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Résumé

Les peuples autochtones commencent a mieux percevoir les potentiali€s que peut offrir
I'archéologie dans l'étude de leur histoire. Toutefois, il n'existe présentement aucune assise
théorique qui piusse guider les recherches des communautés qui veulent utiliser les
méthodes archéologiques mais qui, en méme temps, rejettent les tenants théoriques de cette
discipline qui s'est développée en dehors du monde autochtone. Les recherches
archéologiques portant sur les peuples autochtones ont traditionnellement suivi les codes
idéologiques et esthétiques de la societé dominante sans attention particuliere aux
connaissances et a la pensée de ces peuples dont les ancéires ont pourtant produit les
cultures étudiées. La perspective que nous proposons tente de remédier a cette situation en
insistant sur l'importance de développer de l'intérieur des approches théoriques et
méthodologiques qui permettront aux peuples autochtones de se réapproprier leur histoire.
Au Canada, la relation des Premieres Nations avec l'archéologie a longtemps été
conflictuelle mais des changements positifs se sont amorgés au cours de la dernicre
décennie. Il y a définitivement un intérét croissnant pour les recherches archéologiques et
méme certains y voient des possibilités de carriere. Il s'agit de se servir des méthodes pour
mieux saisir I'histoire locale, pour évaluer les impacts de projets de développement sur
I'environnement et pour sauvegarder des sites importants. Mais il faut dépasser ce cadre et
s'engager dans le chemin de linterprétation et cela & partir de notre propre héritage et de
notre propre vision du monde. L'interprétation des données archéologiques doit se baser
sur un examen des traditions orales comme sources d'explication car chacune porte en elle
une version de I'histoire. Les mythes sont aussi des réservoirs importants d'explication.
Parce que ceux-ci, transmis de génération en génération, lient divers niveaux d'abstraction
de la pensée et soutient des visions du monde, il est important de découvrir les messages
qui y sont codés et de développer des méthodes qui permettent d'identifier leur signification
dans les données archéologiques. Il est tout aussi important de comprendre le vécu dans
I'explication du passé récent, une méthode que permet une interprétation plus
compréhensive des changements dans les communautés dans la période historique. Notre
propos, en montrant l'importance dans l'interprétation de données du sens du pass€ et de
I'expérience telle que congue et vécue est de réconclilier archéologie et savior autochtone.
Cette thése est donc un pas dans une démarche de définition de parameétres pour
'archéologie dans le contexte autochtone. Elle se veut un guide pratique pour imaginer le
passé a partir d'une perspective intermne tenant compte de la facon dont les érudits
autochtones interprétaient, de leurs propres points de vue culturels, le passé
archéologiques. Dans la mesure ol les autochtones ont développé des visions uniques de
I'histoire, en dehors de las pensée archéologique occidentale, celles-ci révélent une
compréhension du monde étroitement liée a des concepts €laborés dans le pass€. Notre
propos est aussi de montrer la signification de symboles anciens dans la constuction d'une
identité autochtone contemporaine et de souligner l'importance d'une compréhension
moderne des traditions anciennes. En présentant cette approche que valorise une vision de
I'intérieur, je m'appuie sur ma compréhension des traditions de mon peuple, les Blackfoot
de lintérieur du Canada, sur mon expérience étendue en archéologie 2 la fois comme
chercheur indépendant et comme consultant, et aussi sur mon expérience dans le milieu
académique. Des documents ethnographiques et historiques réflétant les points de vue
autochtones du passé et les interprétations des données archéologiques sont utilisés afin
d'illustrer la nature et le rble du savoir autochtone. Dans le cadre de 1'approche proposée, il
est évident que l'environnement culturel des chercheurs autochtones exercera une certaine
influence tant sur les objectifs de recherche que sur les interprétations. Toutefois, le but
ultime de notre engagement en archéologie est d'éclairer des processus de développement
des cultures autochtones et, conséquemment, de proposer des théories qui rendront mieux
compte de la réalité autochtone. Il est essentiel pour les peuples autochtones de réclamer un
role en archéologie non seulement pour réconcilier la pensée autochtone avec I'archéologie
mais aussi pour contribuer au développement de cette discipline.
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Abstract

