








































































































































































































































































































































PhD Thesis - C.V. Stephens McMaster -Anthropology 

MDEQ/PEAS and local government agencies will confirm this contact (Friends of the St. 

Clair River 2009:3). 

According to the St. Clair River Remedial Action Plan Notification Flow Chart, 

when spills occur in Ontario, the spiller is obligated to notify local government, fire and 

police departments, other local agencies, officials and/or hospitals and counterpart local 

Government in Michigan. Walpole Island has a contingency plan which delegates the 

duties of Band representatives in the spill notification process. 

Spills Communication 

Despite these existing systems, the narratives of WIFN participants revealed strong 

dissatisfaction with the way in which spills information was communicated. Many felt 

that spills notifications were not released in an expedient manner. As one female 

former administrator in her late 50s explained: 

A textbook example of the failure of the spills reporting system was the Royal 
Polymers spill of July 2003. We didn't hear about the spill until five days after 
the fact, when they said that we shouldn't use the water. A useless warning, given 
the fact that we were using the water all that time, unbeknownst to us. They were 
fined for that spill, but that doesn't make any difference to us. Neither does it 
change the fact that we exposed ourselves and our children to those chemicals. 

Another community member described some of the factors that challenge the expedient 

dissemination of spills information to the WIFN community: 

Some people don't have phones, so usually flyers are printed up and delivered to 
households. This is sometimes challenging because some people don't have 
mailboxes either. We do have a radio station but that is not manned 24/7. We 
have elders who don't have transportation and need to be checked on. The 
community rallies together and does the best that it can with the existing 
infrastructure and resources that it has. So, it's a more involved process which 
also takes time, and time is something you don't have at your disposal during an 
emergency. 
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Several people expressed their anger at industry for its failure at being good corporate 

citizens. They also expressed their wariness of the "trust system" upon which the current 

model of industry monitoring is based: 

The problem is that there's no "neutral third party" monitoring industry to assess 
whether they are abiding by environmental policies and reporting spills in a timely 
manner. It's basically based on the trust system. Industries monitoring their own 
behaviour. It's the same issue as "whose policing the police?" A lot of people 
think and I'd agree with them, that not even half of what's "accidentally spilled" 
is being reported. 

Some participants expressed anger at the Government for failing to adequately enforce 

environmental protection policies. As one elder in his early 60s stated: 

What's a $10,000 dollar fine to a big company? What's a $100,000 fine? It's 
pocket change, peanuts. It's much less than what they'd pay for properly 
disposing of the toxic stuff they dump into the river. It reminds me of a 
documentary I saw where the airline company knew that there was somethin' 
wrong with their planes. They ended up getting their number crunchers in there, 
who said that it would be cheaper to pay off the insurance to people's families in 
the event of a crash than it would be to do the repairs. Sure enough, the glitch was 
reported but nothin' was done and a couple planes went down and people got 
killed. It's the same thing with these chemical industries. That's because the 
only thing that's important to them is the bottom line. 

A number of participants felt that the government "turns a blind eye" to environmental 

accidents because the government is in collusion with industry in the interest of turning a 

profit. As one man in his 40s noted: 

Of course the government won't punish industry. They're in bed together. It's 
like the right hand not knowing what the left hand is doing. If you think about all 
the billions of dollars tied up in the petroleum industry and the money it injects 
into the economy and into government pockets, it's no surprise that the 
'punishment' meted out for environmental disasters is a slap on the wrist. 

Walpole Island residents also voiced their position on "legal discharges." The call for 

"zero discharge" is at the core of the community's environmental philosophy and 

activism. As one member of Akii Kwe stated: 

Our community's position is "zero discharge" into the river. Period. We don't 
want to engage in dialogue on "tolerable levels of risk" firstly, because we 
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believe that any toxic emission into the river is a risk; second, we were never 
part of any decisions regarding the standards for risk; third, tolerable levels 
of risk are considered mute and void to us. Measurements based on controlled 
experiments of chemicals in isolation, without taking into consideration the 
interactions between the many chemicals in our river and what the cumulative 
effects are on our bodies, the bodies of our children and the unborn and the body 
of Mother Earth and her waters renders these estimations and projections useless, 
from our point of view. 

Distrust of Information 

Another common theme was distrust in the accuracy and quality of spills information. As 

one interviewee in her mid-40s noted: 

I don't trust the information they share. I mean, how do we know that it's true? 
Plus, I notice a lot of inconsistency in the amounts and types of chemicals that are 
reported in the media. I tried to get information from the Spills Action Centre 
once, but it wasn't easy. They weren't forthcoming and they cited a lot of 
administrative reasons for not releasing the spill information I requested. This 
information should be public information and accessible to everyone, 24/7. 

An employee at the Heritage Centre raised similar concerns about the quality and 

accuracy of spills records: 

They'd call in the spill and we'd document it in a binder. But we never got an 
official documentation of the spills. To my knowledge, no one's ever cross­
checked this information to verify the consistency and accuracy of the 
information phoned in to us and the information that's on file at the 
Ministry/Spills Action Centre. When I've asked them to send me a record of 
spills for a given year, they send me a summary of the spills, but I'd like a 
document with all the spills. I don't want them to decide what's important and 
what's not important. That's up to us to decide. 

Several participants commented on the need for more autonomy and the need to exercise 

more agency in the spills monitoring and reporting process. Several people identified the 

need for a community-based, community-controlled water monitoring system. As one 

participant in his early 40s explained: 

As things stand, we're dependent on a system that has failed us in the past, 
and that hasn't proven to be reliable. The only thing that can give us some peace 
is if our community had its own water monitoring system, so that we can train 
our own people, read the data and take the appropriate actions when necessary. 
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These systems have been used in cities across the river (US) effectively. Our First 
Nation is capable of doing this. We had an air monitoring station in the 
community for years. Until the spills stop completely, this is the only way we can 
be actively involved in protecting the interests of our citizens and the health of 
our environment and our people. 

The need for local risk communication strategies was tied into the broader theme of 

environmental information. In general, community members drew on a number of sources 

for information on environmental issues. Although many people relied on public media 

sources (television, newspapers), they noted that the best medium for communicating 

crisis events is the local media and by word-of-mouth. As one woman in her late 50s 

explained: 

People hear all sorts of things on the t.v. and radio. The science lingo is hard to 
understand, and I think it needs to be boiled down for regular people to be able to 
understand. There's also a lot out there that isn't necessarily true, and you need to 
have something in place where you can separate the wheat from the chaff. I think 
the Heritage Centre does a good job of that. They bring things to the attention of 
the community in a form that we can understand. They make it relevant to our 
own lives, which is the only way you can get people to pay attention to some of 
these things. I think they're pretty good at sticking to the motto: "think globally 
act locally." 

In summary, narratives on risk communication have revealed that the majority 

of WIFN residents interviewed were unhappy with the quality of spills information 

provided and the mechanisms through which this information is disseminated. Many 

residents believe the information is not released in an expedient manner and that the data 

provided is unreliable, because it is collected by industry itself. 

Residents discussed some of the logistical issues that impede the communication 

of spills at the community level. They also revealed that although they obtain 

environmental health information from a variety of sources, they consider the local 

dissemination of data, via community media, the information interface of the Heritage 

Centre and word of mouth as the most effective means for "getting the word out." 

Many people felt that the installation of a community water monitoring system would 
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provide more reliable, real time information that in tum, would provide some peace of 

mind to community members who in general, do not trust the information provided by 

industry, the media or the government. 

Walpole Island First Nation Environmental Principles and Practices 

The fourth core theme addresses the community's principles and practices. The WIFN 

Philosophy and Principle Statement (Nin Da Waab Jig 2002:2) conveys the community's 

founding tenets for social and environmental praxis. This document provides an important 

window to the cultural worldview that forms the basis for individual and collective 

action: 

We, the First Nations of Walpole Island Indian Territory have inhabited these 
lands since the beginning of time. With this occupation we have developed our 
own language, heritage and values ... in accordance with the Creator, mankind and 
nature. Through this relationship we possess the rights and freedom to determine 
our own path. We shall carry on these responsibilities as handed down to us by 
our Creator, our elders, and ensure that future generations shall be entrusted with 
these sacred obligations. 

The community's Environmental Philosophy Statement (Nin Da Waab Jig 2002: 2) 

delineates a culturally based 'blueprint' for human interaction with the land and other 

living beings, while setting out the environmental values and responsibilities of the 

the Anishinaabeg at Bkejwanong: 

To preserve, enhance, and maintain a mutual respect and to continue our 
beneficial dependency upon the environment, we shall endeavour to co-exist 
with Mother Nature and protect this relationship. 

We, the Walpole Island First Nation People, pledge to use these resources to 
the mutual benefit of all people. We shall, therefore, ensure proper respect for all 
resources. As our elders have done we shall maintain laws that preserve our 
wildlife, lands and resources. 

These principles outline a community specific cultural code that is deeply embedded in 

the discourses of WIFN residents. As one Heritage Centre researcher explained: 
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In our environmental philosophy, we state that we will continue our 
beneficial dependence on the natural environment. This is shown in how we 
use the land for clothing, food and medicinal plants. You're supposed to take 
only what you need and give respect in the form of offerings. We also say that 
we have pledged to use resources for the benefit of all people and here at the 
Heritage Centre, we engage in educational awareness and we do this by inviting 
visitors to come out to the island, to take our ecological tours so they can see how 
we maintain and respect these resources. In addition to our tours, others are 
invited to come out and use our resources for hunting and fishing, which would be 
our number one industry. Also because of our natural environment, Walpole 
Island is habitat for numerous species that are at risk and we would like others to 
benefit by having these species populate areas outside of Walpole Island. We will 
do this by protecting the species we have and later expand our work by re­
introducing the plant and animal populations to places where they have 
disappeared. 

The Relationship Between Environmental Stewardship and Self-Determination 

Dean Jacobs, Director of the WIFN Heritage Centre, described the evolution of the 

research program from one that focused exclusively on land claims, to its current 

integrative research mandate: 

I got a job working for the First Nation in April, 1973 as land claims research 
for WIFN. Back then, the First Nations was associated with the Association for 
Iroquoian and Allied Indians (AIAI) that was the provincial territory organization 
that secured funding for land claims research and created programs for their 
member First Nations. Each First Nation set up a community-based research unit 
for the purpose of researching specific claims, aimed at the resolution of those 
specific claims and grievances. The program was designed as one that was 
community driven. We've been able at WIFN to continue that principle of 
community based research ever since, and it's evolved into wider range of 
research and not just land claims. 

From 1973 to 2004, the Heritage Centre research mandate expanded from specific claims 

research to treaty rights research and advocacy. In the 1980s, the research took another 

turn, building capacity for the First Nation to look at environmental research and resource 

management issues. Today, the work has expanded to include natural heritage protection; 

however, work on land claims resolution, rights protection and advocacy continue to be 

ongomg. 
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The WIFN community has used innovative ways to assert Aboriginal rights and to 

protect the lands and waters of their traditional territory. Since litigation and mediation in 

the sphere of environmental protection have their pitfalls, the community has pioneered 

alternative ways to protect the land and water from the effects of pollution. In 1985, 

WIFN signed a framework agreement with the Government of Ontario and the Canadian 

Government to discuss the three-way management of the environment. This was a major 

step in Native joint management of resources, as it represented the first time that the 

government entered into talks with an Indian Band on a government-to-government level 

(Jacobs, personal communication). The Federal Minister of Affairs, the Ontario Attorney 

General, the Provincial Minister Responsible for Native Affairs and the Walpole Island 

Band Council were placed in the position to define the scope of the Agreement and the 

extent of the involvement of the respective parties thereto. The focus on the Agreement 

would be on environmental protection and would cover areas from enforcement to 

ownership of resources. Geographically, the Agreement would cover 200 square miles of 

lands under waters and lands above waters. The whole issue of Native involvement in the 

protection of reserve environment and surrounding lands and waters arose through the 

WIFN Band's assertion to unextinguished Aboriginal title to the area. The negotiations 

were to be without prejudice to Constitutional, Aboriginal or Treaty rights as the Band 

did not wish to use the discussions to circumvent those rights. As Dean Jacobs explained: 

Walpole Island was never set apart as a reserve. WIFN has no boundaries we have 
pure jurisdiction. The question was where does our exclusive authority begin. On 
WIFN, there's responsibility to have revenue to protect the community. The 
question is, how far does this bylaw extend into Lake St. Clair even though we 
have no boundary lines? We needed to get together to negotiate the Boundary 
Agreement. In 1985, we signed a Framework Agreement that started a long 
negotiation of the agreement. Three governments were authorized to govern and 
designate the reserve boundaries. This would clarify sovereignty, powers and 
jurisdiction. We were either negotiating a modem day treaty or sovereignty. It 
took ten years just to work on the framework. We hired a Bay Street Law firm, 
which began putting together a statement of claim for us. It was time to go to 
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court a month after the Dalgamuk decision-the first case where there's such a 
thing as Aboriginal title. We refined our statement of claim and in 1999 gave 
notice to Canada and Ontario that we're going to court. In 2000 we filed it and 
nine years later we're still not at trial. We launched it as a civil action that puts 
Canada and Ontario as the defendants. 

He goes on to explain how the First Nation used its cultural responsibility as 'good 

stewards of the earth' to secure funding to support the legal actions surrounding the 

statement of claim: 

This claim is self-funded. We went to a funding agency in the U.S. and started 
talking about Great Lakes health and litigation. We framed it as an excellent 
opportunity to support an environmental justice action .. Our claim was that if we 
won the case, we'd become the owners of this land. Because of our track record, 
the funding agency saw us as a leader and champion of Great Lakes 
environmental health. The argument was that if we raised our level as owners, 
we'd have a higher profile to protect the Great Lakes. They provided us with a 
small grant and told us to go and hire the best legal advisor in Canada to see how 
successful we can be. We ended up hiring the former Attorney General of 
Ontario. 

Tue lawsuit is still ongoing, as the typical duration of these kinds of court cases in Canada 

is 20 years. Tue greatest implication of the long wait is the loss of elders who are 

providing expert testimony, and also the loss of the original judges who are familiar with 

the case. 

The delegation of environmental stewardship and management is a contested 

political issue that materializes in different ways. Dean Jacobs provided an example of the 

Federal Species at Risk Legislation and the WIFN's fight to tailor and localize 

management practices to better suit community needs: 

Five years ago, the Species at Risk Legislation was enacted. Tue community 
started to get to know the Act last year. We knew that we had significant plant 
species and endangered species that were absent in other areas of the country. 
Because we've lived on the land with the species, and practice responsible 
stewardship, we have a close connection and understanding to our ecosystems. 
But now after 1,000 years, the protectors of the Federal legislation are telling us 
how we need to protect our land. We now need to protect ourselves from the 
protectors. At WIFN our list of species at risk grows daily. There are 60 species 
recorded in the federal species at risk and six of these species not found anywhere 
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else in Canada. When the Federal Government comes here it takes them at least 
two years to do a recovery, so these 60 species will therefore take a long time. 
Instead, we identified five ecological units: coastal waterways, wetlands, tallgrass 
prairies, oak savannahs and Carolinian forests. We want to do five recovery 
strategies (as per ecological area) and not a recovery strategy for each individual 
species. The SAR legislation and our response was a very contentious issue. It 
could have been our "Caledonia Protest." 

The community also put up a fight against the Federal strategy for dealing with an 

Emerald Ash Borer infestation: 

Another contentious issue came with the Emerald Ash Borer infestation. The 
Federal Government drew a line from Tilbury to Lake Erie and quarantined 
the area. In Windsor and Essex, they went to cut down the ash trees. This was 
their attempt to control the problem. We were opposed to this. We wouldn't 
kill trees to correct the problem. I made a formal announcement regarding the Ash 
Borer, and said to the Feds that you aren't going to come here and cut down our 
trees. This led to a racialized debate. The non-Natives in the area said, "you made 
us cut down our trees, so why don't the Natives cut done their trees?" At the end, 
we won out and the crisis took its course. We use this example as a tool to debunk 
the 'official discourse' and myths of those in power. 

Akii Kwe: Women Advocating/or the Water and the Earth 

In addition to the Heritage Centre, Akii K we: The Women of Bkejwanong, is another 

group that adheres to the community's environmental principles and has taken a lead role 

in environmental advocacy and education. The women adhere to a gendered division of 

social and environmental responsibilities, as set forth by 'traditional' Anishinaabeg 

cultural teachings. As one Akii Kwe member explained: 

Indigenous people, worldwide, have teachings instructing us in the stewardship of 
the Earth and these teachings tell us that the Creator has provided a balance 
between male and female, each with our own role. We are here to carry out our 
roles as Women and Native people- we have been honoured with these two 
responsibilities, which we take very seriously. 

According to the Anishinaabe worldview, women are the "keepers of the water" because 

they share many things in common with the Earth Mother, such as possessing great 

spiritual power and the ability to give life. Water is viewed as the lifeblood that nourishes 

and sustains Mother Earth. Because of its power, water is considered sacred and must be 
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kept pure. As one member noted: 

In many World Religions, when people are baptized with holy water, they are 
welcomed into the faith. Our teachings say these waters must be kept 
absolutely pure because these river waters are our Holy Water. By taking even 
the minutest chance of contaminating it, you are desecrating all that is Sacred to 
us. 

The women also share a great connection with the earth as it is the female aspect of the 

Great Spirit. The group's name Akii Kwe means "earth woman" in Ojibwe and reflects 

this connection. An important part of the transition from girl to womanhood is learning 

the teachings of female responsibilities and role in social life. Metaphors from nature, 

such as the strawberry teachings and berry fast are used within a spiritual and ritual 

context to convey these important life lessons to young Anishinaabe women. 

Spirituality is central to First Peoples, and lies at the heart of Akii Kwe's 

work. The women perform many ceremonies and rituals as part of their gendered 

responsibilities for the earth and water. They use the sacred water in their Purification 

Lodge, in ceremonies of healing, rites of passage, naming ceremonies and especially in 

women's ceremonies. At these times, the teachings are spoken to the water and then it is 

passed around from one to another in the circle to be shared. At the changing of the 

seasons, a pilgrimage to the water is carried out in order to honour the Spirit of the water. 

There is a powerful understanding that the sacred and powerful water can both give life, 

and take it away. One woman provided an example of how the group was called upon to 

bless an area during the construction of WIFN's new water treatment plant: 

When they were working on the water treatment plant, there were times that 
things would go wrong. There was negative energy. Some of the guys working 
there contacted us and we went to the area and smudged and prayed. The 
difficulties were overcome and did not return. 

Another woman's story illustrates the women's faith in the transformative power of 

prayer and the strong ties women maintain with the female aspects of nature: 
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There was one time in particular that we felt that the water was sick from the 
pollution ... that she was calling out to us for help. We went to a spot and made a 
circle. The circle was open on both ends, and one of the women at the end had her 
hand outstretched toward the water. As time passed, we saw that she was moving 
slowly toward the water. It was like she was in a trance. When we pulled her 
closer to the shore, she told us that she could feel the spirit of the water. It was 
sick and felt dead and very sad. She said that it was pulling her into the water. It 
was a very powerful moment. 

The spiritual aspect of Akii Kwe's work is complemented by very pragmatic efforts to 

protect the earth and water for seven generations. The group has a representative who 

serves as the group's cultural liaison. She travels to different parts of the world to get up 

to date information on environmental issues, especially those that affect the water. The 

women feel strongly about keeping tabs on the international actions of local companies. 

