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ABSTRACT 

 

The purpose of this research is to identify models of Indigenous governance: that respects 

Indigenous women’s ability to govern, are grounded in a sacred relationship with the land and 

water, and engage language and culture to guide the process. Focusing on two distinct land-based 

resurgence movements, including the Áse Ti Tewá:ton Program in the Onkwenhonwe (Mohawk) 

community of Akwesasne; and the Hui Mālama ike Ala ‘Ūlili Program in the Kanaka community 

of Koholālele in Pa‘auilo (Hāmākua, Hawai‘i), it is the intention of this research to understand 

how these communities are consciously and critically engaging ways that restore their sacred 

relationship to the land and water; the manner in which they are developing sustainable practices 

that restore traditional food and educational systems; and methods of developing the critical skills 

needed to address a contemporary colonial reality. Research considers existing scholarship, 

community-based practice and Indigenous knowledge to create an understanding of the 

traditional/ancestral governance practices being generated through these land-based resurgence 

movements. Through a comparative analysis, this research reveals how each of these communities 

is using Indigenous language, culture and their relationship to the land as a foundation for restoring 

ancestral ways of thinking, being and doing, that underlie a traditional governance model. The 

teachings I have gained through doing this research have given me an understanding of 

community-based strategies that we can use to move away from an external, violent, dependency-

creating style of governance that is consistent with western political approaches to a system of 

Indigenous governance that upholds Indigenous traditions of agency, leadership, decision-making 

and diplomacy. 
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PREFACE  

Ni-noonday mino nagada-wanimag Nookomisuk 
I want to think of my grandmothers in a good way1 

 
Miigwetch Nookomisuk gakik-in-amoyak Bimadiziiwin 

Thank you, grandmothers, for teaching me about life 
 

Shigoh gakina-gaygoh gakii-mishiiyak 
…for all that you have given me 

 
Shigoh gakina-gaygoh gakikin-amoyak 

…for all that you have taught me 
 

Gitchi naandan Bimadiziiwin aki meeniigoh-wiizii-aan 
I am grateful for this gift of life. 

 
Gitchi naanima mima manan-akii shigoh gakina-gaygoh kahpimii minaad Anishinaabe 

I am grateful for our mother the earth and all that she has provided Anishinaabe 
 

Meegwetch Giizhaay Munidoo Owngee oway-a-yawin, Shigoh gakina gay go gakee meeneegoh 
Weezeeyuk 

Thank you, Creator, for this place and all that it has given us 
 

Chi An-way be-ung Chi Mamay-go-we-ung  
Take time to remember 

 
Aaan-day Wanchee-bayung 

…where we come from 
 

Shigoh, Way-go-nan Minee-ko-wee-zeeung2 
…and what we’ve been given. 

 
                                                 

1 Throughout the body of this work, the Anishinaabe and Cree languages will not be italicized. Indigenous 
language is the priority. English is purposely italicized because it is not meant to be my first language. It is a foreign 
language. This is a direct act of resistance and it embodies my commitment to placing priority on Indigenous languages 
and understanding of their place in our writing.  

 
2 Mary Crate (2015). In conversation with “Ms. Crate” – “Sister”, cultural practitioner and medicine woman. 

This is the prayer that she taught me when I would ask “how do we say this in the language?” Referring to our 
“intentions” and “how do we know”. It is written using a combination of how Ms. Crate spelled it, how it the word 
sounds phonetically and according to how I’ve seen the words spelled before by other speakers. Ochekwi-sipi, 
Manitoba. 
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Nookomisuk3 

This is the path I have travelled before I was born. The work that I have put into walking this path 

is shaped by many of those that have walked this path before me: my grandmothers. It is the 

grandmothers who have dreamed of this work and have guided me to this point in my research. As 

an Indigenous woman, I was not raised with this knowledge. I went looking for it. I knew there 

was more to being Indigenous. I knew a better way existed. It is through this work that I 

acknowledge and bring to the forefront what I have always known, the things my grandmothers 

and all of those that came before them knew: “There is only one doorway, and we are the 

doorway.”4 This doorway is a place where all of life flows through. “As Indigenous women, we 

are the doorway.”5 Life cannot exist without us. It is Indigenous women who bring forth life. It is 

a way of life. This is governance — Indigenous governance. This document is the result of that 

governance. It represents all that I have been given as an Indigenous woman, and all that I carry. 

This is a piece of my bundle.6 I have agreed to share it with you. This is how I have been instructed. 

 

                                                 

3 Nookomisuk refers to the grandmothers. 
 
4 Asini-Kwe. (Edna Manitowabi). Grandmother for the Midéwin Lodge. “My grandmother” who is not my 

blood grandmother, but the grandmother who has taught me how to be the mother that I am by sharing with me, her 
Anishinaabe, Midéwin, Grandmother, Water and Road of Life teachings. She gave me “everything I needed to have 
a good life” (Bimadiziiwin). It was Edna who helped me to put together “my bundle”. This work is a part of that 
bundle, and it is directly tied to hers. Mashkiki-Aki Medicine Gathering: Papasay - Year 2. Matootoo Lake Medicine 
Lodge, Peguis First Nation, Manitoba. July 11-14, 2019. 

 
5 Ibid. 
 
6 In Anishinaabe worldviews, a bundle is used to reference the knowledge a person carries. This can include 

being given the right to conduct certain ceremonies, sing certain songs or carry certain teachings. These bundles are 
also referred to as a person’s “gifts” that a person can be born with, genealogically connected to, or given by a medicine 
person, cultural practitioner, Elder or place. A bundle can also refer to physical, ceremonial items or medicines. All 
bundles, represent that person’s “specialization”, meaning they have worked over many years to achieve that “right” 
to practice or carry that knowledge. Bundles are also recognized by others, meaning a person who carries a certain 
bundle is connected to a certain teacher or elder who is known for their knowledge. 
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Niin Anishinaabe Ikwe Onaay Endow 

Boozhoh Niindaway-mah-gunniduk, Zhawano Benais ndizhinikaaz, mitanusk doodaym. Niin 

Anishinaabe Ikwe Onaay Endow. Before all else, I want to acknowledge all of Creation. I want to 

acknowledge all of my relatives, the animals, plants, birds, insects, fish and the trees; those that 

are here in the physical;7 all of those that cannot be here;8 those that have gone on before us;9 and 

those that are yet to come.10 By acknowledging all of Creation in this manner, I am sounding my 

voice for all Creation to bear witness.11 The name of the spirit I carry is Zhawano Benais. The 

story of my name offers insight into who I am as a person, the responsibilities I have, and how I 

might conduct myself. Simply translated, my name refers to the Southern Doorway and the 

Thunder Bird12 that sits there. Moving closer to understanding the story of how my name was 

given, my name tells a story of a moment when the thunderbirds13 lit up the sky and the eagles 

took flight. My spiritual name embodies a time when things came together in such a manner that 

                                                 

 
7 Physical referring to those that are reading this document. 
 
8 “…those that cannot be here” meaning those that are not reading this document; those that are somewhere 

else, physically. 
 
9 “…those that have gone on before us” refers to our ancestors all the way back to that first being lowered upon 

the earth. 
 
10 “…those that are yet to come” refers to our children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren and great-great-

grandchildren, etc., representing the next seven generations into the future.  
 
11 Qwul'sih'yah'maht, Robina Thomas. “Honoring the Oral Traditions of the Ta’t Mustimuxw (Ancestors) 

Through Storytelling.” In Research as Resistance: Critical, Indigenous & Anti-Oppressive Approaches 2nd Edition, 
edited by Brown, Leslie and Susan Strega (Toronto: Canadian Scholars’ Press/Women’s Press, 2015), 187. 
 

12 Thunder Bird is capitalized because it refers to a specific spiritual being. When thunder bird is not capitalized, 
it is referring to the thunder spirits, referred to as thunderbirds, which is a more generalized reference.  

 
13 In Anishinaabe worldviews, the thunder birds are spiritual beings represented by the lightning and the 

thunder. The Thunderbirds as spiritual beings are responsible for cleansing the earth before new life emerges. This 
understanding is the result of many years of listening, learning and doing ceremony. 
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you hear, see and feel it. Mitanusk Doodaym, I am from the Badger Clan.14 I belong to the Wa-bi-

zha-shi (marten) Clan family who are the strategists15 or warriors16 in the clan system.  

Our clan family is equivalent to the “scouts” who are sent out or ahead of the people to 

recover information for the people. This information is then communicated to leadership to 

process. The responsibility of making informed decisions belonged to leadership, which was 

jointly held by the Ochii-chak (crane) and Maang (loon) clans. 17  All Clan families have a 

representative and responsibility to the clan system. The Bineshi (bird) Clan family is represented 

by the bald eagle and are the spiritual leaders of the clan system. Makwa (bear) Clan family is 

represented by the bear and are the protectors and healers of the clan system. Giigoohn (fish) Clan 

or water clan family is represented by the mikinak (turtle) and are the intellectuals or librarians of 

our community; they are the ones who hold the historical memories or information for the clan 

system. The Wawa-skay-shee (hoof) Clan family is represented by the deer who were the first ones 

to step forward in Creation to provide food and clothing for Anishinaabe. At one time, the clan 

system was the original governance system for Anishinaabe people. It is within my place in the 

Anishinaabe Clan system that I realize my responsibilities. 

                                                 

14 Throughout the body of this work English is italicized to acknowledge its translation quality. Anishinaabe 
and Nehiyaw language is descriptive, dynamic and can have multiple meanings based on your location on the land, 
the community you are from and your relationship/level of understanding of the language. The English translation is 
italicized to represent my understanding, translation and what I am willing to share regarding the meaning of the word 
or phrase.  

 
15 Misko Ginew - Dave McPherson. (2003). Traditional teacher, spiritual leader and practitioner. Small group 

teachings. Bineshi Lodge of Learning. Peguis First Nation, Manitoba. 
 
16  Benton-Benai, Edward. The Mishomis Book: The Voice of the Ojibwe (USA: Indian Country 

Communications Inc., 1988). 
 

17 Misko Ginew - Dave McPherson. (2003). Traditional teacher, spiritual leader and practitioner. Small group 
teachings. Bineshi Lodge of Learning. Peguis First Nation, Manitoba. 
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Introducing ourselves in the language before all else is an important protocol for 

Indigenous people. It is how we situate ourselves in our philosophies, our cultures, our languages 

and it is how we acknowledge our sacred relationship to Creation. Introducing ourselves in this 

manner calls attention to all of Creation, declaring that “what I am about to say is the truth” and 

all of Creation becomes witness18 and in doing so, I will be held accountable. Niin, Anishinaabe 

Ikwe Onaay endow can be translated to mean “I am an Anishinaabe woman forever: it does not 

matter what you do to me, I will remain this way forever.”19 The first time I heard my brother Dave 

share this translation, I wanted to cry. I wanted to cry because I felt like I was “home”. It was an 

assurance by Giizhaay Munidoo: “…it does not matter what they do to you, YOU are Anishinaabe 

forever. Everything I have given you is still there.” It was all I needed to hear. Everything is in our 

language. Our language is but one antidote to colonialism. It is a declaration of who I am. Despite 

the violence, despite every effort to colonize me, I am Anishinaabe forever. At my core, I am 

unchangeable and everything the Creator is, I have been given. Therefore, all that I am, all that I 

have been given, resides within me. This is the way it has always been done. 

 

                                                 

18 Qwul'sih'yah'maht, Robina Thomas. “Honoring the Oral Traditions of the Ta’t Mustimuxw (Ancestors) 
Through Storytelling.” In Research as Resistance: Critical, Indigenous & Anti-Oppressive Approaches 2nd Edition, 
edited by Brown, Leslie and Susan Strega (Toronto: Canadian Scholars’ Press/Women’s Press, 2015), 185. 
“Qwul'sih'yah'maht states refers to the responsibility of witnesses in Coast Salish traditional ceremonies: “Witnessing 
is a significant responsibility because a witness is being asked to pay attention to all the details of the evening…This 
way, the information is shared throughout Coast Salish territory. If there were concerns or questions about what took 
place…we could ask the witnesses. They would have this information because it was their responsibility to pay 
attention to all the details.” This is the same concept that we embody when we talk to all of Creation. We are 
acknowledging the responsibility of all of Creation to witness what it is we are saying. 
 

19 Misko Ginew - Dave McPherson. (2019). Traditional teacher, spiritual leader and practitioner. Small group 
teachings. Namgwamazin Cultural School. Peguis First Nation, Manitoba. 
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Niingah-itchiigay 

In Anishinaabe worldviews, learning is relational. It requires commitment. Niingah-itchiigay20 can 

be translated as I will do this. It is a declaration and spiritual commitment that I have made to learn 

about Indigenous governance. Niingah-itchiigay refers to a process and commitment of doing. 

What follows this statement is the commitment to do what you say you are going to do. When I 

think about this task, this journey to better understand Indigenous governance, I am reminded of 

what my grandmother21 has taught me. As a grandmother of the Midéwin lodge, Asini-Kwe carries 

The Road of Life22 teaching bundle. At the core of this teaching is the idea that we, as Anishinaabe 

people, move through several doorways, several stages of life in our path from birth to death and 

beyond, acknowledging the movement of the spirit. These doorways mark time and significant 

events in our life. One of those doorways is motherhood. When I walked through that doorway, 

my life changed forever in so many ways. Understanding what these doorways mean in relation to 

our movement through these doorways is governance.   

The following discussion is about standing at the doorway to learning about Indigenous 

governance. I would not be at this doorway if I had not prepared for it. In saying those words - 

niingah-itchiigay, I know the responsibility that comes with that declaration. I understand the 

weight of those words. I would not have spoken those words if I had not understood the weight of 

                                                 

20 This understanding arose from Midéwin ceremony and personal conversations with spiritual leader Misko 
Ginew - Dave McPherson. 

 
21 Asini-Kwe – Nookomis - Edna Manitowabi. Grandmother for the Midéwin Lodge. 
 
22 The Road of Life teaching bundle is an Anishinaabe developmental model that is grounded in Anishinaabe 

Creation Story and chronicles the stages of life that shape and move us as human beings through this physical realm. 
Métis scholar Kim Anderson presents a version of this model in her book which lends insight into our efforts to 
reconstruct an authentic understanding of who we are as Anishinaabe people using the written word for interpretation. 
Anderson, Kim. Life Stages and Native Women: Memory, Teachings and Story Medicine (Winnipeg: University of 
Manitoba Press, 2011). 
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what I am saying: what I am about to say to you. I have already called upon the spirit to come and 

be witness to what I am saying – Niindaway-mah-gunniduk — at the opening of this discussion. 

And the spirit(s) have responded. They have heard my declaration and I will be held accountable.  

 How I will do this is deeply rooted in what I have been taught about approaching that 

doorway. This is my re-search and the road I have travelled in my efforts to understand and learn 

about what Indigenous governance is. My grandmothers23 have always said that “…we never run 

to things. We take our time. We stop and think about what it is we are asking of the spirit that sits 

in that doorway…” It is about what we should know even before we ask the question, before we 

make that commitment; and, before we enter that doorway. 

 In remembering that this dissertation is scholarship, my responsibility first and foremost, 

is to the communities and people who have shared their bundles with me. This means that I will 

privilege their voices as the source of this knowledge. This means remembering and giving voice 

to the stories and words of our ancestors; articulating our conversations with the ancestors, the 

land, those that have gone on and the spirit. This requires recall, inventory and relationship to 

Indigenous knowledge. Secondly, although this dissertation participates in the efforts by 

Indigenous scholars to go back to that source of knowing and being in an authentic and truthful 

way, it is not my intention to center or privilege Indigenous academic voices. Their work has 

already spoken for itself in their own way. It is about privileging the voices of community. Finally, 

knowing that others24 will be coming behind, I want this work to be a doorway for those young 

Indigenous people looking for answers.  

                                                 

23 Mishaki Anakadok and Asini-Kwe – Nookomis - Edna Manitowabi. Grandmother for the Midéwin Lodge. 
 
24 Others meaning Indigenous people who are looking for answers. Like myself, I was guided to this institution 

thinking that the answers reside within academics; however, academia is a doorway that we must contend with in our 
search. Often times, and in my case, it is academia that has reaffirmed my direction home.  
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Zhawaynimishin Giizhaay Munidoo 

In the Anishinaabe language, I am asking the Creator to help me. Zhawaynimishin! Giizhaay 

Munidoo! Help me, Creator, for I am pitiful. I have not been taught the ways of our ancestors. I 

approach this work with good intentions. It is not my intention to offend anyone. If I am to make a 

mistake, it is because I do not know. Help me Creator - guide me. As an Anishinaabe person, this 

how we position ourselves in relation to all that we do. I am asking the Creator – all of Creation to 

help me, to guide me in my search for understanding and knowledge. I do not know or fluently 

speak the language of our ancestors. I do not speak the language of Creation. I have not been 

birthed into this physical world, living and being Zhawano Bineshii Kwe;25 but I am still learning.  

As Anishinaabe people, it is our way of acknowledging the humility of not knowing. In this way, 

we are acknowledging our position as learners, asking Giizhaay Munidoo, all of Creation and our 

ancestors all the way back to that first one that was lowered upon the earth, for that knowledge.  It 

is here that I begin my search for understanding Indigenous governance.  

  

                                                 

25 This is the way the grandmothers, Mishaki Anakadok and Asini Kwe refer to me. This is how my name 
sounds when they refer to me. It is a little bit different than how I understand my name. This difference is due to the 
fact that I am still learning. As grandmothers who are fluent in the language, they have an intimate understanding of 
what those words mean, how they move and what it looks like – what those words describe. As the person who asked 
all of Creation to claim me, it is Asini Kwe who remembers how my name was given. This is an understanding that I 
will seek the rest of my life and it is different from the understanding that these grandmothers carry. They carry the 
insight I could only hope to one day understand.  



 

 9 

The picture on the left is my ‘ohe kāpala which is a carving on a piece of bamboo that is a 
representation of your personal emblem, teaching or something that is of great importance to you.  
The picture on the right is my Kīkepa which is a piece of ceremonial clothing that is worn by 
Hawaiian women during Makahiki ceremonies which celebrates the beginning of the Hawaiian 
New Year. My personal Road of Life teaching is carved onto my ‘ohe kāpala. The Road of Life 
Teaching is a piece of the bundle that my grandmother/Nookomis, Asini-Kwe – Edna Manitowabi 
carries. This teaching is one of the first gifts I received when I began to learn about what it means 
to be Anishinaabe. The Road of Life Teaching holds within it many Laws, teachings and narratives 
that are used as a guide to live a good life – Bimadiziiwin. On my Kīkepa is carved my beginning 
- my birth, and the road I have and will continue to travel in this physical world. It tells a story of 
my where it is my spirit has travelled from my mother’s womb and the women in my life as far 
back as my memory serves. It holds space for my children, grandchildren, great and great-great 
grandchildren; because all that I do, is for them. It also represents the path my physical being will 
continue to travel until I reach that doorway into the next realm and the levels of the sky world 
that my spirit will travel through back to Giizhaay Munidoo. At the very end of my Kīkepa is the 
mauna – Mauna a Wākea, which is said to represent the highest level of the human consciousness. 
My Kīkepa represents the place that has brought me back to my centre; that place of knowing and 
being as an Anishinaabe Kwe. 
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CHAPTER 1:  
WHAT IS INDIGENOUS GOVERNANCE? 

 
 

I was not born this way. 

I came from a beautiful place. 

A place beside the Creator. 

As I travelled through the four levels of the sky world, 

I knew there would be a vessel waiting for me. 

When I passed through that first doorway, 

I took my first breath, 

and I cried. 

They did not speak the same language 

And I was so cold. 

I did not understand 

Nothing was familiar, and soon 

I would forget. 

Where I came from, 

Who I was, 

And all that I was given. 

 

My experiences have shaped the direction I have taken in this life. I did not always feel connected 

to or conscious of being Anishinaabe and Nehiyaw. Growing up, there was this expectation that I 

should know something before I was taught. I was always told about how important getting an 

education was. As a child, I didn’t understand what that meant. In the education system, I’ve 
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always felt like I didn’t “fit in”. I didn’t do very well and my attempts to conform only left me 

feeling “less than”. This feeling of not really fitting in followed me around for most of my life, 

until I started the Indigenous Governance Program at the University of Victoria. For the first time, 

I felt like I knew things that others did not. I did not know political and social theory, but I had 

knowledge of language and ceremony, things that were not taught in school,26 something I learned 

from the grandmothers, ceremony and from the land. For once in my life, I was not the outsider.  

The Indigenous Governance Program created a space where Indigenous knowledge 

mattered. I could finally speak the truth. It was here that I realized that Indigenous governance had 

more to do with language, ceremony and relationship with the land than the colonial Indian Act 

elected Chief and Council system. This realization liberated me from feeling locked into the 

oppressed/oppressor,27 colonizer/colonized,28 Indian/white29 narrative that was fed to us from 

nursery school. The Indigenous Governance Program allowed me to move out of the colonial 

binary in order to realize that there is another reality. I knew it existed all along.  This is where my 

research began.  

 

The Research 

As a component of my Master’s Degree in Indigenous Governance, I completed my Community 

Governance Project titled “Upholding Indigenous Governance through Land Based Practice, 

Cultural Restoration & Language Revitalization” in 2014 with Akwesasne Mohawk Nation. It is 

                                                 

26 Western education system. 
 
27 Paulo Freire. Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Herder and Herder, 1970). 
 
28 Frantz Fanon. Wretched of the Earth (New York: Grove Press, 2004); Frantz Fanon. Black Skin, White Masks 

(New York: Grove Press, 2008); and Albert Memmi. The Colonizer and Colonized (Boston: Beacon Press, 1991). 
 
29 Harold Cardinal. The Rebirth of Canada’s Indians (Edmonton: Hurtig Publishers, 1977). 
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through this work that I realized land-based practice, cultural restoration efforts and language 

revitalization uphold Indigenous governance, but the question remained, “What is Indigenous 

governance?”; and, “What does Indigenous governance look like?” I didn’t know what I was 

looking for or what Indigenous governance might look like. I just knew it existed. I thought I 

would be looking for another system, a structure, or a framework that Indigenous communities 

could replicate or reproduce. I thought I could find a model for Indigenous governance that was 

similar to western political systems, but this is colonial thinking at its finest; replicating and 

reproducing a unitary system of governance only serves to homogenize our diversity. This already 

existed in the Indian Act elected Chief and Band Council system. Our communities are not the 

same and we should not have the same governance system. This is why the Indian Act elected 

Chief and Band Council system is so wrong for our people. It doesn’t belong to us. It is not who 

we are as a people. Looking back, I knew had to go back to the land, back to community and back 

to the people.  

 

Research Questions 

I had been given a foundation for understanding Indigenous governance. I knew that this shaped 

and guided the work ahead of me. Indigenous governance is a broad concept. It holds different 

meanings to different nations of people. This is something I understood when I began thinking 

about doing this work. Indigenous governance does not mean the same thing to Onkwenhonwe 

people as it does to the Anishinaabe; Nehiyaw governance does take the same form as Kanaka 

‘Ōiwi governance.  The word “Indigenous” embodies a more global community that acknowledges 

the diversity among and between our nations. Both “Indigenous” and “governance” are rooted in 

colonial language and context. I knew that colonial language and context would be an obstacle; 

however, this is the reality I have to contend with. As an Anishinaabe/Nehiyaw person, I do not 
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have the privilege of being a fluent speaker and our knowledge is not embedded in the English 

language or the written word. This research is about going back to the land and the people who 

carry that knowledge and understanding for the people. Despite the differences in our nations, our 

relationship with the land as the starting place is what informs our language and praxis. It is here 

that this ancestral knowledge resides. This is where I wanted to ask the people who spoke the 

language and who know the land the following questions.: 

1.  “What is Indigenous Governance?”  

2. “Does Indigenous Governance 30  influence the way our communities are 

currently being governed?”  

3. “How does culture, language and traditional land/water-based practice shape 

your understanding of governance?”  

4. “What role do women hold in Indigenous Governance?”  

5. “How can we use this understanding to change the way our communities are 

currently being governed?” 

These questions provided me a starting point. I also knew that I would go back to the communities 

that had already guided me to this point in my search for understanding what Indigenous 

governance is. These communities included two very distinct land-based resurgent communities 

that include the Áse Ti Tewá:ton Program in the Onkwenhonwe (Mohawk) community of 

Akwesasne and the Hui Mālāma  ke Ala ‘Ūlili Program in the Kanaka Maoli community of in 

Koholālele in Pa‘auilo. Each of these communities are restoring and reclaiming traditional 

knowledge systems and praxis. Each of these communities are engaged in land-based resurgence 

with the intention of consciously and critically being on the land in a way that restores their sacred 

                                                 

30 Their view of Indigenous governance. 
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relationship to the land; developing a sustainable practice of restoring traditional food and 

educational systems; and developing critical skills needed to address the contemporary colonial 

reality.  

 

Indigenous Governance is Not… 

I started this research with an understanding of what Indigenous governance is not. First of all, 

Indigenous governance is not born out of the Indian Act or any other western and inherently 

colonial thought or practice. Indigenous governance is not the elected Chief and Band Council 

system that currently exists in most of our communities in the state we call Canada. Indigenous 

governance is not derived from any western political system and Indigenous governance is not 

funded by the state. I know this because we see the effects of those systems in our communities 

and they are not consistent with Indigenous ways of knowing or being. These Indian Act elected 

systems of governance do not give us life; in fact, they have the opposite effect on our people. The 

Indian Act elected Chief and Band Council system has created such an imbalance in our 

communities that they embody the very sickness, greed, hatred, violence and death that embodies 

colonialism. This system is characterized by a political system that is mostly male, violent, 

oppressive and destructive. In his book Unsettling Canada: A National Wake-up Call, Arthur 

Manual states: “Our band council offices have become perfect little Department of Indian Affairs 

branch offices and our leadership, too often, serve as junior government officials.”31 It is these 

systems that divide our communities. It is these systems that uphold the violence and death of 

Indigenous mind, body, spirit and lands. This research is not about these systems. 

                                                 

31 Arthur Manuel. Unsettling Canada: A National Wake-up Call (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2015), 36. 
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 In spite of the predominance of these systems in our community, I know there are spaces 

in each of our communities where Indigenous governance does exist. Within these spaces, I know 

that there are people who are regenerating Indigenous ways of knowing and being, on and with 

the land, in ceremony; using language to cultivate and restore a way of life that is grounded in 

Indigenous Law, teachings, ceremony, language and land-based practice. It is here that generations 

of families and knowledge carriers are cultivating a critical Indigenous consciousness that needed 

to change the course of our future as Indigenous peoples. I know, because for the last 25 years, I 

had been a part of these spaces. I also know how important Indigenous women are in holding these 

communities together. It is here that I began to look for answers.  

 

The Áse Ti Tewá:ton Program 

The first community I selected was the Mohawk community of Akwesasne. I completed my 

Community Governance Research Project with Áse Ti Tewá:ton for my Master’s Degree in 2014 

and following up on that work through my PhD research made sense. The Onkwenhonwe 

(Mohawk) community of Akwesasne, specifically the Áse Ti Tewá:ton Program is an exceptional 

example of a restorative process for culture, language and land-based practice. Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton 

was a 4-year cultural restoration program developed in 2014 to redress the disruption of 

traditional/cultural practices due to contamination by The Alcoa Aggregation (Alcoa West), 

Reynolds Metal Corporation (formerly RMC, now Alcoa East) and the General Motors Central 

Foundry Division (GM) companies (“the Companies”)32 The St. Regis Mohawk Tribe, as the tribal 

                                                 

32 “Companies” is the term used to reference the group of companies that claims were filed against in the 
Natural Resources Damage Assessment. These Companies include the Alcoa Aggregation (Alcoa West), Reynolds 
Metal Corporation (formerly RMC, now Alcoa East) and the General Motors Central Foundry Division (GM). St. 
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government for Akwesasne, engaged in the Natural Resource Damage Assessment (NRDA) 

process on behalf of the community.33  

In 2013, the Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Commission was established by a joint 

agreement34 of the St. Regis Mohawk Tribe, the Mohawk Nation Council of Chiefs and the 

Mohawk Council of Akwesasne to oversee the use of all cultural restoration funding from the 

Natural Resources Damage Assessment (NRDA) settlement. The St. Regis Mohawk Tribe’s 

Environmental Division was designated to oversee the management and delivery of Akwesasne’s 

Cultural Restoration Program (ACR). Through a comprehensive community consultation process, 

this program was established as a direct result of 

…significant public input from political leaders representing all of the governing 
institutions in Akwesasne, many traditional natural resource-use practitioners, 
language specialists, environmental activists, key cultural and spiritual leaders, and 
youth within the community.35  
 

The program was designed to restore and reclaim cultural practices in the areas of Hunting and 

Trapping; Medicines and Healing; Fishing and River Use; Horticulture and Basketmaking; and 

language.36 Key elements of the Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Commission Plan included the 

Apprenticeship Program, language promotion, financing long term stability of key cultural 

                                                 

Lawrence Environment Trustee Council (SLETC). Natural Resource Damage Assessment and Restoration. 
Akwesasne Mohawk Nation. November 2012. 

 
33  St. Lawrence Environment Trustee Council (SLETC). Natural Resource Damage Assessment and 

Restoration. Akwesasne Mohawk Nation. November 2012. 
 
34 Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Commission. Natural Resource Damage Assessment: Cultural Restoration 

Cooperative Agreement. Akwesasne Mohawk Nation. November 9, 2007.  
 
35 St. Regis Mohawk Tribe – Environment Division. Akwesasne NRDA Cultural Impact Assessment: Cultural 

Restoration Plan. Akwesasne Mohawk Nation. October 2013. 
 
36 Ibid. 
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institutions, and providing access to necessary natural resources.37 The overall goal of the program 

was to resituate legitimacy in cultural customs, values and practices; support language learning 

and use; promote application of traditional knowledge within contemporary practices; and develop 

sustainable land-based initiatives by restoring significant networks within the communities and 

surrounding areas.  

The decision to work with Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Program (ACR) 38  as a 

component of my PhD research builds on my Master’s research with Akwesasne titled “Upholding 

Indigenous Governance through Land Based Practice, Cultural Restoration & Language 

Revitalization”. 39  Initially, the focus of this research was to assist ACR in establishing an 

evaluation process that would be used to assess the outcomes of the Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton Program. 

This included the assessment and identification of the Program’s successes, challenges and 

recommendations for prospective programming. The Program framework was structured 

according to community findings identified by the NRDA process, including the traditional 

Onkwenhonwe ceremonial cycles and seasonal activities; an ongoing community vision for 

language; land and water-based activities affected by the contamination; and others. This allowed 

me to work with Master knowledge holders who were identified by the community as people who 

carry traditional knowledge specific to each of the areas identified.40 Collectively, the goal was to 

develop a flexible four-year curriculum that would guide the mentoring process and pass on 

                                                 

37 Ibid. 
 
38 The Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Program preceded the official name of the Program which became The 

Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton Program. 
 
39 Christine Bird. “Upholding Indigenous Governance through Land Based Practice, Cultural Restoration & 

Language Revitalization”. (Community Governance Report, Master’s Thesis, University of Victoria, 2014). 
 
40 Taiaiake Alfred. “The Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Program: A Mohawk Approach to Land-based 

Education.” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 3, no:3 (2014): 134-144. 
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traditional Onkwenhonwe knowledge and practice within a contemporary setting for each of the 

eight areas. I completed the evaluation and assessment of the Áse Ti Tewá:ton Program in July 

2018 and it has yielded a wealth of information regarding the program’s challenges, successes and 

future programming recommendations. Collectively, the components of this work provided me 

with a range of insight about the definition, praxis, and contemporary challenges of Indigenous 

governance within Akwesasne.   

Áse Ti Tewá:ton in the Onkwenhonwe (Mohawk) language means to make it new again.41 

It describes a process of taking ancestral knowledge and bringing it forward into the present, 

contemporary context. Contamination by the Companies42 caused a rupture in Ahkwesashro:non43 

culture, language and land-based practices. In addition to not being able to fish, hunt, gather 

medicines or harvest foods because of the contamination of the soil and water surrounding 

Akwesasne, the industrialization and push of the wage economy also shifted the nature of 

relationships in Akwesasne. Taiaiake Alfred, a Mohawk from Kahnawá:ke and consultant to the 

Natural Resources Damage Claim and Settlement Process states: “Colonization is a process of 

disconnecting us from our responsibilities to one another, our responsibilities and our respect for 

the land and our responsibilities and respect for the culture.”44  This interruption in culture, 

language and land-based practice did not stop Onkwenhonwe people from regenerating, 

reconstructing and recreating their futures in a way that allowed them to continue to access and 

                                                 

41  St. Regis Mohawk Tribe: Environment Division. Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Áse Ti Tewá:ton 
Handbook. Akwesasne Mohawk Nation. (April 2014): 4. 

 
42 “Companies” is the term used to reference the group of companies that claims were filed against in the 

Natural Resources Damage Assessment. These Companies include the Alcoa Aggregation (Alcoa West), Reynolds 
Metal Corporation (formerly RMC, now Alcoa East) and the General Motors Central Foundry Division (GM). 

 
43 Ahkwesashro:non in the Mohawk language refers to the community, collectively as a Nation. 
 
44 Taiaiake Alfred. Peace, Power, Righteousness 2nd

 

Edition. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 5. 
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apply the language, culture and land-based knowledge and practice of their ancestors. 

Ahkwesashro:non knew that this process would involve “reaching back” to those elders, faith 

keepers, clan mothers, knowledge holders and land-based practitioners in the community to not 

only access that knowledge, but reconstruct and uphold a relationship that would support the 

intergenerational transfer of that knowledge and practice.  

The Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Commission decided that the most appropriate way 

to “make it new again” was to use a Mentor/Apprenticeship model that would draw upon “master” 

knowledge holders in the community to create space and opportunities for the intergenerational 

transmission of knowledge “…that establishes and directly supports long-term master-apprentice 

relationships in the eight areas of cultural practice that were harmed by the release of hazardous 

contaminants, and promote and support the regeneration of practices…”45 The Áse Ti Tewá:ton 

Program was designed to employ eight Masters 46 for each of the eight areas. These areas 47 

included  

1. Hunting & Trapping: Restoration of traditional hunting practices as a 
community livelihood; restoration of animal habitats and populations; 
regeneration of intergenerational teachings and relationships between elders 
and youth regarding hunting and trapping. 
 

2. Horticulture & Basket Making (Traditional Foods)48: Restoring traditional 
and sustainable practices that are vital to the local economy; restoring 
traditional roles and responsibilities for engaging in horticulture and other 

                                                 

45 Ibid. Page 3. 
 
46 Masters is the term used to refer to master knowledge holders identified by the community who were tasked 

with sharing their knowledge within an apprenticeship model in the Áse Ti Tewá:ton Program.  
 
47 The eight areas were combined into 4. 
 
48 Initially the ACR Program introduced this area as Horticulture and Basket Making; however, through the 

course of development, the focus shifted to restoration of Traditional Foods with a focus on Basket Making. 
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activities such as basketmaking; and provision of access to natural resources 
for horticulture or other traditional uses. 

 

3. Water, Fishing and Use of the River: Restoring traditional community fishing 
practices and local economy; and restoring language use and transmission of 
knowledge regarding traditional fishing and river practices.  

 

4. Medicine Plants & Healing: Restoration of cultural sites and/species 
necessary for the spiritual survival of the community; restoration of traditional 
medicine plants, such as sweet grass; regeneration of intergenerational 
teachings, language and relationships between Elders and Youth regarding 
medicine plants and healing. 49  

 

In addition to the above areas, the program employed two Language Specialists that would weave 

and align the Onkwenhonwe language program throughout each of the curricula for the eight areas. 

The program fundamentals focused on: 

a. First-hand knowledge 

i. Direct interactions between Apprentice and Master 
ii. Introduction into the cultural practice 

 
b. Hands-on experience: 

i. Harvesting: participation in every aspect of the activity (preparation, species 
biology, habitat, safety, etc.) 

ii. Preservation: production of food, crafts, goods, etc. by the Apprentice 
iii. Responsibility: tools, homework/project deadlines, becoming knowledgeable 

 
c. Cultural Infusion: 

i. Ohen:ton Karihwate:kwen: recognize their gifts, appreciation, respect 
ii. Legends, stories, Creation Story: understanding connections 
iii. Ceremonies and seasons 
iv. Cultural uses 
v. Dance, music, songs 
vi. Values: respect life and death 
vii. Food 
viii. Government, politics, treaties 

 
d. Mohawk Language: First year introduction 

i. Vocabulary words 
ii. Speaking 

                                                 

49 Ibid. Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Plan. 
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iii. Listening 
iv. Grammar 
v. Reading 
vi. Writing 
vii. Songs 

 
e. Community Outreach 

i. Public engagement 
ii. Presentations 
iii. Workshops 
iv. Production of teaching materials 

 

In order to make it new again, Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton provided an authentic and effective hands-on-

the-land Master/Apprentice learning environment while working within an administrative and 

employment framework provided by St. Regis Mohawk Tribe.  

It is in Akwesasne that I first experienced what I refer to as the Doorways of Consent that 

I will discuss in the subsequent chapters. It was the women of Akwesasne who showed me the 

power of Indigenous women’s governance. I have a deep and profound love and respect for the 

people of Akwesasne. I have been extremely blessed and humbled to work with such a great Nation 

of people.  

