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Abstract: Métis are witnessing an increase in the number of self-identified
“Métis” individuals and groups lacking affiliation with long-standing
Métis communities. For these groups, genealogical discovery of
previously unknown Indian ancestors acts as a catalyst for personal self-
discovery, spiritual growth, and ultimately the assertion of a Métis identity,
regardless of whether or not this identity is accepted by contemporary
Métis communities. These “new Métis” do not situate their Métis
identity in the lived practice of Métis communities that have persisted
for generations throughout Western Canada but in written genealogical
reports that link them to long-dead Indigenous relatives who may not
have even understood themselves to be Métis. In light of this problematic
“new Métis” orientation to “the dead,” this article explores the narratives
generated by the unprecedented growth of Meétis self-identification,
particularly in Eastern Canada, and how shifting conceptions of Métis
identity have inaugurated a problematic “new Métis” subjectivity.
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After weeks of controversy over his questionable Indigenous iden-
tity claims, the one-time “Métis” author Joseph Boyden went on CBC
Radio’s popular pop-culture show Q on January 12, 2017 in order to
shore up his claims to Indigenous identity. Using pseudospiritual lan-
guage, Boyden claimed that he didn’t choose the Indigenous characters
he wrote about; rather, they chose him. Specifically, they spoke to him:
“The stories that I tell are . . . the voices that come to me.” These voices
appear not as mere artistic muses but as the apparent spirits of actual
Indigenous peoples. He describes it as a kind of compulsive conversa-



tion where “voices who come to me are the voices who come to me. I'm
not one to say I'm not able to tell the stories that [these voices] want me
to tell” While these claims could be dismissed as artistic process, they
also speak to something more, that Boyden sees himself as an individual
chosen by long-dead Indigenous people to tell their stories. Amid a loud
and sustained criticism of Boyden’s claims to be Indigenous, it was as if
this self-proclaimed personal connection with long-dead Native people
was supposed to override the concerns of still-living Indigenous voices.
He acted as if this communion with the dead overrode any challenges
from any living community.

This phenomenon isn’t confined to the literary pursuits of Canadian
authors, however; it also informs the construction of many genealogy-
based Indigenous identities formed through engagement with geneal-
ogy websites, often without any input from actual Indigenous commu-
nities. A significant number of individuals following this path come to
identify as Métis, and members of Métis communities are witnessing
an increase in the number of self-identified Métis individuals who lack
meaningful connection to long-standing Métis communities. I refer to
these individuals as “new Métis” in juxtaposition to Métis families and
communities who have a much longer intergenerational identification
with Métis nationhood and history. In these new Métis circles, individ-
uals assert a self-proclaimed Métisness drawn from long-hidden family
secrets, now being called back into the present by their ancient relatives.
The genealogical discovery of previously unknown Indian ancestors can
act as a catalyst for personal self-discovery, spiritual growth, and ulti-
mately the assertion of a Métis identity—regardless of whether or not
this identity is accepted by contemporary Métis political communities.
Unlike long-standing Métis communities, however, these self-identified
Métis do not situate their Métis identity—and the authority to speak
about being Métis—in the lived practice of Métis communities that have
persisted for generations throughout Western Canada but in written ge-
nealogical reports that link them to long-dead Indigenous relatives who
may not have even understood themselves to be Métis.

I argue that it is the discursive disregard of living Métis that locates
the promise of Métis cultural revival in blood memory, genealogy, and
lineal descent—connections to the dead—rather than a connection to
the living culture of Métis communities. This is what Circe Sturm refers
to as “a presumed void of Indianness,” the belief that contemporary In-
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digenous communities either don’t exist or are less capable of providing
commentary about their own existence than authoritative outsiders, in-
cluding those interested in reviving a lost identity.' But there is no Métis
cultural or political void to fill, no void of Métisness. Métis communi-
ties still exist, and so do Métis governments, all of whom, despite some
shortcomings owing to a century of colonial interference, are generally
responsible for safeguarding Métis identity and political interests.

Living Métis communities have a historical continuity within the
Métis Nation as it existed long before Canada colonized the West.
Even after Canada’s violent entrance into the Métis homeland, Métis
communities existed openly, expanding, contracting, and germinating
in new locations as the flows of colonial power pushed and pulled at
them. Today they are historically rooted and persistent, continuing to
practice Métis culture, politics, and the obligations of kinship. These
communities have inherited these practices from their parents and
grandparents, who in turn inherited them from their parents and
grandparents, forming a living lineage to the days of an independent
Métis Nation. While not all Métis are born into these families and
communities, Métis collectives are sites of repatriation as well where
those who have been disconnected from this living chain of Métis
cultural, political, and social practice can be reintegrated into communal
life among their living relatives.

These, however, are not the communities that many newly self-
identifying Métis seek out. Instead, many have created their own
communities, and they aspire to commune with the dead rather than
reconnect to the living lineage of Métis communities. As a result,
these “new Métis necro-communities” generate a kind of kinship that
connects the disconnected, forming kin-like relations to those whose
sole commonality is their distant and often unrelated Indigenous
ancestry. While some individuals from Métis Nation families have
found their way into these necro-communities, membership is based
almost exclusively on genealogical claims to oft-distant Indigenous
ancestors, including many drawn from places where historical Métis
communities never existed, particularly southern and eastern Ontario,
Quebec, the Maritimes, and parts of the United States beyond the
Dakotas and Montana. Similar to many New Age “Indians” and self-
identifying “Cherokees” in the United States, these “Métis” identities are
described as a personal journey rather than a connection to a historically
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continuous and still-living Métis community, making them relatively
difficult to critique in settler societies that privilege self-identification
in identity construction. Self-identification, along with “new Métis” self-
proclaimed connections to the dead, make relationships with the living
lineage of historically continuous Indigenous communities of secondary
importance and, for some, altogether irrelevant.

In light of this problematic “new Métis” orientation to the dead, this
article explores the narratives generated by the unprecedented growth of
Meétis self-identification, particularly in Eastern Canada, and argues that
shifting conceptions of Métis identity have inaugurated a problematic
“new Métis” subjectivity. Using Sturm’s analysis of “race shifting” among
self-identified Cherokees in the United States and the large body of
critical Indigenous scholarship on New Age identity appropriation,
this article explores how the “new Métis” movement constitutes itself.”
Anchored almost entirely in amateur genealogical studies and in New
Age notions of blood memory and hypodescent, “new Métis” self-
identification downplays the need for substantive connections to living
communities of Métis people grounded in generations of cultural
continuity and political struggle. The result is an attempt by these
“new Métis” to define Métis identity almost exclusively through long-
dormant ancestral connections—the dead—rather than the still-living
Métis communities throughout Western Canada and in diasporadic
communities beyond.