As one woman explained: 

It's not about only watching industry here like a hawk, but you also need to know 
that they are branch subsidiaries of larger corporations. You need to follow the 
trail of money to see where it leads, what mistakes they've made and covered up. 
In short, you need to always keep the big picture in sight. 

The women identify the root cause for environmental disaster as the divergent value 

systems of Western and Anishinaabeg peoples. As one woman astutely noted: 

Everyone talks about the problem of environmental pollution but never talk about 
the source of the real problem- greed. One time we gave a presentation to discuss 
the fact that water was going to be a rare resource. We heard that immediately 
after, someone from the audience called up his broker to buy shares in bottled 
water. We were lamenting the destruction of the earth and her waters and he was 
thinking of making a profit. He totally missed our point, but this was a clear 
example of the different value system held by the Native world compared to 
Western people. 

Akii Kwe also takes Walpole Island's message and teachings to other parts of the world. 

The women have traveled abroad, met with foreign dignitaries and have made powerful 

presentations to Washington and the United Nations. A vital part of the group's work has 

focused on increasing environmental awareness through education and mobilizing 

political activism at the community, regional, national and international A powerful 
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testament to their philosophy and praxis is the position paper, Minobimaatisiiwin: We 

Are To Care For Her, where the women demand more corporate responsibility and reach 

out to all women, of all faiths and cultures of the world to ask for their understanding and 

support, prayers and strength in finding a "peaceful resolution to contemporary 

environmental issues." 

The nuanced narratives of Heritage Centre researchers and the women of Akii 

K we clearly illustrate the interconnection of self-government, sovereignty, Anishinaabeg 

values and environmental issues and how the success of community activism is based 

on its strong mobilization of legal, political and cultural mechanisms for asserting 

autonomy and protecting it's rare ecosystems from environmental damage. 

Summary: The "Thin Description" of Generic and Nuanced Narratives 

Gerald Ryle and Clifford Geertz use the term "thin description" to describe the 

surface observation and explanation of phenomena. 46 At the level of thin description, the 

Walpole Island toxic talk provides technical details of cumulative changes to the 

environment, witnessed collectively by residents. The nuanced narratives clarify the range 

of variables (age, gender, occupation, spirituality) that shape and inform different 

standpoints and contribute to the diversity of 'situated' traditional ecological knowledges. 

The narratives provide important information on the cultural and psychosocial 

underpinnings that structure "emic" understandings of risk and different modalities for 

46 "Thin description" is a superficial account that does not explore the underlying meanings of cultural 
members. Every ethnography description requires translation: therefore whatever the ethnographer relates 
cannot truly be considered thin description. However, this concept is used as a heuristic device to 
distinguish explanations that are surface observations as opposed to "thick descriptions" that involves 
understanding and absorbing the context of the situation or behavior and ascribing present and future 
intentionality to the behavior (Ryle 1949; 1971 ). 
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risk communication and crisis responses. 

The "raw" ethnographic data demonstrates the existence of diverse Indigenous 

knowledges that are held by different knowledge keepers. Traditional ecological 

knowledge is based on observation and long-term interaction with the land, and is 

transmitted through experiential learning and cultural teachings passed down through oral 

tradition. The nuanced discourses of the interpretive sub-communities function as a form 

of triangulation; the juxtaposition of multiple standpoints and lines of evidence 

strengthens the validity and reliability of the qualitative data of environmental change. 

Taken together, the discourses form a qualitative baseline for gauging cumulative patterns 

of environmental change and demonstrate resident's active engagement in schematizing a 

"lay epidemiology" of community health. 

Moreover, residents were able to provide explicit examples of the ways in which 

sociopolitical and economic factors have compromised community health. There is 

consensus among community members that there is a progressive degeneration of health. 

Their human health narratives reveal collectively shared proxies for human health. These 

include: the prevalence and frequency of chronic diseases (cancers, diabetes, 

cardiovascular diseases) and autoimmune diseases (allergies, asthma, arthritis) that were 

"uncommon in the past"; rising rates of mortality and morbidity, decreasing longevity; 

and the appearance of rare diseases among the young and those who are otherwise healthy 

and practice good health behaviour. The nuanced narratives of new and expectant 

mothers and Akii Kwe members revealed that these groups identify children's health and 

women's health as proxies for environmental illness. Meanwhile, the narratives of 

Heritage Centre researchers reveal the Centre's use of both TEK and scientific data as 

"yard sticks" for measuring ecosystem health and environmental degradation. Many 

community members demonstrated the application of a form of hazard mapping which 

was based on genetic and geographical factors to assess the differential distribution 
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of disease. Participants noted observed peaks in "community epidemics" from various 

diseases. Furthermore, community members identified a number of factors that they 

believe have contributed to disease etiology. These included various sources 

(industrial, agricultural) and forms (air, water soil contamination) of pollution. Some 

residents noted the syndemic effects of anthropogenic changes. They also re-framed 

alcohol, drugs and tobacco as "social pollutants", indexing that these substances or 

chemicals are just as dangerous and as industrial pollutants. Aside from pollution, 

community members identified other factors that are perceived as having negatively 

affected community health. Participants identified changes to diet and activity levels that 

have arisen from certain politicized historical contingencies, such as residential schooling, 

the congregation of populations on reserves, transition to a sedentary lifestyle, 

diminishing traditional subsistence economies and socioeconomic indicators such as 

poverty and breakdown of the family unit. 

The generic narratives coalesced to form an aggregate of cumulative traditional 

ecological knowledges that represented a community-derived "life science inventory" of 

plant and animal biodiversity and overall ecosystem health. This database was enriched 

by the nuanced narratives of hunters and fishers and elders, who provided explicit 

examples of species variation. Proxies for changes in animal populations included 

decreasing biodiversity, diminishing populations of specific species (frogs, ducks and 

muskrat) and changes to the physiology and health of fish populations. Participants 

provided specific examples of proxies used for gauging changes in the plant population. 

These included: decreasing biodiversity shortened growing seasons, physiological 

changes to plants and the diminishing availability of medicinal plants. Another widely 

discussed indicator of environmental change was the introduction of invasive plant and 

animal species. Phragmites, purple loosetrife and zebra mussels were examples that were 

provided by participants. 
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The generic narratives also revealed cumulative changes to Walpole Island 

ecosystems and the land and water. Almost everyone who was interviewed discussed 

observable changes to water quality (in terms of clarity, smell, taste and even feel) and 

the integrity of local fish and game (gauged according to appearance, taste and 

availability of species). Fishers and hunters reported decreasing water levels and shoreline 

erosion. Pollution, changing land use patterns, lack of planning ( overdevelopment) 

overharvesting, invasive species and the degradation of the Anishinaabeg culture and 

erosion of the traditional value system were cited as causes of changes to Walpole Island 

lands and waters and flora and fauna. 

Generic narratives on the communication of risk revealed that the expedient 

announcement of spills at both regional and community level is impeded by 

communication breakdown. Skepticism over the self-monitoring practices of industry and 

the failure of government to effectively enforce environmental laws have created an 

environment of distrust. This, in tum, has exacerbated resident fears and led to major 

lifestyle changes which for many residents, have included the cessation of recreational 

usage of local waterways, a decline in the consumption of local fish and wildlife and 

an aversion to drinking the local water, all due to fears of contamination. 

The community's environmental principles and values reflect the culturally 

defined definitions of risk and stewardship. Walpole Island's position of"zero discharge" 

and Species at Risk Recovery program reveals the community's efforts to tailor federal 

and provincial environmental legislation so that they conform to culturally-prescribed 

standards. They also reveal the mutually-imbricated histories of the WIFN community's 

struggle for Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination and environmental justice 

efforts. The advocacy efforts of the women's environmental group, Akii Kwe reveals 

conformance to gendered environmental responsibilities which in turn, indexes the 

revitalization of cultural teachings and traditions among some sectors of the community. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The Thick Description of Walpole Island Toxic Talk 

Chapter Overview 

In this chapter, I conduct an archaeology of risk narratives by analyzing the stratigraphy 

of Walpole Island residents' toxic talk. I engage in "thick description" by examining the 

implicit meanings embedded in participant's narratives. This is done for the purpose of 

determining what more the discourses can 'yield' about community environmental 

problems, health concerns and the processes by which the Walpole Island interpretive 

community as whole engages in knowledge production, meaning making and resistance, 

in the context of environmental advocacy and activism. 

Examination of a specific genre of discourses that I refer to as "elegies and echoes 

of loss" reveals parallels between discourses of environmental degradation and past 

experiences of historical trauma (residential school experience). These narratives index 

the overarching theme of structural violence. Many WIFN residents view environmental 

destruction as a direct by-product of colonial expansion and cultural genocide. This 

historicized, and context-rich interpretation expands the conventional Western definition 

of "environment" as physical, so that it also includes the social environment. Elegies of 

loss illuminate the importance of considering the effects of colonization and assimilation 

policies and how these contingencies continue to influence the conceptualization of 

external threats and stress responses. 

Historical, political and social crises serve as community frames of reference for 

risk analysis and inform contemporary responses to environmental threats. I discuss the 

psychosocial legacy of traumatic events as a substrata for contemporary stress events, and 

how ecological crises amplify levels of community stress (especially among elders) by 

serving as mnemonic triggers of past injustices and traumas. Historical, political and 
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social crises serve as shared community frames of reference for risk analysis and inform 

contemporary responses to environmental threats. 

A second genre identified through the thick description of an impending 

environmental crisis was a "discourse of resistance" that is used as a vehicle for 

community environmental activism. Moreover, these discourses perform an important 

epistemological turn: they recast the study group from object to subject by discursively 

moving the reader from the narratives of elegies of loss that frame Native peoples as 

"passive victims" of systematic oppression, to the more active and empowering position 

of survival and resistance or what Gerald Vizenor calls "survivance" (1998; 2009) the 

ultimate exemplification of survival, endurance and resistance. 

Distinguishing the Different Layers of Risk Discourses 

To this point I have focused on thin description, that is, how environmental health 

concerns and the various dimensions of these concerns are expressed through community 

environmental discourses or toxic talk, and how these narratives provide a window to 

how environmental threats are envisioned, understood, and acted upon by different 

Walpole Island subgroups. Given the embeddedness of culture in language, the next 

question to ask might be: "What can these narratives reveal beyond purely descriptive 

details about specific environmental themes and issues?" In other words, what can the 

discourses tell us about the very philosophical structures of Anishinaabeg society, and 

how these constructs inform and influence the relationships people have with other living 

beings and the earth itself? 

Where thin description is content-focused, thick description is context-oriented. 

Denzin (1989:83) provides an insightful definition of thick description as an ethnographic 
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research methodology: 

A thick description ... does more than record what a person is doing. It 
goes beyond mere fact and surface appearances. It presents detail, context, 
emotion, and the webs of social relationships that join persons to one 
another. Thick description evokes emotionality and self-feelings. It inserts 
history into experience. It establishes the significance of an experience, or 
the sequence of events, for the person or persons in question. In thick 
description, the voices, feelings, actions, and meanings of interacting 
individuals are heard. 

Thick description views data as a hierarchy of meaningful structures. The goal of the 

ethnographer is to pick her way through the piled up structures of inferences and 

implications made explicit through human thoughts and behaviours. Through thick 

description, the interpretive matrix is expanded to focus on the context of practices and 

discourses within a society. 

I have indicated the importance of situated knowledges, standpoint theory and 

context to understanding the experiences of those living in the shadow of looming 

ecological crises. The Walpole Island discourses reveal multiple perspectives on 

a wide range of environmental issues. However, the discourses themselves are multi-

layered. Like a palimpsest, each level of analysis reveals different strata of meanings 

that constitute the construct of "environmental threats", as they are interpreted by 

different community members. 

Elegies and Echoes of Loss 

Beyond providing detailed information on cumulative changes in ecosystem health, 

elders' narratives presented a genre of discourses that I identify as "elegies of loss." In the 

literary tradition, an elegy refers to a poetic genre that is an expression of grief for the loss 

of a person. In Triste Tropiques (1955), Claude Levi Strauss uses this type of literary 
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form to express what he observes has "been lost" due to modernization and globalization. 

Elegy is a fitting descriptor of the elders' stories because they are infused with sentiments 

of grief and melancholy resulting from a multitude of interrelated losses. The trauma from 

these losses is unreconciled because the sequelae that have formed the etiology of trauma 

have not been addressed or resolved by the traumatized individual. Because a 

fundamental part of trauma is the decimation of identity, reconciliation requires a 

dedication to identity restoration. The loss narratives reflect the overarching themes of 

inequities and injustices experienced by Indigenous peoples in general, and by WIFN 

elders in particular within their lifetime. 

Narratives ofloss are unique because of their centrality and specificity in the 

discursive context of elders. However, traces of loss are present in the generic narratives 

of all participants in the form of "echo narratives" the resonances and ripple effects of 

discourses of loss that appear in the narratives of successive generations. In this way, the 

loss narratives act like bridging narratives, because they connect the specialized 

knowledges and embodiments of specific losses experienced by certain segments of the 

population (elders), with the generic narratives of loss of those who have acquired 

knowledge of these losses anecdotally through "second or third hand experience" via the 

cultural history passed on through oral tradition. A number of losses were conveyed by 

the elders, however I am presenting the most commonly shared topics that reached a level 

of theoretical saturation due to their sheer repetition in the discursive sphere of 

interaction. 

Loss of Land 

At community meetings and presentations, reference is always made to The Royal 

Proclamation of 1763, which in effect was an Imperial declaration or promise which 

stated: 
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Under our Protection [Indigenous people], should not be molested or disturbed 
in the Possession of such Parts of our Dominions and Territories as, having not 
been ceded or purchased by Us, are reserved to them, or any of them, as their 
Hunting Grounds. 

The Royal Proclamation of 1763 affirmed Native land, hunting and harvesting rights, and 

recognized Aboriginal Tribes as Nations. When asked about environmental problems, 

many elders reframed the issue of "chemicals" and environmental change within the 

broader historical and political contexts of Native and non-Native relations and processes 

of colonization. Many elders took the chance to re-assert Aboriginal peoples' presence on 

Turtle Island "since time immemorial." As one elder in his late 60s commented: 

We are Anishiannabeg. That means the First People. Our origin and place in this 
world is in our Creation story, in our teachings, in our language and in our culture. 
Our people did not come here chasing mastedons over the Bering Strait. We are 
not savages. We were put here by the Creator. We have been here since time 
immemorial. They say that Indian people believe in myths. Our Creation stories 
are based on truth. The version of Western history is a myth. When Columbus 
arrived on Turtle Island in 1492, these lands were not vacant. They were 
populated by Indigenous peoples. I've read estimates that indicate that in 1492 
there were between 8 and 112.5 million people living in North and South 
America. Either of these estimates mean that there were actually more people 
living in North and South America than were living in Europe at that same time. 

Speaking on the same theme, an elder in his late 50s noted: 

Prior to European arrival and colonization, there were already many nations 
inhabiting this continent with very distinct societies, cultures, languages, beliefs, 
and governance structures. This fact becomes the basis for dealings 
between the Crown and Aboriginal Peoples on a Nation- to -Nation level. 

Elders' responses to direct questions about pollution were always tied back to a larger 

narrative ofloss of Native lands, and the political, social and economic implications of 

this loss. As one elder in his 70s explained: 

Before the arrival of White people, we had our own social system and living 
patterns. These were based on the seasons and the migration of animals. We 
were a hunting people. We would travel in small groups, usually groups of 
relatives and families would stay together. We'd follow the migration routes 
and live off the land. In the summer, we'd all congregate again. Walpole Island 
was known as a meeting place for a very long time. There we'd reconnect with 
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each other, share whatever we had, conduct our ceremonies and rituals, bury our 
dead. We had a real sense of community and solidarity and a connection to the 
social and the natural world. We knew our place and our role and fulfilled the 
Creator's plan. This has been lost. We no longer live off the land. We no longer 
have the freedom to move as we like. The White man's rules have prevented us 
from asserting our Aboriginal rights. Our children and great-grandchildren are 
suffering because they never learned how to live as Anishinaabeg. They do not 
eat, talk, live or feel like the Anishinaabeg. They have lost touch with their spirit­
they are hollow. 

Another elder in her early 60s talked about the Western creation of borders and 

boundaries: 

Indian people don't draw lines in the sand. Neither do they put up fences to 
mark out their territory. The idea that someone can "own" land is not in our 
belief system. It is the Creator's and it is here to share among the four races 
(red, yellow, black and white) that he created. We did have a notion of being 
respectful when in other peoples' territory. Even today, if we got to hunt up 
north we ask for the First Nation's permission. But this is a give and take 
relationship. It's not that they own the land, but that that's where the Creator 
placed them to be, they are the people of that land and you need to respect that. 

One elder in his late 60s talked about the Western world's inability to comprehend Native 

peoples' connection to the land: 

When Justice Berger went to do his report for the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline, 
he found out that Native people have a deep and rich knowledge of the land. 
Where white people only see flat unmarked indistinct land, Native people have 
invisible mental maps of the world around them. They know every animal, every 
species' movement pattern, every ecosystem. Our knowledge is very tied to place. 
But white people don't know this or don't want to understand this. I remember 
hearing a story where they moved a whole Northern community. I don't 
remember if it was because of development or contamination. They moved them a 
couple hundred miles away, thinking, one place is as good as another. The white 
people who made the decision to move them only saw snow. Everything looked 
the same and was the same, to them. But this made a huge difference to the 
people. They didn't have the knowledge of the area. They weren't able to 
successfully hunt and the community really began to suffer. They had no 
knowledge of that place, that's why. 
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Another elder in his late 50s explained the importance of the land to the Anishinaabeg's 

physical, psychological and emotional well being: 

The environment sustains us both physically and spiritually. Even today, it is 
important economically and without it we wouldn't be able to survive ... we'd 
have nothing. Our natural environment has natural resources like wetlands, 
forests, prairies where we fish, hunt and harvest medicines. There are also places 
where we seek solitude and reflect. Where we can reconnect with our spiritual 
side. This is a fundamental aspect of who we are. 

One elder in her late 70s elaborated on the spiritual connection to the land: 

The land is sacred to us. It is full of spiritual entities and spiritual energy. There 
are sacred sites that provide us with a connection to the Creator and to the past and 
give our lives a roadmap for living the good life. The sites might be old burial 
places. These are sacred because it is where the bones of our ancestors lay. Other 
sites have certain stories attached to them. These stories serve as lessons for the 
past. Say, for example, there is a spot near the river that has a story of a young 
person who was doing something they weren't supposed to and they drowned. 
That spot becomes a living lesson for others. You take your child to that spot and 
tell them that lesson. They can carry that lesson and store it until the time comes 
when they consider doing something dangerous. The story will pop in their head 
and will hopefully change their behaviour. Just as we live off the land, we learn 
off the land: we learn how to honour and emulate our ancestors, how to be ethical, 
how to bring pride to our family and community; how to live in harmony with 
all the living things around us. These are lessons that you cannot get in the 
white man's schools or from the white man's books. This is our wisdom and our 
living knowledge. 

