CHAPTER 2

Stimulating and Resisting Transborder
Indigenous Adoptions in North America
in the 1970s

Margaret D. Jacobs

Since the early 1960s, authorities with the Saskatchewan Department
of Social Services had been removing increasing numbers of Indigenous
children from their families and placing them in foster care. In 1967,
the province began to aggressively promote the permanent adoption of
Indigenous children, primarily by non-Indigenous families. Most non-
Indigenous residents of the province regarded the program as a benevo-
lent solution to the socioeconomic problems that bedeviled Indigenous
communities and were unaware that Indigenous people regarded it as
a grave threat to their families and communities. In 1975 and 1976,
Indigenous protest finally gained widespread coverage in the province
and confronted non-Indigenous people, perhaps for the first time, with a
profound challenge to their benign views of Indigenous adoption.

The occasion was a high-profile case of Indigenous child removal and
placement that engendered outrage and official investigation. Authorities
had placed three children of Métis heritage (a distinct category of

M.D. Jacobs (P<)
University of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL), Lincoln, NE, USA
e-mail: mdjacobs3@gmail.com

© The Author(s) 2017 27
M. Shackleton (ed.), International Adoption in North American
Literatuve and Culture, DOI 10.1007 /978-3-319-59942-7_2



28  M.D.JACOBS

Indigenous people in Canada, descended from early European fur
traders and Indigenous women) with Marcien and Rita Doucette, a
working-class family in Prince Albert, Saskatchewan, a community with
large numbers of First Nations and Métis residents. Marcien worked for
the Canadian National Railway while Rita maintained their home and
cared for their children. The couple had raised three biological children
of their own and had already taken in three Métis foster children when
social workers asked the Doucettes to provide foster care for three more
M¢étis children, Harold, Eileen, and Geraldine Laliberté. The Doucettes
willingly, even eagerly, agreed to care for the Laliberté siblings, ages
one, two, and three. Eight years later, in 1975, Saskatchewan Social
Service authorities decided it would be best for the Laliberté children,
now nine, ten, and eleven years old, to be placed for adoption with
another family. They advertised the children and found a white family,
the Todds, in Michigan, who expressed interest in adopting them. The
Department paid for the Todds to come to Saskatchewan to retrieve the
three children, against the protests of the Doucettes and the wishes of
the children. The Department insisted, however, that the children go
with the Todds.

The Indigenous community in Prince Albert responded with shock
and anger, as did some non-Indigenous citizens of the province, but
the Department of Social Services dug in its heels and refused to return
the children. Protests led, however, to an official investigation by the
provincial Ombudsman, Ernest Boychuk. His report of August 1975
offers a rare glimpse into how authorities promoted and justified the
removal of Indigenous children; usually such records are confidential
and closed to the public. Boychuk concluded that the Doucettes were
a fit and loving foster family, but he upheld the decision of officials to
remove the children on the grounds that the children lacked “stimula-
tion” and needed “permanency.” These twin priorities underwrote
much of Indigenous child removal in the 1960s and 1970s, and perma-
nency remains a pillar of child welfare legislation today. The ill-defined
concept of “stimulation” rested on unarticulated class, racial, and colo-
nial biases and functioned as a flexible tool that allowed authorities to
remove Indigenous children and place them outside their families and
communities. Officials also prized “permanency,” defined as termination
of parental rights and a closed adoption, over ongoing connections with
birth families, “impermanent” caretakers, and Indigenous communities.
Saskatchewan social service authorities were not alone; other Canadian
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provinces and American states engaged in similar practices and based
them on comparable ideologies. What sets this case apart, however, is
that official reasoning became public and engendered vehement protest.

