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Représentation of Self and Reincarnation 
Among the Dene-Tha

Jean-Guy Goulet
University of Calgary

Dreams and visions are conceived by the Dene-tha of 
northwestem Alberta as "ways ofknowingwith the mind". 
In particular, dreams and visions are a means through 
wtuch the spirits of deceased persons may be encountered 
and observed. In some cases the spirit of the deceased is 
"seen" or "known" to enter a woman's body to reincamate 
as a child. This "knowledge" détermines the way in which 
Dene-tha represent themselves to themselves and to each 
other. The purpose of this paper is to describe and analyze 
the Dene-tha représentation of self as reincamated indivi- 
dual. Thus, the paper draws the implications for an anthro- 
pological understanding of dreams, visions, and self 
among an aboriginal population.

Chez les Dénés du nord-ouest de l'Alberta les rêves et les 
visions constituent des moyens par lesquels les esprits des défunts 
qui vivent sur «l'autre terre» sont observés. Il arrive qu'on 
observe l'esprit d'un défunt entrer dans le corps d'une femme afin 
de s'y réincarner. Cette observation détermine alors la manière 
dont on se représente cet enfant à naître d'une part, et la manière 
dont cet individu se représentera à lui-même et à autrui d'autre 
part. Le présent travail cherche à décrire et à analyser la représen-
tation desoi commeindividu réincarné parmi lès Dénés. Le tra-
vail conduit ainsi à un compte rendu anthropologique des rêves, 
visions, et représentations de soi, au sein d'une population au-
tochtone.

Ethnographers usually find themselves in 
strange places, that is, places that are strange to them 
but, of course, not strange to the people who belong 
and live in those places. In such situations anthro- 
pologists cling "to the injunction to see things from 
the native's point of view" (Geertz, 1977: 481). An- 
thropologists, however, do not hâve direct access to 
the hearts and minds of the people whose lives they 
seek to understand. To détermine the ways in which 
people think, feel and perceive, anthropologists must 
understand "the symbolic forms - words, images, 
institutions, behaviours - in terms of which, in each 
place, people actually represent themselves to them-
selves and to one another" (Geertz, 1977:483).

In his 1938 essay, Une catégorie de l'esprit humain: 
la notion de personne, celle de ''moi”, Marcel Mauss 
advocated that our taken-for-granted conceptions of 
self and person were in truth the product of a unique 
western social history. Drawing from the ethno-
graphie record, he showed how other people with 
different social historiés - the Zuni, the Kwakiutl, the 
Arunta, etc. - held quite distinct and contrasting no-
tions of self and person (Mauss, 1987). The notion is 
widely accepted today that the ways in which self or 
person is conceived of are "mediated through cultur- 
ally salient clusters of ideas, symbols, and émotions" 
(Levy, 1983:127). Thus représentation of self among 
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the Balinese (Geertz, 1973), the Tallensi (Fortes, 
1973), the Lugbara (Middleton, 1973), the Ilongot 
(Rosaldo, 1980), the Dinka (Lienhart, 1987), the Chi- 
nese (Elvin, 1987) or the Inuit (Saladin d'Anglure, 
1988) become the focus around which complex sets 
of indigenous assumptions about the world and 
themselves, however implicit, are discussed.

Careful détermination of symbolic forms and 
informed interprétation of them are, therefore, the 
means whereby anthropologists corne to under- 
stand the perspective from which natives perceive 
people, events and things. Symbolic forms are 
treated as the vehicles for concepts that détermine 
how people look at life and how they try to live it. 
These concepts are "experience-near" (Geertz, 1977: 
481), that is, they are naturally and effortlessly used 
by individuals to define what they or their fellows 
see, think and imagine, and which they readily 
understand when similarly applied by others. In- 
deed, in most instances people may f ail to recognize 
that there are any concepts involved in what they do 
and say: "That is what experience-near means - that 
ideas and the realities they disclose are naturally and 
indissolubly bound up together" (Geertz, 1977:482).

My intention in this paper is to search out and 
analyze a subset of Dene symbolic forms and expe-
rience-near concepts pertaining to birth, health, ill- 
ness and death. The data is derived from various 
conversations over five years with twenty-one Dene 
from Chateh, a native community in northwestern 
Alberta.’During those years I had numerous oppor- 
tunities to be with people as they commented on an 
illness, a death, a pregnancy or a birth. The beginning 
and the end of a human life, as well as periods of 
illness, constitute moments of transitions, points of 
important changes, in the lives of individuals and of 
collectivities. In such circumstances individuals 
cannot help but use the experience-near concepts 
provided by their culture to define what is happen-
ing both to them and around them.

The conversations, excerpts of which are of- 
fered throughout this paper, contain many référ-
encés to salient topics of Dene life: vision-quest, 
animal helpers, dreams, travel to heaven, loss of 
soûl, being born again.2 These topics constitute the 
background against which the Dene attempted to 
explain to the ethnographer events lived by them-
selves or by someone very close to them. It is 
noteworthy that ail thirty-five individuals offered 
examples of events lived by themselves or a very 
close relative. One hundred and thirty-one indi-
viduals, nearly fifteen per cent of the population of 
Chateh, are part of the conversations, either as 
speakers or as referents. The events and the Dene 

understanding of them as shared with the ethno-
grapher were indeed experience-near. When asked 
if they could comment on the type of event they were 
discussing with examples from other Dene house- 
holds, ail replied they could not do so as they did not 
really know what the other cases were. This attitude 
reflects the Dene définition of "knowing" as percei- 
ving directly with one's senses or mind. In the strict 
Dene sense of the terni, what one does not expérience 
or perceive directly, one does not "know".3

The analysis of Dene experience-near concepts 
will accomplish four objectives. First, it draws the 
major dimensions and éléments of a Dene 
worldview that defines theboundaries within which 
individuals look at life and try to live it. Second, it 
establishes how the Dene perceive illness as a critical 
moment in their lives when the soûl is separated 
from the body, a séparation that may lead to death 
unless the proper relationship of soûl to body is 
restored. Third, it demonstrates how among the 
Dene, in the past as in the présent, individuals persis- 
tently represent themselves to themselves and to one 
another as someone who died and who came back 
into the womb of a woman to be bom again. Finally, 
it clarifies aspects of Dene thinking that investigators 
hâve so far either failed to recognize or to interpret 
correctly.

