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AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL 3:4 (1979), 51-80 

Towards A History of Intimate 
Encounters: Algonkian Folklore, 
Jesuit Missionaries, and Kiwakwe, 
The Cannibal Giant 

KENNETH M. MORRISON 

The historian's attempt to recognize and convey accurately the 
reality of American Indians' experience in northeastern North 
America has long foundered on the ethnocentric character of writ­
ten documentary sources. Because these sources mainly reflect the 
attitudes of Euroamericans, the historian has had to contend with 
a seeming lack of authentic Indian sources.' Historians have 
emphasized that missionaries, in particular, notoriously biased 
their records with self-serving, and distorting, justifications. Al­
though seventeenth century English missionaries have borne the 
brunt of this recent criticism, French Jesuits have also been closely 
scrutinized, if only because the priests' published Relations glow­
ingly report their success among the Indian peoples of New France. 

The interpretation of Jesuit interaction with the Algonkian 
peoples within the French colonial sphere has struggled not only 
with documentary bias- historical prejudice has also been a prob­
lem. In the nineteenth century, Francis Parkman defined what 
became the dominant view of French and Indian relations . For 
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Parkman, the priests of the Society of Jesus perpetuated the back­
ward, suspiciously religious mentality of all colonial Frenchmen. 
In effect, Parkman judged the French, and particularly the Jesuits, 
as unprogressive; therefore they were natural allies of the malleable 
Algonkians whom they manipulated for sordid economic, political 
and military purposes. Both French and Indians were, in Parkman's 
thinking, inevitably vanquished before the economic and political 
momentum of the Anglo-American democratic experience. 2 

Parkman's nationalistic bias has fallen into disrepute and recent 
histories have more critically assessed the Jesuit-Algonkian rela­
tionship. The Jesuits created a mission at Sillery to turn the Mon­
tagnais-Naskapi hunting and gathering bands into an agricultural 
and sedentary people. The newer studies indicate that this Mon­
tagnais mission proved disastrous because the Jesuits demanded 
that the Indians become culturally French. The Montagnais vehe­
mently rejected such expectations and their ridicule of the Jesuits 
indicates that despite the priests good intentions, they ethnocen­
trically ignored the Montagnais' "inferior" cultural values. Read 
with a critical eye, the Jesuit Relations themselves reveal Indians 
who not only preferred their own way of life, but who also despised 
the Jesuits as the agents of insidious change. It appears that the 
Jesuits proved ultimately as destructive for the Montagnais­
Naskapi as Puritan programs of directed culture change. J 

This study assesses issues which defy these generalizations. 
Jesuit missions to other Algonkian peoples suggest that the Jesuit 
presentation of French culture and Catholicism was not uniform. 
As culture bearers, the priests reacted variously to particular 
Indian peoples at different times and places and, if their goal was 
to transform Native American cultures, circumstances frequently 
intervened against them . Another Algonkian mission began in the 
1640's among the Abenaki peoples of present-day Maine. These 
tribes were already agriculturalists and their reaction to the Jesuits 
indicate different patterns of culture change . Like some Montagnais­
Naskapi, the Abenaki as often admired the priests as scorned 
them. Their response to the Jesuits imply that the effects of positive 
dialogue must be assessed along with those which accompanied 
hostile polarization.' For both Jesuits and Algonkians, subtle inter­
personal adaptations grappled with the processes of culture 
change. 5 Thus the history of culture change in New France must 
interpret the ethnocentric parameters which influenced both sides 
of the interaction. Cultural provincialism biased both the Algon-
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kians and the Jesuits, but it also created a limited, interpersonal 
context for change. This essay plumbs Algonkian folklore for the 
Indian attitudes which regulated contact, estimates Jesuit recogni­
tion of those attitudes, and evaluates some methodological factors 
which effect the study of adaptation and change. It is very much a 
preliminary view. 

Northeastern Algonkian oral traditions expose those communal 
values which influenced tribal behavior toward Europeans. In a 
way which is analogous to the role played by the educational insti­
tutions of western society-family, schools and church-these 
stories had an important value-formative role within individual 
Algonkian societies. 6 Less abstract than European pedagogy, the 
tales established the ethics which colored Algonkian culture by 
revealing values which emerged from the Algonkians' past experi­
ence. As such, the tales provide a kind of documentary access to 
Algonkian social history, as they experienced it. As vehicles of 
moral education and socialization, then, the stories constitute 
unique sources for discussing Algonkian reaction to Europeans 
and, just as importantly, for evaluating the effects of western ideas 
and institutions on core cultural principles. 7 The folk and mythic 
tales of the Algonkians are nothing if not supple: a seemingly 
"lost" dimension of colonial history emerges from the evolution of 
these stories as they gradually accommodated selective elements of 
Christian cosmology. 

Problems of alienation and social conflict centrally concerned 
the northeastern Algonkians long before the onslaught of the 
Europeans brought about the more familiar psychological and 
social dilemmas Indians have faced since the sixteenth century. 
Recent anthropo logical and philosophical studies emphasize that 
the formation of social and religious structures are culturally 
unique responses to a universal experience of personal and social 
alienation' Many cultures, European and Algonkian among 
them, postulate a primeval time free of social conflict and tension 
when man existed in unity with the world; in this "old time," as the 
Algonkians would put it, primeval man did not experience what 
western philosophers and psychologists refer to as a body Imind 
differentiation, and so no subjective lobjective bifurcation divided 
his consciousness. Philosophical and religious speculation begins, 
then, with the introduction of evil into the world: suddenly, world 
and man were no longer one. When man perceived that beings 
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existed who were inimical to himself, tension replaced the unitary 
relation linking the human and non-human worlds. In this situa­
tion, with a "memory" of that "old time" world not quite lost, 
alienated man constructed social. religious and mythological struc­
tures to mediate the conflict between the worlds of body and 
spirit, good and evil. Complicated structures came to define not 
only the "like me" and the "unlike me" on the sociological level. 
but also provided avenues of communication bridging the psycho­
logical gap between a remembered "ideal" past and the "real" 
present. 9 

Algonkian folklore explores these abstractions because, for 
them, as for Europeans, alienation was an urgent problem. The 
particular tensions felt by the communal Algonkians differed from 
those experienced by the urbanized societies of the European colo­
nies, yet Algonkian culture did recognize - and successfully bal­
ance- the dramatic tensions generated between individualistic 
impulse and the norm of community-oriented behavior. For the 
Algonkians, European contact intensified the ancient struggle 
against alienation and discord with the introduction of new and, at 
times, contradictory European social views. Nonetheless, there 
was much common ground between Algonkian and European 
concerns. 