Loss of land is understood in material terms (economic loss from appropriated land, 

inability to fully exercise hunting and fishing rights and practice traditional economies), 

symbolically (inability to be self sufficient and to practice traditional forms of governance 

and social organization) and spiritually (loss of connection to nature, sacred sites and the 

healing power that comes from the symbiotic human-nature relationship). Elders often 

resisted responding to questions exclusively about pollution; their responses were always 

situated and qualified within a broader story or moral theme. Elders effectively 

contextualized, historicized and politicized each of their answers to my questions. In a 

way, the elders' were discursively practicing their own form of thick description. From 
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their perspective, my questions about pollution were 'thin' and disembodied-they weren't 

attached to a certain history or lived experience. Narrowly phrased, they did not 

accommodate a broader spectrum of experiences- they were not holistic. By speaking in 

this way, constantly re-framing and re-historicizing contemporary events, the elders 

resisted the narrow scientific and biomedical framing of a number of concepts: 

"environment" became problematic because it insinuated the physical environment as 

being divorced from human interaction, "perceived risk" in the scientific sense was 

understood as insinuating something "imaginary, or dwelling in one's head, and 

"chemophobia" in the narrow biomedical sense of irrational fear represented a "Western" 

construction that spoke only about pollution and nothing else. The elders' concerns were 

tied to very real historical events which dwelled not only in the past, but were seen as 

being repeated in a perpetual loop of social and political injustices. The elders' discourses 

were strategically used to draw my attention to the broader range of issues at play and the 

contemporary relevance of history to understanding the kinds of stresses experienced by 

Native people. 

Resonances With Residential School Discourses 

Narratives describing ecological loss and destruction shared the themes of loss of identity 

and culture that were the direct result of government assimilation policies. The support 

for assimilation policies proliferated in Government Indian Policy. In one of his political 

speeches, John A. McDonald asserts that the goal of the government is 

... to wean them [Native people] by slow degrees from their nomadic habits, 
which have almost become an instinct, and by slow degrees absorb them or settle 
them on the land. Meantime they must be fairly protected" (May 5, 1880). 

Of all the mechanisms for assimilation, the institution of residential schools bore some of 

the most detrimental impacts on Native peoples. The schools were established in order to 

remove Native children from their communities for the sole purpose of assimilating them 

into the ways of the dominant white Euro-Canadian society. A plethora of studies have 
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shed light on this dark legacy in Canadian history, bringing into full view the various 

abuses endured and traumas still carried by residential school survivors (Fournier and 

Grey 1997; Furniss 1992; Kelm 1998; Milloy 1999). 

When asked about environmental change, WIFN survivors brought the 

conversation back to the larger political context and expanded their response to include 

changes in the social environment by articulating how the effects of assimilation and the 

schools remain all too apparent today: 

The residential school experience has influenced survivors in different ways. 
In general, they exhibit extreme difficulties with authority. This translates into a 
higher crime rate and overrepresentation in the Justice System. They are generally 
less educated and experience higher rates of unemployment and poverty. 
Survivors also suffer from higher rates of alcohol and drug abuse and suicide 
when compared to the general population. Because they were taken away so 
young and never witnessed or experienced loving and functional family dynamics, 
they lack parenting skills and are emotionally distant and detached. 

In other words, the environment of the residential school is inseparably part of the 

Survivors' interpretive matrix of "environment" because it was a part of their history and 

thus, an important frame of reference for both past and contemporary processes and 

events. The evocation of alcohol and drugs (and their abuse as the result of this troubled 

history) in the survivors' responses to questions about pollution reaffirm the broader 

re-classification of alcohol and drugs within the category of pollution that is typically 

only assigned to industrial chemicals in biomedicine. 

When asked to name the most detrimental sources of environmental change, one 

survivor in his mid-60s reflected on the loss of home place and belonging and the loss of 

cultural heritage: 

You got back from residential school. You no longer knew your family. Didn't 
know your clans or family history. Didn't know your role or place. Didn't even 
know the island. A stranger in your own homeplace. A lot of kids went straight 
from residential school to the army and war, fighting in Korea and Vietnam. The 
generation after was the "scoop" generation that was taken off rez and adopted 
out. You got multiple generations with no sense of their roots or cultural heritage. 
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The disconnection from family, home and sense of 'homelessness' expressed by some 

survivors is the very issue talked about by Akii K we members who trace the roots of 

ecological destruction to the disconnection of the Anishinaabeg from the land. From this 

disconnection follows loss of land, culture and identity all which were precipitated and 

'made possible' by the removal of children from their communities and acculturating 

them in residential schools. 

There are striking parallels between the residential school narratives and the 

contaminants narratives. Both are defined by a commonality of experience and genre of 

testimony. The survivors' discourses expressed high levels of similarity and consistency 

in experience and the embodiment of trauma (mental health issues, depression, drug and 

alcohol abuse). The same could be said for the reporting of environmental issues: the 

discrete witnessings of change, (although emerging from diverse groups and conveying 

very specific details) were extremely consistent in terms of the types of changes 

identified, time periods and perceived effects on community and ecosystem health. 

Another similarity between the residential school discourses and environmental 

narratives was the description of the "burden of evidence". In the residential class action 

lawsuits, the onus lies with the victims to prove that they attended the schools, during the 

specified time periods, and to provide testimony to support and validate their experience. 

The process of environmental remediation similarly interrogates the victim to prove the 

existence of environmental pathology. In the case of both residential school trauma and 

environmental trauma the "wounds" are invisible to the naked eye and difficult to prove 

according to the accepted standards of evidence. In residential school abuse, the 

legitimacy of the claim is based on third party others determining whether the chain of 

evidence is present. In environmental pathology, the determination of trauma or 
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illness falls within the hands of experts and scientists, who themselves concede the 

difficulty of definitively proving a one-to-one positive correlation between disease and 

chemical exposure. Both processes challenge the victims' oral testimonies and implicitly 

ask them to "show us your trauma", "prove your wounds of abuse", "prove that you got 

sick from the water." In both cases, the traumas are silently endured by those affected, 

who are left to hope that their experiences pass the test of validity, rigor and legitimacy 

set by the authorities of medicine and law, and that their symptoms "add up". 

The processes of reconciliation and remediation are just as painful as the events 

themselves. I was present when the survivors viewed Prime Minister Stephen Harper's 

nationally televised Apology for Canada's Residential School Legacy in 2008. The event 

occurred during the same time as an environmental assessment for a local petrochemical 

company's proposed expansion. An elder in her early 70s, who attended a gathering to 

watch the Residential School Apology was also present at environmental assessment 

gathering. What is telling is that the elder voiced the same sentiments and employed the 

same genre of discourse at both occasions: 

We were taken from our families like the land was taken from us. We were abused 
in those institutions like the earth's been abused. They used our bodies and our 
labour like the White man takes from resources of the earth. We lost connection to 
each other and the earth itself. Our wounds are still raw and we cannot heal. Like 
the earth cannot heal with the poisons she is drowned in. 

Another theme that joins environmental concerns to residential school trauma is the 

issue of the stigma oflabeling. A number of elders related that they disliked the 

terminology used to label the health experiences of residential school survivors. As one 

elder in her late 60s noted: 

177 



PhD Thesis - C.V. Stephens McMaster -Anthropology 

I take issue with the term post-traumatic stress disorder. It's not because I deny that 
there were traumatic effects related to residential school experiences. There are and 
I'm the first admit that. What bothers me is that the term points attention to the 
sufferers and not to the perpetrators. It says look, there are these people, and they 
went through some trauma and now they can't get over it and it's devastating their 
lives. Well, yes, that's true. But is this where we want to point the world's 
attention? We have our cultural mechanisms to deal with our pain. What we want 
the world to know and learn from is the "system" that allowed this to happen in the 
first place. The study should be of what is wrong or "pathological" about the 
system. The label for that is cultural genocide but what is the label for all the civil 
servants that allowed this to happen? In my opinion, you can keep your label to 
yourself. That's not the real issue. 

Interestingly, the same kinds of sentiments emerged from discussions of environmental 

health labels and the environmental assessment process. An elder in her 70s articulated 

these feelings most clearly: 

I don't like the word chemophobia. I find it offensive. It makes it sound like there's 
something wrong with you. I always thought phobia meant something that's in your 
head? Pollution's not in our head, it's all around us. I don't like how the finger is 
always pointed at the Native. Like industry does this often. They hold 
environmental assessments not because they want to but because they have to, by 
law. And they get together these meetings and tell us they want to hear our 
opinions and then they get defensive and tell us we're irrational and uneducated. 
Well, we're not the ones that should be studied: by industry or researchers. The 
people who should be studied and put under the microscope are those who are 
causing all the problems. Why doesn't anyone ever sit them down to ask them who 
gave them the right to destroy the earth and poison the water? They're the ones that 
are crazy. 

Both residential school survivors and Walpole residents living with the fear of 

chemical exposure described a political ecology of environments. The residential school 

experiences were the loci of infectious diseases of tuberculosis and influenza that thrived 

in the dilapidated buildings of residential schools. Tales of sickness and death from these 

environments were often juxtaposed with stories of escape. As one elder in her late 60s 

commented: 
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There were several kids that ran away. I knew a lot of them lived off the animals 
they caught. We never felt at peace or as if we belonged locked up in those 
institutions. It wasn't until I returned to the island many years later that I 
recognized the real loss we experienced. Abuse, and sickness and hunger and 
loneliness aside, we lost out on being in our natural environment. We lost the joy of 
swimming in our rivers, of exploring our forests, of having that spiritual connection 
to the land we come from. There was a book I read, where an elder had told his 
story to a writer because he wanted to share his story. But then he burned the story 
because he needed to show the writer what he experienced. I think that that's the 
same thing as our experiences. We couldn't tell how our lives were altered, until we 
actually came back to our home community and saw what that difference was. It's 
hard to see it beneath the layers of troubles, but it's there. A life that is based on our 
values and traditions and living our way of life, in nature and with each other, as it 
was originally meant to be. 

Many survivors equated toxic poisoning from environmental degradation with diseases of 

the past. As one elder eloquently put it: 

Before it was TB and influenza killing us. Now it's pollution. Chemicals are the 
new smallpox blankets given to our people in the 21st century. 

One elder in his mid 60s identified the sedentary lifestyle and life away from the bush as 

a source of illness for Native children: 

We were sick cooped up in those buildings. We are 'Nishnaabes. We should have 
been out hunting with our fathers and uncles and learning things for our survival. 
Being in there- that place- that took away from the health of our bodies and the 
health of our spirits. 

In a subtle but profound way, the survivor narratives and the issues they addressed 

provided an important context for research on environmental health risks: one which 

broadened the definition of environment and the sources and impacts of cumulative, 

multiple stressors brought about by converging forms of structural violence. 

Loss of Sovereignty and Autonomy 

When asked to speak about environmental pollution, the theme of the loss of autonomy 

also emerged as a common narrative theme. One elder discussed the degree to which 
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Native people were controlled and surveilled within their own community: 

You couldn't leave the reserve without asking the Indian agent for permission. 
You'd need to tell him where you're going and why. It's liked you'd sign out and 
sign in. Imagine what it felt like needing to ask permission to move around on 
your own land? It took away our dignity. 

One elder in her late 60s talked about hearing stories from Native women who claimed 

that they were involuntarily sterilized by the government just because they were 

Native. One elder notes: 

I had a woman who was trying to trace her genealogy. Her mother had taken 
them to the States. She had denied that she was Indian to avoid being 
involuntarily sterilized. She's changed their names and dyed her kids' hair so they 
weren't recognized. Many Natives pretended they were Hispanic or other ethic 
groups not to be singled out. 

Several elders commented that community development did not get off the ground until 

the expulsion of the Indian agent in 1965: 

The Indian Agent did nothing to promote community development. This was 
in line with the overarching Government plan to keep us in a continual state 
of dependency in order to 'keep us under thumb'. When our First Nation kicked 
the Indian agent out and took over responsibility for our own affairs, our 
community bloomed in several areas. In development, programs, infrastructure, 
etc. But before that time, there was very little advancement. We had no autonomy 
and were stuck in a state of stagnancy. 

The community strives to break the cycle of dependency through the promotion of 

education and skills development, and cultural pride. Sovereignty is also a key issue in 

terms of self-determination and also environmental stewardship. As one elder in his mid 

50s noted, 

We can't be good stewards of the earth until our legal, cultural and spiritual 
relationship to land is acknowledged and respected. This can only happen when 
our sovereignty and Aboriginal title is recognized, until our land claims are 
settled, and until we are dealt with on a nation-to-nation basis. 

There are strong connections between ecological stewardship, cultural identity and 

spirituality. Unfortunately, social and cultural variables that are not easily quantifiable 
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or that do not resonate with Western cultural values are considered inconsequential or 

superfluous in environmental assessments, which is often why Western scientists and 

academics fail to see the 'larger picture' of environmental impacts. 

However, this important source of information is transmitted horizontally, among 

elders and members of their age cohort, and vertically to younger generations. The 

intergenerational transmission of knowledge is evident in the echoes of loss spoken by the 

children and grandchildren of elders. Although bearing no direct experience or memories 

of the previous generations' oppressive histories of residential school abuse, Indian 

Agents and blatant forms of racism, the emotional response to this history is no less 

powerful. The echo narrative shared by a young woman in her 20s was a clear example of 

this fact: 

The government says that it doesn't acknowledge intergeneration trauma. I think 
that's BS. They know it's there- by all the alcoholics and drug addicts and broken 
homes and dysfunctional people. But if they acknowledge it, they'll have to pay 
restitution. Well, I don't think there's any dollar figure that can make that mess 
any better. 

The comment resonates with the discourse of another participant in his 30s who voiced 

similar sentiments: 

Our families and communities are hurting. Those that were in residential school 
and lived through all that trauma, they still carry it with them. My grandfather 
used to say that it is unhealthy to live with pain and sorrow, you carry it like a 
heavy sack on your back and it robs you of your energy and vitality. Everyone 
talks about how great this country is for personal freedoms and human rights. But 
you never learn our history, that of the Indian people in the school books. The 
worst part of the intergenerational effects is that no one talks about them. Parents 
never told their kids directly about what happened to them, those kids grew up 
many times in hostile and difficult environments because their parents were 
damaged and hurting. Those generations that came after them continued to 
experience the effects of this history but were never really given the reasons. The 
suffering has been going on for so long that people can't tell the difference 
between what is normal and what is dysfunctional. How can they, when they 
haven't been exposed to anything different than they've always known? There's 
no other point of reference to compare their life experiences to. 
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Structural Violence 

Coined by Johan Galtung and by liberal theologians during the 1960s, the concept of 

structural violence describes social structures (economic, political, legal, religious 

and cultural) that impede individuals, groups, and societies from reaching their full 

potential (1969:57). Galtung's broad application of violence acknowledges the "avoidable 

impairment of fundamental human needs or the impairment of human life, which lowers 

the actual degree to which someone is able to meet their needs below that which would 

otherwise be possible" (1969:58). 

Disparate access to health care, economic resources, education, political power, 

and legal standing are all forms of structural violence (Gal tung 1969). Medical 

anthropologists have successfully used the concept of structural violence as a vehicle for 

navigating the political, economic and social underpinnings of poor health and human 

suffering. Physician/medical anthropologist Paul Farmer has used structural violence as 

an analytical tool for understanding the prominence and proliferation of certain diseases 

amongst the world's most impoverished and marginalized populations. His fieldwork in 

developing countries like Haiti and Rawanda has shed light on how diseases, such as 

tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS are linked to large-scale forces of racism, poverty, political 

violence and war (Farmer 1992; 1999; Farmer et al. 2006). At the institutional level, 

studies of structural violence have demonstrated how biomedicine itself has functioned as 

a domain within which structural inequalities are often perpetuated against the weakest 

and most vulnerable segments of society (Farmer 2003; Farmer et al. 2006). 

Structural violence is an important framework for interpreting the elegies and 

echoes of loss. All informants agreed that one cannot heal others or the earth before 
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healing oneself from the effects of past traumas. They consistently emphasized that 

successfully addressing and mediating environmental problems depends largely on the 

restoration of traditional cultural practices. Renewing spiritual beliefs, revitalizing the 

Ojibwe language, and embracing and honouring one's Native heritage and identity are 

viewed as important prerequisites for re-connecting with nature and re-establishing the 

fundamental practices needed to restore and sustain the integrity of Walpole Island's 

lands and waters. 

Environmental degradation, moreover, is viewed as a direct form of structural 

violence. Native scholar and environmental activist Winona LaDuke (1999) identifies 

eco-violence as another manifestation of colonization. From this perspective, 

environmental degradation (eco- trauma) is no different in scope or devastation than the 

historical traumas inflicted on Aboriginal peoples by the creation of the reserve system, 

the residential school system, and the loss of land and language that are the result of 

countless years of colonial oppression and assimilation policies (Stephens 2004; 2006). 

These imbricated histories are the common threads that weave together discourses of 

land, language, and self-government in Algonquian narratives (Darnell 2006; Darnell and 

Stephens 2007, 2007b; Stephens and Darnell 2008b). 

The view expressed by WIFN elders is that environmental degradation is a form 

of "chemical genocide" just as the residential school system was a form of "cultural 

genocide." The elders' discourses also revealed that ecological crises can actually amplify 

community members' stress by serving as a mnemonic trigger of past injustices and 

traumas. This was most lucidly expressed in the testimony of one elder: 

When I hear of a chemical spill, I am filled with mixed emotions. I'm filled 
with hurt for the earth that's being destroyed. But it also reminds me of all the 
things we've been through in our history. When the worry's there, it brings 
everything to the surface, the stress, the pain, the loss- the loss of our childhood, 
the loss of our culture and dignity, the loss of our land the loss of our youth to 
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drugs, and alcohol and violence. The memories rush back and my heart turns 
black, like the chemicals being dumped in the water. 

Within the elder's interpretive matrix, the Western term "psychosocial stress" fails to 

capture the Anishinaabeg view of the interconnections of the physical and social 

environments, the linkages between historical trauma and contemporary forms of 

structural violence and the legacy of these embodied histories. 

Discourses of Resistance 

Beyond describing the content of the WIFN toxic talk narratives, it was equally important 

to examine the instances and contexts within which these discourses are deployed. This 

led me to ask the question: "In addition to 'talking the toxic talk' how did WIFN residents 

'walk the toxic talk?' In the section that follows, I draw on a contemporary example of 

community activism to illustrate how the WIFN community mobilized toxic talk to 

resist the Western propensity for framing environmental risk according to the "thin 

description" (exclusively pollution-focused discourses) by scientists and industry and 

instead, advanced the "thick description" of structural violence as an interpretive 

framework for discussing environmental impacts and community experience. 

'Shell Shocked': The Proposed Shell Canada Refinery Expansion Project 

In 2008, the Shell Canada refinery in Sarnia, Ontario submitted an application to 

expand their facilities. As per Canadian environmental legislation, the industry had a duty 

to consult with the WIFN First Nation regarding their development plans, as the refinery 

is located in traditional Bkejwanong territory. An environmental assessment process 

followed. Various stakeholders (representatives of Shell, the federal and provincial 

government and WIFN) assembled to assess the expansion's potential effects on air, 
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water and sediments. The environmental assessment process was precedent setting, 

because it was the first time that a First Nation had been invited to the table to participate 

as equals, in the decision-making process. Dr. Dean Jacobs assumed the role of 

community representative and the First Nation hired a consulting firm to conduct an 

independent assessment of the proposed expansion. 

A Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) Study spearheaded by the First Nation 

assessed possible impacts on WIFN natural resources (fish, wild game, plants and 

medicines) and cultural heritage (spiritually and historically significant sites) (see Lytwyn 

and Telford 2008). The Shell team fulfilled their "duty to consult" by conducting a series 

of community presentations and information sessions. 

A defining moment of the assessment process was when the women's 

environmental group, Akii K we was asked to organize one of the community meetings. 

Rather than replicate the Shell model of consultation (which consisted of posters and 

powerpoint presentations, and which was devoid of opportunities for a coordinated 

question and answer period) the women organized a feast and talking circle that was held 

in the gymnasium of the community's elementary school. The gathering was a powerful 

event that clearly illustrated the ways in which the WIFN community deployed its unique 

brand of toxic talk. The meeting was structured according to Anishinaabeg protocol. The 

women began with an opening ceremony at which time they described their role as 

keepers of the water. After explaining the talking circle protocols, a talking stick made its 

way around the packed gymnasium. The talking circle last until 1 :30 AM; everyone 

present was granted the opportunity to speak. 
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Individuals that I had interviewed attended the session, many sharing publicly the 

same discourses they had shared with me. I recognized the generic discourses of health, 

ecosystem health, water and food safety, spills communication and WIFN environmental 

philosophy and praxis. Also present were the nuanced narratives of the new mothers, 

Akii Kwe, fishers and hunters, elders and Heritage Centre researchers. Putting it all into 

context were the elegies and echoes of loss that framed almost every story shared. 

WIFN's thin and the thick descriptions converged at what can be described as the 

narrative nexus of toxic geography (thin description of chemical effects on natural 

environments) and toxic history (thick description of trauma endured through changes in 

social environments, e.g. residential school era). Together, these varied discourses 

constituted the scope and breadth of WIFN' s toxic talk. 

What was most interesting however, were the dynamic exchanges that took place 

between the two interpretive communities of Shell and WIFN. The former focused 

exclusively on thin description: content-rich discourses of chemicals (surface 

phenomena) that framed the environment as 'physical' and damages as those that are 

quantifiable; the latter focused more heavily on thick description: context rich discourses 

of structural violence that reframed environmental issues as part of the larger processes of 

colonization, oppression and social injustice. The WIFN discourses also situated the 

discussion of risk within a culturally informed framework that conformed to 

Anishinaabeg values and worldview. 

The stories shared in the talking circle were infused with the same stories 

of loss of land, loss of culture, loss of language, loss of sovereignty, loss of autonomy 
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that were conveyed to me in the interviews through the elegies and echoes of loss. With 

every story shared, the WIFN residents resisted molding or conforming their toxic talk to 

Shell's narrow, Western framework of risk. The discourses exemplified the cultural 

miscommunication that comes from the collision of different interpretive communities 

and accompanying clash of divergent values and knowledge systems. Although members 

of both sides were engaged in conversation, the meeting was far from dialogic. There was 

no points of convergence to form a communicative bridge between the different 

interpretive communities. Instead of being engaged in dialogue, the two sides were 

engaged in two separate monologues, like two parallel lines that never meet. By 

juxtaposing the contesting WIFN and Shell discourses, I summarize some of the themes 

that best demonstrated the community's operationalization of toxic talk. 

Water monitoring and scientific technical reports: Shell representatives wanted to 

talk about the details of their technical reports and issues specific to pollution. The 

industry touted their 'state of the art' water monitoring and filtering system and spill 

contingency plans in order to reassure WIFN residents that the company was dutifully 

complying with federal legislation regarding duty to consult and environmental laws. 

WIFN toxic talk represented counter-narratives that reiterated the community's position 

of "zero discharge", as well as the community's unique environmental philosophy 

regarding its responsibility toward the preservation of its rare and endangered species 

and ecosystems. 

Forms of evidence: The Shell representatives were armed with massive tomes of 

scientific data that measured impact on a variety of fronts: air and water quality, noise 
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pollution, ecological impacts, etc. The community dismissed the information because it 

was inaccessible (there was no plain language summary of data); it was deemed 

irrelevant because of the community's lack of faith and trust in both industry (to act 

ethically) and the Canadian Government (to enforce legislation and properly regulate 

industry). The scientific data did not impress many community members, as most people 

relied on their own experiential knowledge and cumulative observations of change that 

were neither reflected in the conventional risk assessment model being employed nor 

"taken seriously" by industry representatives. The issue of different types of evidence 

(expert versus lay knowledges) added to existing tensions. 

Effects of spills on the environment: Shell representatives were eager to advance 

the idea that very little environmental damage would be caused by the expansion. Their 

conversations focused solely on output measurements exclusive to their industry. 

Conversely, WIFN re-situated the discussion according to a deeper historical 

framework, emphasizing the cumulative effects of decades of spills into the St. Clair 

River and the fact that all industries are responsible for environmental damage, given the 

fact that most of industries (at one time or another, through instances of controlled or 

accidental spills) have been guilty of posing a threat to humans and ecosystem health. 

Proposed land appropriation: Shell explained that they had gone through all the 

appropriate governmental, administrative and legal procedures for the proposed 

expansion and that they had secured all of the necessary permissions to proceed. They 

had approached landowners in the proposed expansion area and offered to purchase their 

homes at fair market value. WIFN reminded Shell that they had neither approached nor 
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consulted WIFN prior to their application. They also reminded them that the proposed 

refinery fell within the jurisdiction ofBkejwanong territory and that the First Nation had 

several active land claims moving through the court system. In order to engage in 

discussions about rightful ownership, the company would need to wait until after the 

WIFN land claims were settled. 

WIFN 'stakeholder' designation: During the proceedings, Shell referred to all parties as 

equal stakeholders. This upset WIFN who asserted that they are not a stakeholder but a 

nation and that they wanted future interactions to follow a nation-to-nation model. 

The 'duty to consult': Shell asserted that they were practicing good corporate citizenship 

and abiding by the duty to consult legislation. WIFN reminded them that WIFN had never 

ceded their land or water rights (or rights to the lake bed) and that by threatening the 

integrity of their lands and water through chemical contamination, Shell was also 

threatening their natural resources (fish and wildlife), thereby infringing on their 

Aboriginal Rights to hunt, fish and use their natural resources for sustenance. 

Assessment of effects on local plants, fish and wildlife: Shell claimed that they had 

completed an environmental impact study assessing potential negative effects on the 

native plants and animals species in the area of the proposed site (Bickford Woods), and 

that they had found "no cause for concern." After being questioned by WIFN 

representatives and consultants it was discovered that the Shell study was based on 

computer modeled projections and that no actual "on the ground" scientific inventory had 

been completed. 

As the woods occupying the land of the proposed expansion represented an important 
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hunting and harvesting area, the community demanded a halt to the project because it 

posed a real threat to the local plants and wildlife and thus by extension, infringed on 

Native hunting and gathering rights. Akii Kwe held a water ceremony at Seeger Park to 

protest the expansion. As a part of this protest they planted butternut trees (an endangered 

native species) as a symbol of their advocacy work and also to remind people that the area 

is one where rare species and medicines grow and are harvested. 

Separation of human health and ecosystem health: Shell asserted that they had 

looked into the human health effects that may be associated with the project. WIFN' s 

consultant found that no such study had been completed. Again, Shell's projections were 

based upon computer generated models. Shell subscribed to the conventional Western 

model of envisioning human health as separate from ecosystem health and the health of 

animal and plant species. WIFN advanced their worldview which recognizes the 

interrelatedness of all living things. This belief was enacted discursively during the 

talking circle when specific individuals were chosen to speak on behalf of the plants, 

animals and the community's unborn children. 

Economic growth: Shell emphasized that the expansion would create economic 

growth in the region and that the plant would provide jobs to community members. WIFN 

had (informally) conducted their researched of the numbers of Native workers employed 

at Shell and other Chemical Valley industries. They found that only a very small percent 

of refinery employees are Native. They also brought attention to the fact that very few 

First Nations people are able to complete the specialized training required to secure 

This kind of employment. Community members used this issue as a springboard to 
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discuss the structural barriers (poverty, social conditions) that have prevented Native 

youth from attaining postsecondary degrees. Elders spoke about the educational 

paradigms that do not recognize Native ways of learning. Many spoke of the residential 

school legacy and how this pedagogical experience and other forms of racism and 

discrimination had shaped Native peoples' relationships with institutions of higher 

learning. 

The 'confounding variables' of health assessment: In response to the health concerns 

of residents, one Shell representative talked about the lack of evidence for the association 

between chemical exposure and human health. WIFN members responded with the 

evidence the community itself has accrued through lay epidemiology, experiential 

knowledge, traditional ecological knowledge and Western science. When one Shell 

representative tried to dismiss health issues as arising from other confounding variables, 

WIFN members engaged in discussions of how negative racial stereotypes of 

'smoking and drunken Indian' are used by government political bodies and health 

agencies as a form of environmental discrimination to dismiss legitimate environmental 

concerns. 

The issue of 'good corporate citizenship': Shell representatives attempted to project the 

image of Shell as a good corporate citizen that cares about the environment, and that 

engages in ethical environmental practices. Upon the request of the community, WIFN' s 

consultant found evidence of Shell's poor corporate practices, blatant disregard for the 

environment and human lives and poor environmental track records in their factories 

abroad. Like Akii Kwe, the First Nation looked beyond the local realities to frame the 
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issue of water quality at the wider, global level. 

"Trust-us" rhetoric: Shell attempted to convince WIFN that every partnership requires a 

relationship that is built on trust and good faith. WIFN reminded the representatives that 

Indigenous people had put their faith in such relationships before and that there was a 

legacy of broken promises and acts of bad faith that had been exercised by both the 

government and by industry when it came to dealing fairly with Native peoples. Given 

the unequal non-Native/ Native power relationship, WIFN residents implicitly asserted 

that trust would need to be earned through deeds and not words. 

Economics-only framework: Shell tried to reiterate that the refinery was not a social 

or political issue but strictly an economic venture. WIFN continued to re-frame the 

discourses within a wider political framework. Community members pointed to internet 

biogs and newspaper clippings that revealed verbalized, racist attacks leveled against 

Walpole Island for protesting the expansion. They also talked about ecological 

degradation in the context of the structural violence of environmental racism. WIFN 

framed the argument within a larger political struggle for environmental and Native 

justice. They spoke of the struggles of the Kitchenuhmaykoosib Inninuwugcki (KI) First 

Nation, a Northemwestem Ontario Native community whose Band Councilors had 

recently been imprisoned for opposing mining company operations in their traditional 

territory. WIFN political representatives explained how the WIFN Chief and Councilors 

had traveled to the community in a show of solidarity to lend their support to their causes. 

Another opportunity to politicize the expansion project came with the visit of a high 

profile Native political representative. The environmental assessment process coincided 
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with a visit by Phil Fontaine, Grand Chief of the Assembly of First Nations, who was 

attending an event at Wallaceburg High School to witness the dedication of a memorial 

display to Burton Jacobs, a former Walpole Island Chief and strong political figure who 

was responsible for the expulsion of the community's Indian agent in the 1960s. WIFN 

took advantage ofthis opportunity to secure the National Chiefs support in their struggle 

for environmental justice against Shell and discursively reiterated WIFN' s role as trail 

blazer and political leader in the area of Indigenous self-government. The women of Akii 

Kwe took up the campaign of politicizing the issue further, by following up with a letter 

writing campaign to the federal government requesting an independent environmental 

assessment that would have more adequate Indigenous representation. 

Measuring gains versus-losses: Shell's discourses promoted the rhetoric of the many 

gains that would be accrued through the development of the area and injection of 

revenue into the region. The capitalistic enterprise, modernism and everything that went 

with the project were glorified. Contrastingly, WIFN spoke of losses already endured: 

those of land, language, culture and identity all of which were similarly framed in the 

paternalistic government assimilation discourses as occurring "in the best interest of 

Natives" and "development in the name of progress." 

Short-term versus long-term impacts: Shell's projections adopted a very short outlook 

into the future. In contrast, WIFN members discussed the cultural teaching of seven 

generations and how any decision made needed to be considered carefully because of its 

potential effects on future generations. Residents also used the sharing circle as an 

opportunity to educate Shell representatives on fundamental Ojibwe teachings, 
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including the circle of life, the seven grandfather teachings, the interrelatedness of all 

living things and the importance of balance and hannony to ecosystem and human health 

and well-being. 

The WIFN narratives that emerged during the environmental assessment process 

revealed a highly organized series of attacks on several fronts (health, environmental, 

social, legal and political). In short, their discourses of resistance were rich with thick 

description. In this way, peoples' toxic talk revealed not only the community's 

environmental fears, but the very sophisticated modes and methods of agency and 

environmental activism practiced by the community as a whole. 

The Shell expansion plan was ultimately abandoned. Although the company 

cited the economic downturn as the reason for not moving forward with the project, 

many people felt that it was largely due to the pressure placed on the company by 

WIFN during the environmental assessment process. The environmental discourses 

that were exchanged revealed the community's employment of a very sophisticated 

set of strategies in asserting Native rights in the domains of hunting, harvesting and 

environmental stewardship. The event also brought into high relief the ways in which the 

community was able to mobilize their discourses to play upon and take advantage of the 

existing fissures and fault lines of different ministerial regulatory practices, as they 

pertain to environmental stewardship and the mediation of risk. Basically the community 

(and their consultants) "fought" the proposed expansion on the community's own terms 

by putting their unique brand of toxic talk into action. 
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From Survival to Survivance 

The ultimate form of resistance to the oppression of those who dominate, in 

whatever form it takes, is to survive (Vizenor 1998). Survivance in the form of Native 

survivance is more than survival, more than endurance; it is an act of presence. Gerald 

Vizenor's unique articulation of survivance (1998; 2009) is a response to the freezing of 

Aboriginal people in the myths and discourses of the western mind as "indian": a Western 

construction that is a simulation of many diverse cultures and stereotypes rolled into one 

that rob Native agency and efface Native identity. Words are all powerful in 

Anishinaabeg tradition. Vizenor uses the trickster as a form of survivance in his literary 

text. In the context of the Shell assessment process, the community employed their toxic 

talk to resist Western paradigms of risk and also to expand the interpretive matrix so that 

it is truer to the Anishinaabeg experience-that is, heavily historicized, politicized and 

understood within a larger culturally coded framework of structural violence. The 

narratives of resistance discursively move the participants (WIFN) from passive object to 

active subject, from survivorship to survivance. Toxic talk uses the power of words to 

help WIFN break free from the tokenism that often permeates bureaucratic junctures, like 

environmental assessment processes. Equally important, the WIFN community uses 

environmental discourses as an entry point for 'opening out' and making relevant to a 

non-Native audience the multiple issues that are intimately intertwined with 

environmental health threats affecting Native communities. 

Deconstructing the various layers of discourses is critical at both the 

level of theory and praxis. The analysis of discourses at the level of thick description 

demonstrates the inefficacy of Western scientific paradigms and presents a more viable, 
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and accommodating alternative interpretive matrix for risk analysis. It also provides a 

context for understanding the intricate processes that underlie the communication of risk 

at the microcosmic level of community. The Shell project serves as an exemplar of the 

different communicative strategies employed by diverse interpretive communities. It also 

illuminates the primacy of the oral tradition as a powerful vehicle that continues to be 

utilized by Indigenous people in pursuit of attaining social and environmental justice. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Discussion and Summary 

Chapter Overview 

In this final chapter, I present the findings of the semiotic critique of the terms 

chemophobia and risk perception. These terms are problematic due to theoretical, 

methodological and ethical considerations. The Western assumptions that are built into 

these terms make them inappropriate descriptors and frameworks for understanding 

Anishinaabeg experiences. The critique provides the rational for advancing toxic talk as 

an alternative matrix for studying risk. I present several points that support the didactic 

significance and advantages of adopting a toxic talk model. I go on to discuss prospective 

recommendations for research directions, many of which have a practical application to 

the WIFN community. I conclude the chapter with some closing remarks. 

Critiquing 'Chemophobia' and 'Risk Perception' 

The power of words to alter reality is a cross-cultural phenomenon that permeates almost 

every dimension of social life. Those who wield the power to name also have the capacity 

to shape perceptions and by extension, influence human thoughts, behaviours and actions. 

Medical language exemplifies the act of naming and claiming that which it 

defines. The implications of this process resonate in both public and private domains. 

The history and evolution of medicine as both a science and profession is as much a 

product of medical terminology as it is of scientific advances. The act of naming 

pathogens has shaped ideas about disease transmission and informed explanatory models 

197 



PhD Thesis - C.V. Stephens McMaster - Anthropology 

of pathogenesis and etiology (Anderton et al. 2004, Arnold 1988; Cunningham and 

French 1990; Dirckx 1983; MacLeod and Lewis 1988; McConchie 1997; Wain 1958). 

Identifying and classifying diseases and causes-of-death transformed the documentation 

of disease and how health patterns would ultimately be studied and interpreted. The early 

"periodic tables" of disease, known as medical nosologies, formed the proverbial 

backbone of the medical sciences and related disciplines (Bowker and Star 1999; Martin 

1990). The formalization of this classificatory structures drew lines around broad fields of 

knowledge, creating standards of expertise by legitimizing some forms of knowledge 

while undermining others (through the separating out of specialists from laypeople). This 

ultimately enabled the transformation of the art of healing into an exclusionary science 

accessible to only a select few (Foucault 1973). "Medical-ese" indexes the power and 

status differences between patient and practitioner and contributes to the mystification of 

Western medicine. 

Like their biomedical predecessors, the "linguistic artifacts" that form the 

vocabulary of environmental health research are similarly built upon a politicized basis 

and are encoded with their own set of values, symbols and connotations. The critique of 

Western environmental terminology that follows is based on what I heard from WIFN 

interviewees in private interviews and what I witnessed as "toxic talk" in action in their 

public discourses of resistance. 

The fear associated with environmental concerns is labeled chemophobia ,literally 

translated as "a fear of chemicals". Scientists commonly alter this literal translation so 
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that it is imbued with the more value-loaded connotation of "an irrational fear of 

chemicals." The categorization of "chemophobia" as a psychological symptom is 

ambiguous. Research studies have described the condition as a full-blown psychological 

phobia, despite the fact that authoritative clinical sources such as the Oxford Dictionary of 

Psychology (Colman 2006) and the National Institute of Health (2009) do not recognize 

chemophobia as a specific phobia or a psychological condition. Although the medical and 

psychological literature are rife with studies on the psychosocial effects of perceived risk, 

there is no clear consensus on whether there exists a suite of symptoms that can 

distinguish chemophobia from other forms of anxiety or stress. Consequently, 

chemophobia has been used rhetorically as a short-hand for "knee jerk" responses to 

environmental issues by non-experts. Recently, chemophobia has taken on a new set of 

meanings in academia where it has been used to describe student anxieties about learning 

chemistry. What is shared in common by both definitions is their use as linguistic markers 

of "laypeople' s" unenlightened and dubious relationship with "scientific knowledge"; the 

former representing a fear stemming from the perceived 'lack of knowledge' of 

laypeople, the latter indexing a fear of the process of acquiring this specialized knowledge 

by academic neophytes. Both definitions allude to the production and dissemination of 

knowledge; specifically; the accessibility or inaccessibility of certain forms of 

institutionalized knowledge. At the heart of chemophobia then is the contested dichotomy 

of expert versus lay or "uninstitutionalized" knowledge. 

