered 
this question. Pikangikum elder Oliver Hill, never one to decline an intellectual 
challenge, put an end to the question altogether:  

 
I believe the caribou has knowledge. The reason I say that is that the 
caribou knows when to travel, where to move. The caribou has a mind to 
think. Like us humans, we have minds too, but it is difficult to figure out why 
the caribou moves on. We could ask, maybe it's the climate? Maybe it's too 
hot, or too cold. Maybe it's the environment. But we can't really pinpoint 
that. It's like this: I see Iain [Davidson-Hunt] sitting there, but I don't know 
what is going on in Iain's mind; I don't know what he is thinking about 
sitting there. So we have to ask that question, how does the caribou think? I 
have seen scientists put collars on animals and I understand this is to keep 
track of the animal's movements. But we have to come back to the question: 
why do caribou travel, why do they go? We can come to conclusions. 
Maybe it's for feeding, maybe it's for breeding. We don't actually know, just 
like I don't know what's on your mind (research workshop, December 15, 
2006). 

 
Pikangikum elders have a wealth of knowledge acquired through the traditional 

teachings of their forebears, and possess a lifetime of direct experience with the biology 
and behaviour of other beings. This knowledge and experience has helped them to 
successfully harvest a wide range of creatures. At the same time, even after having 
acquired a wealth of knowledge, there remains a residue of self in every living being that 
is not accessible to the personal or collective experience of Pikangikum people. What we 
have learned from talking with Pikangikum elders is that they assume that other beings 
have a subjectivity that is as complex as their own.10 In the Pikangikum worldview, other 
animals have needs that are qualitatively identical to human beings—"Animals get tired 
of eating old food... just like you and me” (Whitehead Moose, interview, July 10, 2006). 
Although Pikangikum elders have described some of the important and favoured foods of 
woodland caribou, they do not presume to be able to know the caribou's dietary 
preferences in a way that would allow for them to make management decisions for 
woodland caribou habitat. It is for this reason that Pikangikum elders are suspicious of 
the value of woodland caribou habitat modelling that is centered on the winter forage 
value of Cladina rangiferina (‘reindeer lichen’):  

                                                 
10 Hallowell, who wrote about the Berens River people, including Pikangikum 

people, based on fieldwork in the 1930s, talks about ‘other-than-human persons’: All 
species of wild animals and plants are believed to be under the control of 'bosses' or 
'owners' … although these animate beings are not distinguishable by proper names of 
their own. … use of an animal by any human being involved an obligation to the 
controller of the species (1992: 62). Pikangikum elders have described animals in 
ways that are similar to Hallowell's ‘other-than-human-persons,’ although Hallowell 
reserves this term only for those special beings (‘animal bosses’) that were responsible 
for controlling the behaviour of a certain class of animal. 
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...the caribou’s diet does not only depend on one lichen. It needs various 
lichens and plants—you and I would get sick if we only ate one thing 
(Gideon Peters, planning meeting March 30, 2005).  
 
An important aspect of the subjectivity that other creatures possess is the specific 

relationship they have with the Creator. In the Pikangikum worldview, all life is 
connected back to the Creator, the source of life, and all creatures have a purpose (or 
purposes) on the land which derive(s) from their relationship with the Creator. Thus, for 
instance, one of Thunderbird's important purposes is to bring fire to the forest in order to 
renew the land, as elder Whitehead Moose explained, “[the Creator] brings that match to 
the land when the forest gets too old and can’t grow anymore, so the Thunderbird comes 
to earth.” For those unfamiliar with the Pikangikum worldview, this comment might be 
interpreted to mean the Thunderbird is a kind of tool that the Creator uses to modify the 
land, in the manner of a forester using prescribed burning techniques. However, our 
understanding from what Pikangikum elders have suggested is that the Thunderbird has 
been given this role of fire starter by the Creator, and its life has been set in motion along 
a certain path that requires it to start fire, in a manner that the Thunderbird itself chooses.  

In sum, the Creator is described by Pikangikum elders as the ultimate source of 
life, including being the provider of direction and purpose for all life. However, although 
the Creator provides for the needs of all beings, each creature must make decisions along 
the path provided to them by the Creator. In other words, the Creator is described as a 
provider who determines the broad outlines of how beings, including people, ‘should’ 
behave, rather than a force that directs how beings will behave. Therefore, the central role 
that Pikangikum elders assign to the Creator in determining relations between beings 
does not provide a spiritual equivalent to the secular (folk) concept of instinct. Given the 
importance of animals being able to make decisions in accordance with their own specific 
relationship to the Creator, Pikangikum elders have explained that one should not 
interfere with another being's relationship with the Creator. 

 
Duty of Non-Interference  
 
On the subject of woodland caribou, Elder Charlie Peters has explained, “We cannot give 
the caribou what they want to eat; we cannot tell the caribou where to live, only the 
Creator can do this” (planning meeting, March 1, 2006). What we can learn from this is 
that the caribou has been given what it needs in life by the Creator and people cannot 
fulfill this life-giving role through management activities. Insofar as managers can 
provide for the survival needs of another animal, as is done in a zoo for instance, this 
does not fulfil the animal's social and spiritual needs anymore than a prison can be 
expected to for people. When provincial forest management planners spoke with 
Pikangikum elders about setting aside protected areas to preserve woodland caribou 
habitat, the proposal was met with disbelief by the elders: 

 
I don't understand why they want to confine the animal to one particular 
area, or designate an area for caribou. That's never going to happen. The 
caribou will never stay in that particular designated area. That will never 
happen because the caribou must follow a cycle. The only thing that is 
going to happen once they designate those areas [for caribou], is they are 
going to close in on the caribou; they are going to isolate them. Once the 
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caribou has been isolated in a certain area, they will no longer follow that 
cycle that is in them. That cycle is in the caribou and they have to follow 
that cycle because the caribou is a moving animal. The caribou is on a 
journey (George B. Strang, research workshop, December 15, 2006). 
 
It is easy to dismiss the comments of elders like George Strang as misinformed 

since, surely, the intention was not to erect a fence around protected areas in order to 
corral woodland caribou within. However, the presumption being rejected by Pikangikum 
elders is that planners can both anticipate and accommodate the needs of woodland 
caribou. Further, Pikangikum elders like Charlie Peters and George B. Strang are 
suggesting that, by attempting to accommodate the habit needs of woodland caribou in 
protected areas, planners will interfere with the nature (purpose?) of, and show disrespect 
towards, the caribou as a travelling/moving animal. 

For Pikangikum elders, the stewardship responsibility that Pikangikum people 
need to observe in any livelihood activity is to ensure the land continues to reflect a 
mosaic of vegetation communities in a way that supports the decision-making abilities of 
other creatures (see Berkes and Davidson-Hunt 2006, for an example of a similar 
principle). The elders don't speak about ‘making’ woodland caribou habitat since they 
cannot say with certainty that woodland caribou will use any given area, even if they can 
make predictions about the probability that woodland caribou will make use of an area. 
Rather, as the following remark by elder Solomon Turtle indicates, proper stewardship 
entails ensuring their actions on the land maintain an adequate supply of land that 
woodland caribou prefer. Then, if they ‘want’ to return to that area, they are able to do so 
when they choose: 

 
Remember what I said last year? The caribou went missing at Barton Lake 
five years ago. This is the sixth year and the caribou have come back. They 
were only following the cycle that they follow. I waited for the caribou and 
now they have returned as I anticipated. During the time they were gone, 
we did not destroy their habitat. We let it grow back, we left it in peace 
while they were gone (planning meeting, January 25, 2007). 

 
At the same time, hunting is not construed as interference, as long as the other 

being willingly submits its life. Pikangikum elders explain that for many animals, one of 
the roles they play is to feed predators, including human hunters. For example, 
Pikangikum elders explain that when a hunter has an animal in their sights, they should 
wait for the animal to look at the hunter as a sign that it is giving itself to the hunter. In 
this way, the hunter is acknowledging their own dependency on the other being. Harvey 
Feit has written of the James Bay Cree in a similar vein: 

 
A successful hunt is not simply the result of the intention and work of the 
hunter; it is also the outcome of the intention and actions of the animals. In 
the process of hunting a hunter enters into a reciprocal relationship: 
animals are given to hunters to meet their needs and wants, and in return 
the hunters incur obligations to the animals (1995).  

 
Pikangikum elders speak about hunters having to respect their prey by only taking 

what is needed, wasting nothing, disposing of the remains in a careful manner and by 
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observing certain rituals following the kill. By respecting other beings in these ways, the 
hunter is also acknowledging their dependence on the Creator who has placed other 
beings on the land to provide for the survival of people. For some animals, such as the 
wolf, being hunted is not one of the roles (purposes) that Pikangikum elders have 
described. Elder Solomon Turtle speaks about the teaching not to hunt wolves: 

 
I believe that the wolf, being an animal, does its own work. Being a wolf, it 
goes after caribou and moose. At times the wolf works against us but that is 
part of its being a wolf, to work against us. … So, why not go after the wolf? 
One of the teachings that we were told was that we should never kill this 
animal. We were told that if you see a pack of wolves, never to shoot into 
the pack because once you wound a wolf in a pack, the remaining pack will 
come after you and that was not good (research meeting, January 25, 2007). 

 
Jimmy Keeper provides a direct explanation of the consequences that befall people 

who fail to remain in respectful relation to other beings: 
 

Ohncheenaywin is the reason our people were told to respect animals. 
Ohncheenaywin literally means that a curse will come upon you. So we 
have to respect the animals, to respect that they were given life to live on 
this land (research meeting, January 24, 2007). 
 
The teaching of ohncheenaywin brings us back to the discussion of bear scat, 

mahkwah ahmoo, which opened this chapter. As elder Whitehead Moose explained, the 
bear dries food such as fish and blueberries to feed itself during hibernation:  
 

So when you see bear shit on the road you never touch it because the bear 
is actually storing that. It will come back again and take that to its den for 
its food supply in the winter time (planning meeting, May 3, 2006).  

 
Matthew Strang explains how disturbing the bear's food preservation process will invite 
the wrath of the bear: 
 

Any time that you see bear shit on the road, don't ever touch it because 
there is a bear out there waiting for you. If you mess around with that shit, 
that bear is going to come after you. Even if you are with a group of people, 
that bear will recognise that you are the one who disturbed his shit and that 
bear will only come after you. That's why I am very cautious every time I 
see bear shit on the road. I don't dare touch or run over it (planning 
meeting, May 3, 2006). 

 
This thinking expresses an important aspect of Pikangikum customary 

stewardship; that is,  the importance of existing in respectful relation to other beings as 
part of a shared social and moral order (see also Berkes et al., this volume).11 In this 

                                                 
11 See also Hallowell: "The 'blessings' obtained from other than human persons 

were never free gifts. Benefits involved reciprocal moral obligations on the part of the 
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respect, Pikangikum customary stewardship can be characterised as a guiding 
responsibility, a duty to care, for the quasi-social relations a person has with other beings 
on the land. Pikangikum people, like any people, engage in the 
manipulation/management of actors/variables to produce desirable outcomes. However, 
Pikangikum customary stewardship provides an over-arching goal of personal 
responsibility for ensuring one's behaviour does not interfere, either directly or indirectly, 
with the ability of other beings to make choices or to maintain their relationship with the 
Creator. When this duty of non-interference is achieved, the elders say ohneesheesheen 
(‘everything is good’), which includes having ‘good relationships’ 
(cheemeenooweecheeteeyaung) with other people and a ‘reverence for all creation’ 
(cheekeechee'eenaytauhmung) (see Shearer 2008; Shearer et al., this volume).   

This approach to stewardship focuses on maintaining an implicit understanding of 
and agreement with a set of moral principles and behavioural norms. This understanding 
is largely developed through oral transmission of teachings, especially through 
storytelling, and is demonstrated in practice through land-based livelihood activities. 
Paddy Peters, a leader within Pikangikum First Nation, has suggested that teachings can 
be seen as a kind of medicine bag (or bundle) which can help to guide a person’s 
decisions in a way that the outcomes of their actions will be ohneesheesheen. Knowing 
the teachings of Pikangikum elders and making the right decisions that will lead a person 
down the path to a life in which ‘everything is good,’ is at the heart of the Pikangikum 
customary stewardship approach.12 Thus, in order to fully understand the imperative of 
not disturbing bear scat, one must also know the story of the man whose son was raised 
by a bear and who had to kill the bear in order to get his son back, but through that act 
was made aware that the bear had in fact raised his son to be a man. That man who was 
raised by a bear, and saw that bear as his true father, brought the teachings of the bear to 
Pikangikum people.13  

                                                                                                                         
recipient. In principal, the relationship paralleled social interaction between human 
beings where rights and duties were operative” (1992:92). 

12 This parallels what Hallowell has said about the Berens River people: seeking 
the ‘good life’ (pimädaziwin) required dependence on other than human persons and 
good conduct (appropriate behaviour) towards them (1992:81). 

13 The following story was told by Whitehead Moose in a meeting (May 3, 2006) 
and was translated in the meeting by Paddy Peters. As such, this represents only the 
bare bones of the story: 

 
To answer your question about why the bear shits on the road, there is a story 
involved. Long ago the elders taught me this story about a family travelling with their 
baby son. The family was stopped at a portage and while they were busy portaging, 
their son disappeared. They didn't know what happened to him, but it was the bear 
who had adopted that boy. The bear took that boy to be his son and told him, 'when 
you grow up don’t ever eat me; don't ever eat a bear. If you obey what I say you will 
live to a good old age, until your hair turns white'. The boy took that to heart. 
 
Many years later, the father learned that the bear had kidnapped his baby son so he 
went out to look for this bear. The man kept coming towards the den and whenever he 
did, the boy really wanted to see this human so the bear had to stop the boy from going 
out to see the man. Every time the bear knew there was a human coming toward the 
den, it tried to stop the little boy from seeing this human. Eventually the bear couldn't 
stop the boy and the man found out that his son was in the den. By the time the father 
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Implications for Sustainable Forest Management 
 
In a science-based management approach, systems of classification and models of how 
beings interact with their environment are the basis for making decisions about the 
habitat needs of different species. Forest management then becomes a matter of ensuring 
the details are correct (e.g., what are the most appropriate silvicultural practices for 
renewing jack pine on thin, sandy soils in a way that provides habitat needs for woodland 
caribou?). If these details have been determined satisfactorily in one location, it is then 
assumed that the same results will be produced by the same actions on another site with 
the same characteristics. 

As we have shown here, Pikangikum elders perceive other (non-human) beings not 
as external ‘things’ to be controlled, manipulated, or ‘managed,’ but as decision-making 
agents with their own relationship to the Creator. In other words, Pikangikum elders do 
not appear to make assumptions readily about how other beings will respond to 
management, although the elders certainly do use their knowledge of animal behaviour 
and ecological succession to make decisions about where and how to trap and hunt. In the 
Pikangikum Anishinaabe stewardship approach, ‘management’ decisions are made with 
an appreciation of how other beings (agents) might behave in a more social sense, similar 
to how one might expect a person to behave in response to another person's actions. 
Pikangikum elders emphasize the importance of individual awareness of one's actions 
and responsibilities in relation to a range of other beings who act within a shared social 
landscape. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that Pikangikum elders were uncomfortable with 
referring to management practices as ‘tools’ (e.g., prescribed burning and pesticide 
application are "tools" in a forester's silviculture ‘toolbox’). In planning meetings for the 
Whitefeather Forest, where provincial forest managers from the Ontario Ministry of 
Natural Resources (OMNR) spoke with Pikangikum elders about a forest management 
‘toolbox,’ communication bogged down and it became clear the two sides were talking 
about two separate ways to approach forest management. Elder Oliver Hill was first to 
raise the question openly: 

 
When you talk about tools, I translate that as ahbahcheetahkahnahn. The 
way that I understand [the English term] 'tools', the way that you have 
'tools' up there [on screen], is something mechanical. Like you have a 
screwdriver or a wrench, that's what I understand that mechanical term to 

                                                                                                                         
found his son, he was already a grown man; the bear had raised him properly. The 
bear went out to meet [confront?] the human, but the father wanted his son back so he 
had to kill the bear in order to reach his son. When the son found out that the bear—
who had taken him in and raised him, whom he considered to be his father—was killed 
he cried 'my father is dead now'. The man came in and got his son to take him back 
home.  
 
Everything that the little boy had learned from that bear, he told our people—what the 
bear does, why the bear shits on the road to dry out in the air and brings it to the den 
during the fall before the bear hibernates. The little boy said this is what the bear does 
during the winter; the bear feeds on that. That is why we are told we cannot touch that 
shit on the road because it is for the bear's hibernation. 
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mean. When I use ahbahcheetahkahnahn, it is a means of working with the 
land, using all of yourself to work the land, to be with the land (planning 
meeting, February 28, 2006). 
 
In other words, for Pikangikum elders, the processes or components of forest 

management are not ‘tools,’ which implies: 1) use of a discreet object that is not in a 
particular social or personal relationship to its user, 2) the value of this thing is in its 
utility for helping to achieve a specific outcome, and 3) portability, or the ability to be 
carried in a ‘toolbox’ into a new context where it is expected to produce the same or 
similar results. Elder Charlie Peters, on the other hand, points to the importance of 
finding a proper relationship, in this case specifically with the OMNR, before they will 
be able to choose the right management practices to achieve desired outcomes on the 
Whitefeather Forest: 

 
Regarding the illustration of 'tools'—your tool theory—I don’t understand 
yet even though it has been explained to me. I cannot comprehend that. 
Maybe after a while, if you tell me two or three times I will begin to 
understand that. From what I see, there are five tools up there that are 
listed, so which one will produce a good working relationship? If there is 
no understanding with this theory, there will be no relationship (planning 
meeting, February 28, 2006). 
 
Paddy Peters clarifies that what was needed was to find the appropriate 

relationship, to come to a complete mutual understanding, before (joint) forest 
management can be expected to produce good results: 
 

I believe that many times this is where our people come from: they have 
knowledge of different relationships, but how can this relationship work? 
What can be used to achieve that end? Some of the examples that the 
government uses, our people don't understand. What Charlie is saying is 
that he has an idea but he doesn’t fully understand [what you are saying]. 
Maybe you are in the same boat when we explain things to you; you don't 
understand where we are coming from. That is why it is important that we 
fully understand everything, that we understand each other (planning 
meeting, February 28, 2006). 

 
Pikangikum elders speak about the value of cheekeechee’eenayneemeeteeyaung, 

‘to make yourself know that a person is important to you and therefore respect them’ 
(Shearer 2008). For Pikangikum elders, reaching a level of mutual understanding and 
respect is a priority for effective forest management on the Whitefeather Forest. If people 
cannot maintain good relations with each other, let alone with the myriad of other beings 
with whom they share the land, then forest management will not have a positive outcome 
(ohneesheesheen).  

 
The Way Forward 
 
A key principle expressed in the Whitefeather Forest land use strategy is that the 
customary stewardship approach of Pikangikum people and their land-based Indigenous 
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knowledge "will be applied in decision-making for new activities," including commercial 
forestry (PFN and OMNR 2006:18). The question at this juncture is ‘How?’ 

The extent to which the norms and practices of Pikangikum customary stewardship 
are upheld by the younger generation in Pikangikum is not known at this time since our 
work has focussed on the elders who have been tasked with the responsibility of guiding 
the Whitefeather Forest Initiative. We do know people are not on the land nearly as much 
the elders were in their youth and people are moving into new livelihood activities 
(largely) dominated by the values of another culture. At the same time, the efficacy of 
norms/practices for any management system is in question. It is a goal of the 
Whitefeather Forest Initiative to foster a sense of pride in the elders' teachings, including 
through new land use practices such as forestry. This research has sought to understand 
these teachings and help to articulate them in ways that are better understood by non-
Pikangikum people. It is not, however, within the scope of our work to direct future 
social and economic developments in Pikangikum by suggesting what should or will take 
place in the future; the youth of Pikangikum will choose their own path. 

That said, there are some important teachings that have been learned that point a 
way forward for future forest managers on the Whitefeather Forest. While at first glance, 
an ethic of non-interference seems to be inimical to forest management, the Pikangikum 
elders have provided us with the following valuable lessons: 

 
1. Humility: accepting the limited ability of human management decisions to 

provide for the needs and wants of other beings with whom Pikangikum 
people are sharing the land, and who will be directly impacted by any forest 
management activities.  

 
2. Diligence: adopting a precautionary approach to management and a well-

developed forest monitoring system that draws on Pikangikum people's 
intimate knowledge of the land, including the complex interactions between 
(quasi) social agents.   

 
3. Communication: accommodating Pikangikum people's assessment of what 

constitutes a good outcome in forestry will require more than good translation, 
it will require effective (cross-cultural) communication and positive working 
relations between Pikangikum and the Province of Ontario (OMNR). 

 
4. Balance: successful inclusion of customary stewardship—not just Pikangikum 

Indigenous knowledge, but the integrated system of cognition, worldview and 
practice—in forest management requires providing an equal footing for the 
elders' teachings next to the ‘tools’ of conventional forest management. 

 
In the end, bringing Pikangikum customary stewardship into forest management 

and ensuring management decisions reflect the lessons above, requires bringing 
Pikangikum people into forest management. It requires ensuring Pikangikum people, 
including the elders, are just as intimately involved with forest management processes as 
they have been with the customary land use activities that have sustained them and the 
land. Without them, there is no sustainable forest opportunity for the Whitefeather Forest. 
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