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Abstract
Kanien'keha:ka and Rotinonhshonni languages, knowledges, teachings, philosophies, epistemologies, and
ethical systems exist in relation to the living presence of lands and the natural world, ancestral homelands,
the presence of Ancestors and ancestral knowledge, collective narrative memory (McLeod, 2007), from
within places of ancient relationship and meaning. Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhshonni knowledge is carried
within the language and teachings by Elders and Knowledge Holders; as beloved Oneida Knowledge
Bearer Bob Antone (2013b) says, “Elders [are] the wisdom-keepers of repository knowledge” (p. vii).
Attention to this intricate interweaving, this network of relationships – and the ways they are lived and
embodied by Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhshonni Elders – holds the potential for the renewal and resurgence
of Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhshonni languages, worldviews, knowledge systems, ways of knowing-being,
and oral intergenerational practices that interrupt and transform the processes of knowledge and language
loss that are a direct result of Settler-Colonial invasion.
This research theorizes Elder Praxis, Indigenous Elders’ critical thinking and ethical action, their voice
and vision, the ways they provide guidance, perception, wisdom, humor, knowledge, ways of knowing
and being, paying careful attention to the re-envisioning and renewal of ancient memory, listening for the
relationalities between language, knowledge, and memory that cycle through the everyday of today, the
transformative capacity of intergenerational relationship guided by the praxis of Onkwehon:we Elders.
Theorizing Onkwehon:we Elder Praxis suggests a re-orientation, a re-centering, of critical and
transformative relationships, practices, ethics, and protocols, an intergenerational, oral-relational
framework for the restoration, renewal, and resurgence of Onkwehon:we languages, community-centered
knowledges and practice, mediated by and rooted within the lived, everyday ways of knowing-being of
Elders. Restoring and re-storying oral, intergenerational relationships locates Haudenosaunee Elders at
the center of a process of renewal and resurgence, a critical nexus of cultural meaning, knowledge, and
practice within the generations, “maintain[ing] those cycles of continuous creation,” as Kanien’keha:ka
midwife Katsi Cook puts it (Cook, 2008, p. 165). Theorizing Elder Praxis remembers and situates
Indigenous Elders at the heart of Indigenous cultural, linguistic, and intellectual resurgence.
Correspondingly, this dissertation also elaborates a “new” theoretical framework of Critical Indigenous
Language Restoration and Renewal, re-conceptualizing and re-contextualizing Indigenous language
revitalization from within a Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni network or matrix of intergenerational
relationships to each other, to Ancestors, to future generations, to our Mother the Earth, and to the natural
world of Creation, quickened and mediated by the knowledge ways and praxis of Onkwehon:we Elders.
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Conceptualizing and contextualizing in new ways, from different centers, a critical framework for
renewing relationships to language and cultural knowledge deepens the healing, regeneration, and
possibilities for the resurgence of Rotinonhsionni community, held within the epistemologies,
philosophies, teachings, and cultural practices of a Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni universe.
Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community, as a reflection of Tom Porter’s Mohawk Elder Praxis, embodies a
re-envisioning and re-imagining of the contemporary meaning and relevance of well-worn pathways,
intergenerational continuities, collective narrative memory (McLeod, 2007), persistence, and presence
within Kanien:keh, Mohawk lands and ancestral homelands. Kanatsiohareke forms a Kanien'keha:ka and
Rotinonhshonni resistance to the hegemony of Settler-Colonial invasion and overculture by re-centering
within Kanien’keha:ka meaning, lifeways, and worldviews, a self-determining restoration, renewal, and
resurgence. In the process of Mohawk re-visioning, re-narrating and re-imagining, the reciprocity of
intergenerational presence-ing to each other mediated by the praxis of a Mohawk Elder, Mohawk and
Iroquois people re-connect to intergenerational relationships of language and knowledge, to a
Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni universe, in the context of traditional community. As they return to this
context of ancestral homeland and traditional Kanien’keha:ka community, to older patterns and
orientations in this place, they re-weave relations and reciprocities between language, cultural knowledge,
memory, identity, generations, land, and the natural-spiritual world. In these ways, they are awakening
ancient coherence, consciousness, and action, engaging the aspiration of what John Mohawk calls cultural
re-development, reminding us that “the redevelopment of culture on a human scale is the only practical
way that people and peoples can regain control of their lives and their destinies” (Mohawk in Barreiro,
2010, p. 199).
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Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen (Thanksgiving Address)1
“At this time I am going to speak in the English language, in order that our brothers, who
doesn’t, who do not understand the Mohawk language, will be able to understand the way the
Creator put us here on the Earth, and the ways that he gave us to believe in, and the way we
should behave in this Earth we call Mother Earth.
First, it goes this way:
The Creator is the one, as we are gathered here at this time, our Creator is the one that gave us
the good fortune to come together here, and so we ask the People, we’ll send our greetings, and
thanksgiving and our love to our Creator, because he has allowed us to assemble here together at
this time. And so we say thank you to our Creator and our mind is agreed. Tho.
And then it is also that our Creator said that when we are together, that the first order is that we
must give greetings and thanksgiving and express our compassion and love for one another, for
those of us so assembled. And so it is to all the People who will hear these words, we send to
each of your our greetings, our thanksgiving, and our love. And our mind is agreed. Tho.
And then our Creator made the Earth, and when our Creator made the Earth, when the world was
new, our Creator said the earth would be a woman, but not just a woman, but she would be a
mother, the mother of all humans, the mother of all life, the mother of all birds and animals. And
our Mother the Earth would give birth every day to all of the life. And when our Mother Earth
has given birth, she will make the food grow that will nourish our life. And so the creator said
that will be the nature of the Earth, she will be the mother of all living things and she will
nourish that birth. And that is exactly what our Mother Earth does, even to this day, since the
beginning of time. And so you and I, today, are listening to me talk. And so what we will do,
1

Spoken by Tom Porter, Sakokwenionkwas. This is my transcription of Tom Porter giving the Ohen:ton
Karihwatehkwen in English, the Opening Address or the Thanksgiving Address, as it is often translated from
Kanien’keha (the Mohawk language), or the Words That Come Before All Else; or as Tom says, “what we say
before we do anything important” (Porter, 2008, p. 8). (For more context, see note at end of the Ohen:ton
Karihwatehkwen.)
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because our Mother the Earth is ever so consistent in giving birth and life, we the People who are
children will become of One Mind and we will send our thanksgiving, greetings, and love to our
Mother the Earth, our foundation of our life. We say thank you Mother Earth and our Mind is
agreed. Tho.
Upon our Mother Earth our Creator put the water that’s in the rivers and the creeks and the ponds
and the lakes and the oceans. And the water is a living entity. The water is the one that quenches
our thirst every single day and every night. The water is the one that bathes us and showers us, so
that our body will be clean and fresh. And we will have a good life. And so the water is there
every day to quench our thirst. That’s the way the Creator made it. And so because of that, we
the People will become of One Mind and we will send our thank you, our greetings and our love
to the spirit of every Water that’s in all of Mother Earth. And to you we say thank you for
quenching our thirst today. And our Mind is agreed. Tho.
In the water our Creator put the life we call it fish, the fish life, some are big and small, some are
medium sized. And when anything falls into the water, the Creator told the fish that they will
gobble it up and keep the water clean. And when the animals and the people needs food or
nourishment, they can go towards the fish, and they can take their life, and it will become a food
for us. And so the fish who swim in the waters of the world today are continuously doing their
job the way the Creator told them to do. And because of that we have a much needed help to live.
So we the People are grateful. So One Mind we become. And we send our thanksgiving and our
greetings and our love to the Fish life all over the waters of all the world. We say thank you
today and our Mind is agreed. Tho.
And then our Creator planted next to where the waters are, the shores of the rivers and lakes,
medicinal plants. In the mountains, in the valleys, in the plains, all over, in the valleys, our
Creator planted medicinal plants because as we the humans walk upon Mother Earth, sometimes
sickness will befall us. And when sickness catches up with us, it disrupts the tranquility and the
peace of our mind, and causes discomfort and dissatisfaction. And so it is for that reason that the
Creator planted the multitudes of medicines everywhere, in the valleys and mountains and in the
big woods and by the rivers’ edges. And so we will pick these medicines. And they were
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bestowed with power by our Creator. And with this power of the medicines, they will take away
the sickness that brings discomfort to us. And then they will restore peace and tranquility to our
mind. And so the medicines is waiting every day for the privilege and the pleasure for us humans
to ask them to aid us when we are sick. And so that’s the way the Creator made it. And so, what
we will do because of this fact, we will gather our minds as One Mind, and we will send our
greetings, our thankfulness, and our love to every medicinal plant that grows in every mountain,
every forest, and every valley, on the entire Mother Earth. And we say thank you to them and our
Mind is agreed. Tho.
And then our Creator, when the world was new, planted for us the gardens and the vegetables
that grow in the gardens. And number one, the Creator chose the Corn to be the leader of all
vegetational things. Number two, he chose the Beans to be the second leader in command. And
then number three, he chose the Squashes and the Pumpkin, the vined things to be the third
leader of all the vegetables that grow in the gardens. And right now, it is in the middle of the
summer, and our garden, the gardens at my home, in my community, are growing. They already
are producing potatoes, they already are producing beans, they already are producing corn that
we’re eating. And so it is. That is a testimony. And we are the witnesses of our Creator’s
wonderful world, the gardens that grow. And so to the leader the Corn, the Beans, and the
Squash, who represents all the vegetables that grow in all people’s gardens, we the People today
are of One Mind as we send our greetings, our thankfulness, and our love to the spirit of every
vegetable plant that grows in our gardens, that bring nourishment to our body, we say thank you
to them and to our Creator for that wonderful plant and our Mind is agreed. Tho.
And then our Creator when the world was new, he planted the berries of all kinds. When the cold
winter passes, the first berry that will appear will be the Strawberry, and it will be big and red
and juicy and sweet. And that is the first berry after the big snow, and we call this berry the big
medicine. And so it will doctor us and it will nourish us. And when that Strawberry finishes, the
next one in line will be the Raspberry bush, and from there the Blueberries, and the Blackberries,
and the lists go on, right on till winter time it comes, we will be harvesting different berries all
through the summer. And that is the big medicine for us the People and the animals and the
birds. And so because the berries was there, the Strawberry and then we just finished the
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Raspberry, and the others are yet to be harvested, we the People are grateful, and we bring our
minds together as though we were all just but One Mind. And then we send our thank you, our
greetings, and our love to the Berry plants that give us the sweet fruits of their berry all summer
long, we say thank you to them and our Mind is agreed. Tho.
And then what our Creator did when the world was new, our Creator made the Trees, and the
Trees make the Forests that are all over Mother Earth. And of these trees, the Creator chose the
Maple Tree to be the leader of all of the different kinds and varieties of trees. And from these
trees comes the shade in a hot summer’s day where we may find comfort. From these trees
comes the plums and the cherries and the apples and the oranges and the list goes on and on and
on. From the trees we will gather the wood that has fallen to make a fire, so that our families will
not freeze in the cold winter months. From the trees we will build small humble homes so when
the big cold raindrops come, it won’t bring discomfort to us. From the trees, Grandma says, that
the trees makes the air and the wind blow, that we may breathe and have oxygen to live. And so
the Trees in their total are a life that gives our birth every day. They nourish our birth every day.
And so to the Trees of the world, the Forests of the world, we the People will become One Mind
and we send our thank you, our greetings, and our love to every Tree, big and small, throughout
the whole Mother Earth. We say thank you to you at this time and our Mind is agreed. Tho.
In amongst the trees in the forest there, there are the Animals that the Creator put there. Little
ones, medium size, and big animals, and here in the Northeast where we live off Mother Earth,
the Creator chose the Deer, the Deer to be the leader of all the animals in the Northeast. And so it
is that the Deer provides food for us, they provide clothing for us, they provide medicine for us,
and they provide food for us. And so sometimes when we are walking in the big woods and we
look around and we will see a Deer looking at us. That means that the Creator’s way is still
going, it is still valid. And so to all the Animals of the world, big and small, we the human
relatives are of One Mind, and we send our greetings, and our thankfulness, and our love to
them. And our Mind is agreed today. Tho.
And then what our Creator did, our Creator then made the Birds, and he made them by the
hundreds of thousands. And he put beautiful colored feathers on their body. And then our
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Creator talked to the birds and he gave them a song. Every different variety, he gave them a
different rhythm, a different song. And then the Creator spoke to the birds, and he said that their
special job will be here on Mother Earth, is to shake up the minds of all the human beings and
the animals, so that boredom and lonesomeness will not find a home in our mind, that we will
have happiness and joy. And so the Creator told the birds, as he gave them the songs of many
kinds, he said every morning before the Sun shows his face, when only the dawn begins to shine
the light of a new day, all of you birds will get up and fly, and you will sing the chorus of songs
of joy, so that all life will rejoice and have a good time, and fun as they live upon Mother Earth.
And so it is this morning, the birds sang their songs again, as they have since the beginning of
time. And so, joy again we knew. And so to the Birds, who the Eagle is their leader, we say
thank you for the songs of this past day. Thank you that you followed the Creator’s plan of this
land and life, and we say thank you again, and our Mind is agreed. Tho.
And then our Creator did another, in the sky, he placed there the Thunder Beings. And these
Thunder Beings are the one who are in charge of bringing the rain, to renew the rivers, and the
streams, and the lakes, and all the garden things. It is the Thunder Grandfather, from the rain that
quenches the thirst. It is they who thunder their voice across the sky and make it possible that we
may have life. And so this past summer, they visit us almost every day because we’re their
Grandchildren, and they bring fresh water, so that we may always be replenished. And so we the
People who are the Grandchildren of the Thunder, become one Mind now at this moment, and
we send our thank you, our greetings, and our love to them, and our Mind is agreed. Tho.
Then it is another that our Creator did. He made two Suns in the sky. One Sun is called the Older
Brother. And he was told by the Creator to shine the light upon Mother Earth so that we will see
as we walk upon Mother Earth. Our Creator told the Sun that he will radiate warmth so the corn
will grow, and the watermelon will get big and sweet. And so it is every day, the Creator who
instructed the Sun to do his job, the Sun does his job, and that’s why we have the miracle of
these beautiful days. And so with oneness of Mind, we the People will become. And we send our
thank you, our greetings, and our love to our Old Brother Sun, who watches over us, we who are
his younger sister and brothers. And so with a big, big thank you, we say thank you with love.
And our Mind is agreed to our Old Brother Sun. Tho.
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Then the Second Sun of Night, we call her our Grandmother the Moon. She is the one who
orchestrates the women of all the nations of the world. It is she who determines when each
individual woman will conceive of a child and give birth to a child that makes the nations of the
world. It is she our Grandmother the Moon who raises and lowers the salt waters of the oceans of
Mother Earth. And so it is, our children are born, our grandchildren are born, our gardens grow,
and the geese fly according to the Moon. And so to our Grandmother the Moon, the giver of life
and birth, we say thank you with love. And our Mind is agreed. Tho.
And then it is also when the world was new, our Creator made the Four Winds that bring the
changing of the seasons, so that when Mother Earth has become very tired from giving birth, the
Wind of the North and East will bring a white blanket of snow and cover our Mother Earth, so
that she may rest. When she has sufficiently rested, the Wind of the South and the West removes
the white blanket of snow, and soon there is green grass that covers our Mother Earth like a wall
to wall carpet. And also the flowers will bloom, many beautiful colors, and this fragrances and
the smell will fill the air in every direction, and our Mother the Earth will give birth again. And
so it is to the Four Winds that bring the changing of the seasons, we the human relatives are
grateful and we say thank you with love and our Mind is agreed. Tho.
And then it’s to the Stars that beautify our Grandmother Moon. It is the Stars who tell us in the
future what is to come. That is the way it was when the world was new. Elders have said that the
day will come when all people will become like small children, and we will lose the knowledge
of how to talk to the Stars. But they said, one thing is for certain. Even if we become lost, and
not knowledgeable anymore, we will not be blind. So it is that when we look into the nighttime
sky, and we see the millions and millions of Stars shining ever so bright, there is no one that
could make more beautiful painting or creation than what the Creator did when he made the Stars
of night. And for their great, awesome beauty, we say thank you with love to them, and our Mind
is agreed. Tho.
And then when the world was new, our Creator made the Four Sacred Beings, we call them the
Sky Dweller Beings, the unseen forces of the universe. They are the ones who are our Creator’s
helpers. And they are our human protectors. And so in the history of mankind, whenever there
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became a need, that there be peace, whenever our Grandfathers and Grandmothers veered from
their spiritual teachings, and war and discord came, one of these Four Sacred Beings were sent
by the Creator to become a Peace Messiah to remind us of our spiritual knowledge, and the way
we should behave. And those are the great peace prophets that every race of the world has had
the privilege to know. And so it is, that’s why it is in the year 2000, we are still here, the human
beings. And we must always remember our sacred instructions. And so to the Four Sacred
Beings that are our protectors, the messengers of our Creator, we say thank you with love to
them. And our Mind is agreed. Tho.
And finally, to our Creator, we call Shonkwaia’tison, the one who has no face and no body, but
is the maker of all life of the universe. He belongs to the humans, he belongs to the birds, and he
belongs to the animals. He belongs to everything that lives. And when our Creator finished all
Creation, he made us humans the very last. And then he told us, I put one woman and one man,
and with your togetherness, from your bodies, will be born replicas of yourselves. And that will
be the future generations. And that’s what we are, from the ones that were born when the world
was new. And the Creator did not make a museum of technical difficulties or archives of many
difficult technicalities of philosophy or religion. When the Creator put us on the Earth, he just
said simply, this is your Mother Earth and every day respect your Mother Earth, love your
Mother Earth. And whatever you use, whatever you eat, whatever you drink, be sure to say thank
you. And when you say thank you to everything that gives you life, you are saying thank you to
me. And that’s what the Creator said. And so it is. There’s no big difficulty, no technical
problem. Just simply, say thank you. And that’s what this book, that’s what this CD recording is
about. To say thank you, for the miracle of our birth, that we’re still here in the year 2000. And
so it is, what we will symbolically and spiritually do, all the People who are listening, we will
become One Mind, as if we were one person, and then we will put multitudes of layers of
thankfulness. And multitude of layers of love and greetings, in a big pile. And then we will
surround this mountainous pile of greetings, thank you, and love, and we will all at once
simultaneously throw it high into the universe. And we say Creator, our maker, thank you for the
miracle that we still live today. Thank you for all Mother Earth has, we say Creator thank you
with love. And our Mind is agreed.
And so it is, this is the Thanksgiving. In a short version. Thank you.
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~~~~~~
Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen: a little more context
As Tom explains, “Our Creator made the whole world, the whole universe. And he made
everything that grows. And every animal and every bird and every kind of water – everything.
And when he finished that, then the last ones he made were the human beings. In fact, of all of
the human beings, our elder people say the Indian was the very last one to get made, the Indian
people, Native people. And then he put us here on this earth. And then when he put us here, he
didn’t just throw us here and say, ‘You’re on your own. You do what you can do.’ He didn’t do
that. When he let us be here at the beginning of the world, when it was new, he instructed us
about how the world goes, how it operates, and how you live here. He told us that. And that’s
what we call Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen. It’s what we say before we do anything important, what
you have to observe before any important events. And our Creator gave us this miraculous life
from ever since we are born until wherever we are traveling today in our life’s path. And so we
say to our Creator, ‘Thank you for the privilege that I can walk again today. And our mind is
agreed.’ And if it is, you will say ‘Huh.’” (Tom Porter, 2008, p. 10). [Or, as Tom says, “the
formal way the old Mohawks say it, when they agree, is they say ‘Tho’” (Porter, 2008, p. 11).
What I have transcribed comes from a CD where Tom does the Opening first in Kanien’keha and
then in English. Tom is known for the beauty of his words when doing the Ohen:ton
Karihwatehkwen. Hearing it, in Kanien’keha (and in English) is so much more beautiful than
written words can convey. (So, for anyone who wants to hear Tom speaking it, you can find the
CD in the Kanatsiohareke Craft Shop!)
Beginning with the Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen is Rotinonhsionni protocol, a way of doing
things, of strengthening relationships, that recognizes and gives thanks to all of Creation before
starting anything important. It is the only way I could begin.
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~

“The Mohawk had occupied the valley which bears their name longer than the reach of human
memory. Like other displaced peoples, the descendants of those who left their valley resettled in
other lands but kept alive a dream of one day returning to the land in which rested the bones of
their ancestors. A group of Mohawks made an unsuccessful attempt during the 1950s, but the
dream never died”
-- John Mohawk

“Beauty is resistance” – Mourid Barghouti

~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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My Story

“I know the Protectors exist…They try to tell us things to help us. We have to learn to listen. Just
because you can’t see them doesn’t mean they’re not there…If we look hard enough, we can
start seeing them, too. But seeing them is not as important as listening to them. Once you can
hear them, you’ll never be the same again. Your life will change. That’s what the Creator wants
for us. That’s part of His plan. It was always meant for us to hear them, but somewhere along the
way we tried to hide our spirituality. We’ve missed out on a lot the Creator had prepared for us.
This is the time for us to start listening again. It’s in the prophecy.”
--- Leon Shenandoah

First, I will tell you in fairness to you, hang on, I’ve got a lot to say. I’ll begin by saying why I
am writing this – because I believe we need to do this to humanize this space of academia, to
infuse some humility into this place of such extreme (and yes, often nauseating) hubris, because I
think the storying/counter-storying I have come to know in Critical Race Theory is onto
something, because I have been compelled by a small sticky note on my kitchen wall for the last
ten years that has been there since Professor González on the first night of my first class in my
Masters program at the University of Arizona asked the question, ‘Whose knowledge, whose
voice?,’ and that moment changed me…I think we can only answer this question and ask this
question of others, if we are willing to “go there,” to speak our truths aloud, no matter what the
reception (read, judgment) might be. And I am writing this because I have Edward Buendía’s 2
related question in my mind, ‘How will we write knowledge differently?’ And because my work
comes out of me, which means that it comes out of my own experience and perspective and life
story. To withhold this would be a Western research tactic that I am in no way interested in
replicating or internalizing, even though it would be certainly far easier. But I have an obligation
to many people and places to put myself into the story.
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Rather than interrupt the story with academic citations, I include citations as footnotes instead during this section:
(Buendía, 2003, p. 50).
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I could have chosen not to write this section at all, to write it in a more “acceptable,” which is to
say in this case, less honest, way…and that surely would have been far easier than what I am
setting out to do here, in the short term, and definitely in the long term, because of what might
come out of me writing this. But I know that I must align all my work, for my work comes out of
my life, and the kind of human being I choose to be…and, if anything, this paper emanates from
within Story. Which means that I have a commitment to storying the entire thing – including
myself, no matter how much I do not want to do this. And I will tell you how much I do not want
to do this – I wound up in the Sonoran desert in Tucson, Arizona at the University of Arizona
instead of in the interior of Alaska at the University of Alaska Fairbanks based on how much I
did not want to write this story – the University of Alaska had a longer requirement of a narrative
autobiographical statement (I finished the entire application, save the autobiography), and the
University of Arizona’s requirement was not as intense, for me, so I chose to finish the
application and move to the desert, even though I knew I cannot handle dry heat and am freaked
out by prehistoric stinging poisonous arachnids anywhere, much less ones that show up in your
kitchen or on your living room floor as you’re falling asleep, or how about the giant cockroaches
that mean you will never take a relaxing shower in Tucson, one eye forever on the drain, just in
case. Anyway, I chose the desert because I needed to avoid doing what I am voluntarily doing
now. I guess I wasn’t ready yet.
Writing my story, approaching the story of my life now from this new location of getting ready
to submit a dissertation to my committee – it is a different place from which to reflect, on many
things, but especially on myself and on what this whole thing means…and this is where it
expands outward and I fade way into the background – what it means to everyone, to the circles
of my life in which I move, have moved, and will move into, those expanding circles that, like a
stone thrown in a lake, ripple outward, touching and overlapping with others who also move
from within the ever-expanding, interconnecting ripples of their lives on the water. Which is why
I must reflect now on the meaning of myself and this whole thing, this dissertation, in relation to
everything else – human beings and the more than human world. For this dissertation, as much as
I “need” to continue it to its completion (of the writing and the process anyway), to complete
what I made a commitment to, to whom I made a commitment to, in starting it at all, is least of
all, truth be told, about me. I started this whole graduate school journey not for me, least for me –
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I wanted to do other things, more fulfilling things, for me personally. I wanted to stay where I
was, at Tyendinaga Mohawk Territory, and continue in Kanien’keha language immersion, living
with my adopted parents, Donny and Sarah Brant, who I love with all my heart, and keep moving
towards my goal of becoming fluent. I never wanted to be an academic, never thought of a life in
the academy (I still don’t, actually). For me, my personal love, outside of learning the language,
would’ve been to work out in the woods, to be surrounded by trees and the natural world, getting
dirty and being filled up, surrounded by the living world. I would’ve loved going back to
working on a farm, as I have before, and am perfectly happy with my hands in the Earth all day,
walking amongst the green, growing world. The last place I wanted to be (other than an office,
which I have always dreaded in any way going to, and since I was little – and I admit through
today – I ask myself, ‘What do they do in there anyway? Move papers from one desk to another
one?’) was somewhere I would be constrained by time, by deadlines, by acceptable clothing, by
shoes that they say look nice but hurt, by other people competing with each other – ever so
nicely – about their ideas, where people think – and even say – that they know things, where it
would be expected that you would have to stand in front of people and give talks about what you
supposedly know so much about, and then have to answer questions that you don’t even really
understand, much less can figure out an answer to, where you have to worry about going to find
a job where you have to, again, talk to people, even worse be interviewed by people whose intent
is not to connect with you, but to figure out how to poke holes in whatever little you feel like you
do know or can remember because you memorized it for that day, who want to figure out who
you are without really wanting to listen to your deeper story (this is my perception of the
interview process, and I am sorry if it offends anyone). This is not a world of my choosing, I am
most uncomfortable there, and I have done my best to place myself on the periphery while here
in academia. I pretty much have (as my friends constantly reminded me as they packed their
suitcases for yet another conference), shot myself in the foot if I wanted to become
acceptable/accepted in that world – I don’t go to conferences, don’t want to present “my”
thoughts, don’t schmooze, don’t try to get stuff published, don’t dress up, and oh yes, my most
annoying trait that constantly gets me in trouble – I don’t check my email. Yes, I am far happier,
fulfilled, content, when I am out in the woods or running my dogs on a freezing, deserted
windswept beach in the middle of winter, listening to the voice of the world. But – a big but – I
now live in what is for me the uncomfortable world. And what’s even crazier, I chose to be here,
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to move out here – no one made me do it. But I did it not for myself, is what I am getting at, not
because I had illusions of grandeur, but because I was asked to go. By an Elder, one Elder in
particular, my maske Rosalie. Though it was also suggested I think about going by a couple of
Elders, from a couple of different places. And because their asking joined with my perception
and listening for what might be needed, that had been developing over my lifetime, yes, but over
probably a decade of watching and listening and visiting and almost getting thrown in prison for
protecting a burial ground (another story for another time, sorry), going to different places in the
world, Onkwehon:we3 places, and being present. These experiences – doing Indigenous rights
activism, doing grassroots community radio – honed my listening that I grew up doing as a
matter of survival (more on that later). I was paying attention, differently from the mainstream,
and even from activism circles, to what was happening – so, for context, I began waking up
when I was 22 years old, which is now a few months shy of 29 years ago – I’ll save you the
math, I’m 51 years old now, almost. Old enough to know a little bit, not old enough to know a
little more. So, listening. I went to the Highlands of Guatemala in 1992 during the 500 Years of
Resistance and II Continental Encounter of 500 Years of Indigenous and Popular Resistance (of
Columbus’s invasion) to listen to the stories of the Maya People there, to do witness work during
the escalation of repression against their communities by Army General Rios Montt, who ran a
campaign of terror and targeting of the Maya – a campaign of genocide – that was part of Central
America’s longest civil war, the violence supported on every level by the US. I know, big
surprise. I mention this part of my life because this is where I came to life. This is where I got
woken up – the people I met and the stories they told woke up my own stories, the critical nature
of a smoldering, resonant need of my own story – I was there as a witness, to do no less and no
more than stand with my life, to listen to the stories of the People with my engaged heart and
mind, and to return home to somehow touch, move, wake up others in the place of the genesis of
these communities’ suffering – the United States. Gathering their stories, I returned home to
figure out how to listen, which in an Onkwehon:we ‘framework’ means engagement, means a
profound relationship between listening, the People, Spirit, presence, the Land, all the otherthan-human participants, Time, Language, Ancestors…a movement of the heart. Since that
moment of touch-down in Guatemala, and all my movements since, over all their trajectories, the
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“Real People, among Haudenosaunee or Iroquois” (John Mohawk in Barreiro, 2010, p. 3)
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‘emergent,’ developing pattern is of listening, and of being moved, and of finding a home for
these stories, for Story.
I’m pretty sure I’ve always been a ‘runner,’ since this is what is familiar, comfortable, resonant
to me within my being. Even though I can no longer run, physically move the way I remember
moving before my back was broken at twenty – except in my dreams, there I still run – but I
carry the messages, I am given the story(ies) and, entrusted with them, I run to wherever they
need to go. Sometimes I am told by the storier where to bring them, other times I have to hold on
to them until I know, figure out, where they are meant to be. It is a humble task, and it is
humbling – but it is a good one. It is meant for me. It is humbling to be entrusted with the stories
of others that they are asking, beseeching you, to be told. Then I have had to carry their voice. To
find the hearts that will hear them. I am not the storyteller. I am not the holder of knowledge, old
knowledge in that way of those who keep the Knowledge – I have knowings from within the
truth of my life experience, from those old ways of knowing that live in our cells and the deep
places of our Spirit, along with whatever I have been brought in to know. So, I am not a
knowledge holder, in that way; but it has been recognized in me, I guess, by those who do hold
the wisdom, the knowledge, the vision that needs protection and safe homecoming, that I will
deliver it safely. That I will make it so that the Story, the voice, the vision makes it home, in the
places and ways I have been asked to bring it.
It is an honorable place or path to walk, for me, because I have something I can do to contribute
to the life and well-being of the People, and that is to say, to the rest of Creation…I have been
put in the path of some profound human beings…because I am to carry their stories, I have
gotten to listen to them – and that journey has been rich and deeply moving beyond words. It has
changed me and brought me places, physically and spiritually, emotionally and intellectually,
that I would never have gotten to experience…I mean, it – they – have made me who I am today.
The power of stories and their tellers.
So why me? What’s so special about you, Holmes? Absolutely nothing. I have the Creator in me
just like everybody else does. If I can think of why I have been entrusted with the stories of the
life of the People, just maybe it’s that I can read the landscape, the territory I travel through, as I
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myself am being read and readied. And I know deeply how to listen. Why, how, do I know this?
In a world where I am constantly astounded – angered, by the reverberating repercussions of
those who cannot, or refuse, to listen – I search for other listeners, I ask myself why I listen, or
even why I know how to listen (if that is not too big-headed a thing to say about myself). I think
about it. A lot. And as I get older, and as I experience life and look back at myself and how these
things filter through my life experience, I realize more and more that my own why of listening is
deeply related to my experience of growing up – it emerges out of my own experience of life and
what has been in front of me – or sometimes on top of me, not unlike a boulder, pressing on my
spirit and trying to make me forget. Wait, I’m losing you, you say – where are you going now?
I’m going to that boulder, putting down some oyenkwa’onwe, some real tobacco, taking some
breaths and getting ready to tell my story.
Here, I am going to lean on a conversation I had years ago with Mohawk Elder Jake Swamp, part
of a continuing conversation we had over the years, talking about our People, and where I spoke
with him, again, some of what I will be sharing with you now. Jake told me, “There is always
that wall of fear. If we let that fear contain us, we are not able to share ourselves fully. But if
we’re able to get beyond that wall of fear, everything opens up. It’s not impossible, nothing is
impossible. Do not give up. Keep going. You gotta keep going.”
Listening. I have been listening, because listening has been where I locate my survival, or where
I locate my death, such is the power of Story. As I was growing up I would take that listening
and hold it close, carrying the messages of who I was within me, tucking them away, bringing
them out and looking at them, thinking about them and what they mean. As I was growing up,
the messages I was given would go nowhere else but within me – I hadn’t grown up yet, I hadn’t
been charged with taking them anywhere else but within me. And then I would try to figure out
where to put them. That is why I say that Story has the power of life or of death – it can be used
either way. Within my family, with me, Story was used as the power of death – against me, only
against me – and I say this now knowing full well that a) it is highly irregular within academia to
talk like this. Good. Academia needs to be shaken up with far more of the highly irregular so that
some of the façade comes toppling down and a little more humility and humanity finds its way
in, and b) that I recognize fully, perhaps too fully, that there are many spaces that will not know
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what to do with my story. Good. It may cause some reflection, some facades to come toppling
down, which might create some more space. Decolonial Space. Hey, look at that, the circle
again! The “unexpected.” Which means, most likely, the work of Spirit. So, because Spirit is
present, I venture out this time, through the storm, into my own story, like it or not, accept it or
not. It is my truth, it is what I know most profoundly, what I recognize in the shadows and in the
dancing embers. It is my truth. Think on it however you may – if it makes what I say less true,
less authentic, less real somehow, that is OK, for that is yours to walk with. If it makes you
angry, as I know it will make my family, that is OK, for that is yours to walk with. And if it
makes you feel, if it makes it OK for you, for us, to heal, that is OK, for that is ours to walk with.
It is my Story. It is my Truth. And I give Voice to it here. There is a reason I pay close attention
to language. Spaces of truth-telling, spaces of memory and of recognition, spaces of non-linearity
and anti-positivism, spaces of intricacy and of intimacy, and in my case, as in too many of us,
spaces that the Colonizer has attempted to erase and make invisible, the mutations and
permutations of shame.
I have been listening to survive. Story almost killed me – not my Story, their Story. I will not
own it. And it has almost killed me because I refuse to own it. I learned to listen into spaces, into
silence, to the spinnings of the Universe, and the quiet tracks of my older relatives. Their Story
of erasure – they have willed themselves into the erasure of invisibility, the erasure of burying
Story, the erasure of forgetting. They have erased themselves by becoming many things – White,
mute, successful, greedy, jealous, voiceless, violent, afraid. Afraid of being discovered – this too
began as a survival tool, an instinct, but with the passing of time and a few generations, it
became a disease, as all those tools of survival in the moment do – after the crisis has passed, the
predator has left the village, all those survival skills of perpetual vigilance, preparedness to flee,
of never being able to rest or to trust – these things bore their way down through the skin making
their way to the heart, and over generations gnaw away at the good mind, contorting, mutating
themselves into pathologies of fear – and what was once survival becomes twisted
into…something else, something unnatural, something that shapes itself to be what it is not to
avoid being found again, which would mean death. Over generations, that fear of being found,
that deep natural impulse of the necessity of survival changes into lashing out, killing anything
around it that might reveal its presence. It is survival gone underground for too long – you cannot
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hide for too long…it changes you when you cannot find a way to be human, for fear of being
exterminated. This is the truth of my family. Colonization has a million stories. This is my story.
My family – and this part I don’t know, I don’t know why, though I have a sense of it because
I’ve seen it and I’ve lived it a few generations later – my family got separated from the People.
Like I said, I don’t know the exact reason. Did they think they could wait it out, the invasion, the
slaughters, that over time appeared to dissipate or at least become more controlled? Did they
think they would end? Did they refuse to convert and willingly stay behind? Did they think they
could hide because of having work or lighter skin? Did they think it just wasn’t going to be as
bad as it got and so they stayed when others of their family left and went North? Did they think
that living as surrounded wasn’t going to happen? Could they not travel and actually took care of
each other back then as a family – maybe someone was too old or sick or pregnant to head out. I
don’t know. Maybe I’m not supposed to know because my dreams haven’t told me, and if they
did, I would do things differently, if I knew. I probably will never know these answers. And that
is all that means – because you gotta make sense of the story in order to live. So that story is all
that that means. I don’t give up there – I continue to pay attention, I choose not to forget. I do not
choose oblivion and the ‘no man’s land’ (to use an apt expression!) of assimilation. For whatever
reason, they stayed, they did not go with the others North to survive as a community. They got
isolated. Or isolated themselves. Increasingly with time; and with time, the internalization of
isolation, the fear, the shame, the need now – isolated – began to bore a hole into their being.
This is not easy talk, and it ain’t pretty. And I do not want to resurrect a ‘narrative of victimry.’
But that is to ignore the stories, and that the stories need to be told, and heard, to become
something else, to transform, to shift into a different space so they will have a different impact
on the coming generations. Colonization ain’t a pretty thing either, and it’s got a million upon a
million stories, some of which are familiar and have become more acceptable, though horrific,
and some of which aren’t, though also horrific. Unfortunately, for me, mine is one of the ones
that isn’t so acceptable…it’s not easy to digest…it doesn’t ‘fit.’ And yet it’s my story
nonetheless, and as my story, it is a story of my People. Mine is a marginalized story within a
marginalized story. All I get from my story is struggle, is pain – from “both,” all, sides – we are
not urban and we are not of the rez…we are of the isolated, the cut off. The ones who got
severed from their People. And not only that, Indians are all about families and kin – and I got
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nothing to say about that, because our experience of Colonization made us turn inward, hide,
pretend to be who we are not, and devour anyone who refused the lie – the lie of being White,
the lie of forgetting, the lie of assimilation – and I guess you know by now that I am the one, the
only one, who refused the lie. I’m it. It’s just me. So I stand among my own family isolated and
cut loose, for refusing that lie, for standing with the Ancestors and saying yes, I will take up that
responsibility, whatever that means, in this lifetime. I am the one who stood up and who walked
into who we are, and even though I walked into this, walked back into the circle of my relatives
and Ancestors, before I could even stand. I was born into it. I am not sure I ever consciously
stood up – and though it wasn’t till I was an adult that I consciously accepted and said yes, ok, I
will continue, I will exist as who we are, my family recognized who I was all along – and have
tried to beat the Indian out of me since I can remember walking. That’s how desperate they
were/are not to be noticed, not to be discovered – they got used to walking in shadows. Shadow
people. And no one – not even their own granddaughter or daughter – me – was going to take
that away from them, because by now, several generations later, isolated from their people,
they’d come to believe what the Settler said about them, they began to internalize well the
messages of dominant White Settler-Colonial society, about who they were as Indians, as
Mohawks, what kind of risk they would constantly be in, removed as they were from their
People. They internalized who they were told they were – dogs, lowlifes, drunks, lazy, liars,
ugly, thieving, savage, pagan, godless, aggressive, violent, uneducated, illogical, oh yes, lest I
forget, passionate, oversexed, and they hated themselves – hate themselves – it’s not past, it’s
still very much alive, even though time has passed and generations have lived and died in
silence. My Grandmother was a self-hating Indian, in fact, it would be hard to find someone who
hated who they were as much as she did. There – it’s out in the world. She hated herself for
being Indian. And I grew up with her. She hated everything that had to do with being Indian, as
defined by the literally surrounding White society. They were surrounded, so part of me finds a
way to forgive them for being the way they have been toward me, how they have behaved
toward me. Because I have been punished every step of the way for being who they had tried so
hard to get rid of. I have been punished “beyond recognition,” because of it, my choice. I say this
not to hold a pity party, not to do anything, other than to create some space, to acknowledge
where I am coming from in this research story, to recognize the power of our stories, for good or
for bad, for clear or for cloudy. They were surrounded, they were threatened with being hunted
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down, they were cut off. And not just for a day or a week or a month while the war raged on –
for months that turned into years and decades, that turned into generations, they were under
siege. And they still are. But now they are under siege from the truth and they walk in fear
because of their story.
But rather than look at where the attack is coming from, has always come from, they look instead
to the most immediate, the closest, threat to their invisibility…and that is me. The threat to their
silence, their ability to hide amongst the White people to become invisible – ‘never stand out’
was a knowledge I grew up with – became threatened by someone, and I have no other ‘rational’
way to understand or explain it, someone who was needed to stitch up the generations. I guess it
was me who accepted – and believe me, that choice has kept me up many nights wondering how
I could be so insane as to accept that task! In reflecting on it now, it is interesting how it is that a
traditional teaching on the nurturance of community that speaks against the violence of
unhealthy competition and greed – ‘never stand out’ – was morphed into a tactic of assimilation.
Assimilation as tactic. Assimilation as weapon in the hands of the one who would exterminate. I
never thought of it like that when I was growing up, I didn’t even know the word assimilation, or
what it meant. All I knew was that becoming White, blending in, was the need at all costs – their
need. Mostly, the way I understood it was to take care of everything internally, yeah, don’t stand
out, keep it quiet, keep it on the surface, don’t let anybody in. I was always heartened when Jake
Swamp (a Mohawk Elder and Sub-Chief) would tell me, “We had to be like them in order to
survive. We have a lot of endurance.” I think he told me this to give me heart, to keep me going.
Because as Beverly McBride says, “When you deny someone their sense of belonging, you are
committing an act of violence on them.” 4 My life is full of this shape of violence.
My problem was/is that I can’t lie. And even more, I can’t live a lie. Somewhere I’ve got some
real strong Ancestors who won’t let me get away this time, who have refused and refused and
refused to let me go, in concrete everyday acts that are full of care and love and remembering.
Which of course is no problem at all – it has been what has saved me.

