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Indigenous Peoples, Aboriginal, First Na6ons, or Indians? 

Before delving into the complex history of how colonialism impacted Sinixt, it is important to 
define some terms. Although Indigenous Peoples, Aboriginal, First NaBons, or Indians are oCen 
used interchangeably—even by some Indigenous Peoples—they do have different meanings 
and when used improperly can hinder relaBonship building and understanding. There are many 
guides out there, but not all make clear disBncBons between these descriptors. As the list 
progresses, it applies to fewer and fewer people. 

Generally, Indigenous Peoples is the most inclusive and least contested term. Note that both 
words are capitalized, as you would with any other name. It is also plural to indicate that there 
are many different Indigenous Peoples. There was much debate when draCing The United 
Na,ons Declara,on on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples on this point and this is what was 
agreed upon, so follow their lead. 

Aboriginal is most appropriate when talking about federal policy, as in Aboriginal Rights. Not all 
Indigenous Peoples have Aboriginal Rights, so the term is less inclusive. For Sinixt, it is sBll 
unclear as to what Aboriginal Rights they possess and the courts are deciding on a case-by-case 
basis, as with the Aboriginal Right to hunt of Richard Desautel of the Colville Confederated 
Tribes in Washington. Another aspect of Aboriginal that people find problemaBc is what the 
prefix “ab” means (“away”, “from”, or “not” as in “abnormal”), parBcularly when placed in front 
of “original”. 

First Na5on is most oCen refers to the Band Council system. When colonial governments talk 
about First NaBons, it usually means Band Councils. While the concept should include the 
hereditary system as well, in terms of “First NaBons consultaBon” with federal and provincial 
governments this means Band Councils, and most oCen excludes tradiBonal systems (e.g., 
Hereditary Chiefs or smum iem matriarchs). MeBs and Inuit are in a separate category from First 
NaBons (i.e., Indigenous Peoples of Canada includes First NaBons, MeBs, and Inuit). 

Indian has a specific meaning in federal Aboriginal policy. To be “Indian” is to have status (as an 
Indian) under the Indian Act. The goal of the Indian Act was enfranchisement, meaning loss of 
“special status” as an “Indian of Canada under the Indian Act” and full assimilaBon into 
Canadian society. Less than ½ of all Indigenous Peoples in Canada have status. The vast majority 
of people who belong to a Band have status, but not all, and not all status Indians belong to 
Bands. 

ACer decades of trying a Sinixt man was able to gain status under the Indian Act, despite the 
“exBncBon” of the Arrow Lakes Band. However, there is no Band listed on this status card. He is 
what would be considered a “Landless” and “Bandless Indian” under the Indian Act. As most 
benefits of being a status Indian are Bed to Band councils, it is unclear to what extent his rights 



as a status Indian can be exercised without a Band council to administer those rights and 
benefits.  1

“Indian”, without the modifier of “status” (i.e., Indian status), should not be used by seYlers, 
nor should seYlers correct Indigenous Peoples for calling themselves or other Indigenous 
Peoples “Indians”. This is why quotaBon marks are used here, to indicate that it is a problemaBc 
term. It is not the place of seYlers to argue with Indigenous Peoples about what they call 
themselves.  

Another important point to note is the avoidance of possessive language when referring to 
Indigenous Peoples (or any other of the above terms). This means not using words like “ours”, or 
“Canada’s”, Indigenous Peoples. Rather, it should be: “Indigenous Peoples in what is now known 
as Canada”, or “Indigenous Peoples of Turtle Island”. Even saying “Indigenous Peoples of 
Canada” is problemaBc because this too is possessive.  

A concrete example of how the preciseness of terminology maYers, is the Desautel hunBng 
rights case. Much of the argument at the Supreme Court of Canada revolved around what it 
means to be an “Aboriginal  people of Canada”. Does Canada have an obligaBon to respect the 2

Aboriginal rights of Sinixt not residing in (of) Canada? The government argued that they did not, 
because Sinixt in Washington State are “aliens” to the Cons,tu,on Act of Canada, which 
guarantees Aboriginal Rights. If Desautel was not “of Canada”, then he had no rights in Canada 
to exercise. Again, it is important to use precise and clear language.     

