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Abstract. Within the context of resource extraction, cultural encounters have been historically performed in the way of more or 

less antagonistic social interactions, ranging from outright domination to more empowerment-oriented relations.   

Throughout the last decades, the building of pipelines in particular has linked together countries, cultures, identities, ultimately 

challenging, reorganizing and renegotiating them.  

Starting from these premises, the following paper intends to show how Canadian Mackenzie Valley represents a unique contact 

zone for the development of cultural encounters, where different actors sometimes clash, but eventually “grapple with each 

other”.  In order to do so, I look into the specific case of Mackenzie Valley Pipeline and its advancement from the early 70s to 

more recent times, to suggest that within this challenging setting - where indigenous peoples are constantly confronted with often 

competing interests and positions - the practice of public hearings can be approached as a form of organized cultural encounter, 

whose “implied purposes” are to deal with more or less substantial cultural differences and to provide a wider cultural 

understanding of each different position. 

Through the testimonies presented during the negotiations of the Mackenzie Gas Project, I explore the main features of the 

institutionalized practice of community hearings to suggest that this system has produced two main results, leading to the creation 

of: a) an essential forum for confrontation and articulation of cultural diversities and divergent perspectives on energy 

development and indigenous issues; b) a unique social space that has contributed to trigger phenomenon of identity 

transformation and new ways of structuring relations among the several pipeline stakeholders. 

 

Introduction 

Traditionally, history of resource extraction appears to be associated with a long series of social and environmental 

injustices which have likely taken place in southern areas of the world (e.g. Africa or South America), where 

national elites and foreign corporations have been accused of pursuing their economic interests by excluding local 

communities – including indigenous peoples - from decision-making processes and depriving them of their land-

based livelihoods.  

If the contemporary political focus on land grabbing and the connected violation of human rights is also underlining 

this aggressive approach to resource,  when we shift our focus to the history of the Circumpolar North, it is 

interesting to notice that far from being mere victims, the indigenous peoples from the Arctic have over the last 

decades become participants and, in some cases, even direct beneficiaries of the industrial development (Nuttall, 

2007). The reasons for this discrepancy, as I suggest, are to be found in the different strategies of social interaction 

enacted by indigenous and non-indigenous actors. 

This interaction, although being initially characterized by some tension and immediate frictions, has undergone 

profound transformations, thanks to a renegotiation of identities and positions from both sides.  

In the broader Arctic context, I argue that the Canadian Mackenzie Valley represents a particularly emblematic 

space where complex and often problematic cultural encounters have taken place on multiple levels (between native 

and non-native actors as well as within indigenous groups).  

By theorizing Mackenzie pipeline region as a contact-zone, I seek to understand how cultural encounters are enacted 

in the challenging context of energy development and how the different subjects structure their (power) relations. 

After presenting a brief history of contacts in the Mackenzie Valley, I narrow my research focus on the early 70s and 

the first proposals of the Mackenzie Gas Project in order to introduce the concept of organized cultural encounters 

which, as I hint at, can be recognized in the practice of public negotiations following the development of the 

proposed pipeline. 

By means of some selected testimonies, I intend to show how in this unique contact setting, the subjects who took 

part to the meetings continuously stated and reaffirmed cultural differences and how these differences were 

strategically employed by indigenous peoples to claim their rights on the lands and – in the more recent stages of the 

hearings – as a way to mark the divisions arisen within indigenous groups. 

Concerning the effects that public hearings have produced over the years, throughout the paper I suggest that the 

inquiries have ultimately produced transformative effects directly affecting indigenous identity, positions and 

intergroup relations. 



The Mackenzie Valley: theory of a contact-zone 

The Mackenzie Delta is, after Russia’s Lena River Delta, the second largest Arctic delta, with the river running for 

1,800 kilometers. The huge watershed of the Mackenzie River is located in the so-called Mackenzie Valley which 

includes the lands of Inuvialuit, Gwich’in, Dene and Métis indigenous peoples in the North-West Territories and 

Dene and Cree in Northern Alberta. Because of the presence of crude oil and gas resources, the area has since the 

beginning of the 20th century catalyzed the attention of geologists and extractive industries attracted by the rich 

opportunities offered by this natural resource region1. 

I argue that if we look at the Mackenzie River Valley from a horizontal perspective, we can imagine the proposed 

pipeline not as something static but, on the contrary, extraordinarily dynamic, redesigning borders, creating 

imagined geographies and triggering continuous transformations in the region it is expected to cross. 