This article analyzes five “new Métis” organizations and the narra-
tives produced by their public assertions of Métis identity, constructed
in their constitutions, press releases, websites, social media communica-
tions, and the writings of “new Métis” organizers:

1. the Métis Federation of Canada (MFC), the umbrella organiza-
tion for “new Métis” (it incorporates other “new Métis” into its
network through a series of “treaties”);

2. the Bras d’Or Lake Metis Nation, based in Cape Breton (this
group changed its name from Unama’ki Voyageur Metis in 2016;
it has primarily been concerned with gaining Métis Aboriginal
harvesting rights and expresses propipeline, antiunion, and Con-
servative partisan viewpoints; and it has an antagonistic relation-
ship with both the provincial government and the Mi’kmaq);’

3. the Communities of the Voyageur Métis, based in the loosely
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defined Great Lakes region but also including much of the U.S.
Midwest (they are vocally opposed to Métis nationalism);

4. the Canadian Métis Council, based in New Brunswick (the coun-
cil tried and failed to have Métis Aboriginal rights in the Mari-
times recognized through litigation);

5. the Métis Nation of Canada (at one point it aspired to be the “new
Métis” umbrella group but has since seen this role filled by the
MEC).

Despite significant geographic variation and differing levels of pro-
fessionalism, each organization has constructed a remarkably similar
“new Métis” identity that prioritizes genealogy-based self-identification
in place of substantial connection to long-standing Métis communities
and the Métis Nation generally.

THE METIS PEOPLE AND THE “NEW METIS”

Why “new Métis” choose to make Métis identity claims as opposed
to other Indigenous identities is likely explained by the enduring
confusion about what it means to be Métis. Generally speaking, there
are two uses of the term, one with historical origins and one that has
emerged more recently. The first is the oldest form of Métis identity,
grounded in collective Métis action, cultural practice, and political
assertions from at least 1816.* This identity is grounded in a common
culture, common historical experience, and a common sense of self that
emerged in the historic “North-West,” the prairies and parkland in what
are now Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta and whose diaspora put
Meétis farther afield. Thus, the Métis are both a people and an Indigenous
people in the fullest sense of those terms, leading to the common use
of the collective name “Métis Nation” among Métis.” The Métis Nation
has for at least two centuries organized itself around shared cultural and
political institutions, fought to preserve Métis self-determination as a
people, and maintained a continual and living national community on
a shared land base recognized by other Indigenous peoples. This living
national community of Metis is also a self-aware collective, sharing a
common sense of relatedness and national belonging and possessing
extensive historical evidence of social and diplomatic connections
between Métis families and communities across the historic North-
West over the past two hundred years.®
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Drawing on the collective experience of this shared history,
early and mid-twentieth-century Métis leaders built a number of
provincial political organizations to protect their interests in the face
of an increasingly intrusive Canadian state. In 1983 these organizations
formed the Métis National Council (MNC) to protect Métis Nation
interests in the federal sphere. Today, these Métis political bodies
continue to represent Métis people (even if imperfectly) in a confederal
structure. The MNC represents Métis issues at the federal level and is
given political authority by its provincial affiliates, the Métis Nation
of Ontario, the Manitoba Métis Federation, the Métis Nation—
Saskatchewan, the Métis Nation of Alberta, and the Métis Nation of
British Columbia.” Among other things, the Métis Nation organizations
oversee Métis social programming and the provincial Métis Nation
registries. The Métis Nation’s citizenship criteria require Métis Nation
citizens to demonstrate a connection to a historical Métis community
in the Métis Nation homeland, which encompasses the three prairie
provinces and parts of British Columbia and Ontario. Citizenship in
the Métis Nation is also recognized by the contemporary Métis people
through the apparatus of the Métis Nation organizations, giving the
Métis Nation’s citizenship code both historical and contemporary
criteria.® Despite criticism of its “exclusivity” by “new Métis” critics, the
MNC'’s identity criteria are actually quite broad,’ requiring only that an
applicant demonstrate a genealogical connection to a historical Métis
community and that he or she be accepted by the contemporary Métis
community as Métis, usually using Canadian scrip records from the
nineteenth century as the baseline for a membership roll. As such, Métis
Nation communities, particularly in urban centers, are instrumental not
only in the recognition of Métis individuals but also in the repatriation
of many people who, through colonial policy, have been adopted
out or otherwise separated from their people. Métis inclusivity and
repatriation, however, should not be confused with a borderless identity.
Inclusivity does not mean the community is open to anyone who feels
entitled to claim it.

There are, of course, many individuals who have claimed a Métis iden-
tity for other reasons. For many years Métis organizations had worked
closely with—and included in their membership—nonstatus Indians,
that is, those who had been defined out of Indian status and band mem-
bership by Canadian legislation. While complicated, the relationship be-
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tween Métis and nonstatus Indians is a relationship of a different sort
from that of the “new Métis,” as it historically involved matters of juris-
diction. Both Métis and nonstatus Indians have historically fallen under
provincial jurisdiction, but both a merger and a schism between these
groups continue to inform Métis politics, although in most cases the In-
digeneity of all involved wasn't questioned, as it is with the “new Métis*

There is also a deeper sense of being Métis that goes beyond citizen-
ship cards and registration. Belonging to a Métis family and commu-
nity is a vital part of being Métis. Historically speaking, Métis have or-
ganized themselves around notions of kinship, what Brenda Macdougall
calls wahkohtowin, a Cree/Michif term that signifies the many family-
like responsibilities of being a good relative as a foundational orienta-
tion to Métis social life." Utilizing this concept, contemporary notions
of citizenship practiced in Métis communities are maintained not just
by abstract relationships to one’s ancestors but also by practicing proper
social conduct in everyday relationships with fellow community mem-
bers, a practice in which many First Nations people are also linked to
Métis communities through generations of intermarriage.”” In other
words, belonging to a Métis community is a practice of being a rela-
tive. Other Indigenous peoples share similar obligations. As Cherokee
scholar Eva Marie Garroutte argues, Indigenous kinship is “an ongo-
ing practice or skill, an active relationship that must be maintained and
that is not invariably tied to one’s genealogical connections.” Thus wa-
hkohtowin and kinship obligations involve not merely a “relationship
to ancestry” but also a “responsibility to reciprocity” that involves re-
ciprocal relationships with living communities that can demonstrate
historical-contemporary continuity and are regularly practiced in a con-
temporary setting."