  

Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili 

The second community I worked with was the Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili (HuiMAU) 50 

community situated in the moku (district) of Hāmākua on the Big Island of Hawai‘i. Hui Mālama 

i ke Ala ‘Ūlili is “an ʻŌiwi non-profit organization founded in 2011 that works to re-establish the 

                                                 

50 HuiMAU is the acronym version of Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili. 
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systems that sustain ʻĀina51  and community in Hāmākua Hikina.”52 The program is committed to 

cultivating Kīpuka (safe spaces) that foster and regenerate the growth of place-based ancestral 

knowledge, healthy food and eco-systems, and strong ‘Ohana53 with the capacity to live and thrive 

in Hāmākua for generations. 54  Their mission is to re-establish the systems that sustain their 

community through educational initiatives and land-based activity. Collectively, they envision the 

re-birth of community knowledge of place; regeneration of local food systems to increase food 

security; restoration of cultural and natural landscapes; re-establishing pu‘uhonua (spaces of refuge 

that foster intergeneration transmission of knowledge) and the growth of strong ‘Ohana with the 

capacity to nohopapa (live and thrive in Hāmākua for generations).55  

My community contact for this research was No‘eau Peralto. I had come to know No‘eau 

through the 2015 and 2016 transnational exchange between University of Victoria’s Indigenous 

Governance Program and the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa Indigenous Politics Program 

(IGOV/UHIP).56 It was at that time that No‘eau had been working towards completing his PhD 

dissertation titled Kokolo Mai Ka Mole Uaua O ʻĪ: The Resilience & Resurgence of Aloha ‘Āina 

                                                 

51 ‘Āina refers to the land; that which feeds. Katrina-Ann Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa Oliveira. Ancestral 
Places: Understanding Kanaka Geographies. (Oregon: Oregon State University Press, 2014). 

 
52 Leon No‘eau Peralto. “Kokolo Mai Ka Mole Uaua O ʻĪ: The Resilience & Resurgence of Aloha ‘Āina in 

Hāmākua Hikina, Hawai‘i.” PhD diss., University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, 2018): V. 
53 ‘Ohana refers to family, close family friends, cousins, etc. 
 
54 http://www.alaulili.com/about-us.html  
 
55 Ibid. 
 
56 Aikau, Hokulani, Noelani Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua, Noenoe K. Silva. “The Practice of Kuleana: Reflections on 

Critical Indigenous Studies Through Trans-Indigenous Exchange” in Critical Indigenous Studies: Engagements in 
First World Locations, edited by Aileen Moreton-Robinson (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2016), 157-175. 

 
 

http://www.alaulili.com/about-us.html
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in Hāmākua Hikina, Hawai‘i.57 At the time, I did not realize how significant No‘eau’s dissertation 

was in relation to what he was already doing on the land. His scholarship is a deeply rooted and 

spiritual ethnography that documents his vision of the Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili, the non-profit 

organization that he started in 2011. His research focuses on rethinking nation building through a 

re-membering58 process that creates opportunities for people to be back on the land, engaging with, 

restoring and revitalizing Kanaka ‘Ōiwi governance practices. In his research, No‘eau engages in 

the review of historical documents, personal accounts, maps, mo‘olelo and mele to reveal 

leadership practices and narratives that inherently embody Kanaka ‘Ōiwi governance. No‘eau’s 

analysis of the Hawaiian monarchy examines the kings, queens and their children of Hawai‘i as 

an aloha ‘Āina-centered nation-building alternative. In centering the land in the effort to re-build 

and re-member the nation, No‘eau brings forward the leadership of Umi-a-Liloa59 as an exemplary 

model of what leadership on the land looks like, having the capacity to breathe life back into an 

ancestor that re-establishes and upholds the kind of relationships that are key to renewing our 

responsibilities to each other and the land. In No‘eau’s engagement with Umi, he illustrates a 

tangible and viable conduit that is a conscious reminder of the convergence of ancestral knowledge 

and contemporary praxis and its power to inform Kanaka ‘Ōiwi leadership and governance.  

Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili’s three main projects that I became familiar with during my 

research included Koholālele, KaHua and HoAMa Afterschool Program. When I first visited Hui 

                                                 

57 Leon No‘eau Peralto. “Kokolo Mai Ka Mole Uaua O ʻĪ: The Resilience & Resurgence of Aloha ‘Āina in 
Hāmākua Hikina, Hawai’i.” (PhD diss., University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, 2018). 

 
58 Ibid. Page 58. 
 
59 He Mo‘olelo No ‘Umi. Kekahi Ali‘i Kaulana o ko Hawai‘i Nei Pae ‘Āina. A Mo‘olelo for Umi: A Famous 

Chief of these Hawaiian Islands. Umi-a-Liloa Blog http://www.alaulili.com/moolelo-no-umi-blog  
 
 

http://www.alaulili.com/moolelo-no-umi-blog
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Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili, it was as a component of the 2016 IGOV/UHIP Exchange that our group 

had the privilege of visiting the Big Island of Hawai‘i and was hosted by No‘eau’s hui60 and 

‘Ohana at huiMAU. It was during that visit that we visited Koholālele. At the time, it was just 

starting to take shape; the land had been cleared by hand as opposed to machines, beginning the 

battle with invasive plants such as guinea grass and eucalyptus trees that once populated the land 

in its plantation form. A fence made of ironwood sectioned off the steep cliffs that stood between 

the ocean and Koholālele. And, scattered about were small blocks of wood strategically placed on 

the dirt floor that held the potential for restoring traditional plant and food systems of kanaka ‘Ōiwi 

peoples. Upon my return in 2019, I was astounded as I laid eyes on Koholālele today. So much 

work had gone into creating this beautiful oasis of traditional Kanaka ‘Ōiwi plants, grasses, trees, 

and food systems that are in abundance. I was reminded of why I chose this place for my research; 

it was a reminder of what we could have here in this state we call Canada, if we just put our minds, 

hands and bodies back on the land.  

In addition to being introduced to Koholālele, the IGOV/UHIP 2016 Exchange group was 

hosted by the HoAMa Afterschool Program that was funded and guided by Hui Mālama i ke Ala 

‘Ūlili. Returning to this space, three years later, the program was now combined with the newer 

project of KaHua farm, which is 4 acres of restored, reclaimed land that is being developed into 

an additional space for restoring traditional food systems and land-based education for not only 

the children of HoAMa, but other school, college, university students and other non-profit groups 

who do similar work. In looking at all three of the areas that I was fortunate enough to work with, 

it doesn’t take long to understand the layers upon layers of thinking that went into and continues 

                                                 

60  Hui can be defined as joint land ownership or lands held by a group of people. Katrina-Ann 
Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa Oliveira. Ancestral Places: Understanding Kanaka Geographies. (Oregon: Oregon State 
University Press, 2014). 
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to go into how our sacred relationships with the land can be a source of power and futurity. In 

acknowledging that source of power, No‘eau is first to acknowledge the women in his life who 

have shaped and nurtured this vision. His partner Haley continues to support this collective vision 

through her art and creative ability to breathe life into the life systems that have sustained and will 

continue to sustain Kanaka ‘Ōiwi people into the future. Haley’s art is everywhere. What you see 

on the land is reflected back to you on the exterior walls of buildings, walkways, schools, retaining 

walls, signs in the gardens – it is everywhere, reminding us all of who we are and what our 

responsibilities are. This form of creativity and art is a convergence of what our ancestors, the 

land, mo‘olelo and mele have to teach us about nohopapa – living on the land for generations to 

come.  

In reiterating the significance of the work that has gone into Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili, 

No‘eau writes:  

The founding of huiMAU was a direct result of our explicit intentions to re-birth a 
conscious, organized, ʻŌiwi-led aloha ʻāina presence in Hāmākua Hikina. I see our 
efforts as a renewal of our kuleana to our ʻāina and to each other as kamaʻāina, to 
cultivate healing, transformation, abundance, and ea in Hāmākua Hikina by re-
membering our community’s relationships to our ʻāina—relationships that have been 
dismembered by American occupation and the plantation economy for little over four 
generations. huiMAU’s vision has thus grown over the past six years to include 1) 
restoration of community knowledge of place through ʻāina- and culture-based 
educational initiatives; 2) restoration of ʻŌiwi food systems to support increased food 
sovereignty in Hāmākua and Hawaiʻi; 3) restoration of our cultural and natural 
landscapes in Hāmākua Hikina, to support living, sustainable cultural and subsistence 
gathering practices; and 4) the reestablishment of puʻuhonua (spaces of refuge) in 
Hāmākua Hikina that foster intergenerational transmission of knowledge and the 
growth of strong ʻohana with the spiritual, intellectual, and social capacity to noho 
papa - to live and thrive in Hāmākua for generations.61  

 

                                                 

61 Leon No‘eau Peralto. “Kokolo Mai Ka Mole Uaua O ʻĪ: The Resilience & Resurgence of Aloha ‘Āina in 
Hāmākua Hikina, Hawai’i.” (PhD diss., University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, 2018), 10-11. 
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Three years later, in 2019, it was No‘eau and Haley that I approached to do work in their 

community for my PhD research. Collectively, we agreed on a timeline for my work and research 

with the hui, ‘Ohana and ‘Āina I have come to know as huiMAU. It is through observation, work 

on the land, helping out whenever the situation permitted, participating in community gatherings 

and ceremony that my research evolved. Other than the interviews I conducted, I didn’t ask a lot 

of questions. I wanted whatever “knowledge” coming out of this component of my research to 

come directly from the people and the land. I’ve always believed that is how some of the most 

important learning happens. If you show up, you will learn. It is a spiritual process. It is like an 

agreement that you have with the spirit of a place, which includes the people, the land and the 

ancestors that reside therein. Within the following chapters I will share with you what I have 

learned from doing this work in Hawai‘i and how important it is in understanding what we are 

doing here in our communities in this state we call Canada. 

 

Dissertation Overview 

Chapter 2 is titled Using Indigenous Law to Structure Research. This chapter is committed to 

centering Indigenous intellectual traditions, protocols and ways of doing research.  I discuss how 

I utilize Anishinaabe Laws to structure the process of approaching, conducting and analyzing my 

research. The three laws that I have chosen to engage are Namgwamazin, Bimadiziiwin and 

Odébwéwin. I discuss these laws and how they are being used to guide my research before I move 

on to discussing how Indigenous knowledge sharing protocols inform praxis. Finally, I discuss the 

Anishinaabe concept, Bizindaan, as an embodied form of learning that is deeply rooted in our 

relationships with each other, language, culture and the land.  

Chapter 3, The Doorways of Consent explores how my research with the Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton 

Program in Akwesasne Mohawk Nation shaped and informed my understanding of consent as the 
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most fundamental component of Indigenous governance. I discuss how the Onkwenhonwe women 

of Akwesasne, and specifically Katénies,62 Karihwénhowe63 and Tewa’keráhkwa64 taught me 

about consent as the most basic element of Indigenous governance. Following this discussion, I 

explore how the Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton Language Specialist and elder, Karihwénhowe cultivated 

community consent through an embodied form of Indigenous governance. Movement through 

these doorways of consent provide(d/s) a symbolical representation of components of the 

Onkwenhonwe ceremony, Tekanikanraweston 65  which lent great insight into how we as 

Indigenous peoples, inherently embody Indigenous governance through our relationships and 

praxis.  A discussion of the role of silence in consent is discussed. The aim is to show how 

Indigenous consent is often misinterpreted, which results in acts of protecting consent through the 

use of the word NO. The Chapter will end with a discussion of how consent forms one of our most 

significant bundles in understanding Indigenous governance. 

Chapter 4 focuses on Indigenous women’s governance and a discussion with 

Tewa’keráhkwa, Bear Clan Mother of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy. It sets the stage for 

viewing Indigenous women’s governance on the land and how the land is the source of our power 

as Indigenous peoples as discussed in Tethered to The Source. It follows how our relationship with 

the land has provided Indigenous women with a space to govern, and chronicles some of the more 

                                                 

62 Barbara Tarbell, Executive Director of Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton. 
 
63 Dorothy Lazore, Master Linguist and Language Specialist for Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton. 
 
64 Tewa’keráhkwa, Bear Clan Mother Louise McDonald-Herne, Haudenosaunee Confederacy. 
 
65 Tekanikanraweston often referred to as The Edge of The Woods Ceremony. In speaking with Kanistenhsela 

Tewa’keráhkwa (Clan Mother) she stated:  It does not mean ‘the wood’s edge’. It means to ‘pierce the mind’ so that 
we can unburden your journey. We do this so that you may let go of those things that may have caused you pain or 
injury on your way here. It is about clearing away the eyes, the ears and the throat so that as two peoples, we can have 
clear, unhindered communication.” Private conversation with Kanistenhsela Tewa’keráhkwa regarding ceremonial 
language. September 2012. Tsionkwanatiio ceremonial grounds, Akwesasne Mohawk Nation. 
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prominent land-based, political/activist, and grassroots movements that are led by women. The 

discussion is an effort to unveil the colonial narratives that often lead us to believe that colonial 

forces have prevented Indigenous women from governing. By centering Indigenous women’s 

governance on the land, the discussion illustrates the risks in centering colonialism through an 

Indigenous feminist analysis by using discourse as a tool for considering Indigenous governance. 

I also explore some important questions on gender diversity and how Indigenous language, culture 

and relationship with the land can assist in restoring our relationships with one another. This 

provides a segue from centering Indigenous women, feminism and gender to Indigenous 

masculinities, concluding with the question, “where are the men?” 

Chapter 6, titled The Land is Governance, focuses on how the Indigenous Governance 

Program’s transnational exchange program with the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa Indigenous 

Politics Program guided me to consider the role of and our relationship to the land as Indigenous 

governance. This discussion maps out the relationships that led to my research with Hui Mālama 

i ke Ala ‘Ūlili. In the section “We are the Land and the Land is in us,”66 I provide a discussion of 

how this young couple embodies ‘Ōiwi governance through their praxis. This discussion also 

delineates how HuiMAU as a non-profit organization centers the ‘ohana (family) as the framework 

for Indigenous governance; how it re-establishes sustainable land practices that cultivate a critical 

consciousness of aloha ‘āina, which is a love for the land; and how their practice embodies the 

concept of pono, which can be interpreted as making things right, or balance.  

                                                 

66 This statement was made by Leon No‘eau Peralto during a joint interview with Haley Kailiehu at Hui 
Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili Headquarters in Pa‘auilo, Hawai‘i on November 28, 2018. No‘eau was referring to their 
relationship to the land as he understood how this enacted ancestral DNA, which I explain more in Chapter 5: The 
Land is Governance. Additionally, this statement was also made by Dian Million during her discussion on “Indigenous 
Land, Lives and Embodied Ecologies” at the University of Toronto. https://www.history.utoronto.ca/events/prof-dian-
million-we-are-land-and-land-us-indigenous-land-lives-and-embodied-ecologies-21st  

https://www.history.utoronto.ca/events/prof-dian-million-we-are-land-and-land-us-indigenous-land-lives-and-embodied-ecologies-21st
https://www.history.utoronto.ca/events/prof-dian-million-we-are-land-and-land-us-indigenous-land-lives-and-embodied-ecologies-21st
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Chapter 7, titled Our Children Are Governance explores how children are at the core of 

our governance structure. The chapter starts out with the Kanaka ‘Ōiwi prayer, “I ola ʻoe, i ola 

mākou nei: You live, we live.” The intent is to illustrate how children’s relationship with the land 

and their ancestors are important for renewal and regeneration of Indigenous governance praxis. 

This discussion follows with a focus on how Taking Care of the Ancestors is a necessary 

component of governance and the importance to ancestral knowledge and practice. 

Kaymooseetaystamaks and Kawaykokomatachack67 explore how the language of our ancestors 

can serve as a guide for further understanding our roles and responsibilities to each other in the 

raising of our children as governance. In the Closing of one Doorway and the Opening of Another, 

I discuss how the death of my mother opened the door for the grandmothers who taught me about 

my roles and responsibilities as a mother and Indigenous woman. This provides an opportunity to 

examine some of the challenges I faced in the governance of raising my children. As a bridge to 

our futurity, I take time to look back on our colonial history and explore how it has altered the 

system of governing our children today. It raises the question of  how our colonial history continues 

to have an impact on how we raise our children. In response to questions raised in Chapter 4, I 

discuss the challenges with raising our sons in the absence of the men on the land.  

Chapter 8, titled Going Home, explores insights that have followed as I conclude this part 

of my research. The mantra “Just Go Home” is a reminder that we need to step out of the colonial 

vortex and go back to the land as this is where our source of power resides. We also need to 

                                                 

67 Kaymooseetaystamaks and Kawaykokomatachak in Nehiyawaywin is the reconstructed form of what we 
know as Moosom (grandfather) and Kokom (grandmother). I have learned that our language bundles were 
deconstructed, shortened and altered as a means of protecting it for future generations. The elders talk about taking 
the “spirit” out of our language making it conversational, supposedly less threatening to colonial forces.  According 
to our elders, spiritual practitioners and language specialists, our ceremonies, laws, ways of life and knowing are 
embedded in our language. I discuss how our elders and ancestors protected our bundles throughout the body of this 
work and the meaning and responsibilities associated with Kaymooseetaystamaks and Kawaykokomatachak more in 
Chapter 7. 
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consider how western education and discourse continues to remove us from Bimadiziiwin, the 

good life that is shaped and informed by our language, culture and relationship with the land. 

Another understanding is the importance of re-examining what we expose our children to and how 

the education systems we create must be reformed if we are to ensure an authentic, spiritual and 

connected future for our children. The fourth insight has to do with the importance of calling in of 

Indigenous men and how those who are on the land create the balance that is required for restoring 

Indigenous governance. I end the discussion by acknowledging my teachers, my mentors – the 

grandmothers. To Mishaki Anakadok, who has always held the door open for me and guided my 

learning; and Asini Kwe, who has been instrumental in my learning and for raising me up to be 

the Indigenous woman that I am today by reminding me that “you know this.” 

 

Summary of Contributions 

This research has provided me with an opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of Indigenous 

governance by moving through many doorways – physically, mentally, emotionally, spiritually 

and academically. It has enabled me to explore systems of governance that exist outside of the 

colonial framework and ones that are deeply rooted in Indigenous language, ceremony and 

relationship with the land. This research has provided me with an understanding of how Indigenous 

women’s consent is central to governance. Through Indigenous women’s consent, I have been 

guided back to the land, our first mother who has eternally served as a source of power for 

Indigenous peoples. It is here that I have learned how Indigenous women, the land, and our 

children are Indigenous governance. In picking up these sacred bundles, this process has also 

provided insight on the gaps and challenges to restoring Indigenous governance. This includes our 

relationship with Indigenous men, the role of diverse identities, such as the LGBTQX2+ members 

of our community, the impact of colonialism, and the influence of discourse on our thinking and 
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praxis. As I move through these doorways, and as I continue to do this work, I have picked up and 

shared a most sacred bundle with you.  
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This is a picture of the madoodoo wiigiwam (sweatlodge) that sits waiting back home in Peguis. 
It is this place that represents a doorway back into the womb of our mother where all of life begins. 
It is not covered because the structure itself represents the four levels of the sky world that we as 
Anishinaabe people have travelled when we left Giizhaay Munidoo. It is this lodge that represents 
that place where we go to sit with the Creator when we are struggling or when we need that 
direction in life. The markings on the earth also represent the path the spirit travels to that source 
of knowing and being, which is our source of power as Anishinaabe. I chose this picture because 
it is here, at this doorway that I remember all that I have been given and what my responsibilities 
are as an Anishinaabe Kwe.  
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CHAPTER 2:  
USING INDIGENOUS LAW TO STRUCTURE RESEARCH 

 

When I started this research, I wanted it to be different. I resisted engaging with western research 

protocols because I know we have our own intellectual traditions and protocols. Through this 

research I’ve realized that we need to stop spending so much time trying to master a system that 

is not our own.  I cannot fully explain or name components of this research, but like so many 

Indigenous scholars aligning themselves with our intellectual praxis, I can only describe it. I do 

not have the words for it because that understanding can only come from using/speaking our own 

language, engaging in ceremony and being on the land. When we continue to only use western 

ways of thinking, we can never liberate ourselves from that way of thinking and being. For 

example, I did not want to use the word methodology or have a methodology section in this 

dissertation. Once you use the word methodology, the mind automatically moves to thinking about 

qualitative, quantitative, ethnographic, etc. research. And, it starts to frame your thinking into 

something that must be aligned and consistent with western thinking and protocols. By doing this, 

you have already moved away from anything that is authentically Indigenous. It eliminates your 

ability to think Indigenous. Contrary to the ideology behind this dissertation, this research didn’t 

begin in the Indigenous Governance Program, I started doing research from the moment I took my 

first breath. This document embodies that process. My life’s research supports and nurtures this 

academic piece. Yes, it does have qualities of western research protocols, but that is my current 

reality. I make every effort to go back to the source of Indigenous knowledge, using our language 

as much as possible to shape, inform and guide my thinking. I make every effort to stay there, but 

this is the challenge I am currently faced with. My intention is to move away from being fully 

committed to western research protocols and to embody what Indigenous research really is. This 
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document is written with that in mind. I do not write according to proper English.68  I write the 

way I speak. In keeping with Indigenous intellectual traditions, I also do not provide a list, 

prescription, or as academics commonly ask for, “a list of take-aways” when I talk about 

Indigenous governance. Our language is dynamic, and so is our knowledge. It evolves. I want my 

children to read this document and know what it is I am talking about or make their own inferences 

based upon the foundations that I discuss in this document. I want my grandchildren to hear my 

voice when they read these words. It is written for you.  

  

Using Anishinaabe Laws to Structure Research 

As an Anishinaabe person, this research is an embodiment of my academic and community 

research that has emerged from a convergence of my life’s experience and the bundles I carry. In 

my efforts to move closer to a deeper, more authentic understanding of what it means to be 

Indigenous, I have made a commitment - niingah-itchiigay – to be Anishinaabe. This means that 

instead of foregrounding western/colonial discourse, policy and law to structure this process, I 

intentionally use Indigenous praxis and law to guide this process. The three Anishinaabe Laws that 

I use to structure this research are Namgwamazin, Bimadiziiwin and Odébwéwin. In the past, these 

Laws have been referred to as teachings or principles; they are not. Referring to our laws as 

teachings, principles or even natural laws, removes the power they hold.  Namgwamazin, 

Bimadiziiwin and Odébwéwin structure our relationship with the world which creates 

opportunities for our being as Anishinaabe/Indigenous peoples to flourish.  

 

                                                 

68 Proper English meaning written according to academically accepted conventions and use of the English 
language. This document is written using a specific language style. It is written according to the way we (in 
community) talk – to each other, when we are in ceremony, and about the world we live in. 
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Namgwamazin: Remember who you are and where you come from… 

As a young woman looking for answers, I was told Namgwamazin!69 Remember who you are. 

Remember where it is you come from.70 I had always thought that this meant my community, my 

reserve, Peguis First Nation. It took me a long time to learn that where I came from extended far 

beyond any colonial boundary. I come from the first Anishinaabe that was lowered upon the 

earth.71 Much of my understanding about who I am has been re-constructed using the knowledge 

that has been shared with me by Elders, cultural practitioners and medicine people. It is they who 

have carried the bundles for our people. “…that have been scattered along the road of the last 500 

years.”72 Our bundles are our language, culture and the spiritual relationship with the land and 

Creation. They have been placed on the earth, in the water, with the animals, and carried by those 

that have walked this earth before us.  

Our language, culture and ways of life are not ‘lost’; our Elders were not that careless 
or feebleminded…. They did not lose anything. Our ancestors were smart, they were 
creative. They knew that the white man wanted to destroy everything that we 
represent, so they put those bundles down; they hid them in the land, in the 
water…they give them to the animals and the birds for safe keeping…because they 

                                                 

69 Ruth Norton. Elder, grandmother and lifelong educator. Personal conversations regarding the naming of a 
cultural school. Bineshi Lodge of Learning. Peguis First Nation, Manitoba (2009). 

 
70 The late Grandma Mary Roberts. When I was 19, looking for direction, looking for answers to who I am as 

an Indigenous person, I attended a full moon ceremony in Roseau River with Grandma Mary and other women from 
the Midéwin Lodge. After the ceremony we went into her house, sat in the bedroom and untied the Little Boy Water 
Drum. While the women did this, she shared teachings with us about what it means to be Anishinaabe women as well 
as what our responsibilities are to our communities. I did not know at the time who she was, I only knew her as 
‘Grandma Mary’. I did not know that she was the ‘grandmother’ for all of the Midéwin Lodge that extended from the 
Eastern Doorway (east coast) to the Western Doorway (Roseau River), to the Center Fire (Bad River Wisconsin) and 
all the way south as far as Florida. She was the grandmother who held the responsibility for Grandmother, Women’s, 
Water, Lifegiving (and so much more) teachings for ALL of the Midéwin Lodge. I was sitting with one of the most 
respected and sacred grandmothers, receiving teachings that I carry today. (1992). 

 
71 Benton-Benai, Edward. The Mishomis Book: The Voice of the Ojibwe (Indian Country Communications Inc., 

1988). 
 
72  Onaabinesay. Eastern Doorway Chief of the Midéwin Lodge. Winter Ceremonies 2005. Bad River, 

Wisconsin. 
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knew there would be a time when future generations would come looking for them… 
our great grandparents all the way back to first contact buried, suppressed, 
deconstructed and altered them...73 
 

Our Elders tell us that everything we need to understand who we are as Anishinaabe is in the 

language. The language describes a process for understanding what our relations are with the 

plants, animals, birds, with each other and with Creation. Namgwamazin is an Anishinaabe Law 

that tells us who we are, where we come from and how we should walk in this life. This law is 

about remembering, but it is also about accountability and responsibility. So long as we understand 

our language, we will understand the laws, ceremonies and teachings.74  

Our grandparents, great-grandparents and great-great grandparents withheld, disguised and 

took apart those bundles in order to protect their children75 from the violence of colonization. 

Many of the Elders have talked about how their parents hid children under the beds or in the bush 

to prevent the Indian Agent from taking them away to residential school. 76 Many of those children 

who went to residential school are now Elders. It is these Elders who talk about speaking the 

                                                 

73 Anishinaabe Elder. Public address in response to the impacts of residential school on our language, culture 
and ways of life. Language and Cultural Gathering. Sagkeeng First Nation, Manitoba (1998). 

 
74 Jeff Wastesecoot, spiritual leader, language expert and cultural teacher. Ochekwi-sipi Language Conference, 

August 4 -7, 2017. 
 
75 Canada’s laws and policies of forcible assimilation included the Indian Residential School System which 

focused on the assimilation of Indigenous children. It was a campaign to “take the Indian out of the child”. I could not 
find the source of the quote. There are also many variations that include “kill the Indian in the child”. It is a well-
known statement that is attributed Sir John A. MacDonald, Canada’s first Prime Minister with regards to Canada’s 
Residential School Policy. https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/chief-justice-says-canada-attempted-
cultural-genocide-on-aboriginals/article24688854/  

 
76 Peggy Hedges. Grandmother, personal conversation. Peguis First Nation, Manitoba (2014). 
 

 

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/chief-justice-says-canada-attempted-cultural-genocide-on-aboriginals/article24688854/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/chief-justice-says-canada-attempted-cultural-genocide-on-aboriginals/article24688854/
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language in their mind when they went to bed,77 or in the school yard,78 away from the nuns and 

priests in order to avoid punishment for speaking the language. It was their way of remembering 

the language. It was their way of staying connected to “home.” It was a way for them to remember 

who they are and where they came from. The late Mary Young79 was my academic counsellor 

(and friend) during my undergraduate studies, who wrote about remembering the land; 

remembering the smells of home; remembering the way the water felt and sounded on the lake; 

and remembering her siblings, parents, grandparents and their life on the land. It was her way of 

maintaining that connection to that good life.80 She talked about how remembering these things 

made life bearable in residential school. It was one of the ways she survived. Our ancestors did the 

same thing with our knowledge, practice(s) and way(s) of life. In Blackfoot Ways of Knowing, 

Betty Bastien said “…’coming home’…It means coming to know the ancestors, the nurturing 

knowledge and the transformational pedagogy of our ways of knowing, and understanding that our 

ways of knowing are not lost, but perhaps it is we, the First Nation peoples, who are lost…”81 That 

is how our way of life survived colonization. It is this praxis that reminds us that Anishinaabe 

language, culture and ways of life are there; all you need to do is look for them. Namgwamazin - 

remember who you are, and where you come from.  

                                                 

77 The late Mary Young. Academic and friend. Personal Conversation. World Indigenous Conference. Morley, 
Alberta (2000). 

 
78 Uncle John Cochrane Sr. Personal Conversation about his first-time experience with the English language. 

(2016). 
 
79  Mary Young. Pimatisiwin: Walking in a Good Way, A Narrative Inquiry into Language as Identity 

(Winnipeg: Pemmican Publications Inc., 2005).   
 
80 Ibid.  
 
81 Betty Bastien. Blackfoot Ways of Knowing (Alberta: University of Calgary Press, 2004), xi. 
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Namgwamazin also describes protocols around responsibility and accountability in the 

intergenerational transfer of knowledge. “Be careful where you walk…how you conduct yourself 

reflects what you’ve been taught and by whom.”82 Namgwamazin is bound to notions of territorial 

movement and accountability as was conveyed by Elder and lifelong educator Ruth Norton of 

Sagkeeng First Nation. She stated: “As a child, my parents and grandparents told me to behave 

myself… because how you behave out there in the world is a reflection of who we are.”83 This 

meant that, wherever you travel, people are watching you. As a visitor, people often ask: “Who 

are you?” and “Where are you from?” If we were close to home, they often ask: “Who are your 

parents? Who are your grandparents?”84 The purpose of these questions was to help them to decide 

what kind of relationship they would have with you. If they knew your parents or grandparents, 

they “knew” the type of person you were (i.e., lineage). If they didn’t know your family, they 

would approach the relationship tentatively and work to establish boundaries to govern that 

relationship. In this way, through this process, a visitor becomes accountable to the person(s) who 

has invited them into the community, and the inviter is accountable to their community for their 

visitor’s conduct. This also places the responsibility of the visitor to respect their “place” within 

the community and learn community protocols. It is with this understanding of Namgwamazin as 

the first Anishinaabe Law, that I approach this research.  

 

                                                 

82 Ruth Norton Elder, grandmother and lifelong educator. Personal conversations regarding the naming of a 
cultural school. Bineshi Lodge of Learning. Peguis First Nation, Manitoba. (2009). 

 
83  Elder, Grandmother and fluent Anishinaabe speaker Ruth Norton of Sagkeeng First Nation. Personal 

discussion regarding her understanding of Namgwamazin. (2009). 
 
84 Ibid. 
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Bimadiziiwin 

Bimadiziiwin is an Anishinaabe law that structures our way of knowing and being. It is deeply 

rooted in our Creation. Asini-Kwe,85 grandmother of the Midéwin Lodge and Medicine Society, 

talks about the time in our creation when Creator blew breath into our being, giving us life. Along 

with giving us life, “…the Creator gave us everything we need to have a good life.”86 This 

everything refers to the everything that the “Great Mystery”87 embodied. This included the infinite 

ability to imagine, transform and create. Giizhaay Munidoo88 also give Anishinaabe the ability to 

re-connect spiritually to that source of power, that place of knowing, and being. That “place”89 

materializes through our engagement with the language, ceremonies, songs, dances and spiritual 

relationship with the land, water and Creation. If we understand this law, we will understand our 

responsibility as an Anishinaabe person, and our place in Creation, resulting in a good life. This 

does not mean that we will not experience struggle or hardship. It means that we are given the 

tools to effectively deal with those struggles and hardships in a way that restores balance and the 

natural order, which results in the good life. There are so many examples of how this law works 

that we can only begin to understand what our life becomes when we “forget” what we have been 

given; or, more importantly, when we have not been taught who we are and where we come from. 

                                                 

85 Asini-Kwe (Edna Manitowabi), Grandmother for the Midéwin Lodge. 
 
86 Asini-Kwe (Edna Manitowabi). (1998). Grandmother for the Midéwin Lodge. Grandmother and Road of 

Life Teachings. Women’s Gathering. Peguis Healing Foundation & Training Center. Peguis First Nation, Manitoba. 
87 In Anishinaabe Teachings, the Creator is often referred to as “the Great Mystery”. 
 
88 In Anishinaabemowin (the Anishinaabe language) Giizhaay Munidoo can be translated into the great/kind 

spirit, which is another reference to The Creator.  
 
89 In the Midéwin Lodge (Medicine Society) there is a song that talks about this process of connecting to our 

source of power, that “place” where we can “go back” to sit with the Creator. Due to academic and scholarly 
appropriation of Indigenous culture, I will not name that song here. This is consistent with the Anishinaabe oral 
tradition of talking about things, without naming.   
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This praxis allows us to look beyond colonization to those bundles that are our language, culture 

and relationship with Creation that provide us with the tools to have that good life. It exists.  

Laws were put in place by the Creator to ensure Bimadiziiwin. In Nehiyaw (Cree), the term 

Wa-ko-to-win refers to “that spiritual reconnection of that sacred relationship…”90 which is 

derived from the term Ka-musk-wak-aski-ka-me-so-ka-ma-koon or the Creator’s Law.91 There is 

a “natural” order to everything that we do and there are laws that govern that action. Our 

understanding of these laws flow through our culture, language, relationship with the land and 

Creation. Our culture, as reflected through song, dance and ceremony teaches us about our 

responsibility as human beings and the laws that govern those relationships. Our language conveys 

an understanding of those laws. Our ancestors, through language, have afforded us the knowledge 

and understanding to these laws that they live by, through spiritual stories and ceremonies. They 

define the structure of what is a law to our people. The key element to these laws is structured 

using the sound “win” which is structured from mi-yo-pi-ma-ti-so-way- WIN, 92  which in 

Nehiyaw 93  also means “the good life”. The land implements those laws that govern our 

relationship with the land, animals and water. When we engage our culture, language and 

relationship with the land, we are inundated with an understanding of those laws. Colonization 

violently pursues our disconnection from this understanding. We know this because we are taught 

about duality: for everything that gives us life, there is an opposite.94  

                                                 

90 Jeff Wastesecoot. Cree Language Gathering. Ochekwi-Sipi, Manitoba. March 23-25, 2018. 
 
91 Jeff Wastesecoot. Cree Language Gathering. Ochekwi-Sipi, Manitoba. August 4, 5, & 6, 2017. 
 
92 Jeff Wastesecoot. Cree Language Gathering. Ochekwi-Sipi, Manitoba. March 23-25, 2018. 
 
93 Nehiyawaywin and Anishinaabemowin are closely related. In some cases, it’s the nuanced pronunciations 

that differentiate the two. Therefore, miyo-pimatisiwin holds the same meaning as mino-bimadiziiwin. 
 
94Misko Ginew - Dave McPherson. (2019). Traditional teacher, spiritual leader and practitioner. Small group 

teachings. Namgwamazin Cultural School. Peguis First Nation, Manitoba. 
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I refuse to write with academic language or use western constructs to legitimize what 

Indigenous people have shared with me; this act in itself undermines traditional knowledge. Our 

knowledge does not need to be legitimized by academics or the academy. This work represents a 

very small part of an ongoing conversation and hard work that has been happening in our 

communities beyond my memory. It is those grandmothers, those women, men, and children that 

I want to privilege. They are the people who are on the land, on the water, speaking our language, 

doing ceremony and carrying those bundles. This work is for all of them. Odébwéwin – we know 

it exists. It is with this understanding of Anishinaabe/Nehiyaw Law, that I approach this research.  

  

Odébwéwin 

This research is an embodiment of my life’s work up to this point. When I began looking for this 

knowledge, I went to visit nimisenh.95 She is one of the four fluent Anishinaabemowin speakers 

in our community96. It was her who I went to see when I needed to understand our language. 

During one of those visits, I asked her, “Is there a word in our language that describes how we 

know something…like what was given to us by the Creator…?” We talked about how we know 

something. We talked about knowing something. She replied: Odébwéwin. I took that translation 

to mean that we know it exists. However, as I continued to work with the communities in my 

research, I came across this teaching about the Nehiyaw language: Everything that ends in -win 

                                                 

95 Nimisenh can be translated as older sister. Mary Crate is like my older sister. She carries that kind of 
authority and our relationship embodies that of an older sister and younger sister. She is a grandmother, Midéwin, 
medicine woman and healer.  

 
96 Cultural community. 
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refers to a law.97 Tabway or Tapwe in Anishinaabemowin refers to the truth. If we get more 

specific, it is usually spelled debwéwin. However, if we remember what our Elders have told us, 

“…they put those bundles down; they hid them in the land, in the water…buried, suppressed, 

deconstructed and altered them.”98 That alteration came in the form of shortening our language. 

Some of our language specialists say that they took the “spirit” out of the language in order to 

protect their children.99 At one time, debwéwin was odébwéwin. I am positive that there is more 

reconstruction that is needed; however, odébwéwin can be translated as the sound the heart makes. 

“In other words, the speaker is exercising the highest degree of accuracy possible given what he 

or she knows.”100 This is understood as a person’s truth. The piece in between, which is made up 

of tamowin, or more accurately, dé and mowin; refers to language. If the ending in -win refers to 

law and if we reconstruct all of the translations, Odébwéwin can be interpreted in Anishinaabe as 

It is Anishinaabe Law to tell the truth. How we conduct ourselves is governed by Anishinaabe 

Law. This research is governed by Anishinaabe Law.  

It is Anishinaabe Law to speak the truth. I cannot separate myself from this research. It is 

relational. All of my learning up to this point has been geared towards looking for those bundles 

that were left behind. Indigenous peoples have been doing this for hundreds, if not thousands, of 

years — back to the time of Creation. It is this knowledge that I want to bring forward for those 

                                                 

97 Jeff Wastesecoot. Cree Language Gathering. Ochekwi-Sipi, Manitoba. March 23-25, 2018. 
 
98 Elder. Public address in response to the impacts of residential school on our language, culture and ways of 

life. Language and Cultural Gathering. Sagkeeng First Nation, Manitoba (1998). 
 
99 Jeff Wastesecoot. Cree Language Gathering. Ochekwi-Sipi, Manitoba. March 23-25, 2018. 
 
100 Basil Johnson. Anishinaabe Thesaurus (East Lansing, Michigan: Michigan State University Press, 2007). 
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ones who are coming behind. My mentor, friend, medicine woman and grandmother, Mishaki 

Anakadok continues to remind me that: 

Indigenous governance will not work if we use colonizer systems because that’s not 
who we are and that’s not – it’s not going to work for us. So, to me, it’s who we are, 
who we were and what we had – the natural laws that we followed, the foundation of 
Creator – all of those things that Indigenous governance should be based on.101 

 

I want my children to read this work and understand what it is I am saying. I want these words to 

resonate with my family and friends, not because I am the first to say it, but because they have 

heard it somewhere before. Most likely they heard it from our Elders, the traditional people, 

medicine people or from the land, water or animals. Maybe they have been blessed to have heard 

it from the ancestors. And this is exactly where it comes from, it does not come from me.  