Dene-tha Worldview

The interviews presented and the data de-
rived from them provide a basis for examining the 
experience-near concepts by which the Dene per-
ceive themselves and their environment. These 
concepts can be formulated in the form of préposi-
tions which, in my view, the Dene would recognize 
as truths, that is, as "facts of life" as they expérience 
them:

a) Human beings live either in this land, ndahdi- 
geh (our land), or in ech'udigeh (the other 
land), also referred to as yake (heaven) and 
Ndahxota digeh (God's land);

b) Communication, through dreams and 
visions, between the human beings living in 
"our land" and the deceased living in the 
"other land" is possible and normal;

c) Animais found in the bush are représentative 
of spiritual animal forms of life;

d) Individuals who expérience these spiritual 
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animal forms in dreams or visions are known 
as Dene wonlin edadihi (people who know 
an animal);

e) Knowledge of an animal helper brings power 
that can be used to influence, positively or 
adversely, one's own health and good for-
tune, or that of fellow-Dene;

f) In their sleep, Elders, known as ndatin 
(dreamers), are able to leave their bodies, to 
follow a trail beyond the canopy of heaven 
and to meet with the deceased;

g) Health and sickness reflect the quality of the 
relationship between soûl and body; the 
greater the amount of time the soûl spends 
away from the body, the greater the likeli- 
hood of disease, illness and death;

h) In an individual, the close relationship of soûl 
and body may be disrupted by the influence 
either of the soûls of the deceased, or by the 
animal helpers of fellow-Dene;

i) A child is clean, without sin, and immediately 
knows his or her way to the " other land" when 
he or she dies;

j) Following an adult's death, children are par- 
ticularly threatened as the soûl of the de-
ceased may seek to take a child's soûl with it 
on its journey to the "other land";

k) A person's soûl may be inclined on its own to 
follow the soûl of a deceased person, in which 
case that person may suff er sickness and even 
death;

l) Individuals are also susceptible to accidents, 
loss of health and possibly life, when their 
soûls are lured away by the animal helpers of 
their enemies;

m) Under the circumstances described in (j), (k) 
and (1) dreamers and other persons with 
power can call upon their animal helpers ei-
ther to bring the soûl back to the body and 
restore health before death occurs, or failing 
that, to bring the soûl back to a woman to be 
born again;

n) Rather than journey to the "other land", the 
soûl of an individual who dies may seek on its 
own to enter the womb of a woman and be

born again in "this land";

o) Individuals who are born again show in their 
new existence bodily and psychological char- 
acteristics that were theirs in their previous 
existence.

Accounts of Near-death Expériences

The Dene often claim that they are prone to 
illness when a close relative dies. The susceptibility 
is due to the soul's desire to leave the earth and 
accompany the soûl of their kinsman or spouse to the 
"other land". Transcriptions of conversations with 
Dene illustrate how, in their view, the séparation of 
soûl and body is restored. At times, Elders and their 
animal helpers are seen to play a crucial rôle in 
restoring health. In the following account a Dene 
woman tells how her younger sister, Lisa, nearly 
died on the day of their father's funeral:

I do not know what I hâve. My eyes always hurt 
at this time of the year. I went to see the doctor last 
year but he couldn't do nothing.

Did something important happen to you around 
this time of the year a few years back?

Yeah, about three years ago my father died.

Did you cry when he died?

Yes, I was the first one to cry. It really hurt me 
when he died. It was even more difficult for my 
younger sister. When my dad died she almost 
died too. The old people from here and some old 
people from Meander helped her. We had to go in 
one room; that was the night before the funeral. 
My sister would not eat, and we felt her going 
away. When old people help they do not like 
light. They hâve to be in the dark. We were ail in 
one room, we close the door. I sit next to my sister, 
and the old people sing. They call their helpers, 
their animal helpers, to go after my sister7s soûl. I 
guess my sister subconsciously wanted to stay 
here, but she had already started to go to my dad. 
That is why they had to help her. She didn't know 
what was going on. She was already going. When 
she woke up after, she asked us what we did to 
her. She said she had been travelling up to a fence 
on the other side of which was dad, and she had 
almost crossed that fence. That is how my sister is 
still here. They helped her. (14.2.83)

According to this account, Lisa's soûl started to 
go to her father soon after he died. The séparation of 
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the soûl resulted in diminished vitality, and Lisa lost 
ail appetite. Her family felt her going away and, 
therefore, called upon old people to help. The Elders 
sang and called upon their animal helpers to go after 
Lisa's soûl. The animal helpers were successful in 
bringing Lisa's soûl back to her body. Lisa was 
unconscious when the Elders performed their ritual 
activities. When she regained consciousness, she 
remembered havingtravelled to and almost crossed 
a fence beyond which her father stood. We are left to 
understand that had she crossed that fence, the El-
ders' animal helpers could not hâve gotten Lisa's 
soûl back to her and restored her health.

The key players in this drama are the old people 
and their animal helpers that went after Lisa's soûl.1 
To understand who these agents are one must 
examine a number of closely related concepts - vision 
quest, power, animal helper - that are the very heart 
of what it means to become a Dene or a person. The 
conversation reported above continues with com- 
ments both on the process whereby an individual 
acquires an animal helper and the Dene reticence to 
speak about such matters:

What about these animal helpers? Howdoesone 
get them?

I don't really know. Like my older brother, he 
never talks to us about it, but my mom told us 
once that one day Frederick went in the bush with 
little provisions, and was supposed to corne back

On his way he had met wolves who had corne to 
meet him; and he had been with them ail that time. 
I guess they became his helpers. But that is ail I 
know. We do not talk about these things. And 
maybe he's the only one of my brothers who is 
really like that. (14.2.83)

It is noteworthy that Frederick was spending the 
day in the bush with few provisions. In Dene think- 
ing people with little strength and few means of 
sustenance are more likely than others to attract the 
attention of helpful spiritual beings. In effect we are 
told that it was the wolves that came to meet Freder-
ick to become his helpers. From then on Frederick 
became known to his fellow-Dene as someone with 
echint'e (power) or as Dene wonlin edadih (some-
one who knows an animal). Like his fellow-Dene 
with power, he keeps in his home, near his sleeping 
place, a pouch or bundle containing a piece of skin, 
bone or other part of the kind of animal représenta-
tive of his animal helper.5 He is prohibited from 
killing or eating animais représentative of his animal 
helper. To forego this prohibition would jeopardize 
hislife (Ridington, 1978a: 114-115; Goulet, 1982:8-9).

Until very recently, before the onset of adoles-
cence, almost everyone in Chateh experienced en- 
counters with animais that became that person's 
power or "helper". Today, many parents still en-
courage their young children to spend time wander- 
ing in the bush in the hope that they will corne back 
with an animal helper. People "describe a vision as 
something 'appearing in front of someone', men- 
dayeh wodekeh" (Moore, and Wheelock, 1987:74). 
As a vision often cornes hand in hand, with a song, " a 
young person who is sent to seek a vision is often 
told, shin kaneyah (go for a song)" (Moore and 
Wheelock, 1987: 74).