The lack of rigor in the use of chemophobia, its value loaded connotations and 

narrow interpretive framework came into full view during the course of my fieldwork. 
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The Walpole Island interviews revealed that environmental health concerns are embedded 

in local discourses and embodied by individuals in very distinct ways. The diversity of 

participant experiences conveyed through the heterogeneity of community narratives that 

I identify as ''toxic talk" shed light on the limitations of chemophobia as a "one size fits 

all" descriptor of environmentally-orientated subjectivities. Further analysis has revealed 

that the problem of risk communication is rooted in the epistemological and ontological 

foundations of risk terminology. In the next section, I isolate and identify some of the 

Western philosophical underpinnings that inform the assumptions and value judgments 

conveyed by the terms "chemophobia" and (to a lesser degree) the more loosely 

referential term "risk perception". As part of this epistemological exercise, I illuminate 

how these aspects are projected onto the subjectivities and "embodied experiences" of 

populations-at-risk. 

Western metaphysics and ontologies 

In conventional epidemiological research, the concept of risk emerges from a biomedical 

paradigm that draws heavily on Cartesian-Newtonian ontological assumptions. What 

Jacques Derrida (1967) calls the 'metaphysics of presence' structures much of Western 

philosophical thinking, which makes distinctions and formulates assumptions based on 

a logic of hierarchical, mutually exclusive oppositions that manifest as dichotomous pairs. 

The dualities of subject/object, culture/nature, individuaVcollective are common examples 

of dividing the world up in this way. 
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Cartesian ndnd-body dualism 

Cartesian mind/body dualism is embedded in chemophobia creating a clear distinction 

between matters of the mind and matters of the body. Risk perception refers to the 

awareness and interpretation of risk isolated to the domain of cognitive processes and is 

distinguished from environmental pathology, which describes observable evidence of 

physiological trauma. In Western metaphysics, the mind is conventionally privileged in 

relation to the body. This duality is reverse in the case of chemophobia, where risk 

perceptions are framed and understood as a biomedical shorthand for irrational worries or 

fears that are considered as less pressing concerns than the more tangible and quantifiable 

physiological impacts of environmental contamination. 

Dichotomy of "real" versus "imagined" risks 

The dichotomy of perceived or 'imagined' risk versus 'real' risks denotes a hierarchy of 

risks coded with different levels of validity and legitimacy. This distinction often 

undermines the acceptance and recognition of psychosocial stress as a legitimate and 

serious consequence of environmental threats, despite the plethora of evidence that 

substantiates the physiological impacts of these kinds of phenomena. Classifying 

environmental concerns under the nebulous category of "risk perception" is a political 

maneuver that invalidates and dismisses environmental health concerns by "re-framing" 

such issues as "dwelling in the heads" of patients, rather than as cognitive schemata that 

index "real dangers in the real world" that warrant serious study. 
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Lack of standardized environmental risk perception survey tools 

In the context of scientific inquiry, legitimizing and validating the psychological effects 

of chemophobia necessitates quantifying these outcomes. Despite the proliferation of risk 

perceptions surveys, there has yet to be devised a standardized measuring tool for 

measuring psychosocial stress that is tied exclusively to environmental fears. Neither has 

an effective method been developed for 'parsing out' stress that is caused by 

environmental concerns as opposed to stress associated with other sociocultural variables. 

Biomarkers, such as cortisol, have been used to measure population stress levels, 

however, this type of analysis is plagued by the same methodological issues that 

confound the interpretation of stress survey data (e.g. pinpointing the stress source). Even 

if cortisol testing were used as a potential biomarker of chemophobia, control samples are 

derived from "North American populations", which means that there is very little 

research on standards of reference for culturally diverse groups, such as Aboriginal 

populations, thereby further confounding the capacity to extrapolate accurate and 

sensitive analyses of cross-cultural stress data. 

The trouble with the designation of ''phobia" 

There are two problems that emerge out of the "phobia" designation of chemophobia. The 

first is that the "fear factor" insinuates an affective (emotional) rather than a reason-based 

or rational response. As a type of affect, the study of chemophobia and its various 

manifestations fall outside of the domain of science and its pursuit of "hard facts and 

answers" which in tum, precludes rigorous, concurrent scientific investigation of the risk 

in question. Again, this reorientation can be seen as a form of diversion from the real 
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issue at stake. There is an inherent paradox in the nature of diversion itself. The antidote 

to fear is knowledge. A logical response on the part of the research community would 

thereby entail a commitment to providing a solid research base to either affirm or 

discount lingering doubts. In contrast, labeling an environmental concern as a phobia and 

directing attention to the affective response rather than the source of the fear itself is 

futile. Neither does it serves the higher purpose of scientific advancement nor does it 

allay people's existing anxiety. 

The "irrational" paradox 

There are two more paradoxes that problematize risk perception research. Chemophobia 

refers to an "irrational response", that is, an inability to reason. The question is: is 

'irrational response" a proper description for subjective responses in cases where there is 

sufficient evidence of environmental degradation, as is the case at Walpole Island and 

surrounding St. Clair region? Given good reason and evidence, could one not argue that 

one would be reacting "irrationally" if they were not concerned of environmental risk, 

given the region's environmental history? Within this context, and by extension, does the 

very term chemophobia itself then, not seem as an unjustifiable, and even "irrational" 

descriptor of human thoughts and behaviours? 

"The observer effect" paradox 

There is often the assumption that the "diagnosis" or designation and study of 

"chemophobia" has the capacity to attenuate fear and stress associated with 

environmental issues. When the study of the perception of risk is accompanied with 

toxicological studies, and those end up verifying the severity of the source concern, the 
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risk perception research does very little to attenuate stress, aside from providing the cold 

comfort that the initial fear spurring the chemophobia was justified. Conversely, if 

scientific tests reveal no real threat, the stress of the study population is still likely to be 

amplified. In the case of perceived environmental health pathology, the debunking of one 

hypothesized source of illness will lead the sufferer to begin looking for another cause­

embarking on a new quest for answers is equally stressful. There is another stress source 

that is present- that of the "observer effect." Although this phenomenon has been 

identified in the context of other psychological studies (e.g. the Hawthorn effect on 

worker productivity, the "white coat" effect on patient blood pressure) it remains 

unexamined in the context of risk perception. The process of being studied and observed 

can evoke its own negative reaction. I witnessed this first-hand at Walpole Island in my 

capacity as medical anthropologist. Despite the research team's attempts to reassure that 

the risk perception survey and blood and hair testing were primarily for the purpose of 

creating a baseline of data and that the study in no way assumed or reflected the existence 

of serious environmental problems as they related to community health, people's fears 

continue to be amplified by the research itself, for the population reasoned that a study of 

this nature and magnitude would never have been initiated in the first place had there not 

already been strong evidence that there was a serious "looming threat" that jeopardized 

community health. 

Scientific knowledge versus other knowledge systems 

As a construct emerging from the biomedical and natural sciences, chemophobia is part of 

a larger knowledge system that values academic knowledges. The narrow academic 
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definition of knowledge precludes the incorporation of other forms of knowing, such as 

those that come from local or experiential knowledge (like lay epidemiology) and specific 

forms of local knowledge that come from long-term interaction with the land and 

ecosystems, as is the case with Traditional Ecological Knowledges. As evidenced by the 

WIFN narratives, community TEK has brought forth many innovative insights in the 

areas of environmental change, biodiversity and sustainable development. These 

knowledges have sown the seeds for important scientific research, introduced novel 

findings on cumulative environmental change and species populations unbeknownst to 

the scientific community and enriched existing scientific methods and approaches. 

Objective versus subjective evidence 

Chemophobia draws clear distinctions between the objective and the subjective. 

Quantifiable scientific evidence of ecological degradation and environmental illness are 

privileged over subjective assessments of risk and trauma that are shared anecdotally 

through personal stories. Chemophobia reinforces the dichotomy of individual versus 

collective. The individual body becomes the standard of reference and the 

conventionalized and accepted "unit of measure" for health outcomes. It also focuses on 

individual cognitive processes, experience and knowledge (largely considered in 

isolation). This stands in stark contrast to the Anishinaabeg acceptance of diversity and 

propensity toward integrative knowledges or standpoints, a point that I will elaborate on 

in greater detail in the section of toxic talk. 
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Narrow and exclusionary definition 

Chemophobia is narrow and exclusionary, primarily as a descriptor of fears associated 

with man-made (usually industrial and agricultural) chemicals. By default, it fails to 

capture or index other equally destructive environmental dangers. At Walpole Island, 

invasive species, floral and faunal species endangerment and depopulation due to 

changing land use patterns, unsustainable development and global environmental crises, 

such as climate change, are viewed as being equally dangerous as the agricultural run off 

and industrial pollutants that compromise the integrity of the land, water and air. 

In a similar vein, chemophobia draws a distinction between nature and culture by 

adopting Western criteria for identifying and categorizing toxic substances. The term is 

used exclusively to describe fears associated with the effects of exposure to industrial 

chemicals. As my research has revealed, alcohol and drugs are also considered forms of 

environmental toxins. As one elder astutely noted, "alcohol is a chemical because if it 

wasn't, they wouldn't say that you were intoxicated when you got drunk." Both industrial 

contaminants and controlled substances are viewed by WIFN residents as being toxic and 

as emerging from the same colonial history. Both are toxins that emerged after contact 

(e.g. alcohol used in trade and industrial manufacturing occurring after land appropriation 

and development); both toxins thus literally and symbolically are viewed as "foreign 

intrusions" coming in from the outside via non-Native actors (White colonizers) and sites 

(factories). Both cause irreparable damage to the victim and have the potential for 

negative intergenerational effects. 
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Anthropocentrism 

Risk perception in general and chemophobia in particular speak only to human 

experience; they are inherently anthropocentric, focusing on human health concerns to the 

exclusion of other beings. This construct is diametrically opposed to the Anishinaabe 

worldview that recognizes the interconnectedness of all living things, a belief poignantly 

expressed by the phrase kina enwemgig "all my relations" when referring to both plant 

and animal life. The very notion of perception, the process by which individuals attain 

awareness of the outside world conforms to a Western philosophical preoccupation with 

cognitive processes to the exclusion of information derived from different sensory 

modalities. Embodied knowledge and the complex layering of sensory information is 

crucial for understanding the lived experiences of Aboriginal peoples. For example, Hugh 

Brody's Maps and Dreams: Indians and the British Columbian Frontier (1981) 

eloquently documents the diverse sensory capacities, memories, layered experiential 

terrains, phenomenal and epiphenomena} variables and forms of tacit knowledge that 

inform the practices of Native hunters. The embodied, sensory knowledge retained by 

those who live off the land was articulated in a comment made by a WIFN hunter, who 

noted that being a successful hunter depends on "a constant awareness of one's 

surroundings, being in tune and in synch with the rhythms and ebb and flow of nature, 

processing different information on weather, direction, scent and physical evidence like 

tracks simultaneously and having the ability for both stillness and great speed." 
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Ignores population variation 

Conventional risk perception studies fail to identify population differences. Results are 

presented in aggregate form, glossing over the heterogeneity and variability of risk 

perspectives that provide valuable insights into the factors and forces that determine 

individual variability. By generalizing subject responses and masking differences between 

subjects constituting the study population, chemophobia perpetuates the construct of 

"community" (with a capital "C") as a monolithic, unchanging homogenous entity. The 

research from this study has consistently shown that there are several communities within 

communities, many of which overlap, yet all of which share distinctive standpoints, 

socially situated and experientially defined views and concerns. 

Negative connotations based on synonymy 

The term chemophobia was disliked by WIFN community members because it sounded 

too much like chemotherapy which in tum, evokes negative feelings associated with 

cancer. Many community members believe that the community suffers from 

disproportionately high cancer rates that are the result of exposure to environmental 

contaminants. Despite the lack of clinical/scientific evidence to support or refute this 

claim, use of the term chemophobia appears to amplify this very palpable community 

fear. 

The major issue: failure to contextualize 

Chemophobia refers to a state of reality that is essentially ahistorical and 

decontextualized. It assumes that irrational fears emerge among laypeople simply due to a 

lack of relevant or sufficient knowledge. This assumption is based on the privileging of 
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certain knowledges and social standing. As the WIFN interviews have clearly illustrated, 

people have a great deal of knowledge about the environmental issues in their region 

despite not being formally schooled in environmental health issues. Although the 

mediatization of health information has contributed to people's knowledge base, the 

majority of people's understandings derive from their observations and interactions with 

the land, and personal environmental experiences. Another source of important 

information is the data gained and accumulated merely by living through a variety of 

documented ecological crises (e.g. chemical spills). Because chemophobia excludes 

knowledge derived from these two sources, it leaves us with a poorer interpretive 

framework for understanding the factors and processes that influence community risk 

perceptions. 

Chemophobia indexes people's concerns about one specific issue (chemical 

exposure). These technical concerns can be extrapolated as commentary on the larger 

issue of environmental policies, regulation and sustainability within a broader social and 

environmental justice framework. Yet because these arguments are contained to a 

Western constructs of "chemical", "risk" and "environment", they do not contextualize 

these events within a larger socio-political matrix, thereby obscuring the relationship and 

connections between the structural violence that underpin both environmental crises and 

other forms of social and political injustices. The fact that WIFN residents wove 

narratives of environmental injustice and other social and political injustices perpetrated 

against Native peoples together, illustrated their attention to processes and not end results 

or "eventualities". Like the reserve system, Indian Act, land appropriation, residential 
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school legacy and outlawing of Aboriginal language, culture and spiritual practices, 

pollution or "chemical genocide" (as it was referred to by one WIFN resident) 1s seen as 

but one manifestation in a long history of colonial oppression and assimilation. The 

discourses of WIFN residents reveal that there is a strong connection between the healing 

of the earth and the healing of the Anishinaabeg people. The path to addressing and 

healing from ecocide and ecotrauma depends on the concurrent healing from historical 

injustice and trauma. Many people voiced that improving the health of Walpole Island's 

ecosystems and inhabitants depends largely on reconciling past trauma, reclaiming one's 

cultural identity through the restoration of traditional spiritual beliefs and cultural 

practices, the revitalization of the Ojibwe language (Anishinaabemwin) and gaining 

political control over Bkejwanong's traditional territories. This fact alone addresses the 

need to broaden the definition of "environment" so that in addition to the natural 

environment, it includes the social, political, and cultural environments. In this way, 

environmental health encapsulates/indexes not only health effects resulting from toxic 

exposure, but also the mental, spiritual and physical sufferings brought about by specific 

processes and events in the history of Native and non-Native power relations. The 

Walpole Island data conforms to the integrative and broad analytical frameworks that 

Aboriginal scholars and activists have used to address environmental issues. Most notable 

is Winona LaDuke's Recovering the Sacred: The Power of Naming and Claiming (2005) 

in which environmental degradation is framed within the larger historical and political 

contexts of colonization and its destructive materialization in the social and cultural 
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worlds of Indigenous peoples. These oppressive histories are as imbricated as the stories 

and generic narratives of trauma that are shared by WIFN elders. 

Through the Thick and the Thin: A Blueprint for a New Risk Model 

I began this dissertation with the example of Royal Polymers spill, and how it lays 

bare the issues that would eventually lay the foundation for the analytical approaches I 

enlisted to conduct environmental research at Walpole Island. At the theoretical level, the 

uncritical usage of biomedical risk terminology and adherence to an "essentialized" and 

monolithic notion of community spurred me to critique and deconstruct the language of 

risk and its various constructions within diverse interpretive communities. The narratives 

of different WIFN community members highlighted the importance of discourse analysis 

and led me to adopt a dialogic methodology. Through interviews with Walpole Island 

residents, I quickly learned that chemophobia could not accurately represent the many 

standpoints that coalesce to forge the converging standpoints that constitute a 

"community perspective". 

The emerging Walpole Island genre of "toxic talk" reflects a spectrum of 

concerns and experiences, from the generic narratives that embodied themes that were 

collectively held by a diverse cross-section of participants, to the nuanced narratives the 

minutiae of "raw human experience". At its most basic level, toxic talk revealed the 

different standpoints of diverse interpretive sub-communities, their situated 

knowledges and the need for a model for risk perception that has the capacity to 

accommodate the objectives and concerns of different actors, one that presents a 

vocabulary of risk that is not tainted with stigma; and one that gives more attention to 
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the specificity of thoughts, actions and responses. A more thorough analysis of the 

environmental discourses revealed that narratives focusing on pollution represented 

forms of thin description because they conform to the "expectations of evidence" built 

into biomedical and scientific models of risk analysis, those that define environment as a 

strictly physical entity divorced or separate from human beings and their interactions. 

Accordingly, the narratives of thin description read like a laundry list of causes and 

effects of anthropogenic change and include proxies of risk, traditional ecological 

knowledges which illustrate what can be seen as community-controlled 'natural science 

inventories' of species at risk, and 'lay epidemiologies' of human health trends at WIFN. 

Conventional risk perception research would end at the level of thin description; 

however, reflecting on the conversations I had with individuals and further scrutinizing 

the discourses that emerged from these interactions illuminated the fact that the 

environmental discourses of WIFN were in fact just the tip of the iceberg. There was 

much more that lay beneath the narrative surface. That 'something more' was not 

superfluous or inconsequential but critical to the contaminants story at Walpole Island. 

The thick description of elegies and echoes of loss and the discourses of 

resistance unveiled another story. At first, I wasn't quite sure what to make of these 

discourses, not because they were unfamiliar (I was intimately aware of these stories as 

they had formed the basis of my Master's research on historical trauma and its lingering 

effects on residential school survivors) but because I could not see how these discourses 

fit into the research topic of environmental health. The fact that the stories reached a 

212 



PhD Thesis - C.V. Stephens McMaster - Anthropology 

strong level of theoretical saturation signaled that whatever was being shared by 

the inf onnants was perceived by them as being relevant and important to the topic at 

hand. These narratives were neither outliers nor the discursive 'byproducts' of 

confounding variables. Instead they represented a strong counter-discourse to the 

standard scientific models for risk analysis, particularly the study of risk perception. 

To be able to see the relevance of these stories necessitated taking off the blinders 

of Western academic inquiry that had boxed in and framed my interpretive matrix 

of risk and which in turn, served as a discriminatory or biased analytical sieve that 

disregarded data that did not fall easily or unproblematically within the existing 

biomedical paradigm. Identifying the elegies and echoes of loss made it possible 

to break out of the conventional line of inquiry in environmental research. These genres 

of discourses required questions that were more philosophical in nature, such as "What is 

considered to be toxic in the context of an Aboriginal community?" 

Surrendering to the insights yielded by "thick description" opened up avenues to 

gaining a better sense of what community members considered to be "toxic". Their 

views included pollution and anthropogenic changes to the land, but there were other 

concerns that did not fall cleanly into Western ontologies of risk. These concerns reflect 

social injustices that are at the root of ecosystem health and community health. These 

issues would never come up as blips on the radar of conventional risk analysis studies, 

however they index the collision course of clashing worldviews that lies at the heart of 

divergent environmental practices and cross-cultural mis-communication. The elegies and 

echoes of loss revealed a long list of effects and unreconciled losses that have 
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resulted from colonization and assimilation. In this context, the reserve system, land 

appropriation, residential school, and Indian Act are toxic because they have caused 

social disruption, the erosion of cultural knowledge, the dissolution of family, nature and 

one's inner self and spirit. This state of disequilibrium, disconnection and unreconciled 

trauma has damaged the biological and social health of communities and impeded the 

path to healing. 