Though objective European conceptual patterns often mistook 
the more visionary aspects of Algonkian culture for the merely 
primitive and uncivilized, closer inspection reveals a carefully 
developed social and religious order of an animistic rather than 
monotheistic bent appropriate to life in the northeastern forests. It 
was in fact because of the extremely difficult physical realities of 
the Algonkian environment that their very survival came to 
depend on the proper ordering of human attitudes, and they 
responded to the negative forces of social individuation and per­
sonal alienation with the aid of beings who bridged the distances 
between the human and non-human worlds. Distinct nations of 
plant and animal beings comprised the natural world for the 
Algonkians and the profoundly social behavior of such beings 
included communication with man. These persons-of-the-other­
than-human class, as the Algonkians conceived them, offered 
human beings models of social cooperation, symbolizing as they 
did the ethics of political behavior.1O Thus shamanistic and ritual­
istic practices, as well as personal totemic bonds with the other­
than-human beings, emphasized cooperation within the extended 
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kin group, as well as with other-than-human persons, because 
cooperation was the norm observed in an animistically-<:harged 
natural order. 11 

This natural order, as folk and mythic tales indicate, was domi­
nated by cold and brutal winter. Figuring centrally in Algonkian 
consciousness, this season pervaded all of Algonkian culture, con­
stituting the milieu which most evoked individual and social 
values while at the same time putting them to their most severe 
test. Thus mediation between worlds of body and spirit, or good 
and evil. fell to the Algonkian cultural heroes who opposed the 
dread forces of winter. 12 Gluskabe, the central figure of the 
Abenaki, Malecite and Micmac "old time," epitomizes such a hero. 
As the Abenaki recounted, Gluskabe returned one spring to his 
grandmother's horne. She rejoiced to see him for she had been 
unhappy: "Grandson," she said, "this has been a very hard winter. 
A great many of our descendants have starved to death." Gluskabe 
shared her concern for their people and angrily demanded to know 
where Winter lived. Despite his grandmother's warnings, Gluskabe 
set out to accost him, and after a long march to the north found 
Winter as a man of ice, living in a house of ice. Winter mocked 
Gluskabe's power and mercilessly allowed him to freeze to death.1J 
However, Gluskabe revived the following summer and set out to 
steal Summer from its present captors. He then returned north 
with his burden until he again reached Winter. This time Gluskabe 
mocked, and with the aid of Summer, finally overcame him." 

Another species of being symbolized the antithesis of Gluskabe's 
careful consideration for the welfare and prosperity of his people." 
Of all the forces that threatened the delicately-tuned social order 
of Algonkian kin groups, none were more powerful. dangerous, or 
profoundly anti-social. than the beings variously named Kiwakwe, 
Chenoo or Windigo, the dreaded cannibal giants." The cannibal 
giant was perhaps the central image of savagery and evil for the 
Algonkians, combining the most brutal possibilities inherent in 
man and in the natural order: deepest winter and cannibalism. 
These creatures revealed to the Algonkians what people were not, 
and must not be. The stories about cannibal giants, and to a lesser 
extent the documented case histories of an associated mental ill­
ness, windigo psychosis, are central to understanding Algonkian 
civilization. More than any other myth or tale, the case of the can­
nibal giant was the central object lesson demonstrating the urgency 
behind the core values which civilized Algonkian intercourse and 
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prevented the bands from disintegrating, under even the harshest 
pressures of the northeastern winter." 

The deep psychological significance of these tales for the Algon­
kian makes it worth the historian's while to trace the evolution of 
their modifications over the years following contact with French 
missions, for it is in the stories and myths surrounding the cannibal 
giant that metaphor most clearly accommodates history. Subtle 
nuances in folkloric detail can indicate tonal changes in social 
identity, including altered capacities for good or evil, shifting poli­
tical and psychological confidence as a people, and the changing 
moral intervention of powers which provide guidance or deliver­
ance. Algonkian classifications of windigoes reveal these social 
principles. 

There were, first, beings whose natural state was windigo. 
Though they existed in both male and female forms, these other­
than-human cannibal giants were incapable of the affectionate 
relations enjoyed by Algonkian men and women. Rather, these 
beings hated each other fiercely and their meetings produced vio­
lent confrontations from which only one cannibal survived. Invar­
iably, the victor swallowed the ice heart of the vanquished, an act 
which rendered the survivor all the more powerful and fearsome. 18 

Perhaps more frightening to the community at large, however, 
was the specter of a human being's dissolution into the windigo, or 
cannibal state. There were several routes into the madness. An evil 
shaman, for instance, could transform a healthy individual into a 
vicious, people-hating Kiwakwe either by acting directly against 
the person or indirectly against the group, usually by depleting the 
game upon which the group depended, and, in effect, starving the 
victim into cannibalism. Individuals on vision quests were some­
times tempted by the protection and power a giant might offer; if 
these favors were accepted, the seeker became possessed. Others 
simply slid into a windigo state through spiritual dissipation. Such 
people gradually hardened their hearts toward their kin and de­
generated into wild creatures more at home in the forest than in 
human company." This latter desocialization process was further 
reinforced by the Algonkian tendency to ostracize deviant per­
sons." Windigoes lost their human status; as one Beaver Indian, 
who had become a cannibal during a period of famine, put it: "Al­
though I still exist, I cannot any longer consider myself a human 
being."lt 

Both kinds of windigoes-human and natural-were solitary 
creatures of the nocthern forest and as such formed the major 
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exception to the cooperative behavioral norms the Algonkians 
advocated. The Penobscot word for the giant, Kiwakwe, or "going 
about in the woods," typified Algonkian response to the anti­
social character of the being." All cannibals hated warmth and so 
preferred the cold forests of the far north; in more southerly 
regions the cannibal giant's heart of ice prevented him from threat­
ening communities during the summer months. One such giant 
declared to a lucky group of Malecite hunters that "this country is 
too warm for me; I am going to a colder one."23 Another, a human 
in the process of becoming a windigo, experienced a 'burning situ­
ation" which only snow could relieve. 24 

In his true state the giant was a form easily discerned as "some­
thing made of devil, man, and beast in their most dreadful forms." 
The creature had "wolfish eyes," his hunger for human flesh had 
so maddened him that he had gnawed away his own lips and 
shoulders.25 To further compound his brutal visage, the giant fre­
quently covered himself with balsam pitch and then rolled about 
in the forest's debris. His size and strength were in direct propor­
tion to his negative spiritual power and were changeable with the 
fluctuations of his wrath, becoming larger "the angrier he 
grows."" But the most fearsome and threatening aspect of the 
windigoes was their treacherous ability to neutralize their true 
physical aspects, assuming at will the posture and physical being 
of a relative in order to favorably insinuate themselves into a 
family. 27 

