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Aspirational Descent and the Creation 
of Family Lore: Race Shifting in the 
Northeast

Darryl Leroux

For the past five years, I have been studying race shifting among white French-
descendants, those who count among their ancestors the first French settlers in the 

Americas (pre-1665). Most of this population currently resides in the easternmost 
provinces of Canada and in parts of New England in the United States. What I discov-
ered is that since the early 2000s, tens of thousands of these French descendants have 
shifted into an “Indigenous” identity based solely on ancestry that is 325–400 years 
old. Throughout these regions, this social movement has led to the creation of nearly a 
hundred new “Indigenous” organizations that, on behalf of their white-settler member-
ship, now lobby for a variety of Indigenous rights. Because these efforts have succeeded 
in altering the political landscape to varying degrees—notably through four “Abenaki 
tribes” in Vermont that received state recognition in 2011 and 2012—similar groups 
have emerged as “Abenaki” in New Hampshire and Quebec, “Algonquin” in Ontario and 
Quebec, and “Métis” in Ontario, Quebec, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Maine. 
The two largest organizations in Quebec were created by white men seeking to entrench 
their hunting rights while Indigenous territorial claims were being negotiated. These 
two organizations alone now have more than 25,000 paying members, combined.1

As previous scholarly work regarding the “self-indigenization” movement specifi-
cally in the provinces of Quebec, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia has demonstrated, 
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the origins of many of these organizations lie in explicit anti-Indigenous politics.2 In 
the case of at least eight “Abenaki tribes” in Vermont and New Hampshire, individuals 
seem motivated by an ambiguous urge to “honor” their Indigenous ancestors, an urge 
that is no less questionable given the long history of “playing Indian,” “race shifting,” 
“settler nativism,” or what Vine Deloria Jr. called the “Indian-grandmother complex.”3 
In each of these theorizations, as well as in others,4 a range of scholars, particularly 
in Indigenous studies, have explained white settler efforts to subsume and/or adopt 
Indigenous identities as being the fulfillment of a centuries-old process aimed both at 
eliminating actual Indigenous peoples and transforming the descendants of European 
colonists into the true Indigenous peoples of the Americas.5

Irrespective of how motivations for self-indigenization movements are charac-
terized, among actual Indigenous peoples in these territories—Mi’kmaq, Abenaki, 
Passamaquoddy, Penobscot, Algonquin, Atikamekw, Mohawk, and Innu—the clear 
political consensus has been to reject these emerging claims of indigeneity.6 The 
Mi’kmaq of Nova Scotia have been confronted with the largest offshoot of the 
“Eastern métis” movement, the so-called “Acadian-métis movement”.7 Together, in the 
most high-profile opposition, Kwilmu’kw Maw-klusuaqn (Mi’kmaq Rights Initiative) 
and the Métis National Council pledged cooperation to oppose the “Acadian-métis” in 
Nova Scotia in a signed memorandum of understanding on October 1, 2018.8 Rather 
than rehash the settler-colonial political basis for this movement, however, the aim of 
this paper is to detail precisely how genealogical mechanics are put to work in making 
such claims, as well as to explore how that method is used in the creation of “family 
lore.” Building on my previous work as well as other scholarship, I theorize descent as 
a genealogical practice that involves doing something with one’s ancestors.9 The idea of 
descent as a practice might seem counterintuitive, since we may think of descent as 
representing a straightforwardly linear connection to a past ancestor, as depicted in the 
family tree that some of us dutifully brought to grade school.

Ultimately, this article’s initial analysis demonstrates that genealogical research is 
not simply a matter of discovering a long-ago ancestor, but that one might recreate 
the identity of particular ancestors to fit one’s current desires about identity. Similarly, 
attention to how white settler families create family lore allows us to expose how 
retellings of childhood stories about “hidden” indigeneity work in lockstep with settler-
colonial logics. The next section introduces the practice of aspirational descent, in which 
women of the 1630s, actually born in western France, are turned by their present-day 
descendants into “Indigenous” women in order to claim a particular “Indigenous” iden-
tity. Tracing the practice of aspirational descent illustrates in clear terms the efforts 
that white settlers are willing to make in order to push the boundaries of whiteness 
and take possession of indigeneity.10

Practicing genealogy: introducing asPirational descent

As a way to capture the complexity of twenty-first-century race shifting, I employ a 
range of research methods. The first part of the article involves an analysis of online 
genealogy forums through adopting sociologist Alondra Nelson’s notion of “virtual 
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ethnography.”11 I have also sought to emulate anthropologist Kim TallBear’s use of 
virtual ethnography in her study of a high-profile genetic genealogy listserve.12 As 
part of a broader three-year research project, I examined five major online gene-
alogy forums geared towards French descendants. Three are conducted in French and 
two in English.

Individuals logged on to the forums were often able to confirm the presence of 
an Indigenous ancestor in their lineage—almost always from the seventeenth century. 
Such a discovery is not particularly notable, since five decades of historical demo-
graphic research predicts that today, a significant majority of white French descendants 
have a tiny percentage of Indigenous ancestry.13 Although lineal descent is commonly 
used to indicate direct lineage in contemporary genealogical practice, it is rare for 
discovery of a particular lineal ancestor who lived several centuries ago to lead to a 
change of one’s current social identity. For French descendants already identified as 
white, for instance, discovering long-ago lineal descent from non-French European 
ancestry (e.g., English, Belgian, Portuguese, German, or Irish) appeared to do very 
little. Conversely, despite Indigenous activism and scholarship that have consistently 
opposed white-settler forms of self-identification based solely on “blood” or “genes,” 
forum participants were often empowered to claim an “Indigenous” identity when they 
searched for, and confirmed, Indigenous ancestry in their lineage, based on a single 
seventeenth-century ancestor.14

