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1 Summary of research 
 

“A new research paradigm for setting down the Cayuga oral tradition” 
 

1.1 Scope and objectives 
 

The Cayuga language (Gayogøhofnlhnchafj) is an Iroquoian language spoken by approxi-
mately one hundred people on Six Nations reserve, near Brantford, Ontario. It is the repository of 
an ancient and great oral literary tradition which has significantly influenced developments in the 
fields of linguistics, anthropology, and philosophy. Typically, the bodies of knowledge encoded 
in the Cayuga oral tradition and in the academic writing that is derived from this tradition repre-
sent ‘two solitudes’. Moreover, any enterprise seeking to create a new consensus or synthesis 
between these knowledge bases is endangered to the extent that the language has few speakers, 
and to the extent that written Cayuga texts are unavailable. The project goals, then, are: Goal 1: 
to create a consensual research paradigm for setting down the Cayuga oral tradition; and Goal 2: 
to conduct research on written versions of Cayuga oral literature within this paradigm.  
 

1.2 Scholarly significance 
 

Traditional knowledge encoded in the Cayuga language has largely been preserved by fol-
lowers of the Longhouse religion. (The Longhouse religion was founded by the Seneca prophet 
Handsome Lake, around the year 1800.) Three distinct types of knowledge are recognized by 
followers of the Longhouse religion (Shimony 1994:90), (a) the Gaihwi:yo: Code of Handsome 
Lake, (b) traditional addresses such as the Ganphlnylhk Thanksgiving Address (Foster 1974, 
1980a); and (c) moral exhortations. However, other types of knowledge transmitted through the 
Cayuga language exist. This body of knowledge is extensive: for example the Gaihwi:yo: Code 
of Handsome Lake takes approximately two weeks to recite. With rare exceptions, though, (e.g., 
Foster 1974, 1980, Gibson 1992, Mithun and Henry 1980, 1983), this body of knowledge has not 
been published in an Iroquoian language. Moreover, such knowledge has rarely been directly 
translated into a European language: for example Parker (1968) contains an anthropological 
summary and interpretation of the Code of Handsome Lake, but it is not a translation. In short, 
the knowledge encoded in Cayuga is typically only accessible to the public in a secondary form. 

Meanwhile, an examination of the knowledge encoded in Iroquoian languages has been sig-
nificant to the linguistic enterprise, which involves discovering (Platonic or Kantian) properties 
of language through the in-depth analysis of particular languages, and through the comparison of 
languages. Analysis of written texts, sentences, and words is the primary material which linguists 
use to accomplish this goal. Properties of language and mind which have been described or de-
fined through the examination of Iroquoian languages include: a) the Polysynthesis Parameter 
(Baker 1996), a characteristic of noun phrases that distinguishes many Amerindian languages 
from many Old World languages and that results in, among other properties, freer word-order in 
Amerindian languages; and b) the nature of knowledge (Chafe and Nichols 1986, Newhouse, 
McCaskill, and Milloy 2002). In general, then, the epistemological bases of linguistics and phi-
losophy have been advanced by the in-depth study of Iroquoian languages, including Cayuga.  
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1.3 Social relevance of the research 
As noted earlier, the traditional knowledge encoded in the Cayuga language is largely un-

known to the general public, and is typically accessible only in a diluted form. The proposed pro-
ject redresses this situation by creating deliverables, including (a) written and translated versions 
of the Cayuga oral tradition; (b) ethical and research guidelines for linguistic fieldwork with 
Aboriginal peoples and (c) a dictionary (potentially on-line) of particles (words identified as the 
hallmark of a fluent Cayuga speaker). The consensus points and protocols developed during the 
research will be published as models for conducting language research in other First Nations, 
Inuit and Métis communities. They will also constitute models for the linguistic community, 
which currently has no formal code of ethics for linguistic fieldwork. 

Our past experience suggests that the written texts created through the project research will 
also become catalysts of knowledge transfer to other Iroquoian communities: specifically, the 
oral texts of the Longhouse religious tradition have been lost in some Iroquoian communities, 
and language activists at Six Nations have begun to redress this situation by translating the few 
written Cayuga texts that do exist into Mohawk and Onondaga. The activities proposed in this 
project, then, will also be instrumental to preserving and passing on knowledge of great signifi-
cance to Iroquoian communities. 

