Transmotion Vol 3, No 1 (2017)

“Please mom? Can you please download it at home?”:

Video Games as a Symbol of Linguistic Survivance

DAVID DENNISON LACHO & AARON LEON

Recently, there has been an increase in video games that are made by or in collaboration with
Indigenous people, for example Elizabeth LaPensée’s Survivance, Chelsea Vowel’s Idle No
More: Blockade, Minority Media’s Spirits of Spring, and Upper One Games’ Kisima Inyitchuna
(Never Alone). Indigenous people’s direct involvement in the development of these video games
exemplifies how Indigenous people are in control of digital media that represents their own
communities and identities. For example, Survivance asks players to create an expression of their
own Indigeneity through lessons and quests. /dle No More is an RPG game that stresses cultural
relevance and highlights issues that many Indigenous communities face, such as land
expropriation and cultural stereotyping. Spirits of Spring explores an Indigenous boy’s
experiences of bullying. Kisima Inyitchuna invites players to explore Ifupiaq stories and life in
the arctic. Within the context of the growing movement of Indigenous video games, the Splatsin
Tsm7aksaltn (Splatsin Teaching Centre) of the Splatsin First Nation have decided to create a
video game in order to revitalize their language and culture. We are part of a research team
including community members and academics who are working towards developing this video
game. The video game is being developed as a platformer game that is based on Splatsin’s oral
stories.

As part of the game’s development, a community meeting was held to discuss and play a
wide range of video games in order to get the community’s opinion on what makes a good video
game. This meeting highlighted the importance of traditional storytelling in the community as
well as the strength of story in videogames. In this paper, we examine Indigenous storytelling
through the medium of video games, specifically through the game Kisima Inyitchuna. Kisima
Inpitchuya exemplifies an impactful reimagining of Indigenous oral storytelling through the

medium of video games. Also, using comments from the community meeting, we examine how
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Indigenous video games support relationality and how technology is implicated in shaping, or
shifting, iterations of traditional and ancestral ways of being of Indigenous communities, such as
Splatsin. At the community meeting, the stsmamlt (children) and parents were engaged in the
immersive Ifiupiaq narrative of the video game Kisima Inyitchupa. During the meeting,
stsmamlt, who were the players, played through the Ifiupiaq narrative and interacted with the
game world, while parents, who were observers, engaged with their stsmamlt and commented on
the game’s narrative and the reality it presented. Since the stsmamlt and parents came together
and identified strongly with representations of an Indigenous group’s language and culture in a
videogame, we discuss how games can be a tool that supports cultural and language
revitalization. In this way, a community developed video game for language revitalization can
stand as a symbol of, as Leisy Thornton Wyman describes, linguistic survivance, which is “the
use of language and/or translanguaging to creatively express, adapt and maintain identities under

difficult or hostile circumstances” (2).

Kisima Inyitchupa and Storytelling
Kisima Inpitchuna is a game made by Upper One Games, an Indigenous-owned game studio of
the Cook-Inlet Tribal Council. Several Alaska Elders contributed to building the video game.
The game has single-player and cooperative functions. Throughout the gameplay, the player
plays as Nuna, a young Ifupiaq girl, and also Fox, a creature that can communicate with spirits
in the arctic of Alaska. Nuna and Fox must overcome many challenges together to save Nuna’s
village from a terrible winter storm. Players must either switch between Nuna and Fox or play
cooperatively, embodying both characters to overcome various puzzles and challenges. Together,
the player(s), Nuna, and the Fox encounter characters from Ifiupiaq stories. The game is narrated
in the Ifiupiaq language with subtitles in English. Throughout the game, Nuna and Fox unlock
cultural insights, which add intricate detail to the game world, and to the player(s)’
understanding of Iiupiaq language, culture, and way of life. The narration of Kisima Inyitchunya
is in the Ifiupiaq language and recounted by James (Mumigan) Nageak. The player enters the
world of the Ifiupiaq people through Nageak’s words; a world that may be different from their
own (Gaertner; Longboat, “Never Alone - Homepage”).

In his analysis of Kisima Inyitchuya, Warren Cariou brings to light the similarities

between video games and Indigenous storytelling:
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I had often thought that Indigenous stories would make amazing video games, since
they are filled with such drama, transformations, unseen dangers and unexpected gifts.
They also contain teachings that tell us about how to survive in our contemporary
world by giving us the wisdom of the generations that have come before. While video
games don’t necessarily undertake the pedagogical task that traditional oral stories do,
there is definitely a potential for such teaching within the medium of gaming. (Cariou)

Video games in this sense are viewed for their potential to teach skills that are livable and

pertinent to a community’s survivance. Cariou sees video games as a medium for cultural

transmission through storytelling and through the game’s interactivity:
I don’t believe that video games can entirely replace storytelling as a means of cultural
transmission and resurgence, but I do think they can supplement the work of oral
stories in many ways, and I feel they can do so particularly through their staging of the
player’s performance within the world of the game. What is labeled as the
“Interactivity” of gaming is, for me, very similar to the relational aspects of
storytelling. (Cariou)

Cariou sees the importance of storytelling as existing within lived human experience, and

relinquishes the concept that video games can outright replace storytelling in communities.