The forums repeatedly confirmed the power of lineal descent to radically alter 
one’s contemporary identity, always from a previous white identity to an “Indigenous” 
one. In some cases, individuals claiming different “Indigenous” identities used the same 
Indigenous woman ancestor born in the 1610s or 1620s. In one well-known case, a 
direct ancestral connection to one Nipissing woman born prior to 1610 empowers 
race shifters to claim an identity today that is variously “Algonquin” (in Ontario and 
Quebec), or “Métis” (in Quebec), or “Abenaki” (in Vermont and New Hampshire).15 
On the online forums, the actual, specific tribal identity of an Indigenous woman 
ancestor mattered little; what mattered most was discovering a sought-after Indigenous 
ancestor to transform one’s current identity, and then to build up a pan-Indian, imag-
ined form of indigeneity that actual Indigenous peoples have long opposed. It was this 
latter observation of the power of lineal descent to redefine completely one’s identity 
by doing something with an ancestor, that led me to theorize descent as a practice.

Another, complementary way that descent is reconstructed to fit one’s contempo-
rary identity aspirations emerged while analyzing the genealogy forums. Participants 
not only sought out a long-ago Indigenous woman ancestor and then transformed 
her tribal identity, but many also actively participated in transforming a number of 
French ancestors from the 1600s into “Indigenous” women. I have since discovered an 
entire infrastructure among today’s French descendants that supports the creation of 
“Indigenous” ancestors. The practice often involves a turn to genetic genealogy, which 
Nelson explains as “the use of DNA analysis for the purpose of inferring ethnic or 
racial background and aiding with family history research.”16

What I have called aspirational descent both builds on and differs from lineal 
descent in that the actual indigeneity of the “root” ancestor at the basis of one’s claim to 
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an Indigenous identity today is largely contested. The practice of aspirational descent 
that I document—focusing as it does on transforming the identity of French women 
ancestors born prior to 1650—is an example of what sociologist Ashley Barnwell 
describes as the “practice of self-authentication” that drives genealogical research.17 
More than other forms of descent that I identified on the forums, aspirational descent 
illuminates the creative thrust pushing race shifting forward.

The next section introduces two French-Acadian sisters born between 1624 and 
1635, whose identities were debated extensively on three of the forums.18 I explain 
the role that (genetic) genealogy plays in their reconstruction as “Indigenous” women, 
before turning to how several white settlers use one of the sisters as the basis for their 
newfound “indigeneity” in courtroom proceedings.

acadian sisters in the service of asPirational descent: 
catherine and edmée lejeune

Together, the Lejeune sisters appeared about half-a-dozen times on three of the 
genealogy forums that I examined. Little is known about their early life or their 
travel across the Atlantic. As they were among the first French women to marry in 
Mi’kma’ki/Acadia and that they each had nine children, they figure inordinately in 
Acadian (and Cajun) and French-Québécois ancestral history today. The general lack 
of documented history about their lives led amateur genealogists and historians to 
transform both sisters into Mi’kmaw women in the second half of the nineteenth 
century. Stephen White, the lead genealogist at the top Acadian Studies institute in 
Canada, the Centre d’études acadiennes at the Université de Moncton, has raised 
significant questions about this theory, as has the Mothers of Acadia mtDNA Project, 
which has repeatedly verified that the Lejeune sisters’ ancestral origins were from 
far outside the Americas.19 Through that project, genetic testing of over two dozen 
of their living descendants associated both sisters’ ancestral DNA with European 
origins.20 According to the academic consensus in Acadian studies, the Lejeune sisters 
are not Indigenous to the Americas.21

Nonetheless, the Lejeune sisters’ identities prove a matter of significant debate 
online. It was while reading a thread on the Vos Origines (VO) forum titled “Indian/
Métis roots coming from Acadia,” that I was first introduced to the conflict centered 
around the Lejeune sisters’ ancestry. In the thread, Rods, a relatively new poster, sought 
to find out more about his Acadian origins: “Is there a list of Indian [sic] or Métis men 
and women recognized as such and coming from Acadia? My sister and I have done 
our genealogy and we found four Indian lines coming from Quebec. In my research, 
I discovered that many of our ancestors are Acadian. Some of them are considered 
Indian or Métis online, while others are not (according to DNA tests). Any help 
would be greatly appreciated.”22 Rods received many responses, and the discussion on 
the thread lasted several months. Before long, Rods responded to a request for a list 
of the “Indigenous” ancestors that he had compiled with Catherine Lejeune’s name, 
along with two others. Within a couple of days, a frequent poster sent Rods a link 
to an Acadian genealogy site that mimicked many of the genetic genealogy websites 
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shared by forum posters: contra the available molecular and documentary evidence, it 
favored a historical narrative that created Acadian-Mi’kmaw kinship relations where 
none had existed. On it, the Lejeune sisters were definitively identified as “Métis” (or 
mixed-race Mi’kmaq).

A long-time VO forum member, Lory, politely encouraged Rods to consider other 
sources. She wrote that, “the website that was placed in the thread is very interesting. 
But again, we should take some and leave some. It all depends on the site’s author. As 
far as DNA goes, I’m very suspicious.”23 A few months later, in April 2014, frequent 
poster Yves made the final post in the thread: “Lots of Aboriginal lines have their 
own histories and Catherine Lejeune married to François Savoie around 1651 is not 
accepted . . . because there’s no legal proof. . . . if it’s a pastime then fine, but if it’s to 
get an Aboriginal card . . . the bureaucratic answer will be (lack of evidence). Sorry.”24 
Yves’s post most clearly pushed back at the use of Catherine Lejeune as an Indigenous 
root ancestor in this thread.

