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Executive Summary
Purpose of the webinar
The World Virtual Indigenous Circle on Open Science and the
Decolonization of Knowledge took place November 12, 2020. It
was organized by the UNESCO Chair in Community-Based
Research and Social Responsibility in Higher Education and cohosted by the Canadian Commission for UNESCO and the World
Indigenous Nations Higher Education Consortium. Its format
was designed by Lorna Wanósts’a7 Williams. The Circle
featured nearly 20 Indigenous speakers and attracted some 300
registrants from around the world. Its purpose was to inform
UNESCO’s forthcoming recommendation on open science and,
in turn, to ensure Indigenous Knowledge is incorporated
respectfully and with integrity to help reshape how institutions
recognize and use it. Ultimately, the aim was to take the next of
many steps toward ensuring that Indigenous Knowledge is
better recognized worldwide so it can guide individuals and
institutions in education, in research and in protecting the
Earth.

Indigenous Circle format and themes
Despite its virtual format, the webinar adhered to Indigenous
protocols, opening and closing with prayers, songs and
territorial welcomes from respected Elders and Knowledge
Keepers. As one speaker reminded everyone, “Songs and
prayers are a very important part of science.”
The format emulated a Talking Circle that encouraged respect,
information-sharing, attentiveness and interconnectedness.
Speakers and attendees expressed their recognition that the
webinar marked a time for Indigenous People to revisit who
and where they are, who their ancestors are, and where their
teachings come from to move forward in a positive way. They
also expressed their appreciation for the use of the traditional
Circle format and its ability to “bring out” Indigenous
Knowledge.
Many participants used Indigenous languages, which are also
integral to Indigenous or traditional knowledge and can indeed
serve as a shortcut to knowledge. As one of the opening
speakers put it, the “wellness of language is connected to the
wellness of the Earth.”
Dr. Lorna Williams aptly summed up the purpose of the Circle
and its format it in her opening remarks: “We have gathered
today in a circle and we are here to shape what’s in the middle:
the bundle of knowledge that will guide the way in which
Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge is continued and created from
all over the world.”

Participants in order of appearance
Laurie Robinson, Mahingan Sagaigan Nation,
Executive Director, Indigenous Advanced
Education and Skills Council, Ontario, Canada
John Elliott, Tsartlip First Nation
Katsi Cook, Wolf Clan Mohawk Akwesasne
Lorna Wanósts’a7 Williams, Lil’wat First Nation,
Professor Emerita, University of Victoria, Canada
Sébastien Goupil, Secretary-General, Canadian
Commission for UNESCO
Keiki Kawai'ae'a & Kealani Makaiwi, World
Indigenous Nations Higher Education Consortium
Carrie Bourassa, Canadian Institutes of Health
Research
Dominique Bérubé & David Newhouse, Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council,
Canada
Kevin Fitzgibbons, Natural Science and
Engineering Research Council of Canada
Leroy Little Bear, Blackfoot First Nation,
Professor Emeritus, University of Lethbridge,
Canada
Gregory Cajete, Tewa, Santa Clara Pueblo,
Professor, University of New Mexico, US
Wangoola Wangoola Nduwala, Nabyama,
MPAMBO African Multiversity, Busoga, Uganda
Zanisah Man, Orang Asli Professor, Universiti
Kebangsaan Malaysia
Sonajharia Minz, Vice-Chancellor Sido Kanhu
Murmu University, Dumka, India
Jazmin Romero Epiayu, Wayuu activist, Colombia
Ed Connors, Psychologist, Kahnawake First
Nation, Canada
Manulani Aluli Meyer, University of Hawaii, US
Jose Barreiro, Taino, Cuba; Emeritus Smithsonian
Institute, USA
Kevin Lowe, Gubbi Gubbi, Scientia Indigenous
Fellow, University of New South Wales, Australia
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Key messages
Many speakers contrasted Indigenous and western views of science, describing Indigenous science as the
foundation for understanding the nature of the universe and our relationship with it versus western science as
something that is more fleeting and focused on the temporal. Culture, tradition, spirituality, relationships and time
are all important components of Indigenous Knowledge (which is science). The lack or loss of these has resulted in
devastation, both for Indigenous Peoples and the world in general. There is fear that this may continue, but
revitalizing these understandings is a source of hope for the next generation.
Each webinar participant brought a unique perspective—from the importance of storytelling and cross-cultural
dialogue to the connection between Indigenous Knowledge and political activism to the global class struggle, the
intersection of Indigenous language and mental health care, and more. Some central themes emerged:
•

•

•
•

•

The knowledge that Indigenous Peoples accumulated for thousands of years before the emergence of
“civilization” is not only valuable, but necessary for the continued existence of humans on Earth.
Indigenous Knowledge systems have been around since time immemorial and can benefit future
generations.
The Earth is facing a crisis. The broader scientific community can help to address it and restore
equilibrium by supporting Indigenous scientific communities. A central goal of Indigenous Knowledge is
sustainability, and it is built on relationships rather than on what can be measured.
Indigenous science is about love of land. Its continuity is therefore linked to the continuity of life on Earth.
Indigenous language and knowledge are intertwined, and both are at the heart of cultural survival and
identity. A reinvigoration of Indigenous languages and cultures can help Indigenous populations reclaim
space, dignity, equality, justice and liberty.
Despite long traditions of Indigenous science that are now being appreciated and reimplemented, the
practice of Western science has systemically excluded Indigenous thought, Indigenous ways of knowing
and Indigenous Peoples. This needs to stop.