The aboriginal world is awakening to the possibilities that appear with researching their
ancient history using the methods of archaeology. Presently, there is no standard theoretical
programme to guide aboriginal people when they implement archaeology's methods but
reject its current theories. Archaeology originated in the mainstream and failed to count
Indian people as part of its constituency. Antiquity was produced, packaged and presented
for the larger society, with little consideration for the people whose ancestors produced it.
Internalist archaeology works to remedy that situation and one of its highest priorities
becomes filling the theoretical vacuum that exists. It draws on cultural traditions to motivate
field work. It begins by appropriating the methods of archaeology to study local history, to
assess the impacts of terrain-altering developments, or to rescue sites that are in some
manner endangered, but it continues from there to explanation. Interpreting the
archaeological record from an internalist perspective begins with examining oral traditions
as sources of explanation because these store their own versions of ancient history.
However, its broader goals include proposing theories to compete with those extant in the
mainstream. I will draw on my understanding of Blackfoot traditions, and my experience in
consulting, field excavation and academia. Accepting that archaeology is not the antithesis
of aboriginal history, nor is it about negating an internalist sense of the past, removes the
main obstacle blocking the task of finding ways to explain certain manifestations in the
archaeological record. This thesis is one step in defining the parameters of archaeology in
an aboriginal context. It is designed to be a practical guide for imagining the past from an
internalist perspective because archaeological methods offer the opportunity to represent
antiquity that is simultaneously rational and familiar. However, an ancillary objective is to
utilize symbols from antiquity as markers of modern Indian identity.

Archaeology appeared on the radar of First Nations because their growing populations
demand housing and economic opportunities. Recent settlement of land claims has brought
large tracts of land under the control of Native people. Archaeological sites, by their very
nature, are defined by their geographical location. Artifacts and sites are the products of
past human labour and as such are a unique cultural legacy that must be understood within
the context of a generalized world history. Internalist archaeology mediates between a local
understanding of antiquity and the ancient history of humanity on a global scale. It is a
product of the dialogue that began when the world system intruded on the local experience
of aboriginal people. Modern prehistory was accessible only by employing archaeological
methods and traditional history, as related in story, was relegated to the margins along with
its authors. Myths were discounted as plausible sources of explanation for antiquity as
archaeologists constructed their theories to explain the data they accumulated during their
excavations. Internalist archaeology is an analytical tool that will play a prominent role in
rehabilitating oral narratives by deploying methods to search for the signatures they would
leave in the archaeological record. It is also a means to examine folklore so as to discover
the messages that are encoded in myths. Myths act as mediating devices which connect the
high levels of abstraction, those informing the traditional worldview, with lower levels of
abstractions, as represented by customs. Ecological messages are encrypted in narratives
which are then transmitted between generations. Each generation must decypher the
meaning embedded in a myth to benefit from it. For internalist archaeology, mythology is a
reservoir of explanation that has been ignored by mainstream research but which can be the
basis for this brand of archaeological research. Indian communities wishing to investigate
ancient manifestations to verify their sense of the past can benefit from archaeological
methods. So too, when investigating the recent past to corroborate their historic
experiences. The direct historical approach is particularly suited to reserve communities that
wish to understand the changing conditions of reserve life in the historic period.
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INTRODUCTION
DIALOGUE WITH THE SPIRIT NATION

Awakening internalist archaeology in the First Nations is a natural response to the
appearance of secular antiquity. Formerly, perceiving the past as a spirit nation brought the
mythic era into the daily lives of Blackfoot people. Secularism and modernity explained the
same time differently than Blackfoot thought. Modem times could not accommodate their
mythic past, so Blackfoot mythology seemed to be resigned to the fringes of explanation.
The relative timing of mythic events was over-ruled by absolute chronology and modern
research methods. Internalizing archaeology is the antidote, since it occurs within a
community that has its own sense of the past. Since Euro-American archaeologists find
nothing of their ancestry in America's antiquity, they can only present externalist
perspectives: like spectators to some ancient drama. Blackfoot people can present an
internal viewpoint: like actors in that ancient drama. Therefore, internalist archaeology
finds its parallels, not in the colonial brand practiced in America, but in the archaeology of
Europe, Asia and Africa. Colonized people, for example in Australia or Polynesia, whose
history mirrors that of American Indians, will find their way to a similar appointment with
archaeology. Their experience will inevitably follow its own unique trajectory because it is
a specific heritage in general human history. Each group has its own version of antiquity,
but as information its hypotheses must convince even those who are disinterested listeners.
If the past becomes a forum of propaganda, its explanations will be heard by a narrow
audience who will ignore broader explanations. Politically motivated research is always
hazardous; all we can do is offer an alternative that is based on a rational understanding of
antiquity. If internalist explanations contribute real insight about the past, they will be
contrasted with competing theories. They will be accepted if they are the most compelling
or plausible. The experience of a specific culture may have lessons that have universal
appeal. This thesis represents the awakening of internalist archaeology among the