InpIGENOUS CHILD REMOVAL IN NORTH AMERICA

Both the United States and Canada developed boarding (or resi-
dential) schools for Indigenous children in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, ostensibly as a means to educate and assimilate Indian or First
Nations, Inuit, and Métis people and to end Indigenous dependence
on the American or Canadian governments. Removal of children to
distant schools functioned as a means to simultaneously undermine
Indigenous children’s ties to their families, communities, and home-
lands and to usher them into the modern capitalist economy through
training in low-wage, unskilled occupations.! (Contrary to popu-
lar belief, then and now, many Indigenous people had long engaged
with modern capitalism, but policies in both nations had often under-
mined their initiative and enterprise.)? Canada and the United States
consulted with one another about schools for Indigenous children,
and institutions in both nations had much in common, despite the
more prominent role of churches in running the schools in Canada.
Government authorities in both countries often forcibly removed
Indigenous children to the schools, where children were frequently
subjected to harsh discipline and physical and sexual abuse. Children
also suffered from inadequate food, disease, and poor health care.3
The institutionalization of Indigenous children continued until the late
twentieth century in both countries, but fell out of favor after World
War I1, in part because of its high cost and because authorities believed
the schools had failed in their efforts to assimilate Indigenous people
and end their dependency on national governments.*

After the war, a new era of liberalism took hold in North America,
and with it a shift in policy toward Indigenous children. Authorities now
deemed the institutionalization of Indigenous children as damaging (as
they had argued for white children since the turn of the century). Rather
than reversing decades of Indigenous child removal, however, authorities
now emphasized placement of children within non-Indigenous families.
Officials justified this shift in policy and practice with color-blind equality
rhetoric, of extending the same opportunities and rights to Indigenous
children as to other children.?
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In the United States, members of Congress pushed for “termina-
tion” and “relocation,” policies designed to eliminate tribal entities
and their unique status vis-a-vis the federal government and to encour-
age American Indians and Alaska Natives to move to urban areas.® The
federal government sought to shift the burden for the education and
care of Indigenous children to the states. In so doing, many states from
the late 1950s into the 1970s swept up many Indigenous children into
their child welfare systems, allegedly for neglect. In 1958, the Bureau
of Indian Affairs contracted with the Child Welfare League of America
(an umbrella organization with affiliated agencies in both the USA and
Canada) to promote the adoption of dependent Indian children by non-
Indian families through the Indian Adoption Project (IAP) and later the
Adoption Resource Exchange of North America (ARENA). The IAP
and ARENA were federal programs that transferred Indigenous children
from one state to another, but they also encouraged states to make adop-
tive placements of Indigenous children within their own borders as well.
By the 1970s, an estimated 25-35% of all Indigenous children in the
United States were living apart from their families, some in institutions,
but many in foster care or adoptive placement in non-Indian (mostly
white) families.”

Similarly in Canada, officials, in the name of equality for
Indigenous children, insisted that provincial governments rather than
the Department of Indian Affairs (DIA) should take responsibil-
ity for Indigenous children. As in the United States, this led to a dra-
matic increase of Indigenous children within the provincial child
welfare systems by the late 1960s. The Indian and M¢étis population of
Saskatchewan constituted only 7.5% of the population, but by 1968-
1969 Indigenous children accounted for 42%, or 1443, of the total
3444 children in care.® In 1967, Saskatchewan Social Service officials
developed a program similar to the IAP in the United States to place
Indian and Métis children for adoption. They first called the program
AIM, Adopt Indian Métis, but later changed the name to REACH,
Resources for Adoption of Children, after protests from Indigenous
activists. The name change meant little, however. Program administra-
tors still advertised Indigenous children through an aggressive TV, radio,
and print media campaign that aimed to increase interest among white,
middle-class families in adopting the children.’

This campaign represented adoption as a win-win situation for
Indigenous children, adoptive couples, and the Canadian nation as a
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whole. First, it would bring equality to deprived Indian and Métis chil-
dren. One adoption proponent declared, for example, “The 32.3% of
children in care who are of Métis or Indian extraction have proven they
are no different from the other 67.7%, except for the color of their skin.
All children have one common denominator, they need secure homes.
These children are being denied that basic human right.”!? Second,
adoption would be good for non-Indigenous families. One news edito-
rialist wrote: “It is really hard to assess just who stands to gain the most
from adoptions under the AIM system. The child gains the love and
security of a family of his own. The family in turn gains the opportunity
of immeasurably enriching the lives of its members and widening their
understanding and scope.”!! Finally, AIM and REACH asserted, adop-
tion would serve as a means to reconcile Indigenous and non-Indige-
nous people in Canada. “The future for children from such [adoptive]
families is bright in its potential for mutual understanding and improved
human relationships,” the opinion writer concluded.!? Noticeably absent
from this list of beneficiaries were the Indigenous families and communi-
ties from which the children came. Soon they would make their voices
heard.