If the Algonkians were perhaps limited to defensive measures 
against the natural giants, they nonetheless had a clear stake in the 
prevention of their own members' defection into windigo ranks. 
Fortunately the process of disintegration was gradual and recog­
nizable and Algonkian culture developed methods to deliver the 
individual from so horrendous a fate. 28 A shaman could struggle 
with the windigo spirit and, if his power was great enough, destroy 
him.29 Significantly, such effective shamanistic power was depen­
dent upon the depth of the shaman's concern for the kin group. 
One typical shaman who successfully overcame a cannibal giant 
was tribally renowned for his goodness in dealings "with the 
Indians. " The Ojibwa people reported that the shaman Me Sah Ba 
was "a great man for this world [who) .. . used [the people) good, 
all like his children anywhere he saw them, and the Indians like 
this man. " 30 Such shamans threatened the windigoes with their 
social integrity; like such Algonkian cultural heroes as Gluskabe, 
the truly powerful shamans owed their stature to the unusually full 
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development of their interpersonal sensitivities. 
Sometimes the task of exorcism was left to a close relative who 

possessed only ordinary powers. In such an instance, the strength 
of kin folk love and faith was put to the test-often, if the kin 
bonds were strong enough, successfully. 'With non-shamans, as­
siduous nursing and loving care during the period of melancholia 
will persuade the sufferer to face life again," Ruth Landes observed 
of Ojibwa treatment of. the affected person. 31 If, however, the kin­
folk failed to re-integrate hopelessly deranged persons, the com­
munity itself no longer reacted to the victim within the bounds of 
traditional kin values. Frequently, a family member or friend was 
at this point faced with the thankless, if necessary, task of killing 
the patient . Fear of windigo cannibalism was so thoroughly in­
grained within the Algonkian psyche, however, that it was not 
unusual for the afflicted individual to beg for his own destruction. 32 

The case histories of windigo cannibalism, as well as records of 
the methods for cure, indicate the social significance of this phe­
nomenon for a tightly knit kinfolk society; the stories about the 
giants amplify the implications ·of these histories. Tales involving 
the windigo giant reveal that communal relations were based on 
the kinship hunting band for more than economic survival. These 
relations were in fact the most feasible psychological approach to 
the ·harsh .environmental realities of the northeast as well . Algon­
kians found that face-to-face , intimate relations between relatives 
were the most effective, if not in fact the only method for bringing 
about psychological and social adjustments to group behavioral 
norms and thus insuring their survival. Algonkian society, minia­
turized and physically mobile, scaled its definition of civilized 
behavior to the limits of the kinfolk relationship-a relationship at 
once more intimate and more flexible than the class relations of a 
more socially structured urban society. In the following tales the 
cannibal giant tested the on-going integrity of the delicate Algon­
kian kin relations and his presence warned succeeding generations 
of the serious consequences of familial indifference. 

One story is of special significance for its richly developed detail 
and its wide distribution among the northeastern Algonkians . 
Morton I. Tei~her collected variations from three different Ojibwa 
groups, and others have been recorded among the Abenaki, Male­
cite and Micmac far to the east. The Penobscot story that follows 
capsulized the essential elements of all these tales: 

A man, his wife and little girl were living far from other 
people in the woods. They heard someOne coming. Sud-
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denly a noise was heard in the smoke hole of the wig­
wam and looking up they saw a Ki-wa-kwe peering 
down. The old woman of the wigwan said aloud, "Oh! 
Your grandfather has come," speaking to her husband. 
The monster was pleased at this and grew small. He 
came around and entered the camp. The woman tried to 
feed him but he would not eat in spite of her coaxing. He 
said, "I shall meet somebody here and we will fight." 
Then he sent them away across a lake and he fought 
with the other Ki-wa-kwe. He had told them to leave the 
place if he got killed by the other. But he won the fight 
and when it was over he ate with them, becoming again 
an ordinary man. 3J 

59 

Other versions ' of this tale possess similar features; all convey 
the same message. Because the woman did not show her fear of the 
cannibal giant, but instead greeted him as a long-lost father or 
grandfather, the startled and amazed giant was forced to consider 
the more humane possibilities heretofore unknown to him. Thus 
the subsequent peaceful relationship enjoyed between the giant 
and the Indian people depended first on the social integrity of the 
old woman. 

She was a wise and good woman. She took him in, she 
said she was sorry to see him so woebegone; she pitied 
his sad state; she brought him a suit of her husband's 
clothes; she told him to dress himself and be cleaned. He 
did as she bade. He sat by the side of the wigwam, and 
looked surly and sad, but kept quiet. It was all a new 
thing to him. 34 

This socialization process had just begun. When the woman's 
husband, warned about the cannibal, returned warily to the camp, 
he too accepted the subdued creature as an honored member of the 
family. . 

He went in and spoke kindly. He said, "N'chikh, my 
father-in-law," and asked where he had been so long [the 
cannibal again] stared in amazement, but when he heard 
the son talk of all that had happened for years his face 
grew gentler. 3S 

Reacting to the giant with consistent kindness, the Micmac 
couple thus encouraged the giant to change himself from within; 
their behavior provided him with a concrete model of socially con­

.siderate relations never·befare understmxtl\sanactofexorcism, 
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the Micmac giant filled a large kettle with tallow given him by the 
woman, heated it until it was scalding hot and then drank it down 
all at once. 

He became sick, he grew pale. He cast up all the horrors 
and abominations of the earth, things appalling in every 
sense. When all was over he seemed changed . 

With the Micmac couple's aid, the cannibal giant had transformed 
himself; later he ate a great deal of their food, which had previously 
disgusted him. "From that time he was kind and good. They feared 
him no rnore."36 

Though in the end the effect is the same, the Ojibwa version of 
this tale includes cautionary variations on the progress of the rela­
tionship between the Indian couple and the cannibal giant. In this 
instance, the giant initially resisted the woman's entreaties, refus­
ing to be addressed as father. "You're not my daughter," he 
answered. But the Ojibwa Woman insisted: "But when I dreamed 
about you a few nights ago you called me your daughter. " This 
was apparently sufficient to change the giant's mind. He ran up 
from the river to kiss her and then he went into the house and 
kissed her children. "He really believes this was his daughter; and 
this is where the woman beats (bests) him."" 