While this Métis identity remains the center of Métis life, Métisness
has long been distorted in the historical and scholarly archive by its
equation with simple mixedness. So alongside this living Métis identity
there is a persistent, yet largely ahistorical, identity category that I la-
bel “Métis” identity, (using scare quotes). Predicated more on notions of
racial mixing than on a common culture or history, this form of iden-
tity is variously called “small-m metis,” “the other Métis,” and “Métis-
as-mixed.”” This identity category is based on a negative definition in
which individuals who are neither white nor Indian are classified as
“Métis”'® In many ways, this is the default definition for those who do
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not see a fit in other identity categories. Such an identity is largely re-
jected by Métis intellectuals because it lacks a historical basis and it un-
dermines Métis self-determination in matters of citizenship.” As I ar-
gue elsewhere, this “Métis” identity is rejected because, according to its
logic, there is no clear unifying element of “Métis” identity."® The unify-
ing feature is not cultural or historical commonality but rather the sup-
posedly unifying historical process of Indian-white racial mixing that
was common during the fur trade. This experience is said by many “new
Métis” to have produced a common culture, although there is no clear
point of origin or even geographic contact between its supposed com-
ponent parts that would make such cultural commonality possible.

Several scholars have raised serious criticisms of these “Métis”
identities based in mixedness, instead defining Métis identity based on
historical self-ascription and a historical self-consciousness as Meétis.
Instead of rooting Métis identity in this mixing of “races” and cultures,
Andersen argues that Métis peoplehood emerged as a people who were
capable of establishing “intersocietal norms” and who self-consciously
identified themselves as Métis. That is, they used the term “Métis” in
order to differentiate themselves from others and produced broadly
accepted social norms that Métis understood as Métis ways of acting.” In
a similar manner, Jacqueline Peterson, a one-time proponent of a nascent
“Métis” identity in the Great Lakes, now argues that only historical
communities that understood themselves as Métis should be considered
as such by contemporary observers, which for her means the prairies as
a site of Métis emergence, not the Great Lakes.?* Peterson looks to Métis
self-consciousness as the basis for Métis identity rather than “insert[ing]
Meétis consciousness into areas and eras where they did not previously
exist,” as scholars have in the Great Lakes region and as the “new Métis”
do almost everywhere.” Scholars like Andersen and Peterson have thus
refocused discussion of Métis identity on historical self-ascription and
political consciousness as Meétis rather than defaulting to a mixed-
descent definition, as many other scholars seem to do.

Determining that historical Métis communities exist, however, is
only one part of the process. Historical Métis communities also exist in
the present, demonstrating a historical-contemporary continuity. Métis
communities have maintained a continuous and living Métis culture
rooted in this historical Métis self-consciousness. Living cultures may
change with shifting circumstances and evolve with their people, but
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they retain a core connection to their origins. In this way Métis culture
in Western Canada is still alive in a way that other “Métis” cultures—
who were never self-consciously “Métis” or who have for whatever
reason ceased to persist as a historical Indigenous collective—are not.

Given these qualifications, Andersen and Peterson are correct in
asserting that little credible evidence demonstrates the existence of
historically based, self-conscious Métis outside the northern plains
(and its diaspora) with continuity today. While this position is largely
at odds with more recent attempts by “new Métis” to situate themselves
as “Métis” people, it is nonetheless consistent with traditional Métis
identity boundaries that were and are rooted in an identifiable kinship
network and collective Métis self-consciousness.

RACE SHIFTING, SELE-IDENTIFICATION, AND THE NEW AGE:
“NEW METIS” COME OUT OF HIDING

The assumption of a Métis identity by those who until recently did
not imagine themselves to be Indigenous is by no means a phenom-
enon isolated to the “new Métis” movement. Ethnic mobility away
from whiteness to some form of self-identified Indigeneity is common
throughout North America.”? Sturm labels this ethnic movement “race
shifting,” where individuals whose families have (supposedly) ignored,
suppressed, or forgotten their connection to Indigenous ancestors—
ancestors who are disproportionately purported to be Cherokee—are
now reclaiming this part of their family history.” In a comparative con-
text, Cherokee race shifters in the United States have developed nearly
identical narratives to “new Métis” in Canada. According to Sturm,
race-shifting Cherokees locate their history in “a painful . . . hidden his-
tory, where their families were forced to publicly disavow their Chero-
kee identity due to intense racism while supposedly maintaining some
unspoken elements of Cherokeeness in private, often coded ways. For
Sturm’s race shifters, hiding is constructed as “the product of grim ne-
cessity . . . lest their current efforts at Cherokee reclamation be called
into question.”** Nonetheless, race shifters believe that their Cherokee
ancestors are actively calling upon them to return to Cherokeeness, to
reclaim their lost culture.” Implicit in such an argument is an unspoken
reliance on hypodescent, where a single drop of Cherokee blood is pow-
erful enough to “remake one’s entire racial, cultural, and social body”
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into a full-blooded Cherokee. Ironically, unlike their often minute (and
sometimes invented) Cherokee blood content, they do not attribute hy-
podescent powers to other ancestors, say, Irish or English, meaning that
their Cherokee relatives, no matter how distant, are attributed unique
spiritual powers that non-Cherokee ancestors are not.” Indeed, Sturm
notes that many of these individuals actually retain whiteness while as-
serting a Cherokee identity: “Race shifters are often so busy asserting
their right to indigeneity that they do not acknowledge their white skin
privilege. Instead, where whiteness might otherwise have been, there
are both an absence and a refusal, as if whiteness were the new hidden
history, the new stigma”” So, bound up in entitlement and privilege,
when these race shifters fail to gain entry into one of the three federally
recognized Cherokee tribes, they often adopt a “neotribalist” ethos. It is
claimed that “if your tribe of origin will not have you . . . because you
fail to meet the standards for citizenship . . . then it is better to have a
tribe of your own.”*

“New Métis” identities follow a similar trajectory. Their narratives con-
struct “new Métis” identity primarily through self-identification and a
connection to an oft-distant Indigenous ancestor. With this connection
and the unstated power of hypodescent, “new Métis” envision a norma-
tive Métis subject who has a hidden identity and culture secretly and
subconsciously retained. The “new Métis” identity is profoundly indi-
vidualized and rooted in a personal genealogical connection to an In-
digenous ancestor. While this relationship to the dead is largely based
in the past, it is made meaningful today by self-identification and the
allusion to a legitimating journey of personal self-discovery.