This is reflected in some of the key insights that emerged from this deeper 

analysis of toxic talk at WIFN: human and non-human health cannot be considered 

separately, the natural and the social world are intimately connected, as are the health 

indicators that determine individual and community health. Environmental health, 

the study of risk perception and risk analysis at WIFN cannot be conceptualized or 

practiced in isolation of the social, historical and cultural variables that constitute its 

history and identity. Worries about pollution and environmental degradation are 

symptoms of larger processes of structural violence. In this regard, environmental 

problems are themselves proxies for understanding larger sociopolitical mechanisms at 

work or, as one WIFN resident put it, a window for viewing ''the wheels of 'injustice' 
turning". 

Beyond mere theorizing, the elegies of loss provided culturally-sensitive practical 

insights relevant to the study of the psychosocial effects of environmental change. 

New environmental crises not only added an additional stress to WIFN members' lives 

but in many cases (especially for elders), they amplified existing stress by acting as a 

mnemonic trigger to past historical traumas. Conventional studies of environmental risk 

aim to measure and parse out environmental stressors from the 'white noise' or 
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background noise of"stories-other-than those of pollution". In the WIFN case, the 'white 

noise' of interview data represented and encapsulated the larger extent of the problem. 

The identification of discourses of resistance added another dimension to the 

analysis. Through the strategic use of their oral tradition, WIFN residents are attempting 

to achieve environmental justice by re-framing Indigenous knowledge as a valid and 

legitimate form of evidence. In the process, they are revitalizing their traditional values 

and practices while evoking community solidarity and cohesion. These narratives of 

are analogous to James Scott's "weapons of the weak" but at WIFN, the discourses are 

active, vocal and deployed as a form of resistance (as opposed to non verbal 'foot 

dragging'). The example of the Shell environmental assessment process revealed the 

dual aspects of "crisis", and how WIFN members mobilized their discourses to turn an 

instance of impending environmental calamity to one of opportunity and empowerment. 

Beyond resisting the machinations of local industry, the discourses of resistance 

play another important role that extend beyond the community's territory. The analogy 

that First Nations are "the canaries in the coal mine" indexes Aboriginal peoples' 

vulnerability and speaks directly to the looming specter of environmental destruction and 

what it means for all of the world's populations. But the environmental discourses are 

effectively transformed into a political platform for the broader, thick description of 

Native issues (that are otherwise not usually within the frame ofreference of non-Native 

populations). Through this discursive strategy, the community is able to transform an 

exclusively local issue into one of international and global magnitude and relevance. 

Furthermore, by laying bare the context of converging factors that have led to 
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environmental crises, WIFN is able to provide an international forum for Indigenous 

issues, evoking a social justice (rather than just an environmental justice) political 

platform. 

As I listened to the WIFN Shell discourses, it became evident that the event 

was a public display of the discursive strategy participants were privately engaged in 

during the interview process. Just as informants resisted framing their perceptions and 

experiences according to my narrowly defined questions about pollution, the members of 

the talking circle were resisting the standards of reference and value systems of the 

industrial and scientific interpretive communities. Although the venue was meant to 

encourage dialogue, the discourses revealed two parallel monologues. There were no 

ruptures in the interpretive matrices of the different speech communities to allow for a 

true exchange of ideas. 

Given the various levels of incommensurability and incommunicability, 

this begs the question: Was the WIFN toxic talk at all an effective mechanism for 

activism? At the theoretical level, I doubt that the WIFN discourses, (powerful as they 

were) were able to expand the Shell representatives' point of view or risk assessment 

models so that they were more commensurable to an Anishinaabeg worldview. However, 

the sheer tenacity, strength and cohesion exemplified by the discourse of resistance and 

survivance presented a formidable challenge to the army of Shell experts. Although 

Shell's public announcements surrounding the subsequent cancellation of the expansion 

project were framed as financial considerations flowing from the economic downturn, 

those who bore witness to WIFN's role in the environmental assessment process could 
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not deny that the environmental assessment process and by extension, the very trajectory 

of the expansion project itself were affected by Walpole Island's unique brand of 

environmental activism and the multiple political, cultural and social issues and fronts 

upon which this particular environmental standoff was waged. 

Concluding the thesis with the Shell environmental assessment project represents 

coming full circle. The hermeneutic circle developed by "conversations within the 

situation" (Schon 1983) or in this case, conversations within the context of the talking 

circle of an environmental crisis have in turn, expanded both my own interpretive matrix 

for the study of risk, and laid the foundations for proposing "toxic talk" as an alternative 

way of conceptualizing and communicating risks. 

Toxic Talk: An Alternative Way of Conceptualizing and Contextualizing Risks 

This research illuminated all that is wrong with the terms chemophobia and risk 

perception. In coining the phrase toxic talk, I present an alternative term and context for 

understanding the conceptualization of risk at WIFN. 

Toxic talk is the purposeful coupling of two words that index danger (toxic) and 

action (talk). The term is discourse centered, focusing attention on the importance of 

what is said and how it is said. It is dynamic and accommodates for discursive 

interchanges through dialogism. It is also action-centered, moving from "phobia" (a state 

of passive fear and affective reaction) to the action of "talk" and the dialogic realm of 

speech. This discursive reorientation alters the framing of the referent from chemophobic 

object (read: passive victim) to engaged subject (read: active subject)- a more 
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empowering framework for interpreting subjective experiences. 

Toxic talk is polysemous; it can be interpreted in several ways, and embodies 

different meanings. The phrase can be interpreted as referring to the danger of chemicals. 

Alternatively, it can be understood as alluding to the danger of the communication of risk 

and how the very act of talking about dangers of this nature can be toxic, especially if the 

communication or dissemination of this information leads to heightened levels of anxiety. 

Research has revealed a correlation between environmental concerns and elevated stress 

levels. Frame within this context, what is toxic or dangerous is the amplification of fears 

by communication (e.g. media reports) and local narrative exchanges. 

Chemophobia refers to a specific population. Those described as chemophobic are 

"ignorant laypeople" while scientists are "experts" who are the sources of reasonable and 

rational answers. This dichotomy creates a hierarchy of knowledge holders: chemophobes 

are the "laypeople" characterized by "irrational concerns," while scientists are the 

"experts" who try to attenuate these fears through scientific knowledge. Conversely, toxic 

talk does not exclusively describe a certain speech community; toxic talk may be used to 

refer to the narratives of laypeople, the technical talk of environmental scientists, the 

legalese of environmental lawyers and policymakers or the public relations discourses of 

PR industry representatives. An elder, speaking of a Shell representative's presentation, 

illustrated this point when she stated: "the lies he speaks, his words are toxic. It is like the 

words he speaks are like chemicals pouring out of his mouth". In this context, the term 

can have another layer of meaning: discourse that is toxic because it is not transparent or 

honest; one that is filled with falsehoods and untruths that result in actions that threaten 
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human and ecosystem health. 

In toxic talk, I find resonances of the pharmakon. In "Plato's Pharmacy" (1972) 

Jacques Derrida conducts a close reading of Plato's Phaedrus to illustrate how the 

philosopher's hard and fast distinctions between philosophy and mythology are actually 

undermined by his own logic and rhetoric. Derrida's main tool of deconstruction is the 

pharmakon- the Greek word for both "poison" and "cure." For Derrida, the pharmakon is 

the vehicle for his very special brand of "play," a play on words, but also a play with 

logic, the tangible world, and the supposedly sacrosanct and empirical truths that Western 

philosophers established in times past. One of the main ideas that Derrida refutes is that 

of "binary opposition" or coincidentia oppositorum (Derrida 1972: 93). The very 

ambiguity of the "pharmakon" serves as an example of the kind of thing that cannot be 

contained within Platonic categories and thus represents the breakdown of these dualities. 

I identify a similar pharmakon-like mutability in toxic talk. On the one hand, 

WIFN narratives of loss and distress disclose the various forces and factors, both 

environmental and social that have come to "poison" their community. On the other hand, 

toxic talk can also be seen as an "antidote" to this toxic colonial history for it is through 

the discourses of resistance and survivance (conveyed through the oral tradition) that 

WIFN residents have been able to resist and overcome environmental threats and other 

encrouchments onto their territory. Toxic talk also embodies differance (a word that is 

the combination of difference and deference) that points out that meaning isn't the 

signifier itself, but that it only exists in a network, in relation to other things. Differance 

comes before being. This throws the idea of "origin," of true original meaning into radical 
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question (1972:114-5). Differance can be envisioned as a form of "play" a kind of game 

where winning and losing happen in turn (as opposed to thinking of this problem as the 

absolute loss of meaning) and as something that has some "play" in it, like an 

"articulated" joint (1972:122-3). As Derrida points out, Plato's discourses cannot tolerate 

the possible contradictions, or "differences" inherent within the meaning of the terms he 

uses. He therefore tries to hide these differences to promote the coherence of his 

argument by emphasizing one definition over the other, thereby providing a partial and 

incomplete view. This intellectual 'sleight of hand' is adopted by researchers who 

uncritically use chemophobia and risk perception as 'generic' descriptors that are pre­

meditatively encoded to index or emphasize certain things and to obfuscate others. By 

placing taken-for-granted terms like chemophobia and risk perception under 'erasure', we 

see how these terms are founded upon Western metaphysical constructions of 

'environment' as land divorced from human interaction, 'human health' as humans 

separate from animals and the individual separate from the collective, 'community' 

envisioned as homogenous and monolithic and human experiences and embodiments of 

risk as untainted and uninfluenced by historical contingencies and political processes. 

In sum, toxic talk enables one to step away from conventional ways of describing 

environmental concerns and by extension, conventionalized ways of envisioning the 

natural world. This alternative term to chemophobia provokes the reader to pay attention 

to the 'slipperiness' of meaning, provides an alternative framework within which to 

analyze how words are used to represent "reality" and introduces an interpretive matrix 

that increases play and opens out the exploration of layered meanings. 
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Re-envisioning and Re-framing Risk Within the Interpretive Matrix of Toxic Talk 

In summary, the following section summarizes the theoretical contributions of toxic talk 

to the study of risk perception. The list lays out the groundwork for the development of a 

more culturally and discursively framed protocol for environmental risk research and 

communication. 

The Advantages of Adopting a Toxic Talk Discursive Framework 

Accommodates a diversity of perspectives and experiences 

Toxic talk opens out the narrow interpretive matrix of chemophobia. It is a phrase that 

indexes actors' diversity of perspectives, knowledges and environmental concerns. In 

short, it acknowledges and accommodates multiple community standpoints and situated 

knowledges. 

Facilitates dialogic analysis 

As a phrase that is based on a communicative action (talk) it calls attention to the dialogic 

versus monologic construction of risk. The concept of risk and how it is gauged and 

perceived are constantly negotiated within social, cultural and political realms. Discourse 

is the vehicle for contextualizing and gaining a more nuanced understanding of this form 

of mediation. 

Applicable to the risk discourses of different interpretive communities 

Toxic talk is versatile as it is non-specific to the referent population. Unlike chemophobia 

that isolates and refers to the discourses of one group of people (laypeople), toxic talk can 

be used to describe the speech communities and interpretive communities of diverse 

actors (scientists, government, lawyers, industry) in the environmental debate. As a nexus 
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of communication, it brings together the different standpoints, perspectives and concerns 

of the public, academe, industry and government. It is a discursive interface and 

conceptual field for evaluating the synergy, syndesmos and synthesis of different 

narrative themes. 

Polysemous and embodies diff erance 

Toxic talk emphasizes the polysemous nature of risk dialogue. It embodies the Derridean 

notions of pharmakon and differance with respect to the processes of knowledge 

production and meaning making. It also sheds light on the 'undecidabilty' encapsulated 

in the very negotiation of risk in the social sphere, the slipperiness of meaning and the 

importance of power and process in this communicative field. 

Discourse-centered 

The emphasis on "talk", on stories shared and exchanged in the communicative sphere is 

commensurable with the Anishinaabeg oral tradition. The standard measurements of 

environmental change may be based upon academic sources of evidence (e.g. written 

studies and scientific experiments), but in Native communities it is the spoken word that 

is the primary vehicle for conveying environmental philosophies, ethics, practices and 

risks. Emphasis on dialogue indexes how meaning is created and knowledge is 

transmitted in a non-Western context. It goes beyond Western psychology's focus on the 

individual's cognitive processes (e.g. what is going on in people's individual minds and 

lives), to discussing how opinions and standpoints are the accumulation of discourses and 

experiences exchanged, mediated and integrated via storytelling, sharing of life histories 

and cultural transmission of Indigenous knowledges. 
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Broadens the category of 'environmental risk' 

The term is accordian-like in nature and has the capacity to both contract and expand the 

interpretive matrix within which such risks are framed and envisioned, as needed. As the 

interview data has shown, the concept of chemophobia is often too specific: it defines 

man-made chemicals as the only form of environmental risk, to the exclusion of other 

equally harmful human impacts. Toxic talk does not refer to any specific factor 

contributing to the risk, thereby opening out the discursive themes that might be identified 

as fears and stressors, whether they involve involuntary exposure to the toxic effects of 

industrial pollutants or voluntary exposure to the "social pollutants" of drugs and alcohol. 

Just as grounded theory does not impose a topic on the research project, toxic talk does 

not limit the parameters of environmental research exclusively to the discussion of 

contaminants. It allows themes relating to what is considered toxic or harmful to 

"emerge" through the iterative process of data collection and analysis. 

Emphasizes local history and lived experiences 

Toxic talk alludes to a very specific form of dialogue, one which is local and which refers 

to the experiences and ecological knowledges tied to a specific local area, which is 

commensurable with the specificity of Indigenous knowledges and notions of space and 

home place. In Mide teachings, an individual is given a set of gifts. Among these is the 

choice of parents and how and when one enters and exits the world through the processes 

of birth and death. One's place in the social and natural world is pre-determined before 

one's birth. Where one is born becomes part of one's cultural, physical and spiritual 

identity. Apache philosopher Viola Cordova has highlighted the Indigenous sense of 
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boundaries and the influence of the recognition of bounded space on settlement and 

interaction patterns, traditional ecological knowledges and sense of environmental 

responsibility. Toxic talk facilitates this kind of framing. 

Emphasizes human agency 

Toxic talk helps to move risk research beyond the objectification of the study subjects. 

The term signals a transition from framing interviewees as passive objects to active 

subjects. Rather than framing study groups or populations as prisoners of their own fears 

(a self-fulfilling prophecy of the "fear factor" encoded in the term chemophobia itself), 

toxic talk allows for the re-framing of participants as empowered actors actively engaged 

with the issue through the medium of communication. In other words, it mobilizes and 

facilitates the discursive re-framing of Indigenous peoples from survivorship to the more 

empowering state of survivance. 

Breaks free from Western philosophical constructs 

Unlike chemophobia and risk perception, toxic talk is not constrained or delimited by the 

rigid dualistic ontological structures of Western philosophy, thereby facilitating the 

exploration of human thoughts, experiences and actions within the background or matrix 

of their own "backgrounds" or cultural worldviews. 

Promotes the contextualization (historicization and politicization) of environmental 
threats 

Toxic talk promotes the contextualization, historicization and politicization of 

environmental crises and health risks. The W estem academic world's preoccupation with 

labelling, sorting and classifying phenomena so that they fit into "neat boxes" is 

exemplified by biological reductionism in biomedicine where the pathogen is the centre 
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of attention. This tendency dismisses issues relating to pathocenosis and disease ecology 

that are the basic conditions that allow a disease to thrive and spread. Biocultural 

anthropologists have critiqued the fetishization of pathogens and the narrow focus on 

proximate causes of disease as a political act that diverts attention away from the 

structural violence that is the root of sickness, particularly among the poor, marginalized 

and disenfranchised. Critical medical anthropologists are proponents of research models 

that promote "looking upstream" to identify the converging political, social and economic 

forces that are the ultimate cause of disease. Chemophobia replicates biological 

reductionism by obfuscating the social context of risk perceptions. Toxic talk 

"rationalizes" the psychosocial phenomena labelled as irrational fears by putting the 

concerns into context. In the case of Walpole Island, framing narratives of risk within the 

region's environmental history allows one to re-interpret their perspectives not as 

symptoms of ignorance or unwarranted imaginary panic, but as the product of decades of 

ecological crises and deteriorating trust in government and industry, which many feel are 

another manifestation of colonization. This shifts the issue of chemophobia as something 

that dwells in people's minds to a more sensitive reading of documented historical 

environmental events and people's responses to such crises. This element of toxic talk 

reiterates the fact that no phenomenon, be it chemophobia or any other aspect of 

environmental pathology emerges from within a "vacuum" devoid of the influence of 

social, political and cultural processes. 
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Emphasizes 'intentionality' 

Etymologically, the 'toxic' in toxic talk captures ideas relating to 'intentionality'. Many 

people, Aboriginal populations in particular, consider environmental degeneration as a 

coordinated form of chemical warfare; ecocide is envisioned as another dimension of 

cultural genocide. As one elder noted, "chemicals are this generation's poison arrows." 

The word toxic reflects this notion of intentional harm by its very etymology. Toxon is 

derived from the Greek word for "arrow" and is traced back to the use of poisoned arrows 

in warfare. The emphasis on agency is extremely important in Aboriginal narratives that 

identify a continuity between imperial expansion and modernization and capitalist 

economies. The framing of contaminants as the smallpox blankets of the 21st century 

exemplifies the need to situate what appear to be relatively contemporary problems 

(environmental degradation and environmental health) within the "deeper time frame" of 

colonial history. Therefore using a term that indexes environmental destruction with 

warfare brings much needed attention to the centrality of past power struggles, social 

injustices and Native non-Native politics to Anishinaabeg conceptualizations and 

interpretations of contemporary risks. 

Extends the analysis of risk beyond the study of cognitive processes 

The toxic talk framework makes it possible to expand the conceptualization of risk as a 

matter that extends beyond the strictly cognitive. The focus on lived experiences lets the 

research move from risk perception to risk realities and risk embodiments. Attention to 

the visceral impacts of environmental concerns grounds human experiences, "makes 

them real" and 'legitimizes' them by rooting them in local histories and social realities. 
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Promotes a more philosophical study of the notion of 'toxicity' 

Toxic talk allows one to pinpoint the real source of the problem. It prompts the researcher 

to ask the deeper questions: "What is it that's really toxic to this person or community?" 

"How is the concept or term ''toxic" being used as a metaphor by informants to discuss 

events and processes that are viewed as being harmful?" and "What does the data 

distilled through toxic talk narratives reveal about the worldviews and lived realities of 

those whom we study that cannot be attained by any other means? The Walpole Island 

toxic talk reveals that what is toxic to the lives of residents, goes beyond the fear of 

chemicals and their impacts on WIFN ecosystems. The central theme of toxic talk was 

loss; material and symbolic unreconciled losses that have compromised the integrity and 

identity of Aboriginal peoples and that have directly and indirectly compromised 

ecosystem and community health. At WIFN, species at risk is used literally (to describe 

decreasing biodiversity from a number of anthropogenic threats); it is also used 

metaphorically to describe the overt and covert processes that compromise Aboriginal 

health and autonomy. Speaking of the SAR legislation that puts rules on island 

development, one resident noted that "we have another species at risk, the endangered 

flowers that are our children that are equally deserving of a safe environment to grow up 

in." In many ways, toxic talk is used as the metaphor to broach larger socio-political 

issues, which in turn, provide a critical interpretive context for the microanalysis of 

related phenomena. Understanding the unique politically and socially derived stressors 

and traumas affecting Indigenous peoples is a necessary prerequisite for studying the 

health of Aboriginal communities. Historical trauma and psychological and physiological 
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health issues emergmg from an oppressive history form the substrata upon which 

contemporary health issues, including specific environmental health issues are 

superimposed. Populations whose immunity has been compromised by syndemics and 

psychosocial trauma experience an amplification in existing health conditions and are 

more vulnerable to emerging disease threats. The importance of health context (a concept 

that has always been important in Anishinaabeg culture) for understanding the trajectory 

of disease outcomes is now being recognized by the social and natural sciences. Toxic 

talk indexes the importance of health histories as important interpretive matrices for 

diagnosis and prognosis. 