The concept of imagined geographies was first theorized by Edward Said who describes it as “perceived spaces that 

go beyond the physical boundaries, in which histories get intertwined and units once separated are now inevitably 

bounded” (Said, 1978). 

Although with this term Said referred mainly to the images of the “Orient” constructed by the western colonizers to 

justify their control on the Oriental “others”, it has since then been applied to present particularly challenging spaces 

of interaction where different actors who appear very distant from each other are suddenly tied together by a link, a 

somehow common interest, which forces them to – metaphorically speaking - come face to face, to encounter. 

This vision of space as something more than the mere territoriality, is the same suggested by Doreen Massey who, in 

her propositions on space, defines it as “the product of interrelations”, “the sphere of coexisting heterogeneity” and, 

most importantly, “a process” (Massey, 1994; 2005). 

Looking back at the history of the Mackenzie River Valley, from the first explorations in the 1900s to nowadays, it 

emerges that this area has been long characterized by a constant heterogeneity meaning on one hand, several 

indigenous groups coexisting (Inuvialuit, Cree, Dene, Gwich’in, Métis) and on the other, a variety of actors 

interested in the outcomes of energy development such as Canadian and foreign corporations, government 

representatives and NGOs.  

All these different entities have contributed to relationally produce the place known as Mackenzie Valley, i.e. to 

shape it through their connections, to dynamize it and to infuse it with issues of power. 

This idea of place as saturated with notions of power is particularly popular among different scholars interested in 

spatiality, including Tim Cresswell and Mary-Louise Pratt. Cresswell in his Place Part I stresses in fact that “the 

meaning of place is rarely neutral or innocent” (Cresswell, 2011). Place appears thus to be a concept strictly linked 

to power differences and asymmetries which are also an essential element in Pratt’s definition of contact zone.  

Pratt describes a contact-zone as “a social space where cultures meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in 

context of highly asymmetrical relations of power” (Pratt, 1991; 1992). 

In this sense, I would argue that contact-zones can also be understood as the space where cultural encounters are - 

through multiple strategies (Dallmayr, 1996) - enacted and negotiated and where different and often competing 

identities, interests and positions try to come to terms with each other.  

Given these premises, what I intend to suggest in this paper is that theorizing Mackenzie Valley as a contact-zone 

can be very useful to understand how the different subjects of this pipeline region have been constituted in and by 

their relations to each other (Torre et al., 2008) and how they have structured their interactions across more or less 

evident power differences. 

 

The Mackenzie Valley: history of a contact-zone 

Historically, the indigenous peoples of the Mackenzie Valley have all had a somehow distinctive experience of 

contact with the “outsiders”.  

Since the very beginning of the colonial era in the 16th century, the Dene – who were mostly hunters and trappers - 

attempted to shape their relations with the British crown in the name of diplomacy and treaty making in order to 

protect the access to their lands and the invaluable resources they offered (Brody 2002; Abele 2000; Helm, 2000).   

However, with the passing of the years and a growing belief in the superiority of British ideals and society, these 

relations experienced a massive shift. Several initiatives were in fact created to bring British "civilization" to the 

First Nations, culminating in the approval of the Indian Act, a highly controversial document according to which, it 

was the Crown's responsibility to look after and protect the interests of First Nations people, by acting as their 

"guardians" until they were considered fully integrated in the Canadian society. This guardianship discourse 

                                                           
1Later I approach it as a pipeline region because of the negotiations revolving around the building of the pipeline which, although 

not yet “physically” present, contributes to redesigning the space it is expected to cross, creating – as I suggest– the borders of a 

new region.  



manifested itself in all aspects of indigenous lives and has been discussed, among others, by Robert Paine in his 

book “The White Arctic” where he applies the concept tutelage to point at the self-perception of non-natives among 

natives as tutors and instructors (Paine, 1977).  

In spite of the several amendments which the Indian Act has gone through up to the present day, it still represents a 

powerful example of a highly paternalistic Northern discourse aimed at distinguishing indigenous peoples as 

“something other” to be modernized in the major process of constructing a Canadian Arctic.  

Shifting the focus to the Inuvialuit of the Mackenzie Delta, we know that they came into contact with non-Native 

whalers and traders later than the Inuit from Eastern and Central Arctic. The first encounters are to be traced in the 

18th century, but became increasingly frequent during the 19th and early 20th, a period in which the Inuit who 

survived the newly introduced diseases started a collaboration with the European and American newcomers 

(Freeman 1998, Dahl 1993).  