1.4 Research questions 
The research has three components: (1) the first is to produce some specific theoretical and 

applied outputs from the transcribed recordings; (2) the second is to work out epistemological 
issues; (3) the third is to transcribe (write out) and translate Cayuga oral literature, creating the 
raw materials for the other two research components. Each component is further discussed be-
low. 

1.4.1 Theoretical and applied research on particles 
Materials produced by the transcription and translation process (§1.4.3), and which have 

been identified as public-access during the epistemological stage of the research (§1.4.2), will 
inform the PI’s research on Cayuga lexicography (dictionary-making). In order to delimit the 
scope of the proposed project, the PI’s research will focus on how to structure a dictionary of 
particles — small, one-syllable words such as ahslh still, yet, etc., and gvh question word.  

1.4.2 Defining Cayuga literary genres and how they should be studied 
The epistemological goal of the project is to build consensus (sgjanug¬haft being of one 

mind) within a discussion group setting about the object of study, the Cayuga language: specifi-
cally, it will identify what types of oral genres exist in Cayuga. Then, once the oral genres have 
been identified, the project participants will develop ethical and research protocols relevant to 
each speech genre. The protocols will define (a) access groups (e.g., the general public, Cayuga 
speakers only), (b) types of access (e.g. access to the translations only, access to sentences for 
linguistic research), and (c) acceptable types of outcomes resulting from research on Cayuga 
(e.g., printed material, web sites). A consensus that gives the Cayuga community control of the 
research and research results will be developed.  
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1.4.3 Transcription and translation 
The third component of the research will involve transcribing and translating Cayuga oral lit-

erature. This component provides the primary research materials for the project, and supplies 
them in an accessible (electronic or written) form.  
 

1.5 Research plans and methods 
To accomplish the academic research component in §1.4.1, the PI will add to her database by 

including examples of particles as found in public-access sentences collected from the transcrip-
tion and translation work (see §1.4.3). The PI and Co-Investigator will then jointly develop pro-
cedures and protocols for archiving the particle lexicon on-line, potentially in collaboration with 
the National Library of Canada. 

To accomplish the epistemological research component in §1.4.2, focus groups or workshops 
will be held at the Woodland Cultural Centre (WCC, the partner organization) in Brantford, On-
tario, near Six Nations, where most of the Cayuga speakers live. The workshops will serve a dual 
purpose. First, they will be the mechanism for developing consensus about the object of study, 
the research methodology, and the control of the research results. Secondly, the workshops will 
train students to conduct research on Cayuga. To facilitate knowledge transfer, each workshop 
will include Cayuga Elders (specifically Longhouse followers who are expert in the Cayuga oral 
tradition), the Co-Investigator (Amos Key), the staff of the Language program at the WCC, Ca-
yuga-speaking or Cayuga-knowledgeable students, Linguistic students, the PI (Carrie Dyck), and 
interested members of the Cayuga community. Several workshops will also feature a guest lin-
guistic consultant with expertise in the highly technical topic covered by the workshop in ques-
tion.  

By taking place at the outset of the project, the workshops will have established protocols for 
linguistic analysis (§1.4.1), and a common protocol for Cayuga-centered research. The work-
shops will also have trained Cayuga-speaking students to record and write down knowledge en-
coded in the Cayuga language, enabling the third research component, described in §1.4.3, to 
take place.  

To accomplish the transcription portion of the research component in §1.4.3, we have identi-
fied a pool of approximately twenty Cayuga-speaking students who are available for transcrip-
tion and translation work. These students will transcribe recordings already archived at the 
WCC. Students will work at computer workstations set up in the Language Resource Centre of 
the WCC.  