Blackfoot. I present it as a practical guide for imagining the past.



Starting the Journey

Aboriginal people accept that their ancestors created the archaeological record and
now the present generation wishes to find meaning in this legacy by appropriating the
methods of archaeology. They are defining a brand of archaeology that begins by using
standard field and analytical methods to examine ancient history from an internalist sense of
the past. Field methods, of course, occupy a low level of abstraction because they are the
tools of the trade. Quibbling about field methods is really just a distraction that obscures
the destination. The methods exist, let's use them. Analytical methods help to organize
data by time, space and cultures, so they occupy a higher level of abstraction. They
influence the way researchers envision their data, so they will direct subsequent research.
The more distant the methods are from field work, the more abstract they become.
However, methods are not theory, so energy is best expended on digging. Archaeological
theory, or what passes for it, is a different matter entirely and there is no reason for Native
archaeologists to parrot the theories already put forward as standard archaeological
discourse. But detaching ourselves from mainstream theories, and holding no loyalty to
any specific interpretations of artifacts and sites, and especially not to the grand theories
espoused in the peopling of the Americas, invariably leaves gaps. For such reasons,
internalist archaeology will operate as a bridging device allowing aboriginal people to get
from here to there on their own terms. Indigenous archaeology has been offered as a name
for this process. A volume with that title was published by Joe Watkins (1999) and his
working definition states that it is "archaeology as a discipline developed with the control
and influence of indigenous populations around the world" (xiii). Internalist archaeology is
used in this volume to denote this same process, which encompasses the awakening of a
secular antiquity among aboriginal people. It is a product of a dialogue on heritage that
goes on within Native communities as a response to modern life, but it is not restricted to
them. That dialogue accepts that archaeology is the product of a hegemonic worldview, but

it has been adopted and "normalized" by Native people to better understand their past.



For Blackfoot people, there is a spiritual facet related to provenience which has its
origin in traditional beliefs associated with the treatment of the dead. Internal explanations
of antiquity saw the origin of archaeological features and artifacts as the work of spirits.
Ancient artifacts carry a kind of spirit power that people seek deliberately; or, if discovered
on the land, such artifacts might be kept as personal ritual objects. In that context, they
accumulate their patina of meaning. Their significance increases if they have been passed
from one owner to the next from a remote age. These ancient spirits eluded the senses of
mortals, but they could pass on their power to living people if they appeared as guides in
visions or dreams. This concept of spirit-power sufficed as explanation. It remains the
motive for procuring and curating fossils and antiquities such as projectile points. Implicit
in this perspective is the belief that the past and present do not exist as separate nodes on a
timeline, rather they interact and influence each other. On the other hand, historical
archaeology may complicate fieldwork because of taboos associated with the dead. Objects
that belonged to deceased persons are contaminated with the residual presence of their prior
owner and are thus avoided by the living. Against this background we begin to appreciate
the dialogue that begins once sacred objects are encountered as archaeological artifacts.
Internalist archaeology is concerned about this debate because it will be the means of
articulation with the broader discipline.

Adopting emblems from antiquity is understandable considering that Indians are
reacting to the spiritual dysfunction afflicting them today. Antiquity is an irresistible force,
even for those who cannot accept spirit-power, because its silence is like a cognitive
compass through troubled times. It brings a sense of direction to the path across chaos.
Their sense of the past is also the foundation of their identity, which currently is in a state
of crisis. The meaning they apply to antiquities reinforces the emotional connection they
feel with their ancestors. Their quest for spiritual sustenance is itself the corollary of
religious colonization. In its aftermath they seek to rekindle the divine light that burned in

ancient times. They are engaged in a dialogue with the spirit nation, reaching into antiquity



for the vital spark that will ignite the ashes left by the departure of classic Christianity from
their lives. The animated universe that inspired their ancestors is once again proving its
worth in sustaining a healthy and vibrant belief system. However, slaking a spiritual thirst
is only one reason for connecting with the past. In a world of economic developments and
impact assessments, it sometimes seems like a luxury. Now, researching secular antiquity
is an expected option. What follows is a scouting mission into the unfamiliar terrain of
archaeology with the task of reporting its properties to an Indian constituency.