In a second thread titled, “Questionable Record Lejeune,” this time posted to the 
Rootsweb forum in in 2015, CJ inquired about an online source: “Did somebody make 
this up? Edmée tested European, right?” and posted a link to a genealogical site that 
provided the genealogy of a woman named Marguerite M. Mikmaq.25 Marguerite 
is said to have been born in 1585 in present-day New Brunswick, the daughter of 
Mi’kmaw Grand Chief Membertou (born 1560) and his wife Marie Abénaki (born 
1582). According to this online source, Marguerite married Pierre LeJeune Briard 
II (born 1595) in Vienne in western France and had a child (Pierre Lejeune Briard) 
there in 1625. The file, updated in 2014, was hosted on a well-regarded online gene-
alogy platform. It makes for an intriguing story, especially to race shifters involved 
in a process of strategic self-making—but, given that the database lists Marguerite’s 
mother (the aforementioned Marie Abénaki) as only three years old at the time of her 
own daughter’s birth, among other historical sleights of hand, it poses several incon-
trovertible problems.

The most active forum administrator, Paul, responded right away to CJ’s post: 
“Edmée & Catherine have mtDNA of U6a [‘European’]. . . . The explanation [that 
their mother was Mi’kmaq]—a list of all founding mothers of Acadia that we could not 
trace back to Europe were assumed to be Aboriginal. . . . This is a false assumption.”26 
Paul replied again later the same day, explaining that the genealogist who had entered 
the data on Rootsweb “is repeating the old guestimate that has been disproven by the 
mtDNA. [The Lejeune sisters’] parents are unknown, but we know the two girls were 
sisters.”27 In this case, the popular claim that the Lejeune sisters were Indigenous is 
aspirational, in that it rests wholly on the desires of individuals intent on race shifting.

A third thread on the Généalogie du Québec et de l’Amérique française (GQAF) 
forum titled “Micmac [sic] and/or Maliseet Ancestry” from 2017 repeated the same 
imaginative story about the Lejeune sisters’ origins.28 In February, Michel posted the 
following request: “I’m looking for my Indian ancestors. They say I’m Micmac. It seems 
[a genealogist] has published a family genealogy that says we’re Maliseet. If a member 
could please clarify all of this, I’d be very happy.”29 Michel then posted his parents’ 
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names, which led forum moderator Yves to provide him with the relevant links from 
the GQAF’s genealogy database.

The next day, a frequent poster, Alain, seemed to confirm Michel’s Mi’kmaw 
ancestry: “You certainly do have long-ago Mi’kmaw origins from the beginning of 
the seventeenth century through your Acadian origins. It’s Edmée Lejeune’s mother, 
who’s also among my ancestors.”30 Alain went on to provide additional information, 
including the claim that Frenchman Pierre Lejeune dit Briard married a Mi’kmaw 
woman in France before 1620 (Edmée’s supposed parents). Alain then suggested 
in passing that these details still needed to be confirmed through the documentary 
record. A few days later, professional genealogist Dominique responded critically: 
“DNA tests have proven that Edmée Lejeune and her sister Catherine are both of 
European origins.”31 She then provided three Web links to the results of these tests 
and their respective analyses, including a report in Acadie nouvelle,32 a French-language 
newspaper based in Moncton, New Brunswick, and the full results of the Mothers of 
Acadia mtDNA Project identifying DNA associated with just over half of the eighty 
or so known “Mothers” of Acadia from the seventeenth century.33

Alain was not deterred by Dominique’s introduction of countervailing molecular 
evidence. On the contrary, he explained that “the confusion comes from the fact that 
there exists without a doubt two people called Pierre Lejeune dit Briard. Edmée and 
Catherine’s father was born in 1595 and married a Mi’kmaw woman around 1620 in 
France . . . He must’ve brought his future wife with him to France.”34 To be clear, Alain 
is repeating the same story shared by CJ in the Rootsweb forum above: the Lejeune 
sisters were born in France to a Mi’kmaw mother. In response, Dominique pushed 
back further against Alain’s claims: “This is pure speculation. There were two Lejeune 
families that immigrated to Acadia. . . . The second Lejeune family, who arrived around 
1642, is the one to which Edmée and Catherine . . . belong. . . . Since the DNA tests 
prove that the two sisters (Catherine and Edmée) are of European origins, they cannot 
be of Indigenous ancestry.”35

Alain further illustrated what Nelson calls the “strategic self-making” at the center 
of contemporary genealogy, in his later recourse to an excerpt from French historian 
François-Edme Rameau de Saint-Père’s book Une colonie féodale en Amérique, L’Acadie 
(1604–1881), first published in 1889. In the excerpt, Rameau argues that the Lejeune 
family was “métis” (mixed-race) and lists a marriage between a Pierre Lejeune and a 
Mi’kmaw woman as evidence. No dates are given in Rameau’s account, nor is there any 
mention of Edmée and Catherine. In addition, there is no known kinship connection 
between the Lejeune sisters and anyone named Pierre. All the same, Alain resorts to 
the mobilization of an obscure nineteenth-century text to make his case against the 
prevalent molecular data. In this sense, his desire for indigeneity, rooted as it is in 
aspirational descent, leads him to confirm his beliefs about his own indigeneity, despite 
the available evidence to the contrary. The thread eventually ended, four days after it 
began, with the original poster, Michel, thanking Dominique for her contribution.