The person who knows an animal helper usually 
receives a gift or power to heal spécifie illnesses and 
to affect the behaviour of spiritual beings, namely 
the soûls of living and deceased individuals, as well 
as the animal helpers of fellow-Dene. When the soûl 
of an individual leaves the body on its own, as in 
Lisa's case, fellow-Dene with the power to assist in 
bringing that person's soûl back to the body are 
called upon to help to restore health. The old people 
from Chateh and Meander who helped Lisa obvi- 
ously enjoyed such animal helpers. Similarly when 
an individual becomes ill as a resuit of his or her soûl 
being lured away by a deceased person's soûl, fel-
low-Dene with the appropriate power are called to 
send that soûl away and restore soûl and health to 
the individual who is ill. People then say of the one 
that chased the deceased person's soûl away: 
mbechint'e t'ah i ts'une xule onia, (with his power 
he made the ghost go away).

The Dene are keenly aware that individuals may 
abuse others through their animal helpers. One 
Dene put it in these words:

Dene wonlin edadih (a person knows some-
thing). His power he has it. He dœsn't like what 
you do to him. He could think of you one night 
and your spirit would follow his power. He could 
take your spirit and you could get into an acci-
dent. (27.4.83/verbatim)6

Indeed, I learned that almost ail accidents and 
instances of misfortune are interpreted by reference 
to such interférence by a fellow-Dene's power or 
animal helper. In Chateh, as among many other 
Athapaskan groups, interpersonal and interfamilial 
conflicts are still handled, in part, through recourse 
to animal helpers (Ridington, 1968; Mills, 1986b; 
Smith, 1988; Sharp, 1988). If one suffers from misfor- 
tunes or accidents it is thought that they happened 
because one did not hâve the full protection of one's 
own animal helper, it having been temporarily dis- 
tracted or overpowered by the animal helpers of 
fellow-Dene bearing evil intentions.
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Lisa's soûl was temporarily distracted or over- 
powered, as it were, by the soûl of her deceased 
father. Elders and their animal helpers re-esta- 
blished for her the proper relationship of soûl and 
body. Her health was restored. The following 
account is from Edna, whose soûl also wishes to 
leave "this land" to join her husband in heaven:

Sometimes when I go to bed I think the way he 
was telling me. "If I die, 1'11 go right through to 
heaven, 1'11 be looking at you, don't worry. " Since 
he died, three times I dreamed about him. I want 
togo to him, "No", he says, "it is not time". Maybe 
that is why I never get sick. (10.2.84/Verbatim)

In contrast to Lisa's expérience in which her father 
did nothing to send her back, Edna's husband re-
fuses outright to hâve her corne to him. She is 
reminded that "it is not time". As a resuit, her soûl 
does not persist in its desire to join the husband in 
heaven and returns to her body. Edna therefore 
continues to enjoy good health in "this land". Close 
relatives or the spouse of an individual travelling to 
the "other land" often play a key rôle in sending the 
individual back to this earth. In some accounts this 
rôle is played by angels, Jésus or Mary.

Monica, a grandmother and a woman who 
"knows an animal" told me of two occasions on 
which she nearly died and found herself in the " other 
land". The first near-death expérience closely fol-
io wed the death of a son. She strongly desired to see 
her son, and her soûl responded by journeying to the 
"other land". There, Monica reported that she met 
Mary, the mother of Jésus, who told her to go back as 
it was not time for her to die. Her account, and other 
evidence to corne, shows that the Dene hâve assimi- 
lated many words, objects, and practices introduced 
by missionaries. It appears, however, that the Dene 
hâve absorbed these éléments while interpreting 
them in terms of their own définitions of the world 
and life.7

Continuing her account of near-death expéri-
ences Monica told how she has recently spent more 
time with her son in the "other land":

Last month, ail month, I was sick, but I kept it to 
myself. I did not tell anyone. I had dreamt that I 
was to be sick. I was to the other land and there I 
was with my son and then he told me to look 
down here. There was a woman lying down on a 
bed. He told me, "Do you know that woman?" I 
looked and told him, "I don't know who she is". 
He told me, "It is you." (15.2.83)

When Monica told me this she was recovering 
from an illness that had her bedridden for over a 

month. The long illness had taken its toll and her 
emaciated face showed that she had lost much 
weight. Monica's appearance had changed greatly 
and it came as no surprise that when her son showed 
her a woman lying on a bed she did not recognize 
herself.

A few weeks later I was told by Monica's niece 
that the illness was due to her eating food that was 
prohibited to her on the basis of her having an animal 
helper. As Monica mentioned earlier, she is the 
keeper of a bundle, and ail keepers of such bundles 
must abide by strict behavioural and dietary rules, 
under penalty of illness or death. While visiting 
away from home, unknown to her, Monica had been 
given food that was forbidden to her. Monica was 
sick enough to find herself momentarily in the 
company of her son in the other land. The fact that 
she came back to this land means either that her son 
sent her back to this land or that she brought herself 
back with the aid of her animal helper.

The Identification of Others Who are 
Born Again

The belief in reincarnation is widely reported by 
students of contemporary Athapaskan groups.8 
Slobodin writes that "one of the most striking facts 
about Kutchin réincarnation is the vigorous survival 
of the concept" (1970:76). "Despite official Christian 
opposition", continues Slobodin, "ail Kutchin I hâve 
known, and most northern Métis in addition, accept 
the reality of the kind of occasional reincarnation 
described in this paper" (1970:76). Occasional réin-
carnation is also reported to occur among the Hare: 
"A man is reincarnated as a man and a woman as a 
woman, but some persons are not reincarnated at 
ail" (Hultkrantz, 1973:114). A somewhat different 
situation exists among the Beaver. According to 
Mills (1986b: 89) the Beaver believe that ail soûls, 
even those that get to heaven, "will eventually rein-
carnate back on earth."

Among Slobodin's informants who considered 
reincarnation a fact of life were three ordained 
Anglican ministers and a dozen devout Roman 
Catholics. Similarly, Mills observed among the 
Beaver that "women who consider themselves good 
born-again Christians hâve no compunctions 
against describing the reincarnation-based traits of 
their children and grandchildren to each other" 
(1986b: 90). In Chateh, people who claim to be 
Catholics also perceive many of their fellow-Dene as 
the reincarnation of other fellow-Dene. The deep 
belief in reincarnation reported by Petitot among the 
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Dene over a century ago is still very much alive 
among contemporary Athapaskan populations 
(Goulet, 1982).’

The people in Chateh believe as do the Kutchin 
and Hare that some, but not ail, soûls of deceased 
individuals corne back to be born again. Most often 
a dreamer foresees the reincarnation, and may fore- 
tell it. Very often soûls of deceased individuals 
seeking to be born again are sighted around the 
burial ground, or are seen at night around people's 
homes. The deceased person seeking reincarnation 
is usually seen in the dreams of either of the parents 
to whom he or she will be born. Very often, the infant 
bears some physical mark which was characteristic 
of the deceased individual. As the child grows, he or 
she exhibits preferences, memories, and personality 
traits that were characteristic of that person in his or 
her previous existence.