A race-shifting identity trajectory is deeply bound up in the
membership codes of “new Métis” organizations, which despite
geographic distance have a fairly standardized definition of “Métis”
identity. For example, the Métis Federation of Canada requires applicants
to demonstrate “a historical blood connection to an Aboriginal
and European couple” The Canadian Métis Council requires that
applicants be “distinct from Indian and Inuit, [as well as] someone
who has genealogical ties to Aboriginal ancestry.*® These “new Métis”
organizations see themselves, at least partly, as independent arbiters of
genealogical authenticity. The Bras d'Or Lake Metis Nation claims that
their membership provides “proof of Native Aboriginal ancestry ... who
have declared themselves to be and hold themselves out to be a Métis
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Aboriginal person to the satisfaction of the . . . Association.” Perhaps
most bluntly, the Communities of the Voyageur Métis state: “Getting
a Métis Status card . . . means your genealogy has been verified to be
true and accurate. It is proof that you actually are ‘part Native.”** These
organizations unanimously equate a history of mixed descent with
“Métis” identity rather than a common culture, making descent from
an Indian ancestor, even if quite distant, the requisite qualification for
membership rather than a connection to living Métis relations. Premised
on the unspoken logic of hypodescent, a single Indigenous ancestor, one
drop of blood, is enough to remake the entire identity of an individual
into an Indigenous person—in this case, invariably “Métis”

For “new Métis,” notions of hiding and a subsequent coming out of
hiding occupy central places in their narratives. The starting point for
the “new Métis” organizations lies in the personal rediscovery of one’s
“Métis” ancestry, which is often said to be “hidden” until recently. Most
“New Métis” suggest that they have “always known” they were Métis, but
because of the threat of anti-Indigenous racism, their family kept this
identity secret, so they were, in fact, “hidden in plain sight”* The Métis
Nation of Canada indicates that many of its members had their “identity
hidden from them, purposely to protect and shield them from a similar
fate endured by the Métis People of the past** The Métis Federation of
Canada describes its membership as comprising those whose “heritage
[was] hidden by well meaning parents or grandparents,” but after
researching their past, these families “discovered and celebrated” their
Métis identity, which they had secretly known all along.” Likewise, the
Bras d'Or Lake Métis Nation describe the “hundreds of years of racism,
discrimination and suppression” that forced Cape Breton “Métis” to
secretly pass down “customs, culture, dance, song, and Harvesting
rights”* Hidden from the public and even from themselves, these
“hidden Métis” families are said to be waiting for a more enlightened and
tolerant time—a kind of new age—when they can once again step forward
and reclaim their true identity, knowledge, and culture as “Métis”

This new age of tolerance has evidently arrived, as one group boldly
declares, “We are coming out of hiding—an awakening that was pre-
dicted by Louis Riel.”” Indeed, each of the five “new Métis” organiza-
tions identifies its membership as a “hidden” Métis group that has not
come forward to be recognized as a “Métis” people because of systemic
racism. But the “new Métis” narrative suggests there were also secret
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ways that this “Métis” identity and culture were passed down through
the generations. Often this was through subtle, unspoken acknowledg-
ment that their “families that were ‘part Native’ and gave and received
‘that look of knowing” in our communities”® This points to a way of
being Indigenous—and a collective culture—that has remained mostly
dormant for generations, as they were living in a colonial society too
toxic and too violent to allow these “hidden Métis” to practice their cul-
ture, but a new age has arrived, allowing them to reemerge.

In many cases these “new Métis” organizations actively assert a Métis-
ness rooted in places where, according to the standard set by Ander-
sen and Peterson, no historically continuous Métis community exists—
places like southern and eastern Ontario, Quebec, the Maritimes, and
the southern Great Lakes. How, then, can we explain the development
of a “new Métis” consciousness in regions where a historical Métis con-
sciousness is absent? It is my contention that the same social and eco-
nomic circumstances that gave rise to the New Age movement in the
United States is also propelling the “new Métis” movement in Canada. It
is not surprising, then, that there are similarities between New Age and
“new Métis” claims of indigeneity, as they are similar responses to the
same social malaise that plagues their members.

In many ways, the emergence of both the “new Métis” and New Age
movements can be seen as a response to the postmodern destruction of
traditional community ties, resulting in a cultural state of anomie among
non-Indigenous people, that is, a distressing normalization of normless-
ness. The result of this normalization is an unprecedented erosion of so-
cial and cultural meaning caused by individuals being uprooted from a
variety of cultural traditions that anchored community life, reinforced
by the breakdown of stable social networks that previously structured
kinship and community.* In response, a growing number of individuals
are attempting to reclaim this lost social meaning. Many have turned
to commodity consumption to create meaning in their lives, which in
a postmodern advertising landscape promises social fulfillment and a
permanent escape from this meaninglessness.*’ Some, like New Agers,
seeking spiritual fulfillment and authentic community, retreat inward
on a personal journey of enlightenment.* In this retreat, they “envision
a literal New Age” that will “realize the full extent of human potential,
including spiritual growth . . . and optimum physical health through al-
ternative healing”** Interestingly, however, few envision a return to the
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traditional social and spiritual institutions of the West, largely avoid-
ing Christianity and seeking instead the spiritual and social practices of
others, usually Indigenous and Eastern traditions.*

Never able to completely abandon the commodification of culture
endemic to postmodern capitalism, New Agers romanticize “an ‘au-
thentic’ and ‘traditional’ Native American culture whose spirituality can
save them from their own sense of malaise.”** Many of these individuals
form communities of their own, attempting to recover the sense of so-
cial and cultural solidarity “lost” in a postmodern consumer society. Yet
in the pursuit of the social and cultural identities of others, New Agers
and “new M¢étis” fail to end this state of anomie, as they do not gener-
ate “communities with shared histories, social ties involving interdepen-
dence, and daily interaction”* These are the histories and identities of
other peoples taken from the original context, and they now lack the
deep social meaning originally sought. Compounding this failure is the
increasingly negative response from Indigenous peoples, an increasing
number of whom object to the appropriation of their culture and do not
recognize New Agers and “new Métis” as part of their communities.*®