Central discussion points
•

•

•

•

•

•

Indigenous Peoples in many parts of the world have experienced a 500-year attack on their territories,
cultures, languages and knowledges. This systematic move to silence and devalue Indigenous perspectives
can be seen as a form of intellectual colonization.
We are engaged in the work of educating people about the fact that Indigenous Knowledge has value and
that considering other knowledges does not jeopardize their own. This is an effort to appreciate that the
Indigenous Knowledge people continue to hold is precious, and to recognize that it continues despite a
centuries-long effort to silence it.
Indigenous scholars and activists around the world have diverse languages, cultures and histories, but
take strength from important commonalities in their epistemologies, and agree on the importance of
decolonizing knowledge and establishing a shared infrastructure to support the re-emergence of and
renewed respect for their languages and knowledges.
The importance of this work is gaining recognition among pillars and funders of research. In Canada, these
include the Canadian Institutes of Health Research, the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council,
and the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council.
Language is an essential starting point for reasserting the value and application of Indigenous Knowledge,
as they are indivisible. The richness of Indigenous Knowledge systems arises from an intimate tradition of
knowing and relationship, with a focus on continuity. It is time to for these traditions to enter the
mainstream and receive the same serious consideration as “western” knowledge.
Value can be derived from bringing traditional knowledge into universities and having Indigenous
institutions work alongside western institutions. These ideas are connected to the need to ensure access
to quality education for Indigenous Peoples everywhere and to ensure Indigenous ways of knowing are
incorporated into educational institutions so they can be considered universal rather than western.
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•

•

Mainstream agencies should reflect on the need to develop an ethical space from which to frame a
relationship between themselves (and the state) and Indigenous Peoples.
Colonization has had persistent effects in Indigenous communities in physical, linguistic, economic and
cultural domains. Indigenous scholars face an ongoing challenge to hold space in their minds to engage in
cultural survival and to continue to support cultural reclamation.
Bringing Indigenous languages into the light is a global struggle, and the reclamation and use of language
and the participation of people in Indigenous cultural work is in itself a political act.

Key recommendations
•
•
•
•
•

Acknowledge Indigenous knowledge as science.
Recognize Indigenous spiritual practices as vital to guiding and informing Indigenous Knowledge.
Support the revitalization of Indigenous cultures and languages, recognizing that they are integral to
Indigenous knowledge.
Work toward an understanding of science that prioritizes relationality—that is, relationships with people,
community, land and all creation.
Recognize an Indigenous concept of time that ensures longevity of relationships and sustainability for
future generations.

For more information
This report contains half-page summaries of each speaker’s key points. These are paraphrased and condensed
from the webinar and seek to convey the essence of each speaker’s message. A complete transcript of the webinar
is available as a separate document. The full webinar itself is available to view online.
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Report on the World Virtual Indigenous Circle on Open Science and the
Decolonization of Knowledge
Purpose
The World Virtual Indigenous Circle on Open Science and the Decolonization of Knowledge took place on
November 12, 2020. It was organized by the UNESCO Chair in Community-Based Research and Social Responsibility
in Higher Education and co-hosted by the Canadian Commission for UNESCO and the World Indigenous Nations
Higher Education Consortium. Its format was designed by Lorna Wanósts’a7 Williams. The Circle attracted some
300 registrants from around the world. Its purpose was to inform UNESCO’s forthcoming recommendation on
open science, ensuring that Indigenous Knowledge is incorporated respectfully and with integrity to help reshape
how institutions recognize and use it. Ultimately, the aim was to take the next of many steps toward ensuring that
Indigenous Knowledge is better recognized in the world so it can guide individuals and institutions in education, in
research and in protecting the Earth.

Indigenous circle format and themes
Despite its virtual format, the webinar adhered to Indigenous protocols, opening and closing with prayers, songs
and territorial welcomes from respected Elders and Knowledge Keepers. As one speaker reminded everyone,
“Songs and prayers are a very important part of science.”
The format emulated a talking circle that encourages respect, information-sharing, attentiveness and
interconnectedness. Speakers and attendees expressed their recognition that the webinar marked a time for
Indigenous People to revisit who and where they are, who their ancestors are, and where their teachings come
from in order to move forward in a positive way. They also expressed their appreciation for the use of the
traditional Circle format and its ability to “bring out” Indigenous Knowledge.
Many participants used Indigenous languages, which are also integral to Indigenous or traditional knowledge and
can indeed serve as a shortcut to knowledge. As one of the opening speakers put it, the “wellness of language is
connected to the wellness of the Earth.”
Dr. Lorna Williams aptly summed up the purpose of the Circle and its format in her opening remarks on the reason
for the gathering: “We have gathered today in a circle and we are here to shape what’s in the middle: the bundle
of knowledge that will guide the way in which Indigenous People’s knowledge is continued and created from all
over the world.”

Key messages
Many speakers contrasted Indigenous and western views of science, describing Indigenous science as the
foundation for understanding the nature of the universe and our relationship with it versus western science as
something that is more fleeting and focused on the temporal. Culture, tradition, spirituality, relationships and time
are all important components of Indigenous Knowledge (which is science). The lack or loss of these has resulted in
devastation, both for Indigenous Peoples and the world in general. There is fear that this may continue, but
revitalizing these understandings is a source of hope for the next generation.
Although each webinar participant brought a unique perspective—connecting Indigenous Knowledge to political
activism, the importance of storytelling and cross-cultural dialogue, the global class struggle, the intersection of
Indigenous language and mental health care, and more—some central themes emerged:
•

The knowledge that Indigenous Peoples accumulated for thousands of years before the emergence of
“civilization” is not only valuable, but necessary for the continued existence of humans on Earth. Science
can no longer ignore the wisdom that comes from Indigenous Knowledge systems that have been around
since time immemorial and can benefit future generations.
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•