THE REMOVAL

In early 1975, the Saskatchewan Social Services Department decided
to advertise the three younger Métis foster children, Harold, Eileen,
and Geraldine Laliberté, who had been living with the Doucettes for
over eight years. The Todds, a white family from Ann Arbor, Michigan,
responded positively to the ad, and officials arranged for the Todds to
come to Saskatchewan in June 1975 to meet and become acquainted
with the children. According to the Doucettes, when the Todds arrived
in Prince Albert, the children were “rushed away by strangers without
much p[r]eparations.” At first a social worker told the children “they
didn’t have to go [with the Todds] if they didn’t want, too [sic].” Yet
after Mrs. Doucette allegedly “refused to cooperate and was abusive
toward the [social] worker,” authorities decided that they would not
return the children to the Doucettes. When the social worker informed
the children they must now go with the Todds, “each put their jacket
over their face and had a little cry.” Despite the distress of the children,
authorities sent the children to live with the Todds in Michigan while
moving forward with adoption proceedings.!?
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Marcien and Rita Doucette sought every means possible to regain
custody of the children while “keep[ing] the children’s rooms as they
were before they left.” They gained a meeting with the Minister of Social
Services in July 1975, but it proved ineffectual. Rita left the meeting in
tears, telling the press that “he doesn’t care a bit about those children
... he could have been talking about horses for all he cared.” It was clear
that the Minister had no intention of responding to the Doucettes’ pleas
for the return of their foster children: he had prepared a press release
before the meeting, stating that he still supported the removal of their
children.!*

The Indigenous community in Prince Albert was outraged, and they
rushed to the defense of the Doucettes even though Marcien and Rita
did not openly claim to be Métis themselves. Robert Doucette, one of
their older Métis foster children, has conducted genealogical research
that provides some evidence that his foster father was Métis. Robert,
now President of the Métis Nation of Saskatchewan, explains that in the
1960s and 1970s many people of Métis background hid their heritage
and tried to pass as white because they faced enormous prejudice. This
may have been the case with the Doucettes. According to Robert, his
foster family maintained close relations with local Indigenous families,
and the Indigenous community in Prince Albert regarded the Doucettes
as one of their own, offering them their wholehearted support in the
effort to regain their foster children.!> About 250 people crowded into
the Prince Albert library auditorium to protest just a few days after the
Social Services Department had transferred the children to the care of
the Todds. The meeting resulted in three outcomes: a resolution to
send a caravan to Michigan to enable the Doucettes to see their children
and to confront American authorities about the removal; a petition to
the provincial government calling for the return of the three Laliberté
children to the Doucette home and first priority to the Doucettes in
adopting them; and the establishment of “a citizens’ committee [...]
on native adoption policy.” Attendees used the Doucette family’s strug-
gle to expose and protest the larger collective issue of Indigenous child
removal. They unanimously agreed that “native foster children should
be adopted by native parents” and that all Saskatchewan children should
stay in the province if adopted.!® The case also generated outrage from
non-Indigenous people. Former Prime Minister John Diefenbaker, a
Saskatchewan resident, denounced the removal of the three children as
“scandalous,” as a “wrong, unjust, cruel, and even dastardly act” and
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charged that “whoever took these children away after eight years with
their foster parents has committed a grave injustice.”!”