In a consumption-based social context of postmodern societies,
identity is not interpreted as a collectively determined social process
but as a kind of consumer commodity. Thus, social identity “becomes
simply one more commodity” in the capitalist marketplace.”” In such a
context, both New Agers and “new Métis” typically believe that “the hu-
man individual is responsible for the creation of his/her own reality.*
In this world, identity is a matter of personal choice, and the extensive
social processes required to form individual identities are downplayed.
Thus, from a New Age or “new Métis” perspective, Indigenous identi-
ties are a matter of choice and self-identification; they are not bestowed
on individuals by collective social processes. In other words, individuals
choose their communities, communities don't choose their individual
members—such a collectivist orientation would be considered an attack
on an individual’s personal and spiritual journey.* It is this belief that
allows an individual with a single distant Indigenous ancestor to be-
come “Métis,” to journey into the past through their blood connection
and return from the land of the dead with enough insight and knowl-
edge to remake themselves as a “Métis” subject. This is a relationship be-
tween an individual and their ancestor, but because of its part in some-
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one’s personal spiritual journey, it is not open to criticism from others,
regardless of how distant these connections may be.

NORMALIZING THE “UNMOORED METIS” SUBJECT

Unlike New Agers, whose Indigenous identities are largely fabricated
from thin air, many “new Métis” do in fact have Indigenous ancestry,
yet it is their orientation to their ancestors rather than to contemporary
communities that makes “new Métis” identity claims similar to New Age
ones. With both movements, there seems little desire for a connection
to living Indigenous communities with historical-contemporary
continuity and an active “responsibility of reciprocity” enacted through
the practice of kinship obligations. The connection New Agers and “new
Métis” seek is invariably to the past, to distant ancestors, and to the dead,
creating necrocommunities in place of Métis community continuity.
This “new Métis” narrative, however, provides little acknowledgment of
those Métis who grew up Métis, and it provides little space for the living
Métis communities that did not hide their culture, identity, and politics.
In essence, “new Métis” presume a void of Métisness in constructing
a Métis subjectivity, normalizing this presumed void as the Métis
subjectivity.

“New Meétis” organizations repeatedly downplay the importance
of belonging to and being accepted by a historically continuous Métis
community in favor of genealogical connection to a long-dead ancestor
and an accompanying unmoored contemporary “new Métis” commu-
nity. By discounting these living communities, “new M¢étis” narratives
instead normalize the “unmoored individual” as the ideal Métis subject.
Although a large number of Métis have found themselves culturally and
socially unmoored due to a century of colonial interference, it is the act
of reconnection to living communities that differentiates repatriation
from the formulation of a necrocommunity. In defense of the primacy
of the unmoored Métis subject, the Métis Federation of Canada reas-
sures its members that “not all Métis people live in a Métis community,
or were born in a Métis community”; rather, hidden connections “re-
vealed later in life” are a common source of Métis identity: “Métis are
mobile, with many having lived in multiple settlements across the land
and the continent. They are still Métis if they don’t belong to a distinct
community”® Using such narratives, “new Métis” treat the unmoored
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and hidden descendants of Indigenous peoples as the ideal subject,
rather than advocating reconnection with the still living communities,
as the Métis Nation does.

While it is certainly admirable to sympathize with those discon-
nected by generations of Canadian colonialism, these “new Métis”
narratives rarely encourage individuals to reconnect with living Métis
communities. Self-identification and ancestral connection are the key
elements of a “new Métis” identity, so substantial kinship relationships
or a connection to an actual Métis community are not integral compo-
nents of a “new Métis” identity. More intangible qualities like “feeling
Métis,” “feeling different,” or “sharing that look of knowing” with each
other bring “new Métis” together.”

There are also material and professional reasons for joining a “new
Métis” organization, as they provide a supposed connection to a more
meaningful and authentic past by tapping into the contemporary
injustice faced by Indigenous peoples—a past that may gain access
to preferential hiring and admissions programs that well-meaning
organizations institute to address years of exclusion and discrimination.
A major motivator for some “new Métis” is to gain access to Aboriginal
equity programs at universities and professional schools, a kind of “leg
up” despite having largely avoided the violence and exclusion that make
equity programs necessary. “New Métis” organizations are well aware
of such enticements to uncover Indigenous ancestors and seem equally
aware that most Canadian universities, particularly those outside of
Western Canada, have difficulty differentiating their “status cards” from
the Métis Nations. The Communities of the Voyageur Métis advertise
that their Métis “status cards” can “help secure a place in a college or
university”** They share stories of “successful students” as a way to
encourage more “new Métis” with traceable Indigenous ancestors to
apply for “status” in their organization. One young woman’s testimony
was shared on the Communities of the Voyageur Métis Facebook page:
“I never sent you an official email about my school acceptances!!! I got
into 4 schools! I cannot even believe it is true. I want to thank you with
all of my heart, you are one of the sole reasons why this is now a reality
for me. Thank you so so so very much”® Another student, a young
man, “needed to prove his ancestry to remain in a University program,”
and he contacted the Voyageur Métis “to get his genealogy done”**
The Communities of the Voyageur Métis then reported that they had
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“found a Native line, then documented it” With genealogical evidence
of an Indigenous ancestor secured, the student wrote back: “T have great
news, I brought all the documentation that you found on my behalf to
the University. It was brought before a committee and was approved.
Therefore I am able to stay in the engineering program here! This is a
huge load off my back, and I am very thankful for how fast you were
able to gather so much. Thank you.””

The “new Métis” are willing to take advantage of programs intended
to increase access by Indigenous people to university programs and
middle-class professions. However, while these programs are usually
broad and inclusive, they typically wish to see evidence of contem-
porary community belonging, since most universities aspire to the
kinship-based definition of Indigenous identities that involves connec-
tion to a living community. This is where “new Métis” necrocommu-
nities can provide apparent evidence of living community, even if it is
grounded in genealogical connections to the long dead instead of lived
kinship relations with long-standing Métis. The “new Métis” organiza-
tions allow otherwise ineligible students to gain “community recogni-
tion” in a way that duplicates the recognition of belonging to a living
Meétis community.