After conducting a similar form of virtual ethnography, Nelson’s conclusion was 
that individuals who engaged in online genealogy forums integrated new knowl-
edge about their ancestral past—including DNA-based evidence—in a manner that 
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confirmed their established beliefs about ancestry, race, and/or identity. In this case, the 
fact alone that the Lejeune sisters are imagined as the granddaughters of a well-known 
male Indigenous historical figure, Grand Chief Membertou, outweighs the strength 
normally reserved for molecular technologies.

Online genealogy forums introduced me to the Lejeune sisters: Acadian women 
born prior to 1635 who become “Indigenous” for the purpose of contemporary identity 
claims. Notably, their transformation has been solidified by a range of organizations 
active in the race-shifting movement in Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Quebec, 
New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia, where they are regularly used as the basis for new 
claims to “Abenaki” and “Eastern Métis” identities.

no indigenous ancestry: race shifting in “real life”
The practice of aspirational descent is not limited to the transformation of the Lejeune 
sisters’ identities on genealogy forums. The fact that the Acadian sisters’ supposed 
indigeneity has been disproven has not stopped individuals and organizations from 
recognizing them as “Indigenous” root ancestors, particularly if we consider the 
actual frequency of their appearance in membership documents in the three largest 
self-identified “Indigenous” organizations in Quebec. For instance, in the more than 
2,000-member genealogies from both the Communauté métisse du Domaine-du-Roy 
et la Seigneurie de Mingan (CMDRSM) and the Communuaté métisse autochtone 
de Maniwaki (CMAM) that I have examined, one of either of the Lejeune sisters 
was listed as the sole “Indigenous” root ancestor for dozens of members. Both orga-
nizations have been involved in protracted legal proceedings, attempting to have 
their members recognized as Indigenous in order to access constitutionally protected 
Aboriginal rights. A third organization, the Métis Nation of the Rising Sun (MNRS), 
located in Gaspésie, is also on record as encouraging the use of both of the Lejeune 
sisters as “Indigenous” root ancestors for the purpose of membership.36 Together, the 
three organizations claim to have about 32,000 members, at least a thousand of whom 
are likely using one of the Lejeune sisters as their sole “Indigenous” root ancestor for 
the purpose of membership.37

Besides these membership records, my analysis of ninety-two court cases involving 
claims to an “Eastern métis” identity in both Quebec and New Brunswick since 2001 
has further confirmed that the Lejeune sisters (and one other well-known French-
Acadian woman ancestor, Radegonde Lambert) are often used as the sole basis of one’s 
genealogy-based transformation into an “Indigenous” person. Incredibly, the Lejeune 
sisters are transformed into “Mi’kmaq” and then used to become “Métis” by about a 
fifth of the defendants whose “Indigenous” ancestry is named in these court cases.38

In order to understand further the specific ways that otherwise white French-
descendants use the practice of aspirational descent to shift into an “Indigenous” 
identity, I turn to the family lore that defendants share in court, in order to decon-
struct the specific “Indian-grandmother complex” at work in their testimony. As we 
know from previous research on race shifting in the United States and in Canada, a 
reliance on family lore often forms the basis for the public legitimacy of race shifter 
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claims to Indigenous identity, even in the face of contradictory documentary or genea-
logical evidence and the political opposition of actual Indigenous peoples.39

US Senator Elizabeth Warren’s changing claims to Cherokee ancestry and identity 
provide a case in point. According to reports published in the latter part of 2018 at the 
height of the public controversy about her claims, Warren’s own understanding of her 
“Cherokee” identity and/or ancestry appears to have been based in the type of family 
lore that is actually quite common among white settlers. Cherokee intellectuals40 and 
political authorities41 have been steadfast in their refusal to accept Warren’s claims 
to Cherokee (or even Indigenous) ancestry or identity, as have other Indigenous 
intellectuals.42 A common thread in these critiques has been an opposition on the 
reliance of the “Indian grandmother” and/or “Indian princess” tropes in US society. 
Another notable lesson has been about the importance of understanding the specific 
geographic and historical context in which these claims are based. Attending to the 
differences between Oklahoma, where Warren’s ancestors dispossessed and displaced 
tribal nations, and Quebec, allows us to consider the logics of settler colonialism under 
a different light.

What follows are excerpts from the courtroom testimony of four individuals, 
who, according to their own court submissions, have no Indigenous ancestry, yet 
are claiming to be “Indigenous” due to their 400-year-old genealogical connection to 
Catherine Lejeune.43 The testimony comes from the Corneau case, which originally 
involved twenty-seven registered members of the CMDRSM, an “Indigenous” organi-
zation created in January 2005 in northeastern Québec. I have outlined in some depth 
elsewhere how the CMDRSM had its origins in a white rights movement in Innu 
territory between 2000 and 2004.44 The defendants were all defending themselves 
against the imminent destruction of their hunt camps, which were illegally built on 
public lands. The case was filed in Quebec Superior Court in 2007 and the defendants 
first testified at preliminary hearings in January and February 2009. A few years later, 
in November 2013, the defendants testified a second time during their trials. The 
defendants eventually lost the case in July 2018, when the Quebec Court of Appeal 
ruled that they had not proven that they were Indigenous under existing jurisprudence.