THE INVESTIGATION

As a result of widespread protests and intense media scrutiny, the prov-
ince assigned their Ombudsman, Ernest Boychuk, to investigate the case
and decide whether the children should be returned to the Doucettes.
Boychuk identified many irregularities with the case, not the least of
which was the social worker’s act of telling the children that zbey could
decide if they wanted to live with the Michigan adoptive family. Boychuk
also determined that “the children were well established as part of the
[Doucette]| family and there was genuine mutual affection,” and that
“the foster children seemed to feel quite secure.”!8

Yet Boychuk upheld the Department of Social Services’ decision on
two main grounds. First, he cited officials’ claims that “the Doucettes
had experienced difficulties with their own children in adolescence and
the prospects for the foster children ‘may not be too good.”” Boychuk
vaguely referred to incidents in the late 1960s when the Doucettes had
quarreled with their neighbors and the police had been called. He also
raised concerns that one of their older foster children had run away
from home. Boychuk subtly condemned the Doucettes by mentioning
these accusations against them, but he left no opportunity for them to
directly refute his charges, asserting instead that “little purpose could be
served here by going into the private lives of the members of this family.”
Boychuk never even interviewed the Doucettes or their foster children.!?
Rita Doucette complained, “It seems that they just took the social work-
er’s word for everything without consulting anyone else.”2?

Because the authorities had spread rumors about the Doucettes with-
out giving them a chance to defend themselves, the Doucettes went to
the press with their side of the story. Rita explained that their biolog-
ical son had stolen a car as a juvenile, but had since settled down. In
the case of her older foster daughter, Rita revealed that social authori-
ties had placed the adolescent girl temporarily in a Saskatoon girls’ home.
She had run away from the institution, not from the Doucettes’ home.
Many readers empathized with the Doucettes. Liberal Party leader David
Steuart, Member of the Legislative Assembly (MLA) for the Prince
Albert area, told the media, “I wouldn’t have too much difficulty find-
ing thousands of families in Saskatchewan which have had a runaway
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daughter or son.” Moreover, Steuart asserted, “if [the Doucettes]| were
a good enough family for the children for nine years, then surely they
were good enough to adopt them.” As for the neighborhood quarrel,
Rita claimed that the Doucettes had called the police about a “menac-
ing neighbor.” The Social Services Department threatened to take
the foster children away if the Doucettes did not resolve the problem.
At their own expense, the family moved to a new neighborhood, after
which there were no reports of disturbances.?! The Doucettes believed
that they had done everything possible to comply with the demands of
the Department of Social Services, only to have the children they had
loved and taken care of for more than eight years summarily removed
from them.

At least the first set of charges that Boychuk made were specific
enough that the Doucettes could counter them. Boychuk’s other justifi-
cation for upholding the removal of the Laliberté children, however, was
so subjective that the Doucettes would have found it nearly impossible
to refute. Boychuk contended that the Doucette home “seemed to be
lacking in stimulation.”?? He never specified exactly what he meant by
“stimulation,” but seemed to consider it legitimate grounds for remov-
ing the Laliberté children from the home that all officials conceded was
loving and secure. Social Service Department officials and many report-
ers implied that the Todds, in contrast to the Doucettes, would prop-
erly stimulate the three children. “The Todds enjoy music,” a reporter
wrote admiringly. “Mr. Todd sings and his wife plays the piano. They
quickly discovered the three children shared their interest.” According
to Mr. Todd, the children “‘really have a lot of potential [...]. They have
a really good grasp for esthetics. They enjoy music. They have a lot of
talent, they really do.””?3 In extolling “stimulation,” the Ombudsman,
Saskatchewan’s Minister of Social Services, many non-Indigenous social
workers, and several reporters seemed to agree that families needed to
do more than meet children’s basic material needs and provide them
with emotional support and loving care. Especially when it came to
Indigenous children, adoptive families should be able to “stimulate”
them with white middle-class ideals such as proper education in west-
ern literature, art, music, and “esthetics.” Officials avoided any rationale
for adoption that included assimilation or elimination of Indigeneity, but
their concern with “stimulation” betrays an ongoing desire to transform
Indigenous children into middle-class, white subjects.
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Many social workers and officials who prioritized “stimulation”
seemed to possess unexamined middle-class biases and cultural norms
that led them to regard Indigenous and/or working-class families like
the Doucettes as deficient and even unfit. Child welfare administrators
frequently invoked “stimulation.” Adoption ads for Indigenous children
often claimed that the children had lacked early stimulation and sought
adoptive families who would “provide them with love, stimulation, and
guidance.”?* “Stimulation,” though ill-defined, permeated Cold War
North America. As the scholar Amy Ogata explains, “in the prosperous
years after the end of the war, middle-class, predominantly white fami-
lies interpreted children’s ‘needs’ to include [...] early education, such
as nursery school, more personal space, increased opportunities for play,
and an unprecedented number of personal belongings such as books and
toys.” Ogata contends that, in this era, North American middle-class
parents came to value creativity in their children and sought to “stim-
ulate” their children through purchasing special toys, books, furniture,
and educational experiences.?®