To accomplish the translation portion of the research component in §1.4.3, Cayuga Elders 
who are bilingual in Cayuga and English will provide a preliminary translation of the Cayuga 
texts. Preliminary translation by Elders is necessary because the texts will contain esoteric words 
and concepts (referred to as High Language) which are unfamiliar to the younger translators. The 
Elders will work in the library space of the WCC, and their (typically hand-written) notes will be 
entered into a word-processing program. The preliminary translation will then form the basis for 
a more literary English translation. The latter will be done either by Cayuga Elders or by flu-
ently-speaking Cayuga students who have been identified as relatively accomplished English 
speakers and writers.  
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2 Summary of ethical issues 

2.1 Scholarly review 
 

The grant proposal was submitted to SSHRC’s Aboriginal Research Pilot Program competi-
tion in June, 2004, and funding for the project was approved in December, 2004. 
 

2.2 Harms and benefits 
 

2.2.1 Harms 
 

We do not anticipate that any physical, social or financial harm can result from our project. 
Further discussion about potential harm follows in §3 (Aboriginal Peoples).  

 

2.2.2 Benefits 
 
See §1.3 for specific benefits to the academic and Cayuga communities. Benefits also include 

training and employment for students, and employment of Cayuga Elders as consultants. Cayuga 
Elders also value being listened to. 

The grant proposal was well received by the Cayuga community, and it included letters of 
support from the following individuals or organizations at Six Nations, Ontario (where Cayuga is 
spoken) or at nearby Brantford, Ontario. 
 
1. Chief Roberta Jamieson, Six Nations of the Grand River Territory  
2. Janis Monture, Executive Director, Woodland Cultural Centre. 
3. Dennis Lewis, Chairman, Board of Governors, Woodland Cultural Centre (this letter is a fax 

copy of letter #2, containing the signature and approval of the Chairman of the Board of Di-
rectors) 

4. Rebecca Jamieson, Director of Student Services and Counselling, Grand River Post Secon-
dary Education Office 

5. Gloria Thomas, Education Consultant, Six Nations Adult Immersion Program. 
6. Lottie Keye, First Speaker (Chair), Sweetgrass First Nations Language Council, Inc., a non-

profit organization that promotes First Nations language preservation and maintenance in 
Southern Ontario; Sweetgrass is also affiliated with the Woodland Cultural Centre. 

7. Isabel Jacobs, Principal, Gawvnufyo High School, Six Nations, Ontario. 
8. Linda I. Staats, CEO, Six Nations Polytechnic. 
9. Chester Gibson, Vice-Principal, I.L. Thomas Odadrihonyanita Elementary School. 
 

2.3 Free and informed consent 
 

As discussed in §1.4.2, a primary goal of the proposed research is to work out mechanisms to 
ensure community control of access to any materials derived from the transcription and transla-
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tion work (§1.4.3). Thus, one of the primary goals of the proposed research is to actually work 
out ethical issues surrounding language research. 

Workshops (§1.5) will be the primary method for working out research and ethical protocols 
regarding access to the Cayuga literature. Workshop participants will all be of the age of legal 
consent, and will be fully informed about the purpose and outcomes of the workshops, as well as 
about what will happen to the recordings of the workshops. See the attached consent form for 
details. 

 

2.3.1 Competence 
 

Not applicable. All participants are competent and of the age of legal consent. 
 

2.3.2 Parental or third-party consent. 
 

Not applicable. All participants are of the age of legal consent. 
 

2.3.3 Age of consent 
 

All participants are of the age of legal consent. 
 

2.3.4 Free consent 
 

Some workshop participants will be paid to attend: students will be paid, since their atten-
dance will be part of their training; Cayuga Elders will be paid an honorarium for participating; 
as well, consultants will be paid an honorarium and travel expenses. (Cayuga Elders will not re-
ceive travel expenses due to their proximity to the workshop venue.) Paid participants will be 
informed that payment is forthcoming regardless of what contribution the participants do or do 
not make to the workshop discussions. 

Advertisements, etc., for the recruitment process have yet to be worked out. However, re-
cruitment will take place as follows: (a) the attendance of non-paid participants (interested com-
munity members) will be solicited via local community radio and newsletter announcements; (b) 
students (paid to work on the project) will be hired through the WCC via standard hiring proc-
esses (see the attached MOU re: hiring practices); (c) Cayuga Elders and consultants (both re-
ceiving an honorarium) will be selected for their expertise and then invited to attend; selection of 
the relevant experts will involve consultation between the PI and Co-Investigator.  
 