Kanaka ‘Ōiwi scholar, friend and fellow IGOV/UPHIP Exchange alumni, Maya 

Kawailanaokeawaiki Saffery explores the ancestral relationship to Indigenous knowledge in her 

dissertation titled “Mai Ka Piko A Ke Mole: Clearing Paths and Inspiring Journeys to Fulfill 

Kuleana Through ‘Āina Education.”102 In her research on ‘Āina (land) based education, Maya 

engages with what she refers to as a “modified method of Kūpuna lensing” to explore how Kanaka 

‘Ōiwi ancestors might have viewed the contemporary approach referred to as land-based education 

and our relationship with the land, through her engagement with hula, mo‘olelo and mele. Maya 

asks the question “what would our ancestors have to say?” In her interpretation of hula, mo‘olelo 

and mele, she creates space for understanding and engaging with ancestral knowledge on the land. 

Maya’s modified method of kūpuna lensing is consistent with how we come to know, carry and 

                                                 

101 Mishaki-Anakadok. Interview. March 23, 2019. Matootoo Lake Medicine Lodge. Lines 14-17. Page 1. 
 
102 Maya L. Kawailanaokeawaiki Saffery. “Mai Ka Piko A Ke Mole: Clearing Paths and Inspiring Journeys to 

Fulfill Kuleana Through ‘Āina Education.” (PhD Diss., University of Hawai′i at Mānoa). 
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engage with ancestral knowledge in a contemporary setting. In her work, Maya refers to 

Indigenous intellectual traditions and the embodiment of those relationships through her use of the 

words k(now) and k(new) connotating her relationship with ancestral knowledge in a 

contemporary setting.  She marks the use of the word k(now) to indicate a way of knowing ancestral 

knowledge and k(new) to indicate ancestral knowledge that takes on new meaning within a 

contemporary reality. Like Kanaka ‘Ōiwi, we know this knowledge exists because of our 

relationship with the land and all of Creation; that which holds ancestral knowledge - through our 

knowledge and practice of ceremony, songs and stories; and through our language. This is how we 

come to know. 

Collectively, remembering who we are (Anishinaabe), where we come from 

(Namgwamazin), and what we have been given (Bimadiziiwin) is a conscious praxis that is 

inherently rooted in Anishinaabe Law (Odébwéwin). 

  

Indigenous Knowledge Sharing Protocols  

Anishinaabe ways of knowing and being require constant transformation103 and movement. How 

we transfer ancient knowledge from one generation to another requires creativity, resilience and 

commitment. Before all else, knowledge sharing is built on a foundation of relational, reciprocal 

and consensual processes that begin with acknowledging where that knowledge came from. In 

Anishinaabe worldviews, knowledge is not something we own.104 It is a bundle we carry for future 

                                                 

103 Damien Lee. “Echoes of Impermanence: Kahnesatá:ke Bimadiziiwin and the Idea of Canada” in This is an 
Honor Song: Twenty Years Since the Blockades, edited by Leanne Simpson (Winnipeg: Arbeiter Ring Publishing, 
2011), 239. 

 
104 The late Granny Dorothy Stranger. 1992. Informal interview and discussion as an assistant researcher on 

Community Health Project that led to the development of the document, Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples. 
Study: “Health Services Development in an Aboriginal Community: The Case of Peguis First Nation”. Conducted in 
Peguis First Nation. 
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generations. The late Granny Dorothy used to say “…how can we own knowledge when it is 

something that was given to us to share with others.” As people who have a strong relationship 

with the land, we learned from the land; we learned from the animals; we learned by paying 

attention to the weather; and we learned by trial and error. Granny Dorothy used to say “…if we 

didn’t know something, we would ask.” Asking also involved knowing who to ask - who carried 

that knowledge. It meant that you were prepared. It meant that you put enough thought into what 

it was you were asking. Asking meant that you were prepared, knowing you were opening yourself 

up to whatever it is that is placed before you.   

Learning requires consent. Consent is the result of a spiritual dialogue between you as a 

learner and the one(s) who carry that knowledge, including the land, water, animals and our 

ancestors. It is they who decide whether you are capable of receiving and carrying that bundle for 

future generations. In Anishinaabe worldviews, teachings are how we describe Indigenous 

knowledge. It is not a direct, straightforward lesson that you are taught. As Anishinaabe people, 

we are never given direct answers to our questions because our knowledge evolves. And we never 

ask direct questions, unless our relationship with that person allows us to do so. It does not 

guarantee a direct answer; however, it might result in a story. It has always been up to us as learners 

to figure things out. It is the way our Elders and our parents taught us. “If I give you the answer, 

you’ll never learn anything”.105 It is about the process of learning and how we come to know.  

Balancing Indigenous knowledge sharing protocols with institutional protocols comes from 

understanding your responsibility to the knowledge that is being shared with you. This is why, in 

Anishinaabe worldviews, consent is not just the result of a written contract. As Indigenous people 

in the state we call Canada, we know the power that the written word holds. Our words, when 

                                                 

105 My father. Personal conversation. 1987.  
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translated into the colonizer’s language, become frozen, unchangeable and tools used to mark our 

erasure. This colonizer’s language does not hold space for the relationship that is required for 

Indigenous knowledge sharing. It is not a unilateral process. This means that oftentimes, Elders, 

spiritual practitioners, medicine people or community leaders will decline to do an official 

interview. Some will only agree to share the information with you through conversation; allow 

you to shadow or observe them while they do their work; or participate in an event or ceremony. 

This level of engagement is deeply rooted in relationships.   

When I arrived home to do the last component of my research, I visited with my grandmother 

because I knew that her contribution would support and legitimize what I have learned about 

Indigenous governance. I assumed she would do an interview with me. When I asked her about 

the interview, she didn’t give me a direct answer. Instead, in her own way, she said “…why do 

you want to interview me? You know this stuff. What do you think we have been teaching you all 

these years?”106 She knew what I was capable of because she was a huge part of my learning — a 

huge part of who I was. It was Asini-Kwe who gave me my traditional name. She did not consent 

to an interview, but she provided her consent in so many other ways. Throughout the summer, she 

continued to have conversations with me and answer my questions as we did ceremony, harvested 

medicines, prepared/shared meals, and as we travelled. It was her way of saying giingah-itchigay 

– YOU can do this, I’ve given you everything you need and you know this. She always talked about 

finding my voice. When I started to share with her some of the struggles I have experienced 

throughout my western education and how I responded to those struggles, she said “you have found 

your voice.”  

                                                 

106 Asini-Kwe – Nookomis - Edna Manitowabi. Grandmother for the Midéwin Lodge. Mashkiki-Aki Medicine 
Gathering: Papasay - Year 2. Matootoo Lake Medicine Lodge, Peguis First Nation, Manitoba. July 11-14, 2019. 
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Despite the impact of colonial violence on Indigenous minds, bodies and lands, we have 

always found ways to ensure that our ways of thinking and being continue. We know this through 

the narratives that are told to us by our Elders, spiritual leaders and medicine people. We know 

this because our language, culture and relationship with the land is what connects us to our source 

of knowing. We know this because, despite the hundreds of years of colonial violence, these ways 

of knowing and being still exist. I don’t want to assume that I know anything. Our knowledge is 

fluid and dynamic. It is alive. We breathe life into our ancestral ways of knowing and being every 

time, we share it. What I will do is share some stories with you about what it is I have learned from 

the communities I have worked in. This is my truth. It does not belong to you. If you learn 

something from what I have said, then I hope that you use it in a good way and not in a way that 

manipulates, controls, assumes or claims it as your own. Remember, I am sharing these stories 

with you. I hope I am clear about where I got them from. That is the process. I hope that I have 

done so in a respectful manner.  

We each have our own stories to tell. That is how we construct our understanding of our 

world. This is how I have constructed my understanding of what Indigenous governance is. I hope 

it contributes to the conversation in a good way. In a way that continues to give our understanding, 

our ways of knowing and being, in a way that continues to give you life. 

 
Bizindaan!  

Before any learning can take place, we must know how to listen. In the Anishinaabe language 

bizindaan107 is an instruction to listen. Listening is not a single act, but a process.  As Indigenous 

                                                 

107  Anishinaabe word, meaning listening with all of your being: mentally, physically, emotionally and 
spiritually. 
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people, we listen not only with our ears, but also with our eyes, our hands, our feet – our entire 

body. It guides our learning. It is an embodied process that engages our physical, emotional, mental 

and spiritual ability to hear — not only what is being said, but what is not being said, by the land, 

water, animals or our ancestors. As Anishinaabe learners, bizindaan is an instruction to quiet 

ourselves so that we may hear, feel and see the spirit move. If we sit quiet enough, we can remove 

all of the distractions that prevent us from hearing what it is our ancestors are trying to tell us. If 

we sit quiet enough, we can hear, see and feel the spirit. It is through this relationship that we 

understand who we are. That understanding comes from our first mother, ni-ma-ma-aki,108 our 

first teacher.  As Leanne Simpson puts it, “Our political systems were non-hierarchical, non-

coercive, and non-authoritarian. Our political systems begin with how we mother.”109 It is our 

mother who teaches us to listen. It is our mother who teaches us about life. It is our mother that 

will teach us about governance. We need to listen to our mothers. The earth as our mother is the 

foundation. Our mother does not exist in isolation of aki, which is often referred to as the earth, or 

the land. In her book A Digital Bundle: Protecting and Promoting Indigenous Knowledge Online, 

Jennifer Wemigwans adds to our understanding of aki by stating that aki means  “everything”: 

“Understanding the land as ‘everything in our place’ and realizing that ‘everything has spirit’ are 

foundational concepts in recognizing how everything is related.” 110  Therefore, although our 

                                                 

108 Ni-ma-ma-aki can be translated as our mother the earth in Anishinaabemowin. 
 
109 Leanne Simpson. “Nogojiwanong: The Place at the Foot of the Rapids” in Lighting the Eighth Fire: The 

Liberation, Resurgence, and Protection of Indigenous Nations (Winnipeg: Arbeiter Ring Publishing, 2008), 208.  
 
110  Jennifer Wemigwans. A Digital Bundle: Protecting and Promoting Indigenous Knowledge Online. 

(University of Regina Press, 2018), 8. 
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political systems begin with how we mother, or our mother the earth, there is more – much more 

that what currently exists. 

Once we learn how to listen, we can learn how to observe. Gikinawaabi, 111  in 

Anishinaabemowin, refers to learning by observation. The Anishinaabe language is structured 

according to place; where you are on the land will determine how you use the language. Observing 

requires more than just seeing. Observing requires critical thinking, problem solving, remembering 

and reflecting.  Qwul'sih'yah'maht explains this process as witnessing: 

Witnessing is a significant responsibility because our witness is being asked to pay 
attention to all the details of the evening (what the name was, where it originated, 
and the protocol that was followed to ensure I had the right to use this name, as well 
as other details) … Witnesses are selected from every community present… This 
way, the information is shared throughout Coast Salish territory. If there were 
concerns or questions about what took place, what my name was, or where it was 
from, we could ask any of the witnesses.112 
 

Witnessing is a way of documenting significant events. It is what Indigenous oral history is 

founded upon. As Indigenous peoples, we learn through observation. As a member of the Wa-bi-

zha-shi (marten) clan, we are the strategists, the scouts. It is our responsibility to pay attention; this 

is how we gathered our intelligence. This is how traditional learning occurs. As a child, my 

grandmother would often say to me: “ok, now watch what I’m doing…”113 which placed the 

responsibility on myself as the learner to listen and observe, apply critical thinking and problem 

solving and take time to remember and reflect. In this way, learners were able to understand 

                                                 

111  Patricia Ningewance. Survival Ojibwe: Learning conversational Ojibwe in thirty lessons. (Winnipeg: 
Maazinaate Press, 1993). 

 
112  Qwul'sih'yah'maht. “Honoring the Oral Traditions of the Ta’t Mustimuxw (Ancestors) through 

Storytelling”. 
  
113 My late grandmother, Kathleen McPherson (Two-Teas) as she cleaned beaver and muskrat hides. 1976. 
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complex methods and patterns through the process of observation. It is how we, as Indigenous 

peoples came to understand the life cycles of the animals, weather patterns, migration patterns, 

movement of the waves, etc. It was how we learned. We paid attention.  

Drawing upon these instructions, it is my hope that what I have been taught has enabled 

me to listen, observe and engage with each you114 in a deep and meaningful way. As an outsider,115 

I hope that I have paid attention to what it is you have tried to teach me. I hope you see yourself in 

this research, in this work, and I hope it reflects back to you something that you feel good about. 

This research116 is personal. It is about fulfilling my responsibility to uncover and work with the 

bundles that have been placed before me.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

114 You, specifically in this context, addresses each the communities I’ve worked with and the people who have 
contributed to this re-search.  

 
115 Robert Alexander Innes. “Wait a second. Who are you anyways? The insider/outsider debate and American 

Indian Studies.” American Indian Quarterly 33, no:4, (2009): 440-461. 
 

116 Throughout this dissertation, I refer to this research as my work. From my position as an Indigenous woman, 
it is more than research. It is my work - my responsibility to share this truth with future generations. When I do use 
the word research, it will always be in the context of its relationship to Western education, the university as an 
institution, academics and my PhD requirements and processes.  



 

 51 

 
 

This picture was taken during the Elders and Youth Gathering hosted by Akwesasne in the summer 
of 2014. The flag represents the Haudenosaunee Confederacy and the wampum belt that tells the 
story of how each of the Nations have been united by the Great Law of Peace.  It is a powerful 
symbol that reflects the sovereign consciousness and identity of the Haudenosaunee. This flag was 
erected at the ceremonial grounds at Tsionkwanatiio. In the midst of the many nations that 
gathered, I was drawn to this image because above the flag was a highly visible eagle feather with 
plumes. The plumes are attached to the base of the feathers on eagle’s wing and at the base of the 
tail. It is the wings and tail of the eagle that direct the eagle’s flight which reminded me of the 
women of Akwesasne.  
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CHAPTER 3: 

THE DOORWAYS OF CONSENT 

 

This chapter embodies my journey into the first doorway of understanding Indigenous governance. 

It is the result of living in the Mohawk community of Akwesasne and my work with the Akwesasne 

Cultural Restoration Program (ACR). This chapter is an amalgamation of stories, interviews, 

conversations, observations and community interactions over the course of 4 months in the 

summer/fall of 2014 during my Masters research and 5 months of my PhD research in 2018.  It 

tells the story of how, from the very beginning, Indigenous women, specifically Mohawk women, 

have guided, structured and taught me about consent, authority and governance. Through the 

sharing of these stories, I have been reminded of the strength of our people and how Indigenous 

governance is embodied in everything we do. More importantly, it represents Akwesasne’s deeply 

rooted system of governance that upholds women’s authority, confirming the survival, existence 

and continuation of Indigenous governance systems. This section speaks to the importance of 

relationships for Indigenous peoples’ governance and how they are deeply imbedded in diplomacy 

and law.  

 

The Doorways of Consent 

The Mohawk women of Akwesasne taught me about consent. Through their actions, they have 

demonstrated their place and the power in upholding a Nation, a way of life, a way of thinking and 

a way of being. When I reflect on my first experience in Akwesasne, I am reminded of how friendly 

the men were, and how reserved I felt the women were. Many people ask me “why do you think 

that is?” It has been six years since that first day in Akwesasne and today, I can answer that 

question with clarity. I knew then as I know now, it was about protocol and consent.  
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Prior to my arrival in Akwesasne, I familiarized myself with all of the academic 

requirements and protocols for doing research in an Indigenous community.117 It was agreed that 

my first visit to Akwesasne would be for two weeks. I would go home for two weeks and then go 

back for three. After the three weeks in the community, I would go home for one week and then 

go back to Akwesasne for five weeks; for a total of ten weeks. This included receiving permission 

from the St. Regis Mohawk Tribe via the St. Regis Mohawk Tribe Environment Division and the 

Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Commission, a non-governmental representative body who 

provided the administration of the Áse Ti Tewá:ton Program.118 This permission was consistent 

with the community’s research approval process, more appropriately referred to as the 

Akwesasne’s Good Mind Research Protocol.119 The permission to do my Community Governance 

Project for my Master’s research had been granted, reflected in the movement through the 

community’s political and administrative processes. I realize that my approval was pending and 

that this could not have occurred without the initial consent of my community supervisor 

Katénies. 120She was one of the visionaries who worked tirelessly on the Natural Resources 

Damages Assessment and Lawsuit filed against the General Motors (GM) and Alcoa 

Companies.121 Katénies is a powerful community and cultural restoration advocate who is guided 

by a deeply rooted relationship with her community. It was through her commitment, vision and 

                                                 

117 Protocols & Principles for Conducting Research in an Indigenous Context. University of Victoria. Faculty 
of Human and Social Development. February 2003.  https://www.uvic.ca/hsd/research/igovprotocol.pdf 

 
118 Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Commission. Natural Resource Damage Assessment: Cultural Restoration 

Cooperative Agreement. Akwesasne Mohawk Nation. November 9, 2007.  
 
119 Akwesasne Good Mind Research Protocol. (1995). 

 
120 Katénies, otherwise known as Barbara Tarbell.  
 
121  St. Lawrence Environment Trustee Council (SLETC). Natural Resource Damage Assessment and 

Restoration. Akwesasne Mohawk Nation November 2012. 

https://www.uvic.ca/hsd/research/igovprotocol.pdf
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relationship with the Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Commission that Áse Ti Tewá:ton was 

realized. If she had not agreed to work with me, I know with absolute certainty that I would not 

have been able to do this work with the Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Program. Katénies was 

the first doorway that led to my work in Akwesasne. 

 

Katénies 

I had flown into Montreal and a friend of mine offered to drive me to Akwesasne. After spending 

most of the day together, my friend dropped me off at the Bear’s Den gas station at the east end of 

the reserve where Katénies and her partner Corey picked me up. They drove me to where I would 

be staying for the next two weeks, which was an apartment next to the ACR122 building. After 

chatting with them for a while, they left and I was alone. I had been dropped in the middle of 

foreign territory and it was my responsibility to figure things out. This wasn’t the first time this 

happened to me. I knew this is how we were taught.  Although it was not clear at the time, I knew 

that we didn’t simply do things for nothing. There was a purpose. This was my first test as I stood 

at the doorway; if I “passed the test,” then they would work with me; if I “failed the test”, then it 

would shift the focus of our relationship. For me, it was a part of a teaching and learning 

relationship, and right from day one, this test was enacted. No one was going to cater to me and I 

was ok with that. My community supervisor had more important matters to tend to. If I wanted to 

be in their community, if I wanted to work in their community, if I wanted to be a part of their 

community, I had to prove that I was not going to be a burden. It was the way things were done. I 

was asking the community to share their knowledge with me. That was a big request. It would be 

selfish to think that someone would take my hand and cater to me while I was there too. This was 

                                                 

122 ACR is the acronym for Akwesasne Cultural Restoration. 



 

 55 

the way I was taught; it was the way everyone at home was taught. You figure things out on your 

own. You work hard to earn what the community would share because with that knowledge comes 

responsibility. Indigenous knowledge is not just handed to you. You work for it. You earn the right 

to carry that knowledge. That is how we learned. My father-in-law had a saying: “…easy come, 

easy go…when things are just handed to you, you don’t think twice about giving it away…it goes 

in one hand and out the other. If you work hard for what you have, you work hard to keep it, you 

take care of it.”123  This was responsibility! This is how we were taught. And this is how things 

were being done in Akwesasne. This was a test of responsibility. Was I responsible enough to 

carry this knowledge? 

It was my first day at Áse Ti Tewá:ton in July 2014. All of the group work for the Masters 

and Apprentices began each morning in the “garage” which was a large open space with 

wood/plywood walls and four workstations in separate areas of the room. The Language 

Specialists, Masters and their Apprentices were casually visiting and preparing for the day. In the 

middle of the cement floor was a u-shaped arrangement of tables used for teaching and 

presentations. I felt awkward as a “newcomer” to the space and sat among the Apprentices of 

varying ages while introductions were made by my Community Supervisor. The majority of the 

introductions were in Kanien’kéha (Mohawk language) so I felt completely out of place. When 

introductions were done, Katénies invited me up to the front to introduce myself to the group. The 

room was uncomfortably quiet as I began to introduce myself in the Anishinaabe language, calling 

upon the spirit to help me – Zhawaynimishin Giizhaay Munidoo, help and guide me kind Creator, 

for I am pitiful…” Then in English, I spoke about why I was there – to learn — making every 

effort to convey how grateful I was to be granted permission to work with their community. I spoke 

                                                 

123 Glen Joshua Bird Sr. otherwise known as Billy Bird. Personal conversation. 
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about my admiration for how advanced they were as a Nation in their cultural restoration efforts 

and how I might learn something from them and how this might be useful for other communities 

following the same path.  

Following introductions, everyone moved into their groups and began the day. My 

community supervisor had to leave and I was left with the group. Not really knowing what to do, 

I nervously went outside to observe the “Hunting” group as they chipped slate to make arrowheads. 

I was a bit alarmed when the Master responsible for Ceremony called me over to where she and a 

few of her Apprentices were standing. She was forthright when she asked, “What are you doing 

here?” Her direct nature made me nervous as I repeated what I had just shared with the group in 

my introduction; I was there as a part of my Master’s research on land-based governance and I 

“wanted to learn from everyone here because Mohawk people are viewed as solid in their 

understanding of sovereignty.” As far as I knew, the program was the only one of its kind in 

Canada.  They all looked at me without saying anything and then she asked again, “No, really what 

are you doing here?” I was a bit shocked at her disbelief of my first answer and didn’t know how 

to respond other than to say, “I am here to learn.” She looked at me pensively and said “…ok, I’ll 

accept that for now.” Unbeknownst to me, this Master was a very well-known and highly respected 

Clan Mother in the Haudenosaunee Confederacy. Tewa’keráhkwa 124  was the doorway to 

Indigenous governance in Akwesasne. In fact, it was her responsibility as a Clan Mother, and I’m 

certain that it is her obligation, to stop me at the doorway and question me. From that moment on, 

I knew my time in Akwesasne was conditional. These conditions involved proving to them, and 

the community, that my intentions were honourable, respectful and transparent. Telling them that 

I was there to learn, which was the truth, was simply not enough. Their consent was pending. I 

                                                 

124 Tewa’keráhkwa, Bear Clan Mother Louise McDonald-Herne, Haudenosaunee Confederacy. 
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was a visitor in their territory and I had to prove myself worthy of any knowledge that would be 

shared with me. The silence I felt from the women that day reminded me of what Aunty Kū stated 

so eloquently “Our silence… means that we do not consent.”125  Tewa’keráhkwa’s response 

echoed something I learned when I started my journey as an Anishinaabe-Ikwe: it is the women 

who hold that authority; your presence in someone’s home is determined by the women. 

 

Karihwénhowe  

For the first five weeks in the community my Community Supervisor, Katénies, was away dealing 

with a family emergency and I had only seen her a handful of times. Although she agreed to 

supervise me during my research in Akwesasne, she was not directly involved in my day-to-day 

interactions with the program and participants. I was on my own. I stayed in a suite next to the 

ACR building and did not know anyone and did not have access to internet or telephone contact 

with anyone in the community, aside from my Community Supervisor’s phone number. I also did 

not have access to transportation. I felt completely isolated. The first week went by and all 

introductory protocols were fulfilled. I had already accepted the fact that I was going to be alone 

all weekend, so I had planned to do some reading, writing, and email my kids to keep myself busy. 

Friday came and went. Saturday morning came and I got up, made myself a coffee and some 

breakfast and got ready for the day. It was mid-morning when Karihwénhowe126  knocked on the 

door. She was the Language Specialist for Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton. She had to pick up something at the 

office and came next door to check and see if I wanted to attend a company picnic with her. I have 

come to believe that it was her way of checking on me. It reminded me of fasting ceremonies. You 

                                                 

125 Aunty Kū. Interview. January 22, 2019. Hilo, Hawai‘i. Line 40. Page 2. 
 
126  Dorothy Lazore, Elder and Master Language Specialist for the Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton Program. 2014. 

Akwesasne Mohawk Nation. 
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were taken into the bush to your lodge, and basically left. The next morning, the grandmothers 

would check on you. This is what it felt like and it was a welcome visit. It felt like ceremony. It 

was ceremony.  

We drove around the park at Messina,127 but we couldn’t find the picnic. She called and 

asked for directions but we still could not find it, so she said “come on, I’ll take you for lunch.” 

This was the beginning of a beautiful, adventurous and kind friendship. We spent the next three 

weeks visiting her friends, family, community members, attending community events, socializing 

and travelling. Everywhere we went and everything we did involved sharing food. I had forgotten 

about how important food is to community protocol. Karihwénhowe always said, “we feed our 

guests.” Sharing food — feeding your guest(s) — gave you an opportunity to know that person on 

a more intimate level. It is tied to our understanding of Namgwamazin: to be mindful of who you 

are and where you are from.  It also answers the questions of “Who are you?”; “Where are you 

from?”; “What are you doing here?”; “What is your research about?” and, “Who let you in?” These 

questions help people decide what kind of relationship they would have with you. If they didn’t 

know your family or your community, they would approach the relationship tentatively and work 

to establish boundaries that would govern that relationship. 

I got to know the community through Karihwénhowe. After that first week in the 

community, Karihwénhowe and I did everything together. When we would visit with community 

members, she would introduce me and talk about my work with ACR, giving them an opportunity 

to ask questions and get to know me. She created space for consent.  It is through this process that 

a visitor becomes accountable to the person who has invited them into the community and the 

inviter becomes accountable to their community for their visitor’s conduct. By bringing me into 

                                                 

127 Messina, New York, USA. 
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the community this way, Karihwénhowe put her reputation on the line and I am extremely humbled 

and grateful for her generosity and kindness. It took me a while to realize that it was Karihwénhowe 

who came to check on me the first weekend I was in Akwesasne. She was the one who took me 

around the community, introduced me to her friends, family, and influential community members, 

including her brother, who was one of the four chiefs in the Mohawk Council of Akwesasne. 

Karihwénhowe was the one who “brought me in.” 

 

Tekanikanraweston: Our Relationships Structure Consent  

When I think back to how the women of Akwesasne structured consent, I realized that these 

women were the doorways to the sharing of this knowledge. It is a ceremony. It has the same 

qualities that Tekanikanraweston, 128  which refers to the Onkwenhonwe Edge of The Woods 

Ceremony embodies. Going back to the question of “who let me in?”, it was Katénies. I started 

this research as a visitor to Akwesasne. As an outsider, Katénies was the one who met me at the 

eastern doorway of the community. As an outsider, I came to the edge of their community and 

waited for Katénies who "let me in.” Once I was taken to the ACR building, I waited for the next 

movement. It was Karihwénhowe who took me from the ACR building, fed me and walked me 

through the doorway into the community. There was a reason why things were done this way. 

Although Katénies let me in, her consent was re-visited at the end of the first five weeks in the 

community. I spent the majority of my time in community with Karihwénhowe not knowing that 

                                                 

128 Tekanikanraweston refers to what is known as the Edge of the Woods Ceremony for Onkwenhonwe people. 
According to Tewákeráhkwa, “It does not mean ‘the wood’s edge;’ it means to ‘pierce the mind’ so that we can 
unburden your journey. We do this so that you may let go of those things that may have caused you pain or injury on 
your way here. It is about clearing away the eyes, the ears and the throat so that as two peoples, we can have clean, 
unhindered communications.” Personal conversation. September 2014. 
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Katénies had been observing, listening and witnessing my movement in the community. At the 

end of those five weeks, Katénies said “When you come back I want you to stay with me and my 

family on Cornwall Island.”129  I was shocked. Up until that point, I thought I was just there to be 

of assistance to the Program. But, when Katénies asked me to stay with her and her family, I felt 

like there was a deeper level of understanding and consent.  

It was during the last five weeks that I spent with Katénies and her family that we developed 

a deeper, more meaningful relationship. One day, she straight-out told me why she didn’t invite 

me into her personal and private space(s):  

I had to know that you were trustworthy…I couldn’t just invite you into my home 
with my children, I didn’t know you – I didn’t know anything about you, other than 
the bio you sent…I have been hearing some good things about you from the 
community, and I had to find out for myself.130  

 

It was part of her “test”131 - to fully be invited in. Although Katénies gave her initial consent for 

me to work with ACR, she had to know that the community consented. She put the community 

first. If they had not wanted me there, it would have gotten back to her and she would have been 

the one to tell me to leave. It made me feel good to know that I had passed several tests. These 

“tests” are important. It was a significant reminder that our movement and negotiation in each 

other’s territory is deeply rooted in ongoing protocol, consent and ceremony. It was my 

responsibility to pay attention, bizindaan! and learn how my relationship with the women of 

                                                 

129 Katénies, Barbara Tarbell. Personal Communication. 
 
130 Ibid.  
 
131 Personal Communication with my Community Supervisor, Katénies - Barbara Tarbell, Executive Director 

of the Akwesasne Cultural Restoration Program: Áse Tsi Tewá:ton Program. (September 2014). Her test meant that 
before she decided to work with me on a deeper level, she needed to know who I was, whether I was trustworthy or 
how I would conduct myself in the community. After five weeks, she told me that, she had heard “good things” about 
me from the community, which told her that I was “ok” to work with.  
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Akwesasne structured consent through ceremony. On a more personal level, it re-affirmed that I 

was taught properly and the effectiveness of Indigenous governance in the community.  

  

Silence  

“There is a lot of silence in the communities in terms of when they – when we 
are silent. It usually means that we don’t agree, but the western system 
interprets it as, that we agree.”132 

 

The community was not silent. We know what is going on in our communities and we all know, 

people talk. Namgwamazin. I knew this. I knew people would be watching me, and rightfully so. 

It was their community and they had every right to question me and tell me exactly what they were 

thinking, if they chose to do so. All of this made me think about this idea of consent.  

There are no words for consent in the Anishinaabe language because our language is 

descriptive, alive and fluid. The word consent gives you the impression that it is a one-time thing. 

It is not. Consent in Indigenous communities is an ongoing process that is governed by our laws 

and structured according to our relationships with each other and Creation. As a child, my parents 

would only have to look disapprovingly for me to know that I was not supposed to be doing 

something. If I were to ask my father something, his eyes told me no before I could finish asking 

the question, and he rarely had to say the word. This was tied to a mutual understanding and our 

relationship we had with our parents. It is spiritual; it is how we communicate with the spirit – 

without words. We learned to pay attention to body language, our surroundings and we learned to 

read our environment through movement, sound and change. Bizindaan! Our spiritual relationship 

that we had with Creation is how we learned about consent. If we felt that something was not right, 

we knew instinctively to think about what the situation was telling us, re-evaluate our situation 

                                                 

132 Aunty Kū. Interview. January 22, 2019. Lines 40-41. Page 2 
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and revise our plan. It was based on a spiritual understanding about the relationship with each 

other and with our environment. Some people might refer to this as instinct or gut feeling. For us, 

it is the spirit that resides inside, guiding us. Katrina-Ann Kapā‘anaokalāokeola Nākoa Oliveira, a 

Kanaka scholar refers to this as na‘au in her discussion on Ancestral Places,133 stating: 

On a daily basis, our experiences are enriched by our sense abilities of sight, hearing, 
taste, touch and smell. Yet these five sense abilities make up only a part of our 
experiences. The sixth sense ability is often associated with one’s intuition and 
supernatural phenomena that defy ‘rational’ logic. For Kanaka, this sixth sense 
ability emanates from our na‘au and both ‘ike kumu 134  and ‘ike hānau 135  (a 
knowledge base with which Kānaka are born).136 

 

Na‘au can be defined as a gut feeling.137 “Our gut feelings provide us with insight for future 

courses of action.”138 It is an internal guide. The Kanaka understanding of na‘au is as a knowledge 

base with which Kānaka are born: “Like an umbilical cord that connects mother to child, the na‘au 

is a spiritual link between ancestor and descendent. It is from the na‘au that Kanaka ancestral 

knowledge emanates, strengthening the bond with one’s ancestors, those both known and 

unknown.”139  As Indigenous people, this is tied to our way of knowing; it is a spiritual process 

                                                 

133Katrina-Ann Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa Oliveira. Ancestral Places: Understanding Kanaka Geographies. 
(Oregon: Oregon State University Press, 2014). 

 
134  ‘Ike kumu refers to fundamental knowledge as defined in Katrina-Ann Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa 

Oliveira. Ancestral Places: Understanding Kanaka Geographies (Oregon: Oregon State University Press, 2014), 147. 
 
135  ‘ike hānau refers to the knowledge base with which Kānaka are born as defined in Katrina-Ann 

Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa Oliveira. Ancestral Places: Understanding Kanaka Geographies (Oregon: Oregon State 
University Press, 2014),147. 

 
136 Katrina-Ann Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa Oliveira. Ancestral Places: Understanding Kanaka Geographies 

(Oregon: Oregon State University Press, 2014),102. 
 
137 Na’au refers to intestines, bowels, guts; mind, heart, affections of the heart or mind; mood, temper feelings. 

Katrina-Ann Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa Oliveira. Ancestral Places: Understanding Kanaka Geographies (Oregon: 
Oregon State University Press, 2014), 154. 
 

138 Ibid. Page 102 
 
139 Ibid. 
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and a significant part of consent. It is our connection to all that we are as a people. It is our 

connection to that source of power that has guided us through the last 600 years of colonial assault. 

It is inside of us. It is something we feel in our body when something is not right. In this way, we 

learn about consent through a spiritual connection with the land, water, animals and each other. 

This kind of knowing is different than the kind of consent we know today.  

 

The Misinterpretation of Our Silence 

Colonization has changed how we understand consent. Since colonial contact our ability to give, 

maintain or withdraw consent has been violently replaced by colonial policy and law. From 

political to personal autonomy, colonization has assumed consent. Indigenous peoples have not 

been allowed to say no. If we were told to do something, we couldn’t say “no, I don’t want to.” 

We didn’t have a choice other than to do what we were told. Decisions were made without our 

consent, effectively eliminating our ability to make decisions for ourselves. We were told by 

people in authority to “be quiet and do what you are told.” If we disobeyed, we were punished. In 

the colonial context, our silence takes on another meaning. As adults, our silence is often 

interpreted as “we don’t understand” or “we don’t have an opinion.” In reality, our silence became 

a nuanced act of resistance, meaning “we don’t consent."  

In the absence of a relationship, our silence is not understood. Our silence is often 

interpreted as a lack of agency. As Indigenous peoples we were, and continue to be, viewed and 

treated as a people who are unable to make decisions for ourselves. This idea that Indigenous 

peoples are incapable of making decision for ourselves is at the core of the colonial relationship. 

If we are viewed as incapable, we are placed in the position of subjects of the state, positioning the 

state to act in our “best interest” or on our behalf. Colonization has turned Indigenous consent into 
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a fait accompli.140 It does not matter what we say or do, the state and colonial institutions will 

continue to do what they want to, with or without our consent. This was evident in the state’s 

policy of Residential Schools, the 60’s Scoop and still evident in Aboriginal Child Welfare policy 

and laws today.  It is evident in educational, political, social, health, financial and legal systems 

and institutions where decisions are made for Indigenous peoples, without their consent. 

 

Gaawiin: 141 Protecting Consent 

Knowing there was a relationship between silence and consent, I had to be conscious of how I 

navigated consent with the communities I worked in. I had to come to terms with the ways in 

which Indigenous people view and consent. I understood the silence as an embodiment of 

resistance. I understood the subtle nuance of communication and the passive/aggressive use of the 

word no. I was not used to hearing142 the word no within the context of an ongoing respectful and 

reciprocal relationship. The women in Akwesasne reaffirmed the existence and power of consent 

through their use of silence. They taught me that consent is conditional. And, they taught me that 

the word no is the key to good relations.  

I remember the first time I felt the power of the word no within the context of Indigenous 

women’s governance. Katénies and program administrators Iekennoréhstha 143  and 

Kaharónkwas144 and I were on a conference call with my academic supervisor at the time, Taiaiake 

                                                 

140 Fait accompli is a legal term that refers to something that has already been happened or been done and 
cannot be changed. https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/fait-accompli   

 
141 Gaawiin in Anishinaabemowin means no. 
 
142 Hearing, as an embodied response that is felt in the body.  
 
143 Amberdawn LaFrance 
 
144 Jari Thompson 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/fait-accompli
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Alfred. We were going over the details of my MA project oral defense when he asked if two of his 

students who were also part of the Indigenous Governance Program, doing their Community 

Governance Project in Kahnawá:ke, could attend. Katénies asked “Are they white?” When he said 

yes, she said “No.” There were a few seconds of heavy silence before the conversation continued. 

Katénies didn’t explain herself, nor did she feel the need to justify her answer. Katénies’ ‘no’ drew 

the line in the sand. It was about protecting the integrity of what it is we were doing. I don’t know 

why I assumed Katénies would be ok with letting non-Indigenous people attend my defense. 

Maybe I was just too colonized to even think about saying no. I considered them friends and I felt 

like the no drew the line between us versus them. What side of the line did I want to be on? It 

wasn’t about sides. It is about integrity. It is about boundaries. It wasn’t my decision to make. It 

wasn’t my community. Katénies made those boundaries very clear by saying no. It was about 

Akwesasne and nothing else. At that moment, I realized how fortunate I was to be there. It was a 

reminder not to make assumptions about my relationship with the community. In the context of 

academia, Taiaiake Alfred possessed a certain kind of authority, but here in Akwesasne, it was 

Katénies who had the authority; we both knew that with certainty. This was her territory, her 

program and as a Mohawk woman, she held that authority. I was proud to be working with her, 

learning from her and I am proud to know her. As long as I have, she has always fought hard to 

protect the work that Akwesasne is doing to restore language, culture and a way of life. It was 

Katénies who taught me that we can say no and we must.  