•
•

•

•

•
•

The Earth is facing a crisis. The broader scientific community can help to address this crisis and restore
equilibrium by supporting Indigenous scientific communities. A central goal of Indigenous Knowledge is
sustainability, and it is built on relationships rather than on what can be measured.
Western science is linked to money. Indigenous science is about love of land. The continuity of Indigenous
science is, therefore, linked to the continuity of life on Earth.
Indigenous Peoples around the world will explain science in different ways and emphasize different
aspects, but all operate from the same paradigm and share a way of understanding themselves in the
world, including how they come to knowledge and self-understanding.
Indigenous language and knowledge are intertwined, and both are at the heart of cultural survival and
identity. A reinvigoration of Indigenous languages and cultures can help Indigenous populations reclaim
space, dignity, equality, justice and liberty.
Despite long traditions of Indigenous science that are now being appreciated and reimplemented, the
practice of Western science has systemically excluded Indigenous thought, Indigenous ways of knowing
and Indigenous Peoples. Western knowledge and its proponents continue to seek to privilege it over
other forms and origins of knowledge, both in mainstream media and in formal education.
Indigenous Knowledge can help communities to regain autonomy and self-governance by improving
cross-cultural dialogue.
The effects of colonization are alive and well in many of the world’s Indigenous communities. The starting
point for decolonizing knowledge is to colonize countries, nations, peoples and their languages.

Central discussion points
Indigenous Peoples in many parts of the world have experienced what one webinar participant termed “the long
assault”: a 500-year-long attack on their territories, cultures, languages and knowledges. This systematic move to
silence and devalue Indigenous perspectives can be seen as a form of intellectual colonization.
Today, we are engaged in the work of educating people that Indigenous Knowledge has value and that considering
other knowledges does not jeopardize their own. It is an effort to appreciate that the Indigenous Knowledge that
people continue to hold is precious and to recognize that it continues despite a centuries-long effort to silence it.
Indigenous scholars and activists around the world have diverse languages, cultures and histories, but they take
strength from important commonalities that emerge in their epistemologies. They agree on the importance of
decolonizing knowledge and establishing a shared infrastructure to support the re-emergence of and renewed
respect for their languages and knowledges.
This importance of this work is gaining recognition among Canadian pillars and funders of research, such as the triagency composed of the Canadian Institutes of Health Research, the Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council, and the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council.
Speakers agreed that language is an essential starting point for reasserting the value and application of Indigenous
Knowledge, as they are indivisible. They agreed that the richness of Indigenous Knowledge systems arises from an
intimate tradition of knowing and caring for the land and relationships, with a focus on continuity, and that it is
time to for these traditions to be brought into the mainstream and given the same serious consideration as
“western” knowledge.
Some speakers touched upon the intersection of western and Indigenous Knowledges, drawing attention to the
value that can be derived from bringing traditional knowledge into universities and having Indigenous institutions
work alongside western ones. These ideas are connected to the need to ensure access to quality education for
Indigenous People everywhere and to ensure Indigenous ways of knowing are incorporated into educational
institutions so they can be considered universal rather than western. That said, mainstream agencies must be
pushed to reflect on the need to develop an ethical space from which to frame a relationship between themselves
(and the state) and Indigenous Peoples.
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Many presenters spoke of the persistence of colonization or its effects in their communities in physical, linguistic,
economic and cultural domains. All spoke about the daily challenges of pushing back to hold space in their minds
to engage in the important work of cultural survival and to remain involved in supporting cultural reclamation.
All presenters were aware of the struggles involved in bringing Indigenous languages into the light. The
reclamation and use of language and the participation of people in Indigenous cultural work is in itself a political
act. As Kevin Lowe phrased it in his summation of the webinar: “We need to never forget that the ongoing work of
the neo-colonial state has been to deny prior occupation, sovereignty and intimate connectedness between
Indigenous People, their country and knowledge systems.”

Key recommendations
•
•
•
•
•

Acknowledge Indigenous Knowledge as science.
Recognize Indigenous spiritual practices as vital to guide and inform Indigenous Knowledge
Support the revitalization of Indigenous cultures and languages, recognizing that they are integral to
Indigenous Knowledge
Work towards an understanding of science that prioritizes relationality – relationships with people,
community, land and all creation.
Recognize an Indigenous conception of time that ensures longevity of relationships and sustainability for
future generations.

Speaker summaries
The following summaries are paraphrased and condensed from the webinar and seek to convey the essence of
what each speaker said. A complete transcript of the webinar is available in a separate document, and the webinar
can be viewed online. The summaries below are shown in the order in which participants spoke.

Moderator’s remarks
Laurie Robinson
Mahingan Sagaigan Nation, Executive Director, Indigenous Advanced Education and Skills Council, Canada
Thank you all so much for joining us here today. It is a pleasure to be with you all. I really appreciate all of you
finding some time to be with us from your homelands across the world today. The discussions and expertise
shared today will help UNESCO develop a recommendation on open science and the decolonization of knowledge.
I am an Anishinaabekwe, and my homeland is in the territory of the Wolf Lake Peoples. I am the executive director
of the Indigenous Advanced Educational Skills Council in Ontario, Canada.
For some of us, when Indigenous Peoples gather to share knowledge and understandings, we do so in a circle, and
particular protocols are taken to facilitate sharing information. For example, this may mean the passing of an eagle
feather or another sacred item from one speaker to another.
Today, our circle is virtual. As best I can, I will honour those protocols as I facilitate our discussion. We will have an
opening from the western part of the lands where I sit today and an opening song from the East, remarks from a
few organizations, presentations by speakers from many parts of the world, and open dialogue with all
participants. We will have summations by two scholars and a closing song.
Miigwech, everyone, for your cooperation. We will begin today's circle with an opening from Mr. John Elliott of
W̱SÁNEĆ First Nation. John is a respected Elder and has taught at Lau,Welnew Tribal School in Saanich for over 30
years.
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Openings
John Elliott
Tsartlip First Nation, Canada
[Greetings in SENĆOŦEN.]
First of all, I want to thank Lorna, my dear, respected friend, for asking me to join you all today. I feel very humbled
by this opportunity. My SENĆOŦEN name is J,SIṈTEN. It's an old name that goes back to the 1700s here in this area
and means “He’s going up to people.” I was given that name when I received an honorary education degree from
the University of Victoria.
I've worked in language—and the survival of our homeland language—for a long time. Forty years went by so fast!
All of our languages are a God-given right, and the wellness of our language is connected to the wellness of the
Earth. I wanted to keep that in mind during my opening prayer and song. I'll do the prayer in my language,
followed by the song. The song that I will use today was gifted to us in a prayer circle many years ago. Ancestral
ladies came into our circle and gave us this song. They said, “When you want your language to survive and you
want to pray for the languages, use this song.” With that, I begin my prayer.
[Prayer and song in SENĆOŦEN.]
That's my prayer and my song. We’ve been singing that song for the last 40 years, since the ancestors passed it
along to us. I use it every day and I pray that our languages will survive, that our people and our children will have
dignified lives and find peace and harmony once again in this world.
HÍSW̱ḴE (thank you).