Occasionally someone is born again, not out of his 
or her desire, but because of a decision made by the 
parents or relatives. Thus, in the following account, 
a woman goes to the Elders and asks them to redirect 
the soûl of her deceased daughter, Julie, to her womb 
so it may be born again:

Would you believe the daughter we lost came 
back to us through some Indian superstition, 
through three persons we paid. We went to 
superstition people, his (my husband's) dad, 
Brock and Delwin and they helped us with their 
power. Theyhadherdonetousagain. Wedidnot 
want a boy to corne, she was done again as a girl. 
(27.4.83/ Verbatim)

"Superstition people" were paid, following 
which they used their power or animal helpers to 
assist the parents in their pétition. Payment to indi-
viduals with power is in the form of gifts. 
These gifts are usually tobacco and objects 
such as shirts, moccasins, a piece of moose- 
hide, gloves, knives, etc. The gifts are said tobe 
for the animal helpers of the individual who 
calls on them to cure or assist the one who 
brings the gifts.

In their discussion of individuals dying and 
being born again, Dene speakers very rarely 
use the expression reincarnation. They use, as 
in the case of this woman, phrases such as he or 
she was done to us again. This English phrase- 
ology is very close to the Dene terms denoting 
such a person: Dene andats'indla, (a person 
who was made again by others).

This woman, as other English-speaking 
Dene nowadays, refers to aboriginal beliefs 
and practices as superstitions and to dreamers 

and people with power as superstition people. This 
usage should not be construed as evidence that 
bilingual Dene hâve effectively internalized 
Webster7 s définition of the term as "a belief or prac-
tice resulting from ignorance, fear of the unknown, 
trust in magic or chance, or a false conception of 
causation." When I asked for the translation of 
superstition to the Dene language I was invariably 
given the phrase Dene wonlin edadih. When I 
asked for the translation of this Dene expression to 
English, I was never given the word "superstition". 
Rather, I was always given the English phrases 
"someone who knows an animal helper" or "some-
one with power". Interestingly enough, the transla-
tion of English to Dene and back to English leads to 
a body of aboriginal expériences and knowledge that 
is widely shared by young and old alike and taken 
for granted by them as they live their lives, and 
présent themselves to themselves and to each other.

The following is the account of a man, Austin, 
who over two years dreamed of his deceased 
nephew. This nephew, Austin says, was then born to 
him as a daughter (see Figure 1):

That Vivian (C-l), she is Jacob's brother (C-2). 
Over two years, he kept coming to my place. I 
dream always about him. A year later, my child 
was born. Then Vivian came. Shehadadarkspot 
along here, like that guy (shows where on body). 
When we were kids we lived at Zama. ]ay (B-4) 
had a dog really mean. One day Dwight (C-2) was 
feeding that dog. From up onto a wagon box, he 
fell down and got bitten by the dog. He had a scar 
here (points to body part). Afterbaptism they call 
her Vivian. I call her Belinda. Dwight's dad 
knows that and he calls her te (my son), and she 
understands. (27.5.82/Verbatim)
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The dreams about Dwight are the first indication 
that his soûl has not gone to heaven, but lingers 
around "this land" to be born again. Confirmation 
that it is Dwight who has reincarnated is found in the 
fact that Vivian is born with a physical mark exactly 
where Dwight had been bitten by a dog. Austin 
raises his daughter with the knowledge of who she 
reallyis. Similarly,Dwight's father calls Vivian "my 
son", even though she is a girl and was born to his 
brother-in-law. In Austin's view, "If a person dies, 
and he still wants to keep on living, but he dies, it 
cornes back to stay on the world. That one that dies, 
that child takes his place, he becomes that one that 
died. It's only one person." This view is widely 
shared by the Dene, young and old.

In the course of my fieldwork I was unexpectedly 
drawn into the dynamics of a family which was 
expecting a child to corne back to life. In February 
19831 paid a visit to Lois (A-2), the grandmother of 
Christabel, who had died a tragic and violent death 
many months earlier. (See Figure 2 below.) Loistold 
me that her brother Arthur (A-l), a dreamer, had told 
her that his daughter Roberta (B-l) was now prég-
nant with Christabel (C-2). Lois went on to instruct 
me to pay a visit to Roberta (B-l): "Go tell her she 
should refrain from drinking, traveling and getting 
beaten up, for the baby she is carrying is not her baby, 
but our baby". Lois continually, then and later, 
referred to Roberta's child (C-l), as sebaby (my 

baby) or ndahbaby (our baby).

I carried out Lois's instructions and continued 
visiting the family. A few months went by without 
my being aware of any developments in the family's 
expectation that their deceased child was to be born 
again. Roberta had already given birth to her child 
when Christabel's maternai aunt, Marcella (B-4), 
related what her daughter had to say in the following 
way:

My girl called me the other night and told me our 
little girl had corne to her. She had dreamed of 
her. In her dream, I was standing by the coffin but 
thecoffinwasempty. Shesaw Christabelrunning 
home across the field. She was ail o.k. except for 
her front teeth, they were a little rusty. Christabel 
told her that mom (Lois) should not worry about 
her, that she is coming back this time as aboy, that 
she always wanted to be a boy. That is true, she 
always had her slingshot, and didn't want to play 
with her dolls. They called her tomboy. They say 
she came back as this little boy of Roberta. And I 
would not hâve believed it if it wasn't for this tuft 
of black hair coming out just here, long black hair, 
just here (she points to a location where injury had 
been inflicted) and ail the rest is just baby hair. 
(26.6.83/Verbatim)

Marcella and her relatives had no difficulty with 
the notion that Christabel, whom they thought to be 

reincarnated as Roberta's son, still
appeared in the dreams of fellow- 
Dene. Christabel is here referred to as 
"our little girl". In the dream Chris-
tabel is seen running across a field. 
Christabel then tells the dreamer that 
their grandmother, Lois (A-2), 
should not worry about her, for she is 
coming back, this time as a boy. 
Marcella then explains that she was 
convinced that Christabel had corne 
back when she saw a tuft of black hair 
growing on the head of Roberta's 
son, exactly where Christabel had 
suffered a mortal injury.