Katénies held me accountable. She was careful with what I wrote, and how I presented the 

information. My Community Governance Report was not published or publicly accessible. I 

wanted to share my work about Akwesasne. I wanted other communities to know how important 

this work was. Katénies said no. It is about protecting Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton. It is about protecting 

something that was shared with me, but does not belong to me. As a Mohawk woman who fought 
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hard and gave life to Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton, it is her responsibility to protect it. Colonial forces are 

relentless, shape shifting and opportunistic. This experience reminded me that colonial structures, 

institutions, policy and law promote the thinking that you can go wherever you want; do whatever 

you want; say whatever you want; and as Indigenous people, we can’t do a damn thing about it. 

We must remember that consent is an ongoing spiritual, emotional, mental and physical process. 

Consent has limitations. These limitations are grounded in our ability to say no and to determine 

the parameters of that relationship. And, consent can be withdrawn at any time. Katénies use of 

the word no reminded me that the word was absolute. If you didn’t understand her silence, and she 

had to say no, then it meant that you needed to take a step back and ask yourself why. It was how 

we maintained respectful and reciprocal relationships. We paid attention. We listened, not only 

with our ears, eyes and body, but also, with our spirit. We don’t need to explain ourselves. We 

don’t need to justify anything. Non-Indigenous people don’t understand this. They ask question 

after question and they don’t know how to be silent. They don’t know how to listen with their ears 

or their eyes, let alone their body or their spirit. This is what we need to understand. It is not our 

responsibility to educate anyone. That is the learner’s responsibility. That is reciprocity. We have 

to understand when we need to give voice to our silence. As Indigenous peoples who experience 

colonization every day, we must know how to listen to the spirit and allow that place to guide us. 

And, there are times when we need to give voice to that place. 

 

The Bundle of Consent 

At the end of my Master’s research and my Community Governance Project in Akwesasne, I 

wanted to express my gratitude for the community’s acceptance of me and the teaching and 

learning they had given me. I wanted to do this by speaking in Kanien’kéha. I met Tewa’keráhkwa 

for coffee and asked her how I could do this. She was quiet for a while and then she looked me in 
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the eyes and asked “Well, who let you in?” meaning, who allowed you to do research in our 

community? I was again floored by her frankness, because throughout my time in community, I 

thought that they had given me their consent, but I did not stop to consider how this happened or 

“who let me in.” She explained that everything they do is in the context of the land, the confederacy 

and the longhouse. As Mohawks of Akwesasne, their place within the Haudenosaunee 

Confederacy is referred to as the Keepers of the Eastern Door.145  Tewa’keráhkwa continued by 

saying that this doorway begins at the western tip of Cornwall Island146  and extends all the way 

to the eastern boundaries of Sugar Bush147 and everything in between, including Frog Town, St. 

Regis, Raquette Point, Ts‘nye and Hogansburg.148 In response to her question, I stated that I was 

unsure of what she was asking. She responded, “Well, who said you can stay here?” I immediately 

thought of my Academic Supervisor, Taiaiake Alfred, who is a Mohawk man from Kahnawake 

who had a longstanding professional relationship as a consultant to my Community Supervisor. 

But, he was not from Akwesasne.  

  Thinking back to when Tewa’keráhkwa asked me “who let you in?” I realized that I passed 

through several doorways. These doorways were occupied by beautiful, strong and powerful 

Mohawk women. I could not have moved through these doorways without their approval. I call 

them doorways because I stood on one side of the door, asking to come in so that I might learn 

                                                 

145 Winona LaDuke, W. All our relations: Native struggles for land and life (Cambridge, MA: South End Press, 
1999), 13. 

 
146 Cornwall Island is a community within the community of Akwesasne Mohawk Territory that is also located 

in the province of Ontario, Canada. 
 
147 Sugar Bush is a community within the community of Akwesasne Mohawk Territory. 
 
148 Tewa’keráhkwa, Bear Clan Mother Louise McDonald-Herne, Haudenosaunee Confederacy. October 2014. 

Personal Conversation in preparation for my Master’s Oral Defense to be held in Akwesasne during Akwesasne 
Cultural Restoration Program’s first annual Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton Experience, which is a year-end community event 
organized to showcase the work of the Masters, Apprentices and Language Specialists for the community. 
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from each of them. Their consent is so much more than a box you check off or a formal letter of 

permission. Thinking back to that first day, I realized that the consent of key women in the 

community structures the framework for Indigenous governance. I would not have had the 

privilege to observe, participate or learn about Indigenous governance from an Onkwenhonwe 

perspective if these women had not given their consent. If they had not consented to me being 

there, they would have made it difficult for me to work in Akwesasne by refusing to talk to me, 

participate in the work I was doing, or they would have asked me to leave. With their consent, I 

was given the extreme privilege of living in their community, establishing deeply spiritual and 

significant relationship with the women and community of Akwesasne. As a result, I am in the 

position to share with you what I have learned about Indigenous governance from the community 

of Akwesasne.  

Our governance structures require movement and change. They are dependent on the life-

giving, sustaining and protective power of women. Our governance structures are deeply rooted 

in Indigenous women’s consent. The women of Akwesasne shared with me and provided me with 

my first bundle in understanding Indigenous governance. It was the bundle of consent. The 

Mohawk women of Akwesasne taught me that Indigenous governance cannot function without the 

consent of the women. 
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This is a picture of my daughter braiding sweetgrass. It is my daughter’s hands that you see; 
however, you cannot see the person holding the other end of the braid. I chose this picture because 
like the braiding of sweetgrass, you have to navigate the different  lengths and how the strands 
come together. A person can braid sweetgrass by themselves; however, the neatest looking braids 
are braided by two people. Sweetgrass is one of our four main medicines as Anishinaabe people 
and represents the coming together of the body, mind and the spirit. Much like this research, I am 
braiding together the past, present and the future.  
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CHAPTER 4: 

WOMEN’S GOVERNANCE 

 

Indigenous governance is about pursuing balance. I had grown up on the reserve only knowing the 

Indian Act elected Chief and Band Council System as governance. After years of going back to 

the land, back to ceremony, back to the language, and back to the grandmothers, I realized there 

was more to governance than what we are led to believe. For the last 500+ years, we have been 

inundated with a way of thinking and being that is not our own. Have our bundles survived? Yes, 

they have. The Mohawk women of Akwesasne provided me with my first bundle of understanding 

consent and how you cannot have good governance without the consent of the women. That is the 

law. All of life begins with women. This must be our starting point. 

 

Indigenous Women’s Role(s) in Governance 

As we approached the fall of 2014, Akwesasne and Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton hosted the Elders and Youth 

gathering, which Tewa’keráhkwa was responsible for. Administration, the Masters and I were 

going over the scheduling and details for the gathering. When our meeting ended, Tewa’keráhkwa 

approached me and asked me if I had any plans for the next few days. When I said I’d be doing 

what I can to help at the gathering, she said “I’d like it if you’d shadow me this weekend…”149 

This was the same woman who, on my first day in Akwesasne, asked me “What are you doing 

here?” Did this mean what I thought it meant? Haudenosaunee governance from the perspective 

of a Clan Mother is at the core of what I was looking for in my effort to understand Indigenous 

governance. I thought to myself, ok, I must be doing something right. I was excited and honoured 

                                                 

149 Tewa’keráhkwa, Bear Clan Mother, Louise McDonald-Herne. Personal Conversation. August 2014.  
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that she asked me to witness what her responsibilities as a Clan Mother, within the context of the 

Haudenosaunee Confederacy, looked like.  

The morning of the gathering was spent getting organized, preparing for 

Tekanikanraweston (Edge of The Woods Ceremony). Tewa’keráhkwa explained to me that weeks 

ago runners150  had been sent out in all four directions on Turtle Island; as far west as the Tulalip 

Nation; as far south as Navajo territory and Muskogee/Creek; to the eastern coastal Nations; and 

many Nations in between. The runners had carried with them an invitation for the leadership151 of 

the Nations who were in relations with the Confederacy. I had only read about the 

Tekanikanraweston ceremony in a directed reading course I had taken in preparation for my 

research in Akwesasne. In the textbooks, the Tekanikanraweston Ceremony was framed within a 

pre-contact and historical context. I wouldn’t have ever known that this political and diplomatic 

practice was alive and well in Akwesasne. And here I was, about to witness Haudenosaunee 

(Mohawk) political protocol, diplomacy and governance, first-hand. And, Tewa’keráhkwa was the 

lead. Indigenous women’s governance is deeply rooted in consent and ceremony. This gathering 

included Faith Keepers like Tom Porter and Oren Lyons, men who were a significant part of the 

political and cultural renaissance back in the 70’s and 80’s. I felt extremely honoured and humbled 

to be witness to such a powerful event. I tried my best to stay out of the way while shadowing 

Tewa’keráhkwa. I watched as the invited Nations began to arrive, fully dressed in ceremonial 

attire, waiting at the top of the hill at Tsionkwanati:io 152  to be invited into the community 

                                                 

150 Runners are the Messengers for official Confederacy business. 
 
151 Cultural Leaders; people who worked with the language, culture and land who were politically and actively 

engaged knowledge keepers.  
 
152 Tsionkwanati:io is one of the ceremonial grounds in Akwesasne that Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton accessed. 
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(gathering). In my outsider’s understanding,153 this ceremonial practice was engaged when visiting 

Nations had business with the Confederacy. Visitors made camp and waited at the edge of the 

woods or community boundary for leaders to invite them in. The smoke from their fire would alert 

the community that there was business to conduct. Leadership would prepare themselves 

accordingly and runners would go and escort the visitors to a central location. A “brushing off”154 

ceremony would begin to remove any negative energy that they carried with them. This enabled 

the visitors to conduct business with a good mind.155     

On the second day, discussions between the Nations had begun. I left Tsionkwanati:io 

during lunch and when I returned, something was out of sorts. I looked for Tewa’keráhkwa and 

she was nowhere to be found. It was as if everything was at a standstill. I walked around the 

grounds trying to find someone to ask what was going on. When I found some of the Apprentices 

from Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton, they told me that one of the male leaders and his supporters from a visiting 

community openly stated that he had a problem with taking orders from a woman 

(Tewa’keráhkwa) and refused to participate until his concerns were addressed. I thought to myself, 

“Who the hell is he to come here and demand that his values and beliefs be respected!? This is 

Mohawk Land! You are a visitor. You have no right to behave that way.” This was not his territory 

and he had no right to impose his values or beliefs on this gathering. I thought it was disrespectful. 

                                                 

153 Outsider’s understanding means that I am an outsider. I cannot convey the full details or meaning of this 
ceremony. I can provide you with some information that might help you to understand the political and diplomatic 
process. 

 
154 The brushing off of visitors is part of the Edge of The Woods Ceremony. Visitors are brought into the 

community and provided with a brushing off or cleansing using certain medicine(s) and a small eagle plume. The 
brushing off represents the removing of any negative energy in preparation for the work that will take place; whether 
it is ceremony, political or diplomatic relations. Tewa’keráhkwa, Bear Clan Mother, Louise McDonald-Herne. 
Personal Conversation. August 2014.  

 
155It is Onkwenhonwe belief that a good mind is necessary for good relations. It is often equated with the 

Onkwenhonwe belief of one mind. 
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Here I was, going off in my mind, defending territory that was not my own, and I had to remind 

myself, I was also a visitor! Hoping to understand the situation a little more, I walked over to an 

open lodge where Faith Keeper, Tom Porter, was talking to the people. For most of the discussion, 

he spent his time listening, while women and Elders expressed their concerns, often referring to 

the Great Law. Tom Porter listened. I kept thinking “Why isn’t he doing anything? Why isn’t he 

correcting things?” I didn’t understand. As I sat and listened, I seen a crowd of women surrounding 

Tewa’keráhkwa walking towards one of the sweatlodges. They took her into the sweatlodge and 

did ceremony. They were taking care of her. I was told by one of the participants that they were 

doing ceremony so that her mind and heart would be of one again, empowering her to fulfill her 

responsibility as lead Clan Mother. It was the women who were addressing what happened. It was 

the women who were taking care of her.  

I have come to understand that Tom Porter did not need to correct it, neither did Oren 

Lyons. No one did, other than the women. In his wisdom and responsibility as a Faith Keeper, 

Tom Porter knew what his responsibilities are. He also knew the authority and power that women 

carry. In my colonized thinking, I thought because he was a man, he had to use his “authority”156 

to make things right. He didn’t. As a “man” he did not have to correct anything because he knew 

the power and ability of the women to make things right. I felt foolish; but, I also knew that I was 

not raised with a governance structure that was deeply rooted in women’s authority. What a 

powerful lesson. I was in awe of this experience. I realized how pitiful my thinking was. It is a 

profound way of understanding women’s authority and men’s relationship to that power. Despite 

hundreds of years of colonial efforts, Mohawk women were continuing to exercise and re-affirm 

                                                 

156 Colonized view of authority; male -centred. 
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their authority to govern. Over the next five years that shaped my relationship with Akwesasne, I 

would learn, unequivocally, that Onkwenhonwe women have the ability and authority to govern.  

For the remainder of my time in Akwesasne, I spent some time with Tewa’keráhkwa 

watching, listening and learning about Mohawk governance from a Clan Mother’s perspective. In 

my interview with Tewa’keráhkwa three years later, she told me that: 

…Indigenous government, based in Haudenosaunee history and worldview and 
practices, that you have to go back to primordial beginnings and that is the Earth. And 
so, there is no argument at all in cultures anywhere around the world that the earth is 
a woman. Call her Mother Earth. So, in that perspective, then, women are of the earth 
because they cycle with her. So, to me, if you can put the hand on the pulse of the 
people, the healthiness of it lies with the women. If women are healthy in the 
community and they are not abused, then you have a healthy family, you have a healthy 
community, you have creativity, you have capacity, you have great things happening 
because women are the details in any society. They take care of the small things from 
the preconception care, to the pregnancy, to the birth and the raising of the child, the 
small details. They nourish, they nurture, they grow, the fertility of women is essential 
– entering me, that is where governance lies. To keep your finger on the pulse of the 
hearts of women and see how it is that their blood flows. And as long as it’s flowing 
unobstructively, then there is a lot of health.157 

 

This is grounded in Haudenosaunee Creation Story and history. Tewa’keráhkwa goes on to state: 

So, you know, in that essence, it’s like governance relies upon your women and that’s 
why the Peacemaker seen that this system that pre-existed and this message that came 
and established the clanship within the women. When the Peacemaker came along, he 
did not do it, he built upon it. So, to me, that was the brilliance of Indigenous 
governance – was, let me keep the governance with the heart of the people and he 
stood up lead matrons, lead clan mothers or corn mothers.158 

 
According to Tewa’keráhkwa, the Haudenosaunee system of governance that acknowledges lead 

clan mothers or corn mothers was constructed from a pre-existing system that originated with the 

women. Indigenous people know this. Colonial forces have not only maneuvered us away from 

                                                 

157 Tewa’keráhkwa, Bear Clan Mother Louise McDonald-Herne, Haudenosaunee Confederacy. Interview. 
Lines 36-46 Page 6; Line 1-2 Page 7. Akwesasne Mohawk Nation. June 7, 2017. 

 
158 Ibid, Lines 5-10. Page 7. 
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our place of knowing, but have also moved us away from our original governance structures that 

began with women. We are still tethered to this source of knowing. Despite the insidious and 

violent nature of ongoing colonization, this knowledge still exists.  

 

Tethered to the Source 

I felt at home in Akwesasne. It felt good to be surrounded by powerful Indigenous women. Being 

in Akwesasne reminded me that I was tethered to the same source of power that all women were. 

It brought me back to my own source of power and I was reminded, niin, Anishinaabe Ikwe Onaay 

endow. I possessed the same power as these Mohawk women embodied. I didn’t want to go back 

to my own reserve. My community was so far behind and so far into the colonial vortex.159 Back 

home in Peguis, our people are inundated with the thinking that the Indian Act elected Chief and 

Band Council system is the only system of governance. It is not. Haudenosaunee governance is 

built upon a pre-existing system of governance that began with the women160 and Akwesasne is 

where I was reminded of the power of Indigenous women through their ability to govern. Despite 

colonial narratives and efforts to veil and minimize Indigenous women’s inherent ability to govern, 

women’s governance has persisted. Á:se Tsi Tewá:ton has taught me that despite the ongoing 

colonial assault on our land, waters, culture, language, and governance structures, our communities 

will continue to be creative and imaginative in new ways of transferring ancient knowledge and 

practice from one generation to the next. Reinstating and restoring traditional models of 

                                                 

159 The colonial vortex is the systems, institutions, and discourses that embody the methods used to colonize 
Indigenous people. I refer to it as a vortex because it sucks our people in; consumes them; blinds and misleads them; 
and sometimes our people do not realize that they are participating in colonization. One of the main characteristics of 
the vortex is Indigenous people thinking they can change the system from within.  

 
160 Tewa’keráhkwa, Bear Clan Mother Louise McDonald-Herne, Haudenosaunee Confederacy. Interview. 

Lines 5-10. Page 7. Akwesasne Mohawk Nation. June 7, 2017. 
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governance that are rooted in the traditional authority of Indigenous women requires communities 

to re-establish a way of knowing that begins with Creation. Indigenous women hold that power. It 

is our right. And, we do have that authority. Women are living governance. This is Indigenous 

governance. 

Looking back, the women in Akwesasne taught me about consent. Consent is not the same 

in every community. The process of acquiring consent to work in Akwesasne included my ability 

to earn the trust of key women. This trust was established through ancestral methods used to 

establish responsibility, accountability and the protection of that knowledge. Katénies, 

Karihwénhowe and Tewa’keráhkwa shouldered the responsibility for me because they knew how 

difficult it was to hold outsiders accountable. As women with authority and a place within the 

governance structures in Akwesasne, they are the ones who would be held accountable by the 

community for my presence and my work. Their ability to trust and share their knowledge with 

me speaks volumes about who they are as Mohawk women. It was the women who knew that their 

silence combined with the word NO was a huge component of guiding our relationship. Indigenous 

women’s consent is ceremony. I am honored, blessed and humbled that these women have allowed 

me to enter those doorways and hold that space with me. 

 

Movements  

In the Indigenous academic community, we talk about grassroots movements. These movements 

are led mainly by Indigenous women. I see these movements as the movement away from a male-

dominated, western, inherently colonial Indian Act elected Chief and Band Council governance 

system. I see these movement back to our source of power, our first mother, the land and back to 

our original system of governance. The Idle No More movement in the winter of 2012 is an 

excellent example of the power that lies within grassroots movements, conceived, organized and 
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led by women. This grassroots movement created a powerful visual of Indigenous women such as 

Chief Theresa Spence, Jessica Gordon, Sylvia McAdam, Nina Wilson, and one non-Indigenous 

woman, Sheelah McLean, 161  who mobilized an entire nation of people. The Idle No More 

Movement cultivated a global awareness of state corruption and violence against Indigenous 

peoples and lands. We could create a long list of political, cultural, language and land-based 

movements that are led by Indigenous women.  

Indigenous women like Kanahus Manuel, Molly Wickham, Freda Hudson are at the core 

of land-based political action against the Trans Mountain Pipeline and protection of the 

Wet’suwet’en lands. It is these women who are on the frontlines and on the land, governing a 

national and global response to the illegal occupation by the RCMP, industry and the state on 

Wet’suwet’en lands. It is these women who have place consent at the core of their actions in 

defense of the land. Melina Laboucan Massimo has created global awareness of the devastating 

impact of the Alberta Tar Sands; Aunties and Kumu such as Onaona Trask, Luana Busby Neff, 

Leilani Lindsey Ka‘apuni and Mililani Trask have initiated the ongoing resistance against the 

Thirty Meter Telescope (TMT) on Mauna a Wākea; Ellen Gabriel and the many Mohawk women 

have sustained the barricades of the Oka Crisis in the protection on Mohawk lands and burial sites; 

and many other strong Indigenous women have organized and led grassroots movements. 

Indigenous women have mobilized entire nations of people on a local, national and global level in 

their efforts to create a political consciousness that honors our relationship to the earth. All of what 

we have been given as Indigenous peoples flows from our relationship with the earth.  

                                                 

161 Jarrett Martineau. “Rhythms of Change: Mobilizing decolonial consciousness, Indigenous resurgence and 
the Idle No More movement” in More Will Sing Their Way to Freedom edited by Coborn, Elaine and Emma Laroque 
(Nova Scotia: Fernwood Publishing, 2015).  
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 It is the women, the matriarchs, within our communities that have refused to recognize 

colonial boundaries. Indigenous women have organized and governed Indigenous political 

movements on multiple levels from community to national and international spheres, resulting in 

global awareness of Indigenous issues. Indigenous women do not govern on the basis of 

recognition.162 This was evident during the Idle No More Movement when Indigenous women 

withheld their consent to Canada’s destruction of the land, water and abuse of Indigenous 

sovereignty and it is still evident today. The political activism and mobilization of these grassroots 

movements speak back to the State on a global level, letting the world know that Indigenous 

women do not consent to the State’s destruction of the land, water and sovereignty of Indigenous 

peoples. Contrary to the actions of Indigenous women during the Idle No More movement, Indian 

Act elected Chief and Band Councils snuck in the back door of the parliament building, effectively 

betraying Indigenous grassroots people by signing agreements with the state. This is still evident 

today in the Trans Mountain Pipelines where Indian Act elected leadership circumvented the 

consent of U’nistoten and Wet’suwet’en hereditary chiefs and grassroots movements led by 

Indigenous women. It is evident that Indigenous women’s governance extends well beyond 

political engagement with the state. Indigenous women have moved fluidly, disregarding colonial 

boundaries that have been ‘mapped’ for our dispossession, confinement and erasure.163 As much 

as I have come to know the power of Indigenous women, we all must begin to see it for what it 

really is: governance.  

                                                 

162 In his chapter called “The Politics of Recognition in Colonial Contexts,”  Glen Coulthard discusses how the 
politics of recognition serves the interests of colonial power, stating that “in situations where colonial rule does not 
depend solely on the exercise of state violence, its reproduction instead rests on the ability to entice Indigenous peoples 
to identify, either implicitly or explicitly, with the profoundly asymmetrical and nonreciprocal forms of recognition 
either imposed on or granted to them by the settler state and society.” Glen Coulthard. Red Skin White Masks: Rejecting 
the Colonial Politics of Recognition. (USA: University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 25. 

 
163 Ibid. 
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It is Indigenous women’s refusal and rejection of colonial power that is at the core of these 

grassroots movements. If we are to avoid the consolation of failing western/colonial frameworks, 

we must continue to ground our thinking in Indigenous language, culture, law and our sacred 

relationship with the land. We must take the time to do our re-search, because unlike everything 

we have been taught, our traditional governance structure, beginning with our Creation stories, 

tells us about the power of Indigenous women’s governance.164   

In contrast to the destruction of colonialism, Indigenous women’s governance is rooted in 

the production, nurturance, maintenance and protection of life, including human, animal and non-

human. This ability has been shared with all Indigenous women through our connection to our first 

mother, the earth, who was the first woman to govern all of Creation. In his chapter “Finding Our 

Way Despite Modernity,”165 Gkisedtanamoogk a Wampanoag man, talks about the return to our 

original source of knowledge being our first mother, the earth:  

To be illustrative, we are living on a female planet, acknowledged as such by all 
Indigenous Nations of this Turtle Island, and the ceremonies suggests to me, as a man, 
that the Sacred is predominantly and pre-eminently female. The Order of the Universe, 
according to the ceremonies, and according to Creation, is feminine based.166  

 
As an Indigenous man who carries the knowledge of Creation, he knows that the order of the 

universe begins with women.  

                                                 

164 Brenda J. Child. Holding our World Together: Ojibwe Women and the Survival of Community. (New York: 
Penguin Group, 2012), 212. 

 
165 Gkisedtanamoogk. “Finding Our Way despite Modernity” in Alliances: Re/Envisioning Indigenous-non-

Indigenous Relationships. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010), 47. 
 
166 Ibid. 
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Feminism and The Gender Trap  

Akwesasne had opened a doorway in my understanding of Indigenous governance. When I started 

asking the question “what is Indigenous governance?” I knew that I would start with the land. I 

didn’t connect the relationship between the land and ni-mama-aki - our first mother as 

predominantly and pre-eminently167 female until I went back to the language, culture and the land.  

It was here, that I encountered the women. By returning to our original source of knowledge as a 

starting place for this research, I was instinctively led to the women. This is where our source of 

power has resided since Creation. Like the land, women’s bodies are the source of all life.  Women 

have given birth to all that we know. Thinking back to my research with Akwesasne, I was 

reminded of how powerful Indigenous women are. As a result of these experiences, Indigenous 

women’s governance was all I started to see. Not only did Indigenous governance exist, but 

Indigenous women’s power, authority and rightful ability to govern, flourished. This resulted in 

several insights.  

 First of all, Indigenous women’s power, authority and rightful ability to govern exists 

outside of and in spite of colonial structures. I used to think that the Indian Act elected Chief and 

Band Council system of governance was the only system of governance available to Indigenous 

people. What I have learned through this research is that it is not. The Indian Act elected Chief 

and Band Council system of governance only promotes violence, oppression and dependency168 

on the state/colonial system because it is not our system of governance. As long as we continue to 

govern our communities according to colonial law and policy, we will continue to promote the 

                                                 

167 Ibid. 
 
168 Taiaiake Alfred. “Colonialism and state dependency,” Journal of Aboriginal Health 5, no:2 (2009): 42-60. 
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thinking that the Indian Act elected system of governance is the only option.  Indigenous women’s 

power, authority and rightful ability to govern is obscured by this system. Removing the veil of 

colonial narratives that uphold the mostly male, Indian Act elected Chief and Council system of 

governance, creates space for us to realize that there is so much more to Indigenous governance 

than what we currently understand. 

 When you center Indigenous women in your analysis in academic circles, the tendency is 

to move the discussion into Indigenous feminism. There are some risks associated with engaging 

Indigenous women’s experiences within the rubric of feminism. When you move Indigenous 

women or Indigenous people’s experience from one colonial context to another, does the language 

change? Does the context change? Being away from home, away from the grandmothers, in the 

university environment, I had become inundated with feminist dialogue. I have witnessed 

consistent change in the language of gender from the use of women to womxn; gendered pronouns 

such as they and them, she and her, he and him; and diversity in sexuality labels such as 

LGBTQX2+.169 I have witnessed the popularity and power of Indigenous feminism in calling out 

colonial power structures and patriarchal thinking, dialogue and discourse; white, black, and 

Indigenous feminism; and gender, binaries, violence and language of rape culture. Much like 

Critical Race Theory,170 feminism centers the struggle for power, recognition and the violence of 

these struggles. Whether you are talking about racism, sexism, colonialism, capitalism or any of 

the other isms, feminist discourse becomes a tool that is used to engage in exposing, challenging 

and dismantling colonial power structures. In doing so, feminism has gained a lot of traction in 

                                                 

169 LGBTQX2+ is an acronym for Lesbian, Gay, Bi-sexual, Transgendered, Queer (or sometimes questioning), 
and two-spirited. The plus sign is added to include other identities. 

 
170  Sandy Grande. Red Pedagogy: Native American Social and Political Thought. (Lanham, Maryland: 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers Inc., 2004). 
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Indigenous academic spaces in response to gendered colonial violence; yet, in this section, I argue 

that feminism alone is not capable of delivering Indigenous communities from this violence 

because feminism as a discourse is born out of western thinking; and, as such one cannot deny its 

roots. In her book titled Whites, Jews and Us – Toward a Politics of Revolutionary Love, Houria 

Bouteldja states: 

The expansion of capitalism across the world exported political systems and conflicts 
that structure the white world into Left and Right, progressives and conservatives, 
nation states, languages, modes of life, dress codes, epistemologies, structure of 
thought.... There is no reason to believe that feminism escaped this. For me, feminism 
is indeed one of those exported European phenomena. The power of imperialism is 
such that all the phenomena that structure the western political, economic, and cultural 
field impose themselves across the world more or less contentedly: sometimes they 
come up against the resistance of the people, sometimes they penetrate, slide in like 
butter. They become reality. They inform and shape the everyday.171  
 

Feminism did not originate in our communities. I refuse to participate in reducing Indigenous 

women’s power and authority to a movement or academic discourse that was created to benefit 

white settler women within a colonial structure.172 Feminism as a discourse was created within the 

framework of western thinking and discourse and there is no word for feminism in our language. 

Kim Tallbear and Audra Simpson talk about the linguistic conquest173 of finding a word in any 

Indigenous language that would more accurately describe the role of Indigenous feminism in 

advancing a more authentic and grounded Indigenous understanding of Indigenous women’s 

                                                 

171 Houria Bouteldja. Whites, Jews and Us: Toward A Politics of Revolutionary Love (USA: Semiotexte 
Intervention Series, 2016), 92. 

 
172 Audre Lourde. Sister Outsider: Essays & Speeches by Audre Lorde (The Crossing Press Feminist Series, 

1984); Dian Million. “Felt Theory: An Indigenous Feminist Approach to Affect and History,” Wicaso Sa Review 24, 
no: 2 (Fall 2009); and Houria Bouteldja. Whites, Jews and Us: Toward A Politics of Revolutionary Love (USA: 
Semiotexte Intervention Series, 2016), 92. 

 
173 “Indigenous Feminist Power Panel.” University of Saskatchewan. March 28, 2016. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-HnEvaVXoto  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-HnEvaVXoto
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struggles within the larger framework of colonialism. I don’t think that is possible because you 

cannot center Indigenous women without positioning women in relationship to all of Creation. Our 

language, laws and worldviews as Indigenous people do not work like that.  

The more contemporary version of feminism, Indigenous feminism, has worked tirelessly 

to examine how white power structures have been adopted and/or taken up by Indigenous men. 

And, in examination of those power structures and its impact on Indigenous women, the discourse 

has created narratives that position Indigenous men as the enemy and Indigenous women as 

victims. If we continue to commit ourselves only to colonial discourses, we will fail to see the 

beauty of language, culture and the relationship with our first mother has to offer. In Our 

Knowledge is Not Primitive, Wendy Makoons Geniusz states “If a colonized people are made to 

think of themselves as less human, less intelligent, and less able than the colonizers, then they are 

easy to subjugate.”174 As a subjugated people within the colonial gender binary, we fail to see the 

power of Indigenous women and our need for balance, that includes men, lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, 

transgendered, queer, sometimes questioning, two-spirited and other identities. Colonialism has 

veiled Indigenous women’s power to the extent that there is an assumption that it could be taken. 

It can’t; and feminism can’t make us more powerful than we already are. It is a Creator granted 

law. It is non-negotiable. That has nothing to do with Indigenous men. It is what we are given as 

Indigenous women. 

Committing ourselves wholeheartedly to Indigenous feminism as a solution to colonialism 

is risky. First of all, Indigenous feminism is a response to colonialism. Secondly, engaging in 

colonial power structures eliminates the balance of power because colonial structures are deeply 

                                                 

174  Wendy Makoons Geniusz. Our Knowledge is Not Primitive: Decolonizing Botanical Anishinaabe 
Teachings. Syracuse University Press, 2009), 91. 
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embedded in a system that produces one group having power over the other. The risk here is that 

in order to create space for Indigenous feminism within the colonial discourse, the discourse itself 

must subsume Indigenous women’s power and authority in order to build the discourse. Indigenous 

women’s authority and power then becomes a necessary component in elevating Indigenous 

women’s disadvantage or power over Indigenous men. This does nothing to address or provide 

solutions to the gender binary. 

I refused to further engage Indigenous feminism or move further into western theory and 

discourse. I wanted to move away from colonial structures and return to the land. However, in 

resisting feminism, I was treated differently by Indigenous feminist scholars. I was being left out 

of the conversation and often ignored.  I did not want to participate. I viewed Indigenous feminism 

as Indigenous women who were angry at the system, patriarchy, categories, labels, violence and 

the oppression of women at the hands of men. Indigenous men were being placed on the other side 

of the fence.  Within the feminist discourse, Indigenous men are being viewed as the enemy: men 

with power, men who abuse power, and men who assumed power over women. Power and abuse 

were being centred, situated within the context of colonialism, effectively maintaining the gender 

binary and the gap between Indigenous men and women. I know what had happened to Indigenous 

men and I thought, why aren’t we talking about that? Why aren’t we talking about what has 

happened to them? I didn’t have to look far to realize or understand how they were victimized by 

colonialism. All I had to do was look around, and see my dad, my children’s mooshom, uncles, 

brothers, my cousins, nephews, and my son. How could I see them as the enemy when I had been 

given so much? I loved Indigenous men regardless of what they had done; regardless of what they 

were doing; regardless of how colonization has altered them. Why aren’t we talking about what 

has happened to our people? I was tired of it only being about Indigenous feminism or colonialism. 

I kept thinking, is that the only choice we have? If it is not about one, it’s about the other. It is not 
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about taking sides. It is not about the binaries that colonialism creates and feminism upholds. It is 

not about Indigenous men versus Indigenous women. I realized that feminism is a distractive tool 

that keeps us engaged with colonial discourse. Colonialism cannot be our only story. 

I understood why Indigenous feminism is important, I get it. But there are a lot of 

Indigenous women – feminists — who behave exactly like the men they were condemning. It was 

evident in how they treated other women who did not buy into the discourse. Audre Lorde states: 

Those of us who stand outside of the circle of this society’s definition of acceptable 
women; those of us who have been forged in crucibles of difference – those of us who 
are poor, who are lesbians, who are Black, who are older – know that survival is not 
an academic skill. It is learning how to stand alone, unpopular and sometimes reviled, 
and how to make common cause with those other identified as outside of the structures 
in order to define and seek a world in which we can all flourish.175 

 

In this passage, Lorde exemplifies how I experienced Indigenous feminism as a discourse. This is 

how it felt.176 There were so many times that I felt “othered” by Indigenous feminists who looked 

down upon me because I didn’t buy into feminism. I felt that there were so many times that 

Indigenous feminists spoke on behalf of all Indigenous women, effectively homogenizing and 

silencing the voices of those who did not agree, speak up or speak out. I was not a victim. I was 

not in need of any more power than I already possessed. The power I seen some Indigenous 

feminists exert over others embodied the same hierarchy of power that was at the core of feminist 

discourse’s critique. I did not want to participate, nor did I. There were times I was silent, and, as 

a reminder, my silence meant I did not consent. There were times when I couldn’t be silent. I didn’t 

need Indigenous feminism as a hybrid of western discourse to define who I am. Indigenous women 

                                                 

175 Audre Lorde. Sister Outsider: Essays & Speeches by Audre Lorde (The Crossing Press Feminist Series, 
1984), 112. 

 
176 Dian Million. “Felt Theory: An Indigenous Feminist Approach to Affect and History,” Wicaso Sa Review 

24, no.2 (Fall 2009): 53-76. 
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have continuously exercised their power, authority and inherent ability to govern long before and 

in the face of colonialism. Indigenous women held the power and authority to govern long before 

feminism became a discourse that Indigenous women have invested in. As Audre Lorde writes: “I 

have come to believe over and over again that what is most important to me must be spoken, made 

verbal and shared, even at the risk of having it bruised or misunderstood.”177 I was often outwardly 

silent when it came to feminist discussion. Not because I didn’t have anything to say, but because 

I did not consent to the idea that Indigenous feminism was the solution to the challenges we face 

as a people.  

Our old people used to say: if you have nothing nice to say, don’t say anything at all. Was 

their silence a way of not harming others? Or, was it their way of providing opportunities for that 

person to learn? I don’t know. I cannot talk about the power of Indigenous women’s power, 

authority and inherent ability to govern without addressing the risks of Indigenous feminism as a 

discourse.  It is through the land that I know that Indigenous governance starts with the land, which 

is our first mother. This research is about moving away from an ideology within colonialism in 

order to immerse myself in Indigenous language, culture and relationship with the land. 

This research is not about feminist discourse or colonial constructions of gender. 

Colonialism and feminist discourse have drastically changed the language we speak and operate 

within outside of our communities. western language and discourse have even changed the way 

we think about ourselves, the world we live in and our relationships with one another.  As 

Indigenous people, we haven’t spent enough time in our communities to learn enough about our 

culture, language and relationship to our first mother, the land. We don’t know enough about what 

                                                 

177 Audre Lorde. Sister Outsider: Essays & Speeches by Audre Lorde (The Crossing Press Feminist Series, 
1984), 40. 
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our way of life has to offer. We’ve spent so much time pursuing western education, that we have 

forgotten about our own intellectual traditions. This is why I chose to start this research with the 

land. When I did have a chance to go home, I went to see Mishaki Anakadok, a fluent Cree and 

Anishinaabe speaker, grandmother, medicine woman and cultural teacher. She was my mentor. 

When I was 8 years old, it was Mishaki Anakadok who first took me back to the land and showed 

me what our way of life had to offer. When I visited with her last summer, I asked her about gender 

in our languages. She stated: 

…when you talk about creator in Cree, there is no he and there is no she. As a matter 
of fact, even in that language there was no he and no she. So, what does that tell you? 
So, when we’re learning English, when – in Norway House178 when we were learning 
English in school, we struggled with he and she. We would referred to some of the 
boys as, like “where’s David?” “Oh, she’s coming – she’s coming” you know, or else 
a woman, and we would hear it so much he because it was not in our language that 
there’s he or she. Wiina – that one. That’s the only way that – I know it’s hard to 
imagine but there’s no he or she in Cree.179 
 

If I had not had this discussion with Mishaki Anakadok, I don’t think I would have realized how 

much of a colonial construction gender is. If Mishaki Anakadok didn’t grow up with these 

gendered distinctions in our language, how did they understand non-gendered identity and 

diversity? Indigenous language is a welcome break from gendered, colonial language, but there is 

also evidence of colonial influences on our languages that we speak today. In Anishinaabemowin, 

we use the word Kwe and Inini which refers to woman and man. This is an area of my research 

that presents a gap in my understanding of colonial constructions of gender. I was unable to explore 

                                                 

178 Norway House is the colonial name given to the community that Mishaki Anakadok is originally from. 
Mishaki Anakadok is my friend, mentor, grandmother and Midéwin medicine woman. Norway House is a Cree 
community on the northern shores of Lake Winnipeg in Manitoba.  