4

(McBride, 2003, p. 75-6)
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And Listening. I listened to survive. I listened closely for the shreds of Story, for the things that
got out, that managed to escape the grasp of fear and shame, the ways we were who we were,
Onkwehon:we, and I watched for those signs, guides, pointer trees in the path of self-knowledge
– and I gathered them up, the good and the bad, by which I mean to say all the negatives about
being Indian, being Mohawk – I only learned in my twenties how to say who we were the correct
way, the way of honor – Kanien’keha:ka – the People of the Flint. I should bring up here that it’s
interesting how, in doing the work of this research, things have come up about this from other
people too, about their experience in their own families, existing and surviving in their own ways
through this Settler-Colonial process. I am remembering the conversation I had with Betty, a
Mohawk Elder and social worker (which is at the end of this paper), and how she brings up her
experience of how she has learned through the walk of her life, within her own family, that there
is a lot of knowledge about the ways and knowledge and language of our People that continue to
be held, that continue to exist and emerge in quiet places, even when there are active efforts to
submerge and erase them in a family. This is something I have learned and experienced as well,
and it is the subject of a whole other paper.
So, I took it all in, and listened for the way to survive the assault on me and my identity by the
people around me who tried to get rid of me at every turn, my family, because I represented
everything that several generations had tried so hard to silence, to bury deeply under layers of
shame and fear, turned into all manner of self-hating dysfunction – who knows why it came back
through me, how it came back exactly, that shame is strong – but I know, because I am a walking
testimony to the power and strength of our spirit as a People, of our Ancestors who refuse to be
buried in such a way, who refuse dishonor.
So – I listened closely, and I took it all in, attuned to the shreds of the good, trying not to feel so
bad for being who I was, who they were too but refused to accept – trying to piece the stories, the
Story, back together, because in piecing the story back together, I was piecing myself back
together…trying always to find goodness, to find wholeness within me, my being, my essence,
the beauty that I knew must also be there. Listening to Tom, hearing the way he talks about his
own growing up, how he would hear things, stories, and always try to piece things back together,
to understand the what of it, the why of it -- as Vine says, Indians ask not only ‘what is it,’ but

31

‘what does it mean?’ Tom Porter did this very thing since he was little – and he asked for the
dreams, the help from the Creator about meaning. Knowing this, hearing this, another piece of
my heart was restored, because I spent my childhood growing up doing something similar, but of
course at the same time, different, as we were trying to understand different things – him, the
heart of the stories, the meanings through and beyond colonized reality, and me, fundamentally
the meaning of who I was, and how that could be something other than full of meanness…for
I’ve been punished all my life even into today within my family structure, my family relations,
for being who I am, who we are – Kanien’keha:ka, Onkwehon:we. Listening closely helped me
piece things together. And the gift of dreaming. The good located within what has not been a
good time, is that I probably developed a close connection with the Creator because of the
banishment, the shunning, from all those closest to me who denied themselves, and me, the
beauty and the liberation of simply walking into who we were. Always the runner, I gathered up
the stories and held them inside me, finding a place for them and closely holding them. I didn’t
know I was holding them till when I was ready, till the time was right to bring them back out and
deliver them – to myself. I had to bring the stories back home, and carefully unfolding their
bundle as I have become ready to deal with them, to think on them, to use them to make me
better, whole, with coherence and solidarity, in recognition of who I am and how I am to walk. In
my piecing of myself back together again, out of this experience of colonizing dismemberment
and erasure, this experience of being buried alive, it was Elders who came onto my path to gather
me up and stand me back up again. This is no metaphor, this time. It was Elders who recognized
me when I didn’t recognize myself, who saw in me what I could no longer see, having
internalized all the negative for so long. I guess it’s no coincidence (and of course there’s no
such thing), and I am only realizing this now as I write this, that I have focused so intently on
Elders and what they do and how they do it – I write and think about centering Elders in
fundamental, foundational, critically sustaining ways because I know their power, their wisdom,
the power of their guidance and “instruction” – the power of their wisdom brought me back from
the storying and silencing of erasure, which is to say, the death and covering up of Spirit. My
spirit. They recognized me and they let me know it was OK – and most critically, they let me
know that they too, in their own ways from the walk of their own lives, had been through similar
types of things – not in the same ways of course, as mostly their experiences of this mutated out
of their time in the residential schools, but it was the same core of being cut out of the life and
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language of their people. I remember when my Aksotha said to me, “Honey, the way your family
is to you, it’s like you grew up in the boarding schools, but the only difference is that it’s your
own family treating you the way the priests and nuns treated us.” Maybe they saw what I was
going through in my shame and my silence because they too had been through this – the
vivisection of colonization intent on killing any reminder of who we are. Tom speaks of this
when he talks about the healing work he still has to do yet, because, “our heart was just recently
raped and ripped apart.”5 Darrell Kipp talked about it from way over in Pikuni country in
relationship to learning our languages when he says we need to “de-program this ingrained
conditioning for no other reason than to eliminate one more reason for hating ourselves for being
Indian,”6 and it is good when I hear others recognize it because it takes away the isolation of the
experience. I know this thing as I know the back of my hand – hating myself for being Indian,
and being hated by those closest to me (closest to do the most damage too) – my Mother and my
Grandmother toward me for not just coming into the world, for not just being who I was, but
because they recognized they were incapable of destroying it – that no matter what they have
done, it refuses to be buried any longer. In what might sound strange, but really isn’t for Indians
who might be reading this, it is not even me, so much, who refused. It’s like they refused – the
Old Ones – and they were living through, being carried across the generations, through me. I
have come to understand on a deep level that I have a profound responsibility to them – to not
only my Elders, those still walking this Earth who brought me back by standing me up again,
who helped me restore my dignity – and some of those Elders are Tom and Alice, Ida Mae, Jake
and Judy, Eba, Hazel, Rosalie, Wari Sose, Mina, Zezi, Tom, Frank, Sharon and Judy, Ray,
Freda, Katherine, Harry, Johnny, Carl, Ally, Donny and Sara, Madonna, Arvol, Evelyn – but also
to my Ancestors – to love them and be ever so grateful to carry the responsibility that they have
entrusted me with by spending their energy on me, by not letting their future generations be cut
loose from the heart of the People any longer. To stand up and take up my responsibility out of
deep gratitude to them for saving my life, for bringing me back, for restoring me to wholeness. I
also express my deep gratitude to that Spirit, that energy and energies, the animals and plants
who have worked along with them. I know through the experience of my life that it is impossible
to kill us, as I have heard it told before, this understanding, because we live as Earth and that
5
6

(Porter, 2008, p. 42)
(Kipp, 2000, p. 6)
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somewhere we will return, always, we return. I am a living example of this. I know the power
and truth of that teaching, because against all the odds, I am still here, we are still here as a
People, as Peoples, and I am walking into whatever is next on my path to do. I am heeding Leon
Shenandoah’s guidance: “The real path goes to the Creator. That’s the one you’ve got to be on.
It’s the one with meaning…Think about him and think about the creation. Once you do that,
you’ll start getting your Instruction. You don’t have to think too hard about it. It’s not something
you reason out, it’s something you do. It’s so simple.”7
This dissertation represents many things, the least of it is getting a PhD. It represents to my
family, rather than pride, fear and betrayal and downright aggression. Oh well! Because it is a
truth-telling, it is a losing of their hiding place…but that hiding place has long lost its value as a
place to hide in order to survive – it has become a place to hide in order to cause violence and
further rupture to the generations, rather than fighting back and resisting all that would consume
you. I see this violence anew in their rejection of my small child because of who she is, who they
recognize, and who her father is, another Indian, a Wampanoag. This dissertation emerges out of
decades – it has been in process since long before I was ever a graduate student. It represents a
marker on my path where I thought I might make it to one day, though at the same time dreaded
– while looking forward to finishing it of course, I knew that it would be the opening of other
doors I have dreaded walking through, an assertion, a public and published one at that, of
something I have helped to create – that is how deep this shame runs. It makes me not want to
put myself out there in any way. But the time has come, and having done my work over the
decades to prepare myself to stand up, this dissertation represents part of that too, I think. It
represents me speaking my truth, joining my truth with the truths of others, to bring out what is
beautiful and meaningful and that might have something to contribute to the survival – and
resurgence – of Onkwehon:we, my little thread contributing something to the whole. And it is an
assertion of presence – as I listened to the stories you will hear here, I realized in ever-deepening
ways, the connections of our history, through the stories of people I did not know before, and
others I have known for decades, our historical experience, the common, collective impact of
Settler-Colonial genocide, the myriad permutations of, yes, its disease, but most movingly, of our
collective responses and resistances, through the generations, who have never accepted and have
7

(Leon Shenandoah in Wall, 2001, p. 77-8)
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never given up – and through them we find our strength to continue, our knowing of our truths,
our recognition of each other, the familiarity of home. Home not just as a place, physical, but
also as spiritual, the physical-spiritual home that is the community of each other, in ways made
soft and gentle like the bed of pine needles, made by our Ancestors who were thinking of us,
dreaming us, living us into existence, now welcoming us in Return. Because they knew we
would. This dissertation represents a coming full circle – and getting ready for the next cycle to
begin – of an offering, a giving back, an expression of deep gratitude and love. It is a recognition
of the life’s work of Tom not just for having done all the work of making this community come
into being and continue, but for what this means, most deeply, to our People, the Rotinonhsionni;
some of this remains to be seen…but it is part of the dream that through the space offered here at
Kanatsiohareke, people have learned to perceive anew, to find a way to be together anew, to
renew older ways of relating, so that when it comes that time to figure out which direction to go,
the People will have become coherent, more whole, more clear-minded in order to perceive what
to do. Kanatsiohareke represents, embodies, the living engagement of who we are as a People
and who we can be, because of who Tom is as a human being, a Real Human Being,
Onkwehon:we.
So this dissertation represents a giving back, an offering, to Tom and all the people of
Kanatsiohareke and of the Kanien’keha:ka and of the Rotinonhsionni who carry, who have
carried, who will carry, the dream and the life of our People from now into eternity –
Kanatsiohareke, Tom, all of our Rotinonhsionni Elders, Clanmothers, Faithkeepers, Ancestors,
the faces coming from within the Earth8 – they all have a common bond – the desire to continue
as a People, as who we are and who we were meant to be, since the beginning of Time, free of
interference from those who mean to exterminate the dream, that seed of Creation and
connection to the People of the Earth who is our Mother. Kanatsiohareke as traditional
community, as place, as space, and Elders like Tom, must be able to continue, their ways-ofbeing nurtured into continuance, persistence, resurgence. It is my hope that this thick
dissertation, this tiny contribution, might find ways to nurture that older vision into futurity. And

8

For Rotinonhsionni, this is how the future generations are referred to, as those whose faces are coming from the
ground, from within our Mother the Earth…which is why the teachings talk about walking softly so as not to disturb
them, maintaining a constant awareness and perception of their presence.
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I hope that it honors Tom, his work, and his life – along with those who were present in this
project and the ones who weren’t, all those for whom Kanatsiohareke and Tom Porter sit close to
their hearts – there are so many more stories to tell. I wanted Tom to catch a glimpse, in all his
travels, of how he has moved people even when he is not home, because they come to
Kanatsiohareke and experience what it is like to live together again as a People, as he was taught
by his own Grandma, his own Elders, leaders, and circle of relations. They live at
Kanatsiohareke through Tom, creating older Rotinonhsionni community out of his spiritual
energy and “his awareness of Creation and having that available in all teachings, in all learnings,
that Spirit that is in everything that is reflected in Tom’s way of being,” as my friend and guide
Jerry put it.
The meaning of this dissertation is a way for me, with humility, to give back to Tom, to
contribute to the future of Kanatsiohareke and all that it represents and articulates for the
Rotinonhsionni. It is more than a ‘counter-story,’ more than a ‘talking back’ – it is a rearticulation of something old that is something more, something other than, the experience of
colonization – it is the recognition of continuity and coherence of self and collective within a
storied, storying process of longevity, a process of wisdom. It is given in gratitude, a way of
saying Niawen’ko:wa, thank you, to the Ancestors and to the coming generations, for not losing
sight of me and for calling me back into the circle. That pathway back, one of them, for me, was
Tom and the community.
The wisdom and envisioning of Elders is a powerful thing. I am a living testimony to that Power.
I was able to find a way to stand back up and walk into who I am, who we are, no matter how
desperate my own family is to erase the truth, to silence the story. Elders like Tom need these
spaces to do their work, to connect in the context of traditional community, to shift reality and
transform the choices in front of us – perhaps us younger generations can find ways to make sure
it is the visioning of our Onkwehon:we Elders that are in the center, that we might have and
develop that perception to envision how to create those spaces for our Elders, who are the living
link to the Ancestors, the living link, as John Mohawk tells it, to our “unborn generations
[whose] faces come toward us from our Mother Earth, still part of her flesh and spirit. They are
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the community of human beings whose welfare our actions today affects, and it is they who will
judge the life that we who are living now leave to them.”9
I’ve been listening for the stories of Life, for that is where I would find myself – so I could piece
together the fragments, so I could piece together myself. Story carries power – the power of life
and the power of death – that balance needs to be maintained. I did not want to find myself in the
stories of death – of course, of course. But that is where everything about who we were was
located – the story of the Colonizer about us is a death story, a story that requires extermination
whether spoken or silenced. I learned to listen because I was listening for myself, for where I
was in the Story, the Real Story, the Story of my People – for the story of my family was a lie
lodged deeply in the extermination narrative, in narratives of the supremacy of the Settler.
As I have allowed the truth of my story back up through the layers of silencing, digging my way
out of the layers of sediment and detritus of these terminal narratives of death and extermination,
guided by Elders and Ancestors, maybe even whether they knew it or not – though I have a
strong suspicion they knew what they were doing and why – I have learned how to walk into my
responsibility, and to stand up. It has taken me a long time. But it has been generations of coverup, so perhaps it hasn’t taken so long after all. I have had my Clan returned to me and our
coming generations.
The Story my Grandmom tried to bury surfaced in me, as me. There is nothing special about me
– if it hadn’t been me, it would’ve come back somewhere else along the ‘line.’ Because we are
Onkwehon:we, the Real Human Beings – and it is impossible to exterminate us – because our
faces are coming from our Mother Earth, see? Over there, “Look over your shoulder. Look
behind you. See your sons and your daughters. They are your future. Look farther, and see your
sons’ and your daughters’ children even unto the Seventh Generation. That’s the way we were
taught. Think about it: you yourself are a Seventh Generation!” 10

9

(John Mohawk in Barreiro, 2010, p. 3)
Shenandoah, in Wall & Arden, 1990, p. 120)
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The Story will always continue. Will it be a story of life or a story of death? Sometimes, we get
to choose. Listening close, carrying stories, I have lived a long while like this. Almost 51 years
now – not a lot, but not a little either. Long enough to know. Story has Power. It can give you
life or it can kill you. I know its Power – I have lived it. I choose the power of life – the terminal
narrative no longer holds sway because I chose this my path a long time ago, before I ever got
here to our Mother, the back of A’nowara’ko:wa, this giant Turtle on whose back we are born,
live our lives, listen and tell our stories, and return to her. Which Story we choose makes all the
difference. The stories I carry to you here in this paper are my story too – I could hear them
because I know them, I have lived them myself – in different ways, that echo in congruent ways,
collective ways. The story that is Kanatsiohareke is a story of Life, the life and continuing
evolution of a People who remember that the coming generations emerge from within the body
of our Mother who fell from the Sky a long time ago, a People who remember Creation, a People
who remember that the future generations are coming from behind us, over our shoulder,
Ancestors. Our Ancestors return and return and return to help us, to guide us. All we need to
know how to do is listen.
Kanatsiohareke is such a place, as an Elder, bridging the worlds – of the past become coherent in
the present to create a future worth living for the ones yet to come. Kanatsiohareke, its life of
community lived – imperfectly, humanly – through old Rotinonhsionni teachings as known and
lived by a beloved Elder, is a Story, our Story, one of the millions of stories of our People. It is a
story of courage and persistence, vision and strength, humility and generosity, and great
magnificent humor…all these reflecting the presence and a deep knowing of Shonkwaia’tison.
Our Creator. The one who made our bodies. It is a story of resilience and continuity. It is a story
of regeneration and renewal. It is Our Story. It is a story of life. And perhaps, if we all live it
right, with clear-mindedness, it will be a Story lived for the generations, that Tom’s walk will
continue, here, at Kanatsiohareke, as the living language, the living teachings, the living ways of
being of the Kanien’keha:ka, of the Rotinonhsionni, that Tom’s life and his vision will continue,
here, for the life of the People, so that seven generations from now all these seeds that have been
carried, tucked carefully away, in different places, gently, quietly over the generations, held close
and protected, will be alive as great resplendent trees which, as John Mohawk tells the story, will
be the power and the magic of transformation, of re-birth, of renewal. A poem. Life lived as a
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Story. Our own tree of life, reflecting what is above in Karonhia:ke, the home of our oldest
Ancestor, Sky Woman, who had a Story to tell after falling from the Sky. Her story is our story.
The Story continues. Listen – can you hear it? Footsteps on soft dirt carries a special muted
sound. Especially when they are walking, then dancing, on the back of a Turtle, in the act of
Creation. Her Story of Life. What will be yours? What will be ours?
Kanatsiohareke has been a root for Tom and his family, and in putting those roots down into the
rich Earth of our Ancestors, he has inspired a million people, in a million ways, to tell a million
different stories of the healing, and of resurgence now, in returning Home. And for that, and for
my own Return, one of a million stories, I send my biggest thanksgiving, greetings, and love for
all that you have done, Tom, in bringing us Home to who we were meant to be as Real Human
Beings. Onkwehon:we. Niawen’ko:wa, Sakokwenionkwas. Raksotha.

~~~
“Remind yourself every morning, every morning, every morning:
‘I’m going to do something. I’ve made a commitment.’
Not for yourself, but beyond yourself.
You belong to the collective.
Don’t go wandering off or you will perish.”
– Rosalie Little Thunder
~~~
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~
“Just don’t say in the years to come that you would have lived your life differently if only you
had heard this story. You’ve heard it now.” – Thomas King

“Through my language I understand I am being spoken to, I’m not the one speaking. The words
are coming from many tongues and mouths of Okanagan people and the land around them. I am
a listener to the language’s stories, and when my words form I am merely retelling the same
stories in different patterns” – Jeannette Armstrong

“Reminded how we go out, and how we speak, I tether myself to the hearts and vision of the
multi-verse of Indian Country and turn inward listening through my heart to prepare to speak”
– Ally Krebs
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction & Theoretical Framework

“Indigenous scholarship is about naming and bringing forth the spiritual aspects of life…There
is an outside and there is an inside to life and they are intimately connected…here is where we
heal with our mind/body connection via all our Indigenous descriptors, values and practices,
and here is where we introduce the (k)new rigor our planet has been waiting for”
-- Manulani Meyer

“The imposition of the colonizer’s lens in writing history…led to the suppression of the local
knowledge of the colonized in the Americas” – Terrence G. Wiley

“We can begin with the recognition that the fundamental reality in our physical world is a
strange kind of energy that is found within everything – from stars to humans to stones to
quantum energy fields. This energy is personal – or can be experienced personally. It is
mysterious, and so potent and varied that it is useless to explore all the possible ways to define it.
If we say anything about this power or energy, we can say that the world we live in, sustained by
this power, is ultimately spiritual and not physical…” – Vine Deloria, Jr.

Elder Praxis: Indigenous relational, intergenerational praxis & pedagogy
Who are Elders? Which of course is a very Western question. But clarity around this is critical,
as this dissertation is based on an understanding of this foundational Onkwehon:we knowing.
Before beginning to talk about traditional Elder pedagogies and practice, it is critical to address a
few things. First, it is necessary to discuss the concept of Indigenous Elders as used in this
dissertation, which centers on Indigenous ways of knowing. While the term Elder varies across
contexts, there is widespread Indigenous understanding of the meaning and significance of who
Elders are and what it means to be an Elder. From traditional Indigenous standpoints,
chronological age is not the defining element of what it means to be an “Elder.” The following
reflections represent thinking around the meaning and critical importance of Elders for
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Indigenous communities and the social, spiritual, ceremonial, ethical, emotional, intellectual,
generational health of their People:
The late Cree Elder and scholar Joe Couture (1991) talks about Onkwehon:we Elders’ ways of
knowing-being as living process, about “Elder sanity” and the “‘normal and natural’ behavior of
Elders” (p. 60), explaining that,
Elder process of becoming a balanced human being lies in the attainment of being able to
go to the further reaches of human nature…It is this developed capacity that is the
constitutive basis of Native spiritual uniqueness. There is an observable Elder
‘psychology’ implicit in what they do and say. Elders, as highly aware persons, and as
carriers of oral tradition, are the exemplars, the standing reference points. When guided
by Elders, the apprentice learns to perceive and understand something of such dimensions
as the nature itself of their knowledge… (1991a, p. 60-61).
He continues,
…true Elders are superb embodiments of highly developed human potential. They
exemplify the kind of person which a traditional, culturally-based learning environment
can and does form and mold. Elders also are evidence that Natives know a way to high
human development…Their qualities of mind (intuition, intellect, memory, imagination)
and emotion, their profound and refined moral sense manifest in an exquisite humor, in a
sense of caring and communication finesse in teaching and counseling, together with a
high level of spiritual and psychic attainment, are perceived as clear behavioral
indicators, deserving careful attention, if not compelling emulation. To relate to Elders, to
observe and listen carefully, and to come to understand the what, why, and how of such
behaviors, grounds, or enroots one, so to speak, in the living earth of Native Tradition
(1991b, p. 207-8).
Other scholars share their thoughts around the meaning of Onkwehon:we Elders:
In traditional Aboriginal societies Elders were and still are evolved beings who possess
significant knowledge of the sacred and secular ways of their people, and who act as role
models, often assuming leadership positions in their communities. They are highly
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respected by the people. They are the teachers, healers, and experts in survival…Elders
teach a world-view based on the knowledge that all things in life are related in a sacred
manner and are governed by natural or cosmic laws (Kulchyski, McCaskill, &
Newhouse, 1999, p. xvi);
Lakota Elder and scholar Vine Deloria writes,
…elders are the best living examples of what the end product of education and life
experiences should be. We sometimes forget that life is exceedingly hard and that none of
us accomplishes everything we could possibly do…The elder exemplifies both the good
and the bad experiences of life, and in witnessing their failures as much as their successes
we are cushioned in our despair of disappointment and bolstered in our exuberance of
success (Deloria, Foehner, & Scinta, 1999, p. 140-141);
Tewa scholar Gregory Cajete talks about Elders in relationship to ways of knowing,
the kind of knowing that has long experience with all aspects of human life. This way of
thought requires a learning that comes only from maturity. It leads to a knowing that
includes, but also moves beyond knowing just through the physical senses towards
wisdom. Wisdom is a complex state of knowing founded on accumulated experience. In
Tribal societies, wisdom is the realm of the elderly. By virtue of their long life
experience, they were deemed the most capable of maintaining the essential structures of
the spiritual life and well-being of the community. They maintain the Tribal memories of
the stories, rituals, and social structures that ensured the ‘good life’ of the community
through the spirit. They are also by virtue of their age, the members of the community
closest to that revered state of being ‘complete’ men and women (1994, p. 48)
and
Knowledge and understanding of morals and ethics are a direct result of spiritual
experiences. Sacred traditions and the elders who possess special teachings act as bridges
to spiritual experiences and as facilitators for learning about spiritual matters. This is the
basis of the elders’ standing and respect in the tribe or community, as long as they use
their knowledge for the good of the people (1994, p. 44-45);
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Anishinaabe scholar Leanne Simpson reflects on the nature of her Elders as those who
…rejected rigidity and fundamentalism as colonial thinking. Their ways of being in the
world and their interpretations of our teachings were reflective of a philosophical state, a
set of values and ethics and a way of being in the world where they didn’t feel the need to
employ exclusionary practices, authoritarian power and hierarchy. They ‘protected’ their
interpretations by embodying them and by living them. They ‘resisted’ colonialism by
living within Nishnaabeg contexts (2011, p. 19);
Cree scholar Neal McLeod says,
It is to these elders of the Cree-speaking people that we owe the survival of our collective
soul (2007, p. 10);
Lakota Elder and scholar Rosalie Little Thunder reminds us that,
Elders are the mirror of our Ancestors (Little Thunder, personal communications).

A note to begin
I begin this section with Lakota Elder Rosalie Little Thunder, who walked on to spirit in 2014,
and then moving into thinking about Mohawk Elder Tom Porter; though they are of different
Nations and different locations, there is an unmistakable synergy between their ways of being, an
interconnection of perception and action that both nuance and deepen understandings of the
relations of Onkwehon:we ways of knowing. Out of my relationship with Rosalie, her thinking
and work around language, cultural mapping, land, cultural ethics, disciplines, behavior, sacred
sites and sacred species expanded ‘my thinking about my thinking’ around the ways of being of
Indigenous Elders/Knowledge Holders. Before spending so much of my life in conversation with
Rosalie visiting on these things, the time I had spent with Elders was more implicit, listening and
watching and learning, to be sure, but not really perceiving the circle around the circle, thinking
about the thinking, which was Rosalie’s rare gift, one of her many rare gifts. Rosalie encouraged

44

me to develop that part of my woableze, 11 so that I would begin, at that point in my life (my midtwenties was when she figured I was ready to begin) to engage with her around her own Lakota
ways of knowing-being-thinking. So, she set me on a path to deepening my ways of perception,
thinking, and knowing. She ‘made me’ pay attention (the limitations of English!), no, she invited
me to think more profoundly, more expansively, on Indigenous intergenerational (and interspecies) interaction and exchange, on the ways of being of Elders who traditionally guide,
develop, mediate this process of Onkwehon:we knowledge ‘production’ and co-creation. And,
over the years of our conversation and activism, listening closely to her deep cultural mapping
process, I watched that very process unfold and deepen with her walk through life. As she
mapped her deep culture language and ways of knowing-being, I came to perceive how she
embodied, was, that old, oral Lakota map, that constellation of worlds.
Rosalie Little Thunder was a Sicangu Lakota of the Little Thunder Tiospaye. She was raised up
in her beloved Lakota language and cultural teachings, surrounded by her old people on the
Rosebud reservation of South Dakota. She grew to be an Elder. She walked with the last
remaining wild herd of Buffalo in this country around Yellowstone National Park whom the
settler-colonial U.S. Park Service and state of Montana is busy slaughtering. Spiritual activism,
as she would say. In standing up for these relatives, she helped re-connect her people (and
educate the non-Indian world) to old Lakota ways of thinking and being. And she ‘taught’ me,
brought me into her Tiospaye, moving me in ways I will be understanding until I leave this
Earth. She was just that powerful. In writing this dissertation, which she had hoped to be part of
in a different way than she is now, I hope to honor her life and her work, her vision and her
world, to share a small bit of who she was/is, the teachings and way of life she held so dear as
she lived her life to ensure they were brought back, and to give thanks for such a strong and
coherent Lakota presence.
Tom Porter is a Kanien’keha:ka Elder, Bear Clan, leader, gifted orator, former sub-Chief of the
Grand Council of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, a visionary since the time he was a young
boy. He has dedicated his life to his Mohawk and Haudenosaunee people, as well as

11

Woableze translates loosely as perception, from a Lakota universe of understanding of all that that means.
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Onkwehon:we from around Turtle Island and the world, working tirelessly for the language and
cultural re-awakening of Onkwehon:we everywhere, reminding people of the strength and power
of their traditional teachings, ways of knowing and being, their ancestral connections to skennen,
kasa’stenhsera, ka’nikonhri:io (translated a myriad of ways, but loosely understood as ‘peace,
power, and righteousness,’ core traditional cultural Haudenosaunee teachings). Spiritual
activism. He has worked in so many ways, in so many places, keeping the fire of language and
cultural teachings burning so that it will not go out, so that it will continue to carry the power to
awaken and transform the generations, so that its light will continue unto the seventh generation,
as the closest possible reference point on the horizon.
These two Elders, in their own magnificently diverse and beautiful ways, from their own places
of power, reflect each other’s light and wisdom, ways of perceiving and knowing their Lakota
and Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni multi-verses (Cajete, 1994, p. 75) from within their own
intergenerational oral-relational praxis and places. The late Cree Elder and scholar Joe Couture
emphasizes that “There is a need in the contemporary Native world to articulate traditional views
and to transmit with discernment and discretion…something of the fullness of the Traditional
Experience and Story – as embodied in the highest, most evolved Elders – in its intricacies,
beauties, and ineffabilities” (Couture in Couture & McGowan, 2013, p. 79). These two Elders
are just that – they embody the intricacies, beauties, and ineffabilities of Traditional Experience
and Story (Couture in Couture & McGowan, 2013, p. 79). I know already that it will be
impossible to convey the profound complexity of their natural, normal, everyday walk through
life. But as the world struggles to find a different story, stories of care and reverence and
commitment, older stories that can be sung, with a softer vibration, these stories of life and
survival and continuous cycling – the central fire that is our Elders – must be told.
As a Lakota Elder, Rosalie always talked about – and lived – the ways the connection between
knowledge, language, ethics, and action was continuous, that because of how she and other
Elders were raised within this oral value system and practice, their Lakota Ancestors were
constantly alive and re-invigorated. Tom Porter communicates this perception from a different
place on the back of the Great Turtle, his home in the Northeastern Woodlands. Tom and Rosalie
express it as being a mirror to their Ancestors because of how they were taught through oral
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processes and protocols – and just as they are this reflection, so too are other Lakota and
Kanien'keha:ka-Haudenosaunee Elders, and Onkwehon:we Elders more widely, all of whom
form a genealogy of collective knowing from within their ancient home places upon the back of
this Great Turtle, a longevity of knowledge relations that engages their grandparents, their
grandparents’ grandparents, their great-grandparents’ grandparents, on and on, stretching across
time and space. This is part of the power of oral intergenerational transmission. It is
simultaneously a practical, ethical, and spiritual process to be honored. The gifts we are given,
that Elders have chosen to share with us, the wisdom of their lives, mirror and animate the
wisdom and experience of their grandparents, Ancestors all the way around.
Rosalie taught, and Tom continues to spend his life teaching, not only the substance of what they
feel is important to get done – language and cultural teachings, the mapping of a good path
through life – but also the way to become…better. Grounded. More coherent. More human.
Thankful. A good relative. A good relative maintaining a relationship to the rest of the universe,
a fundamental, orienting Onkwehon:we principle, consciousness, ethic, and way of being. By
enacting Indigenous oral-relational12 and intergenerational Elder-centered pedagogies, we realize
and facilitate the growth of our gifts discovered through the unfolding of our relationships.
Sitting with Elders’ ‘theory’ (their ways of knowing, their mapping through living of language,
ethics, disciplines, value systems) and practice (actions and ways of being) from within their
particular knowledge systems, guides the way knowledge develops out of the long interweaving
of relationships, storying, experience, memory, interpretation, and language-become-teachings
because they are lived, because they have been lived before by human and other-than-human
beings and energies, because they are being lived again in the oral interaction between speaker,
listener, and energies stirred with breath shared, because they are being enacted in the ways of
being of an Elder at once living them and passing them along to a younger generation, in turn
expected to live and create with them, to make them relevant and useful to each successive
12

I refer to the oral process in this way, as oral-relational, as it is impossible for an oral process to be anything
other than relational, from within Indigenous epistemologies. It is critical to remember the relationality inherent
within the oral, which Western epistemology has overwhelmingly ignored and excluded. This is a basic,
foundational, and implicit understanding for Indigenous Peoples, and is not to be ignored, for it informs every aspect
of relationship.
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generation. An Indigenous sensibility, to enable and enhance survival into seven generations,
before and to come, generations interacting in responsible, reciprocal relationship with the rest of
the natural world. Spiritual activism.
Indigenous methodologies and pedagogies are embodied in the practice of Elders. Tom and
Rosalie’s common-sense, action-oriented universe (in relationship with the larger Universe),
embody Kanien’keha:ka and Lakota ways of knowing/being, respectively, reflecting and
bringing life to time-tested, time-honored values and disciplines in their everyday. These aspects
of Onkwehon:we ways of knowing, ways of approaching knowledge, and Elder pedagogies
reflect and mutually reinforce each other. These ways have been given so little space, afforded so
little respect by non-Native society and by Western academia in particular that they need some
space of their own so that we might think more deeply and begin to dwell more profoundly
within some of these critically relevant pedagogies, praxes of survival, ways that have created
the possibilities for simultaneously ancient and contemporary meaning, coherence, and power.
As a way of dealing with some of my grief around Rosalie’s passing, I reflected on some of these
praxes of survival. They are particular to Rosalie and spring from within her Lakota ways of
knowing the world. As I listen to them again, I am reflecting now on Tom and his ways of being,
watching the differences and the simultaneities within both of their ways, and how Tom’s lived
praxis deepens my understandings of what I have learned from Rosalie – ripples, a stone touches
the surface of water, circles meeting each other and continuing on, expanding outward, touching
unknown places where past, present, and future converge and ignite to form galaxies, a universe
of lived Indigenous epistemologies and genealogies of knowing that are present, that live inside
us, waiting to be awakened from within a longevity of relationship, one to another, within a
context of ethical, oral, reciprocal interaction and consciousness.
I share these ways of knowing-being with you the reader here now because that is what Rosalie
wanted – to make an impact so that human beings might reflect on and change their behavior,
aligning themselves again, finally, with the rest of the natural world:
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The value and discipline of ethical usefulness and the emphasis on survival, an
ethical survival, as the ultimate test of knowledge;
The value and discipline of the collective, where the individual is located within
the greater good, where one’s actions reflect the awareness that the People must be
considered in one’s ways of thought and action, where the collective helps the individual
to find and be sustained in the development of their life’s purpose, and the individual’s
life purpose holds the People at its heart;
The value and discipline of visiting, having discernment and perception to make
time within your life for others’ lives, which is again a reflection of the individualcollective and of relationality;
The value and discipline of perception, to be able to perceive without being asked
or told what to do (which is a reflection of interlocking values of independence,
interdependence, competence, sensitivity, generosity), developing the acuity to pick up
on nuances and slight changes (in the weather, landscape, behavior of animals, climate
and people, in ceremony), all of which in turn reinforce relationality and survival, a
relationality of survival;
The value and discipline of slowness and deliberateness, where to go slowly
means to go with care, perception and discipline, where slowness encourages reflection,
deliberation and pause, in turn nurturing skills of critical thought, intuition, insight and
vision, which develop leadership and wisdom; deliberation cycles back into relationship,
where to go slow and be thoughtful again encourages perception that looks more closely
at the unfolding of the world; this is a practice very much embodied by Elders, a value
that younger generations learn to understand by spending time watching how Elders
approach doing. A person or culture in a rush, hurrying around, is suspect -- it is seen as a
reflection of disorientation, a profound lack of attention, perception, and respect, an
avoidance of responsibility, exposing a people out of touch with the cyclical requirements
of self, collective, and the natural world. Here is where Tom diverges dramatically from
Rosalie – Tom lives his life on the fast track. He makes us younger people look so feeble
beside him, just in terms of his energy and inexorable force. He is his own planet in
constant motion! The only time Tom slows down is when he is visiting (so luckily, he
loves to visit!) or sleeping. Tom’s constant travels, even now, that he has maintained
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since he was a teenager, are less a result I think of personal desire – I know that he would
far rather stay home and go out into the fields on his tractor, spend time in his workshop,
work on his crafts – and more of a reflection of his feeling of urgency around keeping the
Haudenosaunee language and cultural teachings vibrant and invigorated, for others to feel
their meaning and relevance through his special way of relating them, offering to his
People (and all people) his knowledge and experience of the Haudenosaunee universe, so
that it might survive a little longer. So, Tom’s orbit is constant and runs at a pace not easy
to keep up with, but when he gets to where he is going, you can be sure that he transitions
right away into that slower way of being and relating with each other that is so much a
part of a traditional Onkwehon:we practice;
The value and discipline of consistency and dependability, where you can be
counted on to come through, to keep your word, to honor commitments so that you can
be depended upon, all of which feed into the survivability of the People; these are found
in the values of relationship and honor;
The value and discipline of honor, integrity and honesty where words are chosen
thoughtfully and with precision, because the language holds great power and speaking is
an enactment of that power, where one’s life is in alignment with spiritual teachings,
where to do the right thing is called for, no matter the hardship, invoking deep
relationality with self, community and spirit;
The value and discipline of non-interference, where each person is recognized as
an individual put here by the Creator, having their own set of gifts and the ability to make
decisions free of interference from others, where there is strong respect for each human
being, with each person expected to make their own decisions that are right for them from
within their own context and their location within the collective. Self-determination
emerges out of this ethics of non-interference, where recognition of the integrity,
distinctiveness, and diversity of individuals, of Nations, and all of life is fundamental;
The value and discipline of orality, where clarity and coherence in listening,
speaking, and memory are critical, where past, present, and future, Ancestors and those
yet unborn, physical, spiritual, mental and emotional worlds are engaged at once, where
practices of the spoken and unspoken word and corresponding practices of listening and

50

discerning for language and for other languages of body, natural world, and spirit awaken
protocols embedded in language and cultural values;
The value and discipline of generosity, where the greatest gift is to give, to let go,
invoking the understanding that nothing is really ours in the first or last place, everything
has been given to us by the Creator and our Mother Earth, and they have provided more
than enough for all; it is a responsibility not only to recognize their gifts, but to ensure
that they are shared with purpose, discernment, perception, and integrity for the good of
the collective, a value tied deeply to relationship and humility. And to survival. Leaders
of the People, in the old ways – and this is still seen today – have the least material
possessions, for they give everything away. Accumulation, greed, and taking more than
you need are cultural taboos – indeed, this one value in contact with settler capitalist
society has wreaked havoc culturally;
The value and discipline of humility and gentleness, which circulate with
generosity and within the collective, in recognition of the great value and meaning of all
life, where each of us is but a small piece…this value recognizes our interconnectedness
and how critical it is not to stand out as apart, but that to stand within the circle, with a
generous heart and mind for the People and all our relations, holds the possibility for
creating the greatest of human beings, the way human beings were put here to be.
Humility and gentleness hold great strength and power, and are critical to keeping peace,
to providing a check on the weakness of uncontrolled ego;
The value and discipline of responsibility and reciprocity have to do with the
values of integrity and accountability to self and group, extending to perception and the
discernment to be coherent to the interconnected web of the Universe; relations of
interconnectedness require reciprocity and generosity to engage more than just
harmonious co-existence – they nurture relationships of co-creation;
The ultimate value and discipline of relationship embodies the utmost respect,
care, and consideration for the ways one carries oneself into relations with others, these
others as integral to self, in a non-hierarchical circle of existence; this is a deep Lakota
value, required in every action of your life to consider your relationship with the rest of
Creation. The critical cultural ethics of Lakota relationality are reflected profoundly in
language, and are often the final words spoken at the end of ceremony or gathering:
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Mitakuye Oyasin (All My Relations). This spirit and ancient philosophy of
interrelatedness is simultaneously reflected in its own way, from within its own particular
Rotinonhsionni universe, in the foundational teaching of thanksgiving for every element
of Creation, expressed in the Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen (the Words That Come Before
All Else or the Thanksgiving Address).
Bringing out these values and disciplines as I have reflected on them in a different way with
Rosalie’s passing, and with attention here to the ways they echo through Tom’s ways of being, I
see more clearly their everyday practices, the ways they live and walk their lives. My perception
and discernment is being developed with their “confident example-setting” (Williams, 1999, p.
125), the ways they each embody their own Elder Praxis from their own particular cultural
context, my own deepening awareness of the unfolding of the generations and what this means,
guided by Elders and by those Elders now Ancestors, echoing their Ancestors…in an everrenewing cycling of ancient value systems of respect, relationship, humility, generosity,
consistency, vision, perception, and gentleness that may have more relevance than ever today.
Rosalie always made sure to emphasize slowly, “Elders are the center. Because Elders are the
mirrors of our Ancestors” (Little Thunder, personal communications). Rosalie Little Thunder
embodied Elder epistemologies, methodologies, and pedagogies throughout her life, as Tom
continues to do today, and it is these that I look to center in ensuring my own critical practice of
what it means to enact decolonizing, self-determining Rotinonhsionni, Onkwehon:we approaches
to and practices of knowledge and research. These are pedagogies of the center, of the roots, of
the heart. They touch us deeply and move us to act in ways that are conscious and awake,
deliberate, generous and coherent, because they reflect, enact, and re-engage generations of
wisdom before and to come. Elder praxis and pedagogies sit with you because they are real,
because they are alive, and because they are becoming yours, in your own journey, as you listen
into silences, Ancestors, beauty, nature, sound, and the spinnings of the Universe. And are
moved.
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Onkwehon:we knowledges and relational pedagogies
“These resurgences, multiplicities of thought and action, must be founded on Onkwehon:we
philosophies and lead us to reconnect with respectful and natural ways of being in the world”
(Alfred, 2005, p. 36).
Taiaiake Alfred and Jeff Corntassel (2005), in their critical work on the regeneration and
resurgence of Indigenous communities, discuss the commonality and unique positionality of
Indigenous peoples as being “...the struggle to survive as distinct peoples on foundations
constituted in their unique heritages, attachments to their homelands, and natural ways of life is
what is shared by all Indigenous peoples, as well as the fact that their existence is in large part
lived as determined acts of survival against colonizing states’ efforts to eradicate them culturally,
politically and physically” (p. 597). Indigenous communities hold different priorities and
aspirations that arise out of this distinctness as Peoples, a context of enduring presence and
relationship with homelands now occupied and colonized by settler societies.
Indigenous community perspectives and positionalities offer different vantage points from which
to engage knowledge and praxis, because their locations are different, distinct, and “hold a
relationship to enduring patterns and languages that must be brought forward to be of service,
again, to what is before us” (Meyer, 2013a, p. 259). Indigenous methodologies and pedagogies
are informed by deep cultural memory and meaning-making, an ancestral collective value system
springing from the wisdom of longevity and experience within places, carried by Elders.
Relational consciousness and knowledge emerge out of Indigenous worldviews of
interconnectedness, engaging responsible, respectful and thankful ways of knowing all of life
and practices of being a good human being/relative. Native Hawaiian scholar Manulani Meyer
(2013a) describes an “epistemological hologram” of Indigenous knowledge, where the
wholeness of knowledge is contained in each of its parts (p. 255). Renowned Lakota scholar
Vine Deloria, Jr. talked about how we understand and make sense of the world, reminding us
that the Ancestors not only might have asked the questions of modern science: “How does it
work” and “What use is it,” but “it is certain that they always asked an additional question:
‘What does it mean?’” (Deloria in Deloria, Foehner, & Scinta, 1999, p. 134). Comprehending the
meaning of knowledge from Indigenous worldviews makes all the difference as to whether it is
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appropriate, relevant, sustaining. Is knowledge useful? Does it enhance possibilities of survival,
regeneration and resurgence? This is an Indigenous bottom-line.
Deloria reminds us that, “All knowledge, if it is to be useful, was directed toward that goal” of
“finding the proper moral and ethical road upon which human beings should walk” (Deloria in
Deloria, Foehner, & Scinta, 1999, pp. 43-44). Knowledge must be useful, relevant, and
contribute to the survival of the collective and individual, the People and their human and nonhuman relations. As Oren Lyons, Onondaga Turtle Clan Faithkeeper expresses,
“Another of the Natural laws is that all life is equal. That’s our philosophy. You have to
respect life – all life, not just your own. The key word is ‘respect.’ Unless you respect the
earth, you destroy it. Unless you respect all life as much as your own life, you become a
destroyer, a murderer….In our way of life, in our government, with every decision we
make, we always keep in mind the Seventh Generation to come” (Oren Lyons in Wall &
Arden, 1990, p. 67-8).
These responsibilities and commitments to ethical knowledge and value systems embedded
within language, traditional teachings, and worldviews lie at the heart of Indigenous
epistemologies, ways of being, pedagogies, and methodologies.
In McCarty and Lee’s (2014) discussion of sovereignty, revitalization, and the work of assetbased pedagogies, they maintain that “tribal sovereignty must include education sovereignty” (p.
102), requiring attention to “cultural and linguistic survival” (p. 103). By extending this idea of
Indigenous education sovereignty to center traditional Indigenous pedagogies, languages,
knowledges, ethics, values, ways of knowing/being, philosophies and worldviews, guided by
Elders at the center through oral intergenerational practices and lifeways, in acts of deliberate,
discerning, and self-conscious re-commitment to a collective remembering of the central
positioning and role of Elders and what they mean to Onkwehon:we communities, we are paying
attention to, and privileging, those relationships that unfold and intertwine within the grassroots.
These roots push deeply into waiting, fertile ground to create re-generational space for cultural
and linguistic oral-relational renewal and resurgence.