As previously for the First Nations, also the Inuit contacts with the non-Natives soon changed in favor of an 

assimilation process which especially after the Second World War, urged the Inuvialuit (as well as the Dene) to 

abandon their lands in favour of permanent dwellings in government-organized villages (Dorais, 1988).    

By the 70s, most of the Canadian aboriginal population had moved to the new settlements, where indigenous groups 

were encouraged to pursue an extensive use of the lands, combining activities of hunting, trapping, gathering and 

fishing (i.e. what economists call informal economies) with commercial harvesting of fish and other animals and 

other cash-generating activities (i.e. formal economies). This new economic cycle which highlights the 

interdependence between different economic activities, has been called “mixed economies” (Nuttall et al., 2005) and 

has over the years become a common pattern characterizing many indigenous communities.  

However, back in the early 70s, what was seen as an overbearing intervention in the lives of indigenous peoples 

started producing a general discontent in the communities of the Mackenzie Valley which, encouraged also by the 

worrying expansion of extractive activities in the Circumpolar North, saw the threat of pipeline construction as an 

incentive for mobilization and for finding alternative spaces of interaction with non-indigenous actors, considered 

responsible of a long series of historical injustices. 

Professor Petra Tschakert states that social and environmental injustices in the context of resource extraction often 

occur because of a distance between the two main subjects involved - especially if the otherness is portrayed as 

socio-economically humbler and thus not deserving any particular consideration. (Tschakert, 2009). 

I suggest that at the beginning of the 70s, if there was some kind of distance to be narrowed between indigenous and 

non-indigenous actors, it was a very dynamic and liquid one which should not be reduced to a static contraposition 

between two competing identities. As the events following the Berger Inquiry have shown, the assumed cultural 

barriers which in the first hearings seemed too deeply-rooted to be overcome, have throughout the years got blurrier 

and ultimately resulted more in a strategic tool to use at the meetings than in an undeniable reality to be taken for 

granted.  

Thus, starting from the premise that the interactions between indigenous and non-indigenous subjects in the 

Mackenzie Valley have since the Berger Inquiry undergone a long and still ongoing process of transformation, I am 

going to focus on what can be considered their “institutionalization” through the practice of pipeline community 

hearings. More specifically, I intend to approach Mackenzie pipeline negotiations as a form of organized cultural 

encounter, being – as I argue -  directly aimed at achieving a sum of the different positions on energy development, 

by promoting a better understanding of cultural and political differences. 

This understanding has often been labeled with the term bridging, a concept which, in my opinion, unveils a precise 

will of eliminating (instead of harvesting from) differences in order to reach a wider consensus. 

As I see it, this term refers to an old and static approach to organized contact zones which could be instead 

addressed as much more complex spaces where asymmetries and diversities are continuously negotiated and not 

barely minimized or flattened. 

 

Mackenzie Gas Project : testimonies from the Berger Inquiry  
The proposed Mackenzie Valley pipeline was the first large scale energy project in Canada to require a specific 

hearing process involving all the aboriginal communities possibly affected by the proposed construction.  

In 1974, in the aftermath of the OPEC oil crisis and the oil discoveries off the north coast of Alaska, the idea to 

construct an oil or gas pipeline originating from the Mackenzie Valley to Northern Alberta became concrete. 

Two companies proposed two different routes: the Canadian Arctic Pipeline (a consortium of Shell, Exxon and 

Trans-Canada Pipelines) called for the construction of a pipeline from Alaska’s Proudhoe Bay through the 

Mackenzie Delta, across Yukon and up to Southern Alberta. While Foothills Pipeline, a group of Alberta and British 

Columbia based companies, proposed the so-called Maple Leaf route which conceived a pipeline meant to transport 

natural gas from the Mackenzie Delta down to Alberta and the southern markets.  



In March 1974, following a request forwarded by the Canadian Arctic Gas Consortium, the Canadian government 

established a Royal Commission of Inquiry in order to assess the potential environmental, social and economic 

impacts of the project. Head of the Commission was appointed Thomas Berger, a well-known indigenous rights 

lawyer and justice from British Columbia. Between 1974 and 1977 Berger conducted two main kinds of hearings 

throughout Canada: technical ones, with expert witnesses and formal organizations and community ones across each 

of the 35 communities in the Mackenzie Valley and in all the major cities.  