The following day, June 27,1983, 
I went to Marcella and told her I 
would like to see the baby. Marcella 
immediately told her daughter we 
were going to see the baby. We 
walked to Roberta's house. Roberta, 
her husband and the children were 
ail there. Marcella picked up the 
small baby from his bed and said, 
"Let's go to a cool place". She then 
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stepped outside the house and sat directly in the sun 
on the porch. A cool breeze nevertheless refreshed 
us. She kissed the baby, held it near her and then 
showed me the tuft of black hair behind his ear and 
temple. The tuft of black hair was very conspicuous. 
At least an inch long, it stood outonahead otherwise 
covered with thinly spaced baby hair, much shorter 
and of a much lighter colour. Marcella then told me, 
"Now you believe", apparently convinced this évi-
dence would induce in me, as it had induced in her, 
the conviction that Christabel had indeed been rein- 
carnated as predicted by the dream of her uncle and 
confirmed by the dream of her daughter.10

In an earlier publication I argued that among the 
Dene, dreams and visions are reliable ways of know- 
ing with the mind (Goulet, 1987). I then described my 
own expérience of a vision of a deceased Dene, an 
expérience that I and the Dene see as typical of the 
visions they also expérience at times.11 To this 
day, however,I cannot take for granted, as do 
the Dene, that the figures "seen" in dreams or 
visions had their origin in a deceased person 
who was manifesting herself to people who 
are left behind. I tend to think of the visions as 
part of the subjective expériences that consti- 
tute a larger grieving process following the 
tragic death of a young person with whom we 
had ailbeen close. The Dene would agréé with 
this view, but would include the deceased 
person as an active participant in the grieving 
process.

In such cases I could not and cannot sponta- 
neously use the experience-near concepts the 
Dene naturally and effortlessly use to define 
what they and their fellows see, think, and 
imagine. This is not to say that I can or want to 
simply dismiss or ignore the subjective expéri-
ences and external evidence the Dene see as 
the basis for their beliefs. In the last section of 
this paper, "Thinking about experience-near 
concepts", I will further discuss my position 
on Dene expériences and beliefs.

Identifying Oneselfas Someone Who is 
Born Again

"It is possible to sum up the dialectic formation of 
identity", writes Peter Berger, "by saying the indi- 
vidual becomes that which he is addressed as by 
others" (1969:16). Significant others, responsible for 
the socialization of a given individual, médiate to 
him or her a sense of subjective identity. In ail 
societies and cultures children are "socialized to be a 

designated person and to inhabit a designated 
world" (Berger 1969:16). What happens then among 
the Dene, when someone is continually referred to 
and addressed as someone who was alive, died and 
came back to live again in "this land"?

The following account illustrâtes some aspects of 
socialization that led a Dene, constantly addressed 
as the woman he reincarnated, to think of himself 
and behave in ways that were consistent with this 
identity mediated to him by significant others (see 
Figure 3, below):

I [Jacob, (C-1 ) ], was a little girl (C-3) growing up at 
the résidence, and then one day I got sick. I went 
to the hospital and died over there. And one year 
later I came back with Amelia (B-2) holding my 
arm. I came back to the hospital in Edmonton 
where my mother Hilda (B-l) is, and I came back 
to life as Jacob. (23.3.84/Verbatim)

(A) (C)
-<d (1) Jacob

(B)

rO-i (1) Hilda

<P
(2) Amelia

<3^ (3) Hubert

KD (5) Roberta

(2) Dwlflht

<h (D

CH (2)

<h (3) Arthur (4)

(3) Denise

(4) Wllbert
œ (4)

Figure 3

Jacob refers to himself first as a girl, Denise, who 
was brought up in the school résidence in Chateh. 
Overtaken by sickness Denise was sent to a hospital 
in Edmonton, where she died. A year later, Hilda, a 
woman from Chateh, is hospitalized in Edmonton. 
Hilda then sees her deceased sister, Amelia, appear 
to her with Denise so Denise can be born again:

She [my mother] was in the hospital and while she 
went to the hospital her sister Amelia died. And 
she [Amelia] came in and said: "I am walking to 
you with Arthur'sgranddaughter" (C-3). She [my 
mother] said Amelia told her: "I arrive here next 
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to you for her to be bom again". Then she 
[Amelia] went out. "I fell unconscious", mom 
said. Arthur's granddaughter grabbed her from 
behind. "I fell unconscious", she said. Fromthere 
Amelia went to the neighbours and was made 
again. She is Hubert (B-3). My mother calls him 
"my sister" because of that.

Jacob's mother first sees and hears her deceased 
sister Amelia. After being told that Arthur's grand-
daughter is to be given back to her to be born again, 
Jacob's mother falls unconscious. I askedJacob what 
this meant. He said that his mother was awake when 
she had the vision of her two deceased relatives. 
Jacob added that his mother's expérience differed 
from that of Arthur (A-3) who, through a dream of 
his own, was also shown that his granddaughter was 
coming back. It may be remembered, from a previ- 
ous case illustration, that Arthur is Christabel's 
grandfather and one of the community's dreamers. 
Jacob also informed us that after she secured the 
réincarnation of Denise, Amelia herself went to the 
neighbours to be born again, this time as a boy, now 
known as Hubert (B-3).

As was the case with Christabel's coming back to 
life, so it was the case of Jacob that a number of 
individuals were informed through dreams or vi-
sions that a close relative was being born again. 
According to the Dene it makes little différence 
whether one expériences the visit of a deceased 
person's soûl while awake in a vision, or while asleep 
in a dream. In many accounts it is actually difficult 
to détermine whether people are telling of events 
that took place while they were asleep, or while they 
were awake and experiencing a vision. Both dreams 
and visions constitute reliable sources of informa-
tion regarding events unfolding in the spiritual 
realm.

Jacob continues his account of being born again 
with the typical reference to a birthmark that estab- 
lished that he was indeed "she" corne back to life:

You want to see the birthmark (He raises his shirt 
and a pale line, one inch long can be seen.) It is the 
birthmarkof Arthur's granddaughter. I am a man 
who came back That is why when I was young I 
looked like a girl. Wilbert's mother (B-4), she 
knows that I am his sister.

As in most other accounts of reincarnation re- 
ported to me in Chateh, a birthmark stands out as 
physical evidence that the same person has corne 
back to live again. To tell who Jacob is one has to 
know what every Dene in the community knows, he 
is she, Denise reincarnated. "They knew I came back 

as Denise", Jacob added. "They always told me who 
I was."

In Chateh, there is more to gender identity than 
meets the eye. Although Jacob is a man, Wilbert's 
mother (B-4) "knows" him as her son's sister. Simi- 
larly, Jacob's mother "knows" that Hubert is her 
sister, Amelia, corne back to life; Jacob's mother 
addresses Hubert accordingly. In an earlier account 
we also learned that Dwight's dad "knew" that his 
son was born again as the daughter of Austin, his 
brother-in-law, and addressed her as "my son". In 
these cases, as in the others that came to my attention 
over the years, the kinship relationships existing in a 
previous existence are maintained with one who is 
perceived as being born again. Among close rela-
tives at least, the use of kinship terms of address 
reflect the identity and the genealogical relation-
ships of the individual in his previous existence. In 
cases of cross-sex reincarnation, a woman in this life 
is addressed as my son, my brother, and conversely, 
a man is addressed as my daughter, or my sister.

