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02 Key Topics 

Murdoch, I., Belcourt, C. 2021 Onaman Collective. 

• Water is Life! 

• Indigenous versus Settler Ontologies of Water 

• Yukon First Nation Water Governance 

• Cree Ontologies of Water 

• Cree Struggles Around Water 

• Treaty History and Cree Perspectives 

• Indigenous Resurgence Related to Water 
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Water is Life 
● Indigenous Peoples are at the 

forefront of water conflicts 
because of increasing 
industrial pursuits within their 
homelands. 

● Decolonization is 
the repatriation of Indigenous 
land and life and this involves 
changing the way we think 
about and relate to water. 



         
 

      

       
     
 

      
  

       
      

Water Ontologies 
• Ontology: Refers to the nature of our reality in 

this world. 
• What are Indigenous modes of governance 

related to water? 
• How do settler ontologies of water constrain 

Indigenous Nations from protecting their 
obligations to water? 

• What strategies do communities use to 
overcome their challenges? 

• What are examples of water governance that 
are aligned with Indigenous ontologies of water? 
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● Water exists in an ontological
category of “other than human” 
world.

Indigenous View

● Water has life and has its own 
rights and agency.

● People must develop governance
models that respect the rights and 
agency of water.

● Water is always part of cultural/
social life.

● Exists in relation to Indigenous
Peoples.

Settler View 
● Water is made of chemical compounds 

and is necessary for human, plant, and 
animal life. 

● Water is not considered alive and does not 
have rights. 

● People must govern water. 

● Not part of everyday cultural/social life 
(except recreational activities). 

● Exists in the physical world, is studied 
through hard science, and a resource for 
human consumption. 
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Settler View Indigenous View 
● Water is made of chemical compounds 

and is necessary for human, plant, and 
animal life. 

● Water is not considered alive and does not 
have rights. 

● People must govern water. 

● Not part of everyday cultural/social life 
(except recreational activities). 

● Exists in the physical world, is studied 
through hard science, and a resource for 
human consumption. 

● Water exists in an ontological category of 
“other than human” world. 

● Water has life and has its own rights and 
agency. 

● People must develop governance models 
that respect the rights and agency of 
water. 

● Water is always part of cultural/ social life. 

● Exists in relation to Indigenous Peoples. 
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Settler View Yukon First Nations View 

● People must regulate the use
and consumption of water.

● Governance flows from
Indigenous ontologies of
water and is grounded in
their politics of kinship.

● Designed to maintain the privilege
and power of those ‘superior
beings’ who claimed dominion
over the earth.

● Governance is “the way in
which a people lives best
together” or the way a
people has structured their
society in relationship to the
natural world.
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Water and Yukon First Nations Governance 

● Yukon First Nations have strived to establish co-
management boards with respect to water. 

● Challenge: These co-management boards are based on 
western ontologies which reduce the kinds of 
knowledges that Yukon Indigenous peoples contribute. 

● First Nations still have to conform to western policies 
and procedures and their knowledge is treated as 
secondary as one Elder states, 

“respect for water cannot be achieved through government because 
the institutions and processes of government are an inappropriate 
means for acknowledging and protecting relationships to water.” 



Co-Management of Water 

● Is achieved through direct 
experience with water and 
through culture - ongoing 
including ceremonies and land-
based practices. 

● First Nation communities are 
drafting their own laws and 
governance models that integrate 
their cultural understanding and 
practices around water. 
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  Image: Mushkegowuk Council. 2021. 

Cree Ontologies 
Stories from Cree Elders exemplify the 
ways in which the Mushkegowuk Cree 
have always carried out their 
responsibilities as stewards of the land 
through their land-based activities. 



Cree Struggles Around Water    
    

    
      

     

    
        

  

     
     

      
 

 Image: https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/protest-front-street-pdac-mining-industry-convention-toronto-1.5481698 

● Settler governments often rely 
on moralizing narratives employed in 
order to justify settler colonial violence 
enacted towards the land and water. 

● Mushkegowuk Cree are positioned as 
people who lack the skills to fully benefit 
from their lands. 

● Moralizing narratives justify the extractive 
mining efforts because the nonrenewable 
resources are required to produce green 
sustainable technologies. 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/protest-front-street-pdac-mining-industry-convention-toronto-1.5481698


  
    

    
   

 

   

NO PIPELINES! 

Industrial modes of production 
have replaced Indigenous modes 
of production which has had 
devastating effects on 
Indigenous communities. 

Murdoch, I., Belcourt, C. 2021 Onaman Collective. 



   
         

    
    

     
     

    
      

Treaty History & Cree Territory 
● The signing of Treaty 9 is understood by settler 

governments as when Mushkegowuk people 
came under settler colonial governance. 

● Mushkegowuk see treaty with the Crown as 
something that recognizes their sovereignty. 

● However, the government often views 
'treaty' as a relinquishing of lands and rights. 



   

       
     

       
       

       
       
     

 

     

Enacting Kinship within Homelands 

● First Nation Band Councils are exploring various 
legal initiatives to protect their lands. 

● Elders are encouraging youth to enact their 
rights by going back out onto the land. 

● Being present, hunting and fishing on the land 
are everyday acts of resistance and resurgence 
that are carried out through Mushekogwuk 
kinship relations. 

Image: Hunting Chaga. Lacasse, N. 2016. 



 

 
 

 

Indigenous Resurgence 

One act of resurgence is reclaiming 
and mapping the original names of 
the waterways and visiting them 
with Elders. 

Image: https://creeliteracy.org/2018/08/09/canoe-terminology-y-dialect/ 

https://creeliteracy.org/2018/08/09/canoe-terminology-y-dialect


         
    

         
  

      
  

       
      

 Concluding Points 

● Struggles/Conflict around water in settler colonial states is grounded 
in differing ontologies of water. 

● Indigenous communities view water as a living relative with its own 
rights and agency. 

● Settler colonial policies do not reflect Indigenous ontologies of water 
or Indigenous histories that affirm Indigenous sovereignties. 

● Indigenous communities commit to everyday acts of resurgence 
that reclaim their inherent rights and responsibilities to water. 