The first excerpt involves a defendant (“John”) whose lawyer confirmed with him 
at the beginning of his preliminary testimony on January 21, 2009, that his only 
“Indigenous” root ancestor is Catherine Lejeune, described as “Micmac métis” [sic] in 
the courtroom transcript. The notion that Lejeune is herself mixed-race builds on the 
story that she is Chief Membertou’s long-lost granddaughter whose Mi’kmaw mother 
was sent to France in the last two decades of the sixteenth century. As I explain above, 
this mythical story circulates rather freely on a range of online platforms today, despite 
ample evidence that Lejeune was a French woman. Regardless, John’s nonexistent 
Indigenous ancestry did not stop him from sharing a poignant family story about 
having “Indian blood” with his counsel:

Q. What motivated you to join the [CMDRSM]?

John: . . . Since I was young, I’ve loved the woods. I’m always out there. And, my 
mother always told me that we had some Indian blood, and I don’t want to—
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Q: Your mother spoke with you about it?

John: Yes, before she died my mother always told me, and I don’t want to . . . I don’t 
want to turn my back on her, I’m one, and I’m proud to be one.. . .

Q: Did she say anything else [about it], or did she say: “So, you have Indian 
blood?”, and then went onto other things. How did it work?

John: No, she just said that we were Indians [sauvages].45

The theme of a grandparent or parent being at the origins of an individual’s knowledge 
about their supposed Indigenous ancestry was quite common among all defendants, 
including among those who had no actual Indigenous ancestry such as John. In fact, 
this type of family lore was the most common form of evidence that defendants offered 
in defense of their claim to a new “Indigenous” identity (along with their genealogies). 
Clearly, presenting one’s oral history, passed down through one’s immediate ances-
tors, was seen as a way to insulate oneself against concerns that their recent claims to 
Indigenous identity were opportunistic or worse still.

To be clear, I am not suggesting that all oral history is flawed, nor am I suggesting 
that these individuals are inventing their family stories whole cloth; on the contrary, 
as Cherokee and other Native American intellectuals have illustrated in Warren’s 
case, it is entirely possible that individuals in her family told her that she had some 
Cherokee ancestry, just as it is possible that John’s mother told him that he had “Indian 
blood” in his childhood. Given the political and social interests that white society has 
had in eliminating Indigenous peoples, we must interrogate the basis for this type of 
family lore, even when told it has been shared by one’s mother or grandmother. In 
Warren’s case, the senator’s ancestors were active participants in the dispossession and 
displacement of the Cherokee people in the nineteenth century, eventually settling 
on Indigenous lands stolen away in Oklahoma. Cherokee writer Rebecca Nagle has 
convincingly demonstrated how Warren (Crawford) family lore turned living among 
Native Americans to being Native Americans in a way that helped insulate them from 
accountability for their active participation in colonial violence in the US southeast 
and eventually in Oklahoma.46 Since the genealogical evidence that John submitted in 
court disproves his own claims to Indigenous ancestry (and identity), just as the work 
of Cherokee genealogists has done for Warren,47 we must also consider the possibility 
that John is misrepresenting or misinterpreting the truth in a manner that supports 
his legal strategy.

While there are clear parallels between the use of family lore to justify race shifting 
in the United States and in Canada, I would like to turn to the specific context of 
Quebec to understand the precise ways that family history is mobilized in the court-
room. Social theorists Bruno Cornellier and Julie Burelle have both written about 
the complex figure of the “Indian” in Quebec culture through illustrating the long 
history of using indigeneity as a foil for Québécois identity. In her study of Quebec 
theater and cinema, Burelle explains how Quebec culture “fetishizes ‘Indian blood’ and 
‘Indian ancestry’ and mobilizes the notion of a set of inherently Indigenous traits being 
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passed on, resulting in the French Québécois’ . . . unique cultural character.”48 Part of 
that cultural “character,” according to Cornellier’s work on Quebec cinema, involves 
a search for a way to associate white French-descendants to “the Indian, the original 
inhabitant,”49 in order to construct a sense of belonging to the land. These efforts 
usually involve the creation of fictive kinship relations with Indigenous peoples as a 
way to analogize the oppression faced by the Franco-Québécois as the only French-
speaking community in North America.50

Burelle builds on Cornellier’s argument, suggesting that through the creation of 
these fictive kinship ties, “The Québécois are suddenly the Indigenous people who have 
successfully survived colonialism, carried their métis [mixed-race] values into moder-
nity, and formed a thriving cultural and political project. This narrative positions the 
French Québécois . . . as the better, more resilient version of their supposed Indigenous 
ancestors.”51 The idea that the so-called “Quebec métis” are more authentic, and thus, 
more “Indigenous” than actual Indigenous peoples in Quebec has become common-
place, so much so that it was one of the principal ideas driving the CMDRSM’s 
successful recruitment efforts in its first few years of existence.52

The CMDRSM’s attempt to transform white French-descendants into “Indigenous” 
people was also aided by the widespread circulation of the trope of ensauvagement 
(literally, “enwilding,” i.e., “becoming Indian”), one that posits the eventual indigeniza-
tion of white settlers.53 The ideas at the heart of the trope of ensauvagement—that 
French-settler men are prone to fall prey to the seductive force of the wilds, in the form 
of Indigenous women’s sexual prowess and the freedom associated with the woods—
continue to hold a great deal of explanatory power in Quebec society. Feminist theorist 
Corrie Scott has explored how this broad discourse is intimately linked to the develop-
ment of white Quebec masculinity.54 In her analysis of Quebec literature, Scott has 
explained how métissage, in the sense of race-mixing, is used as a literary device that 
affirms white masculinity, whereby “descriptions of nature and contact with Indigenous 
people show a Quebec hero who ‘enwilds himself ’ . . . this transgression of cultural 
boundaries is above all an opportunity to prove his virility.”55 While French-settler 
men and their (male) descendants gain a sense of virile masculinity through their 
mastery of the wilds and subordination of Indigenous women, Scott explains how 
the discourse of métissage serves to emasculate Indigenous men in the face of French 
men’s superiority over their domain.56 Reading John’s testimony (and that of his 
peers) through the lens of the trope of “enwilding” allows us to understand the drive 
to possess indigeneity and even to become “Indigenous” through displays of mastery 
over the land.