He understands video games, just like storytelling, as a medium that is “disruptive,

sustaining, knowledge producing, and theory-in-action” (Sium and Ritskes 2). Cariou

makes the link that cultural knowledge within communities can be transmitted across time

and generations in mediums that are sometimes deemed less traditional. Cariou is correct

in saying that video games can take on the role of teaching and learning as Frans Mayra

argues that playing games can lead to teachings and finding commonalities between the

player and the messages in games. He argues that:
playing is a form of understanding. We can decode messages that carry information in
unconventional forms by simple trial-and-error behaviors, as the feedback we derive
from our interaction tells us whether we have understood each other or not. (Méyri
14)

While playing through the video game, the player encounters the way of life of the
Ifiupiaq. The video game “contains the teachings within an experience that is active, reciprocal

(the technological term for this being ‘interactive’), embodied and repeatable” (Cariou). These
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repeatable actions are similar to how Indigenous stories exist through time and space. As stories
are embodied and repeated through the act of storytelling they are transformed in present
contexts. Video games, for example, could be considered one of these present contexts. David
Gaertner sees video gaming as a way for Indigenous storytellers to “shift and adapt traditional
narratives in new contexts and mediums without sacrificing meaning or faithfulness to the past.”
Although the medium between storytelling differs greatly, storytellers have always shifted
between the “diverse memories of the visual past into the experiences and metaphors of the
present” (Vizenor 7). Indigenous storytelling can be laden with nuanced teachings that must be
interpreted by the listener and requires the listener to displace their current position in time and
space. In many Indigenous communities, a “story is a living thing, an organic process, a way of
life” (Graveline 66). Video games, as a medium of Indigenous storytelling, can exist as a way to
tell stories that are “inclusive of the past, present, and future, as well as the current or
contemporary moment and the story reality, without losing context and coherence while
maintaining the drama” (Armstrong 194). In Kisima Inyitchuna, the player discovers temporal
and spatial aspects of storytelling, and through continuous gameplay (re)lives the community’s
stories. By playing the game, the story is reflected upon the player’s non-digital world and in the
player’s present context. With Kisima Inyitchuna, storytelling is presented through a new

medium while the faithfulness to the Ifupiaq story is maintained.

Relationality, Survivance, and Linguistic Survivance

The use of technology in Indigenous communities is often tied to processes of reclaiming
identity, decolonization, and self-determination. Technology is also implicated in shaping, or
shifting, iterations of traditional and ancestral ways of being. In many communities Elders
continue to teach cultural knowledge, and technology is complementing education and
knowledge transfer. Use of technology is often aligned with these communities’ goals of self-
determination (Monroe 290-294). In Canada, Indigenous peoples are often “[drawing] on their
resources as members of politically autonomous nations to assert control over digital
infrastructure development” (McMahon 2003). To do so, Indigenous people must have a say in
how media represents not only images of themselves but also ideological constructs that are
rooted in Indigenous ways of knowing. For example, in his discussion of Kisima Inyitchuya,

Maize Longboat highlights how the Ifiupiaq community has taken control over digital
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infrastructure that represents their community and “love for life in all of its forms”, specifically
in a medium that has historically portrayed Indigenous people negatively:
The game is one of the most recent, movement-leading examples of how Indigenous
communities are currently deconstructing the mainstream gaming industry’s negative
stereotypes to serve their own purposes of cultural revitalization, intra community
education for younger generations, and the reeducation of the global gaming public...
Considering the fact that the Ifiupiat community has utilized the video game medium
that is foreign to Indigenous community practices in many ways, their desire to
represent themselves within a genre that has done so much to erase Indigenous peoples
as a whole communicates how Never Alone has the capability of subverting dominant
narratives in meaningful ways. (Longboat)
Longboat’s comments are especially important considering the fact that many video games today
reflect imperialistic attitudes that contribute to the othering of Indigenous people and represent
territorial conquest in a positive way (Patel). Considering Longboat’s statements, a video game
can include an Indigenous community’s values, which transforms the landscapes that are still
dominated by colonial powers.

Shawn Wilson describes the importance of the relationships that lie “at the heart of what
it means to be Indigenous” (80). Specifically, Wilson highlights the concept of relationality as
the complex connections between people, land, the cosmos, and ideas. These relationships are
sacred and critical to Indigenous knowledge production and acquisition, for informing other
relationships, pedagogical approaches to sharing knowledges, methods of connecting people to
place, understanding humanity, and understanding that knowledge is cultural (86-96). In a
Canadian context, this relationality has been damaged by assimilation practices such as Indian
Residential Schools and the Sixties Scoop.' In line with various conventions and declarations
such as the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, as well as the
Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Final Calls to Action, education is positioned as a critical site
of resistance, reconciliation, and of transcending the past and present marginalization of
Indigenous peoples through physically and culturally violent colonial processes. The Canadian
Charter of Rights and Freedoms aims to grant Indigenous people of Canada the right to the use
of their language, yet imperial colonial understandings of education “deny the use and