Exalting “stimulation” as a nebulous but necessary ingredient for
adoptive placement granted much discretion to authorities to remove
children, even though the concept had no precise criteria by which to
measure its extent in a home or family. Authorities who dealt with the
Doucette case seemed to prioritize “stimulation” over security and sta-
bility for the Laliberté children. In 1974, the children explicitly stated
to a psychiatrist that they did not want to be placed anywhere else and
did not want to be separated. The psychiatrist reported that “there is
no problem with any of these three children and so any decision about
future placements will have to be determined on the basis of resources
that are and can be provided in the present foster home.” He or she con-
cluded, “if the present foster home is adequate, then these three children
should remain together in that home-like environment in which they are
satisfied, adjusted and happy.”?¢

Yet the psychiatrist had doubts that the Doucette home was “ade-
quate” on the grounds that it was not sufficiently stimulating. He or she
warned that “there is a distinct possibility that the children will regress
in terms of overall functioning if they do not receive stimulation from
the home environment.” He or she added that “leaving the children in
the present home or [...] placing them elsewhere would be much easier
if these children were of lower mental ability because then they would
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not require as much stimulation and would not be as difficult to cope
with.”?” The records available in the Ombudsman’s Report do not reveal
that the children had any psychological problems, but the psychiatrist
envisioned a future hypothetical situation in which the children might
“regress” or become “difficult” to cope with if they were not sufficiently
“stimulated.” Just before removing the children from the Doucettes, a
social worker reported in 1975 that the children “continue to be so spon-
taneous and natural it is refreshing. It is easy to see they are a real delight,
though perhaps immature for their ages ... given a more stimulating
environment they should bloom.”?3 For officials with the Social Services
Department the middle-class ideal of “stimulation” carried greater weight
than the children’s security and happiness in their foster home.

According to Robert Doucette, Marcien and Rita never saw the
Ombudsman’s Report and its vague accusations against them, but in
at least one letter they demonstrated that they, too, sought to provide
their foster children with stimulation, albeit not the kind sanctioned and
prized by the Saskatchewan Department of Social Services. In one let-
ter, the Doucettes pleaded with the head of Social Services, “Please Sir,
let them come back to their loved ones here, also their ponies, puppies,
bikes and other toys and also little friends they had to leave behind.”
Robert Doucette remembered that his foster parents sought to support
each of their children’s interests, in his case playing hockey and going
to the library.?? The Doucettes may not have exposed their children to a
middle-class lifestyle or been able to afford the material objects that sup-
posedly would “stimulate” a child properly, but they seem to have pro-
vided their children with plenty of other kinds of stimulation.

There was a coded racial dimension to authorities” use of “stimula-
tion” as a basis for removing Indigenous children and placing them in
white homes. Many social critics and observers invoked a color-blind
ideal in the postwar years. For example, Winnipeg newspaper column-
ist Shaun Herron declared in 1968, “We must make enormous efforts
to place the Indians in society as people, not as Indians. They must have
the same rights, the same opportunities, the same responsibilities and
the same rewards as others.”3° Yet a belief that Indigenous cultures (if
not individuals) were racially inferior accompanied this rhetoric of racial
equality. Postwar social scientists and social workers developed a virtual
consensus that Indigenous cultures were inevitably dying out. As a result,
Indigenous communities had, according to the Supervisor of the Family
Service Department of the Children’s Bureau of Delaware, a “dead-end
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quality,” a “soporific quality,” “a humdrumness.”3! Anthropologist
Gordon MacGregor, in his study of the Pine Ridge Sioux in the 1940s,
concluded that the “modern Indian way of life is one of emptiness.”3?
Canadian social service employees shared these dim views of Indigenous
life as utterly lacking in stimulation and a virtual dead-end.