54

Traditional knowledge & survival: Comprehending traditional knowledge
“The traditional way, when viewed as a methodology, could be the Native peoples’ greatest
asset. In fact, it could turn out to be the only way that communities of Native people can organize
for their own survival” (Mohawk in Barreiro, 2010, p. 212).
“The core of our existence as nations is in our traditional cultures” (Alfred, 2004, p. 95).
Traditional knowledges, epistemologies, and ways of being are indeed central, critical to
Indigenous survival and coherence. Methodologies and pedagogies that are relevant and
sustaining within grassroots Indigenous communities will acknowledge that traditional
knowledge and cultural ways have helped to maintain and will continue to provide for the
endurance of Indigenous people as Peoples, as integral Nations. Angela Wilson (2004)
emphasizes “the recovery of Indigenous knowledge as a decolonization strategy for the solving
of contemporary issues facing Indigenous communities” (p. 362). Leanne Simpson (2004)
asserts,
Anticolonial strategies for the recovery of Traditional Indigenous Knowledge systems
require a deconstruction of the colonial thinking and its relationship to IK [Indigenous
Knowledge] …They require a critical analysis of colonialism and how it has led to the
current state of IK. They require the recovery of Indigenous intellectual traditions,
Indigenous control over Indigenous national territories, the protection of Indigenous
lands from environmental destruction, and educational opportunities that are anticolonial
in their political orientation and firmly rooted in traditions of their nations (p. 381).
This dissertation centers, highlights, and privileges traditional Indigenous locations, priorities,
and ways, placing Western concerns at the periphery. That said, it is instructive to note the
reluctant pause when academia is forced to acknowledge Indigenous peoples’ centering of
traditional Indigenous cultural processes, aspirations, practices as critical Onkwehon:we
locations of individual and collective coherence, resistance, and resurgence. This is a deep
schism, one that is not the burden of Indigenous Peoples to heal. It is the responsibility of
Western scholars and society to engage in decolonizing, anti-colonial self-reflection and reorientation, to recognize that the very knowledge systems they may have perceived to be static,
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stuck, anti-modern, anti-progressive, could be the very ways of knowing that hold the
possibilities for collective human survival upon Iethi’nihstenha Ohwenhtsia (Our Mother the
Earth).
Indigenous traditional ways of knowing/being provide a flexible framework and capacity for
responding to intertwining layers simultaneously, within a spiraling understanding of time and
space, as they have always done. The late beloved Seneca scholar and Elder John Mohawk
focused on the importance of traditional understandings and community cultural, political,
spiritual, and economic self-development, maintaining that, “Traditionalism is a form of social
organization based on principles developed by Native peoples centuries ago. Its goal is the
redevelopment of community life and the empowerment of land-based peoples in ways that
promote the survival of cultures and provide a practice of social justice” (Mohawk in Barreiro,
2010, p. 203). These “enduring patterns of knowing” (Meyer, 2013a, p. 251) and experience that
lie at the heart of Onkwehon:we collective consciousness of survival invigorate the capacity to at
once continue and to transform. Tom Porter talks about the relationship between traditional
knowledge and transformation. He says, “And I guess that’s one thing about our spirituality
that’s probably different. None of the prayers we ever do is the same as yesterday. It’s always
forever changing. It changes at the moment, for the moment. One of my uncles said, ‘If tradition
does not bend or change, it dies.’ It dies. So if we keep everything exactly the same as yesterday
and never move it, never change it a single word, that means it’s gonna get arthritic. It’s gonna
become like cement, and it’s going to be of no use. Only if it changes, and it can move and it can
bend, is it going to be useful and is it going to live tomorrow. And so that’s the way I look at it”
(Porter, 2008, p. 9). A challenge before us is to shake what has become habitual – the everyday
of colonization – and in the ways of old teachings, renew our relationship and reciprocal
engagement with intergenerational processes, practices, and pedagogies. Can we comprehend
now how profoundly renewing our connections to ancestral presence and consciousness – by rekindling traditional intergenerational relationships where Elders are re-engaged at the center, a
mirror to that ancestral presence and consciousness – wakes us out of the stupor of colonization?
Indigenous communities are looking deeply within their own collective traditional cultural
knowledges to sustain them, to the power that has sustained them through the intensity of
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colonization, occupation, and the constancy of aggression, interference, and violence. The
sustaining power that keeps the spark of survival and regeneration alive is recognized as the
ancestral collective knowledge systems of Indigenous communities, carried and continued by
traditional Elders and Knowledge Holders. Taiaiake Alfred asserts the urgency of this ancestral
coherence: “In our actions, we show our respect for the heritage of our people by regenerating
the spirit of our ancestors” (Alfred, 2005, p. 29), and he continues, “These words are an attempt
to bring forward an indigenously rooted voice of contention, unconstrained and uncompromised
by colonial mentalities. A total commitment to the challenge of regenerating our indigeneity, to
rootedness in indigenous cultures, to a fundamental commitment to the centrality of our
truths…” (Alfred, 2005, p. 33). The seeds of this rootedness, the gathered viability of
experiences, truths, and wisdoms of the People, are still alive, nurtured in quiet places, finding
ways to grow so that they might once again feed the People into health, sustenance, strength, and
vision.
In one of his many reflections on Onkwehon:we traditionalism and the politics of selfdevelopment, John Mohawk stresses, “The self-development of peoples is a powerful set of
politics. It is the wave of the future for Indian people, not the ghost of the past. It provides the
politics from which will grow the efforts to develop the people’s culture, to rejoin the people to
the spiritual ways, to reenact the respect for the sacred web of life that will provide for the
survival of the future generations” (Mohawk in Barreiro, 2010, p. 202). Maori scholar Graham
Smith (2012) echoes Mohawk’s assertion when he says about the critical work of transformative
reflection and action that is at the heart of Kura Kaupapa Maori, “Transformation is about
assisting the self-development project for Maori” (p. 6). This dissertation explores the landscape
of complex, intricate, and intimate relationalities between the re-generation of Kanien’keha and
Kanien'keha:ka traditional community, between an engaged remembering of relational practices
together and the re-connection and return to ancestral homeland, memory, cultural identity and
meaning, the recovery of relationship to Ancestors and the natural world from this place in the
Mohawk ancestral homeland…all emergent from within the lived, embodied intergenerational
praxis and traditional Rotinonhsionni teachings of a Kanien'keha:ka Elder, in the context of
Kanien'keha:ka language and cultural restoration and renewal. Far away from the beaten path of
Western academia, this dissertation reflects on the nuanced complexities of traditional
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Kanien'keha:ka oral-relational memory and knowledge practices, the wisdom that sits and visits
– the critical part, the relational part – within places.
Relationality, or coming to know oneself through the contextual constellation of relationships, is
a central shaping and sustaining ethic of Indigenous views and visions of the meaning of
traditional knowledge practices and pedagogies. Traditional knowledge practices and
relationships from within the particularity of Indigenous centers strive toward the whole and
ethical development of the person situated within the collective, the human and other-thanhuman relatives, allowing these relational understandings to unfold within collective longevity so
as to contribute to the well-being and ethical survival of the People, as distinct, as integral, as
who they were meant to be, flowing from deep within their own particular place in the universe
(Cordova in Moore, Peters, Jojola, & Lacy, 2007; Deloria, 1999; Deloria in Deloria, Foehner, &
Scinta, 1999; Ermine, 1995; Kimmerer, 2013; Nelson, 2008).
Indigenous people know that the depths of their languages, ways of knowing and conducting
themselves as relatives within the living Universe actually make sense, resonating through deep
and reverberating layers from within their places of power, their homelands, languages, and
ceremonial ways. We are not invoking a ‘return’ to some mythic state of cultural purity of
knowledge, language, and being. Ancestral knowledges are ways of knowing that have been
gained out of persistent, long cycles of experience, perception, visioning, imagining, dreaming,
and relating within the classroom of the ever-shifting expansiveness of the natural world (Hazel
Dean, Eba Beauvais, Wari Sose Gabriel, Mina Beauvais, Tom Holm, Tom Porter, Rosalie Little
Thunder, Jake Swamp, personal communications). Powerfully, humbly, Vine Deloria expressed,
“As Indians we know some things because we have the cumulative testimony of our people”
(Deloria & Wildcat, 2001, p. 86). Indigenous people locate and sustain themselves within a
traditional understanding of interconnected, intergenerational relationality as a means of
surviving, of living in a good way, and of transformational, resurging continuance…and are
fearlessly standing in that center.
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Elders
Elders hold collected wisdom and instructions, practices by which the people will emerge and reemerge and emerge again into each successive generation in a continuing cycle of experience,
knowledge, pedagogy, practice, and language. These cycles of ways of knowing are embodied
and held by Elders and the oral-relational transmission of collective, ancestral knowledges
experienced, expressed, and circulating deeply from within places and particularities. Indigenous
ways of knowing and collective processes of knowledge production hold at their heart the
survival and ethical continuance of the People.
Indigenous Elders consciously mirror ancestral pasts and futures, memory practices, a cycling,
spiraling response of memory, without which the continuous formation and re-formation of the
People into the future becomes diminished. Nesting, placing, and locating traditional Indigenous
ways of knowing and being, languages, and oral practices of intergenerational transmission at the
center of a movement of restoration and re-awakening creates the possibility for contemporary
reflexivity and responsiveness to the demands and immediacy of the times that are now
presenting a vision of an earth straining under the unfolding grip of a worldview that is
fundamentally and inherently unsustainable over the long term. All generations are needed to be
in relationship with each other. Traditional Indigenous education and pedagogical practice is
sustaining, situating younger generations (babies, children, youth, and adults) in relationship
with Elders so that in time they too will come to find their particular places and roles within the
community, their individual gift and contribution that will help ensure collective survival,
continuance, and transformation. Such is an Indigenous pedagogy and methodology, one that has
sustained the People over generations.
Indigenous Elders embody and give life to cultural ways and understandings in a critical
intergenerational space, closest to Ancestor, situated between Ancestors and younger
generations, holding on to the continuity of persistence, change, and the possibility of
transformation. Manulani Meyer (2008) reminds us that “our epistemology still differs from
those who occupy our shores, and as we awaken, a revolution of remembering will bring us back
to what is valuable about life and living, knowledge and knowing” (p. 218). This remembering is
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our center, and that memory is held by our Elders. Elders animate what Meyer talks about as
“our own radical remembering of our future” (Meyer, 2003, p. 54). Locally-defined Elder
protocols, practices, and pedagogies embody a close and deep listening and wakefulness not only
toward what Elders are saying, but their ways of being – the ways they hold and pass on
knowledge, living the ancestral knowledge systems they have been handed down to carry. It is
time now to breathe in some common-sense everyday Indigenous thinking, the depth of Elders
who do not so much respond or react to criticism, but instead continue on their path, knowing
what is right for them and what they need to get done during the time they have been given here.
In self-determining, endlessly distinct ways, looking toward ancestral possibilities and promise,
Indigenous communities are locating who they are and the profound implications of this vision
with coherence and power. Kiowa writer N. Scott Momaday says, “Our very existence consists
in our imagination of ourselves…The greatest tragedy that can befall us is to go unimagined”
(Momaday, 1970, p. 55). They are enacting what the Lakota call woableze, a way of perceiving
that creates the possibility for survival and continuance (Little Thunder, personal
communication). Remembering, locating, creating, and renewing deeply relational communitycentered practices, knowledges, and spaces centered within Onkwehon:we languages, oral
literacies or “oralicies” (Krebs & Holmes, personal communications, collaborative conniving,
and unpublished work), and ways of knowing-being, guided by the intergenerational praxis of
Elders, presents the challenge and call of developing collective, contextual perception, discipline,
vision – with local cultural coherence. By restoring, renewing, and regenerating that which is of
critical cultural and linguistic sustenance, these self-determining ways of knowing and being,
Onkwehon:we grassroots communities are able to perceive and develop their own perspectives,
priorities, and aspirations, particular traditional ways of knowing that are the embers with which
to re-ignite resurging continuity.
Indigenous relational practices and pedagogies of the grassroots hold up this lens: that to engage
and enact traditional Onkwehon:we ethics, disciplines, and practices embedded within the
language is to hold the transformational possibility of cultivating the local unfolding of that
which is relevant, coherent, meaningful, and sustaining from within Indigenous ancestral
knowledge systems. They embody a deepening engagement within the priorities of locally-
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derived, sustaining, self-determining sense-making, meaning, relevance, and usefulness. These
pedagogies of the center carry the power to strengthen communities that are re-awakening,
restoring, and renewing their relationships to traditional, integral, distinct ancestral knowledge
and value systems, languages, ways, and collective community aspirations. Vine Deloria (2001)
maintained that the “proper context of Indian education,” should focus not only on the context of
“existing conditions,” but also on the “traditional manner in which the tribe has faced its
difficulties” (p. 83). Traditional perspectives on the necessity of considering current conditions
through the vision and longevity of deep cultural context in shaping traditional community
response may be helpful for Onkwehon:we communities in thinking about, encouraging,
strengthening and deepening the conceptualization and contextualization of their work in
restoring and renewing their languages and cultural knowledge practices.
By sharpening our vision of the particular places and relationships from within which
Onkwehon:we knowledge, language, and ways of knowing-being emerge and unfold, we become
better able to perceive and envision an older consciousness, a clear-mindedness that will give us
the courage, discipline, commitment, passion, ethics, and humility to approach Onkwawen:na13
and an awakened cultural memory. Taiaiake Alfred (1999) asserts that “the crisis we face is a
crisis of the mind: a lack of conscience and consciousness” (p. xv) that threatens Onkwehon:we
community. John Mohawk echoes Alfred’s reflection on our current crisis, speaking about this
need for re-awakening of consciousness in a conference of world religions held in Moscow; he is
struck by the omission by all the major world religions of Indigenous spiritual traditions and
leaders, and thus the omission of ancient knowledge systems that speak to our relationship with
our Mother the Earth, and the place of humans within the natural world. It is a powerful talk.
From a traditional Haudenosaunee standpoint, he talks about the crisis of human beings, the
crisis created by human alienation from the natural world, the natural order. He speaks to the dire
need of a world that is dying to recognize that we need to find, and listen to, the holders of the
stories of life and transformation, the stories of the Peoples who know how to live on, with, our
Mother Earth. He speaks of the connection between consciousness, transformation, and story,
saying, “We need a transformation of consciousness... And the first step to a transformation of

13

our language
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consciousness is to re-think the stories we’ve heard…” (Mohawk, 1990). Delving into and
engaging traditional knowledges, languages, and “collective narrative memory” (McLeod, 2007,
p. 9) while, as Lakota Elder and scholar Vine Deloria instructs us, “keeping the particular in
mind as the ultimate reference point of Indian knowledge” (Deloria, 2001, p. 22), are ways that
traditional Indigenous perspectives contribute to an understanding of what Indigenous language
and cultural recovery, restoration, and renewal mean from their places embedded within context.
This dissertation first emerged from a relational space of connection and engagement with
Rosalie Little Thunder, a Lakota Elder who was nudging me in the direction of ‘thinking about
thinking’ together, from within her Lakota epistemology and its embodiment in the language and
knowledge practices of Lakota Elders within a Lakota relational universe with all other relatives
cycling through that interactional, spiritual space together. And she was pushing me in my
thinking and living to re-conceptualize from within deeper understandings and different centers –
as well as my own – how to perceive my relationships with other Elders from other places and
with “all my relations.” She got me thinking not only about “the language” or “the knowledge,”
but encouraged me – guided by her, in our visiting together about things (or, for academia, “in
interaction and exchange” with her) – to delve more deeply, to develop my thinking and
perception around Indigenous, and for her specifically Lakota, knowledge practice, though she
would encourage me to think about it more broadly as well, to think of ways of thinking and
theorizing and acting on this consciousness of the meaning of our languages and cultural
worldviews and ways of knowing-being. And in watching her, as well as other Elders I paid
attention to differently because of our work together, I learned to perceive, to listen and watch
the ways they do what they do. I learned to understand that it was not just their “teachings” per
se, but that their entire way of being was/is the teaching, and continues to live with us still, even
once their spirit has walked on. Their lived, embodied, mirrored reflection of their own
Ancestors’ ways of knowing and being are the teachings, embedded in the unfolding of their life,
their approach to living, the choices they make and how they make them – these are the cultural
teachings, the wisdom, themselves. It is why Elders are so often known as carrying wisdom –
this is Onkwehon:we common-sense. We do not only have to attune ourselves to what they share
with us – we have to attune and align ourselves to pay attention to how they are walking their
path through life – and then how will that impact the way we live our lives, the choices we make
moment to moment that make up the heart and spirit of our own walk, each of ours, gathered
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together, on an Earth who is our Mother. From a very Lakota center and way of being, Rosalie
opened up those synapses of woableze that have allowed me to perceive differently, and have
fundamentally, radically shifted my perception and ways of thinking about language, cultural
knowledge, knowledge practices – knowledge relations – in ways I probably would never have
done had it not been for her life and our relationship.
Rosalie lived traditional Lakota language and knowledge relations in ways that supported and
encouraged her People, and other Indigenous Peoples, to find their own places of cultural
meaning, relevance, and survival once again. As she so often explained, comprehending and
cultivating the traditional practice of woableze develops the capacity and acuity for listening to
and respecting the particularity of experience; and with sensitivity, generosity, clarity, insight,
and vision, woableze enacts ways of knowing that emerge from within oral traditions and
relational practices (Little Thunder, personal communication). As woableze deepens and the
particular ways, needs, and aspirations of community are discerned and clarified, the possibility
of survival and survivance – “an active sense of presence, the continuance of native stories”
(Vizenor, 1999, p. vii) – are enhanced, made meaningful, restored and renewed.
The way I think about, perceive, who Elders are and how Elders are -- the sophistication and
intricacy of their worlds of knowing and being – have been shaped and made more profound
because of Rosalie’s bringing me in to her world, her ways of being and knowing. I know now,
have come to comprehend with my own body, mind, and spirit in very different, very much
deeper ways, the oral-relational, intergenerational praxes of Onkwehon:we Elders out of my
relationship with Rosalie. And out of my relationship with Tom, which is a very different one in
some ways, but is also very congruent too, because both Rosalie and Tom are my family, and I
am connected to them in a bond that, for me, is more profound than blood. They, along with
Alice Porter, Ida Mae Joe, Jake and Judy Swamp, Eba Beauvais, Hazel Dean, Wari Sose Gabriel,
Mina Beauvais, Donny and Sarah Brant, Ray John, Freda John, Tom Holm, Frank Ettawageshik,
Sharon and Judy Drapeau, Chief Johnny Jackson, Madonna Thunder Hawk, Arvol Looking
Horse, Katherine Blossom, Frank (Yellow Shoulder) Sanchez, Carl Widdiss, Ally Krebs,
Teresa.…have made me who I am today. Because of their presence in my life, whether they
know it or not, whether they are still walking on this Earth or have walked on to Spirit, I am
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alive. They have brought me back to the coherence of what it means to live on our Creator’s
path. And so I draw on their untold energy, commitment, strength, perception, wisdom, passion,
humor, gentleness, compassion, perseverance, humility, their struggles and their triumphs, in the
everyday walk of my life. Their presence has been a deep spring that I tap in to with deep
gratitude, humility, and love, and I have been pulling from that clear water in so many ways in
order to write this dissertation, to see it through to conclusion, to find expression for the thoughts
and ideas that are not my own, but that have been developed in my thinking by so many others,
particularly Elders. Because of their presence, and the presence of my Ancestors, I have been
looked down upon with a great kindness, even from deep within the fissuring, as I have been
placed – as we all have been placed – within that intergenerational reciprocity of relationship that
encourages me to go beyond my personal limitations, fears, and self-doubt, and to offer what I
can, to contribute in my own small way, so that the People might live.

Re-conceptualizing & re-contextualizing Indigenous language revitalization:
Toward a Critical Indigenous Language Recovery, Restoration, Renewal, & Resurgence
I believe it is time to think indigenous and act authentic even at the price of rejection. To
disagree with mainstream expectations is to wake up, to understand what is happening, to be of
service to a larger whole – Manulani Meyer
And when I get those moments of homesickness, we don’t have a term for it in English.
That you are very lonely for your culture or your language, for the comfort, the familiarity, of the
language, to understand and to be understood – Rosalie Little Thunder
The promise tribal language revitalization offers is reconciliation; a re-negotiation of reality and
a restoration of an intellectual beauty possible in the ocean of tomorrows – Darrell Kipp

Orientations
This dissertation will approach the field of Indigenous language “revitalization,” 14 laying out
some of the trajectories in language planning, giving an overview of where the academic work

14

More on this concept of “revitalization” lies ahead in this section, Re-conceptualizing & Re-contextualizing
Indigenous Language “Revitalization”: On the concept of “revitalization”
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has been and where it is moving, along with some of the tensions, gaps, and spaces for
movement. I will also be elaborating a “new” theoretical framework, re-conceptualizing and recontextualizing Indigenous language revitalization in order to re-envision, re-imagine, and reconstruct a different, older way of approaching Onkwehon:we languages and language
restoration that clears the pathway for return to our languages. These pathways recognize the
malignant efficiency of Settler-Colonial methods of language and cultural eradication (Kipp,
2000) and perceive what might be needed to counter-balance these methods. They are pathways,
orientations, and approaches that guide us again toward foundational and ancient Onkwehon:we
understandings of what the language means to their People, ways of knowing that emerge from
deep within context and worldviews centered within a traditional consciousness and embodied
practice of relational reciprocity, restoration of balance, and renewal of relationship: to their
language and each other, a re-articulated and re-generating definition of community.
Comprehending these meanings, we are able to move into new spaces of re-conceptualization
that allow us to re-think meanings and approaches to Indigenous language restoration and
renewal from deep within Onkwehon:we relationships and epistemologies. And it will be my
thinking and interpretation over the course of this dissertation – developed and enhanced by
having had the rare opportunity to sit and listen over the last year to Tom and to these
Rotinonhsionni language learners – that I hope to convey and convince readers that it is in
restoring and renewing these most fundamental, elemental relationships between Onkwehon:we
and their languages, lands, and practice of community, re-weaving and re-presence-ing to
intergenerational relationships of Ancestors and coming generations, to collective narrative
memory, from within the intergenerational praxis and traditional teachings of a Mohawk Elder,
that an intricately interconnected matrix of relationships are also restored.
It is not a matter, in fact, of Indigenous “language revitalization.” As my Elder-in-academia, my
mentor and advisor Professor Norma González so lucidly put it when we were talking about this
together, “What you are talking about is actually, in a way, language revitalization in reverse –
the language is revitalizing you.” In the way Professor González re-imagines our relationship
between ourselves and our original languages, I am reminded of a passage in Braiding
Sweetgrass, Potawatomi biologist Robin Kimmerer’s beautiful book on knowledge and our
relationship to the plant world, where she talks about the reciprocity of gathering Sweetgrass:
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“Reciprocity is a matter of keeping the gift in motion through self-perpetuating cycles of
giving and receiving…With their tobacco and their thanks, our people say to the
Sweetgrass, ‘I need you.’ By its renewal after picking, the grass says to the people, ‘I
need you too.’ Mishkos kenomagwen. Isn’t this the lesson of grass? Through reciprocity
the gift is replenished. All of our flourishing is mutual” (Kimmerer, 2013, p. 165-6).
It is in the reciprocity of relationship – of ourselves, our languages, and the natural world,
situated within the relational particularities of Onkwehon:we Universe(s) – restoring, re-storying,
and renewing our ancient, sacred, reciprocal commitment to and engagement with each other,
and to each strand of that vast web of relationship that the People and their languages are
connected to, that we restore and renew our most vital, awake, living, and precious languages.
This intricately woven web links us to each other, to Spirit and the natural world of Creation, to
our Mother Earth, to community, to Ancestors, to teachings and philosophies and ceremony, the
re-generation and re-envisioning of ancient memory into the everyday of today within the
constancy and continuity of intergenerational oral praxis. Restoring these relational ways of
knowing and being with our languages, storying and re-storying these connections again,
remembering the cyclical nature of their patterns and the particular constellation of beings,
energies, elements, and relationships from deep within their context, is the how of renewal and
regeneration, the ways and wisdoms carried within ancient philosophies, teachings, and practice
alive today within the praxis of Onkwehon:we Elders and our still-living natural world.
A Western discourse of Indigenous language endangerment and morbidity is located within the
research on the ‘condition’ of Native languages; problematizing this discursive framework of
extinction runs through this dissertation. Eventually, the cognitive imperialist discourse
surrounding Indigenous languages fades away. I am choosing a different pathway, one divergent
from that of mainstream academic, linguistic-based work around Indigenous languages, so that
as we walk down the pathway of this dissertation, we are in territory no longer defined by those
dominant discursive frameworks and ideologies. It is a territory of grassroots, Onkwehon:wecentered and integrated knowledge, discourse, and understandings about the real and deep
meanings of our languages, the traditional spiritual understandings, knowledges, and teachings
held within them.
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James Sakej Youngblood Henderson articulates these intertwining, rooted relationships of
longevity between Indigenous peoples, their languages, teachings, and oralicies that cannot be
“harnessed” or “captured” by the normative linearity of Western-science with its rationalist,
positivist and homogenizing mind, but that continue to maintain the rhizomatic capacity of regeneration:
“Across countless generations, comforted in the safety of Indigenous languages,
Elders, knowledge keepers and storytellers have continued Indigenous
teachings…In different languages…these teachings have given form to a sacred
creation. These teachings reveal the animate processes of creativity in implicate
sacred terrestrial consciousness and its ecological forces. These teachings have
illustrated a consensual order that is based on endless interrelated
transformations that involve all life forms. These oral teachings and symbolic
literacies communicate many choices, paths, or roads. They impart the stories of
Indigenous life, of our experience, our creativity, and our realizations….They are
also the stories of our lodges, our villages, our homes, and our families. Most
importantly they contain intergenerational solutions and remedies to many of our
contemporary quandaries” (Henderson, 2002, p. 2-3).
These are places many Western academics fear to tread, and it is the reason why their abilities to
perceive these meanings, or to hear Indigenous people when they talk about their languages, are
often limited. Indigenous peoples’ relationship to their languages do not fit into the
epistemological framework of the Western mind – they orbit in different universes. Because of
the dynamics and differentials of power, Western linguists (save for a precious few – hats off to
Susan Penfield here!) have not felt the need to truly listen, beyond grammatical structure and
lexicon, to what Onkwehon:we are expressing about and from within their languages, so fixed
are they on reconstructing the skeletal remains of Indigenous languages, on “capturing” the “last
voices.”15

15For

more on this, the 2008 documentary film The Linguists offers another foray into Euroamerican capture, this
time in the context of the enthusiastic furor to capture Indigenous languages in the global adventures of two Western
linguists; the film reveals the Western exploration-discovery-preservation mission, its discourse and ideology, this
time in the context of “saving” Indigenous languages (The Linguists, 2008).
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The fields of reversing language shift, language as human right, language as resource, language
diversity as situated within the bio-cultural ecologies of the world are discussed as primary paths
in the scholarship on endangered languages. Efforts and movements in Indigenous community
language revitalization work follow the academic discussion, and finally I theorize a praxis of
critical Indigenous language recovery, restoration and renewal, moving beyond the concept of
“language revitalization,” for reasons I will make clear as we head along this path together. I
discuss what this means, why the need exists, and implications for a shift in thinking into at once
newer and much older, wiser, more coherent directions for language and cultural re-invigoration.
Much thinking and scholarship around Indigenous language revitalization continues to be located
within shifting Western discourses that are embedded in Settler-Colonizing ideologies. Even as
dominant discursive framings of Indigenous languages have undergone some changes, they often
retain their underlying construction of colonization. Not surprisingly, in this country a focus on
extinction has been popularized and characterizes mainstream discourse with regard to
Indigenous languages. Settler ideologies of racial supremacy, expansionism, and greed translate
into practices that have always attempted to eliminate Native Peoples, their cultures, and
languages. Civilizing ideologies, policies, and practices have wreaked havoc on Indigenous
communities and their languages. And yet, while it is true that the deep and lingering effects of
colonization have caused cultural chaos for Indigenous Peoples, their communities still hold onto
a vision for the continuance of their languages and cultural ways of being/knowing, one that is
framed in terms of survival, persistence (Nicholas, 2014), resilience, resistance, selfdetermination, collective transformation, and resurgence.
The narrative of “language morbidity” that Western scholarship has produced, a construction of
Native languages as declining so quickly that there is little hope of “saving them” from
extinction, is not widely accepted by Indigenous peoples. Even as much work on Indigenous
languages in the academy has featured this narrative of decline, scrambling to document
languages before they ‘cease to be spoken,’ scholarship has more recently begun to move along
different strands. Indigenous language research is moving away from being “by and for”
dominant academic researchers doing research “on” Indigenous peoples, research characterized
by extraction and control-over rather than community participation. Today, relationships
between communities and academia based on participation, collaboration, respect, and
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reciprocity have become somewhat more frequent, focusing on community relevance,
appropriateness, and transformation (Aguilera & LeCompte, 2007; Cantoni, 1996; Cleary &
Peacock, 1997; DeJong, 1998; Demmert, 1994; Flores & Penfield, 1999; Hinton, 2002; Hinton &
Ahlers, 1999; Hinton & Hale, 2001; Kipp, 2000; Marlow & Siekmann, 2013; McCarty, 2002,
2013; Nicholas, 2005, 2014; Penfield et al., 2008; Reyhner, 1997; Sims, 2005; Watahomigie &
McCarty, 1994; Wilson & Kamana, 2001; Wilson & Kawai‘ae‘a, 2007). Outlining some of these
trajectories in the field of Indigenous language revitalization will help identify the landscape of
scholarship and where it may be moving in relationship to that older work.
A little matter of language
Language used in the academy to describe the status of Indigenous languages like morbidity,
endangerment, and death have little usefulness or relevance in Indigenous community language
revitalization work and only further alienate Native communities from academia and research on
their languages. Given the longstanding Settler-Colonial preoccupation with Indian
extermination, it would be wise for researchers to remember their colonial history, consider the
ways they are implicated in the deterioration of Indigenous communities, and reflect on the
implications of continuing to use genocidal language. Sociolinguist Joshua Fishman (1990)
criticizes this practice of linguists to pay minute attention to language loss, with
“very refined terminological and conceptual distinctions…made with
respect to the 'minus' side of the ledger (we speak of language attritionshift-endangerment-loss-death and can itemize many studies of each
way-station along this increasingly negative progression), while the
'plus' side remains rather gross and undifferentiated and studies of revival, restoration,
revitalisation and restabilisation remain proportionately few and far between” (p. 6).
These are some of the spaces where there is room for reciprocal shift in the field of Reversing
Language Shift, for reconsidering that the ways we get places are as important as, and in fact
determine, the directions we move and the places we wind up. More deeply thinking about
Indigenous language revitalization from a recognition of different standpoints is critical practice
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that might open pathways not perceived before, leading into more profound relationship with
each other, with the natural world, and with the multiple, deepening meanings of Indigenous
languages. First, though, we must set off walking the terrain of the Indigenous language
revitalization movement along some of its pathways to get a sense of where it has been from the
standpoints of academic involvement and from within Indigenous communities.