development of [Indigenous peoples’] own world views and thought through the suppression of
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Indigenous languages and cultures in schools, and confine education to Western methodologies
and approaches” (Battiste 142). Many Indigenous peoples are struggling to negotiate a space for
Indigenous pedagogical strategies, cultural education, and knowledge protection within a hostile
social, political, and economic system founded on colonization. This negotiation is changing
what it means to be Indigenous in Canada:
Being Indigenous today means struggling to reclaim and regenerate one’s relational,
place-based existence by challenging the ongoing, destructive forces of colonization.
Whether through ceremony or through other ways that Indigenous peoples (re)connect
to the natural world, processes of resurgence are often contentious and reflect the
spiritual, cultural, economic, social and political scope of the struggle. (Corntassel 88)
Resurgence, reclaiming relationality, and renewing connection to language and culture are all
part of the process that Gerald Vizenor termed survivance (survival and resistance). Survivance
reflects “an active sense of presence over absence, deracination, and oblivion; survivance is the
continuance of stories, not a mere reaction, however pertinent” (Vizenor, “Aesthetics of
Survivance” 1). This process foregrounds Indigenous ways of knowing and embodies lived
resistance to colonial ideologies that privilege Western paradigms, epistemologies, and
ontological constructs (Vizenor, Manifest manners). Extending on Vizenor’s concept, Leisly
Thornton Wyman terms linguistic survivance as the presence and continual use of a
community’s ancestral language despite oppressing colonial measures that contribute to its
endangerment (54). These movements and resurgences are spiritual and are “a culturally rooted
social movement that transforms the whole society and a political action that seeks to remake the
entire landscape of power and relationship to reflect a truly liberated post-imperial vision”
(Alfred 30).

Video games can be a medium for teaching and can be used for fostering individual and
collective action, as a demonstration of survivance, and can be a space for the acknowledgement
and discussion of social issues. Video games can be used to introduce players to differing,
unfamiliar worldviews in a safe environment, where the risk, and price, of failure is low. For
example, in Kisima Inpitchuna, the risk of taking an action, such as confronting a polar bear
head-on, is low since a player’s death will revive them in a location nearby. The player learns
that the only way to defeat the polar bear is to work cooperatively. Players are not discouraged

by defeat but rather encouraged to try again by adopting novel strategies to defeating an enemy
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or overcoming a challenge in a world that may seem unfamiliar. Mitigating the risk that might
accompany these types of experiences in ‘real-world’ contexts allows players to learn new ways
to look at the world and to explore ideas about the construction of identity, and potential to
reimagine themselves in relation to the challenges presented in-game (Stokes et al. 4-7). Games
also allow players to experiment with different ideologies and explore and challenge their own
moral and ethical framework (Swain 806). For example, Elizabeth LaPensée’s game Survivance
allows players to represent themselves and create meaningful change in their life through their
own acts:
Survivance is a game in which Indigenous players are given the space to represent
themselves as they see fit and to explore the representations that other players put
out into the world in the form of acts of survivance. The quests encourage ethical
behaviors in a way that is intrinsic—the game does not literally tell players “make
ethical choices,” but rather walks players through a process of exploring their
communal wellbeing in a way that leads to culturally relevant ethics. This inherent
design is what makes true change possible. (27)
A player’s demonstration of survivance gives power to their own voices by creating their own
change, as the player decides how to best represent themselves.

Video games that incorporate Indigenous narratives, a game such as Kisima Inyitchuna,
stand as a rupture of the ideas and values of colonial understandings of time and space. Just like
oral stories, Indigenous narratives in video games “work to not only regenerate Indigenous
traditions and knowledge production, but also work against the colonial epistemic frame to
subvert and recreate possibilities and space for resistance” (Sium and Ritskes 2). Likewise,
Indigenous stories stand as a form of colonial resistance and as acts of survivance, since they
“affirm that the subjectivity of Indigenous peoples is both politically and intellectually valid.
Indigenous stories also proclaim that Indigenous peoples still exist, that the colonial project has

ultimately been unsuccessful in erasing Indigenous existence” (4).

Splatsin First Nation and Language Endangerment
The Splatsin First Nation is the southernmost member of the Secwepemc (Shuswap) Nation.
Some of the earliest ethnographic accounts of the Splatsin people can be found in the publication