2.3.5 Classroom administration of questionnaires 
 

Not applicable; no questionnaires to be used. 
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2.3.6 Informed consent 
 

We will tell participants that we (the researchers) will provide all the information we can 
about the research. Participants will know what they are consenting to. Ample description of the 
project will be provided to the community via local radio, videos, fliers, and advertisements. Po-
tential participants will be provided with detailed information via the consent form and through 
oral presentations, which will be followed by question-and-answer sessions. 

 

2.3.7 Deception 
 

Not applicable. Our research does not require the provision of deceptive or incomplete in-
formation to the participants. 

 

2.3.8 Documentation of informed consent 
 

Potential participants will have an opportunity to provide meaningful and informed consent. 
Please see the attached consent form. 

 

2.3.9 The process of obtaining consent 
 

Informed consent is required of the workshop participants. Information in the consent form 
will be explained orally at the beginning of each workshop, and consent forms will be signed af-
ter participants have had an opportunity to ask questions about the oral presentation and about 
the consent form. A particular concern often expressed by Aboriginal participants is whether 
‘consent’ means the same thing as ‘release’. The oral presentation will specifically outline the 
difference between consent and release, and will state that signing the consent form does not ab-
solve the investigators of any responsibilities. 

 

2.3.10 Outcome of the consent process 
 

A signed consent form will be the outcome of the consent process. 
 

2.3.11 Reference to third parties to whom the participant may go for further information 
 

We will provide reference to a third party (likely, the Executive Director of the Woodland 
Cultural Centre, or a member of the Board of Directors) to whom the participant may go for fur-
ther information if necessary. 
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2.3.12 Mandatory information contained in the consent form 
 

Our consent form contains the following statement: “The proposal for this research has been 
approved by the Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in Human Research at Memorial Univer-
sity of Newfoundland. If you have ethical concerns about the research (such as the way you have 
been treated or your rights as a participant), you may contact the Chairperson of the ICEHR at 
icehr@mun.ca or by telephone at 709-737-8368.” 

 

2.3.13 Consent for various aspects of the study 
 

See the attached consent form. Participants will be given the opportunity to consent or de-
cline to various aspects of the workshops; for example, (a) to be interviewed; (b) to be tape-
recorded; (c) for the recordings to be transcribed; and (d) for the transcription or the recording or 
both to be stored in an archive at the WCC. The consent form also describes products which will 
result from the recordings, including web documents. The consent form also specifies which type 
of information will not be released (e.g., identifying information; see §2.3.15), and who will have 
access to the recordings (electronic or printed). 

 

2.3.14 Consent versus release 
 

See §2.3.9. We believe that our form assures voluntary consent. 
 

2.3.15 Privacy and confidentiality 
 

See the attached consent form. Participants will be accurately informed as to the extent of 
privacy, confidentiality, and anonymity that they can expect, which will be to the maximal extent 
possible. They will also be accurately informed about what workshop transcripts will be used for, 
who will have access to workshop transcripts, and how transcripts will be stored. 

 

2.3.16 Limits to confidentiality 
See the attached consent form, as well as §2.3.15. 
 

2.3.17 Barriers to anonymity 
 
The workshops (focus groups) involve participants from three relatively small communities: 

linguists, and Cayuga speakers (who are a subset of the Six Nations reservation community).  
Even if not named, individuals participating in specific events discussed in the workshops are 
often readily identifiable. However, two mechanisms will ensure that anonymity is a high prior-
ity: first, findings of the workshops will be summarized as general principles without specific 
examples; second, workshop participants will be informed at the outset of each workshop that 
any specific requests that they make during the workshop (such as “Don’t mention so-and-so’s 
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name.” or “You’d better not include that incident in the transcript.” or “Just strike out that whole 
sentence I just said.”) will be scrupulously observed. 

Any transcribers will also be informed about their responsibilities to ensure confidentiality 
and anonymity. 

 

2.3.18 Conflict of interest 
 
Our proposed research does not involve any real or apparent conflict of interest. 
 