Theoretical development within Indigenous/endangered language revitalization
The “condition” of Native languages: Disease & decline
(Michael Krauss)
Michael Krauss’s work on the condition of Native North American languages provides statistics
on language loss, creating profiles of languages by dividing them into ‘classes’ to predict the
proximity of their extinction. This might seem to some to be a good idea – and his work is
widely cited. But in his focus on classification, qualitative nuances go unexamined and
racialized, colonizing stereotypes are perpetuated. For example, Krauss assigns blame to Native
people for the loss of their languages through their “psychology of denial,” their “major issue of
denial…first of facts then of responsibility” (Krauss, 1998, p. 15). This is where a reliance on
numbers and statistics without the fine detail that contextual, participatory research provides
highlights the damage that can be done by Western research (Krauss, 1992, 1998). Failing to take
a more nuanced approach to Indigenous language loss by blaming Indian families drives a wedge
into rebuilding relationships of trust fractured by colonization and extraction of knowledge. That
Krauss states it has been Indians’ “severe ambivalence” in the language loss scenario “that was
their own doing,” and that “they must be aware on some level that they are responsible for
ending the transmission of their language” (Krauss, 1998, p. 16), exposes the ‘benevolent’
Western academic’s unexamined racialized-racist, imperialist biases and presumptions, and why
supposedly ‘uneducated Indians’ recognize immediately the potential danger Western
researchers pose in coming into their communities, swinging their baskets of good intentions and
assistance. Krauss asserts, “It is easy to see how the last generation of speakers, ambivalent but
now responsible for transmitting the language to the next generation, might readily seize on any
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possibility that might appear to relieve them of this difficult responsibility” [emphasis added]
(Krauss, 1998, p. 16).
Krauss’s positionality as ‘informed expert’ highlights the problem when these ‘experts’ muck
around in Indigenous communities and issues, making assessments of things they presume to
know much about, but always through the lens of a colonizing expertise. “They just don’t get it”
is a shared sentiment heard around Indian Country about White researchers that goes back
generations. Misinterpretation, misrepresentation, unexamined assumptions, judgment,
surveillance, a paucity of understanding and coherence around cultural and discursive practice,
etc. abound when Western academics presume expertise and intellectual supremacy. As Krauss
maintains that his work is about “the condition” of Native languages – a supposedly clinical,
scientific, ‘objective’ assessment – he unintentionally reveals what is fundamentally wrong with
the Western unexamined presumption of expertise: an assertion of “cognitive imperialism”
(Battiste, 1986, 2000) and “cognitive annihilation” (Henderson, 2002), an imperial blindness that
is embedded within glaring statements such as these.
In her foundational work Decolonizing methodologies: Research and indigenous peoples, Linda
Tuhiwai Smith talks about research as a “site of struggle,” holding “a significance for indigenous
peoples that is embedded in our history under the gaze of Western imperialism and Western
science. It is framed by our attempts to escape the penetration and surveillance of that gaze
whilst simultaneously reordering and reconstituting ourselves as indigenous human beings in a
state of ongoing crisis” (L. Smith, 2012, p. 41). This crisis is reflected, for one, in our loss of our
ancestral languages, and draws near our response of working for their restoration, in ways that
Krauss’s surveilling gaze cannot allow him to imagine or include in his positionality as expert
from within his Western epistemological framework.
Reversing Language Shift
(Joshua Fishman)
Joshua Fishman was one of the renowned scholars in sociolinguistics concerned with small, local
heritage and minority language communities, working on language maintenance and Reversing
Language Shift (RLS), language and ethnic identity, the connections between language and
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ethnocultural identity, language and nationalism, language planning and policy, and on the need
for applied work that is grounded in theory that can “distill-out and propose generally applicable
ameliorative principles” (Fishman, 2001, p. xiii). Fishman describes his focus on RLS
scholarship, at once theoretical and operational, as “RLS theory seeks to be directive or
implicational vis-à-vis social action, rather than merely descriptive or analytic of the
sociocultural scene” (Fishman, 2001, p. 464).
In his foundational work on Reversing Language Shift (Fishman, 1990, 1991), Fishman theorizes
a staged progression of language shift, a “theory of intergenerational mother tongue
transmission” (Fishman, 1991, p. 8), that calls attention to the status of threatened languages at
each stage in the Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale (GIDS) scale (Fishman, 1990, 1991,
2001; see Appendix C) in order to determine “the intergenerational continuity and maintenance
prospects of a language network or community” (Fishman, 1991, p. 87). Fishman’s GIDS scale
and RLS have come under criticism for being hierarchically structured/graded, rigid and
proscriptive. His response has been that it is not meant to be conceived in a formulaic stage-like
progression from the bottom up, but is best used as a way for ‘RLSers’ to theorize entry points
and places to begin to address language shift, by focusing on linkages among each stage of the
GIDS in both directions, from the bottom up and the top down (Fishman, 2001, p. 465-467).
Fishman has also been criticized for his de-emphasis on schooling and the role of formal
education in RLS. He has maintained that intimate settings within families, relationships, and
communities are the crucial and primary spaces wherein language revitalization must occur;
these spaces must be the emphasis, rather than formal schooling, since languages must be alive
within the normalized, everyday life of the community because “languages are not ‘subjects’ per
se…” and must be “linked to ‘real life’ stages before, during and after school” (Fishman, 2001,
p. 470-1; 1991).
An ongoing stream within Fishman’s work on RLS as a social movement of largely powerless,
delegitimized and unheard minoritized communities is his response to Western postmodern
constructivists who appear to criticize his work on the connection between language and
ethnocultural minorities’ identity formation as essentialist, ‘nativist,’ backward-looking, and
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romantic. He responds, “Again and again ethnicity has been delegitimized in the West…as antimodern, anti-intellectual, irrational, anti-progressive, and anti-civil” (Fishman, 1990, p. 8), his
work emphasizing the forward-looking, ‘progressive’ efforts and planning that community
activists involved in reversing language shift are constantly engaging.
Fishman’s concern with heritage language and (although he does not use this language) cultural
ways of knowing, the intimacies between heritage languages and family-community connections,
the subtle and unique ways these are expressed within their society, are a focus of RLS work as a
way in which non-dominant languages are to shift toward revitalization. He sees heritage
language survival as implicated in the struggle against a globalizing, homogenizing
“econotechnical” (Fishman, 2001) world that too easily obliterates diversity and distinction of
expression, thought, meaning, identity, value, and ethics. In the great volume of his work in
sociolinguistics, RLS, language and ethnicity/nationalism, this is arguably his most important
contribution – the re-valuing of the local, the shift in consciousness that comes with re-centering
locally meaningful, relevant, and critical ways of knowing and meaning-making – and why
holding onto these culturally relevant frameworks of knowing/being/doing are important. In this,
he mirrors what Indigenous Elders maintain – that there is something very special, sacred, in
being who you are in the world, in holding those ways of knowing close, in honoring and
cherishing those responsibilities, as they are reflected in the language, for in them lies the
pathway to living a coherent, whole individual/collective lifeway and life journey, one that is
recognizable to self and ancestors as it lays the pathway for future generations.
Cultural diversity & biodiversity (flora/fauna), biocultural & linguistic diversity
(Bill Adams, Fikret Berkes, David Harmon, Luisa Maffi, Darrell Posey, Jules Pretty…)
Another stream in the field of Indigenous language protectionism is encompassed within the area
of biocultural diversity, where the West is coming to realize that nature and culture may in fact
be interconnected in vast and profound ways (something Indigenous peoples the world over have
known, lived, experienced, and practiced for thousands of years) (Berkes, 2008; Harmon, 1995;
Harmon & Loh, 2010; Loh & Harmon, 2005; Maffi, 2001; Milton, 1998; Posey, 1996; Turner &
Berkes, 2006). Biological diversity refers to the diversity of the natural world, while cultural
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diversity is described as the “human beliefs, values, worldviews and cosmologies” linking
biological and cultural diversity to each other through “beliefs and worldviews, livelihoods and
practices, knowledge bases and languages, and norms and institutions” (Pretty, Adams, Berkes,
De Athayde, Dudley, Hunn,…Pilgrim, 2009, p. 100).
Jules Pretty and his co-researchers describe this ‘newly’ theorized (by the West) biocultural
linkage as one where “the natural environment provides a setting for cultural processes, activities
and belief systems to develop, and subsequently, landscapes form a diverse cultural archive of
human endeavours” (Pretty, Adams, Berkes, De Athayde, Dudley, Hunn,…Pilgrim, 2009, p.
102) (Adams, 1996; Berkes, 2008; Milton, 1999; Pretty, Adams, Berkes, De Athayde, Dudley,
Hunn,…Pilgrim, 2009; Schaaf & Lee, 2006; Sutherland, 2003). Luisa Maffi describes biocultural
diversity as “diversity of life in all its manifestations – biological, cultural, and linguistic – which
are interrelated within a complex socio-ecological adaptive system” (Maffi, 2005, p. 602), and
David Harmon and Jonathan Loh describe its importance as the “fundamental expression of the
variety upon which all life is founded” (Loh & Harmon, 2005, p. 232). Fishman has described
this contemporary movement of environmental consciousness as one of “terralingual
environmentalism (in which the protection of ethnolinguistic diversity is viewed as literally part
and parcel of environmental protection of all other natural resources)” (Fishman, 2001, p. 457).
Languages as living systems, linguistic ecologies
Scholars like Adams, Berkes, Harmon, Maffi, Milton, Posey, and Pretty, who focus on the
conservation of biocultural diversity, reflect Fishman’s thoughts on the devastating consequences
of globalization and global capital’s requirements of extraction, homogenization, and
commodification that have led to intense and relentless social, economic, cultural,
environmental, linguistic, psychological pressures on local Indigenous peoples by devastating
micro and macro ecological systems, creating food insecurity, changes in climate, disease,
disruption of cultural practices, loss of species, etc. These scholars acknowledge they are
participating only in ‘first-wave’ or ‘first-generation scholarship’ in this inter-disciplinary field
that has emerged in the last decade to deal with these issues, even as threats to the diversity of
life on earth increase monumentally, daily (Adams, 1996; Harmon, 2002; Maffi, 2001, 2005;
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McNeely & Scherr, 2001; Pretty, 2007; Skutnabb-Kangas, Maffi, & Harmon, 2003). This
geological era has been called the “anthropocene” (Crutzen, 2002), recognizing the unmitigated
dominance of human econotechnical (Fishman, 2001) fixation run amok. (Although perhaps it
would better be called the anthrobscene or the civilizobscene for the scale of destruction being
brought to bear on the Earth who is our Mother and all of life). The close interlinkage between
landscapes and culture-scapes is also seen to include language, the ways that language is
embedded within and constructs culturally-based land practices and knowings, with languages as
much at risk as are the land, ecologies, biologies, and peoples (Maffi, 1998 & 2005; SkutnabbKangas, Maffi, & Harmon, 2003). This emergent field is beginning to theorize “…a more
integrated view of the patterns that characterize life on Earth” (Loh & Harmon, 2005, p. 232),
creating spaces that might lead to the kind of shift in consciousness required to generate
responses (plans, policies, practices) that are culturally/ecologically-based, relevant, meaningful
and appropriate, leading to the sustainable revitalization, conservation, and restoration of
constantly-evolving nature-scapes and cultures, together and inseparable.
Linguistic human rights
(Robert Dunbar, R.E. Hamel, Nancy Hornberger, Miklos Kontra, Ole Henrik Magga, Steven
May, Robert Phillipson, Tove Skutnabb-Kangas, …)
Increasing attention to the preservation and revitalization of minority languages globally during
the 1990s led to the development of a discourse of linguistic rights as human rights, where
previously they had been considered distinct disciplines by international policymaking bodies
and academic research. In their early work, scholars like Robert Phillipson and Tove SkutnabbKangas were working to construct a framework that did not readily exist within linguistics and
human rights law: “The challenge…is to see how a human rights perspective can support efforts
to promote linguistic justice” (Skutnabb-Kangas, Phillipson, & Rannut, 1994, p. 1). Language
minority rights were not frequently considered in the body of international law’s canon or
practice until 1998 with the formation of the Council of Europe's European Charter for Regional
or Minority Languages (the "Minority Languages Charter"), “the first international instrument
directed solely at the question of language” (Dunbar, 2001, p. 90). Over the last two decades,
those working to theorize linguistic rights as human rights have found ways to construct these
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interlinkages between linguistics/sociolinguistics and the law, moving this approach from the
margins to the mainstream in both the academy and international political policy arena.
Scholarship in linguistic human rights (LHR) maintains that languages are part of the human
rights of all peoples, that all people should have the right not to suffer discrimination by using
their languages, that all people should be supported in maintaining their mother tongue in private
and public life, and that the disappearance of smaller, minority languages around the world due
to complex economic, social, and political pressures represents linguistic genocide or
“linguicide,” as defined in the 1948 United Nations Convention on the Prevention and
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (although it was not ultimately included in the
Convention). The Convention considered acts constituting the crime of ‘cultural genocide’ to
include “prohibiting the use of the language of the group in daily intercourse or in schools, or the
printing and circulation of publications in the language of the group” and “destroying or
preventing the use of libraries, museums, schools, historical monuments, places of worship or
other cultural institutions and objects of the group” (Capotorti, 1979, p. 37). Enlisting a human
rights framework, Skutnabb-Kangas, Phillipson, & Rannut (1994) advocate for linguistic justice,
that “observing LHRs implies at a collective level the right of minority groups to exist (i.e. the
right to be ‘different’…)…Often individuals and groups are treated unjustly and suppressed by
means of language” (p. 2). (See also Dunbar & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2008; Skutnabb-Kangas,
2000, 2008).
Most estimates on the rate of global language extinction predict that by the end of the 21st
century, 90-95% of the world’s languages will cease to exist (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000, 2008;
UNESCO, 2003b). UNESCO estimates that 96 percent of the world’s languages are spoken by 4
percent of the world’s population, that “over 50 percent of some 6,700 languages spoken today
are in danger of disappearing,” and that “one language disappears on average every two weeks”
(UNESCO’s Safeguarding Endangered Languages website, see References or Appendix D).
Further, Tove Skutnabb-Kangas, a sociolinguist and important scholar in the emergence of the
LHR paradigm, emphasizes that “Almost all languages about to disappear would be indigenous,
and most of today’s indigenous languages would disappear, with the exception of very few...”
(Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 2010, p. 77).
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While due to complex and interconnected factors, researchers of linguistic human rights maintain
that formal education is implicated as one of the primary processes responsible for the worldwide
disappearance of minority, heritage languages (Magga et al, 2004; May, 1999; Skutnabb-Kangas,
2000, 2008; Skutnabb-Kangas, Garcia, & Torres-Guzman, 2006; Skutnabb-Kangas, Phillipson,
Mohanty, & Panda, 2009). Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson (2010) assert that, “Formal education
and media in dominant languages are the most important direct factors behind the
macroeconomic, techno-military, social and political causes of linguistic genocide” (p. 77). Since
formal schooling is seen as one of the main sites of heritage language loss, education has been
one of the critical focus areas for the survival of minority languages. When schools force
children to be educated in languages other than their mother tongue without giving them access
to mother tongue medium (MTM) education, this field of scholarship maintains that students’
and communities’ human rights/linguistic human rights are being violated as their heritage
language is unsupported and can, through non-use and shift, become extinct through the
processes and practices of schooling. Education is thus a salient aspect of language survival – in
order to prevent linguistic genocide, nation-states and their schools must find ways to support
MTM education. New frameworks, paradigms, policies, and practices are needed that guarantee
individuals and groups their linguistic human rights, in order to protect linguistic maintenance
and diversity, and ensure that any intervention is appropriate and equitable in state-sponsored
schooling systems.
International human rights investigator Katarina Tomasevski (1996) held that the “purpose of
international human rights law is [. . .] to overrule the law of supply and demand and remove
price-tags from people and from necessities for their survival” (p. 104). Skutnabb-Kangas
elaborates that “necessities for survival include not only basic food and housing…but also basics
for the sustenance of a dignified life, including basic civil, political and cultural rights—and
LHRs are a part here of cultural rights” (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2008, p. 117). Recognition of
linguistic human rights means that people have the right to be educated in their own heritage
minority languages through a multilingual, additive approach, able to maintain and develop their
mother tongue while also being able to acquire majority language(s) of the mainstream,
dominant society.
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The field has encountered some challenges, such as difficulties in spanning differences in
language, meaning, and cross-disciplinary work – academic disciplines of linguistics and law use
distinct language and ways of constructing meaning in their field, and a great deal of effort and
energy has been spent in translation and education in each other’s fields. The LHR paradigm, a
subset of rights located within the broader (and also rather recent) field of human rights, calls for
“patient multidisciplinary clarification” (Kontra et al, 1999, p. 4) by scholars, researchers, and
activists to clarify meaning so as to strengthen linguistic human rights. Ironically, although this
field works on rights surrounding minority, heritage, and Indigenous languages, issues of
language present a major challenge, causing much collective hand-wringing, as each discipline
brings with it specialized language and meaning that does not translate easily into the language
and meaning of another specialization, making it difficult to find a lingua franca in which to
communicate. The challenge of scholars and others talking across separate disciplines, clarifying
conceptual language and meaning, determining parameters and intersectionalities between such
diverse areas as law (and the specialization of human rights law and Indigenous law), linguistics
(sociolinguistics), activism (human rights activism, language activism), political bodies (nationstate, intra-state, inter-state, and international bodies, inter- and non-governmental bodies) is
formidable, but people are engaging together in the form of international conferences and
conventions through bodies like the United Nations and European Union. The sheer scope the
field is trying to cover – thousands of languages around the world – within their area of interest
and concern is daunting, as are the copious volumes having to do with definitions, language, and
conceptual clarification between disciplines.
Another challenge to the LHR paradigm continues to be the perception of dominant societies and
nation-states that see smaller, minority language communities as being separatist, nationalistic,
divisive and even dangerous to the dominant society, that does not see it in its greater interest to
allow, much less encourage, ethnic minority groups to maintain their in-group cultural and
linguistic practices, and have been largely unwilling to let go of their policies and ideologies of
assimilation of ethnic minorities into the nation-state. Although this has been changing as the
LHR paradigm has become more widely accepted and entered the mainstream, researchers have
been perceived as being backward-looking or romantic (similar to critiques of Fishman) in
attempting to create spaces where local languages might find equitable support and resources
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while representing sometimes smaller, often minoritized ethnic communities seen more as a
problem than as a resource by dominant societies.
Scholars of linguistic human rights have been attempting to bridge the gap between the
“language as right” framework and what they feel is the complementary paradigm of “language
as resource” (Kontra, 1999, p. 5). They maintain that languages must be seen as a right and a
resource, with individuals and communities being able to access numerous languages in society
through additive linguistic opportunities, in order to most fully enjoy and benefit from their basic
human rights to enjoy a quality of life not only free from discrimination, but one that recognizes
and opens possibilities for full expression of their dignity as people, in the fullness of that
meaning (i.e., with the right to enjoy their language(s) and culture(s)) (Hornberger, 1998; Magga,
Nicolaisen, Trask, Dunbar, & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2004; May, 2001; Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000,
2008; Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 1994; Skutnabb-Kangas, Phillipson, Mohanty, Panda,
2009; Skutnabb-Kangas, Phillipson, & Rannut, 1994).
Language as resource
(Richard Ruiz)
Richard Ruiz’s (1984) foundational work Orientations in Language Planning represents the
theorization of a conceptual framework around language planning, constructing an orientational
approach to language planning and the ways in which orientations and the matrix of
“dispositions” (Ruiz, 1984, p. 16) toward language-in-society influence language policy and
planning, impacting direction and decision-making, even as these very dispositions are generally
implicit and thus unrecognized. “…Orientations are related to language attitudes in that they
constitute the framework in which attitudes are formed: they help to delimit the range of
acceptable attitudes toward language, and to make certain attitudes legitimate” (Ruiz, 1984, p.
16). Ruiz’s three orientations, dispositions, or ways of looking at language planning – languageas-problem, language-as-right, language-as-resource – help make powerful implicit attitudes
toward language and language use explicit (Ruiz, 1984, p. 17).
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The language-as-problem orientation in language planning perceives a need for some kind of
amelioration and attempts to provide it (Rubin and Shuy, 1973; Neustupny, 1970). The
perception of language-as-problem has been closely related in the United States to the discursive
construction of ethnic minority, “Other” languages as inferior, assigning a lower status to their
languages and language communities, thereby providing justification for subjecting them to
linguistic, socioeconomic, political restriction and repression – a history older than the founding
of this country (Baron, 1990; Crawford, 1992, 2000; Hernandez-Chavez, 1994; Leibowitz, 1974;
Macias, 1999, 2014; Wiley, 2000, 2014). As James Crawford maintains, “language
restrictionism has been diverse in its causes, effects, and ideological justifications. But it never
occurs independently of the material forces that govern US history…” (Crawford, 2000, p. 10).
Certain languages and language communities, the presence of heritage languages other than the
monolingual dominant language, and even bilingualism/multilingualism have come to be
stigmatized by mainstream society, identified with socioeconomic ills of poverty,
underachievement, crime, and violence, a drain on society in need of control and re-construction
(Ruiz, 1984). As Ruiz points out, the Bilingual Education Act (BEA) of 1968…start[s] with the
assumption that non-English language groups have a handicap to be overcome” (Ruiz, 1984, p.
19).
The discursive formation of language-as-problem maintains that heritage languages of
marginalized, minoritized communities located within dominant societies are framed by deficit
and lack: that they (the language and its speakers, both individuals and communities) have
nothing positive to contribute, that they instead demonstrate a lack of knowledge (not just of the
dominant language, but even lack of an ability and willingness to learn), that maintenance of
their heritage languages is limited and limiting (Brodkey, 1991; Wiley & Lukes, 1996). Attitudes
toward “Other” peoples and their languages as deficient and problematic influences language
policy and planning in ways that emphasize transition out of their mother tongue into the
dominant language, as in transitional bilingual education programs that do not allow the
coexistence of both languages (Babcock, 1981; Birman and Ginsburg, 1981; Hufstedler, 1980;
Ruiz, 1983).
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Languages of the margins come to stand for their communities in terms of their perception as a
threat, as divisive and dangerous to the supposed unity of the mainstream. Homogenizing,
assimilationist language ideologies-become-policies-and-practices of the nation-state and their
uncritical consumption by its dominant citizenry, along with the socioeconomic pressures of
global capital, exert enormous pressure for minoritized “Others” to leave behind their heritage
languages and communities for the mainstream, one that is promoted as homogenous and
unified, even though this is an impossibility.
The language-as-right orientation discursively frames minority, heritage language maintenance
and survival as an assertion of fundamental rights located within the human rights narrative. Ruiz
acknowledges the contributions of the rights-oriented approach to language especially through
the civil rights movement and the work of Latino grassroots community-centered organizations,
though maintains that while this framework could be useful within certain contexts, it is
implicated in too many complicated, often contradictory areas within the law to be a generally
useful operational approach to language planning (i.e., legal language and its translation to other
areas and the general public, the law and legal system’s application/applicability to and
compatibility/incompatibility with issues having to do with language, the challenges of dealing
with language in the legal system, definitional issues, bureaucratic, organizational, conceptual
challenges at local/national/state/international/ transnational levels, enforcement and noncompliance issues, etc). Of course, the linguistic human rights enclave challenges this idea and
sees itself as being conceptually, theoretically, and operationally a part of the language-asresource orientation.
The language-as-resource discourse views heritage, minority languages as positive and
profoundly rich areas of linguistic, cultural, and social capital that ‘ethnic minority’ communities
hold and that could be perceived and valued as a strength by wider society (González, 2001;
González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & González, 1992; Moll & Diaz, 1987;
Ruiz, 1984; Thompson, 1973; Velez-Ibañez & Greenberg, 1992). There continues to be
widespread recognition of the lack of language capabilities within mainstream U.S. society and
the need for increased ‘foreign language’ programs for students in schools at all levels. Yet at the
same time, minority language communities are not only not valued and sought for their bilingual
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and multilingual capacities, they are encouraged to become monolingual speakers of English.
“This is all true in a country where non-English speakers are expected to lose their first
language” (Macias in Ruiz, 1984, p. 27). Monolingual English language ideology and its
equation with value, patriotism, and national unity are so firmly entrenched that the great
possibilities and multiple fluencies held by non-English majority language communities go
completely overlooked, except when they are scrutinized in order to force them out of their
‘other’ fluencies. Ruiz asserts that a shift in orientation whereby language comes to be seen as a
resource encourages a complementary shift in attitude, where that resource becomes “managed,
developed, and conserved” and thus would encourage a view of “language-minority communities
as important sources of expertise” (Ruiz, 1984, p. 28).
Some criticism of Ruiz’s framework comes from scholars in the Linguistic Human Rights field
who view Ruiz’s construction of the three orientations as distinct – their interpretation of his
work has been to view language-as-right as oppositional to language-as-resource, rather than as
complementary, which has been damaging to their area’s conceptual framework and potential
(Kontra et al, 1999). From an LHR standpoint, the two views are interconnected, since languageas-right is required to guarantee that language can and will be treated as a positive resource, and
similarly, that language rights are needed in order to ensure that the languages of minoritized
communities are not perceived as a problem to the dominant language state. In the view of LHR
scholars, a language-as-problem view emphasizes access to the dominant language and
language-as-resource view emphasizes access to heritage language, a language-as-right view
promotes an additive approach to language, with an emphasis on access to both dominant and
heritage/minority language (Kontra et al, 1999). In their work Language, a Right and a
Resource: Approaching Linguistic Human Rights, scholars Miklos Kontra, Tove SkutnabbKangas, Robert Phillipson, and Tibor Varaday (1999) maintain that Ruiz dismisses a languageas-right approach and that his conceptual framework “prevents those who are interested in
making languages function as parts of positive cultural-linguistic capital from making use of the
human rights system in the struggles of language minorities for self-empowerment” (p. 5).
However, although some LHR scholars have perceived Ruiz’s argument in terms of partition or
opposition, Ruiz specifically states, “these are competing but not incompatible
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approaches…while one orientation may be more desirable than another in any particular context,
it is probably best to have a repertoire of orientations from which to draw” (Ruiz, 1984, p. 18).
Indigenous community-centered perspectives
“We must quit endlessly lamenting and continuously cataloguing the causes of language death;
instead, we must now deal with these issues by learning from successful language preservation
efforts” (Littlebear in Cantoni, 2007, p. xiii).
“They know we will never stop a child from coming here because they don’t have the money.
They all know our tuition plans are set up to bring dignity to the language and to their families
and to their children. This is not a give-away program. We pay for it. Our parents can work off
the tuition—sweep, fix the sidewalk—at $10 an hour. This is not about money. It is about dignity,
self-reliance, and building confidence in our hearts that we can survive. We want to be able to
say that this place would survive even if there were not a dollar tomorrow. No money tomorrow?
We’d sell a million tacos. Here’s the secret for your taco feed. Don’t say this is the greatest
Indian taco. You know that we use fry bread (hard as a rock—all the plastic knives and forks are
busted). Sell the tacos, but then sell Tums and Rolaids, and that’s where you will rake it in. Sell
them Tums at $3 a roll, $20 for Alka-Seltzer. That’s where you rake it in” (Kipp, 2000, p. 19).
These two quotes summarize the action-oriented approach that Indigenous community language
activists engage in as they find solutions to the reality of language shift and loss. Over the last
three decades Darrell Kipp worked hard to bring the Pikuni language back into use, and his
description of the program they began in the 1980s is worth highlighting. It describes the love
and commitment characteristic of community language revitalization efforts. It also highlights
values and disciplines that are deeply embedded in language and cultural practices – generosity,
collectivity, dignity, honor, self-reliance, confidence, courage, ingenuity, adaptability, humility,
and humor, always humor.
Indigenous community-centered efforts to maintain, reclaim and revitalize languages and
cultures that often began as part of the movements for self-determination in the 1960s and 1970s
have continued to develop and strengthen into the present. It is virtually impossible to talk about
the ways restoration and renewal efforts have unfolded, as each Nation and each community
holds its own particular attitude and approach toward their language work – each people and
place operationalizes their vision for their language differently. Perhaps it is enough for now to
mention some threads that seem common to community revitalization efforts, while recognizing
that each takes shape contextually, with great complexity and without uniformity.
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Over the last several decades, Indigenous language reclamation efforts and activism (Combs &
Penfield, 2012; Kipp, 2009; Maracle-Iehnhotonkwas, 2002) have seen individuals, communities,
and whole Nations on their own and in collaboration with others, intra- and inter-nationally,
developing their language resources -- orthographies (which alone have sometimes taken
decades), dictionaries, materials, curricula, immersion schools, language nests, school and nonschool-based programs, recordings, archives, and the like; in doing so, they are impacting
language ideologies and policies. In addition to the ‘language’ work, per se, Indigenous language
movements emerge from within intricately interwoven contexts of geopolitical, social,
cultural/multicultural, historical, colonial formations and interrelations, revealing the ways that
revitalizing efforts are exquisitely placed. Enormously interesting work continues to be called for
in ethnographies of language revitalization that not only delve into language revitalization
approaches and practices, but that also explore the deeper contexts of Indigenous language reemergence from within their particular places, landscapes, movements, and genealogies.
Recognizing all that is uniquely, deeply located within places, I think it can be safely said that
common and widespread among Indigenous peoples is the undercurrent of strong feeling and
love for their language, a language they often see as being sacred, a gift from their Creator, one
that links them to their Ancestors, to their homelands, to ways of being that help define them as a
People. In my travels among many Nations, even among those who have not yet re-connected
with (“lost” in dominant EuroUS-centric thinking) their language, the consistency with which
people express their deep feeling about their language and how dearly they wish to hold onto
these things, is striking. Almost always it is shared that the language is so critical because it
expresses a profound spiritual connection. Perhaps it is this feeling that is definitional to
Indigenous language revitalization efforts – and it is one of the areas where academia needs to
take far more care, learning and paying attention to respecting these ways of being, if Indigenous
communities are ever to trust Western academia and scholarship and be able to work together. It
is a basic requirement of acknowledging, valuing, and respecting the deeply relational
connection between language and spirit, how the language is profoundly interwoven with what is
meaning-full and memory-full for its people, how it embodies Ancestors’ envisioning of the past
and the future for present generations.
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These are understandings emanating from Indigenous epistemologies that create sense and
coherence for the people in their everyday lives. And it is exactly these cultural coherencies that
provide the possibilities for a transformational future, rather than a future defined by the limiting
shrinkage of possibility offered by the experience of coloniality (Quijano, 2000, 2007; Mignolo,
1999). It is why, when scholarly experts proclaim that Indigenous languages are going extinct,
the people shut their doors and shake their heads: extinction is an epistemological impossibility.
Even when the language ceases to be spoken, Indigenous conceptions of life and spirit contain
the thoughtway that nothing ever dies, that everything is alive and everything has spirit,
including and especially the language, transformed into breath over countless generations.
Western scholarship that distances itself from this basic epistemological reality for Native
Peoples, dismissing it as naïve, uneducated or quaint, and thus neither fully appreciates nor
respects this perspective, will never be fully trusted or cooperated with by Onkwehon:we
grassroots community. Scholarly work will need to reflect this inter-relational respect and spirit
if they want to be trusted to support community initiatives. Fortunately, collaborative efforts of
mutuality and respect are becoming somewhat more frequent instead of a rarity, with
longstanding development of relationships defining the collaborative work between some
Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers, in ways that support and enhance community work
(Barnhardt, 2005, 2008; Barnhardt & Kawagley, 1998, 2008, 2010; Coles-Ritchie & Charles,
2011; Dauenhauer & Dauenhauer, 1998; Dementi-Leonard & Gilmore, 1999; Flores & Penfield,
1999; Hinton, 2002, 2011; Kawagley & Barnhardt, 1998; Marlow & Siekmann, 2013; Penfield et
al., 2008; Penfield & Tucker, 2011; Reyhner, 1989; Romero-Little et al., 2007; Watahomigie &
McCarty, 1994; Weinberg & Penfield, 2000; White Hat, 1999). Sharing these feelings,
expressing these knowledges about their language has much to do with the climate surrounding
the re-emergence of the language and its speakers.
The depth of feeling Indigenous people hold toward their language as embodying a spiritual,
relational reality is often implicit, but can be listened for and supported as it expresses itself and
emerges:
“Language and culture cannot be separated … Our language and culture … tell us who we are,
where we came from and where we are going” (Task Force on Aboriginal Languages and
Cultures, 2005, p. 58);
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“Our elders repeatedly tell us that our language is a spiritual language. For example, ‘miskisik’
means an eye. In this word, ‘mis’ refers to a body part, and the root word, ‘kisik,’ means the
heavens; it reminds us that our ability to see is a spiritual gift, that we are related to the Creator,
and every relationship carries responsibilities…Our languages guide us in our
relationships…English words simply cannot convey words contextualized in relationships with
the sacred” (Little Bear, 2009, p. 22);
“The [languages] have spiritual links to the Creator” (Task Force on Aboriginal Languages and
Cultures, 2005, p. 62);
“Cheyenne is the language of our hallowed ancestors, our sacred rituals, our spiritualism, and
our humor. It holds within it the respectful way I approach other people; the awed manner in
which I say the place names of our sacred sites, like Noavose (our holy mountain near Sturgis,
SD); and the reverential way in which I talk to the creator” (Littlebear, 2004, p. 13);
“It is said among Hualapai elders, however, that we are to continue to speak the Hualapai
language; it is a gift to us from the Creator. When you are given a gift – especially one that is
alive – it must be cherished, nurtured, and treated with respect to honor the giver. The language
is sacred” (Watahomigie, 1998, p. 5);
“…embedded in this language are lessons that guide our daily lives and, thus, all that we are as
human beings. We cannot leave behind the essence of our being” (Littlebear, 2004, p. 12);
“The Task Force’s work was informed by values and principles taught by the Elders. It was
inspired by a vision that sees First Nation, Inuit and Métis languages as gifts from the Creator
carrying unique and irreplaceable values and spiritual beliefs that allow speakers to relate with
their ancestors and to take part in sacred ceremonies.” (Task Force on Aboriginal Languages
and Cultures, 2005, p. ii);
“We need to experience the life force from which creativity flows, and our Aboriginal resources
such as language and culture are our touchstones for achieving this. It is imperative that our
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children take up the cause of our languages and cultures because therein lies Aboriginal
epistemology, which speaks of holism” (Ermine, 1995, p. 110).

Toward a Critical Indigenous Language Recovery, Restoration, Renewal & Resurgence:
Re-conceptualizing & re-contextualizing Indigenous language revitalization
“We are all re-learners…When we researched, we understood why we didn’t learn the language.
We are good old grad students. We used all the academic skills that we possess to seek the
reason we could not speak our language despite our home life. The truth we found is that they
didn’t teach us the language because they didn’t want us to be abused like they were in school.
We too have been using our educational skills for assimilation programming like everyone else.
Now we use them in our own way, and now we understand some very profound truths.
Education, for Native Americans, was a journey to lead us away from who we really are. It’s no
wonder that none of us who had a college education knew our language. It’s obvious that in
order to get through the educational system, to make it to college, to get through college, to be
recognized for our work, we had to leave many things behind. Language relearning is a journey
back home. But this time you have the tools” (Kipp, 2000, p. 12).

A note to begin: On the concept of “revitalization”
Before beginning to elaborate a “new” theoretical framework for Indigenous language
revitalization – which is not really “new” at all from Indigenous community standpoints and
epistemologies, but emerges from within ancient, ancestral, intricately woven traditional
Onkwehon:we relationalities and contexts, knowledges and knowing – I need to address this
concept I have been using, that is predominant in the literature, that of Indigenous language
“revitalization.” It is important to address this at this point because from here on, I will be
choosing to use a different way of expressing Indigenous language revitalization – I will be
straying from the well-worn path of “revitalization,” and here’s why.
The concept expressed by the word ‘revitalization’ may be problematic to Onkwehon:we
worldviews. ‘Revitalization’ expresses a ‘bringing back to life,’ implying that the language is
coming back from ‘the dead,’ from having died off, from having gone extinct. The concept of
‘revitalization’ is reflective of and implicated in a Western epistemology tied to a discursive
project of extinction and salvation, and is widely used in the literature to describe the movement
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and work around Indigenous language restoration, renewal, and resurgence. I hear it as
embedded within a Western linear epistemology where humans are the solution, where the world
is static, and within a Christian orientation of ‘resurrection’ and ‘salvation.’ In the concept of
‘revitalization,’ I sense a Western human-centric, hierarchical, and scientific-interventionist
approach: we do the revitalizing to the language. Within a linear, rationalistic, positivist
epistemology and daily practice of extinction, it is entirely possible for things to become ‘extinct
forever.’ (This is not to say that we should walk down the path of irresponsible, self-centered
carelessness – it means from within the teachings that we are supposed to be taking up our
responsibilities to the cycling and reciprocity of life lived through the generations, a
responsibility to all of life, at all times, in all places.) Within a circular, cyclical epistemology,
there is no such thing as “death,” or “extinction,” only a continual rebirth, a constant cycling
process of motion, the changing of form, a responsive, reciprocating fluidity where life, energy,
being, presence, spirit, is folded into the very essence of all that is. As respected Mohawk
midwife Katsi Cook says, “It’s about transformation and restoration” (Cook, 2008, p. 164).
Transformation and restoration. Language shapes our thinking as our thinking shapes how we
use language. It is important to get closer to Onkwehon:we ways of knowing, even while
recognizing we are working in English here, which is why I will express these ideas as
Indigenous or Onkwehon:we language recovery, restoration, and renewal.
Why the critical part?
“…recovering our own stories of the past…[is] inextricably bound to a recovery of our language
and epistemological foundations” (L.T. Smith, 1999, p. 39).
Critical16 Indigenous language restoration and renewal engages from a different center – a
centering of Indigenous ways of knowing, doing, being. It is a self-determining stance for
individual and collective transformation, of which language restoration and renewal is but one of
many interwoven strands in re-locating Indigenous futurity. Within a movement for language, it

16

It should be noted that we need to locate conceptually a translation for “critical” from within Indigenous thinking,
as critical is not a word that functions well within Indigenous epistemologies. In other words, critical is an academic
word placed within a surrounding contextual world that makes sense and elicits recognition only if you are located
in that academic space. We will need to be able to translate this conceptually so that it makes sense and becomes
equally useful to Indigenous community language restoration and renewal efforts.
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is an approach, remembering that we have our own ways of doing things, seeing the world,
making choices (and ideas about what those choices consist of), envisioning (and our own vision
of what those futures look like), our own centers and locations of power, of meaning, sense and
sense-making, of knowing, of teachings and ways of teaching and learning, of listening and
hearing, of experiencing and embodying, of handing things on…Ultimately, especially because it
is in and through the language, it is a movement of individual-collective cultural coherence and
relevance, memory, and knowing, and being fully grounded in that knowing. This “radical
remembering of our future” (Meyer, 2003, p. 54) re-claims and re-orders our perception,
encouraging quantum shifts that awaken us to the paths of Ancestors who carried us into now so
that we might carry coming generations into their present and future. It is a re-contextualization
of language restoration and renewal, theorized and put into practice by being placed within
traditional Onkwehon:we centers.
Cheyenne educator Richard Littlebear posits that language revitalization efforts have struggled
as
“…we latch onto anything that looks as though it will preserve our languages. As a result,
we now have a litany of what we have viewed as the one item that will save our
languages. This one item is usually quickly replaced by another. For instance, some of us
said, ‘Let’s get our languages into written form’ and we did and still our Native American
languages kept on dying. Then we said, ‘Let’s make dictionaries for our languages’ and
we did and still the languages kept on dying. Then we said, ‘Let’s get linguists trained in
our own languages’ and we did, and still the languages kept on dying. Then we said,
‘Let’s train our own people who speak our languages to become linguists’ and we did and
still our languages kept on dying…” (Littlebear, 2007, p. xi).
Perhaps in the rush to “save” Indigenous languages from the brink of “extinction,” careful
discernment and energy need to be focused around what a fully self-determining stance toward
language restoration, renewal, and resurgence looks like, to perceive the need to look toward
Onkwehon:we places of knowing and power – places that have always given strength,
nurturance, clarity, and persistence through land, the natural world, elders, children, ancestors,
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future generations, ceremonies, dreamings…and to re-imagine and re-envision a different
pathway home to language from within these renewed relationships and re-orientations.
Indigenous peoples are masters of survival and adaptation, taking what is useful and relevant and
re-structuring it, using it in ways that enable survivance (Vizenor, 1999; see Wyman, 2012 on
‘linguistic survivance’). This has been consistent in language restoration as well. And yet, we
need to hold onto a critical remembering that survival and adaptation do not include displacing
one’s own valid, relevant, useful, time-tested practices and knowings with foreign, hegemonic
ways that have been shown to be limited in their ability to turn things around for Indigenous
peoples. Foreign ways of learning one’s own ancestral language have had trouble invigorating
the hearts and minds of the People – that is to say, a foreign language learning approach that
centers around lists of nouns, colors, days of the week, memorization, classroom-based settings,
and writing have failed to activate the love and desire people have for learning their language.
There is a pressing need to touch and nurture the deep yearnings of the People, to be able to
reconnect with Spirit, prayers, land, Ancestors, loved ones, teachings, worldviews, and
philosophies that are embedded within the language, in culturally meaningful, placed ways. I
find resonance in Manulani Meyer’s words, “It allows knowing to be an act of consciousness that
reaches beyond the mundane into connection and alignment with an essence that finds its
renewal throughout the generations” (Meyer, 2008, p. 219). As deep underground rivers surface
in unexpected places, trickling out onto soft earth, so too have knowledges and knowing been
kept alive in ways we may not yet have recognized, ways that can be drawn upon to invigorate
consciousness of what it means to be Mohawk or Lakota or Anishinaabe or Wampanoag. These
are the places we need to re-discipline ourselves (Little Thunder, personal communications) to
discern and then to re-envision transformational possibilities from that self-determining,
centered, and centering location.
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Re-conceptualizing & Re-contextualizing:
Elaborating a “new” theoretical framework for Indigenous language revitalization
“Do not be put off by specificity, simple notions, and odd languaging. It is merely one group of
people finding their way back into meaning…” (Meyer, 2008, p. 218).
“Our epistemology still differs from those who occupy our shores, and as we awaken, a
revolution of remembering will bring us back to what is valuable about life and living,
knowledge and knowing” (Meyer, 2008, p. 218).

Critical Indigenous language restoration and renewal means deepening a conversation with
sense-making, with places where the People have lived, walked, storied, and walked on. It means
listening for and attending to the relationships and ways of relating that the language holds onto
and that its speakers use to invigorate memory, create meaning, and locate identity. While
Indigenous worldviews share commonalities, Indigenous practices are diverse, reflecting local
contexts and protocols of intergenerational relationships critical to the transmission process.
These on-the-ground, local contexts are the places and spaces where a critical Onkwehon:we
language renewal movement must be born, nurtured by that particular ground, those particular
ways and meanings, defined and constructed by those particular locations and practices,
understandings and coherencies. Critical language revitalization must be, first and foremost,
placed, and thus particularly, contextually relational. Relationality and relational protocol
emerging from within place, places and relationships remembering and re-envisioning the center
and the spiral spinning inward and outward at once.
I think we are being called to think about language restoration in new ways, to decolonize and reconceptualize – re-contextualize – what restoration and renewal means and how to go about it
(theorizing and action) based on the experiences of the last thirty years, to re-evaluate and see
what is working, what might be deepened and extended, so that it continues to become more
relevant, useful, compelling, coherent. The possibility of going beyond current thinking about
language revitalization might be engaged by a re-theorization that leans into transformative
critical praxis of Indigenous language restoration and renewal, which means something to an

91

academic audience, but is perhaps less meaningful to grassroots community, so I will also be
attempting to put this in plain English for everyone’s sake.

What might be critical about critical language restoration & renewal… and why might it be
needed?
“Unless we free our minds, we cannot get a definition of our own” (Kipp, 2000, p. 6).
With all the things we do have, for which people have fought so hard, one thing we do not have
enough of is time. Indigenous languages are known and lived intimately by Elders. And these
Elders are, of course, getting older. And walking on to spirit. I become more acutely aware of
this every day now. My 87-year-old Aksotha reminded me of this while I was driving to a
funeral of another Elder: “Honey, that is why the Old Ones always reminded us that when we
lose an Elder, we become poor.” Locating our knowledges and knowing means locating our
Elders, who embody and give life to our understanding, an ancestral coherence they mirror
because they are the generation closest to Ancestor, the generation between Ancestors and
younger ones, because they hold onto that continuity of cycling, persistence, and change: Elder
Complexity Theory, Elder String and Quantum Theory. All of it is woken up, invigorated,
quickened and slowed down by our Elders. Manulani Meyer, Native Hawaiian scholar and
epistemologist, reminds us that, “Our epistemology still differs from those who occupy our
shores, and as we awaken, a revolution of remembering will bring us back to what is valuable
about life and living, knowledge and knowing” (Meyer, 2008, p. 218). Our remembering is our
center, and that memory is held by our Elders, which is to say that our epistemologies still differ
and we still awaken because we have our treasures, our Elders, among us. Our Elders are our
future – they live and embody this “radical remembering of our future” (Meyer, 2003, p. 54).
Relationships, relationality, ways of being in relationship with other human beings and the
universe entire, a universe that is alive, breathing, trying to wake us up to our original and real
classroom, the natural world – these are the knowings and consciousness that form the center of
a critical engagement with Onkwehon:we languages and lifeways that do not allow us to forget
the “we” in everything, the places and ways of knowing-being that form the root of our spiraling
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instructions for how to live as human beings, as relatives, in this place, our own place, upon
Iethi’nistenha tsi Ionhwenhtsiate.17 Here, I want to bring in the contextualizing work of Maori
scholar Makere Stewart-Harawira to deepen what we understand about the spiral, ancestors,
creation, and transformation, and bring that into our process of consciousness around a relational
matrix that grounds and roots a critical Indigenous language restoration and renewal. StewartHarawira (2007) articulates
“a hermeneutic framework that locates indigenous cosmologies and ways of being at the
centre of an expanding spiral of being…Here the metaphor of the spiral signifies the
turning back ‘on a wheel of strength,’ to ‘the place it came from’: in other words, to the
sacred teachings of the ancestors, to the source of ‘the primal energy of potential being’,
and the returning of these to the forefront in a dynamic process of re-creation and
transformation” (p. 24).
So…what does all this mean? It means that we younger generations need to find ways to
simultaneously hurry up (act) and slow down (reflect), to discern what will best inform our
“new” understanding of where we need to go, what directions need to be engaged that have not
been fully engaged yet, how we will think and act with purpose and clarity, placing our attention
fully within our own centers, leaning toward Elders to understand these directions and
geographies of sense and meaning, listening to where they would like to see us go, without
having to ask. This is where Lakota Elder (and my mom, auntie, maske – friend without
translation in English, Elder) Rosalie Little Thunder put so much emphasis: on woableze, or
perception, a Lakota discipline and deep cultural value reflected in the language. The
development of the ability to perceive the need(s) that might be out there, the need of others, and
– without being asked – to respond with clarity of purpose, humility, and quiet generosity.
Woableze is critically needed right now, to respond to the losses of those who keep us oriented,
to heal ourselves and our communities, to engage thoughtfully and with purpose, in a way that
heals and expands our possibilities. As we look to where this coherence lies, it most surely lies

17

our Mother the Earth, in Kanien'keha.
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within our Elders and their practices of “deep culture” (Little Thunder, personal
communications) language, values, disciplines, and ways of being.
Why am I stating the obvious? Perhaps because the obvious has become not so obvious. Perhaps
because in these times of great need, when we rush…when we rush (another teaching of what
not to do, how not to be, which is a Settler way of being come to inhabit this land) to do
everything possible to create speakers, learn vocabulary, be able to converse, construct
programming and curricula, design materials…some of the ways Indigenous language
revitalization efforts and the thinking around revitalization are happening do not so much reflect
creative cultural emergence through a re-envisioning of the landscape of revitalization, so much
as they do the internalization of outside thinking and advice. Too frequently we have begun to
conceive of Indigenous languages in a foreign way – as a collection of grammatical features to
be learned in order to be able to have a conversation about going to the post office or ordering
food in a restaurant or asking where the bathroom is, as categories of word lists, nouns, foreign
concepts of time, colors, numbers, days of the week, and the like – all of which expose Western
epistemological positions, ways of seeing and being in the world that remain largely unproblematized within the theory and practice of revitalizing Indigenous languages, their
meaning, significance, and transformative potential.
By internalizing a Western (settler) orientation, the epistemological possibilities of Indigenous
languages are diminished, unrecognized, as the thinking around the language becomes reductive,
fragmented, disconnected; and through this process, communities are losing profound cultural
teachings that remain embedded within their languages. We are reminded by Vandana Shiva that
“…diverse systems need not be reduced to the language and logic of Western knowledge
systems” (Shiva, 2000, p. viii-ix). The centering of traditional cultural knowledges and teachings
held by Indigenous languages does not imply a static, essentialized state of being, as the
epistemological racism (Scheurich and Young, 1997) of Western knowledge systems suggests;
quite the contrary, it recognizes the un-boundedness and boundless capabilities and possibilities
of Indigenous languages that cannot be contained within Western epistemologies and
translations. Elder speakers carry with them the deep significance and culturally-orienting
understandings held in their language. When they walk on to spirit, their discursive cultural
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practice, meaning, and sense-making goes with them and we are left trying to re-construct
information and dialogue about what day of the week it is or ‘HellohowareyouIamfine,’ Western
conversational constructs with little relevance to Indigenous worldviews and ways of thinking.
The colonizer’s language is slowly becoming the framework of understanding, and it is into this
box that Indigenous languages are being squeezed. English (or French or Spanish) thinking is
attempting to be articulated through Mohawk, Lakota, Onondaga, Cheyenne. Indigenous
languages are verb-based and centered – thus, translations are more easily accomplished with
nouns (e.g. spaghetti, pie, foot, door). Even these translate into deeper cultural meanings from
within the practice and worldview of Onkwawen:na. For example, door:
“Then there’s the deep meanings like we were talking about, like long time ago we didn’t have
doors, we had doorways in the front of the Longhouse, but they were covered with a skin. So the
word kanhoha comes from the word ohna comes from the word skin, animal skin, so when you
say the word kanhoha it refers to pushing the skin off to the side, like when you go through it,
you’re senhotonko, open the skin up, not cut yourself but move it to the side, so you’re not
actually opening the door, you’re pushing the skin aside. So there’s ideas like that”
(Tayohseron:tye, personal communication).
Or visiting someone:
“I asked something about people [being] really busy…’how do I ask if you have time to get
together with me?’ And [this Elder] gave us the phrase, she said it was to say, ‘I will put my bed
up on its end up against the wall.’ Like, I will literally make room in my house for you to come
in” (Iakonhnhiio, personal communication),
And then there is the language of emotion:
Iakonhnhiio explained that a fluent Elder teacher explained the roots in konnoronhkwah (I love
you) to her like this: “…and the realm of feelings in Mohawk. Konnoronhkwa…she said, ‘Well,
it has the root word in there, one is about ono:ra which is about preciousness and ononhkwa is
about medicine, and so it means ‘I to you offer you the most precious medicine.’ That that’s
what saying I love you is about’” (Iakonhnhiio, personal communication).
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When it comes to conceptual, deep culture language and knowledge (Rosalie Little Thunder,
personal communication), ways of being, perceiving, and envisioning as Mohawks, Lakotas,
Cherokee, Oneidas are diminished by being stuck within lists of nouns and conversations about a
trip to the post office. We must dive as fast as we can down into the deepening webs of meaning
and relationship of all that Indigenous languages carry, and there we need to stay awhile until we
begin to comprehend what it means when Elders say things like: Our language is beautiful; You
cannot be Mohawk without the language; When you go before the Creator, one of the things you
need is you’ve got to have your language; Our language is visual; Our language is so
descriptive; I can see it and I can smell it; I can perceive things in my language that I can’t
perceive in English; Two-thirds of our language can’t be translated; I can say things in my
language that I can’t express in English.
What are these Elders really saying? What are they trying so hard to communicate to us younger
generations, the non-speakers, the attempting-to-learn speakers, the ones who might have such a
hard time ‘getting it’ because our first language is English? Our powers of perception of these
things are perhaps limited by language itself! What a pickle….or not. My thinking is evolving on
this even as I write. Again, we need to acknowledge that as first-language English speakers, our
capacities of perception and discernment might not be so keenly honed yet – again, no judgment
here, just clarity and the need to perceive that we may need to pay attention and learn to
listen…differently, carefully. What might they be saying – where do we need to lean closer, what
do we need to shift our listening toward, so that we can hear more clearly what is being
communicated to us? These are the kinds of questions that might be reflected on in a critical
approach to restoring and renewing Indigenous languages. “We must first detail what we value
about intelligence to even see there are other interpretations of life, brilliance, and knowing”
(Meyer, 2008, p. 230). I am reminded of the ways that diversity is a central orientation within
Indigenous epistemologies, a core ethic and discipline. Indian scholar, environmental activist,
and scientist Vandana Shiva has worked extensively on the grave danger to the health, life, and
future of the planet posed by the monoculturalization of Western knowledge systems in their
relentless war on diversity, the violence of forgetting that is embedded within the hegemonic
colonialist project. She asserts,
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“Monocultures of the mind make diversity disappear from perception, and consequently
from the world. The disappearance of diversity is also a disappearance of alternatives –
and gives rise to the TINA (there is no alternative) syndrome. How often in contemporary
times total uprooting of nature, technology, communities and entire civilization is
justified on the grounds that ‘there is no alternative.’ Alternatives exist, but are excluded.
Their inclusion requires a context of diversity. Shifting to diversity as a mode of thought,
a context of action, allows multiple choices to emerge” (Shiva, 1993, p. 5).
We have to come to know again, deeply, that there is an alternative – that Indigenous relational
thinking, knowledge systems, ways of knowing and being, lifeways, philosophies, practices,
teachings, and worldviews are an alternative, embody an alternative, and have lived and walked
these understandings for thousands upon thousands of years. Diversity as context for thought and
action is implicit, known, within Indigenous epistemologies and technologies, sustaining
profoundly relational ethics. And all of this is carried in our languages. It is time for TINA to
take a long wander off the edge of her flat, uni-dimensional world, before she convinces anyone
else that she carries the One Truth in her satchel!
This is where radical shifting and re-orientation inward is required – toward the centrality and
relationality of language, meaning, memory, identity, and consciousness among the elements,
energies, and spiritual powers of land, language, Ancestors, cultural knowledge, knowledge
relations, and ways of knowing-being, Elders, ethics, oral-relational practices, protocols,
disciplines, Spirit and Universe – so that we hold on to the opportunity to re-envision and put in
practice what it means to be coherent in an Onkwehon:we Universe from our own particular
places, from within our own Onkwehon:we “cycles of continuous creation” (Cook, 2008, p. 165)
as the centering, spiraling, orienting principle. Thus, we return to the need for elaborating a
“new” theoretical framework for Indigenous language restoration and renewal, a critical
language praxis that re-locates Elders’ and Elder speakers’18 knowledge, wisdom, and practice at

18

I want to recognize again here that as I have experienced it, respected Onkwehon:we Elders are not always first
language speakers of their own languages. This is not a “prerequisite” for being considered an Elder by the
community. Oftentimes of course, they are speakers, but there are many Elders who, for whatever reason, are not
fluent speakers – and this does not make them any less “authentic” (since we are constantly confronted with Western
hierarchical judgment and evaluation, these things sometimes need to be clarified for the non-Native world, who so
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the center of the enfolding, expanding spiral of restoration and renewal, returning, as Makere
Stewart-Harawira says, “to the sacred teachings of the ancestors, to the source of ‘the primal
energy of potential being,’ and the returning of these to the forefront in a dynamic process of recreation and transformation” (Stewart-Harawira, 2007, p. 24).
What is happening in our Indigenous community language revitalization movements? Where are
we being guided? Can we shift our habituated thinking about language and language
revitalization? During the last several decades, Indigenous communities have traveled great
distances over diverse landscapes in the geographies of language revitalization, finding ways to
maintain, preserve, and revitalize their languages, and the experiences coming out of this work
have been powerful. As those involved in revitalization continue to look for things that work,
decolonizing thinking around the meaning of and way of approaching the Language might be a
fundamental part of re-theorizing in terms of critical language restoration and renewal. Moving
in the direction of a praxis of critical Onkwehon:we language restoration and renewal privileges
and centers relationships to Indigenous knowledge systems and language by looking to and
listening for Elders and the collected ancestral wisdom they reflect, inhabit, and embody to guide
the restoration and renewal process.
Colonialism, that “multidimensional force underwritten by Western Christianity, defined by
white supremacy, and fueled by global capitalism” (Grande, 2003, p. 329) has had a profound
effect on Indigenous communities’ physical, intellectual, linguistic, spiritual, creative,
psychological, ecological, relational, and sociocultural health, experiences of “cultural genocide”
that have come close to extinguishing an entire range of expressive forms of a people (DementiLeonard & Gilmore, 1999, p. 42), not to mention the People themselves. Yet Native
communities are continuing their resistance, emerging from long and ongoing experiences of
oppression and locating their own particular capacities to respond with cultural coherence to the
universe. Mohawk scholar Marlene Brant Castellano reflects that, “for Aboriginal people the
challenge is to translate the well-honed critique of colonial institutions into initiatives that go
beyond deconstruction of oppressive ideologies and practices to give expression to aboriginal

frequently judges authenticity…and this is a practice that has become internalized too well by Native people in the
process of the colonization of our minds over generations).
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philosophies, world views, and social relations” (Brant Castellano, 2000, p. 23). Extending this
challenge into the realm of language and language revitalization, a critical assertion of
restoration requires delving into the ways colonization shapes thinking about language,
Indigenous languages, knowledge, and Indigenous knowledges, and resisting by self-consciously
shifting into a landscape of critical restoration and renewal where ‘Aboriginal philosophies,
world views, and social relations’ are not only given expression, but are placed powerfully in the
center.
Again, I call back this idea given voice to by Manulani Meyer, as it is so deeply powerful and
clear, so very relevant for the work that is in front of us: “We are heading into our own radical
remembering of our future” (Meyer, 2003, p. 54). Radically remembering our future, and the
requirement of heading into it, we need our language – and our Elders – not only to come along
with us but to inform each step of the way, constructing that future, the memory of that future
and the ways such a future will make sense and become relevant and transformative, heading
into it informed by a radical re-envisioning of the epistemological potential of Indigenous
languages and their renewal, and our relational renewal to them. Radically (that is, of the roots)
elaborating, articulating, re-imagining, re-narrating, and re-envisioning a “new” theoretical
framework around Indigenous language restoration and renewal is emerging into this space, one
that remembers and is relational. Again, it is important to constantly ask ourselves, what does
this mean? It means we need to theorize – and practice – more deeply the meaning of Indigenous
languages to the People who belong to them, their cosmological and memory meaning and the
epistemological, ontological knowledge systems embedded within them. It means we cannot
forget or neglect the oral, intergenerational, relational processes that act as fibers of continuity
between our past, our present, and our future. It means we need to ‘operationalize’ more deeply
those cultural processes, disciplines, and protocols invoked and informed by the language, who
we are today, and who we wish to become based on who we have been; these questions are given
form and substance, brought to life, through Onkwawen:na…and through the everyday ways of
living, the wisdom, of Onkwehon:we Elders.
Delving into questions such as these, letting questions unfold in the presence of speakers and
knowledge holders, may present previously unimagined ways to re-imagine and re-orient
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thinking around things as essential as the continuance of the language and the restoration and
transformation of intergenerational relational language and knowledge practices. Re-locating
cultural coherence, the systems of “discursive, culturally constituted practices” (Bishop, 2011, p.
15) revealed in and quickened by the language and language relations will enable us to make
sense of who we are, who we have been, who we are going to be, and our fundamental human
orientation in the world, opening the possibility that we will indeed emerge into that radical
remembering of the future, and it will indeed be our own (Meyer, 2003, p. 54).
This fundamental orientation and capacity, that Indigenous languages hold the real power to
reveal and lead us forward into memory, reflects the imperative that we begin immediately to
theorize the places and worldviews from which we are approaching language restoration and
renewal, addressing the ways our thinking may be carrying colonial residue, and searching for
ways to reconnect the People to deep language and culture once again (Little Thunder, personal
communications). When considering the worldviews, cultural orientations, and perceptions
revealed in the language, the understandings that Elder speakers carry, there is cause for great
concern and the very real need to look toward those places of strength for vision, to light the fire
of re-imagination. Can we perceive, can we imagine, can we interpret the vision with clarity,
relevance, and purpose?
Starting from a place of recognition and synthesis of what the language is and what it holds, we
can look at how we have conceived of language restoration and renewal so far. As Native
languages have reached critical levels of speakers remaining, there has been a rush to get as
many people speaking, conversing, as possible. Of course, as fewer and fewer first-language
speakers remain, the need to get people talking – no matter what it is they are talking about, even
if they are not considering the epistemological orientations and cultural sense-making processes
carried by the language – becomes what is important. This response makes perfect sense, as there
has been precious little time to think about (theorize) what is going on. Only until more recently
has there been increasing capacity to think and share ideas about what is being “saved,” what is
needed, and how it is being done.
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The internalized, implicit, and unconscious assimilation of nsidious colonizer ideologies about
Indigenous languages as less than valuable, uncivilized, backward, irrelevant and anachronistic
continue to impact Indigenous restoration and renewal practices and ideologies. When entire
communities have been told over generations that their language is not only inferior and
primitive but has no meaning, value, or use in today’s world, it becomes difficult to discern the
powerful and time-honored knowledge systems embedded within the language, with the effect
that too often these vast reservoirs of knowledge have been overlooked. The dominant messages
become especially pernicious given today’s fast-paced technological and
globalizing/homogenizing influences, where to immerse in the slowness, the depths, the
deliberateness, the connectedness, the quiet of Indigenous languages takes skills of perception
and patience, disciplines the language holds on to, ways of being that implicitly resist the settlercolonial project.