Officials, thus, minimized protesters’ concerns that adoption of
Indigenous children by non-Indigenous families would undermine
Indigenous families and cultures. A three-member Advisory Committee
that conducted a second investigation into the Doucette case concluded
that “complaints about a loss of native cultural heritage by moving the
children out of their Prince Albert foster home were largely unfounded
[...] and any such loss would be minute and not a major factor in decid-
ing the children’s future.”3® Mr. Todd, too, shared these assumptions.
He told one journalist that the children seemed “completely unaware
of their Indian heritage.” Mr. Todd claimed in fact that he could better
teach the children about their cultural background than the Doucettes
and the Prince Albert community because he had been trained in cross-
cultural communication.?* Mr. Todd, officials, media analysts, and
probably most non-Indigenous Canadians and Americans assumed
that Indigenous cultures and peoples had suffered irreversible decline.
Hence, it seemed entirely plausible that a non-Indigenous person who
had merely read about Indians in books and taken some courses on
cross-cultural communication could teach Indigenous children about
their heritage.

Indigenous people in Prince Albert and across the continent in the
1970s refused to accept these reductive views of their communities and
cultures. Canadian and American policies, such as assimilation through
residential and boarding schools, had, indeed, delivered a blow, but
Indigenous peoples had survived and they now asserted their rights to
self-determination. Indigenous children, in their views, deserved to learn
their heritage through imbibing cultural practices within the web of
extended family and tribal relationships. A small group of mostly Métis
women activists had issued a statement protesting AIM in 1971 that
emphatically declared, “As Métis parents of Saskatoon, we are decid-
edly opposed to having our children separated from Métis homes and
culture and being forced to live in white homes.” The group contended,
“We want our children to be brought up as Métis and not as middle class
pseudo-whites [...]. Those children belong in our Métis culture and
nation.”3%
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Authorities’ view of Indigenous family life as “humdrum” and “sopo-
rific” in contrast to the “stimulation” of white, middle-class families had
a strong gendered component. Authorities signaled that the Doucettes
failed to conform to modern, white standards by virtue of their overly
large family. Even though the Social Services Department had itself
placed six foster children with the Doucettes, Department officials criti-
cized the family for having too many children. The Advisory Committee
concluded that although “the Doucette home offered a happy and lov-
ing environment [...] “The fact is however that the home environment
was not equipped to take care of eight or nine children, particularly
those reaching and going through adolescence and the early and mid-
teen years.””3¢ As with Boychuk’s investigation, this committee never
identified any specific problems in the Doucette family; nor did they
accuse the Doucettes of abusing or neglecting the three Laliberté chil-
dren. Nevertheless, the Doucette houschold, with nine children, failed to
pass muster with authorities, who implicitly upheld the post-World War
II middle-class family ideal in which parenthood was carefully planned
and mothers gave intensive attention to their properly spaced children.3”
Here, too, Social Services officials put greater emphasis on placing
Indigenous children in small nuclear families that seemed to exemplify
the middle-class ideal rather than keeping children (who had already suf-
fered removal once from their biological families) in loving and stable
homes.

TuE ADOPTION AND THE CHILDREN’S RETURN

In the meantime, while these investigations played out, the Todds had
returned to their home in Ann Arbor with the Laliberté children. Soon
reporters began to call and to show up unannounced on the Todds’
doorstep. Feeling hounded, the Todds “packed up and ran” to a remote
cabin for several weeks. Here, Mrs. Todd told a reporter, the children
told the Todds they had “decided to be part of [their] family.” But once
the Todds brought the children back to Ann Arbor, they “decided the
adoption would not work.” So after just ten weeks, the Todds now
“requested the children be removed from the[ir] home,” allegedly “due
to adjustment problems.” The Todds said that, if the news media had
not harassed them, the adoption would have been successful.38
Saskatchewan’s Social Services Department returned the children to
Saskatchewan in September 1975, but they refused to place them back
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in the custody of the Doucettes. Instead they put them in a foster fam-
ily in a remote community, North Portal, near the North Dakota bor-
der, a day’s drive from Prince Albert.?* The Department continued to
search for an adoptive family for the Lalibertés; it even put an advertise-
ment for the three children in the Prince Albert Daily Herald and other
Saskatchewan newspapers in January 1976. Rita Doucette and other
members of the community were horrified. Rita wrote to the editor, “It
was inconceivable to me that the REACH people could be so inhuman
as to subject these children to this kind of publicity.” Another reader,
Mrs. B. Delorme, also wrote to the editor, “What right do these people
have to make a spectacle of these children” and “to place their pictures
in a newspaper and to give a resume concerning abilities, disabilities,
etc. ... These children are not animals in a pet shop to be placed on
exhibition.”#0