 
179 Mishaki-Anakadok. Interview. March 23, 2018. Matootoo Lake Medicine Lodge. Peguis, Manitoba. Lines 

25-31, Page 4. 
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or further investigate the colonization of our language, but this is definitely an area that needs to 

be considered. There is definitely a lot of work to be done when it comes to understanding our 

own language. This has to be a starting place.  

There are a number of queer theorists, 180 anthropologists and feminist181 writers who have 

written about Indigenous peoples’ gender fluidity and multiple genders. In June Scudeler’s chapter 

on Gifts of Mashkihkîy: Gregory Schofield’s Cree Métis Stories of Self-Acceptance, Scudeler lends 

insight into Schofield’s processes of going back to the language as a means of engaging with a 

deeper, more spiritual understanding of identity. Scudeler states: One’s sacredness or pawatew, 

the spirit helper who becomes part of one’s identity, defines one’s life line responsibilities, and 

one’s lifelong responsibilities defines one’s sacredness, one’s pawatew. 182According to this 

interpretation of the Cree word, pawatew, the spirit that one carries is inherently connected to one’s 

identity and defines one’s responsibility. This reciprocal relationship tells us who we are and what 

are responsibilities are to our communities and nation. Pawatew has nothing to do with gender or 

sexual identity. I have come to understand, through this research and my time with grandmothers, 

that Indigenous governance is defined by one’s responsibility as opposed to gender. Gender is a 

colonial construction. It’s a trap. It prevents you from seeing what your responsibilities are as an 

Indigenous person, first and foremost. Indigenous governance is inherently about our 

                                                 

180 Qwo-Li Driskill, Chris Finley, Brian James Gilley and Scott Lauria Morgensen. Queer Indigenous Studies: 
Critical Interventions in Theory, Politics and Literature. (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2011). 

 
181 Sue Ellen Jacobs, Wesley Thomas and Sabine Lang. Two-Spirit People: Native American Gender Identity, 

Sexuality, and Spirituality (University of Illinois Press, 1997). 
 

182 June Scudeler. “Gifts of Maskihkîy: Gregory Scofield’s Cree Métis Stories of Self-Acceptance.” In Qwo-
Li Driskill, Chris Finley, Brian James Gilley and Scott Lauria Morgensen. Queer Indigenous Studies: Critical 
interventions in Theory, Politics and Literature (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2011), 190. 
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responsibilities to each other and relationships with each other and Creation.  This is consistent 

with what one of the grandmothers shared with me in our conversations about gender. She talked 

about eight genders,183 stating that they all have roles and responsibilities in our communities. 

Some of the discussion centered on how feminine males supported the women by cooking, 

cleaning, looking after children, gathering food and medicines. Each of these forms is governance 

that required specialized skills and knowledge.  On the other hand, there were discussions about 

masculine women who worked with the men. It was also not unheard of for non-gendered members 

of the community to assist on hunting trips or on the trapline. The point is, prior to colonial dis-

membering 184  of our identities, we were a community and every person had a role and 

responsibility in governance.  

 

“Once you learn what something is, you will understand what it is not.”185 

We must be responsible with how we use scholarship within the context of our communities and 

our relationships with each other as Indigenous peoples. Scholarship should not be our starting 

place. In Lighting the Eighth Fire, Leanne Simpson states:  

                                                 

183 Mishaki Anakadok. Personal Interview. Matootoo Lake Medicine Lodge. Peguis First Nation, Manitoba. 
March 24, 2019. Line Page 5.  

 
184 In his final dissertation titled “Kokolo Mai Ka Mole Uaua O ‘Ī: The Resilience & Resurgence of Aloha 

‘Āina in Hāmākua Hikina, Hawai‘i” Kanaka ‘Ōiwi scholar, IGOV/UHIP alumni, friend and Executive Director of 
Hui Mālama I ke Ala ‘Ūlili, No‘eau Peralto references Jonathan Osorio’s work in Dismembering the Lāhui.184 
Osorio’s work examines the effect of colonial law, colonization and the imposition of a foreign government on the 
Hawaiian national identity. More specifically, Peralto focuses in on how settler colonialism “...literally and 
figuratively dis-membered the lāhui [the Hawaiian people] from their traditions, their lands, and ultimately their 
government.”184 In engaging with this analogy, colonial forces have not only dis-membered our nations by separating 
us from our language, culture, land and governance systems, it has also dis-membered us from each other, and our 
diverse identities.  

 
185 Personal conversation between Mino-Bisew-Ginew and Bawdwaywidun. 
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We believe it is our responsibility to interpret those teachings from an Indigenous lens, 
or rather, Indigenous lenses. Some of our people have relearned our ways, but have 
not necessarily reclaimed that pre-colonial Indigenous context within which those 
traditions operated.186  
 

This is where we need to begin. Indigenous ways of thinking and being are the antidote to 

reactionary western thought and discourse. We can never fully appreciate this until we move away 

from the colonial contexts that continue to shape our thinking. Erasure is not my intention. My 

intention is to ask those questions, share what I have observed, and offer another perspective. A 

perspective that centers the language, ceremony, the land and those who have worked tirelessly to 

carry the bundles for our people. It is here that I have found the women. They have not been 

exempted from colonial violence, none of us are; but it is these women who are continually 

creating a place for all of our people, including men, lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, transgendered, queer, 

sometimes questioning, two-spirited and other identities. It is here, on the land that there are 

communities of people who are cultivating and restoring a way of life that does not center 

colonialism, but a way of life. Bimadiziiwin.  

Some questions remain. What does our language, culture and relationship with the land 

have to teach about gender diversity? And, how does answers to those questions enhance our 

understanding about Indigenous governance?  

 

Aunty Kū Coconuts 

In coming to terms with how Indigenous feminism operate as a tool for questioning Indigenous 

women and more recently, queer and non-binary peoples, Kim Anderson takes this step a bit 

                                                 

186 Leanne Simpson. Lighting the Eighth Fire: The Liberation, Resurgence, and Protection of Indigenous 
Nations. (Winnipeg: Arbeiter Ring Publishing, 2008), 17. 
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further by exploring what has happened to Indigenous men. Through her exploration of Indigenous 

women’s experiences in her book, A Recognition of Being: Reconstructing Native Womanhood,187 

her analysis of the history of Indigenous women’s experiences with colonialism leads her to ask 

the question: What has happened to Indigenous men? By asking this question, Anderson also draws 

attention to how Indigenous men have been stripped of their sacredness and of their responsibilities 

in our communities. In the book that she co-edited with Robert Innes, titled Indigenous Men and 

Masculinities: Legacies, Identities, Regeneration, 188  they explore questions of colonial 

masculinities and their impact on changing Indigenous men’s place in communities by altering the 

roles and responsibilities through colonial forces such as the Indian Act.   

The joint scholarship on Indigenous men and masculinities is similar to my discussions 

with Kanaka ‘Ōiwi scholar, Kū Kahakalau during my research with Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili. 

Kū Kahakalau (or Aunty Kū) is a Hawaiian educator, researcher, song-writer and expert in 

Hawaiian language, history, culture and founder of Ku-A-Kanaka Indigenous Institute for 

Language and Culture.189 Aunty Kū is a member of the Board of Directors for Hui Mālama i ke 

Ala ‘Ūlili. I was introduced to Aunty Kū during the first Hui MAU Papahana Ho‘onohopapa 

Hawaiian New Year Preparations that I attended. Aunty Kū and her husband Uncle Nālei were the 

kumu190 who were guiding the huiMAU community in their preparations for the Makahiki191  

                                                 

187 Kim Anderson. A recognition of being: Reconstructing native womanhood. (Toronto: Second Story Press, 
2000). 

 
188 Robert Alexander Innes and Kim Anderson. Indigenous Men and Masculinities: Legacies, Identities, 

Regeneration. (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2015). 
 

189 http://www.alaulili.com/board-of-directors.html 
 
190  Kumu can be defined as origin, source, foundation; teacher, source of knowledge in Katrina-Ann 

Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa Oliveria. Ancestral Places: Understanding Kanaka Geographies. (Oregon: Oregon State 
University Press, 2014), 151. 

 
191 Makahiki refers to the Hawaiian New Year 

http://www.alaulili.com/board-of-directors.html
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season. They were the ones who carried the bundles for the people. Together, Aunty Kū and Uncle 

Nālei shared the responsibility of teaching the community. Aunty Kū carried the language, history, 

educational and cultural bundle. Uncle Nālei is also an educator, historian, and he carried the men’s 

bundle. He worked with preparing the men — teaching men about their roles and responsibilities 

in life and in ceremony. As curious as I was about Uncle Nalei’s work with the men, it was 

inappropriate to ask for an interview because it was the men’s bundle that I would be asking about. 

As a woman, and more importantly, as an outsider, it was not my place to ask about this bundle.  I 

did feel that it was more appropriate to ask Aunty Kū for an interview. She was a Hawaiian 

educator and asking her for an interview was appropriate.  

When I did get the opportunity to interview Aunty Kū, I asked her “what does Indigenous 

governance meant to you? How do you define ‘Ōiwi governance?”192 She started out by telling 

me about the two types of governance that she was familiar with: grassroots and community 

governance. Grassroots governance is centred on a certain goal, such as taking care of the 

environment, as with Protect Kaho‘olawe and Mauna a Wākea. Community governance was more 

land/community-based. This confirmed a belief I held about Indigenous governance. It was 

multiple and fluid; meaning, unlike western political systems, we had multiple systems of 

governance that served different purposes. When we discussed leadership, Aunty Kū talked about 

four main attributes of a leader, which included their ability: 

 a) to take care of the gods  

 b) to take care of the land  

                                                 

192 Aunty Kū. Interview. January 22, 2019. Hilo, Hawai‘i. Line 1-2. Page 1. 
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 c) to take care of the people; and  

 d) be supported by the people, meaning they had the expertise and    
knowledge in specific areas.193  

 
In order to take care of the gods, one must possess knowledge of the gods, which meant you knew 

your history and genealogy. It also meant that you had a spiritual relationship with the gods; you 

understood the order of the universe. In Anishinaabe worldviews, it would mean you “carry the 

teachings of your people”. Secondly, in order to take care of the land, one must have a relationship 

with the land and know the stories of the land. Third, the ability to take care of the people meant 

that one made sure the people had enough food, they were content, happy and satisfied; and their 

emotional, mental, physical and spiritual needs were met. Finally, one had to be supported by the 

people which meant that the individual had a good relationship with the people. If none of these 

attributes included gender, then, does gender matter in ‘Ōiwi governance? Does gender determine 

who governs? Aunty Kū responded by saying: 

…if we go back to pre-contact or even into the 19th century, definitely in Hawai‘i, there 
were always women leaders. Women had a very strong – could have if they chose to, 
have a very strong position. And even in our most famous and very powerful Chiefs 
that King Kamehameha, you know, according to him, the only one that he was 
threatened by or that have the capacity to take the kingdom away from him was his 
favourite wife. So, he was fully aware of her power and her ability to move things, if 
she chose to do that. So, I think in traditionally in terms of making decisions, our 
women were always at the table if they chose to. And in pre-contact Hawai‘i of course, 
they also needed to have the genealogy.194 

 

The Hawaiian Kingdom was governed by both Kings and Queens. It was not about gender, but 

one’s kuleana.195 Aunty Kū continues by saying: 

                                                 

193 Aunty Kū. Interview. January 22, 2019. Hilo, Hawai‘i. Lines 29-44. Page 3. 
 
194 Aunty Kū. Interview. January 22, 2019. Hilo, Hawai‘i. Lines 32-40. Page 4. 
 
195 Kuleana refers to one’s responsibility. 
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 So, if they were of chiefly ranks and they had that genealogy, then they were allowed 
to be at the table. And we see that, like, when the first forms of western government 
came to Hawai‘i, there is always chiefly women in those early decision-making powers 
and its more as the foreigners take over that there is less and less involvement by 
women. But, even during the time of the Queen, I mean we have a Queen, and when 
she is attacked and her throne – and abdicates under protest, there is a huge women’s 
movement…So, if we just look you know through – until that time, definitely women 
were very much involved. And, also in the families for sure; women haku,196 which is 
sort of the head of the family, that makes decisions and especially, also is the leader 
and conflict resolution or the person to look to help families function when there were 
problems. Many times, that was a woman, not exclusively, but there was no issue with 
it being a woman versus a man.197 

 

According to Aunty Kū, it’s a matter of responsibility or kuleana, not necessarily gender. Aunty 

Kū also provides evidence that prior to colonial and feminist influences, Indigenous women 

governed alongside Indigenous men in a manner that created balance. When it came to whether or 

not someone was male or female, it was genealogy that took precedence. Leadership was 

dependent upon one’s genealogy and kuleana, not gender. Aunty Kū further supports this idea by 

saying: 

I was very fortunate to have been mentored by very, very, very strong Hawaiian 
academic women – Haunani-Kay Trask, comes to mind, who was my mentor. Lilikalā 
Kame‘eleihiwa, you know, they both at one point or another Directors of The Center 
for Hawaiian Studies and very well-known political figures…in the Hawaiian 
grassroots movements, we’ve always had women in those places of leadership both 
like when Ka Lāhui started, it was the first Hawaiian sovereignty group that was of 
significant numbers – over 10,000 people. Both the leader, Mililani Trask, who was a 
woman and the eldest council, the person that was selected to be the queen, to be the 
head, was also a woman of genealogical rank.198 
 

                                                 

196 Haku refers to the master.  
 
197 Aunty Kū. Interview. January 22, 2019. Hilo, Hawai‘i.  Lines 40-44, Page 4. Lines 1-8, Page 5. 
 
198 Aunty Kū. Interview. January 22, 2019. Hilo, Hawai‘i.  Lines 9-18, Page 5. 
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The power of the Indigenous women came from their identities as Indigenous peoples. When I 

asked Aunty Kū about feminism she states: 

I am not a feminist. I’ve – there are people in my life that were – came out of the 
feminist movement and had the whole Indigenous pedagogy in general, everything is 
just on one level, you know, was influenced by feminism as much as it was influenced 
by critical theory and you now, and all of these – so, I am not anti-per se, but I am also 
not, you know, “Women power” and all that kind of stuff. I don’t think I need to be, 
you know, I feel as powerful as I am and it’s not attached to the fact that I am a woman. 
It’s the fact that I am Hawaiian, you know, more than it is a gender thing.”199 
 

I was happy to hear Aunty Kū say this because it is consistent with what I am saying about 

Indigenous women’s authority; it is deeply rooted in Indigenous worldviews, and not feminism, 

which is deeply invested in colonial power structures, such as the political systems that were forced 

upon Indigenous peoples. Being an Indigenous woman gives Indigenous women very specific 

governing powers, such as the ability to create, maintain and protect life, which exist outside of 

colonial structures and the state, thereby decentering colonial power structures that are deeply 

invested in the division between genders. In other words, Indigenous governance is not colonial 

governance and if we are to understand Indigenous governance, we need to remove ourselves from 

colonial structures, thinking and discourse in order to fully understand and appreciate the power 

of Indigeneity.  

Looking back on my research, I realized that if we step out of the colonial machine, we 

might just realize that despite colonial forces, Indigenous women have continued to govern: 

personally, socially, politically, on the land, engaging our language and relationship with all of 

Creation. The insidiousness of ongoing colonization prevents us from seeing that. Colonial 

discourse, institutions and law not only accelerates colonial amnesia, but it is also myopic, blurring 

our ability to really see the power of Indigenous language, culture and relationship, which the land 

                                                 

199 Aunty Kū. Interview. January 22, 2019. Hilo, Hawai‘i. Lines 25-34, Page 6. 
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holds. When I was able to remove myself from the colonial machine, I was able to remember 

everything that I was given - Bimadiziiwin. By living in accordance with Anishinaabe Law, I was 

able to see things more clearly. This became evident at one point in my interview with Aunty Kū 

when she stated: “So, here in Hawai‘i, our movement has actually been very strong women 

focused, and the big question, really, has been ‘where are the men?”200  

I had to stop and really think about this within the context of where I was from. In 

other words, where are the men in these movements? Where are the men within the context 

of Indigenous governance? Where are the men in our land-based communities? Where are 

the men when we are fasting, doing ceremony, teaching our children, upholding our nations, 

and unequivocally trying to bring balance to a state of confusion? Indigenous women have 

upheld our nations for the last 500+ years. And, Indigenous women have had to be both 

mothers and fathers. Indigenous women have had to work full time, raise our children and 

look after the emotional, mental, physical and spiritual needs of their families. So where are 

the men?   

In Mishuana Goeman’s Mark My Words, Native Women Mapping our Nations she 

discusses how “Native women’s voices have been subsumed in settler discourse,”201 placing her 

discussion within the context of the state we call Canada using colonial laws such as The Indian 

Act to frame settler/Indigenous relations. Within the context of feminist discourse, it lends great 

insight into how Indigenous women have been subsumed, reconfigured,202 within the colonial 

                                                 

200 Aunty Kū. Interview. January 22, 2019. Hilo, Hawai‘i. Lines 30-31, Page 5. 
 
201 Mishuana Goeman. Mark my Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (Minnesota: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2013), 53. 
 
202 Ibid. Page 67.  
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context, inciting the politics of recognition 203 as it relates to Indigenous women. Within the 

colonial context, it highlights the movement of Indigenous men into positions of power and 

authority. 

The forced absorption of Indian women’s experiences, perspectives, and agendas into 
the interest of Status Indian men is exactly why the discourses of rights mobilized by 
Indian women, band government, and Indian organizations during the 1983 and 1985 
amendments articulated such conflicting notions of gender and sovereignty.204 

 

Within the colonial context, Goeman upholds the belief that only Indigenous women were 

absorbed into the discourse, effectively placing Indigenous men in positions of power. Outside of 

the colonial context, a different narrative exists; it is Indigenous men who have been absorbed into 

the colonial discourse. Growing up, along with “get an education,” I was told that this meant we 

had to make it in the white man’s world. That we had to live in both worlds. For those Indigenous 

women, aunties and grandmothers who removed themselves from colonial discourse and gone 

back to the land, have often done so without Indigenous men. Back home, it is the women who are 

doing this work – the mothers, aunties and grandmothers. There are very few men. In my 

community, it is the women who have gone back to the land and picked up those bundles for our 

children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren. We have not forgotten how to live according to 

Anishinaabe Law. Namgwamazin.  

 

                                                 

 
203 Glen Coulthard. Red Skin White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition (University of 

Minnesota Press, 2014), 106.  
 
204 Mishuana Goeman. Mark my Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (University of Minnesota Press, 

2013), 45. 
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Where are the men? 

Back home in Peguis, Treaty Number 1 Territory, I knew where the majority of the men were: in 

the dysfunctional, violent, and oppressive Indian Act elected Chief and Band Council system of 

governance upheld by the state. They were absorbed into the colonial vortex. But, that is not what 

defines our communities. Back home, it is the women who are doing ceremony, speaking our 

language and cultivating Bimadiziiwin. Back home, there are a few men who help, like my brother 

Dave. He is the Oshkaabewis. In Brenda Child’s Holding Our World Together: Ojibwe Women 

and the Survival of Community,205 she talks about how women governed and how that system was 

supported by the Oshkaabewisag.  

An Ojibwe man born in 1918, Jim Clark, remembered his great grandmother’s rice 
camp and the decisions she made ‘about who would camp there’; he also spoke of how 
the women in his community controlled the entire social organization of the harvest 
on the upper lakes of the Rum River. Through their labor and community-based 
institutions like the Oshkaabewisag,206 Ojibwe women constructed an extraordinary 
legal framework and an orderly system of ecological guardianship to manage the wild 
rice economy.207 
 

There are a handful of Oshkaabewisag back home, but they haven’t quite gotten to a state of 

balance with the women. Outside of the Midéwin Medicine Society, Indigenous men have not yet 

achieved a state of balance with the women in community. This is evident in our fasting 

ceremonies. Since 2001, I have worked with the grandmothers to bring back the annual women 

and young girls’ fasting ceremonies to our communities. This includes all of the teachings and 

                                                 

205 Belinda J. Child. Holding our World Together: Ojibwe Women and the Survival of Community (New York. 
Penguin Group, 2012).  

 
206 Oshkaabewisag in Anishinaabemowin refers to the helpers, assistants to the healers, medicine people, 

leaders, etc. It is they who carry the knowledge that enables others to do their work. Things could not get done without 
an Oshkaabewis. They do all the preparation, ensuring things run smoothly and they take care of the follow-up. They 
are instrumental to how things are done. Misko Ginew - Dave McPherson. (2003). Traditional teacher, spiritual leader 
and practitioner. Small group teachings. Bineshi Lodge of Learning. Peguis First Nation, Manitoba. 

 
207 Belinda J. Child. Holding our World Together: Ojibwe Women and the Survival of Community. (New York. 

Penguin Group, 2012), 103. 
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ceremonies, songs, prayers and protocols that go with these ceremonies, including the young girls’ 

Berry Fast. Since 2001, the men have hosted only four fasting camps for the men and young boys. 

This has been of great concern to the grandmothers and the women. We have been doing our part, 

but the men are struggling. My four daughters have all gone through four years (and more) of 

fasting with the exception of my youngest daughter, who has been away with me while I completed 

this dissertation. My daughters have all gone through the Berry Fast, which is a coming of age 

ceremony. My son has only gone fasting twice, which means he has only fasted for one sunrise. 

He has just turned thirteen years of age and has not completed his four years of fasting or his 

coming of age ceremony. Other than being away from home for school, which is not an obstacle 

because I have travelled home every other time for these ceremonies, the men are just not doing 

this work with each other and with our sons. They haven’t picked up that bundle yet. The men are 

still helping the women. This does not mean that they are incapable or that they don’t carry those 

bundles, it just means that they are a little behind. Being behind the women makes sense, because 

women have always done this work. Men, on the other hand have been consumed by the colonial 

machine. Men have had to fight their way out, only to realize that not participating in 

capitalism/colonialism places them in a position where they are sometimes unable to provide for 

their families. These are young men. I know more grandmothers who are doing this work than 

grandfathers. There are very few uncles doing this work. My concern is for my son. I don’t worry 

about what my daughters have. I worry about what my son will have.  

As a mother, I have struggled to ‘let go’ of my son. Indigenous women have carried more 

than our share for a long time.  I raised my children while Stan worked and went to school. He did 

that because that is what was expected of him, to not only provide for his family but to make it in 

the white man’s world. I am sure this is not the way he wanted things to be. There were so many 

times he said “I missed my children growing up.” Would I have traded places with him? I don’t 
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think so. This is a gift that I was given as an Indigenous woman. I was given the gift of being able 

to create life, but I could not do that alone. My body is governance. It is my body that feeds, 

nurtures and comforts my children. My body is a safe place for my children; this place must be 

protected, cared for and nurtured by the men. Collectively, we were supposed to raise our children 

in ceremony, using our language, and with the guidance of our first mother. Our growth, our 

movement was supposed to be together. This relationship is the foundation for Indigenous 

governance. Colonial forces have dismantled this system. 

I didn’t have to work or go to school because Stan did. Although he was the first to receive 

a PhD in our community and the first Native School Psychologist in the Province of Manitoba, he 

gave up a lot when it came to his children. This was the goal of colonial education and economic 

systems. They displaced an intact system of governance, designed by Giizhay Munidoo, and 

supplanted it with a foreign, violent and male-dominated system of governance that is founded 

upon an educational and economic system that pursues our erasure. This reminds me of what Aunty 

Kū said about Uncle Nalei’s Great Interruption:208 

 So, for many of our men it’s been so much harder to adjust to these new ways that 
really don’t match with how they want to live; with how they feel, you know, what 
makes sense to them…So, all of a sudden from being in a place – being in Hawai‘i 
where you know something – you know about the land, you know about your culture, 
you know about your traditions, you know your language; so you come, even as a little 
kid, you know something, right, and from one day to the next you know absolutely 
nothing about what is supposed to be important, which is this new American and 
everything…You don’t know any of that, you know. And that kind is also duplicated 
in the whole economic system, right. We know how to fish, we know how to hunt, you 
know, we know how to plant, you know all of this, but the economic system, same 
thing, we don’t know none of that. It’s this educational system and then is this 
economic system and whatever we know, it’s not like we don’t know anything in there 

                                                 

208 Aunty Kū. Interview. January 22, 2019. Hilo, Hawai‘i. Line 26. Page 7. 
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and we end up obviously on the bottom of the education system and the bottom of the 
economic system.209 
 

The colonial system removed the men from Indigenous governance and left Indigenous women 

with the task of upholding an entire system of governance.210 Indigenous men were used as 

kindling to feed an insidious system that infiltrated Indigenous thinking, being practice. In Stan’s 

engagement with western education, he not only had to earn a Masters and a PhD, but he also had 

to do it in a highly competitive program that only accepted three applicants a year and he did not 

apply under Aboriginal status. And, as the only Native School Psychologist in Manitoba, he had 

to compete with the old white boys’ club (which he is still kept out of) in order to achieve some 

level of legitimacy. And, to add insult, our own community refuses to recognize the emotional, 

mental, physical and spiritual labour he has put into achieving this, as the final cost of missing his 

children grow up. All because he wanted to support his family and contribute to changing the way 

Indigenous children are viewed within the western education system. Is it too late? It’s never too 

late to go back to where he should have been in the first place.  

 We need to start thinking differently about how we see our responsibilities as Indigenous 

peoples. Going back to the land has reminded us, that, as Indigenous women and mothers, we 

embody and uphold Indigenous governance. Indigenous people have been led to believe that their 

responsibilities lie within the colonial vortex; that in order to govern, they have to participate in 

colonialism to be successful; and that they must walk in two-worlds, when really, they are only 

walking in one. As an Indigenous woman who has walked in both, I know that it is a very fine line 

                                                 

209 This quote is condensed conversation with Aunty Kū’s interpretation of what Uncle Nalei’s calls the great 
interruption. Line 44, Page 7; Lines 1-2, Lines 20-25, Lines 26-33, Page 8.  

 
210 Goeman talks about his from a feminist perspective, offering a lens that explores the effects of this system 

on Indigenous women. The challenge of that approach is that within the colonial framework, it positions Indigenous 
women at a disadvantage, as victims of colonization, instead of viewing Indigenous women as the ones who have 
upheld a nation when men were rendered powerless.  
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between being consumed and being Anishinaabe. As an Indigenous man, I know the price Stan 

has paid to be “successful” and highly educated. I haven’t told the entire story because it’s not my 

story to tell. What I can tell you is that I know many Indigenous men who have fought hard to 

become successful and educated in the colonial vortex; thinking that they can change the system 

from within, only to drained of their life force and be discarded. When our people continue to 

invest in colonial structures, we continue to support our own oppression. Audre Lorde asserts: 

For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. They may allow us to 
temporarily beat him at his own game, but they will never enable us to bring about 
genuine change. And this fact is only threatening to those women who still define the 
master’s house as their own source of support.211 
 

I have only seen the use of the first and maybe the second sentence; never have I seen the third 

sentence used in this context. I think maybe, because the first sentence contextualizes the master’s 

house as a gendered/male house when really, women are now participating in the vortex too. As a 

queer black person who made this statement in reference to race and the history of slavery, it is 

also applicable to Indigenous peoples, whose minds, bodies, and land are commodities for 

colonialism. As Indigenous peoples, we need to redefine what “success” is and we need to know 

who we are.  We need our men. We need our women. And, we need our children, on the land, 

speaking our language and engaging in ceremony. This is where our power lies.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 

211 Audre Lorde. Sister Outsider: Essays & Speeches by Audre Lorde (The Crossing Press Feminist Series, 
1984), 112. 
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This picture is of my son’s hands holding a plumeria flower. While I was doing my research in 
Hawai‘i, I brought my two youngest children Ozawashko Benais and Billy with me for the month 
of October 2019. I wanted my children to see, feel and participate in the work that I do. It is a part 
of their learning. This picture was taken on one of the first days that I took them with me up to 
KaHua (the farm) to work on pulling invasive plants and grasses. On the way back from the farm, 
I was showing them the different flowers and banana trees. My son walked over to smell the 
plumeria and picked this flower for me. The look of the plumeria in his little hands made me pause 
to think about how much I have been gifted with.  
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CHAPTER  5: 

THE LAND IS GOVERNANCE 

 

In my efforts to come to a place of understanding what Indigenous governance it, I was inevitably 

taken back to the land. This journey provided me with the opportunity to experience land-based 

communities from a variety of geographical and global locations. Some of the most significant 

insights about having a deeper, more spiritual relationship with the land as our teacher has come 

from my travels to Hawai‘i through the Indigenous Governance Program at the University of 

Victoria’s transnational exchange program with the University of Hawai‘i’s Indigenous Politics 

program. It is through this exchange that I have been fortunate to meet and build relationships with 

Kanaka ‘Ōiwi peoples that have contributed and shaped this research through their own work. It 

is through their scholarship and land-based work that I have been honored and blessed to learn 

from and engage with.  

 

The 2015 & 2016 IGOV/UHIP Transnational Exchange 

The 2015 Exchange theme was “Piko: A Convergence of Resurgence” held on the Island of O‘ahu. 

I had just finished my Community Governance Project for my Master’s research in October 2014 

and I had been home for 3 months when I heard about the Indigenous Governance Program’s 

Hawaiian Exchange. I had done some research about the Exchange and talked to some IGOV 

alumni212 who attended the 2012 Exchange to get a sense of what to expect. I felt a renewed sense 

of excitement and purpose.  I arrived in Honolulu, Hawai‘i after the opening ceremonies on the 

first day. My fellow IGOV alumni and I were greeted by Maya Saffery and No‘eau Peralto who 

                                                 

212 Mylan Tootoosis, IGOV 2012; Shane Keepness, IGOV 2013 
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were PhD students at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, Exchange alumni (2012) and 

participants/hosts in the 2015 and 2016 Exchanges.  

Maya and her partner Kaleo Wong were our hosts for the Exchange and we had the extreme 

privilege of living with them during that Exchange. From that first meeting at the airport, to the 

dinner we prepared together that evening at Maya and Kaleo’s, I could feel the spirit move. All 

around us in Maya and Kaleo’s home were maps, plants/medicine and artwork that embodied a 

deeply rooted Kanaka Ōiwi existence and connection. Our discussions of Kanaka genealogy and 

the land were so inspiring. As we travelled around the island with Maya and No‘eau, they 

introduced us to the ‘āina. I realized that, despite the veil of tourism and development, there was 

no shortage of deeply rooted Kanaka spaces. I was in awe of Maya’s knowledge of, connection to, 

and deeply spiritual relationship with, these spaces. Maya’s dissertation titled “Mai Ka Piko A Ke 

Mole: Clearing Paths and Inspiring Journeys to Fulfill Kuleana Through ‘Āina Education” is a 

genealogical and epistemological exploration of the foundations of ‘āina based education. In her 

research, Maya engaged with the 2012, 2105 and 2016 IGOV/UHIP Exchanges as a case study for 

exploring our relationships to the land. Throughout her research, she used what she referred to as 

“‘ike maka praxis” in which  

…students learn about and engage in a variety of practices (intellectual, cultural, 
spiritual, land- and water-based) in the contexts and with the purposes originally 
intended so that they see these practices as relevant to our contemporary time, crucial 
to the learning and application of theory, and essential for transformation and growth 
both during and after the program, for themselves, their communities, and their 
homelands.213 

  

                                                 

213 Page 102. 



 

 106 

As a student of these exchanges, I benefitted from the kind of knowledge and understanding that 

Maya and No‘eau had already possessed in their engagement with the land, language, ceremony 

and scholarship. As a student of the two of those exchanges, I had the extreme privilege of 

experiencing ‘i ke maka praxis as an embodied learning that allowed me to stop and consider where 

I come from and what is my relationship is to the land, and provided me with time to process and 

really think about and question what I had not stopped to consider before.  I felt a connection to 

both No‘eau and Maya, who knew so much about the Creation Stories, genealogy and language. I 

felt lucky to be hosted by such deeply connected and knowledgeable Kanaka. I knew that our love 

and passion for the deeply spiritual connection to our ancestors and the land was something that 

we had in common. They knew unequivocally who they are and where it is they come from. They 

embodied Namgwamazin. 

 One of the main concepts of the 2015 Exchange was “Hānau ka Mauna, Re-connecting to 

the Piko of our Ea” Piko, that point of origin. It is like our bellybutton, our umbilical cord, that 

place where we are connected to our life source. I found myself questioning “What is my Piko? 

Where is my Piko?” I sat there, in the outside classroom, surrounded by beautifully cultivated and 

self-contained taro patches with the sweet sound of water flowing nearby and wondered, where 

was my Piko? What do we call it in our language? Where was my doorway? Where was my place 

of birth; meaning, where did my source of “life” flow from? It took me time to think about where 

this source of my life’s energy flowed from.  

 Throughout the 2015 Exchange, I was continually challenged to stop and think about what 

it was I had back home. I was also gifted with the thought of so many possibilities; so many areas 

to consider and think about what and how we can do things back home. At the University of 

Hawai‘i at Mānoa, courses were taught in the Hawaiian language; books were written and used as 

course materials in the language; professors were activists whose work was deeply rooted in the 
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land and community; and the level of resistance to colonialism was evident everywhere. As we 

toured the island with Maya and No‘eau, I realized we were being introduced to their relatives and 

their love and respect was evident in how they viewed the land and the places they were tethered 

to. It was as if we were being given the gift of seeing the land through their eyes and it was 

beautiful. It was deeply spiritual and fulfilling. It gave me hope. 

 

Entering the Doorway of Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili 

Feeling full, comforted and confident with my experiences in Akwesasne, I flew to Hawai‘i, 

prepared to enter a new doorway in my understanding of Indigenous governance. Little did I know 

I would be moved out of my comfort zone into unfamiliar and often, uncomfortable territory. 

No‘eau Peralto was my community contact in Hawai‘i. More specifically, it was No‘eau who I 

approached when I was thinking about a land-based movement that would lend a more global 

perspective on Indigenous governance. I had come to know No‘eau through the 2015 and 2016 

University of Victoria’s Indigenous Governance Program and the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa 

Indigenous Politics, Trans-Indigenous Exchange (IGOV/UHIP).214 I can still recall the first time I 

met him, I was awe-struck by how grounded and humble he is. No‘eau embodies a deeply rooted 

spiritual connection to being Kānaka ‘Ōiwi.215 His relationship to his ancestors and knowledge of 

                                                 

214 Hokulani Aikau, Noelani Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua and Noenoe K. Silva. “The Practice of Kuleana: Reflections 
on Critical Indigenous Studies Through Trans-Indigenous Exchange” in Critical Indigenous Studies: Engagements in 
First World Locations, edited by Aileen Moreton-Robinson (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2016), 157-175. 

 
215 Kānaka can be defined as Native Hawaiians; and Kānaka ‘Ōiwi can be defined as Native Hawaiians or 

native people of the land.  
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‘Ōiwi 216 narratives reminded me of my own brother Dave.217 For a younger man, he carries a deep 

wisdom. Like my brother Dave, No‘eau worked for the grandmothers, he worked for the women. 

This meant that his learning was nurtured by their knowledge, guidance and love. No‘eau was 

“raised up” to a position in the eyes of the grandmothers, as one who has earned their utmost 

respect and admiration. In return, they have shared their knowledge with him. Some of these 

grandmothers, or Kumu as they are called in Hawai‘i, included Grammie Millie, Aunty Kū, Aunty 

Loke, Aunty Liana and many others who have helped inform and shape the development of Hui 

Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili. They have nurtured his learning and they continue to guide his leadership. 

One of the ways that Anishinaabe “know” the source of someone’s knowledge is through an 

understanding of who taught them/raised them up. It is also a way that true leadership is 

recognized, by their ability to carry the knowledge of their ancestors. 

Permission to work in Hawai‘i for this part of my research218 was the result of No‘eau 

taking on this responsibility and presenting the request to the Board of Directors and Ohana of Hui 

Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili. His actions spoke volumes about his commitment to being accountable to 

his community and accepting responsibility for my presence. He stood up for me and said Niingah-

itchiigay, I will do this – I will vouch for this person; I believe her intentions are good; I will put 

my reputation, as someone you trust, on the line. No‘eau is like a brother. I was blessed with the 

opportunity to live, work, observe, interview and spend time with some pretty amazing ‘Ōiwi; all 

because No‘eau was willing to trust me with his ‘Ohana and community.  

                                                 

216 ‘Ōiwi can be defined as of the land; depending on who is using the reference, the context; and where they 
are in relation to the land.  As defined in Katrina-Ann Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa Oliveira. Ancestral Places: 
Understanding Kanaka Geographies (Oregon: Oregon State University Press, 2014), 149. 

 
217 Misko Ginew - Dave McPherson, Traditional teacher, spiritual leader and practitioner. 
 
218  I italicize research because although it contextualizes this relationship, it does not define it. The 

relationships, the learning, the engagement is about something much deeper than research.  
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In comparison to the connection I felt with No‘eau, I did not know No‘eau’s partner Haley 

and she did not know me. I had met Haley during the second week of the 2016 IGOV/UHIP 

Exchange. It was during that time that No‘eau and Haley shared some of the work that they put 

into creating Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili, a community based non-profit organization founded in 

2011. The program is committed to cultivating Kīpuka (safe spaces) that foster and regenerate the 

growth of place-based ancestral knowledge, healthy food and eco-systems, and strong ‘Ohana with 

the capacity to live and thrive in Hāmākua for generations.219 Their mission is to re-establish the 

systems that sustain their community through educational initiatives and land-based activity. 