All that being said...
Elaborating a “new” framework for Indigenous language revitalization has to do with an
approach, a re-orientation to ways of thinking and places of power, a different way of walking
the landscape of memory and reclamation, a self-determining gathering together again that
recognizes Indigenous culturally-defined, relational knowledge processes, practices, and
protocols at the center. Manulani Meyer describes such a process as, “the maturing of objectivity
into subjectivity…” which “…has helped me step from entrenched patterns of thinking to
include older ways and more experienced expressions of what intelligence really is and how it
can be expressed” (Meyer, 2008, p. 220, 225). Willie Ermine relates this process of knowing as
connected to an understanding of immanence, a connective presence that “gives meaning to
existence and forms the starting point for Aboriginal epistemology…With this 'force,' knowing
becomes possible. The Old Ones focused on this area for guidance and as the foundation of all
Aboriginal epistemology…. They sought to do this by exploring existence subjectively; that is,
by placing themselves in the stream of consciousness” (Ermine, 1995, p. 103-4). Such an
orientation would guide our perception into the richly textured, multilayered complexities of the
language, languages that are, at their root, of Spirit, gifts originally from the Creator who
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enfolded specific orientations within them; and, through the experiences of countless
generations, passed along orally, Language and Knowledge would live and feed the People.
These languages are profoundly of a place, the Place of the People, carrying knowledge (not just
information), vast knowledge systems about orientations and ways of being that can neither be
generalized nor duplicated anywhere else.
A critical language restorative process sees – knows – Onkwehon:we language learning as
intricate, complicated processes of re-connection and renewal that require a different vision than
those offered by conventional language learning approaches. A critical language restorative
process takes into account Onkwehon:we understandings of language as Spirit, of the relational
connections between lands, Ancestors, future generations, community, ceremony, natural world,
memory, identity, meaning, Elders…that acknowledges the historical context of what
Onkwehon:we have been through in encounter with “the cannibals” as Jack Forbes (1992) calls
the Western colonial civilizing disease…that recognizes the critical need for healing through the
complex trauma and grief of generations as integral to the process of language learning.
These questions speak to a conversation I will not soon forget with Tom Porter, who has devoted
his life to awakening Indian people to value their Native languages and to keeping their
languages alive. We were talking about language restoration, and he said to me, “Maybe we need
to decolonize first before we can learn the language. Maybe you can’t really learn the language
until you decolonize yourself. Maybe we first should’ve worked on decolonizing and then on the
language. But then again, if we had waited to work on decolonizing ourselves, maybe we
would’ve lost our speakers before we would’ve gotten ourselves decolonized.” An esteemed
Elder who has travelled among many Peoples, calling for a re-theorization of our language
revitalization movement. We are told once and only once. After that, you will not be asked again.
What is the need and how can I be of use.…orienting principles, ways of thinking and
understanding, knowledge and value systems that define research protocols, practices, agendas,
and goals…that is to say, the work. One Elder has put his lived wisdom in front of me and I must
do my best to pick it up and comprehend his offering with vision, with clarity and coherence,
with purpose, with humility, with generosity and respect, love and responsibility. “The ultimate
test of the validity of knowledge is whether it enhances the capacity of people to live well”
(Brant Castellano, 2000, p. 33). If there is any sense in what I have come to in elaborating a new
theoretical framework and re-theorizing a critical approach to the restoration, re-generation, and
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renewal of Indigenous languages, it remains to be seen and will be tested in the crucible of the
everyday.
_________________________
Portions of this chapter were published in Holmes, A. & González, N. (2017). Finding sustenance: An Indigenous
relational pedagogy. In Paris, D. & Alim, H.S. (Eds.). Culturally Sustaining Pedagogies: Teaching and learning
for educational justice in a changing world. (pp. 207-224). New York: Teachers College Press.
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~
“Function is the higher vibration of an idea, not the lower…It’s not about how well you can
quote theory, it’s whether those ideas affect how you act…How will you feel encouraged to go
forth into the world to alter its frequency? How will you bring robustness to this flat land
knowing literacy keeps undimensioned? How will you actualize these principles of being to
expand what knowledge is at its core?” (Meyer, 2008, p. 221).

“We need acts of restoration, not only for polluted waters and degraded lands, but also for our
relationship to the world. We need to restore honor to the way we live, so that when we walk
through the world we don’t have to avert our eyes with shame, so that we can hold our heads up
high and receive the respectful acknowledgment of the rest of the earth’s beings” (Kimmerer,
2013, p. 195).

~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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CHAPTER 2
Methodology & Methods

Methodology
“Collective consciousness echoes in my own wacintanka, the collective vision that will guide us”
– Rosalie Little Thunder

“The connection Indigenous people have to the land is housed in language. Through
stories and words, we hold the echo of generational experience, and the engagement with
land and territory” – Neal McLeod

“Land is more than a physical place. It is an idea that engages knowledge and contextualizes
knowing….Space as fullness, as interaction, as thoughts planted. It is not about emptiness but
about consciousness. It is an epistemological idea because it conceptualizes those things of value
to embed them in a context. Land is more than just a physical locale; it is a mental one that
becomes water on the rock of our being. Consideration of our place, our mother, is the point
here. And she is more than beautiful, or not. She is your mother” – Manulani Meyer

Introduction
This dissertation research delves into the meanings and significance of an Elder-mediated
framework for cultural knowledge and language restoration and renewal around ancestral
memory and community praxis, the ways Elder epistemologies and pedagogies invigorate
traditional Kanien'keha:ka ways of knowing and intergenerational practices of transmission.
Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community exists as the embodied reflection of the living, everyday
praxis of Kanien’keha:ka Elder Tom Porter. Kanatsiohareke has emerged, continues to emerge,
out of Tom’s life and life’s work, his reflection and action, his worldview and experience, his
teachings and knowledge, which have emerged in turn out of his own participation within a
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Haudenosaunee intergenerational, oral-relational praxis of knowledge, epistemology, and ethical
ways of being-knowing. Circles within circles of multi-generational, inter-generational
experience, knowledge, memory, language, and philosophy embedded within contextual
knowing, consciousness, and a Rotinonhsionni cultural emphasis on living with an orientation
toward those whose faces are coming from the ground. As Onondaga Faithkeeper Oren Lyons
puts it, “When we walk upon Mother Earth we always plant our feet carefully because we know
the faces of our future generations are looking up at us from beneath the ground. We never forget
them” (O. Lyons in Wall & Arden, 1990, p. 68).
In the context of traditional Kanien’keha:ka community that is Kanatsiohareke, this research
self-consciously reflects on participants’ Return to language, cultural knowledge, collective
narrative memory (McLeod, 2007), identity, and ancestral lands, re-connecting to Elders and to
language in the ancient presence of Ancestors and their homelands, the original lands of the
Kanien’keha:ka; they are actively re-envisioning and re-imagining the practice of Rotinonhsionni
community, mediated through the praxis of a Kanien’keha:ka Elder. Within this interweaving
matrix are the ways that identity and meaning-making unfold for Elders and language learners in
the context of return to Mohawk homeland and a critical focus on Mohawk language and cultural
knowledge systems.
This project theorizes and develops an Elder-mediated framework in a traditional
Kanien’keha:ka approach to language restoration and renewal. It engages Elders and language
learners to elicit knowledge surrounding the intricate inter-braiding of critical Rotinonhsionni
relationship between language learning and land, relationships of memory and Spirit, renarrating presence and continuity within homelands, the natural world, Ancestors, oral-relational
practices of re-building and re-defining Onkwehon:we community, and the intergenerational
interaction that is the vital foundation and process for the co-creation of Rotinonhsionni
knowledge. Thus, this research pays particular attention to the critical need for re-invigorating
practices of intergenerational relationality and processes of transmission. As Kanien’keha:ka renarrate, re-interpret, and re-presence the Mohawk Valley, a re-storying of the Valley’s landscape
has been re-emerging, one where Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni Selfhood and Peoplehood
(Holm, Pearson & Chavis, 2003) are engaging “new” genealogies of presence (as well as of the
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present), within a context of that which is ancient, both new and familiar. In doing so, they are
resisting, re-imagining, and transfiguring Settler-Colonial narratives of Kanien'keha:kaRotinonhsionni conquest and invisibility, irrelevance, and erasure.
The motivation for this research (and I discuss this in more depth later in this section) comes
from questions about the relationships between Mohawk lands, language, epistemologies,
knowledge systems, and intergenerational transmission practices, how they are interwoven, and
the ways these knowledge systems are carried by Elders as embodied practice-praxis. The
research addresses issues of:
1) Critical language relationality and revitalization in the context of homeland
2) Elder praxis (including epistemologies, pedagogies, and cultural knowledge)
3) Elder-mediated processes (practices and pedagogies) of intergenerational transmission
4) The meaning of Return for language learners: Return to ancestral homelands, to language and
cultural knowledges, to self and identity, to memory and meaning, to relationships and relational
practices of traditional community
This work represents a multilayered attempt at listening into the spaces of strength and
possibility through continuities that are held within Mohawk communities, Elders, and the reestablishment and re-envisioning of traditional Haudenosaunee ethical relations; and as such, it
rejects, interrupts, and resists Western constructs of return to and re-generation of Indigenous
language and traditional ways of knowing-being as backward, essentializing, static,
romanticized. It also implicitly rejects, interrupts, and resists Western deficit-oriented constructs
of Indigenous language restoration and renewal that frame Indigenous languages and cultural
ways of knowing as ruptured, discontinuous, fragmented, lost, incomplete.
In this dissertation, you will hear layered, intricate articulations of Rotinonhsionni strength,
clear-mindedness, and transformational consciousness that envision directions and orientations
of futurity rooted firmly within ancient, ancestral knowledge, philosophies, pedagogies, and
practice. Centering Rotinonhsionni processes of knowledge production opens spaces for reimagining meaning and the survival of critical traditional knowledges and language, a process of
re-engaging cultural coherence and continuity through intergenerational connection and

107

consciousness. As Oneida scholar Carol Cornelius says, Haudenosaunee people “not only know
their ancient world view but continue to live by its tenets within the modern context” (Cornelius,
1999, p. 163). This research looks at practices of Haudenosaunee intergenerational interaction
and exchange to frame the centrality of Elders in language and cultural regeneration efforts that
not only restore the relational processes of language learning and cultural knowledge
transmission, but that locate the continuities, renewals, and resurgences of oral-relational,
intergenerational processes, practices and consciousness to support, nurture, and sustain older
frameworks of Rotinonhsionni knowledge production that might carry them into the future.

Background & overview:
Context of language endangerment
Most estimates on the rate of global language extinction predict that by the end of the twentyfirst century, 90-95% of the world’s languages will cease to exist (Krauss, 1992; SkutnabbKangas, 2000; Skutnabb-Kangas & Philipson, 2008; UNESCO, 2003b). UNESCO estimates that
96 percent of the world’s languages are spoken by four percent of the world’s population, that
“over 50 percent of some 6,700 languages spoken today are in danger of disappearing,” and that
“one language disappears on average every two weeks” (UNESCO, Safeguarding Endangered
Languages website, see Reference List or Appendix D). Sociolinguist and linguistic human
rights scholar Tove Skutnabb-Kangas emphasizes that “Almost all languages about to disappear
would be indigenous, and most of today’s indigenous languages would disappear, with the
exception of very few...” (Skutnabb-Kangas & Philipson, 2010, p. 77). Yet within the discourse
of extinction there is not much discussion around issues of complexity, context, and particularity,
in terms of the cultural knowledges, ethical systems, and spiritual disciplines embedded within
Indigenous languages and language relationships, the intergenerational oral processes of
relationality. This research delves into exactly these particularities, the local, contextual, intricate
arrangements and orientations of relationships between language and knowledge, land,
presences, continuities, narrative memory, the awakening of intergenerational consciousness and
practice, and the re-imagining of community.
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Indigenous language revitalization efforts in the U.S. and around the world have been focused on
issues of language shift and loss, working to find ways to bring languages back into wider
domains of use and prestige (Hale et al., 1992; Hinton & Ahlers, 1999; Hinton & Hale, 2001;
Hinton, Vera, & Steele, 2002; Kipp, 2000, 2002, 2009; White Hat, 1999). One area that needs
further investigation is the central role that Indigenous Elders have traditionally occupied as
teachers, guides, and keepers of knowledge, responsible for ensuring that cultural knowledge,
disciplines and ethical systems are passed on to future generations (Archibald, 2008; Kulchyski,
McCaskill, & Newhouse, 1999; McLeod, 2007; McNally, 2009). Within ongoing contexts of
colonization, these roles, relationships and intergenerational processes and practices of oral
transmission have often been disrupted, resulting in the loss not only of cultural knowledge and
language, but the deeper ways that language and cultural knowledge are enacted.

Methodology & epistemology: an Onkwehon:we relationship of process and orientation
This research has been located within a Kanien’keha:ka community-centered model and
approach that privileges – centers – traditional Haudenosaunee practices, knowledge and value
systems, with Elder praxis (and epistemologies, methodologies, pedagogies) critical to guiding
and determining research orientations, processes, outcomes, and goals. Because participants will
be actively doing the process of research relationally, from community perspectives, engaging in
intergenerational processes of transmission and the co-creation of their own knowledge,
represented in their own ways, control over what Russell Bishop calls in Kaupapa Maori
research the “initiation, benefits, representation, legitimacy, accountability” (Bishop, 2011, p. 34) of the research will reflect an Indigenous dynamic of relationship, individual to collective, and
thus be participant- and community-focused and determined.
Re-connecting to intergenerational relational practice and consciousness through a process of
collective, “collaborative storying” (Bishop, 2011, p. 10) and participatory action research
methodologies of Indigenous research (Armstrong, 2000, 2005; Berg, Evans, Fuller, & the
Okanagan Urban Aboriginal Health Research Collective, 2007; Evans, 2004; Evans, Foster,
Corbett, Dolmage, Gervais, Mann, & Romano, 2009; Evans, Hole, Berg, Hutchinson, & Sookraj,
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2009; Evans, Miller, Hutchinson, & Dingwall, 2014; Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991; McDonald,
2003, 2004; McDonald, Evans, & Nyce, 1999; Medeek, 2004), in the context of traditional
Kanien’keha:ka community and Haudenosaunee ethical engagement, means a synergy of
interaction and exchange that weave together to re-engage and re-awaken relationships to each
other, to language, to the natural world, Spirit, and ancestral lands. Within this circular, spiraling
(non-linear process), Bishop reflects from his standpoint within Maori contexts that participants
“engage in a process of critical reflection and build a discourse…in order to connect
epistemological questions to Indigenous ways of knowing…” (Bishop, 2011, p. 9).
Describing her methodology of storytelling and the ways this oral-relational process flips
Western patterns of dominance, Coast Salish researcher Robina Anne Thomas says, “Storytellers
hold the power in this research methodology – they are in control of the story…” (Thomas, 2005,
p. 245) and that “as stories continue to be told, we continue to build the strength and capacity to
continue our resistance to colonization and assimilation” (Thomas, 2005, p. 253). This is part of
an Indigenous community-centered, participatory action process of locating and privileging the
coherence of ancestral knowledge systems, bringing them forward in the everyday to create and
build contemporary ways of knowing and transformative action by delving into their meaning,
significance, relevance, and power through their functionality, working with them to respond to
the context of today (Alfred, 1999, 2005; Archibald, 2008; Cajete, 1994, 2000; Deloria, 2001,
2006; Ermine, 1995; Hampton, 1995b; Meyer, 2008, 2013a&b; Simpson, 2008, 2011; L. Smith,
1999).
Reading Eber Hampton’s (1995) discussion of his research process in Towards a Redefinition of
Indian Education, I thought some more about how an Onkwehon:we process (methodology)
transforms things. His discussion around the concept of “reflective thinking,” rather than
“critical thinking” to describe his interview process (p. 13) echoes my/our own research process,
as they “constituted neither question-and-answer nor a critical discussion but a reflective
discussion that enabled the participants, including me, to build our thoughts together in a
cumulative or sometimes exponential way” (p. 13). He expresses how his shifting perception of
the research process as ‘reflective thinking’ allowed him to “explain my feeling of vulnerability
as openness to learning and growth as a participant” (p. 13). What Hampton shares next woke me
up to some of my own implicit knowing, sending me down the path of my own reflective
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thinking on my/our research experience. He says, “Data analysis let me continue moving towards
what I see as the explication of implicit consensus” (p. 13). Implicit consensus. This is
important, and it is resonating and reverberating through my experience of this process and what
we experienced together while it was happening in our conversations. And even listening to the
tapes now, as I do ‘data analysis,’ that same energy is present. A traditional Onkwehon:we
process of implicit consensus. “Implicit consensus” (Hampton, 1995, p. 13) does not imply a
lack of diversity. Rather, it is a gathering together of minds and hearts…to agree. To create. To
agree to participate fully, deeply, with generosity and attention, discernment and care, respect
and reciprocity, to share thoughts, feelings, insights, intuition, dreams, memories, vulnerabilities,
to agree implicitly to be vulnerable together, to hold that space of vulnerability and humility, and
know that will be respected, affirmed, supported, and built upon by others in their own
reciprocity of sharing themselves. The movement of Spirit. A traditional ethic is invoked within
the process, and ethical engagement instantiates the process.
Hampton’s implicit consensus (Hampton, 1995, p. 13) reminds me of Tewa scholar Professor
Gregory Cajete’s groundbreaking work on Indigenous epistemologies of “community-based
ecological education” to “support a way of life and quality of thinking that embodies
ecologically-informed consciousness” (Cajete, 1994, p. 46). Cajete develops the idea that
Indigenous ways of knowing, learning, and educating, in community, have to do with
“reflective contemplation, speaking, and acting. This involves applying the capacity to
think things through completely, to make wise choices, to speak responsibly for purpose
and effect, and to act decisively to produce something that is useful and has spirit. This
kind of thought also has to do with the expression of respect, ethics, morals, and proper
behavior – all of which lead to the development of humility. This way of thinking brings
forth the best and most desirable aspect of humanness as a proper response to learning
about and dealing with the natural world” (Cajete, 1994, p. 48).
All of this gathering together of individual knowledge, experience, and story shared, offered,
interacting collaboratively, expands exponentially the realm of the possible. It walks into wisdom
collectively. And its context here must be remembered – it is done in the deep cultural geography

111

and spiritual engagement of traditional Kanien’keha:ka community.
Implicit consensus is the knowing that, while we each have our own different stories,
experiences, histories, and paths, our “many ways of knowing” (Canipe & Tolbert, 2016, p. 35;
see also Bastien, & Kremer, 2004; Fine, 1994; Fine, Bloom, & Chajet, 2003), we can still agree
to come together and create for the good of all, humans and other-than-humans, to add to the
wisdom and workings of Creation and the Universe. There is a way that, through the process of
consensus, we become co-creators of reality, our perception shifts, our energy shifts, and we
sense something different in the room – for isn’t it true that a shift in perception can change
reality, that our reality changes in mutual, reciprocating response to the flexibility and capacity
of our own perception? And this, engaging dynamically, orally, relationally with each other in
ethical exchange and interaction, has the power to spark creation. We become co-creators of
reality. Consensus, community, creation, perception, transformation. This is “interconnected
knowing” as methodology, as Polly Walker frames it, a research methodology that “seeks to
honor relationships among humans and the natural and spirit world, relationships that inform
research in a complex dance of co-creation” (Walker, 2013, p. 313). Such is the power located
within a collaborative, collective Onkwehon:we oral-relational, intergenerational process of
knowledge production and exchange, whose underground springs are deeply contextual, arising
from the waters and bedrock of that place, the relationships of that place, and the collective
experience of deep community.
Perhaps – and I am the first to recognize how much more work I have to do around the
understanding of these teachings – this interconnected knowing and implicit consensus are a
glimpse into what is meant by the traditional Haudenosaunee teaching and practice of the power
of the One Mind, of bringing our minds together and being/becoming agreed – implicit
consensus – and we do this so often in the context of the Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen, the Giving
of Thanks, the Opening Address, the Words that Come Before All Else, or as Tom translates,
“what we say before we do anything important” (Porter, 2008, p. 10). This protocol of
articulated, felt relationship of deep thanksgiving to all of life embodies Seventh Generational
teachings – that we put our minds together to create a world for the coming generations, to
deliberate and make decisions with seven generations into the future in mind. It calls up and calls
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upon “a realm of unseen connecting patterns [that] exist and we are the causal linkages that alter
its capacity” (Meyer, 2013b, p. 97). When we do this, gather our minds together into One Mind
for the benefit of all Creation, the potential to shift reality, to become for the common good,
holds the power of creation, in a profound sense, creating reality for the benefit of all through a
process of sharing, consensus, and agreement, collectivity, gathering together of our good minds,
the clarity of our minds, within a framework of traditional Onkwehon:we-Haudenosaunee ethics.
Following traditional Onkwehon:we practices, this research project is both explicitly and
implicitly mediated and guided by Elders and their ways of knowing-being,19 centered in
community and the reciprocity of the individual and collective, a methodology of Onkwehon:we
(specifically, Rotinonhsionni) practices and protocols of relationship, respect, reciprocity, and
accountability that ground the research (Archibald, 2008; Chilisa, 2012; Ermine, Sinclair, &
Browne, 2005; Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991; Kovach 2005, 2009; Sherwood, 2013; Simpson,
2011; Walker, 2013; Wilson, 2008). Elder praxis is the methodology. Elders are not only
‘included’ or ‘involved’ in the research, but it is Tom’s Elder praxis in particular that is the
methodology of the research, that generates the way the research was to be undertaken, the
processes by which it would happen: a traditional Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni epistemology
and ethical practice that created the research context and the context within which the research
would be generated.
Rather than attempt to squeeze an Indigenous methodology into a Western framework, this
project will foreground and assert the validity of an Indigenous-centered approach to research.
Privileging an Indigenous methodology challenges the hegemony of Western paradigms
(Battiste, 1998, 2000; Brayboy, Gough, Leonard, Roehl, & Solyom, 2012; Denzin, Lincoln, &
Smith, 2008; G. Smith, 2000 a&b; L. Smith, 1999). For example, the Western scientific (and
majoritarian) understanding of the goal of research to benefit the “all” at the possible expense of
the “few,” does not hold sense within Indigenous protocols and methodologies of relationship,
community, and ways of knowing. Commodifying and making information public that should
remain private and protected is one of the fundamental ways that Western-based research has
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See Introduction & Theoretical Framework section of this dissertation for a more thorough discussion around the
meaning of Indigenous Elders.
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done enormous damage and caused chaos in Indigenous communities, leading to distrust, pain,
and resentment in Indian communities around the involvement/interference of the academy and
Western academic research. Indigenous research methodologies are responsive, respectful,
reciprocal, and accountable…and deeply contextual; thus, the particular, local, communitycentered wishes, needs, directions, and priorities within an Indigenous research methodology
orient, ground, and determine research protocol and practice. “The respect for local
epistemologies and knowledge that underlies community-based research can produce better
research results…Community participation and input does not take the teeth out of research, it
adds the meat” (McDonald, 2003, p. 83).
Deliberately and self-consciously enacting and embodying a traditional Onkwehon:weRotinonhsionni methodology implicitly means being guided by the knowledge, wisdom, and
practice of Elders. Correspondingly, one of the aspirations of this research project will be the
legitimation of traditional Onkwehon:we-Kanien’keha:ka practice and ways of knowing, which
centers Elders, in authoritatively guiding the process of an academic research project. Cree
scholar Shawn Wilson (2001) develops and envisions the directions and shape of Indigenous
research when he says, “We now need to move beyond an ‘Indigenous perspective in research’
to ‘researching from an Indigenous paradigm’” (p. 175). Centering Onkwehonwe Elders and
their praxis as a critical, anchoring thread within Indigenous research epistemologies and
methodologies orients and moves us in this direction. I hope that one broader impact of this
project might be part of a process of engaging and elaborating a Kanien’keha:ka research
methodology, in Kanien’keha, that contributes to the growing movement of Onkwehon:we selfdetermining research rooted within their own centers, places, definitions, meanings, aspirations,
and ways of knowing.
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The Place, a relational geography: Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community
“Place precedes inquiry. Place defines and supersedes inquiry. Place is a living thing…Place
does not hamper, confuse or attenuate inquiry, rather Place both enhances and clarifies
inquiry…It informs us of ‘where’ we are at any time, thereby, at the same time informing us of
‘who’ we are” (Mary Graham, senior Aboriginal woman of the Kombumerri people in Australia,
as quoted in Walker, 2013, p. 302).
This research project was held in the traditional community of Kanatsiohareke in the Mohawk
ancestral homeland, the Mohawk Valley of what is currently known as New York State (located
near Fonda, New York, 45 miles west of Albany), rooting discussion of language, place, and
identity within historic cultural and spiritual geographies of deep significance to Mohawk
language and cultural meaning. It was held during the summer Mohawk language program in
July of 2016.
Tom Porter (Sakokwenionkwas), Bear Clan, is the founder, director and traditional leader of
Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community. Over the years, Tom has become my Raksotha, my
Grandpa and I, as so many, love him deeply. This needs to be stated at the outset of my
methodology, because my research perspective, perception, motivation, orientation, approach,
and commitment emerge from my heart, from my deep connection and relationship to Tom and
Alice, Ida Mae, Kanastatsi, and the rest of his family, to my dear friends who have become
friends over the years of relationship at Kanatsiohareke, to this place as a community, and to this
place as Kanien’keha:ka lands and ancestral homeland. You will not be reading an “objective”
viewpoint; you will be reading the research of someone who is deeply connected to this place
and the relationships of this place. I am deeply committed to contributing to the survival and
continuance of this community of Kanatsiohareke, and my biggest hope is that this research
project contributes to this. My relationship to Kanatsiohareke and to Tom (and again, to Alice,
Ida Mae, Kanastatsi and their family) forms the heart center of my research.
Tom Porter founded Kanatsiohareke in 1993, following a prophecy that said the Mohawk people
would return at some point in the future to their ancestral homeland in the Mohawk Valley. Tom
decided to help support the movement of Mohawks trying to return to the Mohawk Valley in the
early 1990s, to follow that prophecy. With help, Tom reclaimed the land and began to create a
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traditional Mohawk community founded in the old teachings and ways of the Mohawk people.
This reclamation and return happened after several hundred years of departure and removal of
the Mohawk people from the Mohawk Valley. 20 Through Tom’s tireless efforts, the Mohawk
people have been able to return to their homeland, to have a place in the home of their Ancestors.
Only later did Tom learn that Kanatsiohareke rests on ancient Bear Clan land. He has spent the
last twenty-six years of his life creating and building this community from the ground up. He has
worked the ground, put in gardens, built infrastructure, created a working farm with horses,
cows, chickens, transforming the community from an abandoned and condemned former NYS
home for the infirm into a working traditional, contemporary Mohawk community. Tom Porter is
also a recognized leader of the Mohawk Nation, serving for many years as a Confederacy Subchief. He is a much loved Elder, widely known throughout all the Iroquois communities, in
Onkwehon:we communities throughout the U.S. and Canada, and around the world. In 2008 a
book of his talks was put together and edited by Lesley Forrester, called And Grandma
Said…Iroquois Teachings as Passed Down Through the Oral Tradition (2008).
‘Logistics’ of Kanatsiohareke
Kanatsiohareke was founded as a traditional Mohawk community, with Tom Porter the
recognized leader. The only formal structure is that of a small not-for-profit, which structures the
Craft Shop, the Bed & Breakfast, language and cultural programs. Though it is recognized
throughout Mohawk communities and the Haudenosaunee Confederacy as a Mohawk
community, it stands outside of the recognition structure of the US government, is not a
reservation, and there is no Band or Tribal Council. Tom is the recognized leader, and decisions
go to him for his thoughts on what should be done. I asked him if I could do this project in the
summer of 2016 for my dissertation research, and he said yes, he thought it would be a good
idea. And that is how I began.

20

As throughout Turtle Island, the departure of the Kanien’keha:ka from their ancestral homeland was the result
of a long history of violence and encroachment by the Settlers.
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My questions to serve as a guide for the research process
1) How does Kanien'keha:ka Elder praxis, the lived, everyday embodiment of Kanien'keha:ka
intergenerational consciousness and ways of knowing-being impact Rotinonhsionni language
learners’ return to language, cultural knowledge, identity, meaning, sense-making?
2) How does Elder praxis and the renewal of intergenerational relationship re-engage and
invigorate Kanien'keha:ka ways of knowing and being?
3) In what ways does a return to Mohawk ancestral homeland elicit and create spaces for
submerged or implicit traditional language, cultural knowledge and collective practice to
emerge?
4) How does participatory interaction and engagement between Elders and learners activate
intergenerational, oral-relational consciousness and transmission processes?
5) How does Kanien'keha:ka Elder praxis, the lived, everyday embodiment of Kanien'keha:ka
intergenerational consciousness and ways of knowing-being, impact Rotinonhsionni language
learners’ return to language, cultural knowledge, identity, meaning, sense-making?

Summary of the research project
I looked at the ways the relationships between Mohawk Elder epistemologies and praxis,
language learning, landscapes, traditional cultural and linguistic knowledge are engaged and
enacted through an Onkwehon:we collective participatory action framework of collaborative
storying (Bishop, 2011, p. 9) to invigorate practices of intergenerational transmission for cultural
and language survival. This research project engages these relationships within the context of
return, reclamation, restoration, and renewal in Mohawk ancestral lands and expressions of
traditional Kanien’keha:ka community; it listens for the ways that intertwining connections
interact to locate continuity and presence, resistance and resurgence, invigorating practices of
intergenerational relations for Rotinonhsionni cultural restoration and renewal.
This was a qualitative study situated within an Onkwehon:we grassroots, traditional communitycentered, self-determining and decolonizing framework, looking at a return to language and
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cultural knowledge contextualized deeply within community, ancestral lands and knowledge,
historical memory, oral-relational intergenerational processes and practices situated within and
mediated by Elder praxis. It not only pays close attention to and listens for the cultural
knowledge, worldviews, philosophies, and values carried within the language, which Elders
maintain and that are critical in the restoration and re-generation of Kanien’keha; it also, as
critically, pays close attention to the everyday, embodied praxis of Elders living their ways of
knowing-being, their ethical knowledge systems and worldviews, through language or in otherthan-verbal “oralicies” or oral literacies (Krebs & Holmes, personal communications and
unpublished work), and the ways these impact Rotinonhsionni returning to learn, deepen and reinvigorate their understandings of and connection to language and cultural knowledge.
The project also elaborates an Elder-mediated framework for Indigenous language restoration
and renewal. It recognizes the intricate Onkwehon:we relations of interaction and exchange
between the generations (Elders, younger generations of adults, youth and children, Ancestors,
and future generations), while simultaneously paying attention to an Elder praxis that has
created, and continues to create, traditional community and space wherein Haudenosaunee come
to learn language, participate in traditional community, re-connect with lands, Ancestors, future
generations, the natural world, and ways of being who they are as a People, as Onkwehon:we,
the real or original human beings. Through this process, in this place, they have the opportunity
to re-imagine and re-envision who they are as Haudenosaunee, and what that means to them as
individuals and as part of the collective, for the past and coming generations.
This research centers Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni ways of knowing, a praxis of
Rotinonhsionni knowledge production, interaction, and exchange that creates spaces for the
continuities and survivance of traditional knowledge, story, ethical practice, and language by
engaging within the context of traditional community and knowledge that is embodied as
Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community, a living process of knowledge, an engagement of Elder
praxis and envisioning. An Elder-mediated framework of participation between Elders and
language learners highlights the ways Elder epistemologies and pedagogies invigorate traditional
knowledge and knowledge relationships embedded within the language. One of the project’s
overarching goals is to develop, deepen, and elaborate a framework for language revitalization

118

within an Elder epistemological approach and collective participatory framework between
language learners and Elders/Elder speakers to create transformed knowledge and practice that
will be part of reinvigorating oral intergenerational transmission processes that are critical for
cultural and linguistic survival. Tom’s embodied Elder Praxis quite simply is the methodology.