As Jacob relates, not only did his relatives and 
neighbours address him in terms of who he was in 
the past, they also at times asked him to take on the 
appearance of his real self:

Iwillbeababygirlthey thought. But I was. Now 
they knew I had corne back, and they loved me 
very much. If I put my hair behind, from a 
distance I am as a woman, and when they tell me 
I am a girl, I colour my eyes and my mouth, and 
sometimes they ask me to put my hair behind like 
this, and they tell me, "Yes, you look like a 
woman". (14,3,84/verbatim)

Due to physiological and biological changes, 
Jacob grew out of his rôle of a girl. One day he told 
me with pride, "Finally, I look like a man, I hâve a 
moustache, my face is kind of pale." As do other 
Dene who see themselves and are seen by others as 
being a person of the opposite sex who has been born 
again, Jacob will most probably soon marry and take 
on the responsibilities of a family. Even then, he will 
be addressed by his close relatives in terms of his 
former existence, as daughter or sister.

In ail the cases examined so far, figures appearing 
in visions or in dreams, birthmarks, personality 
traits, kinship terms of address, and behavioral 
characteristics, stand as symbols to be interpreted. 
These symbols are the vehicles for experience-near 
concepts of self-identity and of identification of 
others. In many cases, these symbols accumulate to 
build an image of he as she or she as he, and to 
express a general knowledge of people's underlying 
gender identity.

Dene-Tha / Il



Thinking about Experience-near Concepts

In March 1972, Hultkrantz interviewed Harold 
Cook, a twenty-two-year-old Hare Indian visiting in 
Stockholm. This interview demonstrated to 
Hultkrantz "the tenacity with which some youths 
today cling to the past héritage, and particularly that 
part of it which contains the life values-religion" 
(1973:114). Of interest to Hultkrantz was the belief 
held by Harold Cook and his family that he reincar- 
nated his mother's father. Indeed, Harold is known 
among the Hare by the name of his forefather, Little 
Fox.

When Harold imparted "that each year his grand- 
mother walks to her husband's grave on his death 
day and sings to him" (Hultkrantz, 1973:140), the 
information was discounted and dismissed on the 
grounds that the grandmother's attitude was "in-
compatible with the belief in reincarnation" 
(Hultkrantz, 1973:148, note 47). The author appears 
to assume that if the woman really believed that her 
husband had reincarnated she would not engage in 
the activities reported by her grandson. This as- 
sumption, I will show, is most probably wrong.

In Chateh, when I heard Dene report the kind of 
behaviour attributed to Harold's grandmother, I too 
was tempted to write this information off as contra- 
dicting the belief in reincarnation. In my mind, 
people who claimed they were raising a reincarnated 
relative could not also hold that this relative was in 
heaven and could be prayed to. Yet, time after time, 
I came across Dene who strongly held to both propo-
sitions.

The following excerpts of a long conversation 
with a husband and wife illustrate this point of view. 
The couple is the one who went to superstition 
people to hâve their deceased daughter, Julie, born 
again to them. At the time of this conversation, their 
son, Antonio, had difficulties with the law and his 
parents were praying to his deceased sister, Julie, to 
help him in his dealings with the justice. Surprised 
at this information, I asked what they meant. The 
husband then related the following:

My daughter has become an angel. I pray to my 
father, 1 pray to my daughter and to my sister-in- 
law. "My daughter help me, remember your 
brother, my baby you hâve become an angel. Your 
mother is my wife. Look at your sister, at your 
brother." I pray to her with my mind. I think 
about them, and if something happens she helps 
me. When I go to sleep I also pray to my child, my 
sister-in-law, my father. I don't tell my wife. It's 
with my mind I pray. (27.4.83/Verbatim)

In answer to my query the man first reports that 
his daughter has become an angel. Other Dene 
confirmed that deceased individuals, especially 
children and Elders, turn into angels in heaven, yake 
ewot'ine andaja. The man states that he also prays to 
his sister-in-law and father, and spécifiés that he 
does so with his mind.

As none of this information helped clarify the 
contradiction I had in mind, I asked another ques-
tion, which the man, and then the woman attempted 
to answer:

How is it you pray to her and you say she is in your 
house, reincarnated? How can this be?

Every individual has a soûl, mbets'une ndahtsi 
andahtse'dla. (They make her soûl corne back to 
us.)

My little girl, she had a birthmark on her leg and 
also here (She touches her right wrist). Now this 
little baby had the same marks. On her leg her 
marks are still to be seen, That is why she is my 
daughter, I know.

The husband reminded me first, that everyone 
has a soûl, and second, that they, superstition 
people, made their daughter's soûl corne back to 
them. The woman then strongly reiterated their 
conviction that their daughter was indeed reincar-
nated. She supported this statement with the évi-
dence of marks found on their daughter at the time 
of her previous existence as well as at the time she 
"was done again".

Again, the statements made by the parents did not 
address the issue I attempted to raise. I therefore 
pressed my point further and insisted that I could 
not understand how it was they could pray to their 
daughter and yet say she was with them in their 
home. To my surprise, the man grabbed the lid of a 
jar laying on the table, put it next to me and said, 
"Take it!" As I proceeded to pick it up, he quickly 
took the lid with his heavy, strong hand and said: 
"See you can't take it, you would hâve to fight me." 
He then removed his hand from the lid, and 
again,told me to take it, which, this time, he let me do. 
He then added the following:

See you can take it. I tell you everything. Weteach 
you, we say everything to you. If there is a guy 
who doesn't know any thing, if you don't say the 
right words, and we don't like it, you are in 
trouble. We don't like it. Like you write what we 
tell you, we could walk away, we go away, what 
do you do? Nothing, you can't write any more.
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I suddenly understood that I had been rather rude 
and insensitive in my insistence in asking them to 
consider a contradiction that I, and obviously not 
they, had in mind. I was suddenly reminded that I 
was the "guy" who did not know anything. In truth, 
they were the teachers and I the learner. I realized 
their patience was running short. Were I to persist in 
saying the wrong words, I may well end in trouble, 
alienate them, and find myself with nothing to write. 
As I lifted the lid from the table, I said I understood 
what he meant. We then proceeded quietly again, 
me to take notes and they to discuss other issues 
related to animal helpers and power.

The conversation reported above left me con- 
fused. I still did not understand how or why people 
would hold to such apparently contradictory propo-
sitions. I decided to take the matter up with Dene 
friends with whom I was in the habit of consulting 
when I experienced difficulties in my dealings with 
other Dene. I summarized for them what the parents 
had told me. Our conversation proceeded then as 
follows:

I don't understand how they can pray to their 
daughter in heaven and think she is with them in 
their house, reincamated. Do you understand?

Yeah, it is possible, it can happen. They die, the
/

somehow or another, they know when he is rein-
camated. There is always a sign to know it is their 
child that is reincamated.

with more questioning:

You don't hâve any problem with that? Do you 
understand how I can make a problem out of that?

No.