Travelling the Ancestor's Road

Although scientific tradition discourages belief in an afterlife, archaeologists might
find inspiration if they imagine the past as aboriginal people have done since time out of
mind - as a spirit nation, where sooner or later we all become citizens. The spirit nation
exists in time, but its manifestations in space are what awakens internalist archaeology. An
internalist sense of the past is rooted in the concept of interacting with spirits, using visions
and dreams as the media. Dreaming creates salient space in the spirit nation and allows the
dreamer to step through the ethereal barrier to encounter spirits on neutral ground. The past
and present become mixed in the quixotic logic of dreams, where enigmatic messages can
be transmitted to the dreamer. Often they are conveyed by dead relatives, bestowing a
haunted contentment on reality in the hereafter.

Knowing citizenship in the spirit nation to be certain, visions become the preferred
mode of travel there in anticipation of that final journey. The pilgrim seeks by vision to
make acquaintance with a local guide who might ensure a safe passage. The vision quest is
a deliberate attempt to enter consciously the salient space created by dreams with the intent
of securing guidance on the long path that will eventually lead to a reunion with all of one's
ancestors. With a little help from a benevolent escort, the journey can be made less
hazardous - but that provides no guarantee it will be easier. Obtaining a guide through a
vision quest may prove feasible because of the footprints and landmarks left by ancestors

who had previously travelled the same trail. One generation after the next added the



milestones by way of cairns, effigies and stone memorials. Seeking a spirit guide was
never an accidental encounter, since the same ancestors contributed their experience of the
spiritual geography. Their scattered monuments identify the sites in the sacred landscape
where spirits are known to frequent. Assured of companionship, the pilgrim can proceed
on the life-long journey to the spirit nation.

Through their activities, generations of ancestors left a permanent record of their
presence on the landscape. Now, these ancient sites are the locations they frequent as they
traverse their spirit nation. Even today local custom deems it helpful to seek the security of
antiquity when searching for answers to the vagaries of life. For many generations, rituals
have been performed at these sites and, as today, the intent was to invoke communication
with spirit travellers. For those who sought answers there was always a message,
although deciphering it always took some effort. Sometimes insight might be encountered
in a vision of a wandering spirit who rested at an ancient site, or it might come in a dream
after visiting such a place. Divining meaning from these cryptic messages required a guide
who had studied many years to gain the unique knowledge of spirit customs. Knowing the
spirit protocols proved beneficial to conducting a safe journey.

Today, as in the past, dreams and dreaming continue to be sources of learning
because they help us make sense of the world out there. Humans are problem-solvers, and
our dreams function to help us sort through the countless stimuli that bombard our senses
daily. Each second of existence is fraught with decisions, many of which are made with no
effort. Periodically, large problems arise that have no easy solution. When posed with a
problem, with no ready solution immediately obvious, the best advice is to sleep on it.
Inducing sleep shuts out the external stimuli because the personal, internal dialogue of the
dream holds the key for problem analysis. Dreaming is personal, universal and ever-
present, so each person possesses the potential to solve problems in their dreams.
Knowing the power of dreams becomes the fertile soil for seekers of the visionary

experience who depart on their quest because they face a problem. Visions seen in a spirit



quest are sources of learning new songs, new rituals and novel ceremonies, but they can
just as easily help researchers make sense of their data. Dreams and visions may be
sources of creative inspiration revealed by some benevolent spirit or they may be the
product of an internal dialogue that solves a problem in a dream, depending on the context.
They can carry such significance that the message from dreams can transcend the dreamer
and provide guidance for a whole people. Significant dreams that become the common
experience of many generations produce the mythic past the helps the culture make sense of
the world out there. Myths direct a people the way dreams guide the individual. Studies of
the mythic past fulfill contemporary goal of motivating a research programme, but the
research can serve to connect modemn Indian communities with their ancient ancestors.
Awakening Internalist Archaeology