For a more comprehensive discussion of terms and language, see the UBC Indigenous Peoples: 
Language Guidelines (2021).   3

Where is Sinixt təmxʷúlaʔxʷ? 

Sinixt təmxʷúlaʔxʷ (territory) extends from KeYle Falls, WA in the south, to Revelstoke, BC in 
the North, to the height of the Monashee Range in eastern BC, and west to the height of the 
Purcell Range in the BC southern Interior. Eighty percent of Sinixt territory is in what is now 
known as Canada, where the Arrow Lakes Band of Sinixt were deemed “exBnct for purposes of 
the Indian Act” in 1956. The other 20% of Sinixt təmxʷúlaʔxʷ is in what is now called 
Washington State. Sinixt are more commonly called “Lakes” in the US and are recognized by the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA, similar to Canada’s Indian Act). Lakes (Sinixt) are one of the 
twelves tribes of the Colville ReservaBon, established in 1872.  

 These are actual designaBons under the Indian Act.1

 Note the policy category of “Aboriginal” used here.2

 hYps://assets.brand.ubc.ca/downloads/ubc_indigenous_peoples_language_guide.pdf3



Who are Sinixt? Who are Lakes? 

Lakes or Arrow Lakes Indians is a 
colonially-imposed name. 
However, parBcularly in the US, 
this was the name Sinixt came to 
use to refer to themselves in the 
mid-period of colonizaBon. This 
was also consistent with Sinixt 
being referred to as the “Arrow 
Lake (or Lakes) Band” for purposes 
of the Indian Act in Canada. With 
their resurgence to protect the 
Vallican burial ground and village 
site in Canada, the name Sinixt 
was reclaimed. Now it is the 
preferred name in Canada, and is 
gaining usage in the US. Again, it is 
not the place of seYlers to argue 
whether Lakes or Sinixt should be 
used by someone who idenBfies 
themselves.  4

Sinixt are classified as complex 
foragers by anthropologists and 
archaeologists. This means that 
they had a complex social 
organizaBon and relied primarily 
on foraging for their food (as 
opposed to farming). The 
difference between hunter/
gatherers and foragers is that 
foragers also rely heavily on fish.  

Sinixt lived in pithouses in the winter, and tule mat lodges in the summer. Summer groups 
would be smaller, with people congregaBng at larger pithouse complexes during the winter. 
Ceremonies and other major events would occur in the winter (e.g., the winter dance). 

TradiBonally Sinixt were matriarchal, which means women had power. Matriarchy is not a 
mirror of patriarchy, however. Most oCen chiefs were men, but women could also be chiefs. A 
council of matriarchs would guide the decisions of the chiefs and the groups. Chiefs served at 

 I use Sinixt exclusively as that is how Sinixt in Canada refer to themselves for over 20 years.4



the behest of the matriarchs and individual autonomy was respected. Each adult was given the 
opportunity to be heard. 

How do you know it is Sinixt təmxʷúlaʔxʷ? 

Oral history states that Sinixt have been in their təmxʷúlaʔxʷ since the beginning of Bme. Sadly, 
in seYler colonial socieBes, especially in BriBsh Columbia with the contemporary land claims 
process, evidence is veYed by those in power—governments. SeYlers and their governments 
demand what they think of as “hard evidence”. Noteworthy is how oCen that “hard evidence” 
confirms oral history of Indigenous Peoples. 

In addiBon to Sinixt oral history, there are two significant ways (i.e., hard evidence) for knowing 
this is Sinixt təmxʷúlaʔxʷ. The first is burials. Sinixt interned their dead in a way disBncBve from 
all of their neighbours: buried in the prostate posiBon, in talus slopes facing water. They also 
were not buried with material objects, called “grave goods”, although significant items may be 
placed near the burial. If you find any Sinixt arBfacts, they request that you leave them where 
you found them. Sinixt believe that their ancestors are sBll using those items; they need them 
more than you do! 

The second disBnct cultural trait is the uBlizaBon of pit houses. Syilx and Ktunaxa did not use 
pithouses. If there are clusters of house pits (the depression of a pithouse), it is either a Sinixt or 
Secwepemc site. If there is a cluster of pithouses with prostate burials then it is highly probable 
it is a former Sinixt village site.  