But, because the Ojibwa couple, unlike the Micmac, were not 
initially inclined to trust and embrace the cannibal giant, the 
latter's conversion was consequently delayed . When the giant sent 
the woman to head off her returning husband-"He may be afraid 
when he sees my tracks" -the uneasy woman decided to conspire 
with her husband to kill the unsuspecting giant." They returned, 
however, to find the creature outside the wigwam with their chil­
dren "sitting on his wrist and [he] was singing to them." The giant 
rose at once and kissed the abashed father , calling him son-in-law. 
But this assumption of familial position was only partial; presum­
ably, because of the bad faith still in the air, the giant continued to 
some extent in his windigo ways, killing nearby Indians and refus­
ing the m~re human foods offered him by the Ojibwa couple. 

When breakfast was ready he says that he'll have his 
outside where he left his bundle. He always had his 
meals there till he ate all those Indians he killed. 

In time, however, the attachment he developed with the Ojibwa 
couple civilized the cannibal giant: "He was very useful, and now 
he's a good man. He had been a very bad man at first."39 It is 
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almost as if the Ojibwa had chosen to inject their own note on the 
importance of faith. The couple's waverings are implicated in the 
needless murders committed in the uncertain atmosphere follow­
ing the initial contact. 

The main message is clear. Once transformed, the giants were 
one and all highly solicitious of their new kin groups, retaining 
their prodigious powers but now using them solely for the good of 
the hunting bands. The stories are symbolically consistent on this 
point: starvation no longer threatened the group which embraced 
and cured the cannibal. And each cannibal in his turn proved his 
social fidelity to humanity by testing his new-found moral, as well 
as physical, strength against other giants. The .Micmac version of 
this part of the fable is especially vivid: 

One day the Chenoo told them that something terrible 
would soon come to pass. An enemy, a Chenoo, a wo­
man, was coming like wind, yes-on the wind-from 
the north to kill him. There would be no escape from the 
battle. She would be far more furious, mad and cruel 
than any male, even one of his own cruel race, could be. 
He knew not how the battle would end; but the man and 
his wife must be put in a place of safety.'· 

The giant of the Ojibwa tale also attacked an adversary, but did 
not fail to draw an explicit moral from the battle before he went 
off: 

You will see me running on water and the enemy, too, 
and if you hear me reach the other side, people shall 
never kill and eat each other any more. 41 

The Micmac story adds its own telling implication of the posi­
tive-and potentially negative-effects of human mediation on the 
cannibal spirit. In the initial battle the giant succeeded only with 
the aid of his new relative . "My son-in-law, come and help me," 
the giant cried; "You .have no son-in-law to help you," the female 
Chenoo mocked." Together, however, man and giant destroyed 
their common enemy, and in the spring the giant, "with softened 
soul," went with the couple down the rivers to the sea. Another 
giant discovered them on the way, however, and their cause was 
almost lost. The reformed giant had embraced his new-found hu­
manity and no longer cared to fight at all. "I prefer peace," was his 
quiet response." As the three continued south a final change was 
to affect the giant, for he "could not endure the soft airs of 
summer." 
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He grew weaker and weaker; when they reached their 
village he had to be carried like a little child. He had 
grown gentle. His fierce and formidable face was now 
like that of a man. His wounds had healed; his teeth no 
longer grinned wildly all the time. The people gathered 
round him in wonder. 44 

It is at this point in the Micmac tale that historical extrapolation 
may begin in earnest, for this story discusses the religious effect 
and social significance of the introduction of Jesuit missionaries 
among the northeastern Algonkian peoples. As the cannibal giant 
lay dying among the villagers, the Micmac couple sent for the 
French priest who lived among them. The giant and the priest were 
at first antagonistic; the Jesuit "found the Chenoo as ignorant of all 
religion as a wild beast," while the giant, equally intolerant, 
"would repel the father in anger." When, however, the giant and 
priest finally conversed, "the old heathen's heart changed; he was 
deeply moved." The giant asked to be baptised and died shortly 
thereafter, shedding at death the first tear of his life." 

The consistency of imagery that runs through the various ver­
sions of these tales indicates a universal agreement among the Al­
gonkian peoples about the nature of the cannibal giant and of the 
threat he posed to society; in each version the Algonkians boldly 
declare the nature of social and spiritual degeneration. The Algon­
kians knew the civilized man by his concern for the welfare of the 
people; conversely, the savage was easily recognized by his self­
concern and his utter contempt for humanity. The tales' statement 
about the prevention-or cure-of social deviancy unites these 
two axioms about human behavior: only a compassionate, trust­
ing response can begin the process of resocialization. Much faith 
was required on the part of the healer because of the insidious 
double-bind entangling the incorrigibly individualistic or with­
drawn person. Because of the obvious-and often dangerous­
incompatibility of his behavior with the general community, the 
iconoclast faced inevitable social rejection, a problem compounded 
by the fact that his own nature prevented him from ever recogniz­
ing his illness. 

These tales infer, then, that Algonkians were uneasy ami reti­
cent with outsiders." The cannibal giant represented one extreme 
of this fear, the solitary man who is by nature mutinous, if not in 
fact plainly murderous. The inclusion of the Jesuit in the Micmac 
tale is most revealing in this light, for the priest represents the new 
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possibilities of morally transforming the incorrigibly individual­
istic Europeans. This breakdown in Algonkian reticence in accept­
ing the priests, along with the obviously transcultural aspect of the 
priest's relationship with the cannibal giant, who was himself only 
newly integrated into Micmac culture, suggests powerful sympa­
thetic impulses between the two peoples which may account for 
the unusual Jesuit success among the northeastern Algonkians. 
These impulses-the subtle gives and takes of a mutual spiritual 
acculturation between the deeply religious Algonkians and French 
Jesuits-have gone largely underexplored because of a long-stand­
ing historical devaluation of folkloric sources. Nonetheless, much 
of the history of the first years of contact is intimately involved 
with issues that are perhaps best defined by folklore and metaphor: 
a society's definition, for example, of what constitutes civilized or 
savage behavior, and how those definitions are subject to influ­
ences from outside cultures. This is obviously the case with Algon­
kian-French contact. Both cultures experienced a reorientation in 
values as inter-<ultural contact deepened and the subtleties of these 
psycho / social exchanges became embedded in tradition." 