Katsi Cook
Wolf Clan Mohawk, Akwesasne, Canada
Katsi Cook is an Akwesasne Mohawk, respected Elder, traditional Aboriginal midwife, and lifelong advocate for
women’s health and well-being. She is the director of the Spirit Aligned Leadership Program, which aims to elevate
the lives, dreams and voices of North American Indigenous women Elders.
Katsi gave an opening song asking the spirits of the four directions to help direct participants.

Reason for gathering
Dr. Lorna Wanósts’a7 Williams
Lil’wat First Nation, Professor Emerita, University of Victoria
Thank you to each of you for coming to work together on this important topic. I want to thank the lands and the
people whose lands I am on.
[Dr. Williams shares artwork depicting frogs.]
This is an important image. It's an image of the frogs that announce ceremonial gatherings at this time of year.
They announce these gatherings that are used for transformation. It's a time for us to revisit who we are, where
we are, who our ancestors are and where our teachings come from to help us to continue in a good way.
In a sense, that is what we're doing today. We're gathered today in a circle to shape what is in the middle—the
bundle of knowledge that will guide the way in which Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge is continued and created
from all over the world. Our knowledge systems, our languages, our identities have been under assault for
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generations and generations. And it was in a prophecy that the time would come when we would join together to
ensure that our knowledges would continue.
As Indigenous People, we have been working with our ancestors and with the lands, with all our relatives, so our
knowledge systems continue to be used and known and to be gifted by us to our descendants. We're here to add
our knowledges to the world.
Each of us who speaks today will shape what that looks like. We will share to ensure that knowledge is used in a
respectful way—that it doesn't become distorted, that it's honest and full of integrity, that it's protected yet part
of the world. We're coming out from the shadows, and I want to thank each of you for contributing to that
knowledge system. Each of you will add and shape that knowledge so it can be remembered, and so it can be a
guide for all of us continuing forward in education and in research, in studies and in the reshaping of institutions to
protect and to uphold our mother, the Earth, our father, the Sun and all of our relatives.

Opening remarks from organizations
Sébastien Goupil
Secretary-General, Canadian Commission for UNESCO
Welcome, everyone. I would like to acknowledge that I am speaking from the unceded territory of the Algonquin
People on Turtle Island, which is known today as Canada.
Advancing reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Peoples is extremely important to us at the
Canadian Commission for UNESCO. I've been working hard with my team, our members and networks to position
our Commission as a strong ally of Indigenous Peoples. It is a real honour to be invited to say a few words today.
UNESCO plays an important role in setting standards and norms on a variety of priorities, especially those relating
to protecting and promoting all forms of rights, culture and heritage. It is currently working on a new
recommendation on open science. It will invite its member states to take whatever legislative or other steps may
be required to apply the resulting principles and norms at the national level.
This is why it is so vitally important that this new recommendation contributes to efforts underway to decolonize
knowledge. It needs to accurately reflect a diverse knowledge system, especially the views and experiences of
Indigenous Peoples around the world.
Science can no longer ignore the knowledge and wisdom that comes from these knowledge systems that have
been around since time immemorial and can continue to benefit future generations. Moving forward, we need to
ensure that science is open to local and place-based knowledge, as well as to previously excluded knowledge
systems, including Indigenous ones. We need to ensure that science is a practice that is conducted with and for
communities.
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Kei’ki Kawai’ae’a & Kealani Makaiwi
World Indigenous Nations Higher Education Consortium (WINHEC)
We are grateful to be here in your presence. We are honored and filled with aloha. As we meet together, let us all
be in tune as we share our thoughts and learn from each other.
[Kealani Makaiwi sings an opening prayer song, ‘Ano’Ai.]
We pay respect to the Indigenous Elders and traditional owners, present and past, of the Lekwungen territory. And
we bring greetings from member institutions across the globe, Indigenous Elders and knowledge holders who have
been the inspirational foundations of World Indigenous Nations Higher Education Consortium (WINHEC) as an
international Indigenous higher education consortium.
Established in 2002, WINHEC’s membership represents Indigenous nations and educational institutions in eight
countries. It is working to address our collective concerns for the rights of Indigenous People to access all levels of
education and to address the barriers that impede the respectful engagement of Indigenous Peoples in teaching,
research and other educational endeavors.
The founding members determined that WINHEC’s goals and objectives must align with those of international
instruments—including the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People, the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and others—and
must promote the sovereign rights of Indigenous Peoples. Through these global activities, WINHEC has promoted
the right of all Indigenous People to enjoy full access to and participation in all levels of education. Action has been
taken to develop principles and policies to protect and revitalize Indigenous languages and language systems.
WINHEC applauds and supports the open science proposal as it pertains to validating, legitimizing and recognizing
Indigenous ways of knowing science as a gift that has been passed down to the generations since time
immemorial.