The Shuswap, published by James Alexander Teit in 1909 as part of the Jesup North Pacific
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Expedition (JNPE) directed by anthropologist Franz Boas. The Splatsin live along the Eagle,
Salmon, and Shuswap Rivers, and today practice traditional hunting, fishing, and often hold
culture camps for sharing traditional knowledge along these waterways (Cooperman; Morrison).
Their reserve lands are located next to Enderby, British Columbia, and along the Shuswap River
(Shuswap Nation Tribal Council). The Shuswap River is central to the community members’
lives as it:
forms a Splatsin social hub during many months of the year. Splatsin people gather at
the Enderby Bridge, on river beaches, and at camps along the river. The river is a
travel corridor, a place of spiritual activities and cleansing rituals, and where horses
are watered. The Shuswap River is the aesthetic centre of Splatsin culture for it forms
a central component of traditional stories and oral histories. (Mcllwraith 173)
The language of the Splatsin people is an eastern dialect of the Secwepemctsin (Shuswap)
language of the Interior Salish language family. The Secwepemctsin dialects are endangered as a
whole and have 1,190 semi-speakers (Ethnologue), although Splatsin’s Secwepemctsin dialect is
significantly more endangered. Less than 1% of over 800 band members are speakers
(FirstVoices). According to the Language Needs Assessment of the First Peoples’ Heritage
Language & Culture Council, in 2014 there were 8 speakers that understood Secwepemctsin
fluently, all of whom are over the age of 65. There were 14 speakers that understood and/or
spoke Secwepemctsin somewhat, and there were 63 people that were learning Secwepemctsin.
835 band members at the time of the report did not speak or understand Secwepemctsin (First
Peoples’ Heritage Language & Culture Council). Since this report, some Elders who were fluent
speakers of the language have passed away.

Although not the only criteria for assessing endangered languages, language researchers
have suggested that in order for a language to be considered safe, it would require between
20,000 and 100,000 speakers (Ottenheimer; Krauss). In order to increase the number of fluent
speakers, the Splatsin community has been in the process of revitalizing Secwepemctsin since
the 1970s (FirstVoices). The Splatsin community has been affected greatly by the Indian
Residential School act, as well as the Sixties Scoop (as mentioned above), and this has greatly
accelerated the endangerment of the Splatsin’s language and culture. In order to mitigate the age
discrepancy between fluent speakers of the language and youth, the community has put in place

initiatives to revitalize their language, such as a language nest at the Splatsin Tsm7aksaltn (Cook
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and Williams 6). A language nest program involves learning a language in immersion pre-
schools. Internationally, these programs have been implemented within other indigenous
communities, such as Maori and Manx Gaelic (Wilson; King). The Splatsin Child Care facility
and the kikia7as (grandmothers) participate in immersion programs with the stsmamlt with the
goals of teaching and documenting Secwepemctsin (Cook and Williams 6-8). Language learning
in immersion occurs three days per week and there are programs that teach language and culture
across age groups, such as singing, dancing, and drumming (Williams 2). The concentration on
early childhood development is also an effort to heal and decolonize by supporting the
Secwepemc culture and language from the beginning of a child’s education (Legacy of Hope
Foundation).

In view of Secwepemctsin’s endangerment, we are participating in a hyperlocal project to
develop a video game for the Splatsin First Nation community. We are engaging in dialogue,
improving the livelihood of the local area, and fostering and reinforcing a sense of, and
connection to, place and community at a grassroots level (Baines; Dungen and Genest; Hu et al.;
Radcliffe). The grassroots approach and locality are also enabling us to foster language learning
that is specific to the needs of the community. As such, we are considering the entire way of life
of Secwepemctsin speakers, as Indigenous languages carry multiplicities of importance for those
who speak them. They are the foundation of spiritual and cultural values:

Indigenous peoples view their languages as forms of spiritual identity. Indigenous
languages are thus sacred to Indigenous peoples. They provide the deep cognitive
bonds that affect all aspects of Indigenous life. Through their shared language,
Indigenous people create a shared belief in how the world works and what constitutes
proper action. (Battiste and Henderson 49)
The goal of increasing the number of Secwepemctsin speakers is not only part of the efforts to
minimize endangerment, but it also constitutes a shift in re-understanding the deeply rooted
cultural and spiritual life of Splatsin. The goal of the video game is to be accessible on the most
used devices in the community, and aims at revitalizing the Secwepemctsin language amongst
youth. As Brittain and Mackenzie have written, youth “are the primary users and developers of
technology. The language should be available in forms that are accessible and appealing to

everyone, but the focus... should be on young people” (441). Video game development that aims
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to teach the language and culture of Secwepemctsin, and that is aimed towards a younger

audience, fits well within the goals of the Tsm7aksaltn immersion programs.

Playing Video Games and Community Meeting
A major part of our research project involves engaging with the community and ensuring that
community members have a say in how the video game will be designed. The research team is
doing this to ensure that the community retains control over the representation of their language
and culture. Jason Edward Lewis points out that such a level of collaboration and engagement is
important so that Indigenous people have a say in how new media is shaped and formed:
By engaging in the conversation that is shaping new media systems and structures,
Native people can claim an agency in how that shaping carries forward and, by acting
as agents, not only can we help to expand the epistemological assumptions upon which
those systems and structures are based but we can stake out our own territory in a
common future. (63)
On April 11" 2016, we held a community meeting with gamer stsmamlt and parents. We placed
three computers, a PlayStation 4, and a Nintendo Entertainment System (NES) around the
Splatsin Tsm7aksaltn for the gamers to play. We had various types of games, such as Mortal
Kombat, Super Mario 3, and Kisima Inyitchuna for the gamers to play. We avoided overly
violent games and first-person shooters because we felt as though these games were not
appropriate and conducive to the learning environment of the Splatsin Tsm7aksaltn. We
provided pizza, pop, and healthy snacks to contribute to an atmosphere similar to a Local Area
Network (LAN) party common in video game culture. Parents and their gamer stsmamlt took
turns playing games, sharing strategies, and commenting on their favorite games past and
present. Having several generations of consoles around the room provided an opportunity for
parents to comment on how video games have changed and for gamers to question the graphics
and mechanics of video games that they take for granted in modern consoles. As the gamers
played, we asked questions about some of their favorite games. Parents also got involved in
asking their gamer stsmamlt questions pertaining to the games that were being played. Parents
would often question their gamer stsmamlt in-game decisions, and would have the gamers reflect
on their gaming experience. Parents were often very surprised and impressed with how well their