Before we can assess the effects of Jesuit-Algonkian contact 
implied in oral tradition, a range of cultural processes need to be 
acknowledged. The metaphorical juxtaposition of Jesuit and win­
digo occurred under extreme pressure as the Algonkians attempted 
to make sense of the post-<ontact world. While it is likely that the 
cannibal giant existed aboriginally, windigo psychosis may not 
have been a pre-<ontact mental disturbance. Devastating ecologi­
cal crises may have greatly exaggerated the windigoes' social signi­
ficance to the Algonkians. As famine became a historic ' social 
threat to their kin groups, higher incidence of its related cannibalism 
became synonymous with windigo traditions." In the seventeenth 
century the beliefs surrounding the windigo complex affected how 
Algonkian peoples experienced internal social crisis and how they 
assessed and responded to the new world order the Jesuits offered. 49 

The conjunction of traditional and Catholic religious systems 
occurred because of the mutual adaptation of some Jesuits and 
Algonkians. From the first, the Jesuits observed cannibalistic inci­
dents among the Algonkian people. The early Jesuit Relations refer 
frequently to what seemed to be the astounding acceptance of 
Christianity by a people who had practiced cannibalism. S. Such 
references are never tied to actual reported cases of cannibalism 
and so are probably cliches the Jesuits used to contrast supposedly 
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decadent aboriginal values with more efficacious Christian grace. 
In the seventeenth century, there were varied forms of cannibal­

ism and, in time, the Jesuits overcame their initial repugnance and 
recognized not only the distinct types but also the Algonkian moti­
vations involved. The priests were uniformly against the practice 
of ritual cannibalism, in which individuals ingested the heart of a 
distinguished and honored warrior of another tribal group. Such 
eating of a brave captive's heart "renders them courageous," Father 
Paul Lejeune observed in 1636.51 The Jesuits remained firmly op­
posed to this practice and it gradually s\!bsided among the chris-
tianized Algonkians. " 

The Jesuits did, however, distinguish between the ritualistic and 
famine contexts of cannibalism. When the most sensational out­
break of the century occurred among the Huron after the Five 
Nations devastated their society in 1649, the Jesuits deplored the 
incident but granted that it did occur in a time of extreme necessity. 
"It is true, this is unhuman," Fr. Ragueneau explained in 1650, but 
he added that it was 

No less unusual among our savages than among the 
Europeans, who abhor eating flesh of their own kind. 
Doubtless the teeth of the starving man make no distinc­
tion in food, and do not recognize in the dead body him 
who a little before was called, until he died, father, son 
or brother. 52 

Almost as if in the fulfillment of prophecy, three years later the 
Jesuits recorded in their journal a similar outbreak of famine canni­
balism among fugitive Frenchmen. 53 The Jesuits were coming to 
realize that such incidents were perhaps inevitable considering the 
extreme harshness of living conditions prevalent in the North 
America of that day. 

The Jesuits noticed other cases which indicate that emotional 
disorientation , while not necessarily a precipitating factor in can­
nibalism, could characterize the response of those persons who 
committed the act; famine cannibalism could produce psychosis 
out of a profound sense of social guilt. Lejeune noted two examples 
of famine-induced cannibalism in 1635. The first involved a group 
of Montagnais-Naskapi at Tadoussac who had isolated themselves 
in the woods, for they "do not dare appear before the others 
because they had wickedly surprised, massacred, and eaten their 
companions."" The second case is even more suggestive, as it 
involves only the specter of windigo psychosis. An Indian told 
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LeJeune "that his wife and sister-in-law contemplated killing their 
own brother." This surprised LeJeune, and when he asked why 
they would consider such an act, the man replied: 'We are afraid 
... that he will kill us during our sleep, to eat us." Since the French 
were sharing their food with the Indians, LeJeune observed that 
hunger could not be the cause of the man's obsession. 'That is 
true," the Indian answered, 'Thou givest us life; b\lt this man is 
half mad, he does not eat, he has some evil design; we wish to 
prevent him, wilt thou be displeased at that?" LeJeune remained 
perplexed: "I could not consent to his death, " he noted, "and yet I 
believe they had good cause for fear." The Jesuit never found a 
satisfactory response. Three days later the man tried to kill some 
Frenchmen, and the governor, "seeing he was mad, had him put in 
chains, to surrender him to the first Savages that might come 
along."" The man's ultimate fate went unrecorded. 

A particularly instructive case of famine cannibalism occurred 
among the Micmac in the last quarter of the seventeenth century. 
While the incident is not tied to windigo giant symbolism, Father 
Chrestien Le Clercq presents its development in some detail and, as 
such, it says a great deal about the social tensions and deviance 
caused by famine among the Micmac. The winter of 1680 was par­
ticularly severe; by January both the Micmac and the French were 
starving, and forty or fifty Micmac had already died. One family 
group succumbed to cannibalism in order to survive. The man, 
"unable to endure the hunger which was devouring him alive," 
decided to kill and eat his wife. Recognizing his intentions, and in 
order to save her own life, she "put it into his mind" to eat their 
children instead. "Is it not better," she asked her husband, "that we 
put to death some of our children, and that we eat them together, 
in order that I may be able to rear and support the smaller ones 
who can no longer live if once they come to lose their mother." 
This was apparently a persuasive argument; a close relative joined 
husband and wife in the act, and the family survived the winter." 

The ensuing events illustrate the Micmac's ethical response to 
cannibalism, even in the supposedly "pragmatic" instances caused 
by the threat of famine. The couple bitterly reproached themselves 
for their weakness, internalizing the social ostracism inflicted upon 
them for their deed. 'They could not find tears enough," said Le 
Clercq, "nor words enough to condemn and to express on their 
own behalf the enormity of their crime ... They imagined that they 
saw as many executioners as they met Indians; and .. . they travel-
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led the woods day and night without ceasing, seeking everywhere 
in vain for a rest which they could find no place." 

Le Clercq himself reacted to the couple with some sympathy 
once he understood the depth of their penitence. Considering them­
selves unworthy to receive the instruction he offered their kinfolk, 
the family insisted that-they could never learn "until this crime was 
entirely removed and pardoned by God" through the Bishop of 
Quebec. Le Clercq comforted them, explaining that "God has more 
goodness and compassion for them (than I they had of wickedness 
and cruelty." Convinced of the priest's power, the couple accepted 
his religious means to "appease the justice of God and to invite his 
mercy."57 

The details of Le Clercq's story, like those reported by Lejeune, 
suggest an important feature of the seventeenth century French­
Algonkian Indian relationship. The northeastern Algonkian experi­
enced ecological change and social conflict as a direct result of the 
settlement of New France in 1608. Two factors operated jointly to 
threaten the Algonkian kin groups: the economic adjustments the 
fur trade demanded and the extensive toll taken by the spread of 
European disease. By the end of the sixteenth century the fur trade 
had encouraged the Montagnais-Naskapi in particular to overt rap 
the limited game resources north of the 5t. Lawrence River valley. 
This trade, in turn, exacerbated inter-tribal rivalries as each group 
vied vigorously for a monopolistic commercial relationship with 
the French. Epidemics of European disease then further devastated 
the Algonkian tribes. 