Encourages polyvocality and polyocularity 

Toxic talk encourages polyvocality and polyocularity (seeing and acknowledging 

multiple perspectives) in the study of risk. It facilitates the application of 

multiperspectival approaches, such as standpoint theory and grounded theory and is able 

to accommodate the diversity of ecological knowledges that emerge from narratives 

shaped by the different variables such as age, gender, occupation and spiritual beliefs. 

Toxic talk indexes the importance of these factors for gaining an appreciation for the 

variability of the construction or risk, dissemination of risk information and the diverse 

attitudes and behaviours that determine differential courses of environmental advocacy 

and activism. 

Facilitates the study of a "collective phenomenology" 

Toxic talk frees us from "the individual" as the unit of measure for physical and 

psychological phenomena. In the case of Indigenous populations, it allows for the framing 
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and interpretation of risks within a more culturally-appropriate "collective 

phenomenology". Community members' toxic talk offers a clear vantage point for 

observing the inner-workings of cross-cultural psychology. I anchor the acceptance of 

different "ecological knowledges" to the Anishinaabeg respect for variation in individual 

knowledge and experience and the propensity toward integrative knowledges and holistic 

models. I describe this way of being in terms of a phenomenological and embodied model 

of a collective phenomenology, which differs from a Western phenomenology of 

experience that is based almost exclusively on individual psychology. This cognitive 

orientation to the world (and the place and function of the people who dwell in it) 

recognizes that specific types of knowledge are not distributed equally and are the domain 

of different knowledge keepers, a model of society which Anthony Wallace (1970) 

describes in terms of the "organization of diversity" rather than the "the replication of 

uniformity". 

This ethos is made manifest in the domain of communication. Because experience 

is the basis of authority to speak, First Nations reports of events are clearly marked and 

expressed as frrsthand "witnessings". Although the "telling" of experience is discursively 

framed in personalistic terms, speakers do not hold a strictly individualistic ethos. 

Despite recognition that certain phenomena are experienced by individuals likely to 

evince certain qualities, traits or expertise, the experiences of others are generally 

accepted as valid and credible, even among those who never have personally experienced 

anything comparable. In the Anishnaabeg worldview, information can be received 

through personal experience, through the experiences of others and through dreams. This 
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opens out the possibility for re-interpreting the minutiae of human experience and 

interactions within the context of a collective phenomenology in which reported 

experience becomes community knowledge. 

In Life Lived Like a Story (1990), Julie Cruikshank frames the stories of three 

southern Yukon women elders who used traditional stories as a template for their 

personal experience in terms of such a phenomenology. The stories gave meaning to 

experience and provided an interpretive matrix. The women wanted to tell their stories 

for their children and grandchildren so they would know how people used to live when 

everyone grew up traditionally. The experience of these women became collective or 

generic when through being framed in story. A single person's experience becomes 

intelligible and resonates for others when it is told in relation to the experiences of others. 

Non-stigma bearing 

Unlike chemophobia, the term is not stigma-bearing. There are no value judgments 

embedded in toxic talk. The phrase creates a context of neutrality for the articulation of 

ideas and experiences. It can also be used as a "corrector" of the problematic 

essentializing and homogenizing conceptualizations of "chemophobia" and "community" 

that continue to proliferate in the both the health and social sciences. 

Facilitates the identification of diverse interpretive communities 

The micro-complexities of contaminants narratives reveals the tension of similarity and 

difference, of homogeneity and specificity, of individual and collective- theoretical 

quandaries that have been part and parcel of the anthropological endeavour. Toxic talk is 

a useful methodological tool for critically engaging with one's data in the difficult 
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process of explaining and rationalizing the parts from the whole, the trees from the forest, 

and in a cultural context, parsing out the features that are commonly shared by the 

world's diverse cultures/populations and what set them apart. Toxic talk allows us to 

identify the boundaries and features of different interpretive communities. In so doing, it 

allows us to delve into a deeper study of language and the philosophical underpinnings of 

culturally informed cognitive maps and the enactment of these distinct ways of being in 

the world as social practice. The discursive turning away from conventional sociological 

and psychological studies of risk is epistemologically didactic and also empowering. It 

allows a breaking "out of' the boxes of Western ontologies of biomedicine, science and 

environmental science. It creates a space for meaningful dialogue between interpretive 

communities and allows for the incorporation of marginalized knowledge systems such as 

Indigenous epistemologies. 

Conducive to interdisciplinary research approaches 

Toxic talk is conducive to interdisciplinary research approaches. It accommodates the 

application of a range of theories from a variety of disciplines, such as "reading against 

the grain" (history), "looking upstream" and "syndemics" (anthropology), grounded 

theory (sociology), standpoint theory and situated knowledge (women's studies), 

discourse analysis (linguistics), and deconstruction (literary theory and culture studies). 

Its emphasis on dialogism and context allows researchers to tailor the presentation of 

results and findings within culturally appropriate explanatory frameworks. 
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Capacity to illuminate different forms of environmental action 

Toxic talk provides a context for moving the analysis of environmental concerns from the 

reactive (characterized by a sense of fear and loss of control) to an emphasis on action 

(characterized by courage, perseverance and regaining of control on the part of the 

affected population). Toxic talk has the capacity to showcase forms of activism. 

In sum, toxic talk has proven to be an important heuristic device that has 

revealed the inapplicability of biomedical terms such as chemophobia and risk 

perception. It has fostered the development of an expanded model for risk that expands 

beyond industrial contaminants and Western construct of"environment". It has inspired 

a conceptualization of the etic use of the concept of "toxic" itself and how it differs 

from the risks that the study population feels is literally and metaphorically "poisoning" 

community health and well being. Finally, it has illustrated how environmental crises 

were transformed into opportunities of balancing unequal power relations between 

Native and non-Native actors and exercising self-determination. 

The writing process has served as the secondary ethnographic lens through which 

I have viewed and re-viewed the subject matter of this research endeavour. Like a 

microscope, getting a clear and whole picture of the subject matter in this case, the 

environmental debate as it is conceived and unfolds in the Walpole Island community 

required a constant readjusting of sharp focus and depth of field. The combination that 

provided me with the best 'view' was that which was able to easily accommodate 

individual features (perspectives, experiences and practices) within a collective whole 

without losing their distinctiveness or identity. In terms of the communicability of 

risk, the WIFN matrix for toxic talk was able to best strike that delicate balance by 
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providing a model for the structured polysemy of risk that are encapsulated and 

interpellated in the discourses of the WIFN interpretive community. It is my hope that the 

preliminary framework of toxic talk schematized in this research project can serve as a 

baseline for forging more effective models for communicating and interpreting risks. At 

the very least, the insights provided herein may be able help to re-calibrate the cross hairs 

of anthropological research instruments (theory and methods) so that the microscope 

through which we view the world can better accommodate and represent the worldviews 

of the "others" whom we study. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Like other Native communities, Walpole Island has been "researched to death." From the 

beginning, I have endeavoured to frame the project in terms of an applied anthropology 

that will (in the spirit of participatory action research) be useful to the community. 

Toxic talk is only one component of this study; in the process of thesis writing, many 

other trajectories for research have emerged. 

Tailoring risk communication and information to diverse interpretive communities 

The toxic talk of Walpole Island residents identified certain community research needs. 

Chief among these is tailoring risk communication protocol and environmental health 

education to the knowledge needs of specific community subgroups. These could include 

research to create community specific and culturally appropriate fish consumption 

guidelines for the Walpole Island community and presentations to specific departments 

regarding safe levels of fish consumption for women of child-bearing age and expectant 
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mothers. 

Satisfying the need for WIFN environmental health educational resources 

Conversations with the community's Healthcare Centre identified a community need for 

environmental health information and education. This falls under the Health Centre's 

mandate of providing the community with preventative care and health information. A 

feasibility study to pinpoint specific environmental health needs and information needs 

would be appropriate. 

The need for a critical review of the community's emergency contingency plan 

Community members are dissatisfied with the current spills reporting procedures. This 

warrants a study on the community's existing emergency contingency plan to see if 

any improvements can be made to increase the expediency of spills reporting to the 

community and improve the community response to environmental crises. 

Determining community bottled water usage 

The research revealed that a large number of residents drink bottled water, although this 

is economically prohibitive for some families. This warrants looking into the possibility 

of subsidizing bottled water for community members. A study to assess the numbers of 

individuals using bottled water would help to assess if this type of program would be 

welcomed and whether it would be feasible to the community. 

The need for research on women's health and children's health 

Epidemiological research has revealed that mothers and their children are most at greatest 

risk for chemical exposure. However, very little study has been done on this issue at 

Walpole Island. Most of the time, important information regarding reproductive health 
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and children's health is overlooked. I am developing a qualitative methodology for 

gathering health data on miscarriages, reproductive problems and child development 

issues that are not easily captured by Western survey tools, on account of the 

difficulty involved in tracking this information and reluctance to share such information 

through conventional means, due to the sensitive nature of the topic. 

My upcoming SSHRC-funded project entitled, "Letting the body tell its story": An 

alternative model for mapping health outcomes" will be conducted in collaboration with 

the women of Akii K we, the Heritage Centre and the Health Centre. The project will 

address the shortcomings of conventional biomedical approaches to gathering and 

analyzing health data from Native communities. This research will help to elaborate a 

community controlled epidemiology that will form an important health research database 

for the community. 

Devising a WIFN protocol for community environmental health research 

My role as consulting medical anthropologist on a medical research team, together with 

my field research experience has provided many insights into the challenges of 

conducting environmental health research in an Indigenous community. Drawing on this 

experience, I am creating a protocol for health research that can serve as a community 

resource and reference guide for future researchers wishing to pursue future research of 

this nature at Walpole Island. 

Other parts of this research will serve as an instructional tool and resource base for 

community members and other researchers interested in learning more about Walpole 

Island health history, health worldviews and cultural practices. I will be presenting the 
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findings of these projects at community gatherings and pursuing conversations with 

community health care providers and environmental researchers to assess how these 

components of the research project can be best used to improve health communication 

and health services. 

Medicine Wheel educational model for cartographies of environmental risk 

This research has contributed to the schematiz.ation and development of cartographies 

of risk where the nuanced narratives of WIFN interpretive sub-groups are mapped using 

the Indigenous model of the Medicine wheel. This template may be used as an 

educational model in the community (particularly for health care and mental health 

providers) to illustrate how environmental concerns at WIFN are "embedded in 

discourses, and embodied in individuals" in very distinct ways. This model may be useful 

as a guide for formulating more effective occupation, gender and "life-cycle" specific 

teaching tools for disseminating information about environmental hazards and satisfying 

the risk communication and instructional needs of different WIFN sub-interpretive 

communities. 

Clan-based WIFN environmental stewardship model 

The WIFN toxic talk has revealed a genealogy of environmentalism- that is, the 

delegation of environmental responsibilities according to clan membership. Explicit 

examples were drawn from the Akii Kwe environmental group and other community 

members. This analysis can provide an important basis for reinforcing and reaffirming the 

burgeoning revitalization movement of cultural traditions and teachings in the community 

and make explicit their practical value in the sphere of environmental protection. 

236 



PhD Thesis - C.V. Stephens McMaster - Anthropology 

Expanding the historical context of Walpole Island community health 

My previous research (Stephens 2004b, 2008, 2009) has laid the foundations for a 

historical epidemiological study that is the first of its kind to be conducted on Wal pole 

Island First Nation. I wish to continue this research through further analysis of health data 

from various time periods and to use the lessons of past health events as a map for 

understanding contemporary community health threats and crises, a research endeavour. 

I have already commenced through the analysis of historical water quality issues in the 

community. 

Studying the fissures and fault lines of environmental risk regulation and risk 
management 

Discourse analysis of the SHELL environmental assessment process has opened up the 

opportunity to examine how the community engages with regulatory bodies (e.g. 

Government, Industry) that govern environmental policies and practices. The findings 

from this dissertation will serve as a point of departure for a microanalysis of how the 

community discursively mediates these diverse interpretive communities and uses the 

fault lines and fissures of existing legislation governing environmental law and Native 

issues as a vehicle for mobilizing advocacy for WIFN self-determination in the areas of 

environmental management and stewardship. 

Illuminating epistemes of environmental crises and chronotopes of resistance 

I have identified four events that qualify as (what I have called) epistemes of 

environmental crisis (instances that have informed WIFN constructions of risk) and their 

accompanying chronotopes of resistance (the mobilization of specific forms of activism 

in time and space). I will elaborate on how these critical environmental events have 
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become embedded in the collective conscious of the community and influenced 

environmental philosophy and praxis. 

A model for psychosyndemics 

The elegies and echoes of loss form the foundation for a more sophisticated model for 

analyzing trauma in Native communities. I build upon Merrill Singer's concept of 

syndemics to coin the term psychosyndemics (Stephens 2009) in order to describe the 

cumulative effects of multiple historical traumas and their effects on community stress 

responses to contemporary threats, such as environmental stressors. The hypothesis I 

propose is that just as concurrent epidemics (syndemics) compromise the immune 

response of populations and amplify the effects of disease outcomes, cumulative traumas 

have a similar biosocial effect on populations and amplify the stress responses to 

contemporary threats, such as environmental crises. This research will also work to 

further operationalize the concept of structural violence as a qualitative health indicator. 

Concluding Remarks 

In the face of trauma and the contingencies of everyday life, theorizing crises is 

often not at the top of the list. McKinlay (1979) and Goodman and Leatherman (1998) 

however, present a parable that underscores the practical relevance of"looking upstream" 

to the larger factors and forces that influence human health. It is the story of a physician 

who while walking along the shore of a swiftly flowing river hears the cries of a 

drowning young man. He rescues him and resuscitates him to hear another cry from the 

river, another drowning man whom he saves. His is repeated again and again, until the 
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young man finally realizes that he's so busy with the rescue that he's had no time to see 

who up the river is pushing them all in (McKinley 1986:13). The moral of the story is the 

importance of "looking upstream" at the ultimate rather than the proximate causes of 

disease and illness. 

The story is particularly fitting for Walpole Island, both at the level of ''thin 

description" and "thick description". Looking upstream from WIFN reveals the 

landscape of"Chemical Valley". The toxic talk ofWIFN residents sheds light on the 

range of community fears that emerge from living in the shadow of one of Canada's 

largest petrochemical centres. However, lurking beneath the surface of the discourses of 

pollution and anthropogenic changes lies another story. The elegies and echoes of loss 

reveal experiences of trauma and loss that are equally troubling and distressing, the 

emotional wounds that are the product of various forms of structural violence that 

have been exerted against Native peoples. It was these discourses and the discourses of 

resistance that allowed me to look upstream differently; in a way that does not focus 

exclusively on chemicals as the only source of Walpole Island's concerns, but which 

views environmental degradation as a symptom of a much larger problem; one that is 

rooted in overarching, long-term historical and political processes and injustices. In the 

case of my research, looking upstream meant engaging in a more sensitive analysis of 

structural violence in all of its forms, and analyzing these phenomena and the clues they 

hold to the 'ultimate causes' that have literally become toxic to the lives of Walpole 

Island residents. 
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Following this research path has allowed me to step outside of the conventional 

Western scientific paradigms of environmental risk analysis to gain a broader and more 

contextualized understanding of how Walpole Island residents, view, understand and 

respond to "risk" and to advance an alternative research framework that allows for a more 

historicized and humanized view of environmental health concerns in the community. In 

so doing, I hope that this research helps to expand in a meaningful way our current 

understanding of the physical, emotional, mental and spiritual dimensions of what 

Western science has glossed as chemophobia, and furthermore, that the insights gained 

can serve as the stepping stones for further exploration of this topic. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Consent Form 



Walpole Island, R.R.3 
W allaceburg, Ontario 
Canada N8A 4K9 

Dear 

RE: Community Perceptions of Environmental Change and Health Risks at 
Walpole Island First Na ti on Study 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my study. Before I can interview you, I will need 
you to give me your consent to participate in the study. By giving me your consent, you 
acknowledge that you: 

• have been given an oral and written explanation (letter of information) of the 
study; 

• have been given the name and contact information of myself and the members 
of my research supervisory committee; 

• understand that you can choose to take part or not to take part in the study and 
can stop the interview at any time; 

• understand that your identity will not be revealed and all opinions you express 
will remain confidential; 

• have been given the chance to ask questions about the study and understand 
that you can ask more questions at any time; 

• have been informed that the information you give me will be part of my 
doctoral dissertation; 

• have been informed that the results of my study will be given to health care 
providers and organizations in the community to inform them of community 
members' experiences and concerns. 

If you understand this and agree to the information you contribute being used in this way, 
I would appreciate it if you would sign below and return this letter to me. I need this for 
my records. 

If you have any questions, I would be pleased to discuss them with you. 

Miigwech, 

Christianne Stephens 

I understand the above and consent to the information I provide to be used in the way 
described above. 