Collectively, they envision the re-birth of community knowledge of place; regeneration of local 

food systems to increase food security; restoration of cultural and natural landscapes; re-

establishing pu‘uhonua (spaces of refuge that foster intergeneration transmission of knowledge) 

and the growth of strong ‘Ohana with the capacity to nohopapa (live and thrive in Hāmākua for 

generations).220  

I had heard and witnessed so many beautiful things about Haley. She is a renowned 

Hawaiian artist who breathes life into the spirit of ‘āina through Hawaiian Creation narratives. 

Haley’s art serves as a doorway for creatively envisioning Kanaka ‘Ōiwi ancestral memories, 

political movements, resistance and truth. Her art form illustrates a deeply rooted Kanaka ‘Ōiwi 

existence. Haley is a powerful Ikwe.221 Beneath Haley’s quiet, creative and playful presence, there 

is a layer of reservation that can be very intimidating. There were so many times when I wondered 

if she would “open the door” for me. Would I gain her approval, her trust? Could I convince her 

                                                 

219 http://www.alaulili.com/about-us.html  
 
220 Ibid. 
 
221 Ikwe refers to a woman in Anishinaabemowin. 

http://www.alaulili.com/about-us.html
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that I was not a threat to the beautiful and powerful spaces and places that I had come to know as 

huiMAU, HoAMa, KaHua and Koholālele? I didn’t know, but I was willing to work for it. I was 

not going to work with a land-based movement that was led by women; I was going to work with 

a land-based movement that was governed equally, by a couple.  

 

“We are the Land and the Land is in us.” 222 

It’s not something new for Kūpuna to put two young people in leadership roles. Like 
Kamehameha III, Kauikeauoli was a young boy, when he became mō‘ī – King of the 
Hawaiian Kingdom, and he had to take that responsibility on…223 
 

No‘eau is the movement and Haley is the āina. Being with both No‘eau and Haley is like navigating 

two different spaces at the same time that results in balance. There were times that Haley was on 

O‘ahu working with a mural project and it would be just No‘eau and I. We both felt her absence 

and No‘eau was always very careful and considerate with his decisions. His first inclination was 

to consult with Haley. I had not come across this kind of “gendered” balance before; an Indigenous 

man and woman holding a shared space, each bringing with them their own aloha,224 mana225 and 

kuleana.226No‘eau balances the physical, mental, emotional and spiritual labour that creates the 

foundation for huiMAU while Haley cultivates a structure for huiMAU that is deeply rooted in the 

                                                 

222 No’eau Peralto. Interview. November 29, 2018. Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili Headquarters. Lines 38. Page 
5. 

 
223 No’eau Peralto. Interview. November 29, 2018. Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili Headquarters. Lines 29-31. 

Page 3. 
 
224 Aloha is defined as love, affection, compassion, mercy, kindness in Noelani Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua. The Seeds 

we Planted: Portraits of a Native Hawaiian Charter School. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 285. 
 
225 Mana is defined as spiritual power.  
 
226 Kuleana is defined as ancestral responsibility and familial obligation. It is also defined as responsibility, 

privilege, authority, especially as tied to land, extended family and community in Noelani Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua, The 
Seeds we Planted: Portraits of a Native Hawaiian Charter School. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 
288. 
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protection and maintenance of authentic, respectful and connected relations. It is a beautiful, 

balanced and a very effective collaboration. When I held a joint interview, I asked what Indigenous 

governance means to them. No‘eau was the first to respond. He stated: 

Well, I think for me, being rooted in this place and the work that we’ve been doing 
here for the last 10 years has taught me a lot about Indigenous governance in our 
context as ‘Ōiwi. I think for us it has reminded us that our government systems are 
rooted in place and rooted in ‘Ohana or family. The government structures have 
persisted. Our ‘Ōiwi government structures have persisted throughout our time, 
through colonization and occupation of our homeland and the overthrow/dismantling 
of our National government…When we formed our hui, there was already a 
governance structure in place within our ‘Ohana…Indigenous governance or ‘Ōiwi 
governance for us is about being able to connect with Āina…We have to be able to 
govern ourselves and manage ourselves and our relationships and our places and our 
‘Āina in a way that ensures that everything stays in balance – in a state of pono. In 
western constructs they often talk about land management or natural/cultural resource 
management but really, it’s people that are being managed and governed in our 
behaviors and our relationship to Āina. The goal of governance is to maintain a state 
of pono, or balance, or to restore that balance when it is out of balance.227 

 

No‘eau’s response begins by positioning ‘Ōiwi governance within the context of their ‘Ohana 

(extended family), their connection to ‘Āina (land; that which feeds)228 and the role of Pono 

(virtuous, good, harmony, balance). It is their ‘Ohana that surrounds them. This is evident every 

day in the work that they do, whether it is preparing for Makahiki, preparing an imu, or hosting 

university, college, high school, middle or elementary school kids. Everywhere I looked, I saw 

couples, parents, supporting the work that No‘eau and Haley do with huiMAU. No‘eau and Haley 

were surrounded by the love and support of Aunty Kū and Uncle Nālei, Aunty Val and Uncle Joel 

(No‘eau’s parents) Auntie Loke and Uncle Clyde (community members), Auntie Liana and Uncle 

                                                 

227 No’eau Peralto. Interview. November 29, 2018. Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili Headquarters. Lines 3-8; 11-
12; 17-24. Page 1. 

 
228Katrina-Ann Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa Oliveira. Ancestral Places: Understanding Kanaka Geographies. 

(Oregon: Oregon State University Press, 2014). 
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Glen (Board of Director and her husband) to name just a few that I met. They bring pono to 

huiMAU. Here, it isn’t just women governing; it is entire families.  

 

‘Ohana 

There was no separation between their ‘Ohana and huiMAU. It was one and the same. I had 

forgotten what it was like to have both of your parents in your life, let alone supporting and guiding 

you in the work that you do. I was often filled with admiration seeing Uncle Joel and Aunty Val 

(No‘eau’s parents) involved in every event or gathering that was hosted by huiMAU. They didn’t 

just show up; Uncle Joel would drive in the early morning or late at night to help No‘eau to prepare 

the imu from the lighting of the fire to the cleaning of the pit. It was a welcome sight to see Uncle 

Joel sitting outside with No‘eau, sometimes without talking. The love and pride that Uncle Joel 

has for his son was beautiful to see. Uncle Joel’s kind, soft-spoken and laid-back nature always 

made me feel at ease and welcome. Aunty Val, on the other hand, would show up with food and 

supplies at every event. She was always prepared. Always willing to help and to feed people; you 

could always hear her laughter. There were times that I felt so unprepared around Aunty Val 

because she always had everything she needed in the back of her truck. Aunty Val “took care of 

the details.”229 Collectively, No‘eau’s parents made me feel welcome and loved. It had been a long 

time since I felt that way and their kind and generous presence reminded me that parents can make 

you feel this way. The love and admiration for their son provided him with the support to do what 

he does every day for huiMAU. Haley’s parents, Uncle Alfred and Aunty Ina are the same way; 

they are kind, generous and welcoming. Although they live on Maui, they support their daughter 

whenever the need arises. Just like Aunty Val, Ina took care of the details. And, like No‘eau, Haley 

                                                 

229 Clan Mother Louise Bear. Interview. June 7, 2017. Akwesasne Mohawk Nation. Line 42-45. Page 6.  



 

 113 

had a special relationship with her dad. There were many times I witnessed them sitting on the 

lawn at their home on Maui, just looking out towards the cliffs and ocean. A lot of times they 

didn’t say anything. You could feel the love and admiration Haley had for her father and I knew 

that if ever Haley needed her dad, he would be there, and Ina was the one who took care of him. 

No‘eau and Haley are part of a larger, much more important system, and that is their ‘Ohana.  

  

Aloha ‘Āina 

‘Āina refers to the land: that which feeds. Aloha ‘Āina refers to the love for the land. Mālama 

‘Āina refers to caring for the land. ‘Āina is at the core of everything that No‘eau and Haley do 

with Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili. It is their relationship with ‘Āina that helps to guide and govern 

Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili. The name itself embodies a process of enacting governance in relation 

to a very specific piece of land that they are both genealogically connected to, which is Hāmākua: 

…(our name) is derived from the ’ōlelo no‘eau, Hāmākua i ke ala ‘ūlili, which speaks 
of Hāmākua’s famed steep cliff and mountain trails. We see the journey towards 
achieving our mission to mālama our ‘āina as an ala ‘ūlili (steep trail) in and of itself, 
and we embrace our kuleana to take on the challenges that this trail presents. The 
acronym of our name, huiMAU, incorporates the word ‘mau’ which can mean 
constant, continual, perpetual, or to persevere and endure. This value embodies our 
very intention in founding this hui to ‘ho‘omau i ke kuamo‘o pono,’ continue on the 
pathways and traditions of our kūpuna for the pono of our ‘āina and ‘Ohana of 
Hāmākua. As our kūpuna endured great challenge in order to create the ala ‘ūlili upon 
which we travel today, we too strive to continue on along this pathway, so as to fulfill 
our kuleana to the many generations who will follow in our footsteps.230 

 

It is the land that provides the guidance for ‘Ōiwi governance. It is their responsibility to balance 

that understanding with contemporary challenges, such as governing within the organizational 

structure of a non-profit. Because ‘Ōiwi governance forms the foundation of huiMAU, the 

                                                 

230 http://www.alaulili.com/about-us.html 
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hierarchy does not embody the same nature of power structures that are inherent in most non-

profits. No‘eau states: 

I think within the ‘Ohana — and every ‘Ohana is a little different — there is definitely 
a structure and hierarchy and governance that goes on and I think that within our 
collective ‘Ohana that includes Haley’s ‘Ohana and myself, that the decision-making 
emerges and derives from the wisdom of the Elders. Leadership emerges out of the 
empowerment of the Elders or the Elders themselves and so in that way, I think age, 
life experience and wisdom place Elders at the top of the hierarchy in terms of power 
and decision making and guiding the ‘Ohana and growing out from there – the 
community as well. And those Elders, those Kūpuna also have the power to empower 
those in younger generations that they see fit to lead as well.231 

 

This is important because No‘eau inherently grounds the discussion of hierarchy in the power of 

decision-making, which is held by the kūpuna, who, in turn, determine leadership. In comparison 

to the colonial Indian Act elected Chief and Band Council system of government on reserves in 

Canada, decision-making power and leadership is not determined by the Elders, nor with the 

women. Rather, it is solely given to the men in our communities, which is contrary to Indigenous 

governance.  

 HuiMAU, on the other hand, is grounded in the wisdom and empowerment of the Elders. 

In turn, it is the Elders and the Kūpuna who determine leadership. Whether you refer to them as 

an Elder, Grandmother, Kookum, Kumu or Clan Mother, know they carry a bundle for the people. 

They have been raised up to that position because of the work they have done to hold that position 

and one that is recognized by the people. I became a witness to the love, support and guidance that 

is provided to these two young leaders provided by Grammie Millie and the ‘Ohana of huiMAU 

that includes Aunty Kū, and Uncle Nālei; Aunty Val and Uncle Joel; Auntie Loke and Uncle 

Clyde; Auntie Liana and uncle Glen; and so many others. When my children and I had the 

                                                 

231 No‘eau Peralto. Interview. November 29, 2018. Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili Headquarters. Lines 37-43. 
Page 1. 
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opportunity to attend the Ka Loko O Kīhola community workday, I learned so much from what I 

had seen. Every second last Saturday of the month, the Nature Conservancy of Hawai‘i calls 

together students, volunteers, ‘Ohana, Hui, Hula and non-profit organizations to restore the Kīhola 

fishpond on the Kona side of the Big Island of Hawai‘i. The Kīhola fishpond was built by King 

Kamehameha III. As settlers and plantation owners slowly acquired possession of the land, 

development altered the original food systems of Kanaka ‘Ōiwi. Kanaka people no longer had 

access to the Kīhola fishpond because it became private land. The fishpond had not been 

maintained and was overcome by invasive plants and erosion. It was during this workday that 

groups of volunteers came wearing T-shirts that represented their group. As we formed a circle to 

open the day, I looked around and realized that each of these groups that came together were like 

the walls of the fishpond. It didn’t matter where I went on the island, when the ‘Ohana, Huis and 

groups of volunteers that worked for the non-profits and the university came together, they created 

a visual of solidarity that contributed to the Aloha ‘Āina consciousness. This visual helped me to 

understand that through the coming together of the ‘Ohana, Hui, non-profits, students embodied 

the walls of a fishpond; they are effectively upholding ‘Ōiwi governance by allowing life to flow 

in, grow and feed the people while protecting and guiding the two young leaders of huiMAU. 

 Grammie Millie is the doorway to huiMAU. I had the opportunity to work alongside her at 

Koholālele on several occasions. We would be working, cleaning, clearing and pulling invasive 

plants from different sections of Koholālele, and often without saying a word. At her age, hard 

work or the heat did not slow her down or have an effect on her, the way it had an effect on me. 

Watching her work was like watching her care for her ancestors. Day after day, whether anyone 

was at Koholālele or not, she was there. For her, it was a spiritual place, a place to be with her 
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relatives. I remember one particular day after the Koholā232 returned, she asked me “can you hear 

them?” I thought “hear who?” She said “listen, you can hear them. I’ve been listening to them all 

day, jumping, diving and slapping their tails on the water…you can hear it when they breach and 

call out.” I couldn’t hear them. I didn’t know what they sounded like. Ever since I arrived in 

September, I looked out over the pali233 from Koholālele, hoping I would see them. It wasn’t until 

that day with Grammie, that we stood by the fence that stood between the beautifully cultivated 

and preserved spaces of Koholālele and the ocean that I could first see them and the hear them. 

All this time it was like being in ceremony, waiting for a sign, a vision, a visit from the spirit, and 

not getting one. I began to think that there was a reason I didn’t see them and it made me question 

whether the land had given its consent for me being there. It was as if Grammie took me by the 

hand (spiritually) and showed me; guiding my senses of sight, and sound. Of course, she didn’t 

literally take me by the hand, but it was as if they, the koholā were waiting for her to say it was ok 

for them to show themselves to me. I wanted to cry. It was like feeling the spirit for the first time. 

As we sat on the cliffs watching them, I could finally see and hear them communicating to us that 

they were happy that we stopped and took the time to watch them play and acknowledge their 

return. They came closer and closer to the cliffs where we sat and then they started moving towards 

the landing. The Koholā were guiding us to the landing, stopping and waiting for us along the way. 

No‘eau, Haley and I followed them along the cliff openings and then down to the landing. I felt so 

blessed. This was the first time that I felt their consent; of Grammie’s consent. She is the stronghold 

of that place, of Koholālele and of huiMAU. I knew this for sure.  

                                                 

232 Koholā refers to the humpback whales that are spiritually connected to Koholālele. 
 
233 Haley Kailiehu referred to pali as the formation of the steep cliffs of Hāmākua that end at the ocean, 

resembling fingers. Pa‘auilo School. Story and Art time with Aunty Haley. Grade 3 Class. November 8, 2019.  
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 It is because of those Elders, Aunties and Uncles that have come together and recognized 

No‘eau and Haley as the leaders of huiMAU that they are able to do this work. Not just No‘eau or 

Haley, but the both of them together. This is what contributes to the balance. HuiMAU as a non-

profit is run collectively by No‘eau and Haley, who are young, well-educated and deeply rooted 

in ‘Ōiwi culture, language and consciousness. This is not only known by the Elders and their 

‘Ohana, but also recognized by funders as well. Haley states: 

They are more compelled, more motivated to support nonprofits that have young 
leaders because they see that vision will carry through for their entire lives. So, the 
nonprofit organization will not fizzle out in 5 to 10 years. They are looking at us and 
they see age, they see us, we are in our early 30’s, we have at least 30 more years. So, 
they don’t see what we envision for Koholālele, when we are putting in applications 
to take up to 400 acres – that cannot be obtained by people like us. One, because it’s 
our age, and two because of our background. So, another thing that grantors are 
looking at is our background, our educational backgrounds and what we have done up 
to this point in our lives, professionally and just within our own community that aligns 
with what we foresee for the future…if we are going to start a nonprofit and it’s going 
to be about creating and cultivating abundance for future generations – for current 
future generations.234  

 

As leaders, it is her and No‘eau’s kuleana – responsibility and accountability — to ensure that 

there are future generations that are consciously connected to the land, capable of protecting and 

caring for the land. No‘eau adds: 

…we are the land and the land is in us… there is different levels of kuleana and 
relationships that are built through being genealogically connected to a place for 
multiple generations and then actually living and experiencing and interacting with a 
place for you know, generations, and then your own lifetime, your own lived 
experience. And so, for both of us, you know, we have genealogical connections to 
place…you know we knew we had a lot of time to put in – in this place. Just in terms 

                                                 

234 Haley Kailiehu. Interview. November 29, 2018. Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili Headquarters. Lines 33-44. 
Page 2. 
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of lived experience, being here to activate the ancestral DNA, the ancestral memory 
within us and that is within the land that remembers us.235 
 

In this way, it is more than just a hierarchy and governance structure. It is deeply rooted in the land 

and the ancestors. Haley writes “…we are at a place where we know that this place is sacred and 

we have a whole community of conscious people who are actively taking care of it.”236 It is a 

deeply rooted spiritual responsibility which is consistent with ‘Ōiwi governance structure and 

history. 

 

Pono 

I have come to understand pono to mean do what is right, do what you can to make things right, 

and restore balance. My time in Hawai‘i with huiMAU was pono. “In Kanaka genealogies and 

cosmologies, both male and female forces are always present. Dualisms are abundant and pono is 

created and maintained by the balance of complementary forces.”237 Together No‘eau and Haley 

are complementary forces that create balance. When Aunty Kū asked the question “where are the 

men?” I realized that I might not be able to answer that directly from my location. What I can say 

is that I have come to understand how things can be this way: pono. When I think back to when I 

first met No‘eau, I recognized him by the bundle he carried. I knew by the way he carried himself 

that he was taught by the women – the grandmothers. That was just the beginning. When I look at 

                                                 

235 No‘eau Peralto. Interview. November 29, 2018. Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili Headquarters. Lines 38-44 Page 
5; Line 1 Page 6. 

 
236 Haley Kailiehu. Interview. November 29, 2018. Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili Headquarters. Lines 1-2. Page 

9. 
 
237  Noenoe K. Silva. Aloha Betrayed: Native Hawaiian Resistance to American Colonialism. (Durham, 

London. Duke University Press, 2004), 93. 
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the kind of person that I got to know, I understood why he embodies the kind of person men should 

be, because of the kind of man his father is. They share a spiritual connection, a deeply rooted love 

and respect for one another, as equals — or more appropriately stated, it is pono-pono. No‘eau is 

the kind of man he is because of who is father is. I have always felt admiration for people who had 

kind and loving fathers. I always felt like they were blessed because of what colonialism has done 

to our men. I remember sitting with Uncle Joel one evening and he was telling me a story about 

No‘eau’s birth. He said:  

…he was unexpected. Aunty Val and I thought ok, we have a boy and a girl; we 
thought we were done having children; then No‘eau came along…He was an 
intelligent boy. I remember he had these little red rubber boots, that he always wore; 
he would be in the garden with my dad…my dad taught him a lot about the plants and 
gardens. I think that is why No‘eau can plant anything and it would grow. Anyway, I 
always wondered why he (No‘eau) was sent to us. I was sitting here one day and I 
realized that, growing up, we were not brought up this way; with the culture, language 
ceremony, etc.; we weren’t raised Hawaiian. I never knew all this stuff. It was No‘eau 
that brought us back to ourselves again. He brought us back to a place where we are 
proud to be Hawaiian….”238 

 

Our children carry the power of our ancestors. They guide us. They ground us. They bring us back 

to who we are, whether it is being Hawaiian, Kanaka ‘Ōiwi, Anishinaabe, Nehiyaw or 

Onkwenhonwe. All we need to do is show up and do our part. As women, we have carried the 

burdens of our nations for so long. We have assumed the role of mother and sometimes, the father. 

Men need to love and nurture their children. ‘Āina provides that space. I’ve seen it. There needs 

to be space for a father to be there for his child. Regardless of what colonialism has done to us, 

regardless of what colonialism has done to our men, they still carry everything we have been given 

as Indigenous people. I know it is there. It exists. 

                                                 

238 Uncle Joel Peralto. Personal Conversation. November 2018, 
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 As an Indigenous woman who has lived the majority of my life without my mother and 

without my father, I had a difficult time to let go of my children, to their father. I couldn’t leave 

my children with anyone. I didn’t trust anyone with my children. They are my life. I gave life to 

them and I am responsible for their life. I am responsible for teaching them, but, I am not the only 

one. If we are to find balance, men have to go back to their first mother, she will teach them how 

to be men again. She has been there all along. Our language, culture and relationship with our first 

mother is where the answers reside. 

Moving through several doorways of understanding Indigenous governance that included 

Indigenous women’s governance and consent; the impact and influence of western thinking and 

discourse on Indigenous governance; and the important question of where are the men? My time 

in Hawai‘i provided me with so much understanding of balance; of pono; of what it means to make 

things right. The work that No’eau and Haley, Maya and Kaleo, and Auntie Kū and Uncle Nālei 

are doing to mālama ‘āina is pono-pono. It is this kind of balance that is needed to restore 

Indigenous governance. In having the extreme privilege of witnessing couples do this work, 

embodying balance in governance, I have remembered where the men are, and more specifically, 

how important they are in raising our children on the land and re-membering our communities 

again. This is the key to effective Indigenous governance. 
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This picture was taken during the preparations for my daughter, Ozawashko Benais’ breaking of 
her Berry Fast. As Anishinaabe people, strawberries are often the berry we use in young girls and 
women’s ceremony. “Our children are the fruit of our loins; our medicine; they feed us 
emotionally, mentally and spiritually; and they give us life.” Asini-Kwe  
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CHAPTER 6: 

OUR CHILDREN ARE GOVERNANCE 

 

I ola ʻoe, i ola mākou nei: You live, we live 

Walking up the road from huiMAU Headquarters on a narrow-paved road flanked by six feet tall 

guinea grass is five acres of restored land referred to as KaHua HoAMa. The five acres that is now 

KaHua (the farm) was once part of a eucalyptus plantation owned by Kamehameha Schools Bishop 

Estate who purchased the land from the closing Hāmākua Sugar Company in the mid 1990s.239 If 

you didn’t know the history of that piece of land, you would never know how much work it took 

to get that four acres of land to resemble a plant rotating garden. On all four sides, a woven wire 

fence holds back the relentless wall of invasive species I have come to know as guinea grass. As 

you enter the gate, you notice two beautifully painted shipping containers, reflecting back to you 

images of the food systems that have sustained ‘Ōiwi for generations. The containers are carefully 

placed a distance apart in order to accommodate a sheltered space for teaching, eating and taking 

a cool drink of water. All the tools needed to cultivate KaHua, from the tote full of tiny rubber and 

cotton gloves to the hand and power tools are stored in the two containers. Beyond the containers 

on the highest point of KaHua is a tank-based rainwater harvesting system to accommodate the 

supply of water to KaHua. And back in the corner on the outside of the fence is a small pen and 

shelter for “the Pig.”240 Finally, as you look all around KaHua, you will see strategically placed 

                                                 

239 No‘eau Peralto. Final Dissertation. June 2018. Page 1. 
 
240 “The Pig” didn’t have a name, everyone referred to it as “the Pig”. 
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smaller garden plots for growing very specific ‘Ōiwi foods such as ulu,241 kukui,242 kalo, ‘uala,243 

ipu,244 kō,245 and mai‘a246 varieties. Over the next three months I would witness and feel the ‘Āina 

of this place through the hard work that was required to care for a system that would sustain and 

promote a grounded and thriving ‘Ōiwi existence. This was evident not only in the work that was 

required to cultivate this source of life and flourishment, but also evident in the keiki’s love and 

relationship with the ‘Āina of KaHua, effectively activating the ancestral DNA247 of that space.  

 The HoAMa After School Mentorship Program is an after school program that runs from 

2:30 to 5:30 on Monday, Tuesday, Thursday and Friday with Wednesday hours from 1:30 to 5:30. 

Every day, Aunty Loke, the Program Coordinator or Aunty Melissa, the Program Assistant, walk 

up the hill to Pa‘auilo School for the children, ranging in ages 5-17.248 Every day, the keiki would 

begin their time with the HoAMa by completing any homework that they had from that day at 

school. Because the program is structured within a mentorship model, the older children would 

help or tutor the younger children. Their homework time would be followed by casual free time 

where they had time to play games, read, or visit before they began their circle time. Circle time 

                                                 

241 Breadfruit 
 
242 Candlenut 
 
243 A variety of sweet potato. 
 
244 Single and double gourd varieties used for ceremony and water vessels. 
 
245 Sugarcane 
 
246 Banana 
 
247 Line 44 Page 5. 
 
248 http://www.alaulili.com/after-school-program.html 

 



 

 124 

was a way for the children to bring their “minds” to a place where they grounded and introduce 

themselves while connecting to their location on the ‘Āina: 

 

 Aloha mai     Greetings, 

 ‘O  ko‘u inoa    My name is______________________ 

 ‘O  ka inoa o ko‘u ‘ohana  My family name is ________________ 

 ‘O  ku‘u one hānau   My birthplace is __________________ 

 ‘O  ku‘u mokupuni   My island is _____________________ 

 ‘O  ku‘u moku               My district is ____________________ 

 ‘O  ku‘u ahupua‘a   My ahupua‘a249 is ________________ 

 ‘O  ku‘u mauna     My special mountain is ____________ 

 

This was their way of remembering where it is they come from and what their responsibilities are 

to that place. Namgwamazin. It was also a way of teaching protocol and supporting language use. 

Following circle time, the keiki would prepare for specific activities whether it was to walk over 

to KaHua to work in the gardens: planting, weeding, and/or harvesting; guest speaker(s) hands-on 

activities such as lashing bamboo or making rope; practicing mele250 or mo‘olelo251; or preparing 

for upcoming events. 

 On the first day I went with No‘eau to pick up the kids at the After School Program up the 

road from huiMAU headquarters, I was so curious to see what we were going to do and more 

                                                 

249 Ahupua‘a is a land division often running from mountain to sea. Katrina-Ann Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa 
Oliveira. Ancestral Places: Understanding Kanaka Geographies (Oregon: Oregon State University Press, 2014). 

 
250 Mele is song. Ibid. 
 
251 Mo‘olelo is a historical account; history, literature, narrative. Ibid. 
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importantly, what the children were going to do up at the farm. When we arrived, I remembered 

some of the children from my 2016 visit. I greeted Aunty Loke and Aunty Melissa while No‘eau 

gathered the keiki to introduce me and give them instruction about their outing to KaHua. I had 

never really worked in the garden with children before and I didn’t know what to expect. As they 

lined up, filled up their hydra flasks with water and got their backpacks ready, I kept thinking, 

some of these keiki are so small! By my account, it was a really hot day but the keiki seemed 

prepared and unaffected by the heat. We stopped at huiMAU headquarters to pick up some stalks 

of kalo that they were going to plant that day, put it in the back of a rubber boxed wagon along 

with some tools, a cooler full of water and headed up the hill to the farm. When we arrived at the 

steel barrier gate at the entrance, all of the keiki stopped, took off their backpacks, had a drink of 

water, and then lined up. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I noticed No‘eau, Aunty Loke and 

Aunty Melissa stood opposite the keiki. Once again, the keiki were fulfilling protocol, stating their 

intention and asking permission to enter that space and they were responded to by No‘eau, Aunty 

Loke and Aunty Melissa granting them permission and acknowledging their request. It was a 

reciprocal process of asking, acknowledging and responding.  

 Once that was completed, we all went into the gate, gathered under the shaded space 

between the two Matson containers and got organized for the day’s tasks. No‘eau and a few of the 

older keiki went into one of the containers and brought some hand tools and pick axes. As the keiki 

all lined up to select a pair of gloves, I kept thinking that I had never seen so many tiny work 

gloves in my life. Witnessing their enthusiasm and commitment to planting, weeding and 

cultivating reminded me of the kids at the Freedom School in Akwesasne. I was so amazed at the 

level of understanding and conscious commitment they had about the tasks before them. They 

knew so much. The only other time I seen this was back home when we were doing ceremony. 

You could tell when a child was brought up around ceremony because they were right there, in the 
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middle of everything, they knew exactly what to do and they didn’t have to be instructed. All of 

the keiki at HoAMa embodied that same knowing — right from the smallest of the 5-year olds to 

the 15-year olds. There was no difference.  

 Planting time was a spiritual time. The level of respect and care that these keiki had for the 

plants was captivating. They were not just “plants,” the kalo was their genealogy. It was their 

relative. And they knew it.  

 Papa and Wākea are a primal pair… (In the tradition of Wākea it has been often stated 
that they were the ancestors of these islands, and that it was through them that the 
people were born, and they are the ancestors of the chiefs of these islands. It is said in 
the genealogy of Wākea and his partner Papa that these islands were born to them). In 
the twelfth wā of the Kumulipo, Wākea procreates with Haumea, a manifestation of 
kino lau of Papa, and his daughter, Ho’ohokokukalani (also known as Haohokakalani 
and Ho‘ohōkūkalani). Hāloanaka is born to Ho‘ohokukalani as a premature fetus, and 
kalo (taro) grows from the place where the fetus is planted…The genealogical 
relationship between the Kānaka, kalo and ‘āina (from which the kalo grows) is 
revealed in the historical account of Papa and Wākea and their descendants.252 

 

It was like watching the keiki with their ancestors. There was a silent and invisible connection and 

love between each of them and the kalo. They didn’t fool around and they weren’t reckless with 

the kalo stalks. They were careful, gentle and kind. This sacred relationship was evident in the way 

they handled the kalo; the way they held the kalo before they placed it in the ground; the manner 

in which they replaced the soil around the stalk and the words they used as they did this: 

 

E ola ʻoe, e ola mākou nei” 

Or, another version: 

                                                 

252Katrina-Ann Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa Oliveira. Ancestral Places: Understanding Kanaka Geographies. 
(Oregon: Oregon State University Press, 2014), 5. 
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I ola ʻoe, i ola mākou nei253 

The literal translation of this is, you live, we live. According to No‘eau, teaching the keiki to say 

this as they plant “…acknowledges our relationship with our plant relatives and the land...that, 

when they thrive, so do we.”254 Collectively, KaHua HoAMa is about creating a safe space for 

youth, ‘Ohana and community to gather and learn to re-build strong community relationships 

across multiple generations.255  The term used to describe this process of cultivating a hands-on 

approach to growing healthy, organic, and local food is mālama ‘Āina 256  which embodies 

sustainable Hawaiian land stewardship practices. No‘eau states: 

 Every day we do this work down here, we are actually creating the future of that place 
– in what we do, whether we are conscious of it or not. When we are working with the 
kids, in our program, we are creating the future of this place because they are going to 
be the adults that have the value, whatever values we instill in them and teach them in 
that place, that’s the community we are creating of this place.257  

 
There are so many important lessons about Indigenous governance that can be learned from our 

relationship with the land and with our children. I cannot assume to know ‘Ōiwi governance 

because I am not Kanaka. However, I know that it is important to draw upon and learn from what 

Kanaka people are doing, which will help us to understand the role our children have in 

governance.   

                                                 

253 Personal conversation with No‘eau Peralto. 
 
254 Ibid. 
 
255 http://www.alaulili.com/after-school-program.html 
 
256 Ibid. 
 
257 No‘eau Peralto. Interview. November 29, 2018. Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili Headquarters. Lines 23-27 Page 

10. 

http://www.alaulili.com/after-school-program.html
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Taking Care of the Ancestors 

The simple act of the Keiki putting their hands on the ‘Āina as they planted the kalo reminded me 

of ceremony. Over the course of the three months that I worked with huiMAU, there were many 

times that we worked at KaHua, Koholālele or in the yard at huiMAU. It was that first image of 

the keiki planting that I continue to go back to. Every day that we planted, whether it was with the 

keiki, high school, university student or adults, it was ceremony. There was no separation. My 

mind was constantly moving from what I was seeing, feeling, observing, witnessing in Hawai‘i to 

what we had or what we did back home. When I think of how the keiki placed their hands upon 

the earth, shaping the earth above their ancestor, it reminded me of the first time I placed my hands 

upon the earth in this way. It was after the burial of my father-in-law. My father-in-law was not a 

religious man. In fact, his residential school experience affected the way he viewed religion, which 

was good because he raised his children on the land – on the lake.  Because my father-in-law was 

not religious, his family had to decide what kind of burial they wanted for him. Each of his children 

had a say in his burial. My husband had asked my brother Dave if he would help and he agreed. 

We started the four-day fire, offerings and ceremony at our home. It was at our home that we held 

ceremony. After my father-in-law’s funeral, his casket was lowered into the ground and my brother 

Dave started to talk. He talked about the journey that my father-in-law had started and how our 

ways were interrupted by Christianity and the residential schools. He said that we would be doing 

this part of my father-in-law’s funeral in the traditional way. My brother Dave instructed the men 

who remained, starting with my father-in-law’s sons to begin taking turns, returning the earth that 

had been removed for his burial. He sang a song until this work was done then he stopped to 

instruct the women, beginning with his daughters and daughters-in-law to place our hands upon 

the earth, shaping and molding, let us know that it was the women who took care of this part of 
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the ceremony. This was the first time I had ever been a part of anything traditional258 when it came 

to death. It was beautiful and am grateful for my brother Dave, who carries this bundle for our 

people.  

At one time, we knew how to care for our ancestors. A lot of the knowledge and practices 

of Indigenous people have gone to sleep.259 In my discussions with No‘eau, he often talked about 

taking care of our ancestors. He referred to them as “our most intimate cultural practices”260 and 

how those practices connected us to the land. In Hawai‘i, No‘eau talked about how the state 

acquired control over these practices when they acquired control over the land. He talked about 

how the death of our people became a state regulated industry that has affected our relationship 

with the land and the ancestors:  

…you have a people who have lost touch with those practices and those places. We 
forget where our people are buried or even if we remember where they are, we have 
perhaps forgotten the ways, the protocols, the procedures of how to care for them 
properly.261  
 

We have forgotten; but there are still people, like my brother Dave, who has carried those bundles 

for us. No‘eau carries those bundles for his community. He continues by saying “If we know, as a 

people of the place where all our sacred sites are, we know how to care for them. We know how 

to protect them…You develop kuleana for that place.”262 Through his work with the Keiki, No‘eau 

                                                 

258 Traditional meaning, in the tradition of Anishinaabe people. 
 
259 Jo-Ann Archibald. Indigenous Storywork: Educating the Heart, Mind, Body and Spirit. (Vancouver: UBC 

Press, 2008), 89. 
 
260 No‘eau Peralto. Interview. November 29, 2019. Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili Headquarters. Line 9. Page 6. 
 
261 No‘eau Peralto. Interview. November 29, 2019. Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili Headquarters. Line 23-28. Page 

6. 
 
262 No‘eau Peralto. Interview. November 29, 2019. Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili Headquarters. Line 43-44, Page 

6; Lines 1-3, Page 7. 
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has taken this practice to a different level. By teaching the Keiki, he has begun to teach them at a 

young age, know that when they become adults, this practice will be a part of them. For the keiki, 

it already is. It is through the planting of the kalo that the keiki have learned the stories, language, 

songs and prayers of their ancestors.  HuiMAU’s work with the keiki is in line with what Aunty 

Kū said about leaders: they are learning how to take care of the land; take care of the 

ancestors/gods; feeding the community; and are supported by the people, developing expertise and 

knowledge in specific areas. This is how Hui Mālāma i ke Ala ‘Ūlili are ensuring that future; by 

creating safe and generative spaces that foster and regenerate growth of place-based ancestral 

knowledge, healthy food and ecosystems and a strong ‘Ohana with the ability to live and thrive on 

the land for future generations.263 This approach is consistent with what No‘eau refers to as 

nohopapa. According to No‘eau, nohopapa means to live on the land for generations which 

requires a conscious and deliberate, spiritual, emotional and physical relationship with the ‘āina. 

The teaching of the keiki, generating an understanding of their genealogy, their ancestors, and the 

planting of the Kalo is an activating of their ancestral DNA – as children! We have a lot of work 

to do. Through my work with Hui Mālāma i ke Ala ‘Ūlili I have been reminded that these bundles 

still exist and we must begin to teach our children. This is governance. 

Throughout the history of Indigenous peoples, we all share an understanding of how our 

children were, and continue to be, the focus of colonial violence through the western system of 

education. Kanaka resistance to this form of violence is evident in the Hawaiian Charter School 

Movement;264 the persistence of Kamehameha School system; and land-based non-profit groups 

                                                 

263 http://www.alaulili.com/about-us.html  
 
264 Noelani Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua. The Seeds We Planted: Portraits of a Native Hawaiian Charter School. 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013).  
 

http://www.alaulili.com/about-us.html
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such as Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili; Ulupō Nui-Hika‘alani;265 and so many others that have 

focused their efforts on teaching, connecting and cultivating the Aloha ‘Āina consciousness. This 

work begins with our children. No‘eau states: 

…There are different levels of kuleana and relationships that are built through being 
genealogically connected to a place for multiple generations and then actually living 
and experiencing and interacting with a place for you know, generations and then your 
own lifetime, your own lived experience…we have genealogical connections to 
place… Just in terms lived experience, being here to activate the ancestral DNA, the 
ancestral memory that is within us and that is within the land that remembers us.266 

 

It is about continuously restoring our children’s relationship to the land. Working with our 

children, teaching them about who they are and ensuring they are connected to their relatives - the 

land, water, animals - is the antithesis to colonization. This guarantees Indigenous futurity. As 

Indigenous people, we have so much to give to our children. My experiences in Hawai‘i have 

reinforced my beliefs about how important our children are in the creation of our future. Our 

children are sacred. Our children are powerful. We are capable of restoring that balance and that 

work begins with our children.  