To return to the exact wording of his statement, John claims that his mother called 
him and his siblings sauvages, which was the French-language equivalent of “Indian” 
in Quebec and other parts of what we generally call Canada for generations.57 While 
certainly offensive today, it continues to be used widely in French, despite its problem-
atic double meaning (Indigenous= savage/ry). Perhaps because of the double meaning 
evoked by the term, it has been used in another, related register as well. For genera-
tions, sauvages was used to refer to an individual or a group of people as “wild” or “out 
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of control,” sometimes in a cutting manner (e.g., “stop acting wild/stop misbehaving”), 
sometimes in a stubborn display of pride (e.g., “we’re so out of control/free”).

As an example of the latter, growing up in a French-Canadian cultural milieu, it 
was not uncommon for my male peers to refer to themselves as sauvages and/or refer 
to their fictive “Indian blood” as a way to affirm a sort of uber-masculinity associ-
ated with heavy drinking, physical violence, and/or outdoor activities like hunting, 
fishing, and camping. I can distinctly remember one of my friends—a neighbor with 
whom I went to public school for eleven years—repeatedly blaming his frequent 
violent outbursts to the wildness coursing through his body in the form of “Indian 
blood.” These references were not literal claims to an Indigenous identity or even 
to Indigenous ancestry; instead, they were part of a broader cultural repertoire that 
fetishizes “Indian blood,” in Burelle’s terms, rationalizing the performance of a partic-
ular set of dominant masculine traits that trade on and solidify white settler fantasies 
of Indigenous incivility. The connection between “Indian blood” and a dominant form 
of white masculinity, focused especially on hunting, was a salient motivator for French-
descendant men to shift into an “Indigenous” identity in the regions covered by the 
CMDRSM in the years leading up to John’s preliminary testimony.

As a case in point, the census agglomeration (Saguenay) in which John and 
the large majority of the defendants in the Corneau case lived and hunted had a 
disproportionate number of men self-identifying as “Métis” in the first census after 
the CMDRSM’s creation in 2006: over 30% more men identified as “Métis” than 
women.58 For men who grew up hunting and working in the woods in a region of 
Quebec already imagined as its rough-and-tumble heartland, suddenly claiming an 
“Indigenous” identity in their fifties and sixties became normalized. In their testimony, 
all of these men spoke about their own ensauvagement: no longer a metaphor to denote 
virile masculinity, they now sought to be recognized as Indigenous. Above all, what 
made them “Indigenous” was their decades-long passion for moose hunting, even when 
they had no known Indigenous ancestry.

Consequently, it does not take too much imagination to reinterpret John’s mother’s 
use of the term sauvage. Given that John premises his statement by explaining his 
love of the outdoors, it is plausible, following Cornellier’s later theorization, that his 
mother was expressing “a certain archetype of wild Québécois masculinity . . . almost 
co-dependent with the natural world associated with Indianness.”59 Of course, we will 
never know what John’s mother meant, nor what precisely she said. Given that John’s 
genealogy includes no known Indigenous ancestors and that none of his ancestors 
are identified as adopted (nor does John suggest otherwise), it seems likely that his 
mother was using the term sauvages not as a literal descriptor (you’re “Indigenous”), 
but in another register altogether, one that linked John’s love for the outdoors with 
a stereotypical understanding of “Indianness.” She may also have been simply telling 
him to behave (“stop being wild [like those ‘Indians’]” or “stop misbehaving”). We 
must consider the possibility that John is remembering events that took place nearly 
five decades ago through the prism of “wild Québécois masculinity” theorized by 
Cornellier, one that relies heavily on myths associated with long-ago Indigenous 
ancestry and activities like hunting, fishing, and working in the woods.



AmericAn indiAn culture And reseArch JournAl 43:4 (2019) 104 à à à

During his preliminary testimony on January 22, 2009, a second defendant, “Rick,” 
who claimed Catherine Lejeune as his only “Indigenous” root ancestor, mentioned how 
his grandmother introduced him to the idea that they had Indigenous ancestry:

Rick: On my mother’s side, my [maternal] grandmother’s side, she would often talk 
about having Indian ancestry.

Q: So, you’re talking about [your grandmother]?

Rick: That’s right, Catherine Lejeune’s descendant.

Q: Was she able to name Catherine Lejeune, or is that you —

Rick: No, they —

Q: . . . who explained —?

Rick: . . . listen, they said that we had Indian blood [sang de sauvage], you know, 
and these weren’t things that . . . in that time, it was like . . . you know, it wasn’t . . . 
you don’t glorify it, because you’d attract unwanted attention, eh, so at that time, 
we’d talk about it within the family, but no more. Get it?

Q: Yes.

Rick: That’s how it worked.60

In this statement, Rick suggests that his maternal grandmother would “often talk 
about” the fact that they had “Indian blood” through an ancestral connection to 
Catherine Lejeune (born circa 1630s). When pressed about his grandmother’s claim, 
he links his general lack of knowledge about his Indigenous ancestry to an ambient 
anti-Indigenous social environment at the time of his childhood (“you don’t glorify 
it, you’d attract unwanted attention”). At his later testimony during the courtroom 
trial on November 13, 2013, Rick wove a significantly different story about his grand-
mother’s words while being questioned by his own counsel:

Q: Can you tell us why you claim to be Métis?

Rick: Well, why—it’s to try to keep my hunt camp, to practice activities in 
the woods . . .