2.3.19 Inclusiveness 
 
Our research is not arbitrarily exclusive. The research team includes the PI (Carrie Dyck, lin-

guist), Amos Key (Director of the Language programme at the Woodland Cultural Centre and a 
Cayuga speaker), Cayuga-speaking or Cayuga-knowledgeable students and Elders, linguistic 
students from Memorial University, and academic consultants from other universities. Other par-
ticipants include interested members of the public—members of the Six Nations reservation or of 
the nearby community of Brantford, Ontario, for example, may attend the workshops. The com-
position of the research team and of the workshops are designed so as to be eclectic and inclu-
sive. 

 

3 Aboriginal peoples 
 

Our research involves Aboriginal peoples, and thus we have familiarized ourselves with the 
relevant section of the TCPS. We would also like to point out that our project was funded spe-
cifically because it met the goals of SSHRC’s Aboriginal Research Pilot Project, goals which 
include those listed in the relevant section of the TCPS. We have included the “Statement of 
Relevance” (a component of the original grant application) for further clarification. 

 
In accordance with the TCPS guidelines, we wish to make clear that: 
 

1. Our research is highly collaborative at all stages. See §2.2.2 and §2.3.19 for details. 
2. This project is a community-based project. The PI has extensive experience working with 

and under the direction of the Cayuga community. We have already undertaken extensive 
consultation with the Cayuga and Six Nations communities as part of drawing up the grant 
application. As well, consultation is an integral part of the grant research itself: a specific 
mechanism, namely the workshop (or focus group) setting, has been developed in order to 
ensure collaborative research and consultation. Community members, Cayuga-speaking stu-
dents, non-Cayuga-speaking students, Cayuga Elders and academic consultants are integral 
participants at every stage of the proposed project. 

3. We are sensitive to the fact that Aboriginal communities justifiably feel that they have been 
overstudied, and that they have not seen the results, not the benefits, of past research. For this 
reason, the PI, Co-Investigator and Cayuga community members have designed a highly col-
laborative project that includes outcomes of immediate use and benefit to the community, in-
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cluding, but not limited to (a) transcribed recordings whose appropriate usage will be defined 
by the community as part of the project, (b) products of those recordings, (c) training which 
will enable Cayuga speakers to work on Cayuga without the intervention of a linguist. 

4. We will ensure that the community is given opportunities to learn of, and respond to, the re-
search findings. This is, in fact, one of the primary purposes of the research, which will (a) 
define genres of oral text, (b) define ethical protocols specifying what products can result 
from the recordings of each genre; and (c) define levels of access to the resulting products. 

5. In our interactions with the Six Nations community (which includes the community of Ca-
yuga speakers), we aim to be mindful of the distinct culture, knowledge, and traditions of the 
group. In fact, a primary goal of the proposed research is to develop a synthesis of the Ca-
yuga and academic knowledge, culture, and traditions surrounding language research. 

6. We have taken steps to ensure the right to privacy of individuals and groups involved in our 
project. 

 

4 Related documents 
 
We have included: 
 
1. A copy of the MOU accompanying the grant application, regarding hiring (recruitment of 

paid participants). Other recruiting materials (advertisements, etc.) are pending. See §2.3.4 
for further details.  

2. The consent form for the workshops. 
3. The Statement of Relevance accompanying the original grant application. 
4. The Summary accompanying the original grant application. 
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July-August, 2005 
 

Department of Linguistics of Memorial University of Newfoundland 
and Woodland Cultural Centre 

 
Consent to Take Part in Language Research Workshops 

  
TITLE:   “Cayuga: Our Oral Tradition (COOL)”  
 
INVESTIGATOR(S): Co-Investigator: Amos Key, Jr. (Language Programs Director, 

Woodland Cultural Centre)  
 Principal Investigator: Dr. Carrie Dyck (Linguistics, Memorial 

University of Newfoundland) 
 
SPONSOR: Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada 

(SSHRC) 
 
You have been asked to take part in one or more workshops.  It is up to you to decide 
whether to be in the workshops or not.  Before you decide, you need to understand what the 
workshops are for, what risks you might take and what benefits you might receive.  This 
consent form explains the workshops.   
 