gamer stsmamlt adapted to the game mechanics and customization. Gamer stsmamlt were also
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surprised that their parents knew how to play video games. Gamers stsmamlt would turn to their
parents for in-game advice and opinions, such as which avatar would best represent their parents,
who their favorite characters are, and for help to get through very difficult levels. Overall, the
evening was inspiring for community members and researchers and it encouraged the gamer
stsmamlt and parents to talk about the value of video games, video game culture over time, and
Indigenous languages and culture. Parents were excited by the prospect of our project, and they
were very happy with how we have engaged the community thus far, and the amount of
responses we received for the community meeting. Parents commented on how video game
nights were a good opportunity for the community to come together and share food and do
something engaging, and that we should continue engaging the community in this way.” For
example, one parent said,
These kind of nights are really good for the kids and the families... sometimes space is
kind of a problem, and for communities to get together, this was a really nice night.
(So more nights like this in general?) Yeah, that would be really good. (18:15)
After an hour of gameplay, we broke off into a sharing circle to talk about our experiences with
video games. Many of the gamers said that Kisima Inyitchuya was one of their favorite games:
I know my favorite game (What game is that?) Never Alone. (Never Alone is your
favorite game? Why’s that?) It actually shows what happens in the Arctic. It’s like you
have to learn about how the [Iflupiaq] live and getting chased by a polar bear or
something like that (So you like the cultural stuff in video games?) Mhm. (Do you
wish you could see more cultural stuff in video games?) Yeah. (14:45)
Gamers commented that learning about the Ifiupiaq people reflected what they were learning in
school about the Inuit people:
I’m starting to learn about the Inuit, and we’re also reading a book about the Inuit [in
school]. (20:35)
The players celebrated victories in the game, such as receiving the bola, the weapon that is used
throughout the game:
Me and Quintessa just got a weapon! Some blue thing! (2:30)
Kisima Inpitchuya was very popular during the community meeting and gamer stsmamlt wanted

to play the game at home:
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(Talking about Never Alone) Mom? (You can play that again sometime?) Can you
download it at home? (We will have to get it but yeah, probably.) Please mom?
Mommy? Can you please download it at home? (22:50)

Towards the end of the community meeting we projected Kisima Inyitchuna on a screen
in the center of the room while the other gamers took turns playing the game. Parents and the
other gamers watched, shared strategies, and even teased each other during a challenge where
players had to defeat a polar bear. The players and the spectators embodied both characters of
Nuna and Fox while overcoming a difficult part of the game:

You have to jump over him! How do you attack? You gotta go the other way! Where’s
the other way? Run, Run! There you go! You gotta go the other way! Woah! Oh, I
want to play. Well I know, you gotta wait until the fox comes [to play co-op mode]. I
can probably play on that one. You’ve got to wait until the fox comes. Can me and
you take turns?... I thought you understood it! Go go! Quick! Duck! Oh no you
drowned! (32:55)
Kisima Inpitchuna’s co-operative play, whether it is players taking turns playing as the Ifiupiaq
girl, Nuna, or two players co-operatively playing both Nuna and Fox, encourages players to see
themselves in relation to the reciprocal values of the Ifiupiaq culture (Longboat). Stsmamlt
understood this component of the game, and one stsmamlt commented on how it was her favorite
part:
(What’s your favorite part of [Kisima Inyitchuna]?) There’s teamwork, you never just
leave someone alone. (11:10)
The stsmamlt understood that the game is played cooperatively, and that the game requires
the player to switch between two characters, Nuna and the Fox, to complete the game:
That fox right there, he’s going to help you! (31:50)
The community members took notice of how the game reflected the Iiiupiaq language and
culture and community members commented on how that contributed to the aesthetics of the
game. Two parents discussed this fact:
You can hear the wind, and then when the language comes on it’s [in Ifiupiaq] and it
has video clips too (oh really?) yeah (cool, oh yeah okay). (3:25)
The community meeting was an opportunity for community members to play together

and have fun. Jeroen Jansz and Lonneke Martens have examined player engagement with video
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games at LAN parties. Their research found that LAN parties are social in nature and allowed
participants to find out more about gaming and gaming culture. They found that gaming as a
group is more enjoyable and rewarding than gaming in solitude. They show that video games are
not just an “activity enjoyed by an isolated adolescent” (350). Similarly, Garry Crawford and
Jason Rutter found that gaming serves many social functions including transmission of
knowledge, which may have positive effects on the player beyond the video game interface.
Crawford and Rutter argue:
gameplay can also act as a resource for social performances that are not based
exclusively on gaming. In particular, knowledge and information gained from digital
gaming can be used to inform conversations or social interactions based around other
subject matter (279).
The conversations that were had at the community meeting demonstrate this level of
engagement, and how video games can play a role in bringing the community together in a
positive way while teaching important values such as reciprocity.