Carrie Bourassa
Institute of Indigenous People’s Health, Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR)
Our vision is to improve the health and well-being of First Nations, Inuit and Métis Peoples through supportive,
innovative research programs based on scientific excellence and Indigenous community collaborations that respect
communities and the right to self-determination. We are committed to community-based research led by
Indigenous communities in a culturally safe way that builds capacity at their direction.
Our strategic plan is evergreen. It incorporates Indigenous voices while aligning with the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, and the
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples. During our consultations, four key themes emerged, and what we heard,
which was no surprise, was self-determination. It is about having sustainable funding, about Indigenous
communities being able to hold their own funds. We've been working to enhance the capacity, development and
infrastructure while acknowledging, honouring and respecting Indigenous health research and histories. This
includes ensuring that Indigenous Knowledge is prioritized.
Our new strategic plan will promote excellence, creativity and knowledge translation to mobilize health research
for transformation and impact and achieve organizational excellence. It is really about prioritizing Indigenous
Knowledge. We always say Indigenous Knowledge is science. We are the original scientists, and this is our ancestral
knowledge that is inherently within us and must be acknowledged.
It is vitally important to acknowledge and honour our Elders, our Knowledge Keepers. They are our PhDs. We are
working to close the existing gap in health status between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians. That must
include acknowledging, honouring and prioritizing Indigenous Knowledges.
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Dominique Bérubé & David Newhouse
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC), Canada

Dominique:
The council has really benefited from the last 10 years of advice and guidance from its Indigenous advisory circle.
The circle allowed SSHRC to develop the new Indigenous research guidelines that we published in 2015. These
recognize the importance of the Indigenous Knowledge system.
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission called on SSHRC to establish a multi-year program to better understand
reconciliation. We started working on that in 2015 and 2016. Re-engagement with our First Nation, Métis and Inuit
researchers, Elders and communities in Canada demonstrated the importance of renewing our relationships with
partners and seeing them in terms of connections rather than silos.
Through a two-year engagement process, we developed a new Indigenous strategic plan, which we released in
January 2020. During this pandemic year, we started to develop our implementation plan. This strategy presents
four objectives that promote the leadership of First Nations, Métis and Inuit in research.
Recently, the SSHRC Advisory Circle reviewed the strategy and made some important, thoughtful comments about
recognizing Indigenous Knowledge systems, their value and the importance of sharing them.
Thank you again for including us in this circle.

David:
I'm originally from Six Nations of the Grand River. I'm the Director of the Chanie Wenjack School and have been cochair of the SSHRC Indigenous Advisory Circle for the last five years or so.
Over the last 20 years, I've had a front row seat as Indigenous Knowledge became part of the social and natural
science research enterprise in Canada. I've seen it come from the margins to become part of the work we do as
social scientists, Indigenous researchers and natural science researchers.
I call colonization, as it is practiced in this part of the world, the “long assault.” It's a 500-year-long assault on our
territories, our cultures, our languages and our knowledges. We don't often think about colonization as having an
impact on our knowledge. But one of its most insidious effects has been its attempt to take the knowledge that we
gained from living in our various places for millennia and systematically exclude it from institutions like education.
However, since the surge of research undertaken by the Royal Commission on Aboriginal People in the early 1990s
in Canada, there has been a concerted effort to bring Indigenous Knowledge into our educational institutions. Over
the past quarter-century, we've worked to create an ethical space based on respect, friendliness and collaboration.
Indigenous Knowledge can be used to frame research, determine the object of research, determine research
methodologies and methods, interpret and make meaning of the results, and solve the challenges we face in our
own communities.
As a result, granting councils have become open to including Indigenous Knowledge and Elders in research
applications. This adjustment has included changes to ethics. It has included the creation of a definition of
Indigenous research and expanded the eligibility criteria for research grants to encourage and support new
Indigenous researchers. All of this has been done through a collaborative process that required a willingness to
take risks, to listen, to experiment and to learn from mistakes, and above all, to trust.
My strong belief is that if we do not bring our knowledge into one of the most powerful institutions that we have
created as human beings — and universities are not going to disappear — we will continue the work of the
residential schools here in Canada. We’ve been trying very hard to ensure that Indigenous Knowledge can become
part of the institution, and that these institutions work alongside the development of Indigenous institutions.
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Kevin Fitzgibbons
Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council (NSERC), Canada
Good day, bonjour and aloha. I am speaking to you from Ottawa, which is on the unceded territory of the
Algonquin Anishinaabe people.
NSERC is all about understanding the underpinnings of nature in all its forms. I think that what we're hearing
today, and what we hope to go forward with, is a better appreciation of the value of Indigenous and traditional
knowledge more generally in our scientific endeavors.
One thing that has struck us over the past several years of engaging with Indigenous communities is the
inextricable link between people and nature, wildlife, the land and the waters. We feel that as an organization, we
need to understand these links better in the way we fund science, the way we engage with Indigenous
communities across Canada and the way we conduct our research.
We feel that we have a very important role to play, but also a long way to go. Our job is to listen and to engage and
to implement. What I would like very much to do today is to hear what others have to say and see where it is that
we can translate those insights into actions that NSERC can apply in its own programming and its evaluation of
science.

The nine speakers
The foundations of science

Dr. Leroy Little Bear
Blackfoot First Nation, Professor Emeritus, University of Lethbridge, Canada
There are three major areas of science: the science of being (the cosmos), the science of the local (Newtonian
physics, our everyday reality), and the science of the small (the subatomic world). But
what is science? It is a search for reality.
In Western thought, it's “been there, done that, let's move on to something
new.” In Blackfoot thought, everything is related to place—it's spaceoriented. Why? Because although land will change, it changes slowly. So
place is something we can hang our hats on, at least for a time. That's
why land is sacred.
Blackfoot science is about energy, and it's galactically, cosmically based.
It looks at the big picture. That's why we have star stories and medicinal
wheels. The Blackfoot paradigm is based on constant flux, energy
waves, spirit and relationships, whereas western science is about
matter, the inanimate, measurement and reductionism.