Rather than returning to these living communities—an act of
repatriation—these “new Métis” are building new communities popu-
lated mostly by the disconnected and the now unhidden. These “new
Métis” communities, however, tend to lack the authoritative knowledge
and historically continuous practice of kinship that constitute a mean-
ingful culture. What results is an imagined remnant of a long-lost past
with romanticized imagery of primitivist freedom. And it is when “new
Métis” attempt to demonstrate their cultural authenticity that the cracks
in their foundation begin to show, a testament to the failure of discon-
nected rediscovery to be the primary basis for cultural rebirth.

WHEN BLOOD MEMORY IS NOT ENOUGH:
APPROPRIATION OF METIS CULTURAL MARKERS

Part of the construction of “new Métis” identity is the attempt to ar-
ticulate a substantive “Métis” culture based in Eastern Canada, which
lacks the self-conscious and historical Métis communities described by
Andersen and Peterson. By examining “new Métis” articulations of a
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substantive “Métis” culture, we see how difficult it is to “revive” a cul-
ture through a communion with the dead—cultural fragments passed
down, hypodescent-based dreams and blood memory (and, more prob-
ably, creative readings of history books)—rather than lived practice in
historically continuous Métis communities. Since the hallmarks of “new
Métis” identity are premised on negative definitions of culture—cultural
loss and being hidden in plain sight—the articulation of a substantive
and positive culture forces “new Métis” to lean heavily on Métis Nation
cultural markers and the cultural capital that Métis communities have
developed through more than two centuries of political life.

There is a deep irony in the use of these symbols, since most of the
appropriated symbolism originates in Métis nationalist discourse—the
Michif language, the Métis infinity flag, and the belief that Métis are oti-
pemisiwak (their own bosses)—a discourse that “new Métis” simultane-
ously appropriate and reject as both totalizing and exclusionary. “New
Métis” are vocal critics of Métis nationalism, claiming that it demands,
in part, “orthodoxy of thought . . . that declares the word Métis as a de-
scription exclusive to a particular culture that arose at a particular place
and time, the Red River area of Manitoba where Métis leader Louis Riel
lived”®® Métis nationalist thought also rejects Métis-as-mixed identity
formulations that constitute the “new Métis” movement in favor of a
unified Métis identity, therefore excluding most “new Métis” from the
Métis Nation, which perhaps provokes the biggest “new Métis” objec-
tion to nationalist discourse.”

However, in the “new Métis” quest for a substantive and meaning-
ful culture, and likely due to a lack of personal experience with such a
culture from members, “new Métis” awkwardly appropriate this Métis
nationalist symbolism as their own while simultaneously attempting to
undermine its power to narrate Métis experiences. This is made possible
by the presumption of a void of Métisness, a culture in which there are
no authorities or those with extensive experience in its practice, situat-
ing it in the public domain to appropriate at will.*® Ill-fitting appropria-
tion of Indigenous institutions is also common practice within the New
Age movement. Christopher Ronwanién:te Jocks argues that New Agers
appropriate the most exciting, mystical, or legitimating elements of a
living culture while simultaneously ignoring other elements—such as
restrictions of use—that may conflict with the narratives of the appro-
priators.”® “New Métis” tend to highlight many Métis nationalist institu-
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tions, symbols, even terminology, but as detached icons, disconnected
from their Métis nationalist origins in living communities. As a result,
“new Métis” narratives deny the cultural continuity and cultural of own-
ership of the Métis people, assuming a void of Métisness that allows for
their appropriation.

More broadly, “new Métis” appropriate important Métis historical
events into their narratives, particularly the two Métis-Canada conflicts
in Red River in 1869—70 and on the South Saskatchewan River in 188s,
points in time when Canada’s anti-Métis colonial violence is most
obvious. These conflicts provide a justificatory argument for why “new
Métis” ancestors went into hiding, particularly the racist fallout after
1885, even if they weren’t directly involved in the fighting. It is argued
that many mixed-descent families were humiliated to the point of
denying “their Native ties, in favour of their more acceptable European
blood lines”®® And because this “racism did not stop to ask someone
who their ancestors were,” mixed-descent people across Canada were
said to be affected.® Thus Métis historical resistances are struggles
shared by “new Métis” as well, even if their ancestors were not involved
in the actual conflict. Whatever symbolic consequences may exist in the
minds of “new Métis,” the actual material consequences of the conflict
were borne almost exclusively by the Métis Nation, which, alongside
First Nations communities, was actively dispossessed and politically
marginalized following the cessation of hostilities in 1885.

Meétis are generally cognizant of this reality. The late Saskatchewan
Métis leader Jim Sinclair famously replied to a government official who
suggested that Métis were a diverse population from coast to coast that
“Sir John A. Macdonald hadn’t sent troops to crush any Métis in the
Maritimes but to Manitoba and Saskatchewan”®> Whatever impact the
events of 1869—70 and 1885 may have had on other people, at their core,
the major protagonists were prairie Indigenous peoples like the Métis
Nation, whose communities continue to exist despite the resulting per-
secution by provincial and federal governments. Métis faced not only
psychological fallout but also extensive political, social, and physical
marginalization, including starvation and forced removal, which went
beyond trying to pass as white.**

The “new Métis” attraction to these conflicts is largely symbolic, as
they tend to idealize voyageurs, not necessarily the buffalo-hunting
soldiers who fought the Canadian government. “New Métis” generally
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celebrate the voyageur as their historical archetype, even if they occa-
sionally fill in some cultural gaps with buffalo hunt symbolism. The cel-
ebration of the voyageur way of life provides a romantic—and deeply
masculinized—escapism steeped in Indigenous imagery consistent
with the search for a more meaningful past. Voyageurs are described
by “new Métis” as men who “explored uncharted lands” and lived a free
and culturally meaningful life free from the intrusive reach of author-
ity so common to the modern condition.®* This culture is today consid-
ered by “new Métis” to be “a special inheritance, one that we are proud
to reclaim and preserve”® However, voyageur was an occupation, not
an ethnic group. While there was a voyageur culture associated with
the lifestyle, the ethnic makeup of voyageurs was quite diverse, and a
large number of voyageurs were French Canadian, without Indian, half-
breed, or Métis “blood” However, “new Métis” rarely question the indi-
geneity of these men and regularly use the term “voyageur Métis” as if
syncretic. A genealogical connection to a voyageur is not the same thing
as a connection to a Métis or Indian ancestor. The “new Métis” confla-
tion of these two identities is demonstrative of a lack of understanding
of historical Métis culture, where some Métis men were voyageurs, but
many more were buffalo hunters and traders—and all were bound by
kinship and nationality.