Both trade and disease challenged the communal foundations of 
Montagnais-Naskapi society. It was not that trade simply made 
individualistic capitalistsof communally-oriented hunters. Rather, 
when the Montagnais-Naskapi added trapping to their subsistence 
techniques, they de-emphasized large-scale multi-family activities, 
and the extended family became, even more than in the past, the 
core social group. Mohawk raids made large gatherings more dan­
gerous and the Montagnais-Naskapi became guarded peoples. 
Both trade and the resulting inter-tribal competition produced a 
heavier exploitation of fur-bearing animals and recurrent famine 
may have been the result, although this problem has not yet been 
adequately studied. Trade and warfare certainly required defen­
sive adjustments, but these transitional changes in social style were 
occurring just as new forms of epidemic diseases hit the Montagnais 
population. The widespread illnesses shook the Montagnais-Nas­
kapi more powerfully, and further undermined social confidence 
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because traditional religious methods of dealing with sickness 
proved impotent. The shamans' abject failure called into question 
the very nature of tribal kinship with other-than-human persons, 
since it was clear that the shamans had no power over the beings 
who manifested themselves in these new diseases. In the wake of 
the epidemics, kin groups sometimes dispersed and individuals 
found sustenance in any manner they could. 58 

While these economic, military and social problems pushed the 
Montagnais-Naskapi into an alliance with the French, they can 
neither alone nor together account for the distinctive Algonkian 
reaction to the Jesuits. The priests observed the acute effects of 
post-contact winters on the northeastern Algonkians-and the 
Indians' remarkably persevering hospitality-and they began to 
comprehend slowly an aboriginal analogue to Christian grace and 
behavior in the kin-based sociality of the Montagnais-Naskapi. 
There were no deprived persons among any of the Algonkians so 
long as any food remained to be shared, and the implications of 
this example were not lost on the Jesuits. Clearly, a common ethi­
cal and spiritual ground existed to be exploited by Jesuit and 
Algonkian alike. Jesuits before 1650 may have wanted to culturally 
transform the Montagnais-Naskapi, if only to preserve them from 
starvation, but the Algonkians countered with their own, cautious 
ideas about change. 

Because European presence thoroughly disrupted Montagnais­
Naskapi social life, change did occur. Adaptative social · forms 
emerged from the ethical struggle the Jesuits posed, but the process 
of change remained traditional. The priests interjected themselves 
into Algonkian societies, voiced ideas about the nature of the 
Indians' social crisis, and occasionally became trusted figures 
whose opinions were, at least, considered. But Jesuit intentions do 
not explain wnat actually happened. The Jesuits may have desired 
radical conversions but their success must be measured through 
the effective filters of Algonkian values. 

Through a fortuitous conjunction of the expectations of Algon­
kian myth and the active demands of Christian charity, the priests 
found the means to confirm and strengthen the primacy of social 
values among the embattled northeastern Algonkians. The priests 
were able to make a persuasive case for the power of Christian 
doctrine because they tailored a special interpretation of God to 
the needs of Algonkian mythic structure. The Jesuits' "He who 
made all" may have hardly resembled either the Yahweh or the 
Christ of orthodox Christian tradition, but the new conception did 
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fit neatly into the Algonkian philosophy of pervasive and person­
alized power. The symbol does suggest the sensitivity of Jesuit 
theological expression, because the Algonkians recognized "He 
who made all" in the Jesuits' personalized presentation." 

The integrity of the priests' personal stances defused Algonkian 
suspicions to such an extent that even the most deeply-rooted 
values were affected, and a process of change began which was 
formed largely by the credence Algonkians gave to the dialogue. 
The inter-<:ultural struggle began in the 1630's when disease hit the 
Montagnais-Naskapi. Father Paul LeJeune "decided to care for the 
bodies to aid the souls."'· In 1634 he wintered with the family 
group of an Indian who had earlier died in the priest's care." Later 
that spring, LeJeune found the Montagnais sachem, Manitouchat­
che, or LaNasse, ill at the mission." Since LaNasse was the first 
Montagnais to settle his kinfolk near the Jesuit compound, Father 
LeJeune embraced the sachem 'like a brother." Everyone was 
startled, but LaNasse preferred the care of LeJeune and the Jesuits, 
resisting finally "his own wife, his children, his sons-in-law, his 
friends and fellow savages, his Manitousiouets, sorcerers, or jug­
glers, not once but many times, to throw himself into the arms of 
strangers .. . to die in their faith and in their house. "b3 This conver­
sion, a striking variation on the theme of windigo transformation 
or redemption, with the sachem accepting the ministrations of the 
moral agents of another culture, is a major key to understanding 
the accommodation between Jesuit and Algonkian. 

This relationship did not, however, extend to the larger popula­
tion of lay Frenchmen; if anything it revealed to the French priests 
failings among their own people. When the Montagnais-Naskapi 
first sought closer relations with the French in 1633, one group, 
anticipating an Iroquois raid, went so far as to seek asylum. 'They 
wanted to unite, that they might be stronger, but they feared fam­
ine in abandoning the chase. They asked us therefore if we would 
supply them with food ." Since the Algonkians were clearly facing 
economic and social difficulties on all fronts , LeJeune and the 
Jesuits proposed a relationship with them modelled on the Christian 
virtue of charity." But they realized that the larger French society 
in Canada did not share such sentiments: "I must speak here of the 
charges which the savages made against the French," LeJeune 
wrote in 1633. The French "love what is theirs; when you refuse 
anything to Savage he immediately says Khisakhitan . Thou lovest 
that, sakhita, sakhita, Love it, love it: as if they would say that we 
preter it to their friendship."" 
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As time passed, Lejeune came to minimize the more pragmatic 
aspects of Montagnais social motivations and to admire the posi­
tive nature of Algonkian kinship bonds. When he proposed to 
help the Montagnais learn agriculture and Catholic religious prac­
tice, a shaman gave him pause. He called Lejeune a liar, " because: 
he said, 'we never see in this world men so good as thou sayest, 
who would take the trouble to help us without hope of reward.' "" 
The wisdom of this was not lost on Lejeune, who was already 
embarrassed by the transgressions of his own fellow Christians. 
"When it is necessary to become a Savage with the Savages," he 
wrote as early as 1633, "one must take his own life and all that he 
had, and throw it away, so to speak, contenting himself with a 
very large and very heavy cross for all riches."" The Jesuits 
achieved that detachment and successfully cultivated a Montagnais­
Naskapi mission near Quebec. This mission, in turn, ultimately 
opened the whole of the Algonkian northeast to the Society of 
Jesus. 