“Let me very quickly compare
science to a house. A house usually
has a foundation and then a floor
plan. And once you've got the floor
plan, then you can think about
decorating, furnishing and so on. A
lot of times when we're talking about
science, we end up talking at the
furnishing level, not so much at the
floor plan level, and even less so at
the foundational level. I want to talk
about the foundational level.”

The goal of Blackfoot science is to sustain our existence, whereas Western
science is about measurement. From a Blackfoot perspective, if it's not about
relationships, it's not science.
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Integrating western and Indigenous science

Dr. Gregory Cajete
Tewa, Santa Clara Pueblo, Professor, University of New Mexico, U.S.
What I want to emphasize in my time here today are the major issues that I see
with regard to Native science and its integration with Western science—in
the way Indigenous Peoples view and understand themselves in the
“These criticisms have to be brought
world, what we call epistemology, how we come to knowledge, how
forward in ways that allow us to build
we come to understand ourselves. That is very much in contrast with
bridges toward a better future for
Western ways of knowing, education, forms of research, economics,
our students, ourselves and our
politics. This forum is tackling a very important issue in the sense
communities. We do need science to
that we're beginning to put in place an infrastructure for thinking
sustain ourselves into the 21st
about this.
century in all areas. And we do need
more Native students in sciencerelated fields. Hopefully, with these
kinds of strategies, we will be able to
accomplish more rapidly within the
next decade.”

This is what I've been doing since 1974, when I first started teaching
science. Even before the term decolonized was being used, I started
a decolonized science curriculum initiative at the Institute of
American Indian Arts, combining science with students’ cultural
histories. I was teaching with Native science and knowledge, weaving
them together using the arts, creative writing and our talented students to
describe their thoughts and perspectives in ways that reflected them as
We do need more native
contemporary people.

students in science related
Dr. Rayna
a Cherokeewith
who was head of cultural knowledge and perspectives in the American Association
fields.Green,
And hopefully,
for the Advancement of Science in the late 1970s and early 1980s, said: "The lack of Indian participation in science
these kinds of strategies, we
is as much due to an alienation from the traditions of Western science as from a lack of success or access to
willeducation,
be able tobad
accomplish
science
training in science or any other reasons conventionally given for minority exclusion from
moreprofessionalism.
rapidly within Contrary
the next to the insistence of Western scientists that science is not culture bound, that it
science
produces good,
is that many Native people feel that science and scientists are thoroughly Western rather than
decade.
universal, and that science is negative."
Much of that, unfortunately, is still true. It's a kind of intellectual colonization that I think we need to take a serious
look at because it's the systemic exclusion of Indigenous thought, Indigenous ways of knowing and Indigenous
Peoples from the practice of science even though we have long traditions of science that we are now beginning to
rediscover and reimplement.

14

Decolonization of people and language

Prof. Wangoola Wangoola Nduwala
Nabyama, MPAMBO African Multiversity, Busoga, Uganda
I speak from a background where we experience bareknuckle colonialism and oppression. I will address the issue
of knowledge: where and what are its sources?
In our experience, they are institutions like family, neighbourhood and community
engagement in the production of material sustenance. They are an education
system. (But in our case, a lot of missed education.) Other sources of knowledge
“The real feast of
struggle in countries where a small set of people oppresses the rest. There is
knowledge will come when
also the global class struggle. And lastly, the struggle between countries,
there is a sort of Marshall
where a small set of countries oppresses the rest. All of this makes
Plan to support the
decolonization an issue.
languages, the knowledges,
which have been ‘othered’
and handicapped for the
last hundreds of years.”

Hence the talk of what is called mainstream or conventional knowledge in our
country. We are weary of talking about knowledge in terms of compass
directions—Western knowledge, Indian knowledge, African knowledge, Chinese
knowledge. I think we need to start calling a spade a spade. If we talk about Chinese
knowledge, African knowledge, Indian knowledge, then we should not be talking about
Western knowledge. We should be consistent and call it European knowledge.
Instead of using the euphemism of Western knowledge, we should try to categorize knowledge and worldviews
between dominative or hegemonic knowledge and knowledge that seeks to coexist with other knowledges. But in
Africa, we generally find that it is not possible to decolonize knowledge when the people themselves are colonized.
The point is that first and foremost, you need to decolonize countries, nations, peoples and their languages.
Colonized people cannot have a decolonized knowledge.

Building trust to support cross-cultural dialogue and self-governance

Dr. Zanisah Man
Orang Asli, Professor, Universiti Kebangsaan, Malaysia
I am interested in the Indigenous relationship to land through the lens of community notions of territory and
space. For the Jakun [Indigenous] community that I work with, the goal is to regain knowledge, autonomy and selfgovernance. The problem is that it is not easy to achieve self-government when the community cannot express
who they are or have face-to-face communication with outsiders.
In that context, cross-cultural dialogue and collaboration are essential. Yet there are
many challenges involved in getting a community to trust you—and trust is
extremely important. For example, when I met the Jakun community for the first
time in 1990, I assumed that as an Indigenous person, they would accept me. But
they did not. They only accepted me because my friend was a Malay
(Indigenous).
I’m now working on a project that involves translating Indigenous stories from
the Jakuns of Malaysia and the Bribri of Costa Rica. The communities wrote their
own stories. I translated them from English to Malay. When I work with the
community, I have to convince them to put their stories in writing, and then I have to
translate them. I have to work with the children to convince them of the importance of
turning imaginary stories into pictures.

“To me, the idea of
Indigenous open
access is really
interesting. It gives
hope to people to
work on something
valuable to them.”
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Using the study of language and culture to reclaim space

Dr. Sonajharia Minz
Vice-Chancellor, Sido Kanhu Murmu University, Dumka, India
I come from an Oraon tribe in India and am second-generation literate. About five months ago, I was selected to
be the head of this liberal science and arts university in the tribal heartland of India.
It is said that in India, there are more than 700 distinct tribes whose population
numbers about 105 million among India’s total population of more than 1.3
billion. Along with the dividing line here between the Indigenous and the
non-Indigenous, we have multiple other layers in Indian society. In terms of
colonization or decolonization, we have had almost an onslaught of the
mainstreaming of knowledge systems and society, even prior to British
colonization.