The researchers will: 
 
• discuss the purpose of the workshops with you 
• answer your questions 
• keep confidential any information which could identify you personally 
• be available during the workshops to deal with problems and answer questions 

 
If you decide not to take part or to leave the workshops this will not affect you in any way.  
 
1. Introduction/Background: 
• These workshops are part of a larger project. The main goals of the project are (1) to write down 

recordings of the Cayuga language in order to maintain and preserve it, and (2) to decide what 
to do with the written-down recordings. 

 
2.    Purpose of workshops: 
• The purpose of the workshops is to come to an agreement (sgjanug¬haft) about what should 

happen with the written-down versions of the recordings.  
 
3.    Description of the workshops: 
• You will be asked to take part in one or more workshops with approximately 20 other people 

(there could be more or fewer people). 
• The following topics will be covered, each in a separate workshop: (a) what types of Cayuga 

oral literature exist; (b) how each type should be treated; (c) spelling Cayuga; (d) writing down 
Cayuga recordings; (e) how to make recordings; (f) translating Cayuga texts.  

• The workshops will be recorded. We’ll tell you about what will happen with the recordings in 
the attached “information sheet”. 
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4.    Length of time: 
• Each workshop is four hours long, and takes place between 5 p.m. and 9 p.m.  
 
5.    Possible risks and discomforts: 
• You will need to travel to the location of the workshops and take the time to take part in the 

workshops.  
 

6.    Benefits: 
 
It is not known whether the workshops will benefit you.  

 
7.    Liability statement: 

 
By signing this form, you have agreed to take part in the workshops, to be recorded, and 
to have the recordings treated as described in the information sheet. Signing the form 
also tells us that you understand what the workshops are about.  When you sign this 
form, you do not give up your legal rights.  Researchers or agencies involved in this 
research study still have their legal and professional responsibilities. 

 
8.    Questions: 
 

If you have any questions about taking part in the workshops, you can meet with the 
investigators who are in charge of the project at this institution.  They are: 

 
Amos Key, Jr., 519-759-2650 ext. 237 

Carrie Dyck, 709-737-8170 
 

The proposal for this research has been approved by the Interdisciplinary Committee on 
Ethics in Human Research at Memorial University of Newfoundland. If you have ethical 
concerns about the research (such as the way you have been treated or your rights as a 
participant), you can contact the Chairperson of the ICEHR at icehr@mun.ca or by 
telephone at 709-737-8368. S/he can advise you on your rights as a participant in a 
workshop. 



 -3- Initials: ________ 

Signature Page 
 
Study title: “Cayuga: Our Oral Tradition (COOL)” 
                                                                                                                                    
Names of investigators:  Carrie Dyck (Principal Investigator) and Amos Key, Jr. (Co-Investigator)    
                                                                                                       
 
To be filled out and signed by the participant: 
 

Please check as appropriate: 
I have read the consent form.        Yes { }     No { } 
I have read the attached information sheet.      Yes { }     No { } 
I have had the opportunity to ask questions/to discuss this study.   Yes { }     No { } 
I have received satisfactory answers to all of my questions.    Yes { }     No { } 
I have received enough information about the study.     Yes { }     No { } 
I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study     

• at any time 
• without having to give a reason 
• without prejudice (that is, leaving will not affect you in any way)  Yes { }     No { } 

 
I understand that it is my choice to be in the study and that I may not benefit.  Yes { }     No { } 
 
I agree to take part in this study.          Yes { }     No { } 
                                                    
____________________________________            __________________________ 
Signature of participant     Date 
 
____________________________________            _________________________ 
Signature of witness      Date 
 
To be signed by the investigator: 
 
I have explained this study to the best of my ability. I invited questions and gave answers. I believe 
that the participant fully understands what is involved in being in the study, any potential risks of 
the study and that he or she has freely chosen to be in the study. 
 
____________________________________           __________________________ 
Signature of investigator    Date 
 
Telephone number:    _________________________ 
 
Assent of minor participant (if appropriate): 
 
____________________________________            __________________________ 
Signature of minor participant    Date 
 
____________________________________             __________________________ 
Relationship to participant named above  Age 