The housepits at the Slocan Narrows Archaeology Project (SNAP) near Lemon Creek, have been 
radiocarbon dated to 3100BCE . The Vallican site has been radiocarbon dated to 2100BCE. 5

While there have been no burials located at the SNAP site to date, Vallican was both a village 
and a burial site, yielding over 3000 arBfacts. Archaeologists at both of these sites state that 
they are most likely Sinixt . While other Indigenous Peoples may have connecBons going back 6

hundreds of years, the evidence for thousands of years of “shared territory” with Sinixt is weak. 

What does it mean to be “ex6nct” for Sinixt?  7

Sinixt “exBncBon” is nuanced. It is not the Sinixt Peoples who were deemed “exBnct”, but rather 
the Arrow Lakes Band. The Arrow Lakes Band was the only Sinixt (Lakes) collecBve recognized by 
the government of Canada. Unlike all neighbouring Indigenous NaBons (Syilx, Ktunaxa, 

 hYps://www.perryridge.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/2009-Slocan-Narrows-_DkQi1217_-Report.pdf 5

 hYps://sinixtnaBon.org/content/leYer-archeologist-gordon-mohs-1992 6

 For a longer discussion see Geiger.7

https://www.perryridge.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/2009-Slocan-Narrows-_DkQi1217_-Report.pdf
https://sinixtnation.org/content/letter-archeologist-gordon-mohs-1992


Secwe̓pemc) who have several Bands and reserves, Sinixt only ever had one Band and one small 
reserve . Also, unlike other groups, there was no exisBng community near OatscoY, BC where 8

the Arrow Lakes reserve was created. The lack of an exisBng community and relaBonship to that 
small reserve was a factor in the lack of viability of the Arrow Lakes Band. 

There are mulBple reasons why the reserve was not successful. Most significantly is that it was 
terrible land that couldn’t support even a small populaBon, and there was no exisBng 
community there. Instead, Sinixt people from several locaBons were gathered together under 
the name of the Arrow Lakes Band. These people were not a community, but rather a collecBon 
of less than 30 individuals. Because the land was rocky, unsuitable for agriculture, insufficient 
for foraging and inaccessible for many months of the year, members of the Arrow Lakes Band 
gradually moved off reserve.  

The Arrow Lakes reserve was also established in 1902, which was very late in a place that was 
already being overurn with seYlers in search of mining, forestry and agricultural opportuniBes. 
Most Sinixt people fled their təmxʷúlaʔxʷ for their own safety and moved to reserves of other 
naBons in Canada, or to join relaBves on the Colville Reserve in Washington state. 

When the last registered member of the Arrow Lakes Band, Annie Joseph, died in 1953, an 
Order in Council declared that the Arrow Lakes Band of Indians was “exBnct for purposes of the 
Indian Act”. Under the Mckenna-McBride Commission of 1916, the reserved land reverted to 
the Province of BC.  9

In 1995, a seYler supporter of Autonomous Sinixt in Canada wrote a leYer to then Minister of 
Aboriginal Affairs, Ronald A. Irwin, asking for clarificaBon of Sinixt exBncBon. His response 
clarified that “The Arrow Lakes Band ceased to exist as a band for purpose of the Indian Act”. “It 
does not, of course, mean that the Sinixt people ceased to exist as a tribal group.”  10

 Report of the Royal Commission on Indian Affairs in BriBsh Columbia [McKenna-McBride Commission of 1916]  8

hYp://gsdl.ubcic.bc.ca/cgi-bin/library.cgi?e=q-00000-00---
off-0finalr10--00-0----0-10-0---0---0direct-10---4-------0-1l--11-en-50---20-about-
Lakes+Indian+Band--00-0-1-00-0--4----0-0-11-10-0u~Zz-8-00&a=d&c=finalr10&srp=0&srn=0&cl=search&d=HASHb4
cbf2abcc2e58d21361ba.14 page 370 

 Report of the Royal Commission on Indian Affairs in BriBsh Columbia [McKenna-McBride Commission of 1916] 9

hYp://gsdl.ubcic.bc.ca/cgi-bin/library.cgi?e=q-00000-00---
off-0generalr--00-0----0-10-0---0---0direct-10---4-------0-1l--11-en-50---20-about-
exBnct--00-0-1-00-0--4----0-0-11-10-0u~Zz-8-00&a=d&c=generalr&srp=0&srn=0&cl=search&d=HASH5f98b13fef71
d7a70dd56f.1 page 11