“The term sustainability
can only be understood,
at least in India, in terms
of how the Indigenous
populations have
continued to live.”

The teaching of tribal languages in central India started in the mid-1970s.
But there has rarely been any genuine effort to study the culture of
Indigenous Peoples in India.
I am making efforts to start language and culture study programs. These programs are an effort by Indigenous
populations to claim space, claim dignity and also thereafter try to claim what our constitution also tries to
promise: equality, justice, fraternity and liberty. It’s so very important to bring out the richness of the Indigenous
(or as it is called in India, tribal) knowledge systems and share what has been kept in the margins—and even
outside the margins—for thousands and thousands of years.

Knowledge and language as a source of strength

Jazmin Romero Epiayu
Wayuu Activist, Colombia
Translation provided by Andrés Mejia

I have been an activist and feminist for many years. I defend Mother Nature and struggle for the rights of Wayuu
women, especially girls and adolescents. Today, I want to talk about the importance of preserving ancestral
knowledges and languages and about what we are doing to gather strength to struggle for the survival of our
peoples.
My focus is on defending our territories and the rights of women. The Wayuu
community has also started to create alliances with other peoples to gain
strength. We are creating a great spiritual pact for the defense of the
“When we talk about spirituality,
territory. We want to safeguard and clean up our territories and
we talk about equilibrium. We talk
recover them from the capitalist system and liberalism. We want to
about saving the planet, because
do this so we can look for strength from our ancestors and retake
the planet right now is in crisis.
spirituality as a central force.
This ancestral scientific community
deserves support from the broader
scientific community. I consider
myself to be a scientific researcher
because I am researching my own
ancestral knowledge for the
purpose of defending Mother
Earth.”

Our territories are in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta. We joined
together there to create a great pact. Now, we must do it again in
another mountain range, Serranía de Macuira, a sacred site for the
Wayuu people. We will go there to invoke the spirits and seek
guidance about how to better safeguard our territories, which are now
mainly in the hands of multinational corporations.

I call upon the scientific community and UNESCO to join in this project to save
the richness of my ancestral peoples.
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Returning to language to restore health and wellness

Dr. Ed Connors
Kahnawake First Nation, Psychologist, Canada
I come from Kahnawake Mohawk territory—where my mother was born and
raised—and from the Town of Mount Royal, which is part of Montreal. A
river divides these communities, but a bridge also connects them. So I come
from two sides of the same river—or in fact, two world views. I've learned to
respect both, not only in terms of sustaining my life, but in understanding
how to promote and support life on Earth.
When I left the Tower of Higher Knowledge, I chose to go out to learn from
territories across what is now called Canada. I sat in the lodges of my ancestors
and Elders to understand more about what we need to know to survive in the
face of the difficulties resulting from colonization.

“I find it a great mystery that so
much of the world's population has
come to believe in a myth that our
valued knowledge as humans has
only evolved since the emergence of
what has been called civilization.
“Contrary to these beliefs, I recognize
that the accumulated knowledge we
have formed throughout human time
is not only significant and of value,
but necessary for the continued
existence of humans on Earth.”

Since then, I and my Indigenous colleagues are resurfacing our Indigenous Knowledge in
health care, justice and suicide prevention. Years ago, trying to understand suicide better, we relied upon so-called
European knowledge. But we came to realize that we needed to return to the knowledge that exists within our
languages. We began to speak about how we could understand suicide within the Anishinaabe language. We
began to rethink our approach to prevention by thinking about it through an Anishinaabe lens. We began to
redefine “Mino-bimaadiziwin,” or living the good life. Through Indigenous Knowledge and teachings, we now
encourage others to explore with us how we can support each other to live long and good lives and avoid
premature, unnatural death.
This shift in thinking has created a dialogue within our Indigenous communities and within health-care systems. It
is shifting the paradigm from suicide prevention to a focus on supporting long and good lives. This process of
translating our Indigenous ancestral knowledge is informing much of what is helping our Indigenous communities
to restore health and wellness and therefore to survive.
You can learn more about what we are doing by visiting our website, wisepractices.ca.
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Building a future for the world by honouring Indigenous voices and ideas

Dr. Manulani Aluli Meyer
University of Hawaii, West O’ahu, U.S.
Aloha to all of you. What a blessing to have so many cousins in the house.
Aloha ʻĀina is the love of land. When you have Aloha ʻĀina at the centre of science,
you’re not wondering if the bottom line is money for investors. Do you
understand that science is linked to money? We love our lands here. And it
is more than that. Aloha ʻĀina is that which nourishes us, that has
“Leroy, I remember a talk you gave where I
always loved us.
said something stupid like, ‘Land is a
In the 1970s, we created a renaissance because research is
renewal. We were renewing ourselves to relationality, dynamic
coherence, interdependence, mutual causality, and what the postquantum sciences are calling complementarity. Isn't that
beautiful? We are heading into the rise of the feminine, the rise of
the actualization of a kind of wisdom based on Aloha ʻĀina.
The ultimate sciences of the western world are called postquantum world complementarity. Here, we have that in concepts.
This is a form of simultaneity that isn't about reciprocity. It's about
consciousness.

metaphor for our mother.’ And you scolded
me and said, ‘Land is not a metaphor for our
mother, land is our mother.’ That changed
everything for me. Indigenous epistemology
is about continuity.
“And in that centre of continuity is love. We
call it aloha here in Hawaii. And it's not a
commodity. It is an energetic field of
purpose, shared meaning, passion and
commitment to the love of land and the
service of people.”