The Doucettes applied repeatedly to the Department of Social
Services to adopt their former foster children. It was clear, however,
that authorities did not regard the working-class family with ties to the
Indigenous community as a suitable permanent home. The Doucettes
had already tried to adopt one of the foster children before the ordeal,
but Social Services authorities had stipulated that they would have
to adopt all the foster children or none. Like all foster parents, the
Doucettes received a small governmental allowance that enabled them
to afford to care for their six foster children in addition to their own.
If the Doucettes had adopted all six of their foster children, it would
have meant that the provincial government no longer subsidized their
care. This would have been a severe financial hardship for the Doucettes.
Authorities subsequently contended that the Doucettes made no serious
efforts to adopt the children, and therefore the Department was within
its rights to find a “permanent” home for the three youngest children.
However, after the Department removed the children, the Doucettes
continued to plead with authorities to allow them to adopt all the chil-
dren, no matter the financial consequences.*! As Indigenous people pro-
tested against the loss of their children through adoption, many argued
for subsidized adoption, a concept that has since become part of much
child welfare legislation.*?

Such legislation came too late for the Doucette family. Authorities
continued to rebuff their efforts to regain custody of and adopt the
Laliberté children. In May 1976, the Department of Social Services
sought to find an adoptive family in another Canadian province. They
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ran ads for the children in the National Adoption Desk Bulletin,
REACH distributed a special bulletin to all provinces about the chil-
dren’s availability, and Ontario’s “Today’s Child” column featured the
children.*? Still no prospective adoptive families responded to the ads.
Yet rather than returning the children to the Doucettes, the Department
considered placing the Laliberté children with the Todds again. Thinking
better of it, they left them in their foster care placement in North
Portal.** By the standards of child welfare work in the 1970s and in our
own time, authorities with the Saskatchewan Social Services scemed to
be willing to subject the Laliberté children to undue stress and trauma,
all in the name of ill-defined concepts based on unexamined cultural,
racial, class, and gender assumptions.

THE IMPORTANCE OF PERMANENCY

Authorities justified such practices in the name of championing “per-
manency,” that is, formal, closed adoption with termination of parental
rights over foster care or long-term guardianship. As Boychuk explained
approvingly in his report, “the [D]epartment [of Social Services] is of
the opinion that the difference in legal status between a permanent ward
and an adopted child in a home is of sufficient significance socially and
psychologically to a child to compensate for the trauma of separation
involved even in the placement of older children.”*> Boychuk’s own evi-
dence, however, belied the Department’s “opinion.” By all psychological
assessments, the Laliberté children had been safe, secure, and happy in
the Doucette foster home for more than eight years. They were prob-
ably unaware of and unconcerned with their legal status until authori-
ties removed them from the Doucettes. The permanency of adoption
would have, indeed, been “of sufficient significance socially and psycho-
logically” to them at that moment, for if they had been legally adopted
by the Doucettes, they would have been spared “the trauma of separa-
tion” from them. Moreover, if the Laliberté children had been formally
adopted by the Todds, it is doubtful that their new official status would
have conferred the same sense of security and belonging that they had
already possessed in the Doucette home.