 LeYer from Ronald A Irwin. to Jacqueline Heywood 199510

http://gsdl.ubcic.bc.ca/cgi-bin/library.cgi?e=q-00000-00---off-0finalr10--00-0----0-10-0---0---0direct-10---4-------0-1l--11-en-50---20-about-Lakes+Indian+Band--00-0-1-00-0--4----0-0-11-10-0utfZz-8-00&a=d&c=finalr10&srp=0&srn=0&cl=search&d=HASHb4cbf2abcc2e58d21361ba.14
http://gsdl.ubcic.bc.ca/cgi-bin/library.cgi?e=q-00000-00---off-0finalr10--00-0----0-10-0---0---0direct-10---4-------0-1l--11-en-50---20-about-Lakes+Indian+Band--00-0-1-00-0--4----0-0-11-10-0utfZz-8-00&a=d&c=finalr10&srp=0&srn=0&cl=search&d=HASHb4cbf2abcc2e58d21361ba.14
http://gsdl.ubcic.bc.ca/cgi-bin/library.cgi?e=q-00000-00---off-0finalr10--00-0----0-10-0---0---0direct-10---4-------0-1l--11-en-50---20-about-Lakes+Indian+Band--00-0-1-00-0--4----0-0-11-10-0utfZz-8-00&a=d&c=finalr10&srp=0&srn=0&cl=search&d=HASHb4cbf2abcc2e58d21361ba.14
http://gsdl.ubcic.bc.ca/cgi-bin/library.cgi?e=q-00000-00---off-0finalr10--00-0----0-10-0---0---0direct-10---4-------0-1l--11-en-50---20-about-Lakes+Indian+Band--00-0-1-00-0--4----0-0-11-10-0utfZz-8-00&a=d&c=finalr10&srp=0&srn=0&cl=search&d=HASHb4cbf2abcc2e58d21361ba.14
http://gsdl.ubcic.bc.ca/cgi-bin/library.cgi?e=q-00000-00---off-0generalr--00-0----0-10-0---0---0direct-10---4-------0-1l--11-en-50---20-about-extinct--00-0-1-00-0--4----0-0-11-10-0utfZz-8-00&a=d&c=generalr&srp=0&srn=0&cl=search&d=HASH5f98b13fef71d7a70dd56f.1
http://gsdl.ubcic.bc.ca/cgi-bin/library.cgi?e=q-00000-00---off-0generalr--00-0----0-10-0---0---0direct-10---4-------0-1l--11-en-50---20-about-extinct--00-0-1-00-0--4----0-0-11-10-0utfZz-8-00&a=d&c=generalr&srp=0&srn=0&cl=search&d=HASH5f98b13fef71d7a70dd56f.1
http://gsdl.ubcic.bc.ca/cgi-bin/library.cgi?e=q-00000-00---off-0generalr--00-0----0-10-0---0---0direct-10---4-------0-1l--11-en-50---20-about-extinct--00-0-1-00-0--4----0-0-11-10-0utfZz-8-00&a=d&c=generalr&srp=0&srn=0&cl=search&d=HASH5f98b13fef71d7a70dd56f.1
http://gsdl.ubcic.bc.ca/cgi-bin/library.cgi?e=q-00000-00---off-0generalr--00-0----0-10-0---0---0direct-10---4-------0-1l--11-en-50---20-about-extinct--00-0-1-00-0--4----0-0-11-10-0utfZz-8-00&a=d&c=generalr&srp=0&srn=0&cl=search&d=HASH5f98b13fef71d7a70dd56f.1


The Desautel hun6ng rights case and “ex6nc6on” 

While it was widely reported that the Desautel hunBng rights case “overturned Sinixt 
exBncBon” or that the “courts ruled that Sinixt are no longer exBnct”, this is sadly not the case.  
The Desautel hunBng rights case did not reverse the exBncBon of the Arrow Lakes Band; the 
quesBon of Sinixt exBncBon was not before the courts. The quesBons before the court in 
Desautel were specifically about the rights of an Aboriginal Person residing in the US to hunt 
without a licence in BC, and as a non-resident of BC. This case was similar in many respects to 
Sparrow, where the quesBon revolved on using provincial regulaBons to limit Aboriginal Rights. 
Sparrow and Desautel were both about Aboriginal Rights, not land rights. In other words, the 
right to use the land to exercise Sec 35(1) ConsBtuBonal Rights, but not the right to the land 
itself. 