And when that consciousness is about serving people, that's a spiritual
energy that builds a mutual emergent future for the world. Mutual
emergence isn't about one culture over the other. Specification leads to liberality.
And that's the localization of knowledge. That is the honouring of our Native voices, our Native ideas.
And when our principles become the centre of our “new” science, there's nothing “new.” We have relationality.
We will understand when our subjectivity changes things. We're not going to hide behind the false veil of
objectivity. The maturity of the world is on fire.

Closing remarks
In many Indigenous communities, when people came together to solve problems, make agreements or note
changes in the social world—such as births, deaths or unions, or changes in the ecosystem, state of plants, animals
and water life—these were recorded in memory by those given or assuming the responsibility to remember. In
times past, when Indigenous Peoples were an oral culture, transactions were recorded in memory and formal
procedures were in place. This section expresses the voices of the invited witnesses who share the bundle of
knowledge that took shape at this gathering for all to remember.

José Barreiro
Taíno Nation of the Antilles
[Due to technical issues, José sent his summation in video shortly after the webinar. Below is a summary of some of
his key ideas. His full summation appears in the transcript.]
At the beginning, John Elliott (Tsartlip First Nation) spoke about the health of our Native languages being the
health of the Earth. He set a tone for the depth of culture that would emerge and sang a song for the language
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itself. Katsi Cook (Wolf Clan Mohawk Akwesasne) followed with a song to the Four Directions and the seeds,
further situating the group in the actual practice: Mother Earth, Father Sun, honoring of the land. There was an
early lesson, as well, in moderator Laurie Robinson’s precise, respectful pronunciation of the speakers’ Native
names.
Lorna Wanostsa’7 Williams, Lil’wat First Nation, introduced the framework of the discussion: the opening of
scientific thinking and the decolonization of knowledge, the de-westernization of knowledge, the localization of
knowledge, and the knowledge within the people.
As the circle unfolded and we heard from all of the speakers, important themes emerged:
•

•
•
•

•
•

Longevity: why important knowledge, including languages, lasted; the importance of work that is truly
guided by the Elders and by community perception; and how long-term community thinking can be of use
in the health and well-being of the people.
Self-determination: the capacity for development, the rebuilding of infrastructures, the things that
survive of the cultures of Indigenous Peoples, and how to rescue, remember and put them to use.
The assault on all Indigenous Knowledge and culture: the impact of insidious policies, the wish to do
harm, and the importance of bringing Indigenous Knowledge into educational institutions.
The ceremonial approach and the commitment to clear thinking: a strong, clear Indigenous foundation
and the understanding that science is a search for reality based on what one knows and what one is
standing on; the importance of spiritual ceremony, messaging and dreams in sustaining memory and in
the struggle to survive.
Place-based Indigeneity and thinking: the land as a constant and language as a repository of much of that
culture of the land; a multi-layered world of knowledge, interrelated yet locally specific and ecosystemic.
Sustainability: as understood by the tribal peoples, based on closer bondings at the local and global
levels. The knowing of the land, the territories, the working from place and time, historical and
immemorial, is central to the foundation.

This work must continue; it must stay real—the ancient, the ancestral knowledge in the present world. It is about
the rights of the feminine, the love of the land, spirituality at the base, local knowledge and long-term observation.
It is empirical, practical, reality attached to cosmo-vision, to spirit, to dreaming, to our commonality as peoples. It
is about the recovery of language and the renewal of Indigenous community.
What will it take to do that from the inside? What can allies do to help in that quest? There is a lot to ponder. This
is just the beginning.
[Speaker using words spoken in traditional language].
Saludos, abrazos, greetings, and my love to all.

Kevin Lowe
Gubbi Gubbi, Scientia Indigenous Fellow, University of New South Wales, Australia
Due to technical issues, Kevin sent his summation in writing shortly after the webinar. Below is a summary of some
of his key ideas. His full summation appears in the transcript.
The following points are meant as a response to some of the many issues raised by today’s speakers. I have sought
to pull together four touchstone issues that resonated with me as I listened.
1. Language and knowledge are issues of cultural survival and identity. Presenters acknowledged the conundrum
(as painted by governments) of the immediacy of a community or family’s economic well-being versus their
survival and culture. For many, once this “choice” is enacted (by being removed or by choosing to move to larger
centres), the challenge is to seek out opportunities to engage in language/knowledge work of country.
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Many spoke of people needing to keep a connection to "country" beyond a physical presence. They are
preoccupied with the essence of being Indigenous and the claims we make concerning our Indigenous identities
and our capacity to situate ourselves in place and space. Many spoke of the issues related to the ongoing
colonization of communities, and its forever presence in the physical, linguistic, economic and cultural domains
that situate dominant culture in the spaces where we live.
2. The second issue centres on the question of Indigenous Knowledge and its epistemic legitimacy within the eyes
of the Western Academy. This is not a question of the epistemic legitimacy of Indigenous Knowledge, but rather of
the way in which Indigenous Knowledge has been positioned and monitored within the Academy. The
boundedness of western knowledge systems—and their claims to universal truths and “understanding”—judges
and positions all other systems of knowing against the Academy’s standards and assertions.
3. The third issue concerns the development of policies meant to safeguard the work of the non-Indigenous
Academy in its acquisition and/or (mis)appropriation of Indigenous Knowledge. There is a concern that the
development of policies and practices that attempt to codify how this work is to be done in itself cements
institutional control over Indigenous People’s engagement.
4. The fourth issue focuses on the political space. The reclamation and use of language and the participation of
people in Indigenous cultural work are in themselves political acts. We need to never forget that the ongoing work
of the neo-colonial state has been to deny prior occupation, sovereignty and intimate connectedness between
Indigenous Peoples, their country and knowledge systems. This process is enacted in our schools daily. This is no
accident, but a purposeful act of suppression of Indigenous sovereignty by denying the very acts of invasion and
colonization.
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