Playing a video game such as Kisima Inyitchuna, one that represents an Indigenous
group’s language and culture, engaged the Splatsin First Nation community. Gamers were happy
to see Indigenous culture and language reflected in a game. Although the language and culture of
the Ifiupiaq people differs greatly from Splatsin’s Secwepemc language and culture, gamers and
their parents reflected on the potential to see representations of themselves in video games.
Throughout the meeting, they offered suggestions that we should use traditional stories for the
game that our team will develop. We will consider these suggestions and ask other community
members for their input on how this could be done. Throughout gameplay, all attendees of the
community meeting participated in the narrative of Kisima Inyitchuya; the stories of the Ifiupiaq
were retold in the context of the community meeting, and the community members displayed
agency in the game world through playing, observing, and commenting on the game. The
community meeting was critical in understanding how to best represent the values of the Splatsin
community in a video game. It was also critical in understanding how a community may come
together and learn about language and culture through a video game. The research team plans on

hosting more meetings and these meetings will play a crucial role as the game itself is developed.

Conclusion
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From the engagement of Splatsin First Nation community members with the video

game Kisima Inpitchuna, we found that by playing a video game, those that are engaged with
video games are not only players, but also those that are watching the gameplay. In terms of the
community-based project of developing a video game for Splatsin First Nation, we must consider
the potential for a video game to be played in a group setting. Our observations confirm that
when played in groups, games can create an environment for sharing language while talking
about the game (Baltra 447). The video game we are developing for Splatsin First Nation and the
Secwepemctsin language is in the early stages of development. The goal of the video game is to
teach Secwepemctsin and will reflect values that are important to the community just as Kisima
Inpitchuya does. It was first and foremost the community’s choice to develop a game to teach the
language. The video game, once developed, will have engaged as many community members as
possible. Its development will stand as a community project, and as a symbol of how
Secwepemctsin can occupy areas that have, in the past, represented Indigenous people poorly.
Despite the colonial processes that have endangered Splatsin’s Secwepemctsin dialect, the
community is coming together to work on a project that represents their language and culture in a
way that is relevant to the community’s understandings and needs. They are building a game that
will foster the relationships that are sacred and critical to the continuance of Splatsin’s language
and culture. Leisly Thornton Wyman builds on Vizenor’s concept of Survivance to claim that
linguistic survivance is the continuous use and presence of language in light of processes of
globalization (54). Survivance of a community through language and cultural revitalization
focuses not on “loss but renewal and continuity into the future rather than memorializing the
past” (Kroeber 25). In this sense, the video game will stand as a symbol of both survivance and
linguistic survivance. The video game will exist for current generations and generations to come
and will demonstrate how a community has come together and determined how digital

infrastructure represents their language and community.

83



Transmotion Vol 3, No 1 (2017)

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank the staff and community members of the Splatsin Tsm7aksaltn for their
involvement in this community-based project. We would like to acknowledge the hard work of
the kikia7as, the grandmothers and speakers, who work hard to teach Secwepemctsin to the
stsmamlt. We are also thankful to Rosalind Williams and to future co-researchers who will join
the video game project as it grows. We would also like to thank the participants of the
community meeting, who were Erica Seymour, Harmony Killman-Williams, Justiz Beaudry-
Duteau, Laurie Anderson, Logan Christian, Logan Twin, Orin Cardinal, Phoenix Cardinal,
Quintessa Christian, Silas Christian, Stephanie Killman, and Vanessa Cardinal. We would also

like to thank Ryan Le Roux, Karolina Bialkowska, and Dr. Christine Schreyer.

84



David Dennison Lacho & Aaron Leon “Please Mom?”

Notes

! The Sixties Scoop is a term first used by Johnston in Native children and the child welfare
system to describe the government process of forcibly removing Aboriginal children from their
families and communities and placing them in the child welfare system and in the foster care of
white families. The Splatsin community was particularly affected by this process and has
launched a lawsuit in 2015 against the BC government for not upholding a community child
welfare bylaw. This bylaw was passed in response to the Sixties Scoop to ensure that the Splatsin
First Nation retains jurisdiction over the welfare of the community’s children (Helston).

* The researchers decided to record the community meeting and consent was obtained from all
participants. The evening was very exciting and it was difficult to discern the speakers of these
quotes. However, all participants in the video game night participated and had a very enjoyable
evening.