 

Ka-moo-see-tays-ta-maks  

When I think of my children, I know that my daughters have been given as much as I have. They 

have been surrounded by aunties and grandmothers. When I think of my son, things are a bit 

different. He didn’t grow up working with his uncles or his Mooshom. I have committed a large 

part of this dissertation to women because that is what was revealed through the research. When I 

                                                 

 
265 http://www.hikaalani.website/index.html  
 
266 No‘eau Peralto. Interview. November 29, 2019. Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili Headquarters. Lines 38-44, 

Page 5; line 1, Page 6. 

http://www.hikaalani.website/index.html
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think of my son, I automatically think of his father.  When I think of Stan and the kind of man that 

he is to his children, I think of his father, Bill, my late father-in-law. And when I think of Bill, I 

think of his father, Stan’s Mooshom Tom.   

I did not grow up with a grandfather, so I never knew what it was like to have one. The 

only mooshom I knew was my children’s mooshom, Bill Bird. He loved my children. He was a 

kind and gentle man and he loved me. He had a kind and gentle nature. His love for me, and our 

relationship, was a gift. My father-in-law had 31 grandchildren and he had a nickname for every 

one of them. My son, and only son, was his 30th grandchild at the time of his passing. My father-

in-law passed away three months before my son was born. My son carries his mooshom’s name, 

Billy Bird. Each of Bill’s 30 grandchildren have their own funny and endearing stories about their 

mooshom. Each of them can tell you about their relationship with him. Bill had a special 

relationship with each and every one of them. The most important thing that my father-in-law did 

was love his children. That was all I needed.  

My father-in law knew how to be a good mooshom because his father, Mooshom Tom was 

just as amazing. Mooshom Tom was an icon in our community. He was a well-respected and 

powerful medicine man; famous tracker, hunter and trapper; and father. He raised all of his 10267 

children by himself after his wife died in childbirth. The stories I heard about Mooshom Tom was 

stuff legends were made of. He was a good mooshom. It was Tom Bird who taught my father-in-

law how to be a good man. It was a father-in-law that taught Stan how to be a good father, and I 

have no doubt that he will be a good mooshom someday too. My partner was raised with 

mooshomisuk, Tom and Andrew. It was during my time with Ochekwi-sipi Mino-yawin that I 

                                                 

267 This is the number of siblings that Stan remembers his dad having. There were several of his dad’s siblings 
that died in childbirth or as children.  
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learned where the word mooshom comes from. In the Nehiyaw language “moosum is derived 

through the expression, Ka-moo-see-tays-ta-maks, which means the one who feels on your 

behalf.”268 This understanding is tied to the responsibility that a person has when they get to that 

stage in life:  

Kay-tay-na-pa-wi: refers to new stage, grey hair. Individuals now have thought 
knowledge and become spiritually right where you can give directions to those 
coming behind. Entering into a new stage, having grandchildren and becoming 
spiritually ripe. You are now able to give direction to the young ones.269 

 

There is so much that our language has to offer. Through the reconstruction of this one word, I 

have come to understand why our grandparents are the way they are. Our language tells us what 

our responsibilities are and these stages become markers for understanding that road of life as we 

travel through it.  

When I look at what my daughters and I have been given as Anishinaabe Ikwe, I know we 

have been surrounded by, nurtured and guided by strong Anishinaabe and Nehiyawuk aunties and 

grandmothers. I remember one Saturday, my partner and I and our two daughters had breakfast 

before he left for the city. As I left the restaurant with the girls, I drove the long way home. As I 

drove around the community, everything was still and quiet. I remember looking back at my two 

babies in the back seat; Emily had just gotten into an accident in a wagon; she was visiting her 

cousin Janine and they were pushing each other in the wagon down the wheelchair ramp at Janine’s 

papa and gran’s house. She pushed Emily a little too hard and she rolled right into the bumper of 

a truck. She had to have surgery to have her two front teeth removed and stitches to her lip. I 

remember looking back at her in the truck, thinking how pitiful my baby looked. The girls were 

                                                 

268  Jeff Wastesecoot. Ochekwi-sipi Minoyawin Working Group. Cree Language & Cultural Gathering. 
November 2017. Page 14. 

 
269 Ibid.  
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unusually quiet, looking out the window. I guess they were full. It was too quiet and all I did was 

think. I thought “If my mom was still here, I could take her to my mom’s and she would baby her, 

nurture her and do the things a grandmother did.” It was my mother, my children’s grandmother 

who was supposed to bring that spiritual comfort. But, she wasn’t there.  

I had no mother and my girls had no grandmother. As the tears rolled down my face, I 

quietly asked my mother’s spirit, how she could leave me. And, for some reason I heard this voice 

saying “I didn’t leave you. I am right here.” I got angry. I wanted her to prove it. I said “If you are 

still here with me, then show me, and the next sign I get, I will know it’s you.” It was early Saturday 

morning and there were no vehicles around. As I pulled up on the driveway, my Father-in-Law 

Bill was walking around in the yard. He came walking up to the truck, took Emily out and walked 

around the yard with her as she told him what happened to her mouth. At one point when I was 

taking Bailey out of the truck, I turned to look, and my father-in-law was kneeling down, looking 

at her face, holding her face in his hands while he gently kissed her cheek. This was the same thing 

my mother would have done, but it was my Father-in-law who was there. He opened the door for 

us; he became home for us. From that day on, when I struggled, I asked her to put someone in my 

path who could help. And she did, many times over.  

How we raise our children is governance. I am reminded of what Tewa’keráhkwa said about 

women’s relationship to governance: 

…women are of the earth because they cycle with her. So, to me, if you can put the 
hand on the pulse of the people, the healthiness of it lies with the women. If women 
are healthy in the community and they are not abused, then you have a healthy family, 
you have a healthy community, you have creativity, you have capacity, you have great 
things happening...270 

 

                                                 

270Clan Mother Louise Bear. Interview. June 7, 207. Akwesasne Mohawk National. Lines 36-46 Page 6; Line 
1-2 Page 7. 
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How a society raises their children is an indication of how healthy their society is. In Life Stages 

and Native Women, Kim Anderson states:  

Ultimately, the health of the baby was connected to the health of the community, and 
babies also brought communities together through the care that was required and the 
joy and hope that they represented. Connections between the baby, family, community, 
the natural world, and the spirit world were ensured through practices related to the 
care of the placenta and umbilical cord, naming ceremonies, and walking out 
ceremonies. These practices of care and ceremony were more than about simply 
looking after the health of the infant; they were about maintaining the life force.271 
 

There is so much evidence of what we were given as Indigenous peoples. Bimadiziiwin. It is our 

women who bring forth all of life. It is our grandparents that support the emotional, mental, 

spiritual and physical health of that child. When I think back to where are the men, I think of my 

children’s mooshom, of Uncle Joel, and of some of the men of huiMAU who are there for their 

children. Men’s governance starts with the women and children because it is our children who will 

ensure whether or not that good life continues. It is about maintaining that life force.  

But what about my son?  His Mooshom is no longer in this physical realm. My son was 

born almost three months after my father-in-law passed into the spirit world. My son did not know 

his grandfather in this physical life. Prior to my father-in-law’s leaving, I told him that my son 

would carry his name, Billy Bird. My son knew his Mooshom through the stories that were told 

him. My father-in-law’s spiritual name was Bha-bha-mi-a-yah-min-way-ni-mun which can be 

translated as the life giving wind that travels all over. His name embodies much more than a simple 

translation. He embodied the life-giving qualities of the wind. My father-in-law has travelled well 

beyond the physical and the spiritual realms. My children have always heard stories of their 

grandparents and it is these stories that have helped us to carry that bundle for our children. 

                                                 

271 Kim Anderson. Life Stages and Native Women: Memory, Teachings and Story Medicine. (Winnipeg: 
University of Manitoba Press, 2011), 63. 
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There is no Ka-moo-see-tays-ta-maks for my son. There is one uncle, my brother Dave, 

who does this work. So, other than Stan, who is there for my son? Who will teach my son and give 

my son all that my daughters have been given? When I think back to our ceremonies, I remember 

doing ceremony and working with our daughters and the women and in the 15 years that we did 

that work, there were about three boys who were younger than their sisters who were doing 

ceremony. My son was one of them. From babies to little boys, they played, watched and were 

taught by the grandmothers. As they grew older, there was a time when we asked the question, 

who will teach our sons/grandsons? The men were not ready. There wasn’t enough of them to 

create a space to teach our sons. Stan did the best he could. At our home, we hosted fasting camps 

for three years. My son went fasting for two of those years. During the first year, I was away doing 

research in Akwesasne and Stan had to do this work with my brother Dave. It was just the two of 

them. It was the mothers and grandmothers who brought the sons. Other than Stan and Dave, there 

was only one mooshom who came to sit with his grandson. Dave had to call their fathers and tell 

them “You need to be here for your son. You need to be here to do this work for your children.” 

Zhawaynimishinaa, Giizhaay Munidoo! It was pitiful. The grandmothers, the aunties and the 

women did what they could to support while letting the men find their way, but Stan and Dave did 

not have the support to continue and this work stopped with our boys. To date, my son has only 

fasted for two years. He has not been given the teachings that will prepare him as he approaches 

the Fast Life.  

This imbalance needs to be addressed.  

   

Ka-we-ko-ko-mat-achak 

Indigenous women have always had strong women to teach them. Whether they are aunties or 

grandmothers, or our first mother, the earth; they have always had that source of power. I realized 
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this when my mother took her own life when I was 22 years old. She closed that doorway soon 

after my first daughter was born. My mother died six months after I gave birth to my first child. I 

did not have a mother to guide me and show me how to be a good mother. I relied on what I was 

taught: don’t do what was done to you that caused harm; remember to do the things that made you 

feel good about who you are; and if you don’t know what to do, ask yourself what you would have 

wanted at that time. I relied on other women who I thought were good mothers. I observed. I 

listened to the words they used. I relied on the aunties who were supportive and told the truth. It 

was the grandmothers and the aunties who taught me how to be a good mother. It was the 

grandmothers who taught and guided me through difficult times. It was the grandmothers who 

nurtured me, as a woman and a mother. It is their teachings that I have applied to parenting. I raised 

my children in ceremony. As parents, Stan and I introduced our children to their first mother, the 

earth. We told our children the stories of their grandparents.  

Ka-we-ko-ko-mat-achak refers to the one who brings you spiritual comfort. 272  The 

shortened version of Ka-we-ko-ko-mat-achak is kookum which can refer to your grandmother. 

When I received the teaching of teachings, neither of these phrases was gendered. The way that 

these words were presented was based upon their responsibility at that age in life. It referred to 

your grandparents. If we put ourselves in the mind frame of when this kind of language was used, 

people normally refer to it as the old language, meaning that it was the language that only the old 

ones spoke. They also referred to this language as high Cree because it was the language that was 

closest to the Creator, which was an indication of their relationship to the ancestors.273  

                                                 

272  Jeff Wastesecoot. Ochekwi-sipi Minoyawin Working Group. Cree Language & Cultural Gathering. 
(November 2017) Page 14. 

 
273  Jeff Wastesecoot. Ochekwi-sipi Minoyawin Working Group. Cree Language & Cultural Gathering. 

(November 2017) Page 14. 
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As a young mother without a mother to guide me, I turned to the grandmothers. In doing 

so, I also started to help the grandmothers bring back the ceremonial practice of fasting when my 

children were young. It was about teaching our children about who they were as young 

Anishinaabe Ikwag (Anishinaabe women). As a young mother, I wanted to give my children what 

I was not given until later in life; an opportunity to come back to myself, to my source of power 

as an Anishinaabe. I wanted my children to know unequivocally who they are as Anishinaabe 

Ikwag. I wanted them to be connected to that life source. I wanted them to know that source of 

power. In 2001, along with a few other mothers, I helped the grandmothers host the first young 

girls fasting ceremony. The grandmothers had worked all year to teach the women and the young 

girls about why we fast. They shared the story of the White Buffalo Woman. They taught us how 

to speak for the water, tobacco and berry offerings. They shared grandmother, women and road of 

life teachings. They taught us how to prepare our bundles for spring fasting ceremonies. And, 

gifted274 us with Grandma Mary Roberts and a song she was given for all Anishinaabe Ikwag. The 

day came when we built lodges for our children who ranged in age from six to nine. The lodges 

were made out of grey willow and measured the length and width of the girls (with room to move). 

We covered the lodges with tarps and made small firepits surrounded by stones for the burning of 

their offerings and medicines. The day was so beautiful. I could feel the spirit move all around us; 

we were introducing our children to their ancestors and their first mother, the earth. Edna always 

said “you are going to sit upon your first mother the earth…you are going to sit on your mother’s 

                                                 

274 Gifted, meaning they shared with the origin and meaning of this song; taught us how to sing it properly; and 
provided instruction for the responsibilities associated with ‘carrying’ this song. This meant that if someone questioned 
us about who gave us the right to sing that song, we could tell them and we could also tell them about where the song 
came from and what it meant. If we chose to, this song would become part of our bundle; which meant that we would 
also carry the responsibility that comes with carrying the right to sing that song. Gifted does not mean that it was given 
freely or without responsibility. 



 

 139 

lap…she will look after you.” She was talking about something we could not possibly understand 

until we went out there ourselves.  

As mothers, and grandmothers, we wanted to teach our daughters about their ability to give 

life, respect life and to understand the power they hold as young women. Our six, seven, eight and 

nine-year-old daughters would know their own doorways. One day life would flow through those 

doorways, if they chose, and they needed to know how to look after themselves in a good way. 

They needed to know how to respect themselves; how to care for their bodies; the ceremonies their 

bodies would go through; and how to care for, nurture and protect this power. We wanted to give 

our daughters everything we were not given, because we were not taught this way. We were not 

raised knowing who we are as Anishinaabe. It was something we went looking for. This included 

the aunties and grandmothers who went to residential school. These grandmothers went looking 

for these bundles. They worked for the right to carry these bundles. And, now they were in a 

position to teach others about these bundles. We all wanted to teach our children about the good 

life, hoping that this would help them as they move through life. By doing this, I wanted something 

different for my children. I wanted my daughters to have a chance in life. I wanted them to 

experience life before they gave life. I wanted them to experience freedom and independence; I 

wanted them to know what it was like to be alone without having to give up their needs for someone 

else; I wanted them to know what makes them happy and who they are as a person. I wanted them 

to be intact, healthy, independent and strong, if they were going to open the doorway for my 

grandchildren.  

As mothers, aunties and grandmothers, we guided our children through four years of fasting 

ceremonies. During the first fast, the young girls went out into the bush without food or water from 

sunrise to sunset. The second year they fasted from sunrise to sunrise. The third year, three 

sunrises; and fourth year, four sunrises. Their lodges were situated in a way that they could not 
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talk to each other and, in some cases, could not see each other. I remember watching the 

grandmothers walk towards the bush with my daughters. I remember crying for them. I remember 

feeling as if they were being taken from me. And, I remember so vividly, Asini Kwe coming back 

from the bush alone, telling my partner and I:  

You need to go, now; you need to leave. We will take good care of your children. If 
you stay here, they will feel your energy and they will begin to doubt themselves. They 
are going to sit with their first mother. You need to remember they are in a good place 
and they will be taken care of. You offered us tobacco to take care of your children; 
let us, as grandmothers, do our job.275 
 

It was one of the hardest things I had to do. I didn’t trust anyone with my children, but I trusted 

the grandmothers with my life, my children.  

 As the four years went by, I learned so much. I learned to respect my children. I learned 

how to be a better parent. Together, the grandmothers, a few other parents and I prepared our 

daughters as they approached this new stage in their life. The next ceremony we would teach them 

was the Berry Fast, which marked their transition into adulthood. When a young girl started their 

first menstrual cycle, they were taken through a yearlong ceremony that was first marked by the 

juice of a strawberry and four days of semi-seclusion. No man or male energy was allowed in that 

space. Grandmothers, aunties, sisters and friends came to visit with the young Anishinaabe Ikwe, 

talking to her about her body and how to take care of herself during this ceremony. They also 

talked to our daughters about relationships, sex and answered any questions she might have.  At 

the end of those four days, the young Anishinaabe Ikwe began a yearlong ceremony where she 

was not able to pick up babies, eat any wild meat that carried the male spirit, or eat berries of any 

kind. She would attend ceremony where the people acknowledge the ceremony they are going 

                                                 

275 Asini-Kwe – Nookomis - Edna Manitowabi. Grandmother for the Midéwin Lodge. Personal Conversation. 
May 2001. Matootoo Lake Medicine Lodge. Peguis First Nation, Manitoba. 
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through by publicly marking Anishinaabe Ikwe with a berry on the forehead, and harvest all local 

berries as they come into bloom without tasting or licking their fingers. By the end of that year, a 

special dress, veil and sweetgrass crown was made for the young Anishinaabe Ikwe, bringing her 

into ceremony, marking the end of her childhood and the beginning of her young womanhood. 

Family, friends and community members would attend, bringing with them new and old items that 

the young woman could use as part of their bundle. The young woman would then share her berries 

with the participants, whether they were preserved, frozen, dried or fresh.  The concluding of the 

Berry Fast marked the beginning of another ceremony that would mark the Fast Life.276  

As I write this, it’s been twenty-four years since my mother left this physical world. There 

are so many times along my own road of life that I think about what gave me life when I felt I had 

none. It was the grandmothers, Mishaki Anakadok and Asini-Kwe who became that doorway for 

me. It is our grandparents who have taught us how to be good parents. It is our grandparents who 

have brought us spiritual comfort and the ones who have felt on our behalf. What happens when 

those grandparents start to travel back to Giizhaay Munidoo? Will the women have enough to 

carry those bundles? Yes, they will, but there is so much more to learn, as I have learned through 

this research. Will the men have enough to carry those bundles? No, they won’t. The men have a 

lot of work to do.  

 

                                                 

276 The Fast Life is the time following the transition from childhood to young adulthood. This stage is marked 
by a fast life, distractions, changes, relationships, all of those things we experience in our teenage years. This stage of 
life is one of the 7 Stages of Life in The Road Of Life bundle that is carried by Asini-Kwe - Nookomis - Edna 
Manitowabi. Grandmother for the Midéwin Lodge. 
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The Closing of One Doorway and the Opening of Others… 

After going back to do this work with the grandmothers for my daughters, I realized that my 

children were in a good place. My oldest daughter, Ishpiosay Miigizi, fasted for 11 years before 

she started being a “helper”.277 My second born, Wahbish-digonaay Ginew Asin-ahbay, fasted for 

seven years. My third daughter, Mukaday Ginew Igabow, fasted for four years. My fourth 

daughter, Ozawashko Benais, fasted for two years; and my son fasted for two years. All four of 

my daughters had gone through the berry fast. By the time my third daughter was approaching her 

four year fast, I knew it would be my time to go fasting.  

 When I started this work with the grandmothers, it was for my children. Once I had my 

children, they came first in everything, including myself. The fasting ceremonies were no different. 

I remember feeling so humbled by my children, thinking of what it took to go sit out there, with 

their first mother, with no food or water and no one to talk to for four days. Watching them fast 

year after year taught me to respect my children. They were so powerful as little girls and they are 

powerful Anishinaabe Kwe today. My first fast lasted two days. I remember the day that I went 

out; it was a warm sunny spring day that turned into heavy wet snowfall. My family and I had 

completed my lodge before it snowed, so all my gear was dry. There was a group of us who had 

started menstruating the day before and morning of the fast. The grandmothers decided that 

normally, this ceremony would precede fasting, but this year, because there were so many of us, 

they would make an exception278 and allow us to fast. Our lodges were in a separate area from the 

other fasters. I went out the farthest, nearly a mile from the house. I could not hear or see anyone. 

                                                 

277 A helper is someone the grandmothers recognized as having knowledge of the ceremonies, which places 
them in a position to help others as they learn. 

 
278 The grandmothers that I work with, Mishaki Anakadok and Asini-Kwe will not allow a woman to go fasting 

because their menstruation period is considered a ceremony in its own right. 
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The first night was so quiet; the snow had blanketed everything and all of life was quiet. For that 

night, everything was quiet. The next day came and went. I knew that the following day, the 

grandmothers would come for me. I didn’t want to go. I wanted to finish the four days. I was 

determined. This is how I was raised; I was expected to exceed all expectations. The Creator had 

another plan. On the morning of the second day, I could see this little grandmother walking towards 

me. When she got to the edge of my cedar trail279 I told her I was not going out; that I was going 

to stay for the four days. She just said “that’s my girl” as she turned and walked away. I was pretty 

proud of myself, but it wasn’t long before my world was turned upside down and I was thrown out 

of the bush. As soon as that grandmother was out of sight, I started to feel loneliness in the pit of 

my stomach. It wasn’t long before I started to cry. I felt alone and it made me think about my 

mother. I began to think about how my life was never easy and how I always had to work harder 

than others. I thought about all the women my age who still had their mothers; who still had a 

“home” to go to; who had a grandmother for their children; who could still be children because 

their mother was still alive. I struggled with my mother’s death. I struggled with her leaving. For 

so many years, I wished my mother was here to make my life easier. I knew that if she was still 

here, I would have someplace to go. I would have someone to cry to and she would make life good 

again. But I didn’t have a mother. I became angry and I asked the Creator “Why? Why can’t my 

life be easy for once?” Then, all of a sudden, I heard this voice “It can be….” And my first thought 

was “really?” Then the voice said “no one is keeping you here. Go out if you want to go. It’s that 

simple.” I retorted “yeah right, I’ll leave and everyone will think I’m a failure because I couldn’t 

finish the four days.” The voice responded by saying “well, there’s the door, you can leave 

                                                 

279 In Anishinaabe worldviews, cedar is one of the four sacred medicines of Anishinaabe. It is a medicine that 
is used to “cleanse” in ceremony. The cedar trail is a line of cedar laid in a circle around your fasting lodge to mark 
this area as a “clean” place where ceremony is taking place. 
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anytime…it’s that simple.” I thought to myself “no….it can’t be that simple.” To spite myself, I 

thought ok, if it’s that simple and if I want life not to be so hard all the time, I’m going to leave. I 

felt like a belligerent child. I packed up a few of my things and started to walk out. The minute 

that I stepped over my cedar trail, I stopped, thinking, “should I do this?” I thought to myself “no! 

I want my life to be easy for a change. If walking out of here is that simple, then I’m going to 

leave.” The further I got away from my lodge, I started to feel lighter. When I got to the edge of 

the bush, I wondered if I should go back. I saw the two grandmothers, Asini-Kwe and the late 

Eleanor Olsen, sitting by the fire. They were just sitting there, quietly cleaning cedar. It was as if 

they were my mother. I lost track of myself. Before I realized, it was like I was half running towards 

them like a child. The closer I got to them, I heard myself sobbing. I sat down at the fire with them 

and just cried. I don’t know how long I cried or whether I told them what happened, but all of a 

sudden Asini-Kwe said “Ok. That’s enough crying. You are no longer a child, you are a mother 

and your children need you. You might not have a mother, but you are mother now, start acting 

like one.” I realized I had to put being a child behind me. I had to function from where I was today 

and stop crying about things that were no more. That day changed my life. Whenever I started to 

feel like life was getting difficult, I gave myself permission to simplify it. If something was that 

difficult, I had a choice. I could just walk away. Giving myself a choice was the first gift to being 

a woman. As a child, I didn’t have a choice. As a woman, I did. It was that simple and that is what 

I have taught my children and other women who have come to me in that same state. Fasting 

changed my life. Ceremony and the land are the doorway. It was what connected me to my source 

of life, my mother. It was through that doorway that I learned how to be a mother; and it was 

Mishaki Anakadok and Asini-Kwe that held that door open for me.  
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 The men need to go back to that relationship with their first mother. They need to start to 

do that work because our children need them. If we are going to carry the most sacred bundle we 

have, our children, then that imbalance with the men needs to be addressed. 

 
 
“The Distortion of History Cannot Shield the Truth from the Glare of Honest 

Examination”280 

 
I learned a lot from my work with Hui Mālāma i ke Ala ‘Ūlili, working with the ‘Āina, the Keiki 

and from all the strong, intelligent and young Kanaka ‘Ōiwi. We need to take time to remember 

that the colonial education system is not meant for our children. This system is one part of an 

ongoing strategy to co-opt, consume or break Indigenous children. Whether we as Indigenous 

people resist, or not, determines the battle. Whether we are conscious of what it is doing to our 

children, or not, determines the battle. We, as Indigenous parents, need to think differently about 

what the colonial education system is doing to our children. It is assimilation. It is integration. It 

is homogenization. It is not our way.  

 If we take the time to remember our history as Indigenous peoples in the state we call 

Canada, this history can tell us a lot about where we are today. The 1969 White Paper281 was 

drafted as policy and prepped for law by Jean Chrétien, Minister of Indian Affairs for then Prime 

Minister of Canada, Pierre Elliot Trudeau, father of the current Prime Minister of Canada, Justin 

Trudeau.  The purpose of the 1969 White Paper was to:  

a) eliminate “Indian” as the distinct legal status and make First Nations people equal 
to other Canadians; 

b) dismantle the Department of Indian Affairs within five years 
c) repeal the Indian Act  

                                                 

280 Manitoba Indian Brotherhood. Wahbung: Our Tomorrows (Winnipeg, Manitoba 1971), xx. 
 
281 Harold Cardinal. The Rebirth of Canada’s Indians (Edmonton: Hurtig Publishers, 1977). 
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d) eradicate all treaties between First Nations people and Canada 
e) convert reserve lands into private property owned by the band or its members, 

making it available for sale and taxation 
f) absolve the Federal Government’s fiduciary responsibility resulting from the 

Treaty process and transfer the control of services to the provincial governments 
g) Appoint a commissioner to settle all land claims and provide funds for economic 

development 
h) Reduce and eliminate the cost of administering Indian Affairs and Treaty 

responsibilities.282 
 

The intention of the 1969 White Paper was to remove any and all inherent rights as Indigenous 

People through assimilation. The Canadian government has not stopped working toward this end. 

It is evident in state discourse, such as land claims and settlements; self-government agreements; 

the First Nation Education Act and then, creation of First Nation run provincial school divisions; 

the First Nation Land Management Act and economic development; and so many other 

“partnerships”.283 We see it in our children who refer to themselves as Canadian. We see it in our 

children who are unable to speak their language. We see it in our children who refer to themselves 

as First Nation, Indian, Aboriginal or worse, Canadian. We see it in our children and adults when 

they don’t know their family or community history. And, we see it in the homogenization of our 

identities, where “everyone is Indigenous” or the idea that “we are all immigrants.”284 Pierre Elliot 

Trudeau said it succinctly, “If you no longer speak your language and no longer practice your 

                                                 

282 https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/the-white-paper-1969  
 
283 Stephanie Irlbacher-Fox. Finding Daasha: Self-government, Social Suffering and Aboriginal Policy in 

Canada. (Vancouver : UBC Press, 2009), 160. 
 
284 Robin Wall Kimmerer. Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous wisdom, scientific knowledge, and the teachings 

of the Plants (Minneapolis, Minnesota. Milkweed Traditions, 2013).  
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culture, then you have no right to demand aboriginal rights from us, because you are assimilated 

with the ruling power.”285  

It is important to remember our teachings about who we are, what we have been given and 

where we come from. The process of looking back then looking forward again is consistent with 

Namgwamazin as an embodied practice. “In order to know where it is we are going, we must learn 

where it is we come from.”286 Our children are the keys to our future as Indigenous peoples. We 

cannot secure a future for ourselves if we do not teach our children about who they are and where 

they come from. Namgwamazin. Through western education, I have come to understand 

colonization. It has been stated in many ways. First, in 1879 by Sir John A. MacDonald, the first 

Prime Minister of Canada:  

When the school is on the reserve, the child lives with its parents, who are savages, 
and though he may learn to read and write, his habits and training mode of thought are 
Indian. He is simply a savage who can read and write. It has been strongly impressed 
upon myself, as head of the Department, that Indian children should be withdrawn as 
much as possible from the parental influence, and the only way to do that would be to 
put them in central training industrial schools where they will acquire the habits and 
modes of thought of white men.287 
 

We know that this is the core of Canada’s Residential School Policy. In response to a report done 

on the “unbelievably” high number of children’s deaths in Residential Schools, Canada’s Minister 

of Indian Affairs, Duncan Campbell Scott, stated in 1920: 

I want to get rid of the Indian problem. Our object is to continue until there is not a 
single Indian in Canada that has not been absorbed into the body politic and there is 
no Indian question, and no Indian Department…It is readily acknowledged that Indian 
children lose their natural resistance to illness by habituating so closely in the 

                                                 

285 https://tworowtimes.com/opinion/home-and-native-land/ 
 
286 Ruth Norton, Elder, grandmother and life-long Educator. Personal conversations. 2009. 
 
287 https://tworowtimes.com/opinion/home-and-native-land/ 
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residential schools and that they die at a much higher rate than in their villages. But 
this does not justify a change in the policy of this Department which is geared towards 
a final solution of our Indian Problem.288 

 

We have always understood this to mean “kill the Indian in the child.” This is our recent history 

as Indigenous peoples in Canada. Reflecting on my work with my community, I saw what the 

Indian Act elected Chief and Band Council system of governance did to our people and I later 

understood its design. Bawdwaywidun289 once said “Once you learn what something is, you will 

understand what it is not.”290 The Indian Act elected Chief and Band Council System is not 

Indigenous governance. Indigenous governance does not exist within the western political 

structures in our communities. What exists is a violent and destructive Indian Act elected Chief 

and Band Council system of politics. We must never forget that road of the last 600 years. 

Namgwamazin. We must never forget that colonization is not a thing of the past, it still exists. The 

Anishinaabe Law of Bimadiziiwin affirms that when there is imbalance, there is sickness, violence 

and death.  

 

Only One Son 

My son is the only boy of my five children. As parents, my partner and I are a team. Throughout 

our daughters’ education, whether it was on the reserve or off, they were often bullied by teachers 

                                                 

288 This quote is a combination of two sources. The reason for this is that there is not one comprehensive source 
for this information. Like Indigenous histories in the state we call Canada, much of it is fragmented and has to do with 
the fact that the state destroyed much of the historical evidence that implicated wrongdoing or these records, archives, 
documents are inaccessible and only available in fragments to state discourses such as the Royal Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.  Here is where I got the information for these 
quotes. https://tworowtimes.com/opinion/home-and-native-land/  and https://www.facinghistory.org/stolen-lives-
indigenous-peoples-canada-and-indian-residential-schools/chapter-3/killing-indian-child cited from National 
Archives of Canada, Record Group 10, vol. 6810, file 470-2-3, vol. 7, 55 (L-3) and 63 (N-3). 
 

289 Eddie Benton-Benai. 
 
290 Personal conversation between Mino-Bisew-Ginew and Bawdwaywidun. 

https://www.facinghistory.org/stolen-lives-indigenous-peoples-canada-and-indian-residential-schools/chapter-3/killing-indian-child
https://www.facinghistory.org/stolen-lives-indigenous-peoples-canada-and-indian-residential-schools/chapter-3/killing-indian-child
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who thought that they could treat our children however they wanted and as parents, we would not 

say anything. This is reflective of the residential school system and its outright removal of parents’ 

ability to say or do anything with regards to the education of their children. State law and policy 

prevented Indigenous parents from educating their children according to Indigenous Laws, 

language, culture, ceremony, practice and relationship with the land. Together, my partner and I 

tag-teamed the system when it came to our daughters. Despite our resistance, that system still 

exists today. 

 Moving away from home to start a PhD created a major separation in our family. My 

children and I were separated from family, the grandmothers, the land and my children’s father. 

This time, I brought with me the three youngest children while the two older girls were on their 

own. Stan being the only Indigenous School Psychologist in Manitoba, at one time worked with 

52 out of the 63 First Nation Federally run schools. Many of those communities were isolated, fly-

in communities. He was committed to the communities he worked with, and I was perfectly 

capable of being on my own with the kids — or so I thought.  

Being away from home created an imbalance. When my son was in grade two he started at 

an elementary school here in Victoria. He was very social and got along with everyone. He made 

friends with these two boys that had been friends since pre-school. Before long, it became a source 

of conflict because “three’s a crowd”. One boy in particular took my son’s friendship with his 

friend really hard. This boy was really angry and did everything he could to get my son into trouble. 

My son just wanted them to all be friends. He was not used to this kind of conflict. At the end of 

that year, his peer group was playing soccer; Bill kicked the ball and it hit the boy in the legs. This 

boy threw himself on the ground, grabbed his groin and said Billy grabbed him between the legs. 

My son was shocked and speechless. He didn’t know what was going on. They were both sent to 

the office. On the way, this boy begged my son not to tell them the truth. He said he would get into 
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so much trouble with his parents – they would take his game and hockey away from him. So, what 

did my son do? He lied so his “friend” wouldn’t get into trouble. It took Stan and I a week before 

he finally told us the truth. The principal at the time knew that something was amiss and when we 

took him in so he could tell her the truth, she said “I knew it.” She contacted the other parents, but 

they refused to accept their explanation that their son had done anything wrong. That Friday, I 

picked up my son from school and was walking down the sidewalk with him. I seen all the white 

mothers standing around talking, whispering. When Bill and I walked by, she grabbed her son and 

pulled him close to her then they all turned their back on me and my son as we walked by. I was 

so angry. I was glad to be leaving that school behind that year. 

 When I came back to Victoria for my PhD, I tried to put my son in another school, but 

because of catchment rules, I couldn’t. He had to go back to the same school. I tried to put on a 

brave face and convince myself that this year could be different. It wasn’t. It was 100% worse. It 

wasn’t long before the same two boys with a group of their friends started bullying my son. I found 

out later that the teacher had him working in the “cloak room” just so she could have “some peace 

and quiet” in her class. It was here that eight or so boys would go back to the cloak room, out of 

sight of the teacher to bully my son. When he stood up for himself, he was punished because the 

group would say “we didn’t do anything, it was Billy.” This behavior was supported by the 

teachers, the parents and the administration. In hindsight, it was like I was dealing with a bunch of 

Stepford wives.  It was not long before my son was being labelled “emotional” and “troubled.” I 

remember day after day, I would get a call from the school to pick him up and I would just lay 

with him while he cried. He was so angry. I witnessed the onslaught of the colonial education 

system on my children. I was so angry. As his mother, I felt helpless. I was outnumbered by all 

the white women; I was outnumbered by the public-school system. My son felt isolated and I felt 

helpless.  Stan kept saying “We are taking him out of that school and I am going to take him home 
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with me.” I kept saying no. I didn’t want my son to be taken from me. He was my son, my only 

son. I couldn’t imagine not having him with me.  

 I learned how to fight harder. At least I thought that is what I was doing until one day, we 

were sitting in the principal’s office and I had a moment where I realized what we were doing. It 

didn’t matter what we said, or what we did, we were not going to change “the system” of white 

privilege, of white education, of colonization and the ongoing violence that our people face. It’s 

not going anywhere. I kept thinking about a passage I had read in Wasáse: “Abstaining from 

politics [colonialism] is like turning your back on a beast when it is angry and intent on ripping 

your guts out.”291 I wasn’t turning my back. I was trying to fight harder for my son and in the 

process, as an Indigenous woman, I was experiencing extreme violence and white privilege. The 

“beast” had not only gotten ahold of my son, but it was consuming me as well. It was about 

protecting the bundle I have been given. In the middle of our meeting, I said “NO. That’s enough. 

I’m tired of this bullshit. I am not putting my son through this any longer. We are taking him out 

of this school.”  

Stan knew that I had enough. He had enough; but he respected me as a woman, and as a 

mother. He didn’t make that decision for me. I knew his silence was his consent. He allowed me 

to make that decision because he knew what my role is as an Indigenous woman and mother. I was 

the one who gave birth to this little human. Stan knows what his responsibility is. He waited for 

my consent. Stan was raised by a fiercely independent and powerful woman, his mother. He knew 

the power women carry and this brought balance to our relationship as parents. This was about 

protecting our bundle, our son.   

                                                 

291 Taiaiake Alfred. Wasáse: Indigenous Pathways of Action and Freedom. (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2009), 20. 
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 It felt like a huge weight was lifted off all of us. I was distraught at the thought of my son 

leaving me, but I knew it was the right thing for all of us. It was the right thing for my son. From 

that March until June, my son was with his dad. He slept with his dad, ate with his dad, worked 

with his dad. They were on the land. They were home. My son was also with his grandmother. She 

not only had her son, but her grandson as well. Life was good. My son would get off the bus at his 

grandmother’s house and she would have French toast waiting for him. She nurtured him and made 

sure his needs were met emotionally, mentally, spiritually and physically. His grandmother’s love 

for him brought him back to a good place. That June, I seen a different person in my son. He was 

not angry. He was so “intact” and content – grounded. The only thing remaining was that he 

thought I didn’t want him. He thought that I didn’t want him to live with me in Victoria because 

he was too much trouble. It broke my heart.  

 I spent the entire summer talking to my son, telling him how much I loved him and that the 

reason I allowed him to come home with his dad was to protect him. I was protecting my son and 

I had to trust Stan because I knew he had his mother to help. I trusted my father-in-law that he 

taught Stan properly, and I trusted Stan’s Mooshom Tom, who had taught my father-in-law; my 

son was in good hands. He needed to experience kindness, gentleness, and patience. It was what 

my son needed. He didn’t need to learn how to fight. As a young Anishinaabe boy, he needed to 

be loved. He needed to be nurtured by his father and grandmother. And, he needed to be on the 

land, in the bush — where the spirit resides. By the end of the summer, my son knew I loved him. 

We returned to Victoria. Stan stayed in Manitoba and continued to travel back and forth every 

month. We continued to struggle with the system, but just as my son had been grounded, I had also 

had the time to power up and was ready to fight again; the only difference this time was that the 

principal at the middle school was a brown man. I remember him calling me and asking me to go 
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in so we could talk about an incident that happened with my son. It triggered something inside of 

me; an exhaustion of dealing with a system that was out to break my son.  