At the first meeting in Aklavik, Justice Thomas Berger made the purpose of the hearings extremely clear, saying: “I 

am here so that you can tell me what you think and so that you can say what you want to say. I want you, the people 

who live here, who make the North your home, to tell me what you would say to the Government of Canada (…) I 

want to hear from anyone who wishes to speak. You have the right to speak, to tell me what the pipeline will mean 

to you, to your family and to your life. I am here to listen to you”.2  

Besides providing everybody with an equal right to express their opinion, he also underlined that no formalities were 

required during the inquiry except that the witnesses had to be sworn – “you can sit in your seat or you can stand up, 

however you find it most comfortable. I want to hear from anyone who wishes to speak – native people, white 

people, young people, old people and I want to tell you that we have lots of time”.3  

The community halls where the inquiries were held became the social space where youth, elders, political leaders 

and institutional representatives did not only come to speak, but also to listen what the other speakers had to say.  

As made clear by Berger from the very beginning, the purpose of this organized contact event was to find a new 

system of communication where, by granting everybody an equal right to speak and duty to listen, every difference 

– whether of power, age or culture – was meant to be discussed, representing not an obstacle to the negotiation 

process, but on the contrary, a way to enhance it and make it fully inclusive of all the positions.  

At least at the time of the Berger inquiry, the differences between indigenous and non-indigenous actors seemed 

striking and the perspectives on energy development rather polarized – with the indigenous peoples firmly opposing 

the pipeline and the Canadian government and corporations supporting its development. 

However, I would suggest that one of the most interesting aspects of approaching the Inquiry as an organized 

cultural encounter is the way differences were stated, enacted and ritualised.   

In fact, if we assume that the intended aim of organised cultural encounters is to manage cultural differences, when 

indigenous peoples are involved in this particular kind of participatory practice, this goal can prove to be particularly 

challenging. The reasons are to be identified in the strong assertion of indigenous distinctiveness which has over the 

years become the flag of several indigenous groups worldwide4. 

Taking this aspect into account, one could maybe suggest that the public hearings – here exemplified by the Berger 

Inquiry - represent an interesting setting for organised cultural encounter because if on one hand they were self-

consciously arranged by non-native actors to harvest from differences and to do something with (and not against) 

them, on the other hand, they ultimately encouraged some kind of organisation also within the main participants to 

the encounter, the indigenous peoples, who used the argument of difference as part of a specific indigenousness 

discourse. 

In this sense, through the testimonies of two key indigenous leaders - Frank T’Seleie and  Stephen Kakfwi -  I intend 

to show how if the public hearings revealed the burden of the old colonial dichotomies (“us” and “them”), compared 

to the past, these were now strategically employed by the indigenous representatives as a tool to stress their 

distinctiveness from the White men.  

Because of its efficacy in articulating cultural differences between the Dene people and the “outsiders”, I have 

chosen the speech delivered in 1975 by Frank T’ Seleie, Dene chief from Fort Good Hope who in front of Berger 

asserted: 

 

“We (the Dene) declared officially that we are a nation of people, within Canada (…) we have always seen 

ourselves in these terms. We have our own land, our own language, our own political and economic system. We 

have our own culture and traditions and history, distinct from those of your nation (…)”.5  

 

In his words, T´Seleie claims a strong sense of belonging to the Dene nation. By stressing the specificity of his 

community and by making an extensive use of words of demarcation such as “we”, “our”, “our own”, he also 

                                                           
2 Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry Transcript Volume 1, pp. 2-3 
3 Ibid. 
4 Let us just think of other bigger institutional arenas (such as the United Nations) where indigenous peoples have used the motto 

of “unity in difference” to resist encapsulation by hegemonic states and to support their claim for collective rights. 
5 Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry Transcript Volume 18, p. 1771 



strengthens and reaffirms differences and he uses them in order to demand a freedom of doing that, according to the 

Dene, derives from a unique heritage:  

 

“We want to live our own way on our own land and not be invaded by outsiders coming to take our resources. We 

saw ourselves then as we see ourselves now, as different from the white man. We do not say we are better or worse 

than the white man. We are proud of who we are, proud to be Dene, and loyal to our Nation, but we are not saying 

we do not respect you and your ways. We are only asking now as we asked you then, to let us live our own lives, in 

our own way, on our own land, without forever being threatened by invasion and extinction”.6 

 

Frank T’Seleie’s speech is also considered unusually confrontational in its genre since, compared to the other 

testimonies, does not only address judge Berger, but also Dene’s powerful opponent embodied by Bob Blair, 

president of Foothills Pipelines, exceptionally present at the hearings held in Fort Good Hope. 

Through the blame expressed by the Dene Chief in his words that evoke the collective images of colonization, 

invasion and destruction, it is suddenly easier to visualise that space of tension and struggle that Pratt has described 

with the concept of contact-zone. This social space can thus be approached as something with an historical legacy 

which plays (and is evoked to play) an active part in the construction of both subjects and context but ultimately, 

also as a way to rearrange the direction of the exchange. 