A similar pattern of Christian conversion occurred in the 1640's 
among the Abenaki farther to the south. 68 Their primary political 
motivation resembled that of the Montagnais-Naskapi -they 
wished a strengthened alliance against the threatening Iroquois. 
But more importantly, the disastrous impact of European liquor 
and disease had led them to admire the thriving Montagnais-Nas­
kapi community under Jesuit guidance. Abenaki who visited the 
Sillery mission returned repeatedly to their villages with word of 
the new order created between the Montagnais and the Jesuits. In 
1646 the Canadian governor Montmagny approved Abenaki re­
quests for a priest and sent Father Gabriel Druillettes to the Kenne-
bec River in Maine. ,9 . 

Druillettes arrived among this band at an auspicious moment. 
Another epidemic had killed many Abenaki the summer before 
and the shamans were powerless against it. The priest deeply 
touched the Abenaki, "winning their souls," the Relation declared, 
"through the care he gave their bodies." The fact that some Aben­
aki miraculously survived the illness rebounded to the priest's 
credit; the survivors' families "published everywhere that prayer 
was good, and that it cured their children."" The Jesuit masterfully 
blended his personal concern for the Abenaki with the traditional 
shamanistic role, but the Abenaki noted a crucial difference. 'This 
man is very different from our Jugglers," they observed, : 'the latter 
are always asking, and the former never asks for anything; the 
latter are almost entirely absent from our sick but the fonner 
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spends days and nights with them."" When Druillettes cured a 
stricken shaman by destroying his "drum and his charms," his in­
fluence was consolidated." In 1651 the Abenaki acknowledged 
their debt to the priest and in a public ceremony declared him one 
of their own. Like the woman in the tales whose social and moral 
integrity brought the cannibal giant into the family band, Gabriel 
Druillettes' behavior assured the Abenaki that his religous powers 
were strong and worthy of their respect because they were 
grounded in his concern for the welfare of the community. 

Gabriel Druillettes brought the Society of Jesus closer to the 
realities of the North American continent. Though North Ameri­
cans lived on a smaller scale than the urbanized Europeans, Druil­
lettes was able to perceive that native values, rooted in the everyday 
life of kin groups, compared favorably with the more abstract 
ideologies of European peoples. 73 Indeed, for both Druillettes and 
other Jesuits, the Algonkian pointed toward the pristine impulses 
of Christian ethics in the early centuries after Christ. This Algon­
kian world beckoned the Jesuits with an intensity that is highlighted 
by the gradual reappraisal of their own initial judgements of "sav­
agery" levelled against the native peoples. The Society of Jesus, 
with typical European condescension, began work in Canada 
assuming their own cultural superiority. The priests' first efforts 
were bent,toward the creation of red Frenchmen and, as educators 
in the finest schools of Europe, the Jesuits naturally saw formal 
education as a primary instrument of social change. Algonkians, 
just as naturally, rejected this seemingly un integrated system of 
learning. The Jesuits had wit enough to assess this failure and in 
time they learned to modify many of the cultural expectations of 
French tradition. By the 1670's Jesuit appreciation of Indian values 
had made the priests advocates of Algonkian cultural resistance. 
The Jesuits clashed with French officials, and ultimately with the 
Crown itself, against demands for an intensified "frenchification" 
program. 74 

The Jesuits came to realize that the issue was not so much the 
problem of savagery as the ill-conceived notion of "frenchifica­
tion." The priests stood in witness as the catastrophic, demograph­
ic, political and military legacies of European contact destroyed the 
Huron Confederacy in 1649. They watched as liquor, surrepti­
tiously traded by Frenchmen, thoroughly disrupted the social and 
religious life of the Montagnais-Naskapi at the mission of Sillery in 
the 1670's. Despite the subversions of their countrymen-whether 
in the liquor traffic or in ethnocentric demands for frenchification 
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- the priests held their ground. The Jesuits were ready when large 
numbers of Abenaki began to flee to Canada in 1675 seeking refuge 
from the disastrous effects of King Philip's War. 

The early experience of one of the most prominent Jesuit mis­
sionaries among these Abenaki, Sebastien Racle, illustrates in 
microcosm the acculturative process which occurred between the 
Society of Jesus and some Algonkians. Racle was thirty-€ight years 
old when he arrived in New France in 1689, and his distinguished 
career as a professor of rhetoric had not particularly prepared him 
for the Indian realities of North America. 75 He found himself sud­
denly surrounded by a bewildering variety of Native American 
peoples, "which one may almost take," Racle immediately wrote 
his brother, "for animals as for men." The shock, though profound, 
was not unusual as an initial reaction to Indian peoples. What is 
more important is that Racle remained open to the new experience. 
"It is with these nonetheless, that I must pass the rest of my days," 
he continued, "It is these people that I must caress, cherish and 
who must become the object of my cares."76 These sentiments 
transcend mere piety; they indicate that Racle confronted his own 
ethnocentric revulsion and, more importantly, emotionally oriented 
himself towards the Algonkians as people worthy of his regard. 

Racle's transformation had its own painful struggle. An appren­
ticeship among the Abenaki at the St. Francis mission radically 
altered Racle's early impressions. He was surprised, for instance, 
that the Abenaki maintained their inward-looking, extended-family 
households at the mission. Racle began to learn their language 
under the bemused tutelage of one of these kin groups. The experi­
ence became a rite de passage as Abenaki manners stripped Racle 
of his cultural assumptions. "I went there, " he wrote, "as a child 
goes to school." Comparing his situation to the relatively comfort­
able circumstances of a French school boy, Racle admitted that he 
was intellectually engaged. He learned more than he expected be­
cause the Abenaki language delighted him as much as the classical 
languages he had already mastered. It "surely has its perfections 
and is fine, " Racle exclaimed of the Abenaki dialect, and "one is 
convinced when one considers its economy of expression." The 
Abenaki won Racle's affection through the teaching of their lan­
guage and they, in turn , were impressed by his perseverence in 
learning it. Racle referred to that particular family as "those of my 
cabin" and he gave one of the children his own name at baptism. ·"I 
love them very much, " he wrote his brother. When the time came 
for Racle to return to the Jesuit college at Quebec, the mother of 
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"little Sebastien," her other children in tow, followed after: "You 
love us, and you were of our cabin, and you were our father ... 
Why then did you leave us?" "I swear to you," Racle told his 
brother, "that I could not respond to them except by my tears." 
Racle concluded: "the Abenaki with whom I lived ... are the gentle­
men of the savages. "17 

This sympathetic integration of Sebastien Racle into Abenaki 
social life indicates that there was more to the development of a 
mutual alliance between the Society of Jesus and the Algonkian 
peoples than standard historical evidence of either economic, social. 
or religious crises alone can explain. Only an analysis of the con­
junction of Algonkian and French culture can suggest the positive 
context which encouraged both Indian and Jesuit. This meeting of 
attitudes involved the Jesuits' assumptions of shamanistic respon­
sibility in order to serve the Algonkian people. When the Algon­
kians began to perceive the Jesuits as individuals with both high 
sympathetic regard for the community at large and as the "sha­
mans" with the greatest apparent power in eradicating post-<:ontact, 
anti-social evils, they naturally considered carefully the Jesuits' 
social diagnosis." In doing so, the Algonkians, consciously or not, 
took their cues from the windigo stories and allied themselves with 
Jesuit expressions of social power. 

