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Introduction
Saskatchewan, a province often defined by its vast prairies and rich natural resources,
is also a profoundly significant landscape in the ongoing journey of Indigenous self-
determination in Canada. For centuries, this land has been home to diverse First
Nations and Métis communities, each with their own intricate governance structures,
vibrant cultures, and deep-rooted connections to the territory. Indigenous Governance
and Self-Determination in Modern Saskatchewan delves into the complex and
compelling evolution of these inherent rights, tracing a path from the foundational pre-
treaty systems to the sophisticated self-government initiatives that are actively
reshaping the province's political and social fabric today. This book offers a
comprehensive and nuanced exploration of how Indigenous peoples in Saskatchewan
have, against a backdrop of colonial policies and systemic challenges, steadfastly
asserted their sovereignty and worked to reclaim control over their destinies.

This work examines the pivotal moments and persistent efforts that have
characterized the assertion of Indigenous rights in Saskatchewan. From the solemn
negotiations of historical treaties, which laid the groundwork for nation-to-nation
relationships, to the contemporary landscape of land claims, landmark court
challenges, and meticulously negotiated agreements with both provincial and federal
authorities, the narrative highlights the resilience and strategic acumen of Indigenous
leaders and communities. It unravels the intricate development of modern Indigenous
institutions, such as tribal councils, education authorities, and health services, all
operating under the principles of Indigenous control and designed to serve the unique
needs and aspirations of their people. By analyzing key policy interventions, including
the evolving duty to consult, innovative revenue sharing arrangements, and the
profound implications of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples (UNDRIP), this book illuminates the multifaceted nature of self-determination
in practice.

The journey towards self-determination is not without its complexities, marked by both
remarkable successes and enduring obstacles. This book does not shy away from
these challenges, presenting a balanced perspective that acknowledges the historical
injustices and ongoing struggles while simultaneously celebrating the triumphs and
innovations in Indigenous governance. Each chapter contributes to a richer
understanding of how Indigenous communities are actively building robust, culturally
relevant systems that reflect their distinct worldviews and priorities. From the
intricacies of modern treaty implementation and the development of Indigenous
justice systems to the critical roles of women and youth in leadership, and the vital
importance of cultural revitalization and environmental stewardship, the scope of this
work is broad, reflecting the holistic nature of Indigenous governance.
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Indigenous Governance and Self-Determination in Modern Saskatchewan is designed
to be an invaluable resource for a diverse readership. Scholars will find a rigorous
academic examination grounded in extensive research, offering fresh perspectives on
legal, political, and historical developments. Policymakers, at all levels of government,
will gain crucial insights into the practical realities of implementing Indigenous rights
and fostering meaningful reconciliation. General readers, eager to understand the
dynamic forces at play in Saskatchewan and across Canada, will discover an
accessible yet deeply informative account that balances historical context with
present-day realities and future prospects. It seeks to foster a deeper appreciation for
the contributions of Indigenous peoples to the broader Canadian mosaic and to inspire
continued dialogue and action towards a more equitable and just future.

Ultimately, this book is an invitation to engage with the powerful story of Indigenous
resilience, innovation, and unwavering commitment to self-determination. It is a
testament to the enduring strength of First Nations and Métis communities in
Saskatchewan, whose efforts are not only transforming their own societies but are also
profoundly reshaping the political and social landscape of the entire province. By
shedding light on the historical foundations, contemporary practices, and future
aspirations of Indigenous governance, this work aims to contribute to a more informed
understanding and respectful partnership, paving the way for a future where true self-
determination flourishes.
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Chapter One: Foundations of Indigenous
Governance: Pre-Treaty Structures and Systems
Before the arrival of European explorers and settlers, the lands that would eventually
become Saskatchewan were vibrant with the presence of numerous Indigenous
nations, each possessing sophisticated and effective systems of governance. These
structures, honed over millennia, reflected deep-seated cultural values, intricate social
orders, and an profound understanding of their respective territories. Far from being
unstructured or anarchic, these societies operated with clear laws, established
leadership roles, and methods for decision-making that ensured the well-being and
continuity of their communities. To truly grasp the evolution of Indigenous governance
in modern Saskatchewan, one must first appreciate these foundational systems that
predate colonial imposition.

The First Nations inhabiting this vast region — including the Cree, Saulteaux, Dakota,
Nakota, Lakota, and Dene peoples — developed diverse governance models that were
intrinsically linked to their lifeways, economies, and spiritual beliefs. For many Plains
Indigenous peoples, such as the Cree and Dakota, governance was often characterized
by a more decentralized, consensus-based approach, particularly in times of peace.
Bands or kinship groups formed the primary political units, with leaders emerging
based on wisdom, hunting prowess, oratorical skills, or spiritual guidance. These
leaders, often referred to as chiefs, headmen, or elders, held authority not through
coercive power, but through influence and the respect earned from their people.

Decision-making within these pre-treaty societies was typically a deliberate and
inclusive process. Councils, often comprising elders, respected warriors, and
knowledgeable women, would gather to discuss matters affecting the community.
These discussions were guided by principles of reciprocity, mutual respect, and the
long-term welfare of the collective. Consensus was frequently the goal, ensuring that
all voices were heard and that decisions had broad support, thereby maintaining social
cohesion. This participatory form of governance fostered a strong sense of collective
responsibility and accountability among community members.

The seasonal cycles and resource availability played a significant role in shaping these
governance structures. For instance, during the buffalo hunting season, which was
central to the economies of many Plains nations, a more centralized and disciplined
form of leadership often emerged. Hunt chiefs, or leaders specifically designated for
the hunt, would wield considerable authority to ensure the success and safety of the
entire group. Their decisions, while temporary, were critical for coordinating large-
scale hunts and distributing resources equitably, highlighting the adaptability of
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Indigenous governance to specific circumstances and needs.