Much Bme was spent at the Supreme Court of Canada arguing about what it meant to be an 
Aboriginal person of Canada. The posiBon of Canada and BC was that Sinixt were not, rather 
they are “aliens to the ConsBtuBon Act of Canada”. The Supreme Court did not agree. As a 
result of this case, people who are enrolled as Lakes in the Colville Confederated Tribes in 
Washington State have a ConsBtuBonally-protected right to hunt as a non-resident without a 
licence in BC. This is a very, very long way from re-establishing a Band for purposes of the Indian 
Act. Sinixt are sBll exBnct in the same way they were before this case, although it is a toe in the 
door to recogniBon, rights to the land itself were not granted, only right to use the land. The 
case was also important for the Aboriginal rights of all other Indigenous Peoples crossed by the 
Canada-US border. 

Why is it important to be a Band under the Indian Act? 

Some people think it is beYer not to be under the Indian Act. While it is a terrible piece of 
assimilaBonist policy that strips Indigenous Peoples of their autonomy, many rights as 
Indigenous Peoples and more importantly resources, are granted through the colonially-
imposed Band Council system. While the Indian Act inspired apartheid policy in South Africa 
(which was removed in 1990s), and is racist legislaBon, it is much more challenging to be 
Indigenous without Band status under the Indian Act. 

There are processes by which Indigenous groups can apply for Band status under the Indian Act. 
However, this takes many years, much money, and few are successful. The government of 
Canada has the exclusive power to recognize and create Bands and they are reluctant to do so. 
One of the biggest impediments to recogniBon is money. The vast majority of Canada’s fiscal 
obligaBons to Indigenous Peoples of Canada is through the Band Council system. Thus, it is not 
in Canada’s interests to take on more financial responsibility where there currently is none. 
Sinixt did apply for Band recogniBon, but the government of Canada stated that there was 
“insufficient evidence” to proceed with their applicaBon. It is the exclusive jurisdicBon of 
Canada to determine sufficient evidence as well. 

If you are not a Band under the Indian Act, you are ineligible for many government and even 
many non-governmental sources of funding. In fact, Autonomous Sinixt were required to get a 
Band council to support the repatriaBon of their ancestors’ remains to the Vallican site in the 
1990’s. Because they had no recognized Band, they had to make arrangements with an 
Okanagan Band to receive them, who then turned the bones over to Sinixt matriarchs for the 
reburials of Sinixt ancestors stored in the Royal BC Museum in Victoria. It is believed that Sinixt 
were one of the first groups to repatriate human remains in Canada. 

The vast majority of funding to Indigenous Peoples is through Band Councils. Thus, Band 
Councils equate to access to resources. It is important to note that the majority of Indigenous 
Peoples in Canada do not belong to Bands. Furthermore, to have “government-to-government 
relaBons”, Indigenous Peoples must have a recognized Band Council. If you don’t, then you are 



not required to be consulted on what happens in your tradiBonal territory. In the case of Sinixt, 
this will mean consulBng with neighbouring groups while excluding Sinixt enBrely. This is what 
happened with the Columbia River Treaty Review, there was no seat at the Indigenous 
consultaBon tables in Canada, because they have no recognized government.  

The same is happening with the Zincton resort proposal, although Zincton is consulBng with the 
Colville Confederated Tribes in Washington they have repeatedly refused to engage with 
Autonomous Sinixt in Canada as part of their First NaBons “engagement”. As a result, other 
groups make decisions about what happens to Sinixt territory in what is now known as Canada. 
Sinixt are also not required to be consulted on archaeological permits in their territory either, so 
Sinixt graves and village sites can be excavated without their parBcipaBon and their ancestors’ 
remains removed to other NaBons’ repositories. However, some archaeologists do consult with 
Autonomous Sinixt in BC. Not everyone agrees with perpetuaBng Sinixt exBncBon and 
exclusion. Most oCen changes happens at the local, grassroots level, forcing other higher levels 
of government to change as well. 