Like stimulation, “permanency” is another watchword that has
permeated the discourse of child welfare, particularly in regard to
Indigenous adoption. One AIM report contended, for example, “The
short and long-term economic benefits of permanent adoption to a
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society are obvious. As a result of sound adoption placements [...] chil-
dren are in a better position to become productive, contributing mem-
bers of society.”#6 As Allyson Stevenson observes, “The central tenet of
‘modern adoption’ was that the adopted child would, in every aspect,
assume the same rights and privileges as the naturally born child. Thus,
adoption among Indian people became a method of ensuring the gradual
climination of Indian status.”*”

And like stimulation, “permanency” rests on many unexamined
assumptions about gender, race, and class. Though adoption supporters
rarely stated so explicitly, “permanency” required child placement within
a nuclear family, not an extended family, in which a mother was devoted
full-time to the care of the child and did not work outside the home.
Supporters of adoption for Indigenous children in non-Indigenous fami-
lies often denigrated Indigenous families because children often had
multiple caregivers within their extended families. Social worker Stella
Hostbjor, for example, criticized Indian families in which children “fre-
quently pass back and forth between mother and grandmother or some
other relative.”*® Arnold Lyslo, head of the IAD, similarly asserted that
“many of these children are left to run loose on the reservation with-
out proper care or supervision, and no permanent plan is made for
them.”* Such comments conveyed a gendered critique of Indian women
for allegedly neglecting their maternal duties. Since poverty meant that
many Indian women had to find employment outside their homes to
support their families, concerns with permanency also betrayed a middle-
class bias.5% By virtue of their “race” and culture, Indigenous people also
lacked permanency in the eyes of adoption proponents. As mentioned
above, most non-Indians in this era believed Indigenous culture and old
lifeways to be doomed to extinction. A priority on permanency among
adoption supporters signaled a widespread but unarticulated dismissal of
Indian families and communities.

Permanency was anathema to Indigenous people because it required
that parental and/or caretaker rights be completely terminated, with no
contact between the adopted children and their biological parents, sib-
lings, extended family members, or (as in the case of the Doucettes) their
long-time caregivers. Now with greater control over children who are
tribal members, many Indigenous courts grant permanent guardianship
rather than formal adoption in child welfare cases, refusing to sever fam-
ily and tribal ties between a child and his or her relatives and nation.>!
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THE AFTERMATH

In the name of permanency, Saskatchewan Social Service Department
officials initially barred the Doucettes from all contact with the Laliberté
children even after the children returned to the province. The Doucettes
violated these orders on several occasions, however. “We will never give
up if we have to follow them to the end of the world,” they wrote to the
Minister of Social Services. “They will always be in our hearts and on
our minds and know they will never forget us and will be back as soon as
they get a chance no matter where they are put.”>? The Minister threat-
ened legal action against them, arguing that continued contact would
“undermine our efforts to locate the children in a suitable home.”®3 In
June 1976, the Doucettes hired a lawyer who advocated that they be
allowed to correspond with and visit their former foster children.>* The
Department finally backed down and allowed the Doucettes to visit the
three children in October of 1977 and arranged for three visits per year
after that. The Doucettes claimed that their former foster children told
them that, as soon as they turned sixteen, they would return to Prince
Albert, where they could reunite with the Doucettes and their other sib-
lings.>® Robert Doucette recalls that his parents faithfully made the long
drive to North Portal several times a year, and that all three children did
return to Prince Albert once they came of age. Marcien and Rita were
never the same, however, he says, after losing their three youngest foster
children.>®

Rita Doucette, even in her grief, hoped that some good would come
from the ordeal, that it “will help other children in the future.”>” The
case did, indeed, lead the Saskatchewan Department of Social Services
to overhaul its Indigenous child welfare practices. It stopped all place-
ments of Indigenous children outside the nation.®® It also established a
review committee to take complaints from Indigenous community mem-
bers and took steps toward a subsidized adoption program, which would
enable low-income foster parents to adopt children for whom they had
been caring for many years.’® The Doucette case thus generated some
change in Indigenous child welfare policy and practice. Nevertheless,
authorities still prized “stimulation” and “permanency,” amorphous con-
cepts in which they cloaked their underlying biases against Indigenous
families and communities. It remains to be seen whether recent efforts in
Canada to make the government accountable for inadequate and ineq-
uitable funding for Indigenous child welfare in Indigenous communities
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may unmask these attitudes and lead to a thoroughgoing exposure of
such damaging codes of thought and conduct.%?
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