Perhaps a condition of life in the global village is to make the concept of an
internalist archaeology in a strictly Peigan context impossible. While theirs is a unique
encounter with the subject, a topic as large as internalist archaeology can be understood
through the experience of one Indian community. Sometimes the timbre of the debate is
advanced by events elsewhere and the fallout may influence local practices; at other times,
events at Peigan have stood in the spotlight and provided the model for others to emulate.
Certainly the success of the Head-Smashed-In buffalo jump interpretive centre immediately
adjacent to the Peigan Nation, has been singled out as a model of a cooperative effort
culminating in a win-win scenario. The increase in tourist traffic has demonstrated that
ancient culture can contribute to a modern economy, and the Peigan and Blood both have
benefited from interpreting their culture for an international audience at a World Heritage
Site. This success is the natural result of local decisions to become active players in
examining the archaeological record. When the global community looks for examples of
aboriginal people interacting with archaeology, Peigan ventures in cultural tourism hint at
the viability of archaeology in the local economy. For such reasons, sustained contact

between Peigans and archaeologists have been comparatively pacific and archaeoclogy is



accepted for its work-generating status. While true, internalist archaeology here orbits a
local focus, it has not devolved into a parochial discipline conducted in the local vernacular.
That scenario will not materialize because Peigans, like other aboriginal peoples, contribute
to, and are informed by, a broader discourse on antiquity that draws all of us along in its
wake. Indeed, as demonstrated in chapter five, internalist archaeology must strive to be
cosmopolitan, to be archaeologists without borders.

Borders, be they geographical, political, cultural or social, are the inevitable reality
of aboriginal people. They have all worked to exclude Blackfoot people from participation
in the larger community. From the time of its appearance on the northern plains, the world
system already had designs for Blackfoot country. Two polities evolved recently from one
colonial regime and imposed the bicameral relationship that still dominates the lives of
Blackfoot people. For nearly two centuries now, the Blackfoot polity has struggled to
persist under these conditions. In the United States federal laws, such as the Native
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) directly address Blackfoot
claims while Canada remains silent on that issue. The Assembly of First Nations (AEN)
advocates for Native claims, but it's agenda is devoted to more pressing items. Heritage
has been subjected to piecemeal treatment so no statutes provide guidance or a mechanism
for settling disputed claims. Despite two nations bisecting their country, Blackfoot people
have had an uneasy history with the American progeny of Europeans on both sides of the
white border. Often the trajectory a debate takes in one country may vary little from a
similar debate in the other, or there may be no debate. For Blackfoot people these debates
are really just variations on the theme. Reality dictates that we must pursue our cases in the
courts and legislatures that were imposed by hostile powers that cared little for the human
rights of aboriginal people. I make little distinction between them because the Blackfoot
experience has been dictated by Euro-Americans on both sides of the Canada/U.S. border.
Now the subject is antiquities that represent Blackfoot links to their ancient heritage, but

Euro-Americans decide the terms and conditions of Blackfoot involvement in their heritage.



Reflecting their status in society, Indians have never been the main agents of
archaeology, nor were they its primary constituents. From such inauspicious beginnings
things got worse. The resulting skewed relationship lefi little room for thoughts of
reciprocal arrangements or accommodation of divergent views. This inevitably led to
discord and protest. However, in the current context there is greater need for co-operation
and for negotiating compromise. Archaeologists need Indians in order to conduct work on
traditional lands and Indians increasingly require the services of archaeologists to conduct
impact assessments and related research in order to receive the needed capital to proceed
with development projects. This tense history means Utopia is still a long way off. There
exist lingering perceptions that archaeology remains a bastion of white privilege and
Indians feel estranged from the archaeological community which enjoys priority in
researching their heritage. Two decades ago it was rare for scholars to muse about the
possibility "that the concern of native people for their own history may be the principal
means by which a European[internalist]-type of understanding of the past ultimately is
introduced into American archaeology” (Trigger 1978: 16). Others had warned that Indian
activism was likely to turn routine archaeological work into a theatre of political
contestation, in which mutual concerns would be a casualty of the resulting conflict (Burley
1994). In light of these perceptions, rapprochement is a missing element that internalist
archaeology can add to the debate. Its awakening in the First Nations brings everyone
closer to filling that void. One signpost ahead will give direction to an approach that will
serve Indian communities in a way that lessens their historic mistrust of archaeology.
Contemporary necessity makes finding that internalist approach a priority as it will be a step
toward elevating the status of archaeology in the First Nations.