Video Games in this article

Kisima Ingitchupa (Never Alone) — Upper One Games, http://neveralonegame.com/
Survivance — Elizabeth LaPensée, http://survivance.org/

Idle No More: Blockade — Chelsea Vowel, http://apihtawikosisan.com/tag/idle-no-more-game/
Spirits of Spring — Minority Media, http://www.weareminority.com/spirits-of-spring/

Mortal Kombat — Midway Games

Super Mario 3 — Nintendo

Works Cited

Alfred, Gerald R. Wasase. Indigenous pathways of Action and Freedom. Broadview Press, 2005.

Armstrong, Jeanette. “Land Speaking.” Speaking for the Generations: Native Writers on Writing,
ed. Simon J. Ortiz. U of Arizona P. 1998, pp. 175-194.

Baines, David. “Hyper-local news: A glue to hold rural communities together?” Local Economy,
vol. 27, no. 2, 2012, pp. 152-166.

Baltra, Armando. “Language learning through computer adventure games.” Simulation &
Gaming, vol. 21, no. 4, 1990, pp. 445-452.

Battiste, Marie. Decolonizing education: nourishing the learning spirit. Purich Publishing

Limited, 2013.

85



Transmotion Vol 3, No 1 (2017)

---. and James Youngblood Henderson. Protecting Indigenous Knowledge and Heritage: a
Global Challenge. Purich Publishing Limited, 2000.

Brittain, Julie, and Marguerite MacKenzie. “Language endangerment and revitalization
strategies.” The Routledge Handbook of Linguistic Anthropology, edited by Nancy
Bonvillain, Routledge, 2016, pp. 433-446.

Cook, Deanna, and Rosalind Williams. “B.C. First Nations Head Start: Wrap the Elders Around
the Children.” Growing Together: News and Resources for BC First Nations Head Start
On-Reserve Programme, no. 8, Summer 2004, pp. 6-8.

Cooperman, Jim. “The Splatsin story | Shuswap Passion.” Shuswappassion, 2015,

http://shuswappassion.ca/shuswap/the-splatsin-story/. Accessed 4 May 2016.

Corntassel, Jeff. “Re-envisioning resurgence: Indigenous Pathways to Decolonization and
Sustainable Self-Determination.” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society, vol.
1, no. 1, 2012.

Crawford, Garry, and Jason Rutter. “Playing the game: Performance in Digital Game
Audiences.” Fandom: Identities and Communities in a Mediated World, edited by
Jonathan Gray, Cornel Sandvoss, and C. Lee Harrington, NYU Press, 2007, pp. 271-281.

Dungen, Jeffrey, and Pier-Olivier Genest. “Hyperlocal Context to Facilitate an Internet of Things
Understanding of the World.” Proceedings of the International Workshop on
Identification, Information & Knowledge on the Internet of Things, 2013, pp. 1-8.

Gaertner, David. “How Should I Play These?: Media and Remediation in Never Alone.” Never
Alone: Resources and Reflections, 21 May 2016,

https://ilsaneveralone.wordpress.com/2016/05/21/how-should-i-play-these-media-and-

remediation-in-never-alone/. Accessed 4 May 2016.

Graveline, Fyre Jean. Circle Works: Transforming Eurocentric Consciousness. Fernwood
Publishing Co., 1998.

“Healing and Decolonization: Bridging Our Communities Toolkit.” Legacy of Hope Foundation,
2011.

Helston, Charlotte. “Splatsin First Nation launches lawsuit against B.C. government.” Infotel,
http://infotel.ca/newsitem/splatsin-first-nation-launches-lawsuit-against-bc-

government/it24009. Accessed 4 May 2016.

86



David Dennison Lacho & Aaron Leon “Please Mom?”

Hu, Yuheng, et al. “Whoo. ly: Facilitating information seeking for hyperlocal communities using
social media.” Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing
Systems, ACM, 2013, pp. 3481-3490.

Jansz, Jeroen, and Lonneke Martens. “Gaming at a LAN Event: the Social Context of Playing
Video Games.” New Media & Society, vol. 7, no. 3, 2005, pp. 333-355.

Johnston, Patrick. Native Children and the Child Welfare System. Canadian Council on Social
Development, 1983.

King, Jeanette. “Te Kohanga reo: Maori language revitalization.” The Green Book of Language
Revitalization in Practice, edited by Leanne Hinton and Ken Hale. Academic P, 2001, pp.
119-128.

Krauss, Michael E. “The World’s Languages in Crisis.” Language, vol. 68, no. 4, 1992, pp. 10.

Kroeber, Karl. “Why it’s a good thing Gerald Vizenor is not an Indian.” Survivance: Narratives
of Native Presence, edited by Gerald Robert Vizenor, U of Nebraska P, 2008. 25-39.

“Language Needs Assessment: Splatsin Tsm7aksaltn.” First Peoples’ Heritage Language &
Culture Council, 2014, http://maps.fphlcc.ca/node/3391. Accessed 4 May 2016.

LaPensée, Elizabeth Aileen. Survivance: An Indigenous Social Impact Game. Communication,
Art & Technology: School of Interactive Arts and Technology, 2014.