Of course, “new Métis” are not only constructing their own identities;
they are undermining older Métis identities as well, attempting to
conflate Métis cultural markers with ill-fitting local examples that
ultimately downgrade Métis institutions from unique cultural entities
to common occurrences wherever European populations mixed with
Indigenous ones. For example, the Bras d’Or Lake Métis Nation of Cape
Breton claims a local Acadian “Métis” linguistic tradition in a manner
similar to the Métis production of the Michif language: “a language
called mischief, a mix of French and Mi’kmagq, known today as Acadian
French, very much different from in Quebec or the homeland of France
because of its strong mix of the Mi'kmaq language”*® However, Acadian
French is not at all like Michif. According to contemporary linguists,
Acadian French is “a variety of North American French,” not a mixed
language with a significant Mi’kmaw element.*” Linguists classify Michif
as a language and Acadian French as a dialect. For instance, Peter Bakker
describes Michif as a mixed language, not a dialect of either Plains Cree
or French or as a pidgin or creole spontaneously pieced together by its
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speakers. Michif is a complex language that is not entirely intelligible to
those who speak its two parent languages; it has its own rules and norms
that only speakers can fully comprehend.®

Given the difference in status between the Acadian French dialect
and the Michif language, these two tongues are not comparable, since
such comparison implies that Acadian French is a mixed Indigenous
language. It is not. In Michif most verbs are taken from Plains Cree;
the same cannot be said about Mi’kmaw influence on Acadian French.
While Mi'’kmaw linguistic influence in Acadia shouldn’t be ignored, it
shouldn’t be overstated either. Language borrowing likely occurred in
Acadia, but there is little compelling evidence to suggest that a distinct
mixed language like Michif emerged in Cape Breton or elsewhere in the
Maritimes. It would also be a fantastic coincidence if Acadian French
and Michif took the exact same name given the thousands of miles be-
tween their speakers and little linguistic contact between the two. Since
Michif is how “Métis” is pronounced in the Michif language, the use of
the term “mischief™ is likely an appropriation from Métis culture and an
attempt to imbue what is ultimately a French dialect with the kind of In-
digenous cultural capital that they crave. Lacking their own identifiably
mixed Indigenous linguistic tradition, the Bras d'Or Lake Metis Nation
appropriates a distinctly Métis one. However, in doing so “new Métis”
are attempting to redefine Michif as a placeholder for linguistic mixing
rather than as a part of a specific linguistic tradition. In an attempt to
imbue their “new Métis” culture with meaning, they are actively under-
mining the long-standing meaning of another.

Symbolic appropriation is also common among “new Métis” in
an attempt to claim a Metis symbolic tradition as their own. They
appropriate prominent Métis nationalist imagery like the Métis Nation’s
infinity flag, a blue flag with a white infinity symbol in its center. The
infinity flag was first unfurled before the Battle of Seven Oaks in 1816,
when Métis defeated a group of Hudson’s Bay Company men at Red
River. The flag has occupied a central place in Métis identity ever since.
It had a place at the head of the old buffalo hunt caravans and today is
used as the Métis national flag. It is also featured in each of the logos
of the Métis National Council and its provincial affiliates. As the most
identifiable symbol of Métis identity, even if it is a nationalist symbol,
the infinity flag has been regularly adopted by “new Métis” organizations
in their logos, even when few of their ancestors would have used it in its
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original historical context. Like the reduction of Michif to a process of
language mixing rather than a specific linguistic tradition, “New Métis”
argue that the infinity flag represents “the French Canadians who are our
fur-trading great grandfathers and their unions with Native American
women.”® Given the important political capital associated with the flag,
its use bestows a kind of legitimacy; however, its use also shows little
respect for its long-term use by Métis communities to identify their
people.

Alongside appropriating Métis linguistic institutions, “new Métis”
also appropriate Métis terminology that evokes a culturally specific set
of meanings unique to the Métis Nation. Métis in both living and his-
torical communities identify strongly with the idea of self-ownership,
which is often expressed in Cree as otipemisiwak, meaning “they are
their own bosses,” “the independent ones,” or “they own themselves
This term was specifically attributed to the free-trading Métis buffalo
hunters of the nineteenth-century North-West who were their own
bosses in both an economic and a political sense. The term remains
popular today among members of living Métis communities who see
it as demonstrative of the independent spirit of Métis people, as well as
symbolic of our long-standing refusal to be governed by others. How-
ever, even in the presence of context-specific alternatives, like Muskrat
French, James LaForest advocates the wholesale adoption of this term
for “all Métis” Like the conflation of Michif and Acadian French, the
appropriation of this term is ironic, given that LaForest applies a Plains
Cree word to places where there were no Plains Cree-speaking people.”
LaForests claim of the term otipemsiwak involves a dismissal of Métis
nationalism outright. He argues further that when Métis “limit” the use
of a term like otipemisiwak to its (original) Plains Cree context, they are
also establishing “a new hegemony” that “malign[s] and marginalize[s]”
self-proclaimed Métis communities beyond western Canada.” LaForest
argues that as the descendants of free and hardy voyageurs the Great
Lakes “Métis” also own themselves and are therefore entitled to “ap-
ply this word to yourself or to your community,” even if it was never
previously used, in order to strike “a blow to the hegemony” of Métis
nationalism.”

The problem with these arguments is that there is no evidence that,
until quite recently, the infinity flag and the term otipemisiwak were ever
used by these southern Great Lakes “Métis” or anyone else outside of
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Métis Nation communities. Ironically, these symbols are central to the
“hegemonic” Métis nationalism that “new Métis” ideology claims to re-
ject. So while “new Métis” argue that Métis nationalist discourse denies
the existence of “other Métis,” they are nonetheless comfortable appro-
priating many of Métis nationalism’s most identifiable symbols—Meétis-
Canada conflicts, Michif, the infinity flag, otipemisiwak—to construct
their own nonnationalist “new Métis” identity.