The beginning of history written by aboriginal people may have been a by-product
of resistance to colonial powers imposing their understanding of the past. The main reason
for aboriginal people amassing data from the archaeological record is its potential for

contributing new knowledge about their ancestors that does not rely on EBuro-American



historiography. Furthermore, the archaeological perspective of the past which has
dominated the writing of an ostensibly prehistoric America has tended to diminish the role
of ancient people by concentrating on their manufactures. Now that Indians have the
opportunity to express their views, they are openly skeptical about extant interpretations
because of who is producing and consuming ideas about their heritage. Indian bands have
seen state agencies appropriating their heritage to implement archaeological resource
management schemes, with a lack of consultation in policy-making. Not unreasonably,
they desire to be included in research that is about their ancestors. So, aboriginal people
have had to struggle for recognition. The emergence of aboriginal voices expressing
concerns about the construction of history has been described as part of a global
phenomenon with serious repercussions for social science research (Wylie 1995). Even
Western academics have commented on the exclusion of minority scholars from
archaeology, since this exclusion sustains a privileged access to interpretations of the past
and bestows ideological power on the dominant culture (Franklin 1997). Educators
concerned with the dearth of material devoted to Indian people are reassessing accepted
curriculum with the goal of augmenting it with a more inclusive account of the past
(Schmidt and Patterson 1995). As a starting point, claiming a place for aboriginal people in
their history will be the mission statement for aboriginal scholars who choose archaeology
as a career. Here, experience in land claims provides a suitable model for claiming Indian
history for Indian people because their legal struggles have made Native people amenable to
adopting certain instruments of the larger society on their own terms.

Historically, Indian participation in archaeology was non-existent. Only in the last
decade have any begun to attend conferences or pursue scholarly research. If they were
present at archaeological sites, they were the labourers sifting through the back dirt while
their white employers reserved for themselves the big questions for publication. The
archaeological profession has been slow to acknowledge that Indians had legitimate

interests in their work. The more common pattern was to dismiss Indian protests as the



actions of a few malcontents who did not represent their communities. This culturally
induced isolation from Indians seriously distorted professional interpretations of
archaeological data, so that the formulation of what passed as theory was basically a
reiteration of nineteenth century stereotypes that portrayed Indian cultures as unprogressive
(Trigger 1980). Archaeology itself has not been a progressive social force trying to
overcome the negative stereotypes attached to Indians. Not too long ago, social policy
analysts were complaining about the moral amnesia that archaeologists displayed toward
Native people in Canada (Spurling 1988). As practiced then, archaeology was not useful
to Aboriginal people because they were excluded, even as an audience, by the profession,
whose main concern was appealing to the Euro-Canadian middle and upper classes, whose
largesse usually provided the funding supporting archaeological work. This state of affairs
had to change. Some archaeologists (notably Burley 1994) went so far as to say that the
survival of archaeology depended to a large part on engaging Native people as its allies,
because they would add needed clout to attain some form of federal heritage legislation.
One of the peculiar features of archaeology was what passed for heterogeneity
among its practitioners. Seldom did one find articles in archaeological journals written by
Indians. When such articles appeared in print they stood out because they tended to be the
exception. Early examples of Indians writing about archaeology expressed the concerns
that Indians felt about research, ’but which no audience ever heard. Basil Johnston (1976),
the celebrated Ojibway writer and storyteller, offered his thoughts to a symposium at a time
when archaeologists were considering new perspectives in Canadian archaeology. He
warned of the resentment that Indians harboured toward archaeologists because of their
treatment of the material remains of Indian people. More than misunderstanding resulted
from the collision of conflicting interests of two cultures. The situation in archaeology
reproduced in miniature the disparity in power relations between an Indian minority and a
Canadian majority. The root of these trepidations was the archaeologists’ disinterring of

human remains said to lie in an archaeological context. Johnston wrote of the harm and
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