Let's take this cup for example. If you tell me it is 
here on the table and that it is also in the kitchen, 
then I could say to you, it is either on the table or 
in the kitchen but it cannot be in two places at the 
same time.

But talking about something we can see it can 
create problems. But it is things you can't see but 
you believe in, it's faith.

At this point in our conversation it came to me as 
a surprise that my Dene friend could not understand 
how I was having a problem with Dene statements. 
When I provided an example to illustrate what I saw 
as a problem with Dene statements, the woman 
immediately commented that problems would obvi-
ously arise if we talked of visible things. The prob-
lem does not arise with things such as the soûls of the 
deceased, for then it becomes a matter of faith.

I asked her what would happen if I told Dene 
andatse'dla uh mbeyune edu yak'e k'eh aat'in (the 
person is made again and her soûl is not in heaven)? 
Her response was emphatic:

If you say that the parents will think you laugh at 
them or don't believe them.

Yea, everybody knows that a kid who is clean and 
has no sins becomes an angel when he dies. 
(19.4.83/Verbatim)

I reminded the woman that the parents insisted 
that their children were born again. She answered 
"They know, there are signs". I then said one would 
hâve to conclude their children are in two places, to 
which she simply affirmed "That's the way it is".

This woman's response to my puzzlement is 
similar to the one I received from the man and 
woman with whom I first attempted to discuss how 
one can say a child is an angel in heaven and reincar- 
nated in this land. This woman, as other Dene I 
talked to, does not hold the view that following a 
person's death one soûl goes to the "other land" 
while another soûl remains in "this land" to be born 
again. The Dene simply know that a deceased per-
son maybe in two places, in the "other land" and in 
"this land" as someone reincamated. I still could not 
simply accept this way of thinking, and pursued

Why?

They might think you are mocking their faith, it is 
going to upset them. I would think the parents 
believe that you believe in the same thing. If you 
say that, they think you laugh at them.

I immediately reassured her that this was cer- 
tainly not my intention, but that I still had difficulty 
accepting what I was being told. She understood 
that indeed it took a lot of faith to believe as the Dene 
did, but insisted there were signs that make people 
believe. She then added: "If someone like you has 
doubts about it, there are signs to show you, signs 
that people can show you, to make you believe."

I asked her what kind of signs people could show 
me. She answered: "Like, the people that had died, 
had scars, or habits of doing something, make people 
recognize who they were before". Her response 
brought to mind my expérience with Christabel's 
aunt, Marcella, who, showing me the tuft of lack 
hair on the baby's head, had said emphatically, "See, 
now you believe!"
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I had been startled at Marcella's assertion. She 
obviously thought, as other Dene do, that seeing the 
evidence would make me believe. While the Dene 
bring to the act of looking ata birthmark the assump- 
tion that it is a sign, I do not. To transform something 
into a sign calls into action an experience-near con-
cept, one the Dene effortlessly and naturally use to 
define what they see. Here, I think, is the root of the 
différences in perception and belief I felt so keenly 
between the Dene and myself.12

To see instances of birth, health, illness and death 
as the Dene view them is in a sense an impossible 
task for the ethnographer. What the fieldworker 
may accomplish, however, is determining carefully 
and interpreting sensitively the symbolic forms - 
institutions, behaviours, images, words - that are the 
vehicles for the experience-near concepts in terms of 
which the Dene look at life and try to live.

Although the literature contains numerous référ-
encés to the vigorous survival of the concept of 
réincarnation among Athapaskan groups, none 
pertained to the Dene-tha of northwestern Alberta. 
To my knowledge the literature makes no mention of 
the concept of the soûl being simultaneously in 
heaven and reincarnated among Athapaskan 
groups. Hultkrantz, it was shown, came close to 
recognizingthis conceptualization among the Hare, 
but mistakenly dismissed the revealing data on the 
grounds that it was incompatible with the belief in 
reincarnation. The récognition of this conceptualiza-
tion among the Dene-tha allowed for the clarification 
of an aboriginal thought process whereby physical 
evidence is transformed into a sign that a newborn 
child is indeed someone who died, remained in "the 
other land", and is born again in "this land".

It was shown that the Dene-tha conceptualization 
of cases of reincarnation are best understood in the 
context of their assumptions about the world and 
themselves. Among the Dene-tha, dreaming, travel-
ling to the " other land" for relatively short periods of 
time, and coming back to "this land" to be made 
again, are ail understood as journeys of the soûl 
away from and back to the body. This general 
conception of the relationships between soûl and 
body shed light on births, illnesses, and deaths. 
People living in "this land" and the deceased living 
in "the other land" communicate with each other as 
well as influence the good and bad fortunes of each 
other. The detailed case illustrations and analysis 
not only demonstrate the vigorous vitality of an 
aboriginal conception of life; they also provide a 
basis for comparisons with similar belief Systems 
reported among other Athapaskan groups.

The ethnographie data and analysis of them pre- 
sented here lead to other interesting questions. 

How, for instance, does the information about réin-
carnation relate generally to Dene-tha interpréta-
tions of knowledge, power and individualism? Is a 
person's medicine power carried over between for-
mer and later lives? Is there a structural pattern in 
the kinship connection between the individuals 
"known" to be reincarnated and the fellow-Dene 
through whom they "are made again"? If a pattern 
can be found, how does it relate to other features of 
Dene-tha social organization? Additional research 
along with a more thorough analysis of ail the data 
gathered over five years of fieldwork will help in 
addressing these questions in greater depth.

Anthropological descriptions and analysis of 
aboriginal belief Systems may acquire spécial signifi- 
cance at a time when groups appear before the 
Courts and press their daims to aboriginal rights to 
land and self-government. For example, the 
Gitksan-Wet'uswet'ene tribal Coundl are currently 
before the Suprême Court of British Columbia to 
demonstrate that they hâve title to their land. "Their 
case is phrased so that they hâve to demonstrate that 
they hâve maintained their culture, religion and 
spiritual beliefs without giving up jurisdiction over 
their territory" (Mills, personal communication). In 
the end, aboriginal belief Systems may well prove to 
be the grounds on which aboriginal groups success- 
fully recons titute their rights to self-government and 
life in this land, "our land".
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NOTES

1. Fictive names are given to individuals to preserve 
their anonymity as well as that of their families. As far as 
possible, I hâve chosen names that do not occur in Chateh. 
In the literature the Dene-tha of this community are re- 

14 / Jean-Guy Goulet



ferred to either as Slavey ( Asch, 1981:348) or as "the Dene- 
tha branch of the Beaver Indians" (Smith, 1987: 444). 
Chateh is the name of the réservation also known as 
Assumption.