 

“Mr. Blair (…) [you want] to see us destroyed (…) You are stealing my soul. By scheming to torture my land you 

are torturing me. By plotting to invade my land, you are invading me. If you ever dig a trench through my land, you 

are cutting through me (…). You are the twentieth century General Cluster. You have come to destroy the Dene 

Nation”.7 

 

Within the indigenous claim for their distinctiveness, the temporal, cosmological and historical identification with 

the land is another very powerful and persuasive argument, which has often been used by the indigenous leaders, 

also after the Inquiry, to emphasize the significance of their land as a homeland.   

Frank T’Seleie applies here this identification to recall the ancestral bond that the Dene people hold with the 

Mackenzie River:  

 

“We are like the river that flows and changes, yet is always the same (…) We are like the river, but we are not the 

river. We are human. That is what we were meant to be (…) Our Dene Nation is like this great river. It has been 

flowing before any of us can remember. We take our strength and our wisdom and our ways from the flow and 

direction that has been established for us by ancestors we never knew, ancestors of a thousand years ago. Their 

wisdom flows through us to our children and our grandchildren to generations we will never know”.8 

 

In this context, the highly symbolical language is probably employed by the Dene chief also to convey a sense of 

cosmological order, to explain non-indigenous actors (including Berger) what they have so far failed to understand 

and what they might destroy if they decide to build the pipeline. 

 

“(…) [Maybe] you do not know us or understand us. Or maybe money has become so important to you that you are 

losing your own humanity. Maybe you are a victim, imprisoned by a way of life that you are afraid to question. I do 

not know (…) 

I cannot understand why you cannot be happy to live in a cabin beside some river and leave the world the way the 

great spirit made it.  I cannot understand how a man can live for wealth and power, knowing that his ambitions and 

greed is destroying so much around him. I do not envy you, Mr Blair, I feel sorry for you”.9  

 

From the repetition of the word “understand”, it emerges that what has really made the interaction between the Dene 

and the extractive companies so precarious since the beginning of energy development is a lack of understanding 

and acceptance. 

                                                           
6 Ibid. p. 1773  
7 Ibid. p. 1776 
8 Ibid. p. 1778 
9 Ibid. p. 1776 



Undoubtedly indigenous peoples are the holders of a set of values, identities, beliefs, histories which is very distant 

from the Western European one and which – at least before the hearings – had been dismissed as exotic, strange, 

remote, being seldom approached within any formalised space of interaction.  

When Dene Stephen Kakfwi was invited to deliver his speech before Berger, he also spoke of this lack of 

understanding, recognition and respect of his people and traced it back to the moment when explorer Alexander 

Mackenzie first arrived to Dene’s lands.  

 

“He described us in his journal as a ‘meagre, made people’, people with ‘scabby knees’. My people probably 

wondered at this strange, pale man in his ridiculous clothes, asking about some great waters he was searching for. 

He recorded his views on the people, but we’ll never know exactly how my people saw him (…) What was Alexander 

Mackenzie to them? (…) No one has ever bothered to take us seriously – to look closely at us as Dene people”.10 

 

The particular meeting with Alexander Mackenzie is here by an act of collected memory restaged as a potential 

colonial encounter with its inherent asymmetrical relations of power and recognition as well as its silencing of other 

people's perspectives. Like previously done by Frank T'Seleie, Kakfwi mobilised contact history not only as a 

reminder and reason of shame, but to construct a link between the past colonial encounters and the present meeting. 

Even though the contact history has been so far dominated by the position and presumptions of the explorer and 

coloniser, Kakfwi cast light on another element of the otherwise unilateral contact event: the specific encounter was 

also grabbled with by the Dene. This way, he made the colonised (Dene) emerge as active subject both in the past 

interaction, and – by association – also in the present one. 

Before Berger, no authorities had given Canadian indigenous peoples the opportunity to share their worldviews and 

to make their voice effectively heard. But the outcomes that the combination of oral presentations and interventions 

as well listening created were striking. As stated by Patrick Scott who followed the development of the whole 

Inquiry, “they heard themselves and through the media the rest of the country heard them as well. The process was 

awakening. Telling stories changed people” (Scott, 2007). 

I consider these few lines particularly meaningful to address the revolutionary aspects of Berger Inquiry and its 

impact on the following organised cultural encounters related to resource extraction. 