History of Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Language Immersion Program
I am going to give a little context for the history of the language program here at Kanatsiohareke,
and then I am going to bring in the voice of Ionataiewas, who has been involved in the program
since the very beginning. I am choosing to put her storying first, and then let the written word
follow, so please bear with a little of the repetition. It comes from that tension between the oral
and the written, and finding a way for them to make sense within each form.
Storying a brief history of the Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Language Immersion Program,
Carlisle-in-Reverse: A conversation with Ionataiewas
Ionataiewas and I have known each other for over twenty years. I asked her if she would be
interested in talking about the history of the language program at Kanatsiohareke, and she
graciously invited me to her home in Saratoga Springs to get together. When my daughter and I
arrived (after checking out the neighbor’s yard sale, and finding treasures, of course), we pulled
out the lawn chairs in the cool of her garage on a hot July day and over chocolate chip mint ice
cream, I asked her if she might relate the history of the Kanien’keha program at Kanatsiohareke
that Tom named “Carlisle-in-Reverse.” She began the story:
“So…then in 1997, Tom said that there was going to be a meeting here, of different
representatives from the various communities, and did I want to come. And I thought, ‘Woah,
gee,’ I was shy to come because I don’t even live at Akwesasne and I’m not a language student
and I don’t speak the language…and maybe I would just be taking up the space there that
somebody else could have…but he invited me to come, and he said they were going to talk about
language and maybe other things. He said, ‘You should come.’ So I came and it was a two day
conference, if I’m remembering correctly.
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So I came to that meeting, and I’m hoping my memory is serving me well, and it was in the big
dining room and I think there were around 100 people in there. It was full. And there were
people from all different [Iroquois] communities. And Tom of course started the meeting,
he…said the Opening Address, then he greeted everybody, thanked everybody for being there,
and then he talked about who were are…But he…talked about our history and then what
happened to us in terms of Colonialism and assimilation and the boarding schools…and he
talked about that. And the impact that all of that had on our self-esteem. On our family
dysfunction. On language, threats to our language, and our ceremonies. So he just said all of that
matter of factly. And then he went around the room to every single person in the room, a hundred
or more people, and asked everybody to introduce themselves, say where they were from, their
Nation, their Clan…and to give a rough estimate of about how many people live in their
community. To the best of their ability. And so we wrote all that down. And then he went around
the room again, and asked everybody to if they could, to give a rough estimate of how many
people they thought were fluent in their communities.
And then he defined fluency. And he said when you turn on the water faucet at your kitchen sink,
full blast, not just dripping, but full blast, and you try to stop that water from coming out of the
tap, you can’t. It comes just pouring, spilling out, you can’t stop it, he said, that’s fluency. Not
just a few words or a few drops of water…So we wrote all that information down, did the math.
And then Tom said, ‘Well, some so-called experts say that if your community has people who
are fluent in your language, and that percentage of fluent speakers is either…and I don’t
remember if he said ten percent or twenty percent, if you go below that, then that language is
doomed to extinction in a short period of time.’
So, we did the math, and we wrote down the numbers…and all of them were under ten percent.
The strongest was Mohawk, at 9 point something. Some languages were below one percent. And
then everybody remarked that a lot of the fluent speakers were elderly, so we wouldn’t have
them for that much longer. And so we were all, all, below that critical point.
And so Tom said, ‘Well, so should we give up? The experts say we should. That it’s hopeless.’
But everybody in the room, and again, he went around the room, said, ‘No, we can’t give up.’ So
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Tom said, ‘Well, I’d like to make a proposal. I’d like to suggest that we start offering Mohawk
language immersion classes here.’ And I don’t know if he suggested Iroquois languages, or just
Mohawk…and I can’t remember if there was discussion of offering all languages and then
deciding to narrow it down to start with just Mohawk. Or if it was just decided to start with
Mohawk, I don’t remember. But everybody said, ‘Yes, we fully support that endeavor.’
And then he said, ‘Well, what should we do? How should we make this happen? How should we
go about it? Should we form committees, where this committee could look for money to
develop…to pay people to develop curricula, and maybe have a committee to find out ways to
train teachers, and this committee will raise money to build dormitories…What should we do?’
And everybody said, ‘We don’t have time. By the time you make all those committees, you raise
the money, you do all that work, who’s gonna be left to teach? We don’t have time.’ So it was
decided that we would start. That meeting was 1997. That they would start to have classes here
in 1998, that summer.
So it was sort of like, in my mind, it was like voting unanimously, to say that yes, we all agree
that we should jump into that swimming pool even if there’s no water in it. [Laughing.] And
that’s what happened. So…then the following spring, I don’t remember exactly when it was, I
got a letter at home, saying that they were gonna offer classes, people could start signing up for
the summer of 1998. And for me, personally, I felt like it was a dream come true. It was like ‘Oh
my gosh, I can’t believe that this opportunity is being put right here in front of me, on my lap, on
a platter. Oh my gosh.’ So I sent in my application. I think I was the first one. I think I was the
first one to apply.
And it was going to be for four weeks. It was $1,000. It included all my meals and housing. And
everybody who was going to attend was going to have to put a month aside, out of their lives,
leave their homes, leave their jobs, leave their families….we didn’t know exactly how it was
gonna work. Didn’t know. So I signed up. And when I arrived, ready to stay for a month, I had
just gotten a dog. I asked if I could bring my dog with me, they said yes, and…he was a brand
new dog to me, he was three years old, but you know, we…just had a new relationship
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[laughing], we were just starting out together. And I didn’t know how it was gonna work out but
I thought, ‘Well, this is what I have to do.’ And I showed up and I asked Tom, I said, ‘Well, how
many students are gonna be here?’
He said, ‘I don’t know. Toka.’
‘Well, how many teachers?’
‘Toka.’
I was like, ‘Oh, ok, we’ll see how this works.’ [Laughing.]
So it was a lesson in community cooperation and problem solving. Because nobody knew who
was gonna…and then we found out that people were hired to cook and they weren’t able to
come. So, we had a meeting when everybody arrived. And there were people that came from all
over. And it was quite a number of teachers and quite a number of students…and we had a
meeting to figure out how we were gonna do this, because nobody knew how we were gonna do
it.
So we had to meet and we had to figure out which of the students were at what level. Which ones
knew no language. Which ones knew a little bit, which ones understood everything they heard
but couldn’t speak it. So we made groups. And then it was decided that we would have these
different groups, and that we would have these different teams of teachers, and at different points
each day we would rotate between the different teachers. And at least two of the teachers would
be in the kitchen, so that during their session, whoever was taking their session would be cooking
at the same time they were learning. And then they asked all of the students what did you want to
learn, and of course…they all wanted to know the Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen. But a lot of them
said, ‘I want to learn how to speak to my family members in the home. What to say, what to say
at the kitchen table, I want daily conversational skills.’ So they thought, the ones who are in the
kitchen cooking, that’s when they can be learning all of those skills for learning conversations
with families is in there.
And then they had different teachers that had different techniques, so for instance one teacher
decided that she was gonna teach entirely in Kanien’keha, not a word of English during her
session. And she stuck to that and there wasn’t a word of English during her session. Another
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teacher spoke mostly in Kanien’keha in his session, but when people were stuck, he would use
some English to help them along to understand what the concept was. And so there were these
different techniques. And it was really interesting because…for instance, in the first group that I
would go to each day, where there was no English, the teacher spoke entirely in Kanien’keha and
we would be struggling. And she would use a lot of hand motions and facial expressions, and
things to try to help us. And we were all soooo frustrated and hurt. Because we wanted sooo
badly to learn and understand what was going on, but it was painful, as adults, most of us – well,
the age range of all the students was huge and I can’t remember if that first summer we had
children’s sessions going on as well, I can’t remember. I think it was, I think we had children’s
sessions as well.
So, it was painful and frustrating. But, we stuck with it, and then during breaks, we were all able
to talk to each other and ask questions in English, and try to piece it all together, and practice,
and little by little, we got the idea of what was going on. [I am laughing hysterically.] And it was
intriguing, because you could see all of it…you know in the cartoons, somebody gets an idea and
you see a light bulb above their head? We could see the lightbulbs when they would go on. And
somebody would catch onto something, and it would be this huge weight lifting, and this light
shining brightly, like an aura around their head, and it’s like ‘OOOOOh, you know?’ So it is
amazing. So we were in the shoes of children. As adults. We were in the shoes of babies.
Hearing these sounds, getting used to the sounds, trying to copy the sounds, getting our tongues
used to it, getting our ears used to the sounds, and then finally being able to attach meaning to
these sounds. We were like little babies. And we were hungry. We wanted it all at once. We were
starving for it. And little by little, it would happen. And then so we went through all these
different learning styles, and then in the kitchen it was kinda interesting. There would be the
conversational things, but then our teachers in the kitchen were from different communities, so
they would say things slightly differently, and hearing that discussion was so intriguing to us,
because that’s when people started talking about the roots of the words. What did they really
mean? Why is it that they say it this way, and those people in that community say it that way?
Well it must have to do with [whatever], and so they would get into the roots, if they knew. So
that was intriguing.
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And then they took, well, personally, it took about four days, three or four days, when I started
thinking in Mohawk, and I didn’t know what the words meant, I didn’t know what it meant, but
the sounds in my head were Mohawk sounds. The words and combinations in my head were
Mohawk. But I didn’t have meaning for them. I was still a baby, you know? But then little by
little, especially in the total immersion class, I started recognizing that there were patterns. I
could hear the patterns. And that’s when a lightbulb would go off. [To] actually pick up a root in
a word, and actually know, ‘Oh, she’s referring to this or that!’ and then another lightbulb would
go off. And pretty soon the room got brighter and brighter…. [Laughing.]
And so…we would all practice together at night, and we also learned, we had cultural
presentations at night, and that would tie things together. And a couple of teachers were very
musical, and they would make up songs, to help us remember the language, which would help
the musical people. It didn’t help me because I’m not musical, but different people had different
learning styles…so this is all going on, and we’re problem solving every day to try to figure out
how to make this work, and what’s the best way to organize things, and who’s in which group,
and who has which teachers when…but it’s happening, we’re all working on it together!
And then we started noticing that we had some problems that we all had to solve together.
Because now, all of a sudden we started getting this sense of community. And that wasn’t
planned. That wasn’t part of the curriculum. But it happened. Because the physical infrastructure
here was even more…unsophisticated than it is now. You remember. And so we had problems
with fleas, we had problems with mosquitoes, we had problems with flies. We had problems with
finding enough rooms for everybody, so we were constantly juggling rooms. To accommodate
everyone. And everyone was really really good about it. And thank goodness my dog was really
good about all this too.
And we had to figure out what to do about the flies, what to do about helping with baling hay,
what to do with when something broke, how to fix it, who could do what, helping each other
with our practice and our studies…we became a community, without trying, without knowing it
was going to happen, without planning it. We were experiencing what our Ancestors probably
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experienced, in terms of an extended family situation, community situation. And then we were
able to sing with merriment about the flies and the fleas and the mosquitoes.
A: Oh yeah, I remember the story about the mosquitoes that we had to learn [in Mohawk]!
I: Yeah, so that was unexpected. The sense of community that developed. You know, things
happened, I think it was that summer that a little girl got bitten by a spider and it was actually
very serious, and we had to figure out who’s gonna take her to the hospital, and where was the
hospital…[laughing]. So all those things that we had to figure while we went along….”
---We had to take a break in this conversation due to family needs, but we have agreed to talk more
together so that she can continue to story this rich history of the restoration of Kanien’keha at
Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community.

Writing a brief history of the Mohawk Language Immersion Program at Kanatsiohareke
A meeting was called to be held at Kanatsiohareke in 1997 that brought together people from all
the Six Nations of the Iroquois Confederacy to talk about the state of each of their languages in
their Nation and in their communities. They thought a handful might attend, but in fact a hundred
people attended. Out of this meeting, it was decided that Kanatsiohareke should have a role to
play in the restoration of Kanien’keha – which would turn out to be a vital role in its restoration
and renewal – and the next summer a language program was started by the seat of its pants at
Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community. It was open to all Nations of the Confederacy if they
wanted to learn Mohawk. 21
Tom named the program “Carlisle-in-Reverse” in reference to the first boarding or residential
school in the United States, the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, an

21

Over the years, non-Haudenosaunee people (and non-Native people interested in learning Mohawk) have also
participated in the language program at Kanatsiohareke.
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institution established in 1879 by US Army Captain Richard Henry Pratt under authority of the
United States government, having the express purpose of removing Indian children from their
homes, families and communities for the intense, focused, and forced assimilation and
extermination of Native Peoples as culturally, linguistically distinct peoples. The point of
Carlisle and the boarding school model that developed out of Carlisle for the twin goals of
extermination-assimilation was, in the well-known words of Pratt, to “Kill the Indian, save the
man.”22 A little background about Carlisle and the boarding school system may be important for
anyone unfamiliar with this history who might be reading this dissertation.
Carlisle, and the boarding/residential schools throughout this country that were its offspring,
played a central and inestimable role in the genocide of Indigenous Nations, and laid the
foundation for what would become the historical intergenerational trauma of countless Native
children, adults, families and communities – along with their languages and cultural knowledge
practices. Removed from their families, extended families, homes, lands, languages,
communities and cultural traditions, these children were completely vulnerable; and these
schools capitalized on their vulnerability – they were places where Native children were
subjected to all manner of a toxic brew of physical, sexual, emotional, linguistic, cognitive,
epistemological violence and assault, through a missionary-military model of education. This
history must be recognized at the outset of any discussion of language restoration efforts,
especially in light of the fundamental refusal of the US government and ignorance of the
dominant society to substantively do anything to recognize and take responsibility for the
holocaust perpetrated on Indigenous people and communities, and to critically remember the
genesis and context of the situation of Indigenous languages today, to serve as a reminder of the
horrors perpetrated on generations of Indigenous people and peoples, a genocidal history that has
never been addressed in any systemic or substantive way within mainstream US society – and as
a way for Indigenous people to resist the burden of self-blame (and external blame, for that
matter) for having come close to losing our languages.
22Something

not mentioned much in the literature around Richard Henry Pratt are the different forms of his
participation in the US Army’s campaigns to eradicate and exterminate Native Peoples. Prior to being put in charge
of the re-education of Indian children at Carlisle, Pratt had been in charge of Indian prisoners of war incarcerated at
Fort Marion, Florida; he was also part of the Washita Massacre of the Cheyenne people, mostly children, women,
and the elderly, as well as participating in the Red River campaign against the Comanche, Kiowa, Southern
Cheyenne, and Arapaho – again, targeting Indian children, women, and old people.
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Indigenous languages were not “simply lost” because relatives, Ancestors, families stood by and
allowed them to be taken away – they were systematically targeted and destroyed through the
children and are as much a victim of Settler-Colonial violence as any other of the horrors done to
Indigenous Peoples in this hemisphere. Pikuni language activist Darrell Kipp says, “The history
of tribal language oppression is well documented, but what is not given enough credence is the
effectiveness of the eradication processes used” (Kipp, 2000, p. 6). He reminds us that it is not
that our relatives wanted their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren to lose their
languages, it is that they loved their families so much that they did not want us to be hurt,
violated, in the ways they had endured: “Because our parents loved us and our grandparents
loved us, they tried to protect us from the humiliation and suffering that they went through”
(Kipp, 2000, p. 7).
In light of this historical context of linguistic and cultural genocide, and the state of the Mohawk
and other Haudenosaunee languages as a direct result, it was decided that Kanatsiohareke would
provide a critical space for the restoration and regeneration of the Mohawk language by starting
the Carlisle-in-Reverse summer language immersion programs. These programs have evolved
and transformed over the course of the last twenty years of being offered, as different levels and
focus have changed in response to the language learning happening in other Mohawk-Iroquois
communities. There is today a large pool of language teachers and students who have come to
Kanatsiohareke to participate each summer (and sometimes over the winter) in language learning
experience in the Valley, situated within traditional community. And, as it turns out, Tom’s
vision and Kanatsiohareke as a safe, Onkwehon:we Decolonial and traditional space, has played
an important role in what has happened in other Mohawk territories around language and cultural
revitalization.
In the Epilogue to the book Kanatsiohareke: Traditional Mohawk Indians Return to their
Homeland, Ionataiewas writes about the impact of Kanatsiohareke on Kanien’keha language
restoration and renewal throughout the Kanien’keha:ka communities. I am going to include some
longer passages from the book to paint more of a picture for readers here. She talks about the fact
that after a period of about three to four years, Kanatsiohareke was experiencing a cycle of
decreasing enrollment in its language program:
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“...we were being told that many communities were following our lead and starting up their own
programs. That was wonderful news. If that was true, then what seemed at first glance, to be lack
of interest was actually the opposite. Perhaps low enrollment was really a sign that we had
accomplished that which we had set out to do. That is, we had set an example for what it was that
was needed for our cultural and linguistic survival and demonstrated that it could be done and
that our people really did care enough to become involved. We had provided inspiration for other
language programs to start up….
Kanatsiohareke hosted a Mohawk Language meeting in the fall of 2002 to compare facts about
the state of Haudenosaunee languages now as compared to the state of our languages in 1997.
We wanted to know if what we were doing was making any difference. We asked the attendees,
who came from all over Iroqouia, what were their estimates of the number of fluent speakers
within each Haudenosaunee Nation as compared to their total populations. It was just as had
been predicted. The number of fluent speakers within each Nation was down, that is, with the
exception of the Kanien’keha:ka. It was estimated that there were now more fluent speakers of
Mohawk than in 1997! It was only a one or two percent increase, but wow, it was an increase.
That was against all the predictions of linguistic extinction for the Kanien’keha:ka. It was a small
step forward, but it was FORWARD!! We couldn’t help but believe that all of our past and
future efforts at Kanatsiohareke and all the other Mohawk communities could actually reverse
the tide and revitalize our language. We can beat the odds of cultural, linguistic, and spiritual
extinction if we continue to work hard and work together to support all of our language
programs….It’s all about cultural preservation and revitalization so that we will have something
of value to hand down and share with the future generations” (Ionataiewas in Porter, 1998, p.
128, 130).
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My Motivation & Purpose
“We have to learn to listen. Just because you can’t see them doesn’t mean they’re not there…But
seeing them is not as important as listening to them. Once you can hear them, you’ll never be the
same again. Your life will change. That’s what the Creator wants for us. That’s part of His
plan…This is the time for us to start listening again. It’s in the prophecy” --- Leon Shenandoah
(L. Shenandoah in Wall, 2001, p. 80).
Indigenous research methodologies ask for the storying of why we do what we are doing. I am
quite certain that this story, in itself, could be enough for its own dissertation, as I know others
have said the same thing – the stories of why we are doing what we are doing, in Indigenous
research that is grassroots, community-centered and transformative. My motivation for doing this
research, my purpose in doing it, was always guided by a listening to Elders, to what they were
suggesting, directly and indirectly, needed to be done, the need of the People that required a
response.
Where to begin? The reason I am in graduate school to begin with, why I decided on going far
away to Arizona to graduate school is another story in itself, that I may decide to include in this
dissertation. I was also asked by a Lakota Grandmother and my maske, Rosalie, if I would go.
She asked, but I knew it was her way of telling me she thought that I should. That there were
things that needed to be done that required someone who held that degree, “those three letters,”
as she used to say, she needed, other Elders needed, to get done the work they perceived needed
to get done. The work of ensuring the cultural and language survival and regeneration, the
healing of the People through the knowledge and teachings, the restoration of human
relationships with the natural world and all our relatives through Onkwehon:we worldviews, in a
time when our Mother the Earth is struggling to continue to carry us; when we have become a
burden to her, when we have forgotten our instructions to support and sustain her. She lifted me
up and also challenged me with the seriousness of the responsibility when she told me, “It’s
gonna take a lot of sacrifice on your part to do this. It’s not gonna be easy. But we need people
who know how to listen. You need to go do that because we have work to do. There’s work to be
done. And I’m not sure how much time we have to do it.” She wasn’t talking just about her and
my personal time to do the work – she was talking about the amount of time we humans have left
to figure it out and start waking up to our original instructions about how to live here on our
Mother without choking her to death. She knew that it is in the deep cultural teachings and
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language that Indigenous Peoples hold the key to the survival of not only the humans, but all our
relatives, and that there is not much time. She told me this in the fall while I was in the Tsi
Tyonnheht Onkwawen:na (our language feeds us, gives us life) Mohawk language program at
Tyendinaga Mohawk Territory. By that August, I was moving out to Arizona to start graduate
school at the University of Arizona.
So, that is the scratching-the-surface way to describe my purpose in going to graduate school – to
contribute, in ways that might be useful and needed, to the survival and regeneration of
Onkwehon:we language and culture, from wherever that may lead or need to happen, whether it
was Mohawk or Lakota or wherever. That will unfold with the path and with my purpose and
where Spirit knows I can be useful. Leon Shenandoah resonates, “We are to be helpers too. We
are responsible for looking out for others, the two-legged and the four-legged. We’ve also been
instructed to protect the plants and the waters. If we don’t do our duty as The Instructions say we
should, then the Protectors may forget about us. Everything has its duty. We “Human Beings” do
too” (L. Shenandoah in Wall, 2001, p. 80).
My motivation in doing this research project stem from within that most fundamental purpose, of
contributing to the language and cultural survival of Onkwehon:we knowledge and relationships
to each other and the natural world. To flesh that out a little more, I talked with Tom about doing
this research, and he thought it would be a good idea that hadn’t been done before. More deeply,
over the years I have spoken with him about his dream, his vision, for Kanatsiohareke. These are
things that he says will be up to the Mohawk, the Iroquois People, the direction Kanatsiohareke
goes. I surely would like to contribute to seeing his dream for Kanatsiohareke come into being. I
hope this does not sound too grandiose, but it is my deepest hope that this research project might
be part of making that vision come true…that Tom might be able to see his vision and his dream
come into being, sooner rather than later. Because he talks about not being around forever, and I
know that is on his mind – and if this project could somehow spark his vision into fruition, at this
incarnation that is the project of Kanatsiohareke, of Mohawk reclamation and return, that would
be such a beautiful giving back for all the gifts that Tom has given. He has given me too many
gifts to even put words around. And for every time I have experienced the gift of his time and
energy and interest and humor and knowledge and kindness, I know that these have been shared
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with too many others to know – the generosity he has shown all of us is something that I feel an
urgent, tugging need to reciprocate somehow, and I hope that completion of this dissertation, and
my getting those three elusive little letters, might put us all a little further down the path of
figuring out how to make Tom’s dream come into being, in a physical way. It is already
happening, but I know what that vision looks like, and there are things that need yet to be done,
that would enable Kanatsiohareke to do the things that are part of Tom’s vision for the
community. And for the future of the People.
My purpose in doing this research responds to the need for some of these things to be thought
about, that had not been “researched” before: Kanatsiohareke as an embodiment of Tom’s praxis;
the impact of Tom’s Elder Praxis on people learning their language and knowledge ways; the
need to closely reflect on the experience of Kanatsiohareke in the elaboration of critical language
revitalization, recovery, restoration, renewal, and resurgence; the need to closely reflect on
language recovery and restoration in the context of a matrix of intertwining relationships,
healing, and return that Kanatsiohareke offers and embodies, animates and enacts, through the
mediating influence and guidance of Elder Praxis. All of these needed to be reflected on in this
way, through focused research, critical listening, and reflection.
Purpose and motivation in Indigenous decolonizing, self-determining, community-centered
research has everything to do with preparation, and the ways that we make ourselves ready for
this process of research. And while I have been preparing for over twenty years, really, to do this
project, in some ways the logistical morass that surrounded the immediate process was daunting,
and I have made sense of this too over time from within Kanien’keha:ka ways of knowing –
what I was about to embark on was big, and my commitment was being tested. My funding had
not come through, I had no transportation to get home, I had no help with childcare so I could
have some time during the day when my three-year-old would not be attached to my hip, to have
conversations and time to think, and I was not sure I was going to be able to make it back East to
even do my research up until four days before I left Arizona. I had been considering abandoning
my entire PhD because it had become just too difficult to be a single mother in school with an
evaporated support network of friends in Arizona and I had already had to delay my research
project by a year because of the same reasons, and a lack of funding to get home. It seemed like
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all signs were pointing to letting it go. But for all the reasons I have just talked about in terms of
my own purpose and motivation (and others I choose not to share, that came from within dreams
and other experiences), I held on. I’m not really sure at all that it was me who was doing the
holding on. So I struggled some more and renewed my commitment to the Elders in my life who
were counting on me, and to the Ancestors I knew were also waiting to see what I was going to
choose. For after all, it is all about relational accountability.
When Shawn Wilson (2008) says “research is ceremony” I don’t know if he meant to bring up
the sacrifice (for want of a better word) and commitment that research, as with ceremony, often
requires of us in the reciprocity of giving back for what we will receive, but his metaphor surely
makes sense within my research walk. (I should also say, to encourage anyone who may be
reading this and still in graduate school as I am now, that this was not the first time I came close
to packing it in – when I lost four of the dearest people in my life within a few years, all of them
prematurely, that was probably the hardest time for me to stick it out in school, as its relevance
faded in my mind and understanding of it.) And now, as I return to Shawn Wilson’s (2008) work
to see what he says about this, he brings in the thoughts of an Elder, saying, “A ceremony,
according to Minnecunju Elder Lionel Kinunwa, is not just the period at the end of the sentence.
It is the required process and preparation that happens long before the event” (p. 61). There it is,
preparation, as I had been thinking on it above, here it returns. Research as ceremony – the
struggles and sacrifices, the preparation for research that happens long before the event.
Purposeful, conscious preparation and, I think, the preparation that is being done to us in getting
us ready, preparation that we are not necessarily aware of or perceive, but that is purposeful
nonetheless, because it is the purposeful preparation by Ancestors, by Spirit, by Elders, and by
our future generations – just because we are not the ones necessarily doing it does not mean that
it is not being done… Onkwehon:we consciousness and coherence recognizes that we are being
worked on, worked through, our own path in life, if we are on it. And within an Onkwehon:we
research methodology, that is also part of the purposeful preparation.
As the esteemed and much loved Leon Shenandoah reminds us,
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“The real path goes to the Creator. That’s the one you’ve got to be on. It’s the one with
meaning. And that’s the one our ceremonies are all about. They help to keep us
connected to the Creator. If you’re looking for your path, look for the Creator. If you ask
how to find your path, that means you aren’t on it. The people who are on their path don’t
have to ask...You don’t have to think too hard about it. It’s not something you reason out,
it’s something you do. It’s so simple….It’s important that we recognize we are spiritual
people. Once we do that, it’s easier to start listening. The Creator likes to talk to us” (L.
Shenandoah in Wall, 2001, p. 77-78).
Shawn Wilson’s (2008) thoughts on research, relating them to Lionel Kinunwa’s understanding
that a ceremony “is the required process and preparation that happens long before the event” (p.
61), happen just as I was going to reflect on the ways that my involvement with the process of
“research” at Kanatsiohareke has been unfolding for twenty-three years before I got out my tape
recorder.
Chickasaw educator Eber Hampton (1995) describes the relationship between experience,
memory, and knowledge as “the sacred medicine bundle of my life” (Hampton, 1995a, p. 53),
the knowledge and truth that emerges from within personal experience. I realize I am locating the
medicine bundle Hampton is talking about, one that holds my memory and our memory, our
collective memory, and the dynamic (or dialectic) between the two – the stories held within the
process of remembering, and the process of remembering that comes before embarking on the
research, for the seeds of the research are found in that remembering. It is within Story, my story,
our stories, the remembering of the Stories – and the remembering to look and listen for the
Stories – that we find the knowledge we need to prepare the ground…so that the seeds of our
research, that which we have been given to do that will contribute to the life of the People, might
begin to warm up and germinate.
My own remembering that situates my desire to contribute, to be useful, is located in my
relationship to Kanatsiohareke and the relationships that have filled my life with goodness and
contributed profoundly to my understanding, clarity, and coherence around Kanien’keha and the
ways the language holds and carries gently ancient Rotinonhsionni ethical knowledge systems,
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teachings, philosophies, worldviews, ways of knowing and being. Yet lest this be misunderstood,
this has not been solely a cerebral activity; it is a coming to know because of engagement within
these Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni ethical protocols and practices of relationship and the core
values of thanksgiving, peace, spiritual power, the clarity of a good mind. It is an embodied
knowing and coming-to-know process, a Conscientization process that involves every part of my
being, which includes my body, mind, spirit, emotions, senses and sensory capacity to feel, to
know my connections to and relationships with land and natural world, Ancestors, future
generations. These are ways of knowing that are deeply embedded within this all-encompassing
matrix of consciousness and awareness, of perception, the cellular resonance of coherence that
we bring to being here, on Iethinistenha Ohwenhtsia. Our Mother. Memory, yes, memory.
Memory of living now, and memory of our collective, conscious past, memory of our coherent
future – that “radical remembering of our future” Manulani Meyer (Meyer, 2003, p. 54) talks
about and that has struck a deep chord within me.
I consider Kanatsiohareke home. As a place of Return, it has become my home in my own
returning, to myself, to that present-past-future coherence, to life and the knowledge that I am
not the only one whose generations have been splintered and made unhealthy in this long process
of colonization, and that I am not the only one trying to heal that legacy within my own life’s
circular path so that my children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren will not have to struggle
as I have just to be Kanien’keha:ka without all the White Noise and voiceover of Colonialism’s
invisibilization trip.
Kanatsiohareke as place and as relationship has allowed me to stand up and gather up some of
my responsibilities so that I might carry them forward in a strong and culturally coherent way to
make the path clear for those faces coming from the ground that are part of my own generational
cycling – as the nearest ripple in the water. There is no such thing as objectivity, and were it real,
I want to make plain that I have absolutely no objectivity about this place, Kanatsiohareke
Mohawk Community. It has impacted me and changed the direction of my life. And for that I am
ever so grateful. I care about it as place, as land, as space, as relationship, as praxis, and as lived
relational experience of culture and language. I care about the people who live there and they are
my family. I care about the future of Kanatsiohareke and the ways it continues to move in the
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direction of Tom’s envisioning. As part of an Onkwehon:we decolonizing, self-determining,
grassroots and community-centered methodology, this all needs to be said.

Methods

“Knowledge and peoples will cease to be objectified when researchers fulfill their role in the
research relationship through their methodology” -- Shawn Wilson
“If you want to dispossess a people, the simplest way to do it is to tell their story and to start
with ‘secondly’” -- Mourid Barghouti

Orientations, giving thanks, & offerings
This dissertation attempts to shift Western paradigms of academic research and offer other ways
to “do” the research. Edward Buendia (2003) reflects on “…how researchers…can frame their
research narratives to be able to operationalize the epistemological standpoints of particular
communities of color to ‘see’ and write differently” (p. 50). I re-framed his question as a
question to myself: How will I write knowledge differently? I have kept this question on a sticky
note on my wall that I return to as I approach my own process of writing this oral research. Part
of my response is that I am going to story, to narrate, as much of this dissertation as possible –
even this Methods section – to remain as true as possible to an oral process, to attempt to give
you the reader a sense of the dynamic nature of the oral-relational process that happened here.
Though it is a written process, without the vibrant, nuanced fluidity and engaged relationality of
oral storying, I am going to attempt to convey in my own storying of the research what Margaret
Kovach calls “the now of the story” (Kovach, 2009, p. 102).
My own personal process around this research, from long before I had conceived of the idea to
ask Tom about doing research at Kanatsiohareke (when I was still conceptualizing my/our
research idea with Rosalie Little Thunder, as Rosalie had asked me to work with her for my
dissertation), and continuing through the re-grouping process after Rosalie walked on to Spirit,
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the discussions with Tom about it, up until and through the actual doing of it, to now, the writing
of it, has been most fundamentally a spiritual process (as well as an emotional, mental, physical
one), and the way I have dealt with it and with the challenges/roadblocks along the way in much
the same way as how I approach things in my life, that is, they stem from my epistemology and
everyday spiritual practice and way I live my life, the way I know myself as a human being in
the world.
In my personal process and worldview, dreams are a central orienting way of knowing for me.
My dreams are central in my life in guiding me and giving me insight about the world and my
place in it. In this research process (as in my daily life), I acknowledge and give thanks in the
way I’ve been taught, beseeching the Creator for help when necessary, but staying in touch and
talking to “him” and giving thanks every day. In keeping with Mohawk teachings around
gratitude and generosity, I have approached this research project as a gift, an offering, a
reciprocal enactment of thanksgiving and generosity – that the generosity shown to me I give
back as this research, and whatever forms it may take in the future. I give this to Tom as a way to
honor him and have him hear some of the ways his life and his work here at Kanatsiohareke have
deeply moved people in their lives. I offer this work as a way to remember and honor our
Ancestors here in the Valley, that as we return here, we return to them and remember them,
letting them know in each of our ways that we have not forgotten their lives, their envisioning
and deliberation for us, their histories and impact. I offer this work as a tribute to those Mohawks
who attempted to return to their homelands before in past times, but couldn’t, for whatever
reason, and those in the 1950s who with Standing Arrow were driven out when they tried to
reclaim a Place in their ancestral homelands. I offer this work to remember the sacred
continuities between Kanien’keha:ka and their relationship to their lands and traditional
territories.
I offer this work to remember Tom’s own generations of relatives and to make sure that it is
accountable to them; and I am well aware that they are paying attention to what I am doing. I
offer this work to the language…to consider these ways of knowing around our language, so that
the language, the knowledge carried within it, does not get lost within the processes of
colonization that sever us from our own memories of ways to be related to, to know, our
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language – so that we do not lose track of it in the supposed “expertise” of Western academic
knowledge. I offer this work to all the people who are working tirelessly, day in and day out, to
make sure that Kanien’keha and the other languages of the Haudenosaunee, as well as
Onkwehon:we languages everywhere, are restored and renewed for the coming generations and
for the maintenance of the world as we know it through Onkwehon:we languages and the
knowledges they hold on to; I offer this work to remember and be accountable to the Ancestors
and to the future generations, mindful about how I will contribute to the world they will one day
walk into again. I offer this in the hope of enhancing the life of the Rotinonhsionni, by helping to
create more space, different space, for being Onkwehon:we, that is Kanatsiohareke.

Narrativity from a different center
“Cree narratives are held within oral traditions and social relationships and provide a
counterpoint to the narratives of non-Cree society. The activity and process of these narratives
challenge the hegemony of the mainstream discourse, which has often been conflated with
notions of ‘progress’ that have ultimately undermined Cree narrative memory and been used as
a tool of conquest” (McLeod, 2007, p. 18)
I begin with this thought from Cree scholar Neal McLeod because it serves as a reminder that
just as Cree narratives, and Indigenous narratives more broadly, “provide a counterpoint” to the
narratives of dominant society, so does how we choose to deal with Onkwehon:we narratives,
oral traditions, and social relationships have the potential to create discursive, methodological,
and epistemological space within Western academia, for they are situated within different truths.
How we deal with them, how we write them, as a process of knowing and knowledge production
from within different centers, need not be justified to dominant Western academia, to those
whom Anishinaabe writer Gerald Vizenor calls “terminal believers,” “those believing in only
one vision of the world” (Vizenor in Blaeser, 1996, p. 49). Maori scholar Graham Smith reminds
us that, “The point here is the extent to which we are drawn into engaging with and justifying
ourselves to the dominant society. I believe that such a process puts the colonizer at the centre,
and thereby we become co-opted into reproducing (albeit unintentionally) our own oppression”
(G. Smith, 2000b, p. 210). The processes of handling and thinking about these stories needs to be
different. Because they are different. They are originary stories of this land, stories spiraling out
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from these original emergence points and relationships to lands and the universe. Even as the
narratives McLeod is discussing emanate from a particularly Cree standpoint, this sensibility
resonates widely for work around Onkwehon:we narrative memory and its intersection with
research processes focusing on language and traditional cultural knowledge restoration, renewal,
and resurgence.

Decolonizing the dissertation
This section emerges from something Professor Bryan Brayboy suggested at my dissertation
defense, articulating what it was that I was actually doing, without my having been explicitly
aware of it: “What you’re doing here is decolonizing the dissertation.” I have had, in the weeks
following the defense, some time to process this and realize that it was the only thing that I could
really have done. For, as much as I made choices along the way, ultimately, it was a natural
unfolding of the context of this dissertation, an alchemy of context with who I am and my place
and positionality in the research. I could not have written this dissertation any other way.
Professor Brayboy’s words resonated for me. Many thanks for catching and articulating that! I
needed the power of your perception to see for myself what was normal and implicit for me.
This dissertation is located within an Onkwehonwe’neha framework, the ways of the Real
People, a transformative framework, a “way of articulating and asserting self-determination and
freedom” (Alfred & Corntassel, 2005, p. 614). I am contextualizing and conceptualizing the
writing of my dissertation as decolonizing, as self-determining, as part of my research
methodology itself. The way this decolonizing process has unfolded, for me, in the writing of my
dissertation are in the choices I have made around things like my approach to the data (i.e., its
analysis, interpretation, presentation); writing my research process; being clear and explicit about
my own positionality and thinking process; sharing my story; attempting to remain true to the
oral-relational process and the responsibilities, protocols, and reciprocities embedded within it;
maintaining a wider angle toward who ‘the reader’ or audience might be; my choice of citations,
etc.
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I have chosen to present ‘the data’ – the process and content of orality, the storying that unfolded
in this research – more fully, within its context. I wanted to allow participants’ storying
processes to be the paths I followed in interpretation and analysis, rather than “manipulating” the
data for my own uses and in my own directions. Again, I have been thinking about and
interacting with how, as Edward Buendía (2003) suggests, to write my research differently, in a
way that respects the patterns of orality and attempts not to squash what is fundamentally the
oral-relational process of this research by collapsing it into written form, or by dealing with it
through a Western lens. I have tried to maintain an integrity and reciprocity around the oral, the
contextual. Bruce Johansen, who with Donald Grinde, have experienced the backlash of the
Western academy in their research of the history of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy’s
involvement in assisting the Founding Fathers in the formation of their new government, and
thus know a thing or two about Western academic knowledge production and power, the ways
that isolating knowledge for consumption works to maintain the status quo, to exclude and
marginalize “Other” ways of producing knowledge, of understanding and experiencing the
world. From his experience with Indigenous people and knowledge, Johansen talks about
Onkwehon:we approaches to data:
“Links between data are associational, not forged, resembling a spider web or a fish net.
Interlocking ideas may be arrived at via any number of routes through the web…In
Native culture, the context is part of the information. Data includes all of the associations,
pathways, and metaphorical connections that result from its position on the web. When
ethnographers lift tidbits of data out of the web and repackage them in the discrete
bundles of Western categories, they seriously distort Native ideas, isolating them from
their full meanings” (Johansen, 1998, p. 185).
As I will describe below, in approaching the oral process as a relationship, which it is (and
which is why I refer to it as the oral-relational process), it is critical to figure out other ways to
write that maintain the integrity of the oral process and the relational process – because you are
in reciprocal engagement with both! You have already entered that way of connection, through
active listening and participation, so to attempt to deal with it as ‘data,’ in a way that is nonrelational, that does not maintain the integrity that you have become a part of, will have a way of
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feeling artificial and dishonest. One key is in allowing that process to continue to work on you,
even once the articulations of the Story have seemingly ended, the research conversations, per se,
have come to a stop for now, so that thinking around it and writing around it must become a
careful, discerning, reflexive extension of that oral-relational process.

On repetition
Decolonizing the dissertation in relation to maintaining integrity around the oral-relational
process shows up in how to deal with things like “repetition.” “Repetition” here, in this
dissertation, as in the oral process, is deliberate, a conscious choice. I am following in my writing
the guide of oral process and practice. Within oral practice, repetition is critical – to memory, to
insight, to learning, to enabling transformation, to strengthening the bonds of relationship, to
continuity and change, to listening practices and oralicies, to sensitivity to language, to fluency,
to imagination, to expressivity and eloquence, to clarity and precision, to creativity. In this
dissertation I attempt, albeit through a written process rather than that which is breathed and
spoken, to embody or invoke as much of a relationship to the oral as possible – particularly
because this research unfolded within the oral-relational context of a traditional Mohawk
community, and itself embodies oral-relational process. Repetition is no mistake, no accident – it
is a method, it is part of a decolonizing methodology, it is intentional – and it asks you to
consider…why? What does it mean? This question is foundational to Indigenous knowledge
production, as Vine Deloria (Deloria in Deloria, Foehner, & Scinta, 1999, p. 134) asserts, and
repetition is part of the way this oral-relational contextual web of “associations, pathways, and
metaphorical connections” (Johansen, 1998, p. 185) is woven, a method and methodology.
Repetition encourages deepening reflection. One articulation carries multiple meanings and
connections, speaking to each person present, as these stories are complicated, textured,
multilayered and nuanced – and through their repetition, we spiral our way into meaning.
You will hear how Tom returns to things as he stories his life. I, the listener-become-writer, the
researcher, the human being, have been impacted by this, his orality, his medicine. In presenting
his story, I deliberately return to things he said, as I notice how they deepen reflection on
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something he brought up and that I feel need to be highlighted. I am part of the oral process, his
oral process, now, even now, as the conversation presented here has come to a close. For now.
In my writing about his life through Story, I return to what he has said, to reflect on it, to delve
into it, to see how his life is moving within deep repeating patterns, from within the deeper
patterns of his own generations of Ancestors, the circle in which he stands. This process is so
much more than color coding…It is, in a sense, an oral coding of ‘the data,’ this storying
process, a reading of patterns. (Again, I struggle with this word “data,” as I find it tries to keep
especially an Onkwehon:we oral process static, fixed, presentable like a package – in referring to
it as ‘data,’ I struggle to keep its essence as oral-relational process alive.) For the story is alive
and living, moving and shifting, working through us -- it continues to live and grow and evolve
and transform within us, transform us. Thus, what appears on the surface as “repetition,” is
actually deserving of a much closer look at Onkwehon:we Orality and Storying – that when you
are within the process of Story-Storying (as you are when you do Onkwehon:we communitycentered, grassroots research), as a living dynamic, a dialectical exchange, simply because the
voicing of the Story has ended does not mean that the Story is over – it continues to live and
change those who have heard it. This is one piece of how Story holds the power of
transformation. It is an energy, breathed, envisioned, voiced. The Storying of Tom’s walk and
reflection returns and returns and returns, ever closer into fullness, wholeness, totality of
meaning as he walks around the circle of his life, as he walks into growing older.
The Western concept of “repetition” as “a reproduction, copy, or replica; a duplicate or
reproduction of something” (from Dictionary.com online) or “something that happens in the
same way as something that happened before” (from the Cambridge English Dictionary online) 23
is impossible it seems, within Indigenous oral process, which implicitly embodies an
understanding of constant evolution, dynamic, responsive, dialectical change and cycling. It is a
circle, and a spiral; it is not a line. In a circle, we return and return and return, each time anew,
newly different, changed, continuing. On a line is where you repeat yourself, causing hardship

23

Respectively, from Dictionary.com online (www.dictionary.com):
(http://www.dictionary.com/browse/repetition?s=t); and from the Cambridge English Dictionary online
(https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/): https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/repetition
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and disturbance again and again and again until you have exhausted all that linear energy. Thus
the danger of a Western epistemology that knows only, “History repeats itself.” If you don’t
change your way on that linear path without vision, you/we are all doomed to repeat it endlessly
– and yet, there is almost nowhere else to go on that line: Point A to point B, point B to point A,
at some point a little Darwinian evolutionary blip and snap, you’re at point C, where you can
jump back and forth to point B till another little blip of evolution moves you…forward. And if
you fail to move forward, to progress, you become extinct. Somehow you’re supposed to
develop the consciousness within this linear system of ‘not making the same mistakes’…or
history will repeat itself. Where is the consciousness even possible within that linear
constriction? Dangerous. There is no space for transformation on a line – either you fall off or
you keep going, ever forward! I see where fear comes from about repetition and the line.
As Tom stories his own walk through life, with attention to the roots of his praxis, there is a way
that he brings the past into the present as presence, returning to the past while remaining present
and in the present, how it has impacted the present and might impact the future, of course. And
as I hear him talking about his life’s walk, I hear how things he has experienced are relevant to
the unfolding meaning of his reflection now – and I bring that back in, as relevant, as necessary,
as contextual, as locating and grounding and deepening his reflection and discussion. It goes
beyond repetition.
So, keep this in mind as you read – what might initially pop into the trained part of our minds as
“repetition” may be something else. Remember that there are few lines in this dissertation – but
there are many circles, many cycles, many beginnings in returning within the spiral. This is life
we are talking about, after all – and thus, it is alive, all of it. Storying living carries within it the
possibility for magnificent shifts, that power of transformation, the ember. A spark. As you read
this, try not to worry about things that sound like you have heard them before – you probably
have, whether here or…can you be sure it is not from within your own life, now that you think
about it? Because you are part of the Storying now too. Déjà vu – where you know you’ve been
there somehow before. Rosalie talked about that a lot. It means you are on the right path of your
life. The Creator’s path. My dear sister Ally used to remind me that from her People’s teachings,
your Spirit goes out ahead of you. It experiences things, encounters things, knows things, that

142

you may catch up to, walk into, in your life – so that when they come, preparations have already
been made, on some level, your perception will already be focusing in, on what is coming, and
what does it mean.
Your Spirit goes out, and returns. You know you have experienced something before, and you
are returning to it now, walking back into it, carrying it on within you. Returning to ourselves,
we continue on. This is how we come to know ourselves to be. It is intentional and it is
conscious. I have made choices to pay attention to the cycling of the stories of the lives of these
language learners and Elders, from within Onkwehon:we ways of knowing. There is no such
thing as repetition, because it’s all a matter of perception. And there are no lines.
This dissertation is going to ask you to “read” differently – because you are entering a different
framework, a different perception, that encourages you to enter oral storying even when it is
words on a page. The choices I have made in writing it are an attempt to move into resonance,
into Onkwehonwe’neha, (even) within academia. Some were conscious choices, others were
more implicit, a result of how I am in the world, my epistemology, and the story of this research.

On ‘the reader’
I find I need to write in a way that is not only from within my own voice, my own experience
and the rigor of subjective and critical self-reflexivity, but that also pays attention to my sense of
collective justice, where certain voices, perspectives, and presences are never part of the
assumption about who might be reading, using, academic work. In every way, I have kept that
desire close to me as I have written, so that some of the people I care most about might be able to
read (those who do read) and have access to what is in this dissertation. I want what I write about
and how I write to make as much sense to an Onkwehon:we Elder, one of my Totas, when they
read it (or someone reads it to them), as it does to an Indigenous academic scholar or a Western
academic scholar, dominant or of the margins.
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On ‘the data’: analysis, interpretation, presentation
I want to explain my thinking and approach to some of the choices I am making around how I
will be presenting my ‘data’ because from within a Western academic framework, it will likely
be unfamiliar, unconventional, and perhaps uncomfortable – but that does not mean it is not a
valid way of doing it. Within an Onkwehon:we framework, within Onkwehonwe’neha, I believe
it makes sense. I am choosing to write and present my research differently as an intentional and
conscious/self-conscious -- and Onkwehon:we commonsense -- way of centering a decolonizing,
self-determining Indigenous research methodology. These choices emerge from within my
recognition of the need to “write research differently” (Buendía, 2003).
Our act of writing our research from within our own coherence is a political, decolonizing, and
self-determining act and activity, invoking our own ways of knowing-being from within our own
epistemological centers and knowing, a self-determining assertion, a creation of Decolonial
Space that the people who participated in this research, Elders and language learners, voice and
theorize so powerfully. I am following their voice – because I am listening to it, as closely and as
deeply as I can. I am in effect writing a space, writing into space, writing around space, writing
to carve out space from what is not, has never been, generously shared. It is a space that has been
closely guarded and protected, a discursive wagon-circling from possible Indian invasion. It is
high time we find ways to represent and present our research differently – and, following
Onkwehon:we philosophies, diversity is part of the strength.
This dissertation is my endeavor to write research differently, recognizing that it is only different
from a dominant standpoint – it is not so different from Onkwehon:we standpoints, it is just plain
commonsense. Thus, for example, my intentionality around including the fuller conversations of
the research stories because they are part of a collective, collaborative oral-relational storying
process, is part of an Onkwehon:we oral-relational methodology. They are the context. And the
context is the story.
Of course, there is no way to adequately convey the oral exchange within the written word – and
yet, it seems to me that we do not just give up and assume the mantle of a Western framework
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simply because the written word falls outside of the oral process. It is our responsibility as
researchers/writers to find ways to invoke, embody (or at least attempt to) the oral-relational
process that is the research, within the writing of it. The very meaning of their story is entwined
with how it is told, how it unfolds, the process of articulating, storying, together – there is no
separation between content and process. This is an Indigenous understanding. I cannot pull
content out and think somehow I am not losing it. It seems to me these are critical questions we
have to be thinking about and addressing in our process of doing Onkwehon:we communitycentered research, which includes how we are presenting it. A weaving of stories must be woven.