2. While conducting fieldwork I try to record Verba-
tim, as much as I can of the conversations I enjoy on various 
Dene topics. To this end, I always carry a pen and writing 
pad. With most Dene under the âge of forty, conversations 
were conducted in English, perhaps with référencés to 
Dene terms used to express the issues discussed. With 
Dene over the âge of forty, conversations were generally in 
Dene. Over the years, I hâve gained sufficient mastery of 
the local dialect to record these interviews or conversa-
tions in written form. I often taped the conversations I had 
with Elders, transcribed them and translated them to the 
best of my ability, and then reviewed the results with 
bilingual informants. The transcripts from my field notes 
which appear in this paper are followed by a référencé to 
the date on which the conversation took place and, in most 
cases, with an indication that the transcription is Verbatim. 
In the absence of such an indication the notes were written 
down from memory within twenty-four hours of the ac- 
tual conversation.

3. In conversations with Dene individuals, I noticed 
how they tended to construct their statements carefully so 
as to déclare whether the information they conveyed was 
first- or second-hand. The following excerpt from a con-
versation illustrâtes this pattern and is related to the Dene 
conception of knowledge, its acquisition and transmis-
sion.

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.
tu kaoot'ah ghedi ghats'ediin ehdih wonh'a adehsi

1- 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.
water forwego theysaid itissaid hesaid because Isay

Converted to English phraseology the informant's 
statements reads as follows: "I say they said ’we are going 
for water' because he (my son) said this is what is said."

When asked whether they actually said, "We are 
going for water", the informant answered that he did not 
know for he did not actually hear them say this. What the 
informant knew is what he heard with his own ears from 
his son. Asked whether his son knew if they said, " We are 
going for water", the informant answered in the négative, 
for his son, also, was relating second-hand information.

To know is to perceive directly with one's senses. 
What one has not experienced or perceived directly, one 
does not know. Much of what is said and repeated in 
conversations is, therefore, not knowledge, in the strict 
Dene sense of the term. It follows that the credibility of 
individuals identified as links in the chain of transmission 
of information is crucial in evaluating the merit of what- 
ever is said. That is why, among the Dene, one is careful to 
identify the source of whatever information is conveyed. I 
believe this is also why the Dene I talked with never 
discussed instances of réincarnation from other Dene 
households. Although Dene individuals had heard of 

cases of réincarnation in other households, such cases 
were not considered tobe "known" in the strict sense of the 
Dene word edahdih (I know).

4. The Chipewyan, Smith (In Press: 8) informs us, 
also refer to such animais as "animal helpers". "It has been 
common for anthropologists and others to refer to such an 
animal as a 'guardian spirit'. The Chipewyan simply say: 
'the animal that helps him/her"'.

5. Emile Petitot, O.M.I., who visited the Loucheux 
four times between 1865 and 1977 writes of similar prac-
tices: "...les Indiens se procurent, dès qu'ils ont reçu 
l'initiation, une peau ou quelque partie de l'animal afin 
d'en fabriquer une amulette, un talisman. Griffes, queues 
ou ailes d'oiseaux, peaux d'hermine ou de putois, oiseaux 
empaillés ou étalés... On portait ces objets sur soi. On en 
décorait les pirogues, les berceaux et les couches; et les 
époux prenaient leur repos sous le regard protecteur de 
l'animal tutélaire, suspendu au-dessus de leur lit" (Savoie, 
1971:80). Similar practices are reported by other students 
of Athapaskan groups: Duchaussois (1923: 218-219) for 
theDogrib, Ridington (1976:56-57 and 1978b: 9-17) for the 
Beaver, and Smith (1973: 8) for the Chipewyan.

6. It is on the basis of a similar statement that I earlier 
wrote that the phrase Dene wonlin edadihi means 'a 
person whoknows what is' (Goulet, 1982:6). I was then in 
error. I simply assumed, as is the case in this conversation, 
that the informant had spoken Dene and then immediately 
offered a translation to English. This assumption was 
strengthened by the knowledge that in English Dene and 
edadih mean 'person' and 'he/she knows', respectively. 
What I failed to recognize then was that the expressions 
wonlin and wonlin ghede stand for 'animal' living in the 
bush. The correct translation of Dene wonlin edadihi is 'a 
person who knows an animal'.

7. See Goulet (1982:1-18) and Ridington (1987: 8-9) 
for a discussion of Athabascan aboriginal beliefs in rela-
tion to Christianity.

8. For instance see Mills (1986a) for the Carrier or 
Wet'suwet'en and Beaver; Goulet (1982) fortheDene-tha; 
Honingmann (1981:448)forthe Kaska; MacLachlan (1981: 
464) for the Tahltan; McClellan, (1981b: 487) for the Tagjsh, 
and (1981c: 501) for the Tutchone; Clark (1981:59) for the 
Koyukon; Hosley (1981:620) forthe Kolchan; Savishinsky 
and Hara (1981:321) for the Hare, and Smith (1981:279) for 
the Chipewyan.

9. More than a century ago, E. Petitot, O.M.I., re-
ported that, while among the Dene he tried in vain to 
dispel a young woman's opinion that she had lived an 
earlier life under another name and other appearances, 
and failed equally in his attempts to discrédit a grand- 
mother's conviction that she should claim the child of a 
neighbour as her own, a child she "knew" to be her own 
son reincamated: "Je n'ai pu chasser de l'esprit d'une 
jeune fille la persuasion où elle était d'avoir vécu 
antérieurement à sa naissance sous un autre nom et avec 
des traits autres que ceux que je lui connaissais; ni 
empêcher une vieille femme de revendiquer la propriété 
de l'enfant de sa voisine, sous le spécieux prétexte qu'elle 
reconnaissait en lui l'âme émigrée de son fils décédé" 
(Savoie, 1970:79).
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10. From her fieldwork among the Wet'suwetene, 
Mills (1986b: 5) reports a most striking example of the 
correspondencebetween birth marks on the reported réin-
carnation and wounds or scars on the previous personal- 
ity. “ K girl was born with a double birth mark on her back 
which corresponds to the location where the presumed 
previous personality was stabbed by scissors." In this 
paper (1986b: 18), Mills informs us that Dr. Ian Stevenson 
"has recently completed a large work on the evidence of 
birth marks and birth defects as they relate to reported 
cases of réincarnation including color photographs of 
birth marks and birth defects with the corresponding 
wounds or scars or lésions on the reported previous per-
sonality. Once published, this work may hâve a profound 
impact on the medical and genetic profession, for which it 
is intended."

11. My expérience of a vision of a deceased Dene was 
of Christabel. A full account of my involvement with this 
family and its expectations that their daughter was coming 
back to life should include the data presented her along 
with the expériences described in Goulet (1987: 7-8).

12. As Hanson has shown in a masterful way in his 
book, Perception and Discovery (1969), seeing is always 
informed by knowledge, however implicit. As Bateson 
(1987:92) reminds us, the processes whereby we perceive 
various objects, people or events are essentially uncon- 
scious and beyond our control: "I know which way I aim 
my eyes and I am conscious of the product of perception... I 
know nothing of the middle process by which the images 
are formed."
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