First, because they point out the power of public participatory practices in catalysing the general attention on some 

particularly challenging issues. With regard to this, one could say that the Berger inquiry seen as a formalised 

contact zone both had centrifugal and centripetal dimensions: where the first focused on the pipeline construction, 

whereas the second gathered the attention to the issues of Dene identity, territorial rights and collective rights to self-

determination. Both these dimensions materialized in the speeches of the participants to the encounter and both will 

become a substantial part of the indigenous agenda in the following years.  

Secondly, there is another fact which in my opinion deserves consideration: that is to say that the final audience 

which took part to this very special organised cultural encounter was much larger than the people actually present at 

the meetings. For this reason, I would suggest that the concept of contact zone can maybe be rethought as a 

somehow elastic and liquid space, where also people "outside" the encounter itself (e.g. the millions of Canadians 

who listened to the radio or read the newspapers) may be considered to be actively integrated in the interaction.  

 

Setting the stage for a new actor: the transformative effects of the Berger Inquiry 
Relating to the words of Scott, I argue that in the analysis of organized cultural encounters, both testimonies and 

active listening can be regarded as very powerful devices which might hold the potentiality to produce 

transformative effects (Abele, 2014).  

Concerning the Inquiry, I have identified these transformations in the renegotiation of group identity and consequent 

creation of a new subject position, the launch of innovative participatory practices, the production of new national 

images and in the development of new (power) relations. 

 

At the time of the Berger Inquiry, indigenous peoples were encouraged to come together, to intervene and to listen 

to each other. This political setting and its subsequent mobilization triggered a gradual process of identity 

transformation among native groups who started to get rid of imposed colonial labels and to state their claims as 

indigenous peoples. This way, those who were before identified as Indians became Dene and the Inuit from the 

NWT began to recognize each other as Inuvialuit. 

                                                           
10 Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry Transcript, Volume 19, pp. 1839-1840 



The members of the Dene community of Fort McPherson used to call themselves Indians. Richard Nerysoo in his 

1975 testimony spoke about the meaning of “being an Indian11”. Already a month later, in the Dene bands alongside 

the Mackenzie River the word Dene had started replacing Indian. One year later in Fort Rae, George Erasmus 

marked this separation saying: 

 

“We have been called Indians. We have been called non-status Indians, we have been called Metis. All of this is an  

imposed kind of world on the Dene. We have always known who we were (…) The inquiry has been a process in 

which we have been decolonizing ourselves”.12   

 

What we see here is a proactive use of the Inquiry to stress a new, emancipated subject position which was 

mobilised on the basis of cultural pride and in opposition to colonial devaluation. It was indeed what Paine calls “a 

post-colonial reconfiguration and recodification” (Paine 1985) of the relations between native groups and the 

authorities.  

In this sense, it is interesting to notice that the shift of identity and position did not only take place within the 

indigenous communities, but also in the eyes of the Canadians. As previously mentioned, the Inquiry was granted an 

extensive media coverage, with the hearings broadcasted live in several languages. People from all over Canada got 

thus the chance to listen to the testimonies from the indigenous groups and by doing so, not only to be involved in 

the negotiations but also to finally pay attention to the new emerging actor. 

 

Besides for the innovative role of the media in documenting each session of the hearings, the Inquiry marked a sharp 

break with the exclusionary politics of the past because it started an organized practice of taking the hearings to the 

affected communities, granting intervenor funding to non-governmental indigenous organisations and providing 

simultaneous interpretation in order to allow everybody to testify in their own language. 

All these innovations later became customary practices used also in the more recent stages of the hearings as well as 

part of Canadian regulatory processes regarding pipeline construction. 

 

Finally, thanks to the publication of his report “Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland”, Berger paved the way to 

the creation of a new image of the North and of the Mackenzie Valley: one that did not only consider it as an 

economic frontier and a land of abundant resources, but most importantly also as the ancestral territory of different 

indigenous groups who had inhabited it for millennia.  

In his successful report, Berger did not describe the North as a zone of conflict and collapse, but rather as a zone of 

interaction where, within the formalised arena provided by the public hearings, the precious tools of testimonies and 

listening were made accessible to all actors. As a consequence, it became increasingly clear not only that the views 

of indigenous groups on energy development needed to be acknowledged and respected, but also that the old culture 

of the contact-zone in the Canadian North had to be changed. As such, one could say that the Inquiry was a powerful 

game changer. 

 

The community hearings in the 2000s: changing the dynamics of intergroup relations    

Since the 70s, the Canadian government has never ceased to recognize the potential of public hearings which have 

been arranged also in the later phases of the Mackenzie Gas Project, between 2006 and 2007. 