Appropriating these symbols, however, ignores the cultural propriety
of living Métis communities. Like the New Age movement, “new Métis”
treat Métis culture as if it exists in the public domain due to a presumed
void of Metisness and is therefore owned by humanity as a whole, not as
the collective purview of living and historically continuous Métis com-
munities that maintain its integrity. Indeed, any attempt to limit its ap-
plication to its original context by Métis is claimed to be “hegemonic”
or a nationalist “policy of exclusion”” Failing to effectively revive a pos-
itive culture by communing with their ancestors through their blood,
and with little cultural substance drawn from their local context, “new
Métis” narratives tend to appropriate Métis culture from the prairies to
fill in their many gaps. The result is ill-fitting “new Métis” political insti-
tutions, symbolism, and even terminology that violate the cultural in-
tegrity of living Métis communities and deny the rights of Métis to col-
lectively determine appropriate practice of Métis culture, politics, and
identity.

CONCLUSION: THE FALLACY OF A LIVING “METIS”
CULTURE WITHOUT A LIVING METIS PEOPLE

“New Métis” have attempted to form direct relationships with their an-
cestors in order to commune with their ancestors. Through genealogical
searches, a large number of “new Métis” have discovered a long-lost In-
dian ancestor, allowing them to remake their identity in an attempt to
secure the deep-seated social, cultural, and spiritual meaning retained
in their Indian blood. In making this leap into Indigeneity, these indi-
viduals tend to adopt a “Métis” identity with little regard for what that
name means for Métis communities that have used it for generations.
Describing themselves as “the hidden Métis,” these now-unhidden indi-
viduals avoid still-living Métis communities in favor of coalescing into
communities of people with common relationships to the long dead.
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These necrocommunities, which perceive their “new Métis” identity
as robust and full of meaning, nonetheless have trouble articulating a
substantive culture. Because the common culture among “new Métis”
is primarily negative, based as it is on hiding and cultural loss, these in-
dividuals tend to have difficulty in creating the meaningful culture they
are seeking. The recourse to cultural revival from hidden histories that
figures so prominently in “new Métis” rhetoric tends to be insufficient
to produce a positive culture in place of their negative definitions of
“Metisness.” As a result, much of their culture is appropriated wholesale
from Métis history, even if it is difficult to fit to local contexts. The result
is that “new Métis” attempt to transform Métis culture, identity, and his-
tory so that they can fit in it, with little regard for living Métis communi-
ties who define their membership differently.

If left unchecked, “new Métis” may be successful at redefining Métis
identity and culture, displacing the living Métis communities that have
safeguarded the culture they are now appropriating. Whatever their
original intent, “new Métis” have begun an assault on contemporary
Meétis existence. Unlike the many thousands of Métis who have been
displaced from their families and communities by the many tentacles of
Canadian colonialism, “new Métis” don't seek repatriation. They are not
attempting to return to their people; they are creating communities that
lack the kind of cultural commonality that still-living Métis communi-
ties have protected for generations. Already undermined by decades of
colonial incursion, Métis identity, culture, and politics find themselves
assaulted from a new angle, the descendants of long-ago Indigenous an-
cestors. Métis identity is being redefined by these groups in the name of
inclusivity and in an attempt to find themselves a meaningful cultural
home. However, as Chris Andersen argues, “Individuals can find that
they have Indigenous ancestry and simply stop there”” In other words,
the discovery of a distant Indigenous ancestor need not transform one’s
life. For Métis displaced by Canadian adoption policies and other colo-
nial interventions, a path of repatriation remains open to them. Oth-
ers may find a home in the communities where their ancestors actually
came from, if of course those communities will accept them. But many
will also need to be content with being “descendants of;” as many Indig-
enous peoples’ citizenship would not include them—as it is the collec-
tive right of Indigenous peoples to do so. Whatever the case, individuals
with Indigenous ancestors looking to connect with Indigenous commu-
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nities should always proceed in ways that respect the cultural integrity
of Métis people and the self-determination of the Métis Nation.

Somewhere in the “new Métis” attempt to become their ancestors
they forgot that practicing lived kinship obligations is a central part of
the Métis of life, the keystone of our culture. Nothing is more demon-
strative of the profoundly non-Métis approach to “new Métis” identity
“revival” than forsaking notions of lived kinship in favor of a commu-
nion with the dead that lacks cultural authenticity and substance. What
“new Métis” are actually proposing is the discursive appropriation of
living communities, and the organizations they’ve created, to empower
their communities comprised of common relatives to the dead. This,
however, isn’t how Indigenous nations are reviving their cultures and
political authority; this trend is not part of some Indigenous liberation
struggle. It is antithetical to the reempowerment of Indigenous politi-
cal communities whose most foundational right is the ability to deter-
mine their own community. This will inevitably exclude people, as any
membership code will, but what is important is the perpetuation of the
Meétis political community, and making it infinitely open to outsiders
will not achieve that goal. Totally open membership to all self-identified
Métis would irreparably alter the Métis Nation, undermining the work
done by our ancestors, elders, and contemporary leaders in allowing us
to survive decades of genocidal policies. The Métis Nation can be open
and inclusive, encouraging repatriation, while at the same time keep-
ing membership connected to long-standing values of kinship and cul-
tural practice based in historically continuous communities. Kinship as,
Garroutte argues, goes beyond genealogy. To be a relative, “one must
also act like one”” If “new Métis” were sincere about actually recon-
necting with their ancestors, they would be connecting as good relatives
with their present-day relations (and in most cases these aren’t Métis but
other Indigenous peoples). By building their own necrocommunities,
organizations whose behavior hardly respects still-living Métis commu-
nities, “new Métis” act as poor relatives, violating the most foundational
Meétis cultural value in the process and almost certainly ensuring they
remain on the outside.

ADAM GAUDRY is an assistant professor in the Faculty of Native Studies
and Department of Political Science at the University of Alberta. He is
Métis, and his family is from the Lake-of-the-Woods in northwestern
Ontario.
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am indebted to a number of gifted intellectuals who provided feedback on my ideas
and early drafts of this article. A long-standing dialogue on this topic has expanded
my understanding of this phenomenon and allowed me to keep on top of its rapidly
shifting discourse. Special mention here goes out to Chris Andersen, Darryl Leroux,
Jennifer Adese, Chelsea Vowel, Zoe Todd, Darren O’Toole, Rob Innes, Daniel Voth,
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