 When I arrived at the school to meet with the principal, he started to sound like all the other 

principals until he said: “…but I know better. I know your son is a good boy. I know he is a kind 

and respectful boy. I know you have taught him to be that way. And, I want you to know I have 

his back.” I was in shock. It was like it broke something in me and I wanted to cry. He proceeded 

to tell me that the mothers of these children who were trying to cause trouble for my son had 

approached him at the beginning of the year, trying to convince him that he needed to watch out 

for my son because he was nothing but trouble. He simply told them that he would like to get to 

know my son for who he is. He said: 

I was a brown boy at one time. I know what Billy is going through and I know what 
this community is like. It can be pretty harsh. So, I want you to know, I have his back. 
I will always believe your son. I will always listen to your son. Please let him know 
that he can always come to me if he ever feels like he is not being treated fairly or if 
anyone gives him trouble.292  
 

Since that time, things have been good. At the time, my son didn’t have his father, uncles or 

grandfather to help him. His relationship with them ensured personal safety and survival in a 

foreign system.  We still experience the whiteness, violence and extreme privilege, but we take the 

time to take our children back to the land. And yes, I know, that is where we should be. But, I am 

stuck here, writing this dissertation. So, to acknowledge and honour that balance, I have said 

previously, I cannot and will not speak for the men. I know that I can ask Stan to speak for himself 

as an Indigenous man and as a father to his son. 

 

                                                 

292 Principal Gautam Khosla, Gordon Head Elementary School. Personal Conversation. March 2018. 
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There’s A Fine Line 

Much of the discussion in this dissertation involves my attempt to balance out the violence of 

colonization with the bundle of being Anishinaabe and Nehiyaw. It is about my travels that have 

provided me with an opportunity to show you that, as Indigenous people, we have everything we 

need to have a good life. Bimadiziiwin.  

In doing so, I have not only paid the price of being able to do this work, but my children 

and my family have also paid the price. We have left the safety and the nurturing comfort of our 

home, the land we know and our grandmothers, for institutions that are inherently western, colonial 

and violent. I always felt that the reserve school system is not a safe place for my children. They 

have been bullied by teachers, administration, have been provided with an education that is failing 

our children on so many levels, and had to contend with suicide, violence, drugs, alcohol and 

dysfunction relationships. I always thought that removing my children from that system would 

save them from the colonial violence that flourishes in these state constructions like the reserve 

and the education system within. I can tell you now, the off-reserve, public school system is no 

better. My children have faced extreme violence and racism there too. The only difference in public 

school systems off-reserve is that you are the only one who sees it; if you see it at all. There were 

so many times that I had to ask myself “is this really happening?” How is it that an entire 

elementary school can turn against and inflict so much violence on an 8-year-old boy and then try 

to convince me that there is something wrong with my son? How is it that teachers with 15 years 

or more experience can say to a child “I can’t pronounce your name, so I’ll just call you that girl 

with a funny name” and get away with it? And when you raise objection, you are viewed as the 
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angry Indian293so you have to constantly think about how you are going to handle these situations 

so that they hear what you are saying while trying to hold them accountable for enacting colonial 

violence on your children? I’ve realized that what you end up doing, is negotiating with the 

beast.294 

So how do you balance that with your own experiences with violence in academia? There 

are so many that talk about Indigenizing the Academy295Let me tell you, there is no such thing. 

Indigenizing the Academy is a neocolonial effort geared towards homogenizing and eliminating 

Indigenous knowledge. Other than Christianity, the academy is one of the oldest institutions 

cemented in western and inherently colonial thinking, values and practice. You can’t change the 

nature of the beast. Janice Fiamengo, a professor at the University of Ottawa succinctly sums up 

the institution when she describes the university as a breeding ground for indoctrination.296 It is. 

Fiamengo talks about how the academy should be able to question elders and the validity of the 

information they are sharing by being able to have access and freedom to take apart and dissect 

Indigenous knowledge. Is this what we want for our ancestors’ knowledge? 

I don’t.  

                                                 

293 Rachel Flowers. “Refusal to Forgive. Indigenous Women’s Love and Rage” Decolonization, Indigeneity, 
Education and Society 4, No. 2, (2015): 32-49. 

 
294 Taiaiake Alfred. Wasáse: Indigenous Pathways of Action and Freedom (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 2009), 20. 
 
295  Gerald Taiaiake Alfred. “Warrior scholarship: Seeing the university as a ground of contention.” In 

Indigenizing the Academy: Transforming Scholarship and Empowering Communities, ed. Devon Mihesuah and 
Angela Cavendar Wilson (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2004), 88-99. 
 

296 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=upBP2UYyRZU&feature=youtu.be  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=upBP2UYyRZU&feature=youtu.be
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I have often questioned what I am doing in this institution and why. When I went home last 

summer, my friend Pearl, who is the most grounded, forthright, kind and super intelligent 

grandmother, asked me “so what are you going to do with all this university knowledge when you 

come home? How are you going to change what is going on here in Peguis?” I was dumbfounded 

by her question. How can I change anything when I am a threat to the system? When I am 

blacklisted from my community because I am a threat? I can’t help but laugh at the conundrum. I 

am still trying to figure that out. 

 Do I stay in the academy and be a doorway for some of the young Indigenous people that 

are coming behind? 297 Maybe I need to stay here and send our young people back to the 

community298 for the answers. Back to the land. And, continue to write the truth? Or, do I move 

home and face the beast? Or, do I disappear onto the land and live out my life teaching my children, 

learning Anishinaabe/Nehiyaw and doing ceremony? 

 I guess we’ll find out. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

297 Coming behind meaning, our children are still being indoctrinated with the idea of “get an education?” 
 
298 Community meaning the community of people who nurture and guide your learning in a good and kind 

way on the land, using language and ceremony? 
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This is home. This picture was taken in July 2019. When I went home after completing the data 
gathering component of my research, this is the image I seen on that Thursday morning. This is 
one of the teaching lodges at Matootoo Lake Medicine Lodge. This is the place where I have sat 
and learned about being an Anishinaabe Kwe since 1990. It is in this lodge, guided by with Mishaki 
Anakadok and Asini-Kwe, that I have put together my bundle. 
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CHAPTER 7: 

GOING HOME 

 

When everything is said and done, we go home. After completing my research in Hawai‘i, I still 

had to contend with the fact that I included Ochekwi-sipi Mino-yaw in my research proposal and 

ethics for the university, but was unable to follow through with the community. I always knew that 

when things like that happen, they happen for a reason. I hadn’t been home in a long time. I was 

discouraged by the politics and the ugliness. So much about what was going on at home politically 

was wrong. I felt discouraged and helpless. It is as if something had come over the people. Our 

current Indian Act elected Chief had turned our community into a corporation. And, as a CEO, the 

Indian Act elect Chief and a few of his associates made all of the decisions. He has created a web 

of networks with white politicians, lawyers and the corporate community in such a way that he has 

made it nearly impossible to track his activity through his numbered corporations. Using our 

community trust fund as collateral, he took out loans in excess of $78 million. And, he earns in 

excess of $300K while the majority of our people live in poverty. So, why am I talking about this? 

Because I can’t talk about governance without talking about what is going on in our community. 

Odébwéwin.  

 Anishinaabe people have stories that talk about a time when “…something crept in when 

we weren’t looking…” and without knowing, it made our people sick. Our people stopped living 

according to the laws of the Creator that resulted in sickness and violence. The Creator seen what 

was going on, and how the people had forgotten their ways. The Creator was about to send out the 

Thunderbird to cleanse the earth and renew all of life. It was Miigizi who stood up and said 

niingah-itchiigay, “let me go and investigate further…I know that I will find someone who still 
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remembers what you have given them.”299 The Creator agreed. The eagle flew out and circled the 

earth for the first time and could not find anyone practicing our ways. Miigizi flew out a second 

and a third time; each time, Miigizi could not find one person practicing our ways. Miigizi flew 

out a fourth time and when Miigizi was about to give up, Miigizi seen a small swirl of smoke 

rising. As Miigizi went closer to investigate, he seen a small boy smudging, praying, asking for 

help for his people. There is much more to this complex story, but it is tethered to how we were 

given madoodoo wiigiwam, our sweat lodge. Bimadiziiwin. We were given everything we need 

to have a good life.  

 Knowing that the inherently violent western political systems that exist in our communities 

is not home, I went to the source of my piko; that place of birth, that source of life. Mishaki-

Anakadok was the one who held that door open for me. She was always there, continuing to do 

her work, as grandmothers do. She was waiting for me and she knew all that I had been through. I 

had been away from home too long. She knew that I was looking for life again. And it was there. 

It was always there. Getting out of my truck, everything looked so familiar. It was a warm sunny 

July morning; women, men, two-spirit and children were getting ready. As I walked into the big 

lodge, I greeted everyone I knew. I could feel their warmth, their love, and their joy at seeing me 

there. It had been such a long time since I was in the lodge. I sat a little off from where the bundles 

were laid out, where the grandmothers sat with kweezance.300Boom, boom, boom, boom, the drum 

sounded four times. Ceremony was about to start. I sat there listening to the language being spoken 

                                                 

299 This is how I remember the stories as they were told by my brother Dave, Misko Ginew. (2009). Traditional 
teacher, spiritual leader and practitioner. Small group teachings. Namgwamazin Cultural School. Peguis First Nation, 
Manitoba. 

 
300 Kweezance refers to the little boy; the water drum.  
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and something stirred inside of me. I could smell and see the medicines as they filled the 

Opwaagunak,301 all four of them. Hearing the grandmothers sing, tasting Midé waabo302 and the 

odémin303and things started to move. The energy, the spirit was moving all around me, it was as 

if I was holding my breath and time slowed to a stop. It was as if my world around me was filling 

up. When everything stopped, almost everyone had left the lodge. Looking around, Mishaki-

Anakadok was still sitting there, behind the bundles, behind the little boy and she motioned for me 

to come sit beside her. I slowly got up, walked over, sat down beside her and my dam of emotions 

was broken. I started to cry. My brother Dave who was still in the lodge, came closer to lend his 

support and he lit some medicine. No words were spoken. I just cried. I cried for all that I had I 

tried to forget. I cried for walking away from this life. I cried, because the spirit was still there, 

waiting for me. It was there all along. It never left. Everything I needed to have a good life, was 

there. Bimadiziiwin.  

It is now, that I have picked up my bundle again, that I can move through this doorway. 

  

Just Go Home 

Like myself, so many of our people are looking for answers. I have spent my entire life looking 

for answers; re-searching. I remember my friend John. After a few weeks in IGOV, he stopped 

                                                 

301 Opwaagunak in Anishinaabemowin refers to the pipes.  
 
302 Midé waabo in Anishinaabemowin refers to the water, after it has been prayed for. It is said to have 

originated from that place near the Creator, where all of life flows from. 
 
303 Odémin in Anishinaabemowin refers to the strawberry, often stated as the heart berry – the berry we use in 

Anishinaabe ceremony. 
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me in the hallway of the First Peoples House304 and we had a brief conversation. He told me he 

was Anishinaabe from Red Rock/Nipigon and he was in the process of looking for answers about 

who he is as an Anishinaabe person. After listening to his story, he asked me “what do you think 

I should do?”305 I simply replied, go home. Sometimes, I think our people just need permission to 

do what they already know they have to do. He had never been home and didn’t know too much 

about his family. I asked him if he knew anyone in his family that was connected to home. He 

talked about having a relationship with his aunt so I told him to ask her. John’s aunt was the 

doorway. I could go into a long story about his process of going home, but I won’t. That’s his 

story. What I can tell you is that when I was in Akwesasne, he was home in Nipigon. More than 

that, he was on the trapline with his uncle; that work was his Community Governance Project. At 

one point, he told me that he was out on the trapline with his uncle and his uncle walked further 

down the trapline and he found himself alone. This was the part of our conversation that I 

remember the most; he said, 

It was so quiet. I had a moment when I realized how insignificant I was. I didn’t have 
a gun. I was helpless. A pack of wolves could have come and I wouldn’t be able to do 
anything. Standing in the snow, I looked around at the trees above me and I realized, 
I. Am. Not. In. Control. It was beautiful.306 
 

I remember that this was a life changing moment for him. It was his spiritual awakening. We both 

laughed. We were both so excited about what had happened. I was happy for him because he 

finally felt what home was like. No matter where John is, he always finds time to go home and he 

continues to learn and ground himself. And now, he knows. 

                                                 

304 First Peoples House at the University of Victoria. 
 
305  John Carlson. Personal Conversation. September 2013. First Peoples House. University of Victoria. 

Victoria, BC. 
 
306  John Carlson. Personal Conversation. September 2013. First People’s House. University of Victoria. 

Victoria, British Columbia. 
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Just go home. Those three words can be so complicated. Remember my fasting story? Life 

can be complicated or it can be simple. I can’t tell you how to go home, but you must first find the 

doorway. Home is the land; go back to the land. It is more than the just land, it is your first mother; 

ni-mama-aki and she is waiting for you. You need to remove yourself from the colonial vortex; 

clear your mind; wipe the film from your eyes. Beneath all of the colonial indoctrination, you exist. 

Bimadiziiwin. As Indigenous people, we have been given everything we need to have a good life. 

When Giizhaay Munidoo gave its breath to us, Giizhaay Munidoo gave us everything, including 

unlimited intelligence; the ability to transform and create; your first mother, ni-mama-aki; a name, 

clan, language and a choice; the tools to go back to that place of knowing and being – where the 

Creator resides; and Giizhaay Munidoo placed people on our path to help and guide you home. 

Namgwamazin. Remember who you are and where you come from. Think about how it is you 

walk in this world. Odébwéwin – I know it exists. 

 

A Life Without Discourse 

We can remove ourselves from the colonial vortex.  Don’t be misled by colonialism. Home is not 

necessarily the reserve. The reserve is a colonial construction. And with everything that is 

associated with colonialism, there is sickness, violence and death. For many years I felt like I could 

not go home, which reminded me of Mishuana Goeman’s work in Mark My Words: Native Women 

Mapping Our Nation, when she uses Pauline Johnson’s fictional work in her discussion on 

domesticated space and domesticating flesh. Goeman talks about Johnson’s character Esther’s 

arrival at womanhood stating “If we think about Esther’s maturing body and its connection to wild 

spaces and the position of Native women in settler society as always already genealogically 

gendered and sexualized, we understand that Esther’s freedom does not reside in the liberal 
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state.”307 The last seven words stand out the most freedom does not reside in the liberal state. We 

can continue to engage in discourse to help us understand the insidious nature of colonialism, as 

Goeman does in order to understand how Indigenous women in settler society are genealogically 

gendered and sexualized; however, we can never fully know or appreciate a life without discourse 

until we are on the land. This is where freedom resides.  

Colonialism ensures that we continue to function in a state of imbalance. Colonization will 

always frame our existence as a deficit. If you look at how the state frames Indigenous health, they 

use words like poverty, suicide, death, addiction, family violence and unemployment. How is that 

healthy? That is the state’s perception of Indigenous health; it is not our perception. Money is 

poured into communities to address these issues. The state creates the problem, then dictates to 

our communities how to fix them. Stepping out of that vortex, I think about the work of the 

grandmothers. When they think of the health of our communities, they are working towards living 

a good life; but those words cannot be funded. This is why land-based work is so important: 

because it cultivates life-giving spaces and empowers us to be Indigenous.  

I remember the feeling of an overflowing happiness, excitement and empowerment when 

I completed my Master’s research in Akwesasne in 2014. I was on an emotional, mental and 

spiritual high. One of the last presentations that I had to make was to one of the divisions of the 

St. Regis Mohawk Tribe regarding my final report. At one point, one of the members308 stated 

“You need to be careful that you don’t romanticize our community.” I responded by saying, “with 

                                                 

307 Goeman, Mishuana. Mark my Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations. (Minnesota: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2013), 67. 

 
308 I chose to approach this conversation with some anonymity. I have not been able to touch base or have a 

conversation with this person regarding this discussion. I have in the past had conversations about this statement and 
there have been times that I have reminded this person of this conversation and we have both shared a laugh and 
discussion about how “important it is to see the good things that we are doing because we often get dragged down by 
dealing with the bad” – colonialism.  
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all due respect, I don’t think that I am romanticizing your community. All of our communities 

have their struggles and I don’t think they will ever go away; but, you have to know that what you 

are doing in your community does not exist on this level anywhere else.” As Indigenous people, 

we have always been told we are not good enough; that we don’t have enough; and we will never 

have enough time to deal with the impacts of colonialism.  We are led to believe that we are always 

in deficit. We rarely see what we have, how much we have, and how powerful we are. I know that 

as long as there is colonialism, there will be death, disease and disorder, but you as the reader, 

must know that there is another place that exists. Colonialism is not the only story we have to tell, 

and, there is so much we haven’t even begun to tell. Mishaki Anakadok said:  

We are just scratching the surface with those Cree teachings, like I’m going to be 70 
now and here I am just learning the teachings and you know the little bit that I learned, 
that entire government system is in there right from the beginning of time. And in 
there, in those Cree teachings that I heard — the strong, strong women’s roles, 
maternal roles – they were the ones who made the decisions; they were the ones who 
guided; and you just have to look at it - it all goes back to mother Earth and her role of 
providing life, and bringing this forth. And so, that is who we are. We are the Creators. 
We create life even though there’s an imbalance but we are the ones who bring forth 
that life the same way that mother Earth does. And this concept of creator being a “he” 
is not our belief. Never, ever in my – in the language have I ever heard creator being 
referred to as a man, or as a woman. So, what does that say? That’s supreme being – 
the creator, that kind spirit as we understand it was neither man nor woman.309 
 

We have only scratched the surface of what we have as Indigenous people. I believe this to be true 

because I’ve seen it. I’ve seen it in Akwesasne, Hawai‘i and I’ve seen it at home in Matootoo Lake 

Medicine Lodge. We are not the deficit and we will never see that unless we step out of the colonial 

vortex. 

I was not exempt from that thinking. There are times I get sucked into the vortex. I felt this 

the most when I was in Hawai‘i. I felt the weight of that deficit thinking. Thinking I had to answer 

                                                 

309 Mishaki Anakadok. Interview. March 23, 2018. Matootoo Lake Medicine Lodge. Peguis, Manitoba. Lines 
5-16. Page 7. 
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all of these questions about what Indigenous governance is; meanwhile, I already knew what it 

was. Being in Hawai‘i just confirmed this. That is why there was no agreed upon task; I was meant 

to experience with all of my being Aloha ‘Āina, love for the land.  It was beautiful, strong and 

spiritual. The young, intelligent, connected and grounded Kanaka ‘Ōiwi people made me realize 

that we were given the same gift of that good life. I had to step out of that thinking before I could 

fully appreciate Kanaka ‘Ōiwi language, ceremony and their deep spiritual love of the ‘Āina and 

connection to the ancestors. There is so much mana310 in the work that they are doing with the 

keiki and the ‘Āina. You feel the pono from the couples and families that work together, 

embodying Aloha ‘Āina. The keiki are spiritually connected to their ancestors. Hawai‘i is a 

microcosm and an excellent example of what things can be like here.  

There are multiple communities and families that have taken the form of non-profit 

organizations that are working to mālama ‘Āina. Whether you are on the Big Island of Hawai‘i or 

O‘ahu, Kanaka peoples have created this intimate network of huis that support and uphold the 

work that each of these groups are doing. It is powerful. Thinking back to the IGOV/UHIP 2015 

and 2016 Exchanges, I have seen No‘eau and Haley’s vision evolve into huiMAU; and Maya and 

Kaleo’s vision evolve into Ulupō Nui – Hika‘alani.311 Despite being on separate islands, both of 

these intelligent, young, academic, activist couples have cultivated significant and sizeable 

communities that, as a collective, support and uphold each other’s work. They have cultivated a 

powerful consciousness of Aloha ‘Āina. Through social media, I have watched these two young 

couples and visionaries create and secure a future that is consistent with nohopapa – living and 

thriving on the land for future generations. Their work has disabled and weakened the colonial 

                                                 

310 Mana can be defined as spiritual power in Katrina-Ann Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa Oliveira. Ancestral 
Places: Understanding Kanaka Geographies (Oregon: Oregon State University Press, 2014), 153. 

 
311 http://www.hikaalani.website/at-ulup333-nui.html 
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vortex. We can’t see where this is happening in the state we call Canada because we have been 

living in the vortex. It is time to step out of that vortex into a place where we can cultivate 

sustainable, healthy and strong families and communities of Indigenous governance.  

It is time to listen to those voices that have been silenced by colonialism. Indigenous 

governance is so much more than what we think it is. I want to know what our ancestors have to 

teach us about Indigenous governance. I want to know what Ni-Mama-Aki has to say about 

governance. I want to know what my relatives have to say; the non-gendered, two-spirit, bi-sexual, 

queer, gay, transgendered, lesbian and non-conforming. I want to hear what they have to say about 

Indigenous governance. I want to know what Creation, the animals, plants, insects, birds, fish and 

trees have to tell us about governance. If we continue to see colonial discourse as the only way of 

seeing the world, we can never fully appreciate the power that is waiting for us.  

  

Our Children Are Our Most Sacred Bundle 

As Indigenous people, we need to wake up and realize what the western and inversely colonial 

education system is doing to our children – what we are doing to our children by continuing to 

allow western education to be their only source of learning. Kanaka resistance to this form of 

violence is evident in the Hawaiian charter school movement,312 the persistence of Kamehameha 

School system, and land-based non-profit groups such as Hui Mālama i ke Ala ‘Ūlili and Ulupō 

Nui/Hika’alani313 (among so many others), all of which continue to focus their efforts on teaching, 

                                                 

312  Noelani Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua. The Seeds We Planted: Portraits of a Native Hawaiian Charter School 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013).   
 

313 http://www.hikaalani.website/index.html 
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connecting and cultivating the Aloha ‘Āina consciousness. Noelani Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua refers to 

this resistance in her book The Seeds We Planted: Portraits of a Native Hawaiian Charter School 

System.314 Our children are our seeds for the future and they have a direct connection to our 

ancestors and the land. It is about continuously restoring our children’s relationship to the land and 

to their ancestors.  Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua refers to this pedagogical practice as land-centered 

literacies.315 What is important about this concept is that Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua includes  

A range of critically engaged observational, interpretive, and expressive practices that 
put land and natural environment at the center. Land-centered literacies can include 
narrower definitions of literacy that refer specifically to working with printed text, but 
they can also include reading the patterns of the winds or the balance of water in a 
stream.316 
 

What Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua is describing is a convergence of an ancestral teaching-learning process 

with contemporary considerations and challenges.  Working with our children, teaching them 

about who they are, ensuring they are connected to their ancestors and creating a space where our 

children can critically envision and enact a future beyond colonization. It is the antithesis to 

colonization and it guarantees Indigenous futurity.  

 One of the most important lessons I have learned throughout this research is that our 

children are our most sacred bundle. In this state we call Canada, western education remains the 

only system with institutional support317 being used to teach our children. I have gone through 

those systems. I am still here and so are my children. I have learned what western education is and 

I now know what it is not. We have to know when to put scholarship and western education aside. 

                                                 

314  Noelani Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua. The Seeds We Planted: Portraits of a Native Hawaiian Charter School 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013). 
 

315 Ibid. Page xvi. 
 
316 Ibid. Page xvi. 
 
317 Institutional support meaning a fully funded school system.  
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We have to know when to move away from the discourse and when to remove ourselves from the 

vortex. I don’t know of any “cultural” schools that exist, other than the Akwesasne Freedom 

School. I know of reserve and tribal school systems who have included culture, language and some 

land-based practice into their curriculum; however, western education still provides the 

framework. That is the funding formula. As long as western curriculum is the priority, education 

will be funded and recognized. It’s the add and stir model.318 It doesn’t work. Our children still 

don’t speak their language. What is worse, is that some of our children still think that they are 

Indians, First Nations, Aboriginals and dare I say it, Canadians. This is not what I envisioned when 

the Chiefs fought for local control of Indian education319 back in 1969, following the release of 

the White Paper. Local control over education was an opportunity, and it still is, but it is the old 

guards320 that stand in the way of really implementing any meaningful change in how we educate 

our children. The result is that many of our communities have cultivated smaller communities 

within the reserve system and outside of the colonial education systems that are fully funded, to 

create a space where we can teach our children about who they are as Anishinaabe and Nehiyawuk 

people. Our “education system” consists of cultural camps and ceremonies. How is this acceptable 

                                                 

318 Marie Battiste. “Research Ethics for Protecting Indigenous Knowledge and Heritage: Institutional and 
Researcher Responsibilities” in Handbook of Critical and Indigenous Methodologies, ed. Norman K. Denzin, Yvonne 
S. Lincoln and Linda Tuhuiwai Smith (Sage Publications, 2008), 498. 
 

319 Nearing the end of the Residential School System and with the introduction of the 1969 White Paper, First 
Nation leadership responded by fighting for what they called local control over Indian Education. First Nation 
communities wanted the right to educate their children in their own way. It occurred during the time of the Red Power 
Movements, when many of our people were going back to pick up the bundles of our language, culture and land-based 
practices. This vision was never really achieved. Because of funding agreements, western education and assimilation 
was still the priority. Indian Education went from being controlled by white people and the state to Native people who 
assumed the role of the state – red bureaucrats. This is all chronicled in works such as Wahbung (1971), Cardinal 
(1977), Manuel (2015) and many others. I have used the language in this footnote that is consistent with the language 
of that particular time and struggle.  

 
320 Old guards is a term that refers to the now older, red bureaucrats who were “enlisted” by the state to take 

control over education and other political affairs. They still hold positions of decision-making authority. They still 
maintain their post, still engaging in “partnerships” with the State. 
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in this day and age when there are so many Indigenous intellectuals? Do you see where the problem 

exists? 

Our people need to wake up. 

Namgwamazin! Remember where it is you come from. Remember who you are. 

Remember what it is you have been given. Be careful of where it is and how you walk in this 

world. Our children depend on us. 

I was not born this way. 
 

I came from a beautiful place. 
 

A place beside the Creator. 
 

As I travelled through the 4 levels of the sky world, 
 

I knew there would be a vessel waiting for me. 
 

When I passed through that first doorway, 
 

I took my first breath, 
 

and I cried. 
 

They did not speak the same language 
 

And I was so cold. 
 

I did not understand 
 

Nothing was familiar, and soon 
 

I would forget. 
 

Where I came from, 
 

Who I was, 
 

And all that I was given. 
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I know what it is I have to do. We have to be ready to receive our children, our most sacred bundle. 

They are the ones that are the closest to the Creator. Our children are the ones who know the 

ancestors. Our children bring these bundles with them, and they carry with them all that we have 

been given as a people. Get ready. Do your work so that you can receive them. So that you can 

speak the same language as they do. So that they will be received with love, warmth, kindness; so, 

they will remember. Do not send them away to become something they are not. Keep your children 

close to you and close to the land. We need to grow these spaces that are life-giving; where men 

are present and ready to help; where women are nurtured, loved, respected and held in high regard; 

where our families are intact; where our language is the only language we speak; where ceremony 

and everyday life is one; and where it is our first mother that governs all Creation.  

Our children need to be taught about who they are first. So many years have been 

committed to bringing the adults back to the land, language and ceremony. Not enough is being 

done to raise our children from this place of power. I was reminded of this when I was in 

Akwesasne; they hold a powerful bundle called the Akwesasne Freedom School. This school is 

full immersion. No English is spoken except in the front office. All staff are fluent speakers and 

the children start from a language nest for infants right up until grade nine. All of the children are 

being taught what it means to be Onkwenhonwe – Mohawk. This includes ceremony, longhouse, 

language, land-based activity and so much more. This is the only school like this that I know of in 

this colonial state we call Canada. This has to change. We have to start birthing our children into 

this doorway speaking the same language as they do. We need to do away with colonial 

indoctrination in the form of western curriculum. In Lighting the Eighth Fire, Leanne Simpson 

reiterates: 

While the mantra of ‘stay in school’ is drilled into our children’s heads, we are 
compelling them to stay within a colonial system that continues to ignore Indigenous 
history, values, knowledge, language, and intellectual traditions, while promoting 
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linguistic genocide as another generation of Indigenous children grow up without their 
languages.321 
 

We need to stop sending our children away to school to be colonized by western thinking. This 

cannot be our starting point. We need to take our children back to the land, their first mother. We 

need to teach our children their first language. We need to reintroduce our children to their non-

human relatives so they can develop a relationship with all Creation. We need to take our children 

back to the land and water. It is the source of our power, and it is our future. It is the work I 

observed within the four communities that are cultivating, living and embodying multiple 

authentic ways and being, doing and thinking what we might call Indigenous Governance. We 

need to raise our children from their first mother (on the land/water) and we must raise our children 

with parents and communities of people who live the good life. We need to start living the good 

life according to our Laws granted to us by Giizhaay Munidoo. If we can’t do it for ourselves, we 

need to do it for our children. If we love our children, we need to do better. Our focus needs to be 

on raising and educating our children the Indigenous way. I’ve seen how beautiful, spiritual and 

powerful this is. I know it exists. Odébwéwin.  

 

We Are Waiting for The Men 

It is through this research that I have come to know the power of Indigenous women. I have 

relinquished the weight of only knowing the power of male-dominated power. It feels good. In 

moving out of the colonial vortex, I have come back to a place where there is a wealth of 

Indigenous women living, thinking and being in accords with Indigenous Law. I have gone home, 

back to my first mother, the land. It is here that Indigenous women are thriving. It is here that I 

                                                 

321 Leanne Simpson. Lighting the Eighth Fire: The Liberation, Resurgence, and Protection of Indigenous 
Nations. Winnipeg: Arbeiter Ring Publishing, 2008), 76. 
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know the truth. It is here that I realized there are only a handful of Indigenous men doing this work. 

This research has shown me that the number of Indigenous women doing land-based ceremony 

and work with the language outweighs the presence of Indigenous men. It is here that the question 

is being asked where are the men?  

We are waiting for you. 

Our children need you. 

Your first mother is waiting for you. 

Everything you need to have a good life is here.322 

We are waiting for you. 

Come Home. 

Balance can be restored. I’ve seen how beautiful and powerful it is. I’ve seen it in my work with 

Hui Mālāma i ke Ala ‘Ūlili with No‘eau and Haley; Uncle Joel and Aunty Val; Uncle Alfred and 

Aunty Ina; Aunty Loke and Uncle Clyde; Maya and Kaleo; Aunty Kū and Uncle Nālei; Aunty 

Liana and Uncle Glen. The humility and kindness you feel from these men is powerful. It doesn’t 

take anything away from the women. The women are nurtured, respected and revered. When I was 

in Hawai‘i, I had the privilege of being introduced to Aunty Liana. Aunty Liana was an educator 

in the Kamehameha School System for many years and is a board member for Hui Mālāma i ke 

Ala ‘Ūlili community. Aunty Liana graciously agreed to an interview with me. It was during our 

interview that she talked about what happened to the men. She said: 

 How do we take that step back and let them struggle so that they can work through 
what they need to work through? Right, just like raising a kid, you want to – I know I 
always wanted to pick them up or solve their problems…And I think maybe that we 
all wanted to do that but what we really needed to do was just kind of step back and 

                                                 

322 Here, meaning on the land, with the women. 
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let them figure it out…give them that space to struggle so that they can figure it out. 
And then get better at it. And I don’t know that we have – it’s like a loss of trust? 
Because when you lose trust then you are fearful of whoever, right. So, you feel like 
you got to do it all. Trust is everything. Trust is at the crux of building up our lāhui.323 
We lost that trust.324 

 
Collectively, Hui Mālāma i ke Ala ‘Ūlili has restored this trust through Aloha ‘Āina and it is 

beautiful. It is powerful. It is about trusting the men to come back to the land; come back to the 

children; and come back to the women who have been doing this work. It is about building up our 

community. Aunty Liana follows this up by saying:  

There’s definitely hope; hope being a brighter future with people like this who are 
lifting up everybody. Who are building our lāhui as a collective rather than as an 
individual. And we women have to build up the men because that’s part of our whole 
collective mentality, right – that when we took over some of their responsibilities in 
order to survive, that wasn’t a collective effort. That was a survival mechanism or 
tactic.325 
 

When I think about what Aunty Liana said, I think back to letting go of my son and allowing Stan 

to take him home. I had to trust. Taking my son back home to his grandmother and the land 

changed my son. It gave him what he needed to deal with the violence he experienced in the 

western school system. When I think of my daughters, I remember the times when I had to leave 

for work and Stan was in charge. We all laugh because when we look at pictures of when they 

were young, they knew when I was away because it was their dad who fixed their hair. They 

remember how he held their hair at the back and made long strokes from their forehead to the back 

of their neck, neatly putting it all together in a low ponytail; just the way he wore his hair. They 

were always neatly dressed and clean. My daughters remember that time with their dad and I know 

it is something that they hold close to their hearts. I am grateful that all of my children can tell 

                                                 

323 Lāhui can be defined as the people, national identity. 
 
324 Aunty Liana. Interview. January 23, 2019. Pa’auilo, Hawai‘i. Lines 1-11. Page 7. January 23, 2018.  
 
325 Aunty Liana. Interview. January 23, 2019. Pa‘auilo, Hawai‘i. Lines 25-30. Page 8. January 23, 2018.  
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kind, funny and loving stories of their dad, just as they told the same kind, funny and loving stories 

of their Mooshom. 

As women, we need to let go of some of that responsibility that belongs to the men. A little 

at a time, we need to let the men raise their children again. They will struggle and they might not 

do things the way we do, but we need to let the men learn how to nurture that power again. It is 

not our responsibility to teach them. The land, their first mother, can help. For all the men, I ask: 

What role(s) do you hold in Indigenous governance? What are your responsibilities to your family, 

community, Ni-Mama-Aki, the ancestors, Creation, women, non-binary, the children, and to other 

men? 

 

Mishaki Anakadok 

After everything was said and done with my research, I went home. I knew that if there was 

anything left to do, I needed to wrap up this research and I knew the grandmothers would give me 

everything I needed. How could I have left this place thinking I could find answers out there. 

Everything is here. Mishaki Anakadok had given me so much. I chose to go into a system that did 

not hold the answers for our people because I was afraid of the power that this life held. I put 

myself through hell only to realize that everything I needed was right here. Mishaki Anakadok was 

always so patient with me. She was kind to me. She never told me what to do. She was always 

there, doing her work. Every time I went home battered from colonialism, she was there. She was 

the doorway out of colonialism. She always held the door open for me. Whenever I needed 

answers, whenever I struggled in life, Mishaki Anakadok was there. There are no words that can 

describe the love I feel for her. It was Mishaki Anakadok that did ceremony for my mother when 

she left this physical world the way she did. It was Mishaki Anakadok who was my guide in life 

when I felt like I had no life inside of me. It was Mishaki Anakadok that stood me up and helped 
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me to be a good mother. It was Mishaki Anakadok that gave me the courage to face life when I 

had nowhere else to turn. It was Mishaki Anakadok who taught me about the good life. Mishaki 

Anakadok shared her bundle with me.  

Like so many years before, it was the grandmothers I turned to when I needed answers. 

Not because I was pitiful, but because I was loved. They loved me unconditionally and this was 

something only my mother did. I cried and told Mishaki Anakadok how sorry I was for leaving. I 

was afraid to carry the bundle she had shared with me. I was afraid I couldn’t do it. I was afraid I 

was not good enough. It wasn’t just my mother who created this vessel for me in her body, birthed 

me into existence and provided a doorway for my spirit to flow through; but it is my first mother, 

the earth, who birthed these grandmothers into existence for me, for all of us who go looking. I 

was home. I was where I needed to be. It was all I needed. Thinking back to all the beautiful, 

powerful women in my life, I have come to realize that without the consent of the women, I could 

not have entered the doorways of understanding what Indigenous governance is. It is the women 

who have taught me that consent is the key to an authentic and deeply-rooted system of 

governance. 

 

Asini-Kwe: You Know This… 

I made several visits to Matootoo Lake last summer, wanting to ask the grandmothers to do an 

interview with me. Mishaki Anakadok said “we already did one, I’m done”326 and she laughed. 

The other two grandmothers were quiet. They looked at me like they knew better than to do 

                                                 

326 Mishaki Anakadok, kitchen conversation. July 2019. 
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interviews; for the grandmothers, that time of extractive research and appropriation was done. It 

was Asini-Kwe said “why do you want to interview us? We’ve taught you everything you need to 

know. You know this stuff. What do you think we’ve been teaching you all these years?”327 They 

laughed at me and went about their business like I hadn’t even asked the question. The next day, I 

thought I would ask Laura. When she asked what my research was about, she got really excited 

and she said “of course! Indigenous women’s governance is all around you. Look!” She laughed 

and said “Look at (the late) Grandma Josephine [Mandamin] and her work with the water. Now 

that’s governance. Come on, things are about to start…”328 and she walked into the big lodge. 

None of the grandmothers would budge. They were not going to do an interview with me.  

It was as if I put everything aside, put the scholarship down and just allowed myself to be 

with Nookomisuk.329 We did ceremony, we cooked, we harvested medicine, we worked, ate and 

we visited. At one-point Asini-Kwe said “You’ve found your voice.”330 They believed in me. They 

had faith in what they had done to teach me so that I could carry this bundle. This dissertation is 

just a small part of that bundle I carry. This dissertation is for my children; for all the children; and 

for those ones yet to come.  

 

                                                 

327 Asini-Kwe – Nookomis - Edna Manitowabi. Grandmother for the Midéwin Lodge. Kitchen conversation. 
 
328  Laura Horton, Midéwin grandmother, medicine woman, educator and cultural teacher. Personal 

Conversation. July 2019. 
 
329 Refer to the beginning of the dissertation. Nookomisuk refers to all of the grandmothers who have taught, 

nurtured and guided me throughout my life. 
 
330 Asini-Kwe – Nookomis - Edna Manitowabi. Grandmother for the Midéwin Lodge. Personal Conversation. 

August 2019. 
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Nii-Kahnii-Gah-Na!331 

  

                                                 

331 Nii-Kahnii-Gah-Na is a way that we close this part of our conversation. In the beginning, we called upon 
our relatives – Nii-kahnii-soduk to come and listen to what it is we have to say. Nii-Kahnii-Gah-Na is a way of telling 
our relatives – all of Creation, that we are done talking for now.  
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