The Joint Review Panel, the body established in 2003 to evaluate the impacts of the pipeline on the environment and 

on the lives of the people living in the Mackenzie Valley, has over a period of two years held hearings for 115 days 

in 26 different centres and northern communities.   

Although much had changed since the Berger Inquiry, starting from the positions of many indigenous leaders who 

mellowed their statements regarding energy development and eventually became major supporters of the project13, 

the community hearings organized by the Joint Review Panel still represented a valid and productive space of 

interaction where to express visions, feelings, anxieties and concerns over the Mackenzie Gas Project (Sidsen, 

2007).  

Looking at the Joint Review Panel Mandate, the similarities with the objectives stated by Berger at the beginning of 

the regulatory process are self-evident: “the Panel will conduct its review in a manner that will promote and 

facilitate public participation and ensure that the concerns of aboriginal people and the general public are taken into 

                                                           
11 Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry Transcript, Volume 13, pp. 1178-1185  
12 Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry Transcript, Volume 72, p. 8063 
13 See for example the abovementioned Stephen Kakfwi and Frank T’Seleie as well as Inuvialuit Nellie Cournoyea and Gwich’In 

Fred Carmichael.   



account”14. In order to do so, also this round of hearings was opened to everybody who wanted to express their point 

of view on the project and once again, each session was broadcast live in different languages, although this time 

only by audio webcasting.  

Although the overall participation, especially of the Dene community, was not as substantial as in the past hearings, 

it is nonetheless important to notice that other actors had in the meantime emerged to claim their rights on the lands 

and to affirm their opposition to the pipeline.  

Among these, the environmental groups (e.g. Ecology North) and, most significantly, the indigenous youth 

organisations - such as The Arctic Indigenous Youth Alliance – whose participation seemed to confirm an 

interesting thread started with the Berger Inquiry, during which many young leaders stood up against the project. 

However, differently from the Inquiry which saw all the indigenous communities virtually united against the 

construction, this time the generational gap between the youth and at least part of the elders appeared to be very 

sharp and bound to produce a clash of positions regarding the Mackenzie Gas Project.  

This divide, as I suggest, can be once again explained through the abovementioned theories on space and contact-

zones. If we assume in fact that the Mackenzie Valley as a space has been forged by the relationships built within 

the actors that have found themselves involved in energy development and consequently connected in this unique 

contact-zone, it is also feasible to say that the public hearings have offered the perfect setting where to intertwine a 

wide range of new (power) relationships and to negotiate as well as to construct identities.  

For the first time during the Berger Inquiry the different indigenous peoples from the Mackenzie Valley – Inuvialuit, 

Dene and Métis -  were confronted with a common threat , were brought in the same arena and encouraged to find a 

common position in order to better organise. It is undeniable that the pipeline negotiations played a great role in the 

process of building the base of the new Indigenous identities and organisations, but the consequences of this 

renewed agency, combined with an unstoppable industrial development, were probably different than expected forty 

years ago. In the meantime indigenous peoples had achieved fundamental rights, but they had also transformed 

themselves into pipeline stakeholders.  

In 2000, the leaders of Inuvialuit, Gwich’in and Sahtu Dene came again together, this time to create the Aboriginal 

Pipeline Group, one of the main partners of Imperial Oil, ConocoPhillips, Shell Canada and Exxon Mobil, as well as 

one-third shareholders of the Mackenzie Valley Gas Project. 

This change of route, justified by former Dene chief Frank T’Seleie with a resigned “times have changed” (Laird, 

2003) has ended up affecting the intergroup relations.  

Maria Elena Torre analyses this particular category and suggests to extend Pratt’s notion of contact zone beyond 

simplified binaries such as oppressor/oppressed or colonizer/colonized and to apply it to intergroup relations (Torre 

et al. 2008). It is in these in-between spaces, in these fragile intersections that a lot of tension may arise, especially if 

within the same group, some individuals have achieved a higher level of influence than others and consistently more 

possibilities to shape the conduct of the other actors and the future of the whole community.  

For this reason, the second round of hearings provided the setting for a third level of organized cultural encounter, 

this time not only between different indigenous groups and between non-indigenous and indigenous actors but 

between diversely positioned youth and adults within indigenous groups. 

