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Positionality
• Adopted into Fort William First 

Nation as toddler in 1980

• Fort William First Nation band 
member but not a status Indian

• Research: Resurgence of Indigenous 
political and legal systems, 
specifically citizenship governance

Credit: Mari Jo MacLaurin, c.1984



Positionality

• Fort William First Nation is 
an Anishinaabe (Ojibwe) 
community located on the 
northern shore of Lake 
Superior.
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Project description
• Bill C-31 – a bill to amend the Indian Act, 1985

• Attempted to remedy gender discrimination

• Also envisioned a type of self-governance in some aspects

• This included in band membership

• Yet, while research had been done on membership, little had engaged those 
directly affected
• Along with Kahente Horn-Miller, we sought to speak with those folks



What is band membership?

• Similar to citizenship, but not the same

• To be a member is to have one’s name on a band list

• Some people may be associated with a band, but not have their name on the 
membership list

• Entitled to vote in elections, run for chief and council, live on reserve, etc.



What is “section 10” membership?

• The “section” refers to specific sections in the Indian Act

• After Bill C-31 (1985), two sections dealt with band membership:
• s.10 – bands control their own membership lists (self-governance)
• s.11 – membership is determined by Canada (no direct control)

• Of the >630 First Nations, 241 wrote “membership rules” approved by Canada 
(approximately 1/3)





Lee, Damien. “Exploring 
Section 10,” May 22, 2019. 
https://exploringsection10.com.

https://exploringsection10.com/


Section 10 factoids
• Bands can still submit membership rules for approval

• Wide latitude in terms of criteria
• Aside from protecting those with “acquired rights” and those already on the 

band list, First Nations could opt to write membership rules using a very 
broad range of criteria. (Canada 1985, 19)

• In response to FN concerns, Canada empowered bands to bar 
descendants of reinstatees if codified in membership rules 
before June 28, 1987. (Clatworthy 2005, 5-6)



Project findings



Findings summary
The nature of s.10

1. Internalized stereotypes
2. Membership as anchor

Impacts of s.10
3. Health

4. Kinship

5. Economic
6. Social



1.Internalized stereotypes

A review of the membership 241 membership codes:

• Many bands have reinscribed Indian status or blood quantum, whereas others 
decoupled membership from these.

• Fear of the “floodgates”: Membership reconceptualized as a burden.

• Additional research:
• Veldon Coburn. “A Genealogy of Contemporary Indianness: A Foucauldian Analysis of 

Identity and Society in Anti-Colonization Politics.” (2019 dissertation)



2. Membership as anchor

People defined membership as:

• Being able to walk down the same roads and rivers as their ancestors

• Being buried in their homelands alongside relatives

• Having moose stew, bannock and tea while speaking Cree

• Finding truth and reconciliation with one’s own people



2. Membership as anchor (cont.)

“For me, [band membership is] purely emotional and I wanna know my family. I 
wanna know where I came from. Like, where did all of my looks come from, 
where did all my mannerisms come from? Because I don’t know. I’d like to know, 
and [the band has] pictures of my grandfathers. I wanna see them, too. … 
Everybody needs an anchor. It gives a person a little bit of stability and a root to 
grow from.” (Conversation with P9, 2019)



2. Membership as anchor (cont.)

“Being part of the band meant that I was part of a family, part of a community; 
that I belong somewhere. That there was a heritage there that I didn’t know 
about and wanted to learn. It’s very important to me that my children have that 
sense of community. That they, they belong somewhere. Everybody needs to 
belong somewhere.” (Serafinchon qtd. in Pimentel, 18:47-20:05)



3. Health

• Emotional, mental, physical

• “Lack of self-esteem”

• Not belonging

• Lack of healthy boundaries

• Anger

• Depression



3. Health (cont.)

Anomie:

• “state of profound alienation that results from experiencing serious cultural 
dissolution, which is then the direct cause of serious substance abuse 
problems, suicide and interpersonal violence.” (Alfred 2009, 49)

• ”[I was feeling] “fragmented and disconnected. I was lost. Totally lost. I had no 
idea who I was, [or] what I was doing.” (Conversation with P11, 2019)



3. Health (cont.)

Physical:

• ”My Aunt died of scleroderma which is a sister illness to lupus and I have an 
uncle that had rheumatoid arthritis, so this is all autoimmune disease 
stemming from section 10.” (Conversation with P9, 2019)



4. Kinship

• Participants noted tensions arising in their families (immediate and extended)

• Concerns about access to resources, social marginalization (“taking the band 
to court”), and equal treatment.



4. Kinship (cont.)

Examples:

• “What’s gonna happen at 19 when [one of my kids] doesn’t [get a trust fund]? Is 
that gonna cause a rift between [them]? Money can do strange things to 
people.” (Conversation with Participant 10, 2019)

• “What I wanted was a relationship with my family. And I knew that if I pursued 
band membership, then I wouldn’t get a relationship.” (Serafinchon qtd. in Pimentel, 2019, 1:58-2:08)



5. Economic 

• Denial of band membership also has impacts on daily financial matters

• Furthermore, some spoke about the financial impact associated with seeking 
justice through the legal system:
• “This is the thing, I’m still paying it off. [My relatives] put up 50 thousand for us - up front to 

our lawyer. So, we’re slowly paying them back.” (Conversation with P4, 2019)



6. Social

Some noted that s.10 membership was being used to neutralize political dissent.
• Alleged: Denial of voice due to hereditary authority
• Alleged: Silencing environmental concerns (e.g. fossil fuel infrastructure)

• Alleged: Raising questions about band spending practices



6. Social (cont.)

Others alleged discrimination based on sexual orientation and family status:

• One code that required DNA testing when paternity was basis of membership. 
Two Spirit father’s child was a member, but other was not. (See: Monkman, 2018)

• In another case, Two Spirit mothers’ child was not being added to the 
membership list due to perceived discrimination on basis of sexual orientation 
(See: Pimentel, 2020)



6. Social (cont.)

“It just hurts [to know] that [my son] is treated different because of me. And, I 
don’t know, I’m just sometimes… I feel like I shouldn’t be in the picture so that he 
can get what he deserves. It feels like it’s because of me that he’s pushed aside, 
and he doesn’t deserve that.” (Lefthand qtd. in Pimentel, 2020)



Key 
takeaways



Key takeaways
• Different perspectives:
• It seems some bands view membership as a burden (economic, etc)
• Those fighting for membership see it as part of identity (anchor, root, etc.)

• More research needed:
• Is there a connection between section 10 and human health?
• Quantitative review of s.10 membership codes would be helpful.
• Broader sets of interviews would also be helpful to assess s.10’s impact not only on human 

health, but also its contributions to self-governance.



Thank you

D R .  D A M I E N  L E E
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