The Jesuit priests, then, entered Algonkian traditions some time 
during the seventeenth century, performing roles comparable to 
the benevolent Gluskabe who had seen the tribe through bad years 
of previous centuries. There are additional cannibal giant stories 
which indicate the symbolic adjustments. One story states that the 
Micmac began to use crosses carved on trees surrounding their 
villages and band encampments as a means of warding off cannibal 
giants. The tale notes the strength of the new belief when it reveals 
that the older, more traditional tribesmen advised the use of the 
cross as a protective device." Another story, from the Montagnais 
-Naskapi, suggests that Christian Indians had it in their power to 
resist even the most dangerous of cannibals- with the correspond­
ing implication that perhaps the Montagnais-Naskapi themselves 
no longer possessed sufficient spiritual power to challenge the 
giant on their own" Another Montagnais tale explicitly states the 
degeneration of Indians' spiritual power. When a hunting party 
failed to kill a giant, one of their members despaired that "we can­
not do it [because J our magic power is too weak." With the aid of 
his guardian spirit, the shaman amongst them perceived both the 



Towards A History of Intimate Encounters 73 

giant and a priest coming from the distance toward the camp. The 
shaman went at once to greet the priest. "We are all going to die 
here because the witigo has come among us and we cannot kill 
him," the shaman explained. "But the priest said, 'Oh, no my 
child, he is not dangerous. We will kill him.''' The priest walked out 
onto the frozen lake and met the cannibal as he arrived. 'The priest 
raised his crucifix, whereupon the witigo fell dead on the ice. "" 

These stories suggest that once the Jesuits came to appreciate 
Algonkian communal values, they also came to behave in ways 
that the Algonkians could recognize within their own cultural 
terms. As has been noted earlier, only the good man, the individual 
who had successfully integrated his own personal needs with 
Algonkian kin-defined ethical norms, could victoriously confront 
the cannibal giant. Since both shamanistic and individual resis­
tance to the cannibal giant emanated from a profound awareness 
that the windigo embodied the most terrible anti-social impulses, 
much was at stake when the Micmac and the Montagnais-Naskapi 
declared, through their stories, that the Jesuits finally were more 
powerful than many native shamans against the forces of the can­
nibal giant. 

Another Micmac story indicates, however, that a syncretic 
process occurred; the Algonkian accepted the efficacy of Catholic 
ritual, but utilized it in a traditional context. In this tale, Gluskabe, 
the Algonkian cultural hero, is reinterpreted in a Christian con­
text." Traditional belief held that Gluskabe created the social and 
institutional framework ordering Micmac society, and that he 
defended this society from both internal and external threats. In 
the Jesuit-influenced cosmology, Gluskabe promulgated, as 
before, the rules governing Micmac social intercourse, but in this 
tale he does so as Christ's first created being. Another feature of 
the story, the identification of Adam, or second-man, as the father 
of both the European peoples and of evil forces in the world, sug­
gests that while the northeastern Algonkians respected and identi­
fied with the Jesuits, they found that relationship on the whole 
atypical of their experience with Europeans. Other Europeans did 
not develop personal ties with the Algonkians as easily as the 
Jesuits and, in fact, most Europeans were either a direct or indirect 
threat to the survival of their communities. 

Admittedly, these remarks generalize the Jesuits' impact among 
the Algonkians to highlight the interpersonal processes which were 
instrumental between the two peoples. A more detailed view is 
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obviously required to convey accurately the range of interpersonal 
stances and their effect on culture change. That larger study would 
assess the continuity of belief among the Algonkians, and it would 
evaluate the meeting of traditional and Catholic religious symbols. 
It would also recognize that some Jesuits were more inflexible than 
the individuals considered here. Nevertheless, a comparison of the 
"civilized-savage" value structure of the cannibal giant stories with 
the actual behavior of historic French and Algonkian peoples 
offers some clarifications for the study of Indian history. The argu­
ment that French economic dependence on the Algonkians encour­
aged good relations, and that, conversely, English and Indian 
relations faltered because the two peoples competed for the same 
land base, has dominated discussion of comparative French and 
English Indian relations. This argument is compelling on the 
surface, but it says little about the crucially important Indian 
perceptions of Europeans and, while it does point out the obvious 
difference between French and English responses, it cannot explain 
the psychological and spiritual subtleties that lay behind the posi­
tive relationships which exisied between some Frenchmen and 
some Indians. 

When the cannibal giant stories are admitted as evidence about 
Algonkian behavior and belief, a different emphasis emerges. The 
discussion then centers on what actually occurred between par­
ticular Europeans and Indians and the inquiry shifts to how west­
ern institutions and values strengthened and / or undermined Indian 
communities at any given moment in time. The historic relationship 
between the Algonkians and the Jesuits raises such methodological 
issues because, while both Indians and priests adapted willingly to 
one another, the larger French society, like the English colonies, 
posed insurmountable economic, political and military problems 
for the Algonkians. Mutual acculturation did OCCur but never 
smoothly. The structural impact of European institutions on Indian 
communities remains largely unexplored and the preceeding 
analysis of the impact of one such institution, the Society of Jesus, 
only suggests the behavioral and ethical issues involved. 

Critical readings of European documents with an eye for the 
ethical concerns of Native American oral traditions illuminates 
Indian views about culture change. If the Jesuit records indicate a 
great deal about Algonkian peoples' superficial reactions to Chris­
tianity, Algonkian folklore reveals the depth of that response. The 
Jesuit sOurces provide rich details about actual face-to-face rela­
tions; the folklore remembers the central dynamics of those meet-
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ings. Taken separately, each source has its special bias. The Jesuits 
wished to reassure themselves, and the French public which sup­
ported their efforts, that their rocky dialogue with the Algonkians 
was progressive. The retelling of Algonkian experiences in the 
windigo tales in turn affirmed the Indians' mythic concerns for 
social solidarity and at the same time, applied their history to the 
embattled present. When oral tradition and written sources con­
verge, Algonkian social processes emerge with the prominence 
they deserve. 
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