Lewis, Jason Edward. “A Better Dance and Better Prayers: Systems, Structures, and the Future
Imaginary in Aboriginal New Media.” Coded Territories: Tracing Indigenous Pathways
in New Media Art, edited by Steve Loft and Kerry Swanson. U of Calgary P, 2014, pp.
79-107.

Longboat, Maize. “Never Alone: Rendering Digital Gaming Spaces Open for Indigenization.”
Never Alone: Resources and Reflections, 28 May 2016,

https://ilsaneveralone.wordpress.com/2016/05/28/never-alone-rendering-digital-gaming-

spaces-open-for-indigenization/. Accessed 4 May 2016.

Mayra, Frans. An Introduction to Game Studies: Games in Culture. SAGE, 2008.

Mcllwraith, Thomas. “The Splatsin Cooke Creek Culture Camp and the Ironies of Access to the
Shuswap River.” Canadian Journal of Native Studies, vol. 35, no. 2, 2015, pp. 153-181.

McMahon, Rob. “From Digital Divides to the First Mile: Indigenous Peoples and the Network
Society in Canada.” International Journal of Communication, vol. 8, 2014, pp. 2002-

2026.

87



Transmotion Vol 3, No 1 (2017)

Monroe, Barbara. “The Internet in Indian country.” Computers and Composition, vol. 19, no. 3,
2002, pp. 285-296.

Morrison, Dawn. “Splatsin Hunting Trip | Indigenous Food Systems Network.”
IndigenousFoodSystem, 2 Feb. 2010,
http://www.indigenousfoodsystems.org/content/splatsin-hunting-trip. Accessed 4 May
2016.

“Never Alone - Homepage.” Never Alone, http://neveralonegame.com/. Accessed 13 Oct. 2015.

Ottenheimer, Harriet. The Anthropology of Language: an Introduction to Linguistic
Anthropology. 3rd ed., Wadsworth Cengage Learning, 2013.

Patel, Ash. “Imperialism in the Worlds and Mechanics of First-Person Shooters.” Journal of
Games Criticism, vol. 3 (A), July 2016, http://gamescriticism.org/articles/patel-3-a/.
Accessed 4 May 2016.

Radcliffe, Damian. Here and Now: UK Hyperlocal Media Today. Nesta, 2012.

“Shuswap.” Ethnologue, 2015, http://www.ethnologue.com/18/language/shs/. Accessed 4 May
2016.

Shuswap Nation Tribal Council. “Shuswap Nation Tribal Council | Formed in 1980 as an effort
of the Secwepemc Chiefs to Advance the Issues of Aboriginal Rights.” ShuswapNation,
http://shuswapnation.org/. Accessed 20 Mar. 2016.

Sium, Aman, and Eric Ritskes. “Speaking Truth to Power: Indigenous Storytelling as an Act of
Living Resistance.” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society, vol. 2, no. 1,
2013.

“Splatsin (Eastern dialect) Community Portal.” FirstVoices, 2016,
http://www.firstvoices.com/en/Splatsin. Accessed 4 May 2016.

Stokes, Benjamin, Suzanne Seggerman, David Rejeski; Ed. Hsing Wei. For a Better World:
Digital Games and the Social Change Sector. Games for Change & Woodrow Wilson
International Center for Scholars, 2010, pp. 1-10.

Swain, Chris. “Designing Games to Effect Social Change.” Proceedings of DiGRA 2007
Conference, Situated Play, 2007, pp. 24-28.

Teit, James Alexander. The Shuswap. AMS Press Inc., 1909.

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada: Calls to Action. Truth and Reconciliation

Commission of Canada, 2015.

88



David Dennison Lacho & Aaron Leon “Please Mom?”

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. United Nations, Mar. 2008, pp.
1-18.

Vizenor, Gerald. “Aesthetics of Survivance.” Survivance Narratives of Native Presence, edited
by Gerald Robert Vizenor, U of Nebraska P, 2008, pp. 1-23.

----. Manifest Manners: Postindian Warriors of Survivance. Wesleyan U P, 1994.

----. The People Named the Chippewa: Narrative Histories. U of Minnesota P, 1984.

Warren Cariou. “Performance, (Kin)aesthetic Memory, and Oral Traditions in Never Alone.”
Never Alone: Resources and Reflections, 26 May 2016,

https://ilsaneveralone.wordpress.com/2016/05/26/performance-kinaesthetic-memory-and-

oral-traditions-in-never-alone/. Accessed 26 May 2016.

Williams, Rosalind. “Grandmothers, Babies, and Immersion.” Growing Together: News and
Resources for BC First Nations Head Start On-Reserve Programme, vol. 21, Fall 2007,
pp. 1-4.

Wilson, Gary N. “But the Language Has Got Children Now.” Shima: The International Journal
of Research into Island Cultures, vol. 3, no. 21, 2009, pp. 15-31.

Wyman, Leisy Thornton. Youth Culture, Language Endangerment and Linguistic Survivance.

Multilingual Matters, 2012.

&9