In one of the speeches delivered by the Arctic Indigenous Youth Alliance, where the argument of confusion and lack 

of understanding - already expressed by Frank T’Seleie during the Berger Inquiry - was repeated again, a gap is 

produced between the two generations: 

 

“Our elders, teachers and parents have taught us not to believe in risky behaviors. We are encouraged not to 

engage in relationships that are high risk, yet many of our leaders are pushing our people to engage in a very risky 

relationship with people who have a history of abuse towards indigenous people. For many youth this is very 

confusing”.15 

 

Furthermore, once again the colonial history of Canadian native groups is used to shame and raise questions of 

legitimacy - concerning in the past only energy companies and now also the indigenous leaders who have signed 

agreements with these corporations and even created their own business groups. 

These choices which seem so contradictory and far from the fierce claims addressed during the Berger Inquiry are 

the proof that the edges of what initially might appear as insurmountable cultural barriers are often blurrier than they 

seem and that these barriers will soon be replaced by newly produced divides. 

                                                           
14 Abstract from Joint Review Panel Mandate as JRP Mackenzie Gas Panel Report, Vol. 1, p. 76 
15 Written Evidence On Indigenous Consultation Submitted by the Arctic Indigenous Youth Alliance to the National Energy 

Board of Canada on September 7th, 2006, p. 4 



I believe that discussing about energy development will always entail a discussion about clashes, of fractions and 

more or less radical oppositions. Nevertheless, on the other hand, the examples provided suggest that organized 

contact zones can indeed be the right setting where to let all these tensions emerge – also in a very confrontational 

way - and then use them to foster some kind of transformation. 

 

Conclusions 

Considering the evolution followed by the Mackenzie Gas Project which has over a time span of 40 years undergone 

a massive review process, culminating in over 150 conditions to comply with - as recommended by the Joint Review 

Panel - and in the temporary stop to its advancement in 2013, I think it is reasonable to suggest that the public 

hearings were a great, although not the only16, incentive to start rethinking energy development in the North. 

Since the first inquiries, it became agreed that successful negotiations required the engagement of local communities 

who needed to be granted a full participation to the decision-making processes. 

Despite not being invested with any veto power, indigenous peoples have learnt to make the best out of the public 

hearings, using them to catalyze the attention on their claims and to lay down the basis of a wider mobilization. 

However, besides recognizing the importance of the hearings concerning the engagement of indigenous peoples and 

their renewed governance, what I have attempted to focus on throughout the paper is their role as an organized space 

for managing the complex and often messy interactions between indigenous and non-indigenous actors, as well as 

within the same indigenous group.  

Considering the formal rules governing the development of the encounters, in order to enhance the participation of 

each actor, these have been set as very limited and reduced to very few official requirements (e.g. sworn 

testimonies). By granting instead all the participants an equal right to speak and duty to listen, Berger and the Joint 

Review Panel have created a space where not only to discuss about pipelines, but more importantly to place 

indigenous claims in the spotlight. Thanks especially to the broad media coverage provided during all the hearings, I 

believe that Mackenzie pipeline negotiations crossed the boundaries of the contact-zone, raising a massive 

awareness and resulting in a unique learning moment for an entire nation.  

During what could be also regarded as a great opportunity for experimentation, Inuit, First Nations, Métis and non-

Native Canadians joined a much more extended and virtually cross-border cultural encounter in which they were 

encouraged to question their positions on both historical (colonialism) and future issues (land rights, energy 

development, indigenous participation, etc.). 

Certainly, if the testimonies often revealed an opposition and a lack of understanding between the subjects involved 

in the interaction, one could also say that the differences at the bottom of these conflicts were on the other hand 

continuously reaffirmed during the negotiations and used to remind old historical divides as well as to create new 

ones. In spite of this, it is reasonable to believe that the subsequent decisions regarding the pipeline construction 

resulted from the strategic use made of these differences as well as from the choice of taking every contrasting 

position into account. 

In this respect, I would point at the articulation and organization of differences as an interesting key of interpretation 

to the community hearings and, more generally, to organized cultural encounters.  

Finally, concerning the possibility of transformative effects produced by encounters which are self-consciously 

organized, as suggested by the extracts and by the renewed involvement of many indigenous leaders over the last 

decades, I imply that the hearings have indeed contributed to trigger significant transformations. These have 

particularly affected indigenous peoples and impacted the way they have (actively) reconstructed their identities, 

positions and relations.  

In this sense, I believe that the community hearings have – as a challenging organized cultural encounter - played a 

key role in making the indigenous peoples both recipients and actors of change.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
16 Another factor having a major influence in the decision of postponing the building of the pipeline was the subsequent fall in the 

oil/gas prices which pushed the stakeholders to question the economic feasibility of the project. 
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