Q: Do you know your [Indigenous] ancestry?

Rick: . . . It’s Catherine Lejeune, it’s an eleventh generation Micmac [sic], yes.

Q: Catherine Lejeune, you say?

Rick: Yes. . . .

Q. OK. So, when you saw [your completed genealogy in 2008] what reaction
did you have?
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Rick: Well, the reaction, I knew, at least partly from my maternal grandmother, she 
talked about it. Sometimes she talked about us having Indian blood.

Q. Can you remember when she told you about that? When did you hear that you
had Indian blood?

Rick: Well, it was during family get-togethers.

Q. And how old were you at that time?

Rick: Ah! I was young, maybe four, five years old.

Q. When she spoke with you about [having Indian blood]?

Rick: Yes.

Q. Did it happen again?

Rick: Not really, because it wasn’t something that we really . . . I mean, at that time 
we didn’t brag about it, there wasn’t anything to gain by bragging about it.

Q. It’s just your grandmother who talked about it?

Rick: Yes, yes, yes. . . .

Q. Can you tell us when you started identifying as Métis?

Rick: Well, it started in 2008 after I had my family tree made. Since that time, I’ve 
known about it officially.61

In this case, the same defendant who suggested that his maternal grandmother had 
often talked about their Indigenous ancestry now explains that it likely only happened 
on one occasion when he was four or five years old (in 1968 or 1969). More to the 
point, he admits in open court that he only started identifying as “Indigenous” as part 
of a broader political and legal strategy to avoid the destruction of his hunt camp, 
which was built illegally on public lands. Rick then explains that he officially found 
out about having “Indian blood” when he had his family tree done by the CMDRSM’s 
in-house genealogist in 2008. It was only after receiving these results that he decided 
to identify as “Métis” and claim to have Aboriginal rights under the Constitution.

Later in the same testimony, Rick directs us to some of the other ways that “Indian 
blood” may manifest itself among white French descendants, this time under cross-
examination by the prosecution:

Q: When did you find out that you have Indian blood?

Rick: My grandmother had already referred to us having Indian blood. But, offi-
cially, it’s since 2008 when I had my family tree made. It’s officially since 2008.

Q: And when your grandmother was talking about it, what did she say?
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Rick: She told us that we had Indian blood because of our customs.. . . we weren’t 
afraid of the cold, we wouldn’t dress for the weather, that’s what she told us. It was 
related to that.

Q: Under what circumstances did she tell you that? When she saw you outside 
without a sweater?

Rick: No, no, no. More like family get-togethers, things like that, yes.62

Here, Rick builds on his two previous accounts, claiming that his grandmother told 
him that he had “Indian” blood because of a mix of cultural characteristics (“customs” 
and lack of fear of cold). Remember that according to the complete genealogy that 
he submitted to the court, Rick has no Indigenous ancestry. Besides his reliance 
on a grossly stereotypical characteristic—comfort in cold weather—the only other 
“customs” that Rick connects to his “indigeneity” in his testimony are his love for 
hunting and fishing, which he discussed in considerable detail. Clearly, Rick fetishizes 
“Indian blood” in the manner theorized by Burelle, mobilizing “the notion of a set of 
inherently Indigenous traits being passed on, resulting in the French Québécois’s . . . 
unique cultural character.”63 Through combining the biological substance (“Indian 
blood”) with a set of cultural characteristics (love for hunting, tendency to under-
dress in winter), Ricks “enwilds” himself, a process that Scott argues is central to the 
construction of white Québécois masculinity.

Another key aspect of the process of ensauvagement evidenced by John and Rick is 
that both enlist a woman in their immediate family (mother, grandmother) to trans-
form their identities, as was the case for all other defendants who shared family lore 
in the courtroom. Combined with the fact that Catherine Lejeune, a French-Acadian 
woman, held the key to their transformation, it appears that white French-descendant 
women play an inordinate role in mediating the creation of a wild Québécois mascu-
linity premised on indigeneity.

A third defendant, “Jim,” who lists Catherine Lejeune as his only “Indigenous” 
root ancestor in his court submission also turns to a story about his mother when 
explaining his recent claim to an Indigenous identity. The effort to “enwild” his family 
is apparent in the list of cultural traits that he links to his “Indigenous” identity. Here 
is an excerpt of the back and forth between Jim and his own counsel during his 
preliminary testimony on February 17, 2009:

Q: At the time, was [having Indian blood] something that people talked about . . .?

Jim: Well, it was a subject that was taboo, you know. I mean, people didn’t share 
that they were Métis. Within families, there was some talk, my mother would 
often say, “We definitely have some Indian in us, we have huge meals, we hunt, we 
fish, we prepare our own fish and meat, and all of that, we smoke fish,” you know, 
and we’d say, “We definitely . . . we definitely have Indian roots.”64

Again, through fetishizing “Indian blood” Jim connects a range of cultural practices, 
linked mostly to food preparation, to his family’s supposed indigeneity.
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Later in his testimony, Jim explains that he received his genealogy through the 
CMDRSM’s own genealogist in order to find a way to defend himself against the 
destruction of his hunt camp. Picking up the story after he received the results and 
started to identify as “Métis,” he explains what happened next:

Jim: So, at one point I told [my uncles who hunt with me] that we were Métis and 
all of that and they said, “Holy! That explains why we love the woods so much, 
why we’re always in the woods.”

Q: So, you taught them about their [Métis identities]?

Jim: Not so much taught but confirmed . . . confirmed that we really had these 
origins. But whether you like it or not, when I tell you that it has been 50 years 
since their father brought them here [to Saguenay], then, well, they surely must’ve 
asked themselves “Well, we must have [Indian blood], we have this and that.” 
Clearly. You know, I mean, I wasn’t there then, but it’s clear that somewhere, listen, 
they lived in the woods. My grandfather lived in the woods, my grandmother 
as well.. . .