On citations
I have consciously chosen to cite Onkwehon:we scholars of the academy and outside of the
academy, recognizing that these boundaries are nuanced, and hopefully becoming more porous.
(The best language I can come up with are “of the academy and outside of the academy,” though
I recognize the limitations in my description. I am striving for clarity, without confining people
to un-nuanced boxes.) That said, I have consciously chosen to foreground the words, thoughts,
and voices of Onkwehon:we scholars as a way of acknowledging, honoring, and thanking the
People, for their strength in holding onto their Knowledge. Privileging those voices of traditional
Elders, leaders, Knowledge Keepers, Clanmothers – those whose voices have been almost
completely excluded from academic scholarship, writing, and research except when they have
been appropriated and distorted – has been a critical part of my work, thinking, and
research/writing process, my need to shape this dissertation into something more, in keeping
with traditional Indigenous ways of knowing, a practice of Onkwehonwe’neha, of selfdetermination, an engaged self-reflexive process finding shape on a written page, a determination
and commitment to ‘write research differently.’
I have also chosen to privilege perhaps lesser known or less frequently cited Indigenous scholars,
to try to create space for their thinking, so that whomever may read this will find voices they
may not have gotten to hear. My thinking in this was to create space and to make this work
accessible to a wider audience outside of the academy. I wanted people of the community to be
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able to locate some of their own Knowledge Holders’ voices, thinking…and to perceive the way
the beauty and depth of their words holds the power of moving us beyond a purely intellectual
enterprise – for, really, what is the point of that, to a world in desperate need of being moved, of
waking up? I hope these choices I have made to decolonize and ground my writing process,
form, and content contribute in some small way to this larger direction toward which we must
move.

Requirements
This dissertation tells a story – as such, it needs the story. It requires, calls out for, their words.
Yes, it must resonate. Engaging in a decolonization of the dissertation process, this is my own
small (but liberatory) way of participating in “transformative praxis” (G. Smith, 1997), from
within my thinking and writing of the dissertation, and creating critical space for the stories,
voices, and presence of those excluded from dominant, dominating narratives. Graham Smith reconceptualizes, from within Maori locations and contexts, the relevance and use of Paulo
Freire’s theorization of Conscientization, Resistance, and Action (Freire, 1972) as liberatory
praxis: Conscientization, Resistance, and Transformative Action (G. Smith, 2000a, p. 69-70).
This dissertation is an engagement of transformative process in the writing and the research. And
I hope it not only “speaks back” (Cherryl Smith in L. Smith, 2012, p. 38), but speaks to. To your
mind, and heart, and spirit. It is a hope of transformative process that its words will reach you. In
writing this as I have chosen to write it, I am reaching out, through their words and mine, and I
am hoping to reach you in your awakening mind, your gentle and passionate heart, to connect
with you about what it means to be human, to your dreaming of a world of justice that will create
an enduring peace in these times that feel an impending heaviness, a deadening. I am reaching
for what makes us all profoundly beautiful and real, for the places that carry the spark of
Creation inside us. I am extending an offering of connection by gathering together our collective
clear-mindedness and creating with that power. Why write otherwise? Why spend a year and a
half of life writing, daily, daily, nightly, dropping my blood, sweat, and tears on the page? Why
spend a moment of your precious time here on Earth wasting it reading something that does not
aspire to this?
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Stories hold power, the power to change our lives. Story, in a sense, is all there is and has been
and will be. I bring these stories to you, the reader, to hear, to sit with, to reflect on, to interpret.
Why should a dissertation not carry that most profound and relevant requirement of sparking life
and memory and beauty as well? I bring these narratives to you in as many ways as I can – in
their fullness and in the framework of an oral process – which means that it will read differently.
This is not meant to be a “normal” dissertation – normal to whom?. It is a different space.

Research site
The research was held at Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community during the summer language
program there. Participants lived at Kanatsiohareke during language camp and became part of
the community while they were there, giving them the opportunity to participate in the process
and experience of traditional Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni community lived through the
everyday of the present. Some of the Elders live at Kanatsiohareke.

Overview of the project
The project was originally conceived as a gathering of Mohawk Elders/Elder-speakers 24 and
language learners, but did not happen according to my “plans” for the research. But because this
research is embedded within an Indigenous decolonizing and self-determining research
methodology, I followed the path unfolding in front of me. The “formal” gathering did not
happen as such; what we were calling “a gathering,” instead of being “an event,” happened over
the course of several weeks of language camp while people were living at Kanatsiohareke

24Again,

a note on the term “Elder”: Unlike the definition of “Elder” in Western society as someone having
reached a chronological age of 60 or 65, the definition of an Indigenous Elder does not have to do essentially or
even primarily with age. ‘Eldership’ has to do with the collective recognition of that person as having reached a
certain position in life, one with status due to their accumulated knowledge, experience, insight, expertise, and
wisdom. They are Knowledge Keepers. For more discussion around the meaning of Elders within
Onkwehon:we ways of knowing, please see the Introduction & Theoretical Framework section of this
dissertation.
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Mohawk Community together, emerging organically out of this experience. The ongoing
interaction and exchange between language learners and Elders present at Kanatsiohareke during
summer language camp happened naturally over the course of several weeks: Elders were
present and participated with me and with language learners throughout the time that they were
present, though never “formally,” as in a structured gathering. Talks where Elders were present
would happen at meals, in the kitchen, on the porch, in the gardens, wherever. I did not tape their
conversations. I taped conversations with language learners, and two visiting Mohawk scholarsin-residence, as they reflected on these experiences and many others, and I taped conversations I
had with Elders. The taped conversations were around the same overarching ideas, issues and
experiences, but there was no script, no text that I followed strictly; people took the story where
they wanted it to go, and I went with them.
Mohawk language learners came for language camp at Kanatsiohareke, a community constructed
by the envisioning guidance and deliberation of a Mohawk Elder in the Mohawk ancestral
homeland. When their language camp had finished for the day, language learners generously set
aside time for this research, to interact and reflect together in a circle around their personal
journeys of return to language, to Kanatsiohareke and the Mohawk Valley, to critical cultural and
spiritual knowledge and intergenerational consciousness, to community, to relationship to Elders
and to Tom, to identity informed by place, ways of knowing, and home/land. At other times, they
spoke with me on their own. I listened to them talk about their interactions with Elders,
particularly Tom. This project will be part of developing a return to pedagogical,
methodological, and epistemological approaches to Onwehon:we language restoration and
renewal that centers Elders in the intergenerational transmission of language and cultural
knowledge.
This research unfolded within an Indigenous process, which acknowledges and gives space to the
understanding that even the best laid plans of ours as human beings do not always happen the
way we want them to – things are taken in other directions. Within an Onkwehon:we process,
this is recognized as the way it is meant to be, for whatever reason, whether we know now what
that reason is or not. This is the recognition of the presence of Spirit as part of all processes, all
endeavors, the academic research process included, and it is suggested that we follow it. With
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experience, we also know that it is very likely that with time, developing perception, and related
experience, we will find out why it happened that way. And that it made sense.
As you read this dissertation, something to keep in mind is that there are multiple voices of
participants, sharing multiple layers of experience, so that you will likely come to feel the deep
intricacies of complexity and meaning. This is no linear, unidirectional Q & A interview process.
It is a deeply contextual, sensory, emotional engagement of relational memories and experiences
that are at once ancient and of today, and imbued with Spirit. I followed an organic, emergent
Indigenous way of doing things – I let the people and their storying process go wherever it
needed to go, I did not try to control it or rein it in. And I tried to listen carefully. I did not take
notes during the conversations, as I did not want to disrupt visually, physically, the flow of the
conversations by writing, nor did I want to disrupt the oral-relational aspect of the conversations,
which taking notes would have done – it would have set me apart. I wanted to be part of the
collaborative unfolding of the conversation, in as natural a way as possible.
I generally would brainstorm ideas late at night after our conversations had happened, my
daughter was asleep, and I could find some quiet moments. I would also jot down notes
whenever they occurred to me, at dinner or before we sat down to talk, and if they came while
driving, I would record my ideas, intuitions, brainstorms on my phone’s voice recorder. Usually,
I would have something from these musings somewhat prepared in my mind in case I needed to
spark the conversation by asking a question and I wanted to be prepared to respect the time they
were giving me after a long day of language work. So, I would think about an opening question
that was usually something related to a thought we had closed with the night before or a question
I had still in my mind. At the end of the conversation, we would talk about if and when to get
together next to talk, and everyone would decide on a good time for them. The conversations
ended when they were done, usually when people were starting to get tired and needed to go to
bed, to go study, to sit on the porch visiting, or to go for a walk under the vast sky of stars at
Kanatsiohareke. I tried to be mindful that we not push it too much into people’s evening
schedules, recognizing that they had a full day of language class the following day. I would
usually come in during a break in their class time that day and remind people we were meeting
that night, and I or someone else would write the meeting time on the blackboard.
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Cree researcher Margaret Kovach says about data collection methods that, “Indigenous
researchers have included cultural methods by incorporating them in the research design, but not
as formal data-collection methods” [emphasis added] (Kovach, 2009, p. 128). This is what
Shawn Wilson (2001) talks about, as I referred to in the Methodology section and reiterate here,
when he says, “We now need to move beyond an ‘Indigenous perspective in research’ to
‘researching from an Indigenous paradigm’” (p. 175). This research hopes to be part of a change
in this problematic of Western research faced by Indigenous researchers: the collective,
collaborative storying process, and the ways participation happened, were the formal datacollection methods. Storying and Elder praxis were method and methodology. Elder praxis
provided the structure, protocols, ethics, and contextualized practice of a Haudenosaunee
epistemology and methodology, and impacted all areas of the research – it is the core and the
roots, the grounding that anchors and holds the theoretical framework; it is the branches and
limbs of the way it unfolded into space and in interaction with the surrounding elements, the
methods and methodology; it is the leaves, catching light, miraculously transforming it into
energy and sustenance offered in generosity for the use of others, the intergenerational oralrelational practices and ways of knowing-being.

Unfoldings of process
Early in the first week of language camp, I asked the classes (there were two different classes
going on at the same time, a basic Kanien’keha course and an intermediate Kanien’keha course)
if they would be interested in participating in my research project for my dissertation around
return to language, cultural knowledge and homeland in the context of Kanatsiohareke, which I
hoped to tape so that I could remember and record what was said. Some people were interested,
others weren’t, and some were not so sure, so we set up a tentative time one evening after dinner
to meet and talk about it. The first evening we met, I introduced myself for the people who didn’t
know me yet, I talked about my own personal journey home to language and cultural knowledge,
and they introduced themselves, we talked about what I was doing and why, and what I was
interested in talking with them about. We talked about the fact that I thought about it as a
conversation, a circle, where people could sit in and talk, or not, but that anyone was welcome to
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join the circle and take the conversation wherever they wanted to take it. We talked about the
fact that I did not have a strict research “agenda,” per se and that I would not have a script. I said
that I reject the role of “expert” that distances us from ourselves, from knowledge processes, and
from community. We talked about the fact that I wanted to tape record our conversations for my
memory and to be able to access the oral process after it has finished. We talked about that they
could choose to participate however they liked, that they could participate as anonymous
participants, or they could use a pseudonym of their choosing, or use their name, Mohawk or
English.
I told them that I had ideas about directions I was interested in hearing their thoughts and
experience about, that I was interested in the relationship between the return to language and
lands, the role of Elders in the process of language and cultural learning, and how these play out
in people’s lives; but that I wanted it to be their story, their path, and that was very important to
me to go wherever they wanted to take it, whatever the group felt together was relevant,
meaningful, important. So, we talked awhile together, people had a chance to ask questions of
me, and at the end of that talk, it was agreed that we would start our conversations together.
Our research conversations (whether individual or collective and collaborative) fell somewhere
between what Merriam (2009) calls “semi-structured, open-ended and unstructured/informal” (p.
89) conversations (‘interviews’) with Elders and learners. This research involved a combination
of these, although it is difficult to categorize or compartmentalize into a methodological
approach the profound physical, emotional, mental, spiritual, and sensory experience of
collaboration and critical reflection that happened out of sitting down together at the end of the
day, a day of language and worldviews, interactions with Elders and each other in traditional
community. It is easier to talk about them without the academic requirement of
compartmentalization into categories – they were informal conversations; they were started when
someone usually reminded someone who was close to turn on my recorder for me, since I
generally forgot to, and they began by my asking a question related to the previous night, or from
something that stuck with me, or something that they had been thinking about since we last
talked…I had a notebook that I would take notes in after the conversation, with my thoughts or
intuition or questions that I wanted to hear more about, and though I would usually bring that
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notebook, I didn’t open it up once we began because I wanted to be present in what was there
among us and responsive to that; the conversations were had while sitting down in the big room
in chairs pulled from wherever around the long wooden tables inscribed with the emblem of
Kanatsiohareke formed into a circle (with square corners because of the table angles), piled high
with everyone’s language learning paraphernalia (binders, notebooks, index cards, tape
recorders, etc); people came and went as they needed to, and that was not “documented” by me,
though mostly when they came, they stayed, they brought their children, their babies, their dogs
with them to the ‘circle,’; every night we met, the circle echoed with hysterical laughter, with
quiet, with tears, with challenges to each other to “top that!,” with humility, with joy and
grieving, with profound thinking, with the critical reflection that has helped to create a new
‘theory’ of Indigenous language revitalization…but I think, most of all, with deeply respectful
care and attention, an honesty that was moving and rare and magnificent. And, at least for me, I
emerged from the process of that circle changed, made better, more whole, more human. I am
deeply thankful for the ways they created that change within me.

On participation
The basics
As a collective and participatory research project, each participant was critically and integrally
part of the co-creation of knowledge. This project enacted what Bishop (2011) calls a
“collaborative storying” (p. 10) methodology, focusing on connectedness, engagement, and
involvement with other research participants in the context of traditional Kanien'keha:kaRotinonhsionni community, “within the cultural worldview/discursive practice within which they
function” (Bishop, 2011, p. 9). As this research embodies an Indigenous methodology of
relational respect, responsibility, relevance, accountability, reciprocity, and resiliency
(Archibald, 2008; Galla, Kawai’ae’a, & Nicholas, 2014; Kirkness & Barnhardt, 2001; Lincoln,
Denzin, & Smith, 2008; Mertens, Cram, & Chilisa, 2013; L. Smith, 1999; Wilson, 2008), respect
was paid to people’s desire to participate, and how they wished to participate: people were free
to choose whether they wished to participate, how much they wished to participate, or not at all.
Those people not wanting to be taped were not taped – they would simply turn off my recorder,
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or tell/ask me to turn it off, or tell me that the following was off the record. Obviously, there
must be some measure of trust between us where they knew that I would respect their wishes.
Participants were welcomed to be involved in the process of documentation, in the editing and
review process, and in having a say to decide at what level they wanted to be involved.
I also need to say something here about “community-based participatory research.” I began
writing this dissertation about my research as ‘community-based’ without reflecting on this use
of language or thinking, until I read Canadian scholars Jim McDonald’s (2003) and Mike
Evans’s (2004) work, which challenge the language and conceptualization of ‘communitybased.’ McDonald (2003), the late esteemed scholar of the University of Northern British
Columbia and the University of the Arctic, who worked to develop Aboriginal communitycentered collaborative research protocols, asserts, “First, community-based research is located in
communities. So what? Almost by definition ethnographic research is located in
communities…The issue is that community-based research needs to be about something more
than location” (p. 84). Evans (2004) continues from McDonald’s theorizing, “…the term
‘community based’ says nothing about the role of the community in the research process.
Community centred research is just that, a research process that is both located at the
community, and one that centralizes community concerns and participation” (p. 60). This makes
sense to me, as we attempt in Indigenous self-determining, decolonizing, transformative research
methodologies to come closer and closer into alignment of form, process, content, and meaning
with Onkwehon:we knowledge and practice. In my writing, I will be choosing the language of
community-centered rather than community-based, as McDonald’s (2003) and Evans’s (2004)
conceptualization of this distinction makes sense for this work.
People
In writing this dissertation, I become aware again of how an Onkwehon:we research
methodology, even in the supposedly “straightforward” part of the Methodology section, which
is “just the facts,” is not so simple or linear. There is overlap and intricacy, stories about how
what would seem to be clear “boundaries” are not at all clear, they are complicated and nuanced,
laden with meaning. Putting people into distinct categories of “teachers” and “learners,”
“participants” or “non-participants” is not an easy task (i.e., does it mean someone participated
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who was part of the circle but never spoke during the conversation?; does it mean someone
participated who was part of the circle but never spoke during the taped conversation? Whereas
from a different standpoint, they might not be included, here they are included as part of the
conversation -- I include them as a “participant,” whether they spoke or not during the
conversation, taped or not. They were present in the circle, they added their presence and their
other-than-verbal presence and voice, and thus they are participants.)
Clear boundaries do not exist around participation – how people participate, when they
participate – the place as a community means that participation is fluid and overlapping. So, for
example, there were people who were there as part of the community, or those who had come for
whatever reason, who sat down in conversation with the group, though they were not part of the
“language learners group,” per se, although some of them were also language learners. Two
language learners were also teachers. Two were university professors. One was a university
instructor who is getting her Doctorate and is a language learner. One is a long-time community
participant, a former community member, who is also a language learner, and an Elder. One is an
Elder, who is also an Elder-in-residence in a university Aboriginal studies program, a long-time
community participant, and a language learner. I could not construct uncomplicated categories of
identities, even within ‘just the facts’ of the Methods section. I attempt to do this with clarity,
while recognizing there are no seamless categories of participation.

The conversations
Language learners & visiting scholars
There were a total of 12 language learners (I am including the teachers in this group called
“language learners,” as they are also language learners) and 2 visiting Mohawk scholars who
participated in this research. The language learners had come for the language program at
Kanatsiohareke; the visiting scholars had come for a Haudenosaunee graduate writing retreat
held the week before the language program started. I had both group or “research-sharing circle”
(Kovach, 2009, p. 124) conversations (which I am calling collective, collaborative
conversations) as well as individual “reflective thinking” (Hampton, 1995b, p. 13) conversations
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between just me and the participant, although there were a few times when someone else would
come and join the conversation between myself and a participant.
People participated in their own ways. I did not dictate the ways people were to participate. Not
everyone chose to speak who sat in the circle, but they were recognized as part of the circle; I
recognize that silent sitting is also a form, an Indigenous form, of participation in the circle.
Elders
There were six Elders present at Kanatsiohareke during the time this research project happened,
all of whom participated in conversations with me and with other language learners throughout
the two to three weeks people were gathered at Kanatsiohareke. I taped five of the Elders in
individual conversation with me and one who sang songs to me. Each Elder I met with several
times to tape (a minimum of two times, and the most was 4 times).
Collective, collaborative conversations
There were five audiotaped group or circle conversations, that I am calling collective,
collaborative conversations, lasting from the first one that was a half hour (the shortest) to two
hours (the longest). The number of participants in each conversation varied, but there were from
five to eleven participants who took part in the circle conversations (this number fluctuated
during each conversation, as sometimes an Elder would come and sit down; there was one
conversation in which the visiting scholars participated).
Individual “reflective thinking” conversations
I had individual “reflective thinking” (Hampton, 1995b, p. 13) conversations with a total of
seventeen people, all of which were audiotaped.
I had these individual reflective thinking conversations with seven of the language learners
(which includes interviews with both teachers) and with both of the visiting scholars. Most of
these conversations happened on one occasion, although several continued at another time.
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I had individual reflective thinking conversations with all six Elders. In addition to conversations
with Tom, I am including my conversations with Betty in this dissertation, which is found at the
very end as a concluding synthesis of Elder Praxis.
Taping
Before conversations (both individual and collective) began, we talked about audio recording to
make sure everyone was comfortable with taping. We discussed recording for documentation to
ensure the preservation of knowledge for future use in Mohawk language and cultural
reclamation. Some of the Elders’ conversations with me were taped, others were not. People
knew that if at any time they wanted their reflection to be taken out of the conversation, I would
respect their wishes, erase their recordings, and delete any transcriptions. This did not happen,
but as part of my own introduction before we started, we talked about that as part of an
Indigenous community-centered process, they were in control of this research process, and
however they felt comfortable participating was up to them, during the process itself and after it
was over, at any time.
Outside of the audio taped conversations with language learners, community participants, and
Elders, I had countless conversations with everyone, around the issues explored in this research
and about just about everything else under the sun, which I mention by way of saying that my
time at Kanatsiohareke during those weeks was as much about returning and re-connecting as it
was about doing this research.
On names
As a dissertation based within an Indigenous research methodology, participants decided how
they want to be referred to – the names that you see are the names they wanted to use. In other
words, I am not following the dictates of a Western research paradigm in which participants are
not allowed to choose how they refer to themselves, in order to ‘protect their anonymity.’
Different protocols and expectations surround Indigenous research, and I am following
participants’ choices, the ways they wish to be referred to, whether that is their English name,
their Mohawk name, or not to use their names at all.
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After writing this, I kept in the back of my mind the desire to find how other people dealt with
this Indigenous protocol around knowledge. And as it happens, I landed upon other scholars’
thoughts about it, which helped validate my thinking and approach, and the ways that Indigenous
protocols diverge from Western academic protocols for research. Manulani Meyer (2003)
expressed her struggle in the academy around the naming of participants in her doctoral research
as, “It was absolutely vital that people knew who was talking. That matters because in our
community, knowledge that endures happens when you know where it came from. An
anonymous quote adds doubt to its reliability. There are many exceptions to this rule, but the
idea is simple: Naming who is sharing is vital to the idea that is being shared” (p. 59).
In Aboriginal and Metís communities in Canada, Mike Evans (2004) works around participatory
ethics within community-centered action research, and discusses the ways the academy’s
attempts to maintain protocols of ethical research can conflict with the needs of the community,
particularly in community-centered research where communities are able to interpret and take
ownership of research in which they can “see themselves reflected and named” (Evans, 2004, p.
73-74). He asks the critical question, “Can community centred research be respectfully
undertaken while embracing the notion of anonymity of research participants” (p. 60)? Evans
talks about the academic ethic of confidentiality/anonymity that lies in opposition with
community ethics where “anonymity can obscure community authority and voice...In fact,
misplaced confidentiality can ‘disappear’ people and communities…from the historical
landscape” (Evans, 2004, p. 72). For Indigenous communities that have been pillaged by
Western research for generations, it is critical that they get to articulate, define, and use their own
structures and content for research that is centered within their community. So when Western
academia defines parameters for “ethical research” – at first glance, a good thing – issues of
power in the production of knowledge must be identified and attended to, as they are embedded
within normative epistemologies and methodologies that shape, constrict, and potentially erase;
thus, normative Western research paradigms and practices perceived as “ethical” (such as
confidentiality and anonymity) can come into direct conflict with community-centered ethics
around “representation, authority, and voice” (Evans, 2004, p. 73) and “a research participant’s
right to be recognized” (Evans, 2004, p. 72).
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Biographies
Brief biographies and names of the participants who spoke during the conversations is included
both at the beginning of the Language Learners’ section and as Appendix A.

Research questions
These research questions served as one of the guides for the initial direction of where to begin
our collaborative conversations, but relied upon an emergent and organic collective
Rotinonhsionni process of knowledge creation, with Tom and his praxis as a Mohawk Elder
providing a central orienting reference point and Kanatsiohareke as an expression/animation of
Tom’s praxis, with participants determining the shape and direction of the critical reflections.
Although I provide some initial possible questions for approaching the research, because this
research is embedded within an Indigenous collective, collaborative community-centered
context, it must be understood that the questions I formulate here are simply the splints from
which stories will be woven – the ways in which ideas, questions, goals, outcomes, strategies,
hopes, and dreams will be worked with hands, hearts, and minds are entirely unknown and fluid,
guided by the participants themselves, language learners, and Elders. As Margaret Kovach says
in her work on Indigenous methodologies, “Using open-structured methods, the task of
researchers is to intuitively respond to the stories, to share as necessary their own
understandings, and to be active listeners” (Kovach, 2009, p. 125). The creation and co-creation
of research questions will be ongoing through the research process, following the path of the
narrative. Through a rooted, rhizomatic process of reciprocal, responsive listening, storying, reimagining and re-envisioning, new shoots of creation and consciousness will guide the way to
places of emergence.
This project will deliberately re-center and legitimate the critical role of Rotinonhsionni Elders
and Knowledge Holders. As Elders model protocols of interaction, they also play a central role
in cultural knowledge production, developing ideas, questions, spaces, guiding thoughts and
identifying needs; their guidance and input will be sought and privileged in locating directions,
orientations, and strategies for the restoration and renewal of language and cultural knowledge.
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Overarching research questions
My research questions served as a scaffold for possible directions of where to begin thinking
together, but I relied on an unfolding, organic process of knowledge production and meaning
creation, with Elders as guides, and all participants framing the shape, direction, and orientation
of what emerged.
Questions attempted to listen for what learning and holding onto their language means to people;
the epistemologies, cultural knowledge, practices, values, disciplines and ways of being that are
embedded within the language; the role of Elders in oral intergenerational transmission
processes, and everyday practices of orality and oral transmission. For example,
How does centering an Elder-mediated framework for the oral intergenerational transmission of
Mohawk knowledge systems and epistemologies embedded in language re-engage and invigorate
cultural ways of knowing and being?
What are some of these “discursive, culturally constituted practices” (Bishop, 2011, p.
15)?
How does an awareness of land, homeland and ancestral presence impact or invigorate cultural
consciousness, knowledge and ways of knowing, language, and /or intergenerational
transmission practices rooted within Onkwehon:we ways of knowing? (These include
“transmission practices” from Ancestors, from Spirit, from ceremony, from future generations.)
In what ways does a return to Mohawk ancestral homeland create spaces for submerged or
implicit traditional language and cultural knowledge and practice to emerge?
What are some of these “discursive, culturally constituted practices” (Bishop, 2011, p.
15)?
How does relationship to land, landscape, and ancestral homeland activate and impact traditional
knowledge, practice and memory?
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How does a return to ancestral homeland shape both Elders and language learners’ identities, the
ways they understand themselves in relationship to place and the survival of traditional cultural
knowledge and language?
In what ways does an Elder-mediated framework of knowledge construction impact learners and
Elders?
How does participatory engagement between Elders and learners activate
intergenerational transmission processes?
On consent
Due to the long history of knowledge extraction and appropriation by Western academic
research/researchers in Indigenous communities, the signing of complicated consent forms that
do not make sense for a lay person, particularly an Indigenous Elder, is a problematic issue that
erodes trust and confidence in the researcher and research process. The consent forms I gave out
made sense in everyday language so that they were approachable for all participants, particularly
Elders. Everyone signed these consent forms before our conversations and any recording began.
Consent forms were in English, because all the participants, including Elders, spoke English and
said they were comfortable with having the forms in English. I felt it critical to have consent
forms that were not written in academic language but in everyday English.
A word on consent forms: They can be problematic in Indigenous research. Having Native
people sign on the dotted line, though the institution deems it necessary to prevent abuse by
researchers (and indeed these and other measures/structures are needed for researchers operating
from within a Western research paradigm), can be a barrier to doing Indigenous communitycentered research formed on relations of responsibility, reciprocity, trust, respect. Requiring
(which means that if they want to participate, they must sign papers) Native people a) to read
lengthy forms written in academic language with the end goal of a signature and b) to sign these
forms, holds the potential for creating distrust within an otherwise trusting relationship based on
respect, reciprocity, and accountability that is primarily oral-relational. Creating consent forms
that were easily comprehensible and approachable by everyone was critical to me and to my
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research. It was another layer of re-shaping the research process with relevant considerations and
protocols for Onkwehon:we-centered research. Because this project emerges from within an
Indigenous self-determining, grassroots, community-centered location, it is aligned with other
Indigenous community-centered research that endeavors to shift in every direction the ways that
research is carried out, even when it involves the academy.
Procedures
I wrote field notes; transcribed conversations, individual and collective, from audio recordings;
looked at documents that came out of the project (photos, historical documents, etc); kept a selfreflective journal from early on for maintaining a critical look at my own role in the research
process, which included notes about methodology, process, my role in the research, etc.;
conversations ranged from “semi-structured to open-ended and unstructured,” (Merriam, 2009, p.
89) and took place in-person; records were not accessed to collect information about participants.
Data collection methods: a critical self-reflection
In critically self-reflecting on my process, and re-reading what I had written for academia, I was
struck by the nature of my writing – and I was not happy with it. In fact, it was downright
embarrassing. In taking this look at the ways I felt I had to write in order to be able to do my
research, it hit me just how much you are required to step away from making sense to Indigenous
ways of knowing, being, and acting, within Indigenous frameworks, in order to be acceptable to
the Western academic world and structures. Although this may be more useful to write about in a
different work, I wanted to include how stark the contrasts between how I wrote my process –
one to be accepted by the Western academy, and one that is my real process. So, in this small
section, I will share with you how I wrote about my process for academia, in an academic
framework, prior to doing the research (in italics below), and then I am going to write about my
process of what actually happened (in regular font below). The comparison is telling, and
possibly (hopefully) shows some of my own evolution and growth as an outcome of the process
of actually doing Indigenous community-centered research…what I have been able to shed as a
result of how this process impacted me and my perception of myself situated within academia
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after the experience of being home and doing community-centered research. Beyond my own
personal evolution, which may or may not be of interest, I hope to shed some light on the
contrast of processes, even for something everyone says is as “straightforward” as your Methods
section.
Without really realizing it, the doing of Indigenous community-centered research in a context of
traditional community and relationships impacted the way I write research now. Before I
embarked on the trip into this research, I felt so stymied and stifled, so constricted, by the
process of thinking about and writing up what it was I was trying to approach that is so painfully
clear in the way I wrote this up. I felt no “agency” or “empowerment,” capacity perhaps, to write
about what it was that I was about to do, possibly because I felt that if I wrote that in a way I
wanted to, I would not get “approval” to do the research. I would not be allowed to do it. I felt
completely constrained and restricted by my positionality within the institutional research
hierarchy. Clearly, much more has to be done to re-configure institutional processes around
research to liberate the constrictions of Western epistemology and structure that, possibly
unintentionally, confine and constrict Indigenous thinking, knowledge, and process around the
research process itself. And possibly more needs to be written about the ways that an Indigenous
community-centered research methodology enacted and embodied impacts on “the researcher”
and “the participants,” so that that which is truly liberating about Indigenous research
methodologies, epistemologies, processes, and protocols might assist the West in learning about
deeply relational, responsible, reciprocal, respectful, all-encompassing, ethical research
methodologies that change people and their research from the inside. As Shawn Wilson (2008)
says at the end of his book Research Is Ceremony, “If research doesn’t change you as a person,
then you haven’t done it right” (p. 135).
Data collection methods (some of what I wrote for academic purposes, before doing the
research):
Possible Keynote presentation(s); possible Small Group Discussions; possible Focus Group
Discussions; possible Roundtable Discussion forums; possible Elder Panel Discussions
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Data analysis (what I wrote for academic purposes, before doing the research):
As stated, the workshop will be audio and videotaped as much as possible for documentation to
ensure the preservation of knowledge for future use in language and cultural reclamation.
Analysis of the data will focus on emergent themes from transcripts, using line-by-line, openended thematic coding. I will be transcribing my own notes, so that I can develop closer listening
and attention to what emerges from the transcripts. I will be analyzing data as it is collected,
going back and forth between data and analysis of the data so that a constant comparison of the
data informs and constructs my understanding of what is unfolding (Merriam, 2009, p. 171).
This will allow an ongoing dialogue where what is unfolding is being thought about, analyzed,
theorized, interpreted, and where these thoughts, analyses, theorizing, interpretations can be
used and thought about with other participants, to get their feedback and understandings. In this
way, research will hopefully be co-creative and co-storied while collaboratively building
knowledge together.
Further, data from the workshop group sessions and individual/group semi-structured and openended conversations will be analyzed using the interconnected frameworks of Narrative Analysis
(Cortazzi, 1993), and thinking about Narrative Analysis in a way that develops collective
Narrative Analysis, Critical Discourse Analysis (Blommaert, 2005, 2010; Fairclough, 1989,
2013; van Dijk, 1999, 2008), and Indigenous Discourse/Narrative Analysis (which I am
theorizing as the ways that Indigenous individual/collective memory and storying compose
narratives of survival, resistance and resilience that reveal continuities and coherencies in ways
perhaps previously unacknowledged, especially those guided by Elders).
Paying attention to participants’ discourse will help to understand the ways participants think
about their language and cultural knowledge, their identities in relationship to Mohawk land,
homeland, traditional practices and aspirations, the ways colonization has impacted these
understandings, and the ways they locate meaning to transform colonizing experiences of the
everyday. Discourse analysis will help reveal not only implicit knowledge and ways of knowing,
but also the particularities of Mohawk oral discursive practices and relationships embedded
within ways of speaking and performing oral literacies.
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Articles and presentations will be part of the final outcome of the project, both on my own and
with other participants, as part of the capacity building goal and relational accountability of the
project.
Gathering the stories (“Data collection methods”)25 (what I wrote to describe my process,
after doing the research):
I am calling the group talks together collective, collaborative conversations, and I have also
interchangeably used what Russell Bishop (1997, 2011) calls “collaborative storying” (p. 10),
although they could also be described as “research-sharing circles,” “an open-ended method that
invites story” (Kovach, 2009, p. 124). I am describing the one-on-one conversations as
individual reflective thinking conversations. (To relate them to a Western academic framework,
the collective collaborative conversations could be described as somewhat similar to small-group
discussions, focus group discussions, or roundtable discussions, although they were also
qualitatively different because they were based within traditional Rotinonhsionni processes and
protocols of listening, speaking, and relationship. For example, one evening in the middle of
conversation, Iethisotha, our Grandma the Moon, was rising, full, in the sky, and it was time to
take a break for ceremony).
I am choosing to use the word “conversation” rather than “interview” to describe the process and
my/our methodology, not only because the nature of the talks were informal, emerging
organically from the process of sitting down and talking together, rather than according to any
predetermined form, but primarily because using the term ‘interview’ constructs an immediate
barrier that is not helpful in making people feel comfortable talking or sharing, and because this
does not describe the nature of my research protocol or methodology. Robina Anne Thomas talks
about the Western idea of the ‘interview’ process and the need to adhere to different protocols
within an Indigenous storytelling methodology: “In order for me to hear what the storytellers
25

This word “data” bothers me to use when referring to the stories, experiences, lives of people. It is a Western term
that does not help to build bridges when doing or referring to Indigenous storywork, the stories of people/Peoples,
communities, histories, memories, knowledges, epistemologies, etc.

164

wanted to share, I met with them and had coffee or tea and they shared many stories. Some might
call this interviewing, but even the word ‘interview’ does not seem appropriate as it denotes
structuring from the researcher…I was not the expert; the storytellers were…” (Thomas, 2005, p.
246). Using the language of “conversation” also describes more adequately the sense of a
research process of “self-in-relation” (Kovach, 2009, p. 129). I did not see myself as the
“expert,” I hope to never see myself as the expert, and I did not want anyone else to falsely
conceive of (or convict!) me as somehow expert, and thus removed from the collective,
participatory process, which the term ‘interview’ subtly, and readily, sets up.

Making meaning from the stories (“Data Analysis”) (what I wrote to describe my process,
after doing the research):
“A fundamental aspect of this approach is open-endedness. My grandfather ‘never said what the
points of his stories were; he forced the listeners to discover this for themselves.’ Consequently,
people make up their own minds about what they think about something; they have to decide
what they believe to be true and the listener is given a chance to internalize the stories”
(McLeod, 2007, p. 13).

As I listened to the audio recordings, I transcribed them. Then I would listen to them with my
headphones as my daughter was watching her kindle during her rest time, or as I was settling
down for bed, making dinner, driving in the car, or sitting on the couch at night trying to decide
whether to go to sleep or work. I wanted to be surrounded by their words and thoughts and
stories, so that they would sink into me. So that I would be able to really hear and comprehend
and have perception around what they were saying. I wanted to spend the time listening to them,
being compelled by them. I knew I needed to do more with them than listening merely to
transcribe, to do the Western process of getting them as quickly as possible from oral to written
form in order to refer mainly to the written transcription in order to make sense of them. That
idea, of focusing on the written word of a transcript out of this deep collective, collaborative, oral
process made no sense to me from within the context of an oral-relational Onkwehon:we
research methodology – the transcript was the last thing I referred to.
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I have to acknowledge that as a person, I am neither methodical, nor highly structured. I do not
do well with rigidity, whether that is with time frames, schedules, or thinking. I do well and am
far more effective when things are flexible, creative, and what (too) many people would call
totally disorganized -- and I “analyze” in a much more intuitive way than the word “analyze”
calls up. In fact, that word ‘analyze’ sets off in me what the thought of having to wear a corset
might set off – anxiety, hyperventilation, passing out. Once I begin to breathe again and think
more clearly, I suppose it could be called analysis, although it is an analysis that pays attention
differently. I surrounded myself in the words and stories of the people of Kanatsiohareke during
the summer, and I would think about their words and the threads running through them; and what
struck me every time I listened was the way that some “new” pattern would emerge, so that their
stories formed an intricate, intimate tapestry of story and memory and knowings, physical and
embodied, spiritual, emotional, mental, sensed and sensory, all highly connected and deeply
emanating from within Rotinonhsionni epistemology, no matter their personal struggles with self
and identity and the perceived lack or loss of cultural knowledge or language. The splints of the
basket, the threads of the spider’s web, the filaments of the root systems, became more complex
and elaborately dimensioned, dimensionally elaborate, with each listen. In ways I must also
acknowledge, with this kind (or quality) of deep listening, it also became more difficult to figure
out how in the world I was going to articulate these profound and intricate weavings.
To describe my process, which is my task here: I listened. And listened. And listened. In
different spaces, at different times of day, with different ways of attention. I let things sink in. I
did transcribe into written words. But I did not pore over transcripts with 500 different colored
pencils. I couldn’t afford that box anyway. I tried to hear what it was they were expressing
because, while I had been aware during the time we were together that there was some amazing
stuff being said, I became ever more aware of this afterwards, sitting with their words over time.
I was able to hear threads connecting, weaving and re-weaving, sometimes snapping, the sounds
of exertion to bring them back into connection again, as I listened to their words during the next
six months. I was listening for the deeper, layered textures of what they were saying, that seemed
to continuously add layers even as I listened! The profound things that are being brought into
voice by these language learners and Elders here, I know that I can never figure out how to write
them with sense. I can only, as in the fragile tip of a bud, touch on, sense, the beauty of what lies
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waiting inside. I can only reach so far. Not only because of the fact of writing an oral, relational
process steeped in older ways of being. But because what happens at Kanatsiohareke, when you
really stop to hear about it, is so incredibly beautiful, so profoundly enormous, that it becomes
impossible to encapsulate in words, even in spoken words, definitely in English, and maybe even
in Kanien’keha. It is a universe of stories coming home, entwining with the stories of thousands
of years, whose bodies rise up in the rich humus, the corn that grows and is eaten by those who
have returned to learn their language, to put their hands in this earth, to have their babies dangle
their toes in the spring. No wonder they cannot be written, no wonder I have such a hard time
“explaining” or “interpreting” what they are telling me. We are the dreams of Grandfathers and
Grandmothers from since Time began. This is the consciousness I have brought to my dealings
with ‘data.’ You see now what I mean about not doing well with rigidity or certain kinds of
structure, my internal flight when I hear the word “data” and “analysis.” I do my best to talk
about it here.
As I listened, after I felt that I had listened long and deeply, I returned to the transcripts. Reading
their words, I drew a map, and then another and another, many of them (I’m sorry, I didn’t count
how many), to draw out the root systems, the intricate web of connections. I confess that at some
point I did get out a box of Crayola magic markers to do some ‘color coding’ to look at themes.
But it quickly became apparent that I was going to need a very big box of colors, and it would be
good if they were not all dried out, because there were not only so many themes and ‘subthemes,’ but each person who spoke, each story, each ‘line’ of each story in the transcript (I tried
for a little while to do a linear approach), contained 500 colors. And as soon as the next person
began speaking, each unfolding story would require 500 colors that would intersect with the
piece before and the piece after. It was a weaving more complicated than a basket even – a root
system, a spider’s web when you glimpse its intricacy in the morning sun or after a rain – and I
realized that while I needed to be able to present it in a way that made sense, I did not want to
start my relationship with the ‘data’ by rupturing the sense of it all, the inherent sense of the
pattern, by segmenting it into categories that at first I found to be rather ‘false,’ or ‘external.’ I
wanted to listen into what it was that they were talking about, catching the individual strands
(themes), gathering up the nuances, and then listening for the evolving patterns that were being
developed and elaborated in their stories. It was a dimensional process. It was a process of
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interwoven root filaments and threads of interlacing webs. Sometimes when I caught a glimpse
of “something about deadlines” rumbling around in the recesses of my email, I took some solace
in Manulani Meyer’s words that, “We are not ‘dumbing down’ methodology when we wish to sit
and listen – for years. It is a process and the subtle category of mind development is all about
respecting this process” (Meyer, 2003, p. 59)
I struggled with myself in thinking about this process, how to allow their stories the space to
articulate themselves, without my intrusion and ‘analysis.’ So, over time and ‘critical selfreflection,’ I thought about how it would be that I would talk about their/our collaborative
conversations – and how to deal with the fact that now it would be just me reflecting and writing
on them. I read other Indigenous researchers’ works on how they dealt with enacting Indigenous
methodologies at this point, people Kathy Absolon & Cam Willett (2005), Jo-ann Archibald
(2008), Marie Battiste (2000), Russell Bishop (2008, 2011), Bryan Brayboy, Heather Gough,
Beth Leonard, Roy Roehl, & Jessica Solyom (2012), Leslie Brown & Susan Strega (2005),
Bagele Chilisa (2012), Joseph Couture (1991a), Norman Denzin, Yvonna Lincoln, & Linda T.
Smith (2008), Willie Ermine (1995), Eber Hampton (1995a & b), Margaret Kovach (2005,
2009), Donna Mertens, Fiona Cram, & Bagele Chilisa (2013), Manulani Meyer (2008, 2013a),
Martin Nakata (2007), Juanita Sherwood (2013), Linda T. Smith (1999), Robina Anne Thomas
(2005), Polly Walker (2013), and Shawn Wilson (2008).
I read and re-read Margaret Kovach’s thinking on analysis and interpretation, particularly where
she says with humor, but with a meaning in there I did not want to miss: “As I think about the
data analysis and interpretation of Western research processes, I am reminded to pay close
attention to the principles of the Indigenous research paradigm and the decolonizing aim of this
research. I tried to be as respectful as possible, particularly in the matter of coding, and hope that
the ancestors will not disown me for this one” (Kovach, 2009, p. 53). I understand what she is
talking about here, that a Western coding process seems like “extracting the findings from the
context of people’s stories” (Kovach, 2009, p. 53). I also think about Indigenous analysis and
interpretation and that Indigenous peoples have always done research, have always analyzed and
interpreted. This returns us to Shawn Wilson’s thought that, “We now need to move beyond an
‘Indigenous perspective in research’ to ‘researching from an Indigenous paradigm’” (Wilson,
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2001, p. 175), and to Kovach’s (2009) thinking on Indigenous inquiry as “a distinctive
methodology” (p. 37).
Kovach’s thought stuck with me though, leading me to reflect more deeply on the oral-relational
process and the ways that an inherent part of the oral process is interpretation, which is part of its
power – that each person is present in their own ways, from their own places in their life’s walk,
and will hear and understand what they are meant to hear and understand in that place, at that
time, from where they are in their own development. It is an implicitly interpretive process. In
his work on Cree narrative memory, McLeod (2007) takes this further when he brings up that,
“When the play between individual and collective is taken into account, it becomes evident that
no understanding can ever be complete, because there could always be more interpretations” (p.
16). My deepening understanding of this has been developed over the course of this research by
listening to these participants’ storywork (Archibald, 2008), as well as to other visits and
opportunities to listen26 that I have had over the years with Onkwehon:we Elders like Rosalie
Little Thunder, Tom and Alice Porter, Ida Mae Joe, Jake and Judy Swamp, Eba Beauvais, Hazel
Dean, Wari Sose Gabriel, Mina Beauvais, Ray John, Freda John, Oren Lyons, Vine Deloria, Jr.,
Arvol Looking Horse, Dave Chief, Madonna Thunder Hawk, Sharon and Judy Drapeau, Faith
Spotted Eagle, Alex White Plume, Leland Little Dog, Frank Ettawageshik, Katherine Blossom,
Johnny Jackson, Carrie Dann, Billy Frank, Jack Jones, Margene McGee, Gladys Widdiss, Evelyn
Veaux, Frances Lee, Harry Bird, Ron Eagle Chasing, Henrietta Mann, Catherine Grey Day,
Sarah James, Sharleen Yellow Wolf, Russell Eagle Bear, Juanita Pahdopony, John Trudell (as
well as Elders of other Nations like Jyothi and MC Raj, Nawal El Saadawi, Wangari Maathai,
Constancio Pinto, Lucius Walker, and others). What you will read here is my interpretation of
what I heard and participated in during this research process of collaborative and reflective
storying, which comes from within my own life’s context, my worldview, my understanding as it
has evolved into now. That is all it can be – my interpretation.

