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Sharing is an inherent part of M

BY KERRY PROSPER AND MARY
JANE PAULETTE, (PAQ'TNKEK FISH
AND WILDLIFE SOCIETY), ANTHONY
DAVIS, {SOCIAL RESEARCH FOR SUS-
TAINABLE FISHERIES)

Courtdecisions recogniz-
ing Mi'kmagq treaty rights to
fish for subsistence. cere-
monial and ‘modest liveli-
hood’ purposes mean much
more than only assured ac-
Cess 1o maringe resources.

These rights enable and

support the expression of
critical practices residing at
the heart of the Mi’kmag cul-
turc. The practice and the
place of sharing (utkunajik

- in Mi’kmaq - pronounced

_tk_nagik) among the Mi’k-
communitics involves more
than just material items and
considerations. It is a form
of communication responsi-
ble for the existence and state
of our culture.

Our lives and all the

knowledge we possess is ac-
tually a result of our ances-
tors sharing stories, legends,
food, and friendship, that is
sharing equates with our way
of life. Yet, this practice of
passing down knowledge
and sharing is being inhibit-
ed by a number of factors.
In order to better under-
stand these processes and to
document experiences, the
Paq’tnkek Fish and Wildlife
Society is documenting our

community’s knowledge re-
garding the fishing, con-
sumption and use of K’at
(ka:taq- American Eel).

Throughout our research
community members have
been asked to share their ex-
periences, knowledge, sto-
ries and family histories as-
sociated with fishing and us-
ing K’at.

This study has been de-
signed to explore and to doc-
ument the details of our com-
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munity’s knowledge, includ-
ing knowledge passed down
by our ancestors.

It has revealed some in-
teresting findings related to
sharing (utkunajik). Evi-
dence clearly indicates that
a strong sense of sharing
(utkunajik) remains present
in our community.

For example, when those
who fished were asked:
“What did you do with the
cel you've caught?”, most
indicated they used K’at for
food. But, “gave away” was
the second most frequently
mentioned use.

Mi’kmaq men were more
likely to give away catches
than were women. This re-
flects the fact that within
Mi’kmagq culture males have
a responsibility to provide
certain sorts of foods for his
immediate family and com-
munity.

Notably, sharing of K’at
was specified by many re-
gardless of where they were
born and raised, showing
that sharing of basic foods
such as K’at is truly a cul-
tural characteristic of the
Mi’kmagq people.

Another interesting ex-
ample of utkunajik is ex-
pressed in the special learn-
ing and caring relationship
many noted as existing be-
tween the mothers’ brothers
and the mothers’ children.

Many among those who
fish or fished informed us
that they first learned how to
fish eel from one of their
mother’s brothers (uncles).

This demonstrates a
Mi’kmaq cultural practice
where the mothers’ brothers
play a vital role in the teach-
ing skills and the sharing of
knowledge betwecn genera-
tions within families and
communities. This sort of
special relationship and its
meanings are surely another
cultural characteristic of the
Mi’kmagq people.

Paq’tnkek elders have al-
so told us there was a time
when entire families would
go down to Bayfield Beach
on the evening of the first
full moon in June.

It is said that specifically
at this time, when the tide
goes out, the lobsters and
eels would hide under the
rocks along the beach or un-
der the seaweed surround-
ing the rocks. Often a home-
made spear would be used to
catch them. This consisted
of a flat piece of wood with
protruding nails. These fam-
ilies were certainly sharing
an experience together and
passing down knowledge

I’ kmaq culture

while in the process. Upon
their return home, they most
likely also shared their
catches with their families
and other community mem-
bers.

There are also other his-
torical reasons behind the
sharing of K at within our
community. “Paq’tnkek” in
Mi’kmaq means “by the
bay” which holds a signifi-
cant definition, for it was
once a Northeastern Nova
Scotia Mi'kmagq winter
campsite.

It has also been noted to
be the place to fish and get
eels. “Paq’tnkek is the place
to get eels. People often
came either to ask for eels or
to be shown where eels were
fished at in the nearby wa-
ters” (Interview with Mi'k-
maq Elder, 2003).

This indicates our com-
munity also shared with oth-
er communities. It was not
acoincidence that Paq’tnkek
was the area where eel fish-
ing led to the court challenge
that affirmed the Mi’kmagq
treaty right to fish commer-
cially.

Utkunajik is also a key
aspect of the Mi’kmaq con-
cept and practice of Ne-
tukulimk, that is, engaging
respectfully and responsibly
with all aspects of nature, in-
cluding other human beings.

‘Within Netukulimk, shar-
ing provides that all of na-
ture’s gifts are used in as-
suring that no one is left
without. Asaneveryday way
of living, utkunajik express-
es and encourages positive,
supportive, and respectful
relationships and social val-
ues.

Overall, although there is
a strong presence of utkuna-
jik still expressed in our
community, it seems that
many are forgetting the ori-
gins and importance of shar-
ing.

Sharing begins with cre-
ation and creation is hap-
pening around us ail of the
time - every time a new seced
takes root or when a new ba-
by is born.

We, as Mi’kmaq people,
need to be more culturally
responsible for our actions.
It is specifically for this rea-
son we should appreciate
and encourage the practice
of utkunajik.

*This research was supported by So-
cial Research for Sustainable Fisheries
through a grant from the Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council of

Canada.