Jim: That’s why we love [hunting] and are always in the woods, and . . . you know, 
[being Métis] probably answered questions that [my uncles] had asked themselves 
their entire lives, but that they didn’t shout from the rooftops.65

For Jim, discovering that he was related to Catherine Lejeune, a French woman born in 
the 1630s who has been accepted as an “Indigenous” woman by the CMDRSM’s gene-
alogist and its membership committee, affirmed his “Indigenous” identity. Following 
the cultural repertoire provided by the concept of “wild Québécois masculinity,” Jim 
enwilds himself and his uncles, retroactively reading indigeneity into their past cultural 
practices. “Indian blood” alone has the power to explain a range of cultural practices 
linked to rural, Québécois forms of masculinity, including “living in the woods” and 
“loving to hunt.” In other words, the discovery of a tiny bit of Indigenous biological 
substance—even when said substance turns out to be invented, as is the case with 
Catherine Lejeune’s descendants—allows one to reinterpret decades of one’s conduct 
to fit a desired identity claim.66

The only woman among the eventual seventeen defendants in the case, “Debra,” 
also reflected on childhood memories during cross-examination by the prosecutor 
at her preliminary testimony on February 16, 2009. Notably, she interpreted stories 
about “Indian blood” in her childhood quite differently than her fellow defendants:

Q: And, when you were young, did people talk about [having Indian blood]? Did 
people say, “Oh, well, we have Indian blood? We’re different?” Can you remember?

Debra: I know that . . . some of my school friends would say to me: “We have 
Indian blood.” But, well, “we have Indian blood,” is that because my mother didn’t 
want us to play with our friends or was it . . .? I don’t know what they meant by it.

Q: OK
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Debra: So . . .

Q: But did you feel excluded at school or in the community, did people say, “Oh, 
well, she’s not like us, she has Indian blood or we don’t hang out with her, we don’t 
hang out with [your family]?

Debra: Yes . . . no . . . yes, but not in the way that you mean.

Q: OK. OK.

Debra: No, I . . . I was . . . we were quite marginalized, but because of our poverty.67

Debra also expanded on her understanding of the use of the word sauvage during her 
childhood in her trial testimony more than four-and-a-half years later on November 
18, 2013. Under questioning by the prosecutor, it became clear that in her youth her 
friends would call her and her siblings “little Indians” (petits sauvages) as a way to 
further marginalize them, likely based on their evident poverty, and not as a way to 
identify them literally as Indigenous. Again, Debra confirms that nobody in her family 
ever talked about having Indigenous ancestry. The only mention of “Indian blood” 
came from her friends:

Q: When you were young, did your mother ever say that you had Indian blood?

Debra: No, I never heard her say that.

Q; Your brothers and sisters neither?

Debra: No.

Q: Your grandparents?

Debra: No.

Q: Did the people from the village ever say you were sauvages?

Debra: Sure, some friends would tell me, “Oh, you’re such little Indians [petits 
sauvages].” But probably, it’s because my mother didn’t want us to play with them.

Q; In other words, they weren’t saying that you had Indian blood—

Debra: No, no.68

Throughout her testimony, Debra confirms that the metaphor of “Indian blood” and 
the word sauvage were used repeatedly in relation to her during her childhood by other 
children in her entourage. However, unlike her male peers testifying in the Corneau 
case, she does not interpret the use of either as meaning that her or her friends were 
Indigenous. In fact, Debra connects being told that she had “Indian blood” to efforts to 
marginalize her, though how precisely that marginalization operated remains unclear 
from her testimony. What is clear from Debra’s testimony is that in the middle of the 
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twentieth century, even children knew to use the metaphor of “Indian blood” or the 
word sauvage to inflict some form of harm on other white-French-descendant chil-
dren. Perversely, the widespread circulation of “Indian blood” as a pejorative marker 
of exclusion in Quebec society is now actually being mobilized as a building block of 
regional family lore by a range of individuals and organizations that are creating new 
“Indigenous” identities that harm actual Indigenous peoples in the region.

conclusion

The concept of aspirational descent is a way to explain the race-shifting movement 
in New England and in Ontario, Quebec, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia. Tracing 
how white French-descendants create “Indigenous” ancestors in order to shift into 
an “Indigenous” identity today, I have focused specifically on Edmée and Catherine 
Lejeune, two French-Acadian sisters born prior to 1635, who are remade into 
“Mi’kmaw” women through an imaginative story of a Mi’kmaw woman marrying a 
French man in western France at the end of the sixteenth century. Repeated mtDNA 
ancestry testing of the Lejeune sisters’ descendants has disproven the story, yet those 
intent on race shifting reject countervailing evidence, so that the Lejeune sisters 
continue to be used as key “Indigenous” root ancestors by a range of actors in the race-
shifting movement.

The strength of family lore lies in how it mediates regionally based narratives of 
Indigenous-settler relations. In a contrasting type of claim made by defendants involved 
in a protracted court case in Quebec, three individuals with no known Indigenous 
ancestors constructed family lore about their “Indigenous” identity. This I link to a 
widespread discursive form of “wild Québécois masculinity” that relies on a process 
of “enwilding,” i.e., “becoming Indian,” that posits the eventual indigenization of white 
French settlers. Genealogical research is not simply an innocent matter of discovering 
long-ago ancestry; in some settler-colonial contexts, it presents an opportunity to push 
the boundaries of whiteness and possess indigeneity.
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