26

A note I need to add: Many of these Elders remain close; some I have had the opportunity to work and visit with
around struggles for Indigenous self-determination and land/resource/burial ground/sacred sites/sacred
species/traditional foods protection, anti-nuclear/anti-militarization/anti-globalization/corporate factory farms
struggles, toxic dumping, police brutality, uranium mining, historical trauma and violence, the World Parliament of
Indigenous Peoples at Booshakthi Kendra in Tumkur, India, spiritual activism, resistance, language and traditional
teachings, and the renewal of traditional cultural responses, etc before, during, and after I was a producer/co-host on
WBAI Pacifica Radio-NYC of First Voices Indigenous Radio.
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Tom Porter (2008) talks about choice, balance, and the emotion embedded in stories and the oral
process in his talk about the Iroquois Creation Story, Sky Woman, and Turtle Island: “So
everything had two sides to it, an effect emotionally for me as well, you know. And for you it
would be different maybe, depending on where you’re coming from at the moment” (p. 43). He
continues talking about the oral process, again bringing up meaning, relevance, choice, and
interpretation, “So do you see that a lot of this is a help to us today in our life’s decisions and
things? Clarifies things really well. So I’m telling you both of these versions so that you too will
be dogged by it! Which one is right or wrong? Doesn’t matter. So I’m telling you both of them.
You decide what you like best” (p. 47). An Indigenous methodology is permeated by humility.
Neal McLeod reminds us of Cree humility around story and interpretation, a shared Indigenous
practice: “Humility is a primary characteristic of Cree narrative memory and acknowledges that
narratives are open-ended. There is no end to how they can be interpreted” (McLeod, 2007, p.
17).
We are walking along the fault lines between the oral-relational and the written, and my attempt
is to make the writing itself as much of a relational process as possible, along with conveying the
relational core of the oral process from within which this research emerged. I am listening to
Kovach’s call to find other ways to write our research that have to do with honoring the process
of the stories: “If we choose to write our research findings, then we must find form and content
that honors them” (Kovach, 2009, p. 129). Interpretation is the work of the listeners, and of the
storiers, who interpret their audience and shape their storying to ‘fit’ the occasion of the story;
within a written form, interpretation is the work of the researcher and then, I believe, of the
reader. Throughout this writing process, I have spent many hours working through how to
translate their conversations from an oral into a written form and present it to readers….how to
make sure that all aspects of the writing of it support and align within an Indigenous research
methodology.
Some of these decisions that had to be made are reflected in the way I chose to approach the
writing and interpretation of the conversations. I did not go through each conversation in order to
pull out the pieces that would best represent my own theoretical interpretation of what they were
saying. This is what I believe Kovach is referring to in her thoughts on coding – that to go
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through the storywork line by line, coding each segment, interpreting it and then grouping it into
themes, themes that might ultimately represent what the researcher is looking for, is fragmentary
and does the work of chopping up the holism of Indigenous oral processes: “Interpreting
meaning from stories that do not fragment or decontextualize the knowledge they hold is more
challenging” (Kovach, 2009, p. 131). Engaging the challenge, I approached the collaborative
conversations as integral – that is, I have chosen not to fragment them. Acting from within my
own epistemology, evolution, experience, and positionality, I made highly subjective choices of
which conversations to choose to bring forward and present here, and to present them in their
(almost) fullness (they are edited somewhat for the purposes of clarity).
I chose to follow their stories as they unfolded. Rather than extract excerpts or fragments from
their stories to illustrate what I wanted to discuss, I took each collective storying circle as its own
integral entity, and I present that here so that it is possible to see the emergence of their
conversation; other than some minor editing, I did not alter the unfolding of the conversation. I
have not pulled out excerpts that ‘fit’ what I wanted to illustrate. I let their conversations guide
where the research goes as I followed their unfolding storying and wrote around their collective
collaborative process. It is their meaning-making, theorizing, and articulation that my research
process follows.
When I present the conversations of the language learners and Elders, the reader needs to know
that I selected these conversations for the power of their articulation. I had been listening to them
for months, as I noted earlier, in different ways, at different times, in different spaces. When it
came time for me to start heading into the writing process, I began reading the transcript, often
while listening to their words, so that I could hear them speak the words that were now on paper.
I then started going through the transcript, sometimes reading through the large sections or the
entirety, other times looking at them line by line. I listened for what they were saying, their
patterns or themes, writing them down in usually lengthy notes in the margins. From the etchings
in the margins that spilled over to other pieces of paper, the themes and their narratives would be
transferred to very large pieces of paper where I would draw maps of themes and patterns, their
interconnections and interrelationships. I also used a big white board in the room where I was
writing. My kitchen door and stretches of wall were frequently covered in sticky notes of
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thematic groupings that I could work with too. I would listen to their conversations with my
headphones on and move themes/thoughts/reflections/excerpts around, draw, color-code the
themes (although this did not work for long as I ran out of colors to use), and generally make an
enormous mess of my kitchen. Again, for my process, most critically, I chose not to fragment the
conversations.
As I struggled in the early stages to figure out how to handle all the conversations, especially the
collective collaborative conversations with multiple participants – and that were incredibly
complex, with many layers of meaning embedded in almost every utterance – I tried several
times to sit down and organize my interpretation of their storying thematically. I tried to code
and group their stories using a more “structured,” “rational,” thematic approach in order to
interpret and write the research, as I had no real idea what I was doing in trying to set about
writing a dissertation, so I thought I should try more standard (read, Western) approaches to
dealing with my “data.” Each time I tried it, I was struck by how my attempts were fracturing,
fragmenting, and fundamentally de-contextualizing their storying, how in trying to force this
approach, I was making their Story flat, un-textured, and I was participating in unravelling their
layers of story. I abandoned this approach rather early on.
But as I made attempts at thematic coding in order to ‘work with my data’ – which means, as I
tried to pull out themes from within the context of their collective process, in order to locate
themes, I realized that this act was also serving to privilege my voice, my interpretation over their
stories in a way that had nothing to do with collaboration. I felt like doing this was a violation of
the confidence and trust of our relationship. We were not collaboratively writing this dissertation
– that responsibility was up to me alone to do, in a sense, but our relationship continued to have a
reciprocity that it was also my responsibility to uphold and honor. How I decided to treat the
intimacy of lives through their stories, in how I would approach them, had everything to do with
how I maintained our relationship of commitment, of trust, of generosity, of reciprocity, so that
they would become stronger and grow into the future. This was foremost in my mind in making
choices about how to do something that seems as outwardly simple and sanitized as whether to
‘thematically code the data,’ which means, to go through and pull out the stories from their
context. I learned how easy it is in Western research, how it seems almost set up to enable this, to
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sanitize and sterilize research relationships simply in the choices we make around how to deal
with our data! I found that for me, I had to follow their storying instead. Their story needed to
stay integral. And that was going to be how I worked with it, how I made meaning from it, how I
presented it, and how others would read and engage it. This is what you the reader will
participate in as you read, the active result of my choices along the way.
My hope is that my choice to write it this way, not fragmenting Story to suit my personal
research needs, remaining true to the story and the process, to Onkwehon:we sensibilities within
an Onkwehon:we research framework, will actually make sense. That it will be more
understandable, more approachable, less didactic, more transparent, more respectful, responsible,
and ultimately, more relational for you the reader, for me the writer and listener, for the people
who generously shared their stories. I refer again to Neal McLeod’s work on memory and the
oral-relational process, which resonate with this understanding: “People did not believe they had
power over the narrative, or owned it; rather, they believed that they were conduits, that there
was a balance between the individual and tradition” (McLeod, 2007, p. 16). These are all part of
what it means to engage in community-centered, self-determining and decolonizing
Onkwehon:we research practices.
In my own thinking right now as it has shifted and developed, I do not think we need to ask our
Ancestors’ forgiveness because we have engaged in interpretation, though I see Kovach’s point
about why we may need forgiveness for our process of thematic coding of the stories! Because in
doing this, we run the great risk of de-contextualizing them. Interpretation is not the issue – decontextualization is. As McLeod reminds us, “Narratives are constantly being reinterpreted and
recreated in light of shifting experience and context” (McLeod, 2007, p. 11). Perhaps – and for
me, this is true, and has been constant – we need to ask for their help in guiding us to listen
closely, to behave and conduct ourselves differently, with attention and perception, discernment
and deliberation that is more finely honed, respectful, responsible, accountable, and relational
than what is expected of us in Western academia. As Shawn Wilson tells it, “Everything that we
do shares in the ongoing creation of our universe” (Wilson, 2008, p. 138). We need to develop
and prepare ourselves to earn this work. To earn their words. So that by the time we get to the
point of interpretation, we have developed and prepared ourselves to be able to perceive more
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deeply, more honestly, with more integrity, using more parts of our brain and sensory capacities,
our good clear mind and our compassionate, ethical heart. That we might interpret well. Clearly.
And we interpret well when we hold our relationships with both our participants and with all
that is in close connection, developing and nurturing those relationships within traditional
Onkwehon:we ethical protocols of respect and reciprocity.
The way I approached language learners’ stories follows a critical, Indigenous decolonizing
research methodology. I worked with their stories, their reflective thinking, and their theorizing
(i.e., “interpreted data”) both as they were collected and after many of us had left the Valley, but
have continued to travel back and forth between their storying and my listening and
interpretation so that a close relationship developed between my process and their/our
collaborative storywork (Archibald, 2008) together. My thinking and work around their/our
collective, collaborative storying process gave space for patterns and themes to emerge from
both the audiotaped recordings and from written transcripts (which I should mention that I
transcribed everything myself….finding someone else to transcribe would not have honored the
process of deep listening I needed to do in order to really hear what they were saying, so that I
could do the work of bringing that out). My desire to enact a self-determining Onkwehon:we
research methodology I hope might contribute to creating more space within the academy for
Indigenous knowledge ways, for epistemological positionings that are different and valid,
positionings that do not feed the West’s proclivity for control of what counts as knowledge and
the knowledge production process.
My theorizing emerges from and aligns with participants’ theorizing. The stories are presented in
their voices. They theorized “Decolonial Space,” articulating what this space is and means for
language learning and cultural teachings, where it is safe to approach, to learn, to be open, to be
vulnerable, to share, to listen and to be heard – spaces that are steeped in oral Rotinonhsionni
ethical practice, epistemology, and pedagogy, and thus are fundamentally, inherently
decolonizing and self-determining. And it is out of their own clearly and brilliantly articulated
critical reflections that I was able to hear their theorizing of the relationship between Decolonial
Space and returning to language and cultural restoration and renewal. I wrote from their
theorizing – they are the experts. It is their patterns of discernment and critical reflection, their
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orientations to Rotinonhsionni knowledge systems and language, that have constructed the
theorizing I have written here.
As I worked with language learners’ collaborative storying (Bishop, 2011), I referred at times to
Cortazzi’s (1993) narrative analysis and the critical discourse analysis work of Blommaert (2005,
2010), Fairclough (1989, 1995), and van Dijk (1999, 2008); in shaping my thinking around using
narrative in writing and presenting my research process and content, counterstorying, and the
naming of our own realities, I have drawn from the work of Critical Race Theory (Bell, 1987,
1992; Chang, 1993; Crenshaw, 1989, 1993; Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995;
Delgado, 1989, 1995a&b; Delgado & Stefancic, 1997; Matsuda, 1991; Perea, Delgado, Harris,
Stefancic, & Wildman, 2007; Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Villenas & Deyhle, 1999;
Williams, 1989); I have used and drawn from Indigenous Decolonizing Methodologies (Cajete,
1994; Chilisa, 2012; Dei, Hall, & Rosenberg, 2000; Denzin, Lincoln, & Smith, 2008; Mertens,
Cram, & Chilisa, 2013; Nakata, 2007; G. Smith, 2000b; L. Smith, 1999, 2000), Bryan Brayboy’s
Tribal Critical Race Theory or TribalCrit (Brayboy, 2005), as well as his and others’ work in
developing Critical Indigenous Research Methodologies (Brayboy, Gough, Leonard, Roehl, &
Solyom (2012); I was shaped in my thinking about conscientization, resistance, and praxis by
Paulo Freire (1972) and the ways Graham Smith elaborated Freire’s work to theorize and
operationalize ‘transformative praxis’ from deep within Maori contexts (1991, 1992, 1997, 1998,
1999, 2000a, 2000b, 2003, 2004, 2009, 2012); I have read and re-read Jo-ann Archibald’s book
on the principles of Storywork (Archibald, 2008), and have savored the works of Manulani
Meyers (2001, 2003, 2006, 2008, 2011, 2013a, 2013b) on epistemology, knowing, and mindaltering thinking and connections, Leanne Simpson (2004, 2008, 2011, 2014) on land, language,
traditional education, and cultural centering as resistance, and Taiaiake Alfred (1999, 2005) on
Kanien’keha:ka, Rotinonhsionni, and Onkwehon:we self-determining resurgence based within
the rootedness of ancient cultural, spiritual, political processes and knowledge systems, along
with his unflagging “commitment to the centrality of our truths” (Alfred, 2005, p. 33); and of
course I continuously try to take in and digest that giant of a scholar, statesman, theologian,
historian, lawyer, (and humorist), Vine Deloria, Jr., who has influenced and impacted just about
everything. I am grateful for the gift of this wealth of critical Indigenous and allied scholarship.
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The act of storying the research process (as, for example, writing this Methods section as a
narrative, as I have tried to do here) is part of a counterstorying, of doing things differently than
that which is normative within dominant epistemologies, methodologies, and research
paradigms. It is about “retrieving some space” as Maori scholar Linda Smith says of Maori
research, from research that is “implicated in the production of Western ways of knowing and in
denying the validity of Maori knowledge, language, and culture” (L. Smith, 2000, p. 225). The
aspects of Critical Race Theory that engage storytelling as a “challenge to racial oppression and
the status quo,” along with its “call to context” (Delgado, 1995a, p. xiv-xv), align with
Indigenous decolonizing methodologies. They are dynamic, fluid methodologies that emanate
from different centers, what are commonly known as “the margins,” although I think it is time to
re-appropriate that space of “the center” by calling ourselves back into the circle from the
margins – there are no margins from the perspective of a circle – and by resisting a Western
colonizing, hegemonic framework that tries to insist on only one center, which of course it
occupies, by freeing our consciousness and action in the recognition and actualization of many
centers.
Critical race scholars like Derrick Bell, Kimberlé Crenshaw, Richard Delgado, Neil Gotanda,
Mari Matsuda, Jean Stefancic, Stephanie Wildman, Patricia Williams, Robert Williams, Eric
Yamamoto, and many others have been working to claim space for “Other” ways of doing
knowledge than those signified by dominant, hegemonic Western academic practices and
knowledge production. Correspondingly, Indigenous research methodologies “destabilize those
power structures that continue to hold Indigenous peoples at the margins of society” (Cram,
Mertens, & Chilisa, 2013, p. 18) and thus align with Critical Race Theory’s storying and
counterstorying as resistance to Western domination, oppression, and hegemony. They are
methodologies that hold the possibility of moving more deeply into the meanings and reimaginings of resistance, looking into our histories and contexts of resistance and survivance
(Vizenor, 1999), remembering our stories and Ancestors who, as Leanne Simpson asserts,
“resisted by simply surviving and being alive. They resisted by holding onto their stories. They
resisted by taking the seeds of our culture and political systems and packing them away, so that
one day another generation of Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg might be able to plant them. I am sure
of their resistance, because I am here today, living as a contemporary Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg
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woman. I am the evidence. Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg people are the evidence” (Simpson, 2011,
p. 15).

Conclusion of Methodology & Methods
Finally, in all this discussion around Indigenous-centered and decolonizing methodologies, I am
reminded of a conversation that I will not soon forget with Tom Porter, who has devoted much of
his life to awakening people to value their Native languages and to keep them alive. We were
talking about language revitalization, and he says to me, “Maybe we need to decolonize first
before we can learn the language. Maybe you can’t really learn the language until you decolonize
yourself. Maybe we first should’ve worked on decolonizing and then on the language. But then
again, if we had waited to work on decolonizing ourselves, maybe we would’ve lost our speakers
before we would’ve gotten ourselves decolonized.” An esteemed Elder who has travelled among
many Native (and non-Native) peoples calling for a re-theorization of language revitalization.
We are asked once and only once. After that, you will not be asked again. That is a
Haudenosaunee teaching. What is the need and how can I be of use…orienting principles, ways
of thinking and understanding, knowledge and value systems that define research protocols,
practices, agendas, and goals. One Elder has put his lived wisdom in front of me and I must do
my best to pick it up and comprehend his offering with clarity, coherence, and vision, with
purpose, humility, generosity and respect, love and responsibility. “The ultimate test of the
validity of knowledge is whether it enhances the capacity of people to live well” (Brant
Castellano, 2000, p. 33). If there is any sense in what I have come to in this research project, in
re-theorizing an approach to Indigenous language revitalization through the re-centering of
Elders, their ways of knowing and being, the ways they view the world, and the ways they
perceive to instruct us, it remains to be seen and will be tested in the crucible of the everyday.
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~
“Function is the higher vibration of an idea, not the lower…It’s not about how well you can
quote theory, it’s whether those ideas affect how you act…How will you feel encouraged to go
forth into the world to alter its frequency? How will you bring robustness to this flat land
knowing literacy keeps undimensioned? How will you actualize these principles of being to
expand what knowledge is at its core?” (Meyer, 2008, p. 221).
~~~~~~~~~~~~~

178

CHAPTER 3
“Hello, my morning glories!”
Writing Tom Porter

“Take this story. It’s yours. Do with it what you will. Tell it to your children. Turn it into a play.
Forget it. But don’t say in the years to come that you would have lived your life differently if only
you had heard this story. You’ve heard it now”— Thomas King

“There are stories that take seven days to tell. There are other stories that take you all your life”
-- Diane Glancy

“Want a different ethic? Tell a different story” – Thomas King

Beginnings
“The second assumption about written literature is that it has an inherent sophistication that
oral literature lacks, that oral literature is a primitive form of written literature, a precursor to
written literature, and as we move from the cave to the condo, we slough off the oral and leave it
behind. Like an old skin” (King, 2003, p. 100).

This dissertation attempts to do what a paper I think cannot do, that a work of writing (academic
writing nonetheless) most likely can never do – to create a multi-dimensioned, vibrant, living and
deeply textured painting with words on paper that represents the living practice of an Elder, a
cycling orality and a lived, embodied oral practice that reverberates through generations of past,
present, and future. And the ways these find a home through the life of one Elder, Tom Porter.
Sakokwenionkwas.
In his book The Truth About Stories, Thomas King introduces me to storyteller Ben Okri who,
even though speaking from his own context of Nigeria, says, “In a fractured age, when cynicism
is god, here is a possible heresy: we live by stories, we also live in them. One way or another we
are living the stories planted in us early or along the way, or we are also living stories we planted
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– knowingly or unknowingly – in ourselves. We live stories that either give our lives meaning or
negate it with meaninglessness. If we change the stories we live by, quite possibly we change our
lives” (Okri in King, 2003, p. 153). Half a world away, Okri is calling up Tom Porter, a planter
and storyteller, a planter of stories, whose stories have been changing the world of meaning,
changing the stories of the Haudenosaunee people, the “stories we live by” as Okri says,
“changing our lives.” Throughout the Northeastern Woodlands, a beautiful garden, a stand of
old-growth trees has sprung up again, gardens and forests of stories planted and nourished by
Tom over his lifetime, stories of re-awakening and renewal of meaning, of re-imagining
possibility and presence, in the watery rootedness of dreams and places.

On theory
“What I am talking about is the need to develop theoretical understandings and practices that
arise out of our own Indigenous knowledge” (Graham Hingangaroa Smith, 2000b, p. 214).
Audra Simpson and Andrea Smith ask the question, “Who owns theory…Who is able to produce
theory” (Simpson & Smith, 2014, p. 6-7)? They assert that, “..if we demystify theory to
understand it as the thinking behind why we think and do things, it is clear that all peoples, of
course, ‘do’ theory” (Simpson & Smith, 2014, p. 7). They highlight that theory is not something
done only in the academy by dominant society academics; it is also happening, as it always has,
within grassroots Indigenous communities, and now providing critical responses to injustice and
oppression. Sophisticated Indigenous theorizing being practiced at the grassroots has
implications and holds relevance not only for academia, but for wider society as well.
At the same time, the need exists to provide for the real, lived experiences of Indigenous
communities in relation to an academy that has been hungry for their lifeblood, an academy that
took generations of knowledge, song, language and story for its own uses, goring holes in
communities, families and Nations. Particularly when working with Onkwehon:we Elders, this is
remembered experience, a thing not so readily shaken off; so that while Simpson and Smith’s
work on the need for Indigenous theorizing, critically engaging theory as connected to practice -emancipatory practice -- is of utmost importance today, it must continue to be acknowledged that
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those of us who theorize from the academy are working from within the same spaces that
perpetrated intellectual, spiritual, physical, psychological, discursive harm on our Peoples. It is a
highly contentious space to occupy (“occupy” is an apt word, I think, for this space, with all its
tensions), a space in need of some serious, deliberate reconstruction by “subversive” traditional
Onkwehon:we elements…like Indigenous Elders. As my dear friend and maske Rosalie Little
Thunder used to say with a gleam in her eye and a good laugh afterwards, “I corrupt linguists.”
Indigenous spaces for community-centered theorizing and scholarship support and encourage
living Onkwehon:we knowledge systems, epistemologies, languages, and ways of knowingbeing to continue and grow stronger with each coming generation.
I say all this because this paper is a dissertation, an academic work, and it engages a relationship
with a Mohawk Elder, Tom Porter, an Elder who holds a healthy suspicion of academia (rightly
so), out of his long experience with it. And yet, here, he is permitting me to reflect on how he has
lived some of his life’s work, his embodied “Elder praxis” that has become Kanatsiohareke
Mohawk Community. So, this dissertation is about the emergence of an Elder praxis that holds a
critical place within the generations for the survival of ways of knowing that comprehend and
connect Haudenosaunee consciousness and worldviews, and the place of the People within that
Universe. These are Onkwehon:we knowledge relationships – and they are held with careful
respect and attention to the possibilities of their meaning and power within Indigenous
epistemologies.

Why theorize?
Maori scholar Graham Smith (1999, 2000a&b, 2003, 2004, 2009, 2012; Fitzsimons & Smith,
2000) discusses the use of the term “theory” within the movement to re-construct Maori
education, expanding on his decision to strategically use the term in his academic work around
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Kaupapa Maori and Maori transformative praxis 27 (G. Smith, 1992, 1997, 1998), out of the crisis
conditions created by the violence of Colonization:
“My contribution was to add the word ‘theory’ to Kaupapa Maori. This was quite
deliberate. I worked on this in my PhD thesis…The phrase ‘Kaupapa Maori theory’ was
my attempt not simply to try and capture the high knowledge status associated with the
word theory; it was a strategic move to open up a powerful space for Maori in the
academy…The way I see it is simple. The field of education is filled with theories…that
have not been useful for us as Maori. In fact, they have been damaging to us, because
underpinning those theories are deficit theories that position Maori as lacking, as
inadequate and problematic. Kaupapa Maori theory provides a space for thinking and
researching differently, to centre Maori interests and desires, and to speak back to the
dominant existing theories in education. It is important to understand theory as a kernel
of ideas that are transportable and able to be transplanted into a range of sites of
inquiry…” (G. Smith, 2012, p. 10-11).
Finding Graham Smith’s work has been an experience of resonance. The brilliance and clarity of
his work has helped me to, yes, ‘theorize’ this idea of Elder praxis. I had struggled with the
wisdom of doing this, asking myself, ‘Why bother, Holmes? Is it really necessary to theorize
Elder practice and ways of knowing-being? What is the relevance or usefulness of reflecting on
these as Elder praxis?’ Then I found Smith’s work around theorizing Kaupapa Maori and as I
have sat with it here in the Mohawk Valley and in the Sonoran Desert, a long way from his
island home in the Pacific Ocean, listening, reading, reflecting on its meaning and resonance, his
thinking has helped me to clarify why it might be relevant and useful. His discussions and
deliberations on the transformative space created out of the dialectical relationship between
Kaupapa Maori theory and practice, reflexivity, critical voice and critical action, and Kaupapa
Maori Praxis as transformative, are helping to develop my thinking about why it might in fact be
important, useful, a direction to pay attention to, what it might mean, and its possible relevance
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Smith elaborates and extends Western theory’s conceptualization of “praxis” to that of “transformative praxis”
(G. Smith, 1997, 1998); and it is Smith’s conceptualization of praxis as transformative to which I refer in my
thinking around the idea of praxis throughout this dissertation.
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for the grassroots, community-centered work already underway, as well as that which has not yet
been contemplated, theorized, or attempted.
Over the last ten years in graduate school, I have seen how it continues to be critical to privilege
and elevate the status of Elder practice and knowledge within the academy. I have witnessed
firsthand, again and again, the ways Native Elders, their Elder epistemologies and ways of
knowing are marginalized, neglected, misrepresented, and misinterpreted, even within spaces
where they have been invited, solicited and claimed to be welcomed. There is a subtle (and not
so subtle) condescension alive and well in the academy around Indigenous knowledge and those
who carry it. I have become tired of watching these manipulations and machinations in relation
to Indigenous Elders, whether they are from nearby or further away. The protocols that are
trampled, the casual dismissal of the respect due to them and that they receive in their
communities, the lack of attention and concern around how they are treated, as well as their
virtual invisibility and non-importance at the university are experiences that have given me
painful insight about the ways the academy continues to work to exclude, de-legitimate, ridicule
and make inconsequential traditional Indigenous community knowledge and Knowledge
Holders. At the same time, I have witnessed the often-devastating consequences of such selfrighteous attitudes on people and on communities, the damage wrought by a self-interested, selfperpetuating and limiting mindset with its attendant practices of self-absorption and poo-poo-ery
that lead it to treat Indigenous knowledge and its keepers as irrelevant.
All of these experiences have shaped my thinking around the importance of looking closely at
and theorizing Elder Praxis as absolutely critical for Indigenous people, scholars of the
community and of the academy (and hopefully, through our work, there will grow to be even
more overlap here), carving from academia spaces that respect and honor Indigenous Elders.
This becomes fundamentally necessary if we are to arrest the exploitation of Indigenous
knowledge, prevent the hemorrhaging of knowledge out of our communities, and instead, restore
its flow back into and through community where it can be used to renew its people (Ally Krebs,
personal communications; also found in Krebs, 2012). Relations of mutual respect and
reciprocity might also allow the co-creation/co-production, responsible and reciprocal exchange
of knowledge, if that is what Elders and knowledge keepers wish to do. From the standpoint of
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Indigenous community, paying attention to and reflecting on Elder Praxis – the lived, animated,
and embodied knowledge, experience, and wisdom of Onkwehon:we Elders, their creative,
critical analysis, voice, and action – crystallizes the possibilities for coherent continuance,
transformation, and resurgence.
Self-consciously centering Indigenous knowledge and knowledge relations is inherently an act of
resistance, and an act of beyond-resistance – and we must do it if we are to create a safe space
for our Elders to enter and participate. Theorizing Elder praxis and presence opens powerful
spaces for Onkwehon:we knowledge, knowledge relations, language, and practice. As Graham
Smith (2012) discusses the strategic theorizing of Kaupapa Maori praxis in education as
“open[ing] up a powerful space for Maori in the academy” (p. 10-11), so might theorizing Elder
praxis and presence open powerful, transformative spaces for Onkwehon:we critical imagination,
thinking, and voice, a newly awakening perception, a renewal of engagement in relationality –in
the community and in the academy.
Elders have always been the center of Indigenous cultural knowledge and life, and as such, these
seeds of knowing and being hold untold possibilities for transforming the direction and
orientation of Indigenous community-centered aspirations, like the critical one of language
restoration and renewal. Perhaps thinking in these directions, putting renewed energy into these
traditional locations, supported by protocols and practice that center the guidance and direction
of Onkwehon:we Elders, will help us to re-conceptualize what it is that we are doing, what is
important, and how we are going to get there – basic, fundamental questions that demand the
rigor and insight of Indigenous Elder wisdom, ethics, perception, deliberation, and vision (as a
critical framework for knowledge), placed in a vital and integral way in the center of an orienting
process of cultural coherence.
Turning again to Graham Smith’s (2000b) discussion about the need to theorize from within the
particularities and contexts of Indigenous knowledge, as well as to engage Western theoretical
frameworks that might have “emancipatory relevance to our Indigenous struggle” (p. 214), Smith
asserts,
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“What I am talking about is the need to develop theoretical understandings and
practices that arise out of our own Indigenous knowledge….We ought to be open to
using any theory and practice with emancipatory relevance to our Indigenous
struggle. Theory will enable us to move forward in the work that we are doing in
our communities, in developing sound critiques and effective interventions. Theory
is important in organizing struggle and transformative action…On the other hand, I
also think that there is an important place for critiquing Western theory, not in a
reactive, negative way but in order to make space for our own theoretical
frameworks. This has been an important part of the new Maori struggle. The
academy has been critically engaged, not simply dismissed; theory and research
have been critically reconstructed/reclaimed to work for our interests, rather than
against them” (G. Smith, 2000b, p. 214).
Theorizing Elder Praxis may be useful and relevant for Indigenous language and community
renewal and resurgence, as it helps us to think coherently, listen carefully, and watch closely for
what Onkwehon:we Elders are doing and expressing, and how they are doing it. Putting our
minds in this direction might infuse energy into re-thinking how these relationships are being
nurtured within community, or not, and why it might be important to self-consciously,
foundationally, consistently remember and act on the Onkwehon:we knowledge that Elders
critically hold the center, restoring their place by asking them into the center again with the
vision of prioritizing their ongoing, direct engagement. These are older, more relevant and
coherent ways of knowing and being, the fundamental recognition and acknowledgement that we
need their knowledge, experience, and wisdom to shape the direction of the work of reawakening, restoring, and re-energizing our Indigenous languages, cultures, worldviews, and
ways, our relationship to meaning, to coherence, to the urgent work that needs to be done.

Elder Praxis
The stories told here by and about Tom and his ways of being reveal relationships between the
way he lives and embodies – walks – his Kanien’keha:ka consciousness, knowledge, philosophy,
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and worldview, what I am calling his embodied Elder Praxis, the dialectical relationality of his
thinking and living (i.e., his theory and action or practice, his analysis and action), ancestral and
contemporary, responsive, transformative. Tom, and other Onkwehon:we Elders, in the walk and
reflection of their everyday living, are “re-theoriz[ing] a long tradition of cultural practice”
(Fitzsimons & G. Smith, 2000, p. 39). It is critical that we bring our conscious awareness and
attention to the presence and presence-ing of our Elders within the lived everyday, for it is here
that the wisdom that has the potential to re-invigorate and re-generate our collective “context of
dynamic consciousness” (Meyer, 2006, p. 267) is located, deeply rooted in the soil of the past
and the future, while engaging in the dynamic responsiveness of the present.
Elder Praxis, and narrating Elder Praxis, is a way to think about what Elders do, from their
location and positionality as Elder – a space that continues to hold a certain quality of respect,
reciprocity, and reverence within Indigenous communities. The idea of praxis helps to begin to
conceptualize the criticality of Indigenous Elders, more deeply thinking about their place, and
the re-positioning, re-centering, of Indigenous knowledge systems, where Elders are a vital link
in the chain of “knowledge production and exchange” (Meyer, 2013b, p. 98), situated at the
geographical center of the generations.
The concept of praxis, then, helps us to remember the critical location, relationality, and
reciprocity of Elder knowledge creation, the self-determining ways Elders are enacting
relationships that animate and illuminate knowledge and knowing, within a traditionally-engaged
present, capable of being accessed, dynamically responsive to and responding within
constellating contexts of relationship, their intentionality about bringing these, alive, into shapes
and forms that are perceptible, accessible, malleable for the generations; and their relationship to
a spiraling, generational past-present-future where coherence is remembered and remembering is
radical, at the roots, culturally coherent, where the relevance of Indigenous ancestral systems
and relations of knowing become powerful, become part of the lived everyday.
Praxis also helps us to remember the self-determining, transformative (“radical,” to dominant
society) nature of Indigenous knowledge systems and their life in those who walk with them –
praxis as a means of liberation, a theoretical, discursive, lived tool and space in resistance to
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oppression and hegemonic erasure and confinement, a methodology of waking up – into
conscious awareness, self-reflexive analysis, and its connection/commitment to action. The idea
and language of “praxis” can be a useful tool for Indigenous theorizing of “emancipatory” and
“resistance” work, as long as we expand its capabilities with Indigenous knowing and
perception. Theorizing Elder Praxis might be one more way to center Indigenous knowledge
systems, practices, and protocols, to resist colonizing concerns and ways of knowing to creep
into Onkwehon:we consciousness about practice, priority, and aspiration. Keeping the focus on a
center that locates itself deeply within Indigenous grassroots, traditional community ways of
knowing is a way to “engage in positive, proactive initiatives rather than resorting to reactive
modes of action” (Smith, 2000b, p. 210) where the colonizer silently moves into the center,
pushing aside community priorities, practices, memory, dreams.

Tensions in translation: Indigenous praxis, Western praxis
Elders
There are a few ways that the Western idea of praxis needs some re-shaping into something more
useful for theorizing from Indigenous frameworks. As I have been bringing up this notion of
“Elder praxis” and the critical centrality of Elders within Indigenous frameworks, nonOnkwehon:we scholars have struggled with how to handle Elders as critically occupying the
center of an elaboration of praxis from Onkwehon:we grassroots community standpoints. It
seems that conceptualizing “radical,” transformative, “liberatory,” “emancipatory” approaches to
theorizing practice does not think to include Elders. Yet from Indigenous positionalities, Elders
hold a critical place at the intersection of generations, guiding the ways these relationships will
relate and continue, and thus hold an emancipatory place, exercising a liberatory praxis because
of their position as Elder.
Collectivity
While Western notions of praxis assume the individual, Indigenous Elder praxis cannot be
disentangled from an intergenerational, oral-relational, and collective engagement with storied
ways of knowing, continuing and transforming from deep within ancestral time-space and
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futurity. “Elder praxis” cannot exist as an individual thing; it is inherently collective,
generationally-minded and mediated, as it must be. It is an oral, spiritual gathering and reseeding of knowing and being in the present presence of the unfolding world.
Is there a possibility of individual praxis from Indigenous standpoints? I have been hard-pressed
to find such a direction – an organic part of Onkwehon:we epistemologies is in its pattern of self
within the collective, that collective being human and beings who are other-than-human. Tom’s
praxis is his own, which simultaneously, synchronously recognizes it is also not only his own.
His praxis emerges from the relationships within his own spirit and the spirits around him, the
intergenerational practice and presence of those relations important to his life, the seers and
knowledge keepers, Clanmothers, Chiefs, Faithkeepers – and Ancestors – who grew him into
who he was to become, those who brought him where he needed to go in order to develop his gift
and into who he was meant to be. The braiding of these relationships are part of an individualcollective and intergenerational Elder praxis and a Rotinonhsionni story of emergence.

Re-defining praxis from within Onkwehon:we knowing
Tom’s emergence as a traditional leader springs from within generations of oral Haudenosaunee
relational practice, worldviews, and ways of knowing. His traditional understandings and ways
of being were carefully tended and nourished, impacting who he was and who he would become,
which in turn would impact his Clan, his Nation and the Iroquois Confederacy into the future.
Each individual’s growth and development into their fullest potential is recognized as critical to
the collective in profound ways. Elders hold on to protocols around traditional knowledge and
the People, and these are carefully woven together with understandings of carrying the People
into another generation, with a vision of Seven Generations carried within them.
Elders like Tom do not just “happen” – they reflect and represent the living, cyclical process of
being situated within an expansive, expanding intergenerational circle, an intergenerational
praxis (this circling spiral as praxis), of Elders and knowledge – long before him and within his
own lifetime, those who nurture our gifts in order to ensure continuities, persistence (Nicholas,
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2014), and survivance (Vizenor, 1999). Lakota scholar Vine Deloria, Jr. (1999) describes this as
a ‘balancing’ wherein every being comes into its fullest expression as itself within a relational
context of interaction and exchange. Deloria is articulating an expression of Indigenous oral
intergenerational processes that devote care and attention to the details of an individual’s growth
in the society:
“…the balancing that must be done is that of ensuring that every living thing finds and
continues on the path of individual growth and expression. Everything must become what
it was intended to be. Yet we do not know the outcome of anything that we undertake.
Therefore we need balancing to ensure that we are devoting the proper respect and energy
to our own integrity and the integrity of the social groups with whom we are related….”
[emphasis added] (p. 154).
I become aware of some of the limitations of the term “praxis” again; that this term must be
pushed, shaped, extended beyond its Western conception of ‘theory and action.’ Extending
“praxis” from within Indigenous knowledge systems seems critical, as even a radical Western
conceptualization is too limiting and does not adequately describe this idea from within
Indigenous frameworks. Re-conceptualizing praxis that centers around the lived and living ways
of knowing-being of Elders from within an Onkwehon:we community-centered framework
engages relationships of knowledge, theory, reflection, and action, to be sure. But it also
invigorates something more: the relationships between experience, wisdom, the particularities of
context, older ways of perception and embodied oral narrative memory, ethical protocols and
ways around knowledge, Spirit, the enduring presence-ing of Ancestors, intergenerational
relations and collaboration with the natural world and living universe and their knowledge ways,
as well as relations with/within “land, language, sacred history and ceremonial cycle” (Holm,
Pearson, & Chavis, 2003).
A re-configuring of praxis to reflect Onkwehon:we instantiations of praxis recognizes that each
of these strands entwines and interconnects within an individual-collective, I-We, relationship
and its dialectical, spiraling exchange. Indigenous traditional knowledge relations and practices
weave together with intergenerational oral praxis as ways of being, knowing, seeing, thinking,
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sensing, and acting, cycling from deep within ethical protocols of relationality. As Manulani
Meyer puts it, “An Indigenous world view thus begins with the idea that relationships are not
nouns, they are verbs. This basic notion of relationality, dynamic coherence, interdependence,
and mutual causality helps us see the context of an idea and people, tangible or not, and respond
appropriately” (Meyer, 2013 b, p. 98). Onkwehon:we Relational Praxis. Layered deeply within
this context, a People and her Elders emerge.

Elders: linking the generations
Following this thread, there can be no such thing, really, as “Elder Praxis” in isolation – that is to
say, a praxis that has only to do with Elders. This means that Elder Praxis unfolds in relationship
with others, which seems almost too simplistic to say, but I sense it needs to be said. Certainly
Elders live the way they do whether others are paying attention or not…and yet others are always
paying attention – whether these are human or other-than-human beings (L. Shenandoah in Wall,
2001). What’s more, the possibility always exists that they will be paying attention; it is indeed
part of the lived and living embodied spirit of an Elder’s praxis, sharing their energy with the
creation potential for these possibilities to ignite and unfold, that make it real.
Elder Praxis exists within intergenerational interaction and relationship, engaging not only the
present moment of generations, but simultaneously the presence of and exchange with Ancestors
and those generations yet to come. It is an intricately interconnected way of knowing-being that
invigorates ancient knowledge systems within the relevance, coherence, and synergy of the pastpresent-future. I want to make note of the way Tom’s traditional Haudenosaunee worldview,
way of knowing, and language relating to conceptions of time expand the meaning of what we
are talking about when we say, “ancient knowledge systems” – that it is not ‘ancient’ in the
Western way of understanding the meaning of ‘ancient’ as a dead and long lost past. Rather, as
Tom puts it, “[Our people] don’t say dates when they tell history like that: they just say
‘Yesterday. It happened yesterday.’ But remember our yesterday could be two thousand years
ago or ten thousand years ago or twenty thousand years ago. It’s still like it happened yesterday
‘cause it was yesterday, but many yesterdays. See? So when we refer to the history of the
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Iroquois people, we don’t talk about antiquity; we’re not talking about ancient things. Even the
beginning of the world is not ancient, because it’s still here…” (Porter, 2008, p. 162).
This way of thinking about time, relationship to time, and relations unfolding through time – of
conceptualizing time as generational, as relational – gives a small glimpse into the “mind” of
Elder epistemology and praxis, the ways the praxis of Elders reflects intergenerational presenceing and illuminates the simple and profound way that, as Rosalie Little Thunder always made a
point of saying, “Elders are the mirror to our Ancestors.” They are that key critical
intergenerational link to our Ancestors and to our future. Rather than understanding this “mirror”
of relationship as a piece of glass merely reflecting back an image, it might be better understood
and visualized as a mirror that is like a deep pool of water, one that when you look into it, you
see so much more than your simple reflection. Here, in these spaces, movement and depth are
perceived, layers within fluid layers of shifting depths and presences, presences that become
fleetingly, momentarily clear and then disappear into darker, deeper water only to re-surface as
something else, another presence, another shape of form or liquid energy, the ways light
becomes transparent, illuminating or opaque, with the appearance and disappearance of form,
within the water or above it as mist, fog, light, current, shadow, the tactile yet formless shape of
water, giving new