Beyond the immediate concerns of sustenance and defense, pre-treaty governance
also encompassed elaborate legal and justice systems. Disputes within and between
communities were resolved through established protocols, often involving mediation,
restorative justice practices, and sometimes, the imposition of sanctions by
community leaders. The emphasis was generally on reconciliation and maintaining
harmony within the group, rather than on punitive measures. These systems were
deeply embedded in oral traditions, passed down through generations, and reinforced
through ceremonies, storytelling, and daily practices.

For the Dene peoples of the northern boreal forest, governance structures reflected
their unique environment and semi-nomadic lifestyle. Family groups and localized
bands formed the basis of their political organization, with leadership often residing in
respected hunters or elders who guided their communities in resource management
and seasonal movements. Their governance systems prioritized interconnectedness
with the land and the sustainable use of resources, underscoring a profound ecological
knowledge that was integral to their survival and cultural identity.

The Métis Nation, a distinct Indigenous people with mixed Indigenous and European
ancestry, also developed their own unique governance structures prior to extensive
European settlement. Emerging from the fur trade, Métis communities coalesced
around their own laws and customs, particularly visible in the buffalo hunt. The Laws
of the Buffalo Hunt, meticulously documented and enforced, demonstrated a
sophisticated understanding of organization, resource management, and social order.
These laws governed everything from the formation of the hunting brigades to the
equitable distribution of the meat, showcasing a highly effective system of self-
governance that was both pragmatic and deeply communal.

The Métis provisional governments, notably those led by figures like Louis Riel, further
exemplify the capacity for self-governance and nation-building among Indigenous
peoples in the pre-confederation era. These governments, though often formed in
response to external threats to their lands and rights, demonstrated a clear
commitment to establishing democratic principles, protecting their citizens, and
negotiating with external powers on a nation-to-nation basis. The structure and
functioning of these provisional governments highlight a sophisticated political
consciousness and a determination to assert their inherent sovereignty.

Spiritual beliefs were inextricably linked to governance in many Indigenous societies.
Leaders were often chosen or recognized not only for their practical skills but also for
their spiritual wisdom and connection to the sacred. Ceremonies and spiritual
practices played a vital role in decision-making processes, reinforcing communal
values and providing a moral compass for leadership. This holistic approach meant
that governance was not merely a secular exercise of power, but a deeply spiritual
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responsibility to the people and the land.

The concept of "territory" and its management was also a fundamental aspect of pre-
treaty governance. Indigenous nations had clearly defined territories, understood
through oral histories, traditional place names, and ongoing use and occupancy.
Governance systems included protocols for managing resources, resolving boundary
disputes with neighboring nations, and ensuring the long-term health of the land for
future generations. This inherent jurisdiction over their territories formed the bedrock
of their sovereignty.

While diverse, these pre-treaty governance systems shared common threads: a deep
respect for elders, the importance of consensus, a strong emphasis on community well-
being, and an intrinsic connection to the land and its resources. They were dynamic,
adapting to changing environmental conditions, inter-tribal relations, and the
increasing presence of European traders. These systems were not static relics of the
past but living, evolving frameworks that demonstrated remarkable resilience and
adaptability.

The arrival of European traders and, subsequently, settlers began to introduce new
pressures and challenges to these established governance structures. Initially,
interactions often involved diplomacy and mutual respect, with Indigenous leaders
engaging in trade and alliances that benefited their communities. However, as colonial
ambitions grew and settlement expanded, the integrity of these pre-existing systems
faced increasing threats. Yet, even in the face of these external forces, many
Indigenous communities continued to uphold and practice their traditional forms of
governance, demonstrating their enduring strength and the inherent legitimacy of
their systems.

Understanding these foundational governance structures is crucial for appreciating the
ongoing struggles and aspirations for self-determination in modern Saskatchewan. The
assertion of Indigenous rights today is not a novel concept but a continuation of
ancient practices and inherent sovereignties. The desire to rebuild and strengthen
Indigenous institutions draws directly from these historical blueprints, adapting
traditional principles to contemporary challenges.

The memory and knowledge of these pre-treaty systems have been meticulously
preserved through oral traditions, ceremonies, and the dedicated efforts of elders and
knowledge keepers. This living history provides a powerful wellspring for
contemporary Indigenous leaders and communities as they navigate complex legal
and political landscapes. It reminds them that their governance is not a delegated
power, but an inherent right rooted in their long-standing presence on these lands.

Furthermore, these pre-treaty systems offer invaluable lessons in sustainable living,
community cohesion, and inclusive decision-making that resonate far beyond
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Indigenous communities. Their emphasis on collective responsibility and respect for
the natural world provides important perspectives for addressing contemporary global
challenges. The wisdom embedded in these ancient governance models continues to
offer guidance for a more equitable and harmonious future.

In essence, the pre-treaty period in Saskatchewan was not a void awaiting European
order, but a landscape rich with complex, functional, and culturally distinctive
Indigenous governance. These systems, developed over millennia, represent the initial
chapter in the long and enduring story of Indigenous self-determination in the
province. They laid the indispensable groundwork upon which all subsequent
assertions of rights and self-government initiatives would be built, serving as a
constant reminder of inherent sovereignty and the deep roots of Indigenous
nationhood. Their legacy continues to inform, inspire, and strengthen the pursuit of
self-determination in modern Saskatchewan.
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