Signature: 
~~~~~~~~-
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HONORARIUM REIMBURSMENT FORM 

Walpole Island, RR.3 
Wallaceburg, Ontario 
Canada N8A 4K9 

RE: Community Perceptions of Environmental Change and Health Risks at 
Walpole Island First Nation Study 

This is to confirm that I, have received an 
honorarium in the amount of for participating in the above mentioned 
study. I understand that this is a one-time payment. I understand that one meal (either 
lunch or dinner) will be provided to me (up to a maximum cost of $20.00) if I choose to 
participate in a follow-up interview for this study. 

Date: --------- Signature: ________ _ 
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Appendix B 

Study Information Sheet 



LETTER OF INFORMATION 

RE. Research Project Entitled: "Community Perceptions of Environmental Change 
and Health Risks at Walpole Island First Nation" 

Date: December, 2005 

Dear Participant: 

My name is Christianne Stephens and I am a Ph.D. student in the Department of 
Anthropology at McMaster University specializing in the anthropology of health. In the 
coming months, I will be conducting research in your community. My study looks at 
community members' views on environmental issues and their perceptions of how 
changes in the environment might affect their health status. I am exploring this issue 
because very few studies have examined the way in which First Nations people think 
environmental change and environmental risks affect their health. The results of my study 
will be given to health care providers and organizations in the community to inform them 
of your experiences and concerns. It is my hope that the information will be used in a way 
which will go towards programs and initiatives that will help improve the overall quality 
of life of community members. 

You are invited to participate in this study. This study is designed to help understand how 
environmental health issues affect the everyday lives of First Nations peoples. 
Participation in this study is open to all male and female adult Walpole Island Band 
members (18 years of age or older) who reside on the island. 

I will be asking your opinion about the way you think your health may be affected by the 
environment in which you live, work and socialize with your family and friends. 
Interviews usually take about one hour to complete. There are no right or wrong answers. 
You have the right of speaking "on the record" or "off the record" during the interview. 
You are free to decline answering any question that makes you feel uncomfortable. You 
can withdraw from the interview at any time. If you choose to withdraw from the 
interview, you will have the choice of telling me what you'd like me to do with your 
information. With your permission, the interview will be tape recorded. Your consent to 
participate in this study will be tape recorded. If you don't want your consent to be 
recorded, I will record your consent in a written log. If at any time during the interview 
you decide you don't want your answers tape recorded, let me know and I will turn off 
the tape recorder and take written notes instead. If you wish, you can use your own name 
or request that I change your name so that you cannot be identified. 

Anything that you say or do in the study will not be attributed to you personally, however, 
it will be attributed to the group as a whole. Anything that I find out about you that could 
identify you will not be published or told to anyone else, unless I get your permission. 
Your privacy will be respected. If you are participating in a group interview, I will ask the 
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other members of the group to keep what you say confidential, but cannot guarantee they 
will do so. The information obtained will be kept in a locked filing cabinet and be only 
available to the investigator. If you wish, I will provide you with a written copy of your 
interview and a report of my study findings. 

The interviews will be held at the Nin Da Waab Jig Heritage Centre. If you would prefer 
to meet at another location, a meeting can be arranged at a place which best suits your 
preference and comfort level. You have the option of being interviewed on your own or 
as part of a group. Lunch or dinner and a $50.00 honorarium will be provided to 
participants who are interviewed. 

You are encouraged to ask questions about the project itself, or about how your 
information is being used. If you have any questions about the conduct of this study or 
your rights as a research participant, you may contact the McMaster University Research 
Ethics Board (MREB) by phone at (905) 525-9140 extension 23142 or by e-mail at 
ethicsoffice@mcmaster.ca 

This letter is yours to keep. 

Thank you, 

Christianne Stephens, B.A. (Honors), M.A. 

Ph.D. Candidate 

Department of Anthropology 

McMaster University, Hamilton, Canada 
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Appendix C 

Interview Guide 



Interview Guide 

1. What does the word "health" mean to you? (How would you define the word 
health? What do you think of when you hear the word "health"?) 

2. In general, compared to other women/men of your age, would you say that your 
health is 

Better than theirs 

Same as theirs 

Worse than theirs 

3. How satisfied are you with your present level of health? Would you say that you 
are 

Very satisfied __ 

Somewhat satisfied 

Not too satisfied 

Not at all satisfied 

4. How do you think you can improve your level of health? 

5. Do you think that you have control over your own health? 

6. Do you think that there is a relationship between health and the environment 
(places) in which you live, work and interact? 

7. Can you give me an example of how you think the two are related? How is your 
own health affected by the environment in which you live? 

8. Do you think that you and your family are healthy? 

9. What is your greatest health fear? 

10. Do you think that the government should be (morally, financially) responsible for 
the health of First Nations people? (Is anybody else responsible?) 

11. What do you think the government can do to make First Nations peoples 
healthier? To make your community healthier? 

12. Do you think that Walpole residents are healthier or less healthy than they were in 
the old days? 
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13. What is the worst problem in your community? 

14. Do you think that pollution (water pollution/ air pollution) is a problem at WIFN? 

15. On a scale of 1to10, where would you rank the issue of water quality/ 

water contamination? 

16. Do you feel that water pollution may have affected men's health, women's 

and/or children's health in the community? 

17. What kinds of contaminants have you heard about? 

18. Have you heard about mercury or PCBs? 

19. Where did you hear this information? 

20. Do you think that other community members know about contaminants? 

21. In your opinion, are the risks of contaminants are real? 

22. Do you know anyone who has become sick as a result of exposure to 
pollution/ contaminants? 

23. Do you think the water in this community is safe to drink? 

24. Do you drink the local water? 

25. If yes, have you ever had concerns over the safety of the community's drinking 
water? 

26. If no, why not? What other sources of water do you rely on? 

27. Have you or anyone in your household experienced negative effects after drinking 
the local water? 

28. Has anyone you know experienced any negative or unpleasant effects after 
drinking the local water? 

29. If yes, on what occasion did they experience these effects? (year/month/season) 

30. How long did the symptom(s) last? 

31. Did they consult medical care? If yes, what was the diagnosis? 

32. How is the water in the community treated? 

33. How do you find out about chemical spills? 
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34. Do you drink the water after a reported chemical spill? 

35. Do you trust the information that is provided on spills in the river? 

36. Have you ever seen evidence of a chemical spill in the river? 

37. Has the quality of the local water changed through the years? 

38. If the answer is yes, how has it changed? 

39. Before there was indoor plumbing, how did you/your family get water? 

40. Do you allow your children to play/swim in the water? Why or why not? 

41. Do you ever eat fish from the river/lake? 

42. If no, why not? 

43. If yes, how often would you say you and members of your household consume 
fish? 

Once a month 

Twice a month 

Three times a month 

More than four times a month 

Nearly every day 

44. Has your consumption of fish over the past year 

increased 

decreased 

remained about the same 

45. Does your decision to consume fish depend on knowing about chemical levels? If 
you found out that the local fish have high levels of chemicals in them, would you 
still eat them? 

46. In your opinion, do you feel that water pollution has affected the fish, 

wildlife and/or plant life at Walpole? 

47. Do you have any examples of the ways you think water pollution has 

affected fish, wildlife and/or plants in the area? 
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48. In your opinion, who is responsible for the pollution in your area/region? 

49. Do you feel that people have the power to change the things that are going on with 
the environment? 

50. In your opinion, what needs to be done to improve the state of the environment 
and the health of members of the WIFN community? 

51. Do you think that better communication/education about contaminants would 
reduce people's risks? 

52. What would be the best way to give information on contaminants and 
environmental health risks to people in your community? 

53. Do you think that most things can be proven scientifically? 

54. Do you think that science has all the answers concerning sickness and health 
risks? 

55. Would you mind if researchers come into your community to ask questions about 
food and contaminants? 

56. Would you be willing to participate in future studies on the risk of the WIFN 
community from exposure to environmental contaminants? 
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Appendix D 

McMaster University Research Ethics Board Approval 



McMaster University Research Ethics Board (MREB) 
c/o Office of Research Services. MREB Secretariat, GH-306, e-mail: ethicsoffice@mcmaster.ca 

CERTIFfCATE OF ETHICS CLEARANCE TO INVOLVE HUMAN 
PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH 

1 Application Status: New [Zl Addendum 0 Renewal D REB File # 2005 132 
TITLE OF RESEARCH PROJECT: Where the Waters Divide: Water Quality and Human Health at Walpole fsfand 
First Nation 

NAME DEPT/ADDRESS #EXT. I E-MAIL 
Faculty lnvestigator(s}/ A. Herring Anthropology 23915 herring 
Supervisor( s) 

Student C. Stephens Anthropology 24424 stephecv 
lnvestigator(s} 

i The application in support or the above research project has been reviewed by the MREB to ensure compliance with th.e Tri-Council Policy 
Statement and the McMasler Uni;versity Policies and Guidelines for Research frwolving Human Participants. The following ethics certifi·cation is 

_e!"OV,ded ~the MREB: 
1 The application protocol is approved as presented without questions or requests for modification. 
I 

The application protocol is approved as revised without questions or requests for modification. 

(--- -T"iie appHcation protocol is approved subject to cl.arification and/or modification as appended or identified below: I 

COMMENTS AND GONIJITIONS: 

l 

I 
I 

i 
i 

I 

I 
Reporting Frequency: 

1 

I Annual Date: ____ -----~ro_th_e_r_:_____ ~ 

; Date: /~U-/-/-~-~-~--->~-~~~-~l_D_r_._D_._M_au_ra_r_,_C_h_a_i_r,_M_R_E_B_: __ ~_i __ 1_P_•~-~-~-~~~~-~~~~~~;~;,~~~~-s-k_e_rt~ifi~~~-~m 



PhD Thesis - C.V. Stephens McMaster - Anthropology 

Following this research path has allowed me to step outside of the conventional 

Western scientific paradigms of environmental risk analysis to gain a broader and more 

contextualized understanding of how Walpole Island residents, view, understand and 

respond to "risk" and to advance an alternative research framework that allows for a more 

historicized and humanized view of environmental health concerns in the community. In 

so doing, I hope that this research helps to expand in a meaningful way our current 

understanding of the physical, emotional, mental and spiritual dimensions of what 

Western science has glossed as chemophobia, and furthermore, that the insights gained 

can serve as the stepping stones for further exploration of this topic. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Consent Form 



Walpole Island, R.R.3 
Wallaceburg, Ontario 
Canada N8A 4K9 

Dear 

RE: Community Perceptions of Environmental Change and Health Risks at 
Walpole Island First Nation Study 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my study. Before I can interview you, I will need 
you to give me your consent to participate in the study. By giving me your consent, you 
acknowledge that you: 

• have been given an oral and written explanation (letter of information) of the 
study; 

• have been given the name and contact information of myself and the members 
of my research supervisory committee; 

• understand that you can choose to take part or not to take part in the study and 
can stop the interview at any time; 

• understand that your identity will not be revealed and all opinions you express 
will remain confidential; 

• have been given the chance to ask questions about the study and understand 
that you can ask more questions at any time; 

• have been informed that the information you give me will be part of my 
doctoral dissertation; 

• have been informed that the results of my study will be given to health care 
providers and organizations in the community to inform them of community 
members' experiences and concerns. 

If you understand this and agree to the information you contribute being used in this way, 
I would appreciate it if you would sign below and return this letter to me. I need this for 
my records. 

If you have any questions, I would be pleased to discuss them with you. 

Miigwech, 

Christianne Stephens 

I understand the above and consent to the information I provide to be used in the way 
described above. 

Signature: 
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HONORARIUM REIMBURSMENT FORM 

Wal pole Island, R.R.3 
W allaceburg, Ontario 
Canada N8A 4K9 

RE: Community Perceptions of Environmental Change and Health Risks at 
Walpole Island First Nation Study 

This is to confirm that I, have received an 
honorarium in the amount of for participating in the above mentioned 
study. I understand that this is a one-time payment. I understand that one meal (either 
lunch or dinner) will be provided to me (up to a maximum cost of $20.00) if I choose to 
participate in a follow-up interview for this study. 

Date: --------- Signature: ________ _ 
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AppendixB 

Study Information Sheet 



LETTER OF INFORMATION 

RE. Research Project Entitled: "Community Perceptions of Environmental Change 
and Health Risks at Walpole Island First Nation" 

Date: December, 2005 

Dear Participant: 

My name is Christianne Stephens and I am a Ph.D. student in the Department of 
Anthropology at McMaster University specializing in the anthropology of health. In the 
coming months, I will be conducting research in your community. My study looks at 
community members' views on environmental issues and their perceptions of how 
changes in the environment might affect their health status. I am exploring this issue 
because very few studies have examined the way in which First Nations people think 
environmental change and environmental risks affect their health. The results of my study 
will be given to health care providers and organizations in the community to inform them 
of your experiences and concerns. It is my hope that the information will be used in a way 
which will go towards programs and initiatives that will help improve the overall quality 
of life of community members. 

You are invited to participate in this study. This study is designed to help understand how 
environmental health issues affect the everyday lives of First Nations peoples. 
Participation in this study is open to all male and female adult Walpole Island Band 
members (18 years of age or older) who reside on the island. 

I will be asking your opinion about the way you think your health may be affected by the 
environment in which you live, work and socialize with your family and friends. 
Interviews usually take about one hour to complete. There are no right or wrong answers. 
You have the right of speaking "on the record" or "off the record" during the interview. 
You are free to decline answering any question that makes you feel uncomfortable. You 
can withdraw from the interview at any time. If you choose to withdraw from the 
interview, you will have the choice of telling me what you'd like me to do with your 
information. With your permission, the interview will be tape recorded. Your consent to 
participate in this study will be tape recorded. If you don't want your consent to be 
recorded, I will record your consent in a written log. If at any time during the interview 
you decide you don't want your answers tape recorded, let me know and I will turn off 
the tape recorder and take written notes instead. If you wish, you can use your own name 
or request that I change your name so that you cannot be identified. 

Anything that you say or do in the study will not be attributed to you personally, however, 
it will be attributed to the group as a whole. Anything that I find out about you that could 
identify you will not be published or told to anyone else, unless I get your permission. 
Your privacy will be respected. If you are participating in a group interview, I will ask the 
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other members of the group to keep what you say confidential, but cannot guarantee they 
will do so. The information obtained will be kept in a locked filing cabinet and be only 
available to the investigator. If you wish, I will provide you with a written copy of your 
interview and a report of my study findings. 

The interviews will be held at the Nin Da W aab Jig Heritage Centre. If you would prefer 
to meet at another location, a meeting can be arranged at a place which best suits your 
preference and cornf ort level. You have the option of being interviewed on your own or 
as part of a group. Lunch or dinner and a $50.00 honorarium will be provided to 
participants who are interviewed. 

You are encouraged to ask questions about the project itself, or about how your 
information is being used. If you have any questions about the conduct of this study or 
your rights as a research participant, you may contact the McMaster University Research 
Ethics Board (MREB) by phone at (905) 525-9140 extension 23142 or by e-mail at 
ethicsoffice@mcmaster.ca 

This letter is yours to keep. 

Thank you, 

Christianne Stephens, B.A. (Honors), M.A. 

Ph.D. Candidate 

Department of Anthropology 

McMaster University, Hamilton, Canada 
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Appendix C 

Interview Guide 



Interview Guide 

1. What does the word "health" mean to you? (How would you define the word 
health? What do you think of when you hear the word "health"?) 

2. In general, compared to other women/men of your age, would you say that your 
health is 

Better than theirs 

Sarne as theirs 

Worse than theirs 

3. How satisfied are you with your present level of health? Would you say that you 
are 

Very satisfied __ 

Somewhat satisfied 

Not too satisfied 

Not at all satisfied 

4. How do you think you can improve your level of health? 

5. Do you think that you have control over your own health? 

6. Do you think that there is a relationship between health and the environment 
(places) in which you live, work and interact? 

7. Can you give me an example of how you think the two are related? How is your 
own health affected by the environment in which you live? 

8. Do you think that you and your family are healthy? 

9. What is your greatest health fear? 

10. Do you think that the government should be (morally, financially) responsible for 
the health of First Nations people? (Is anybody else responsible?) 

11. What do you think the government can do to make First Nations peoples 
healthier? To make your community healthier? 

12. Do you think that Walpole residents are healthier or less healthy than they were in 
the old days? 
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13. What is the worst problem in your community? 

14. Do you think that pollution (water pollution/ air pollution) is a problem at WIFN? 

15. On a scale of 1to10, where would you rank the issue of water quality/ 

water contamination? 

16. Do you feel that water pollution may have affected men's health, women's 

and/or children's health in the community? 

17. What kinds of contaminants have you heard about? 

18. Have you heard about mercury or PCBs? 

19. Where did you hear this information? 

20. Do you think that other community members know about contaminants? 

21. In your opinion, are the risks of contaminants are real? 

22. Do you know anyone who has become sick as a result of exposure to 
pollution/contaminants? 

23. Do you think the water in this community is safe to drink? 

24. Do you drink the local water? 

25. If yes, have you ever had concerns over the safety of the community's drinking 
water? 

26. If no, why not? What other sources of water do you rely on? 

27. Have you or anyone in your household experienced negative effects after drinking 
the local water? 

28. Has anyone you know experienced any negative or unpleasant effects after 
drinking the local water? 

29. If yes, on what occasion did they experience these effects? (year/month/season) 

30. How long did the symptom(s) last? 

31. Did they consult medical care? If yes, what was the diagnosis? 

32. How is the water in the community treated? 

33. How do you find out about chemical spills? 
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34. Do you drink the water after a reported chemical spill? 

35. Do you trust the information that is provided on spills in the river? 

36. Have you ever seen evidence of a chemical spill in the river? 

37. Has the quality of the local water changed through the years? 

38. If the answer is yes, how has it changed? 

39. Before there was indoor plumbing, how did you/your family get water? 

40. Do you allow your children to play/swim in the water? Why or why not? 

41. Do you ever eat fish from the river/lake? 

42. Ifno, why not? 

43. If yes, how often would you say you and members of your household consume 
fish? 

Once a month 

Twice a month 

Three times a month 

More than four times a month 

Nearly every day 

44. Has your consumption offish over the past year 

increased 

decreased 

remained about the same 

45. Does your decision to consume fish depend on knowing about chemical levels? If 
you found out that the local fish have high levels of chemicals in them, would you 
still eat them? 

46. In your opinion, do you feel that water pollution has affected the fish, 

wildlife and/or plant life at Walpole? 

47. Do you have any examples of the ways you think water pollution has 

affected fish, wildlife and/or plants in the area? 
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48. In your opinion, who is responsible for the pollution in your area/region? 

49. Do you feel that people have the power to change the things that are going on with 
the environment? 

50. In your opinion, what needs to be done to improve the state of the environment 
and the health of members of the WIFN community? 

51. Do you think that better communication/education about contaminants would 
reduce people's risks? 

52. What would be the best way to give information on contaminants and 
environmental health risks to people in your community? 

53. Do you think that most things can be proven scientifically? 

54. Do you think that science has all the answers concerning sickness and health 
risks? 

55. Would you mind if researchers come into your community to ask questions about 
food and contaminants? 

56. Would you be willing to participate in future studies on the risk of the WIFN 
community from exposure to environmental contaminants? 

267 



Appendix D 

McMaster University Research Ethics Board Approval 



McMaster University Research Ethics Board (MREB) 
c/o Office of Research Services, MREB Secretariat, GH-306, e-mai!: ethicsoffice@mcmaster.ca 

CERTIFlCATE OF ETHICS CLEARANCE TO INVOLVE HUMAN 
PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH 

1 Application Status: New [Z} Addendum 0 Renewal 0 REB File# 2005 132 
TITLE OF RESEARCH PROJECT: Where the Waters Divide: Water Quality and Human Health at Walpole !sfand 
First Nation 

NAME DEPT/ADDRESS #EXT. I E-MAIL --
Faculty lnvestigator(s}/ A. Herring Anthropology 23915 herring 
Supervisor(s) 

Student C. Stephens Anthropology 24424 stephecv 
lnvestlgator(s) 

l The applica!iort in support of lhe above research project has been reviewed by the MREB to erisure compliance with th.e Tri-Council Policy 
Statement artd the McMaster Un~versity Policies and Guidelines for Research lrwolving Human Participants. The following ethics certifi:cation is 
provided bz: the MREB: 

'. The application protocol is approved as presented without questions or requests for modification. 

I 
The application protocol is approved as revised without questions or requests for modification. 

(--1 T"i-1e application protocol is approved subject to clari.fication and/or modification as appended or identified below: i 
i 

COMMENTS AND CONDITIONS: 

i 
I 

! 
I 

i 
! 
i 

! 
I 

Reporting Freque_n_c-'y_:____ I Annual Date:HH _[()ther· d 
: Date: I~/ 1!

1
/ 2--..:i 0 _>_,,--___ ~I _D_r_._D_._M_a_u_re_r~,_C_h_a_i~r,_-M_-_R~E~B~-:_-_-""T"f;~;~~-1"7. _,-_'-_i._!"--_· L- '... '-·'-·· _ ___j 

P :/ethics/reviewe rsiforms/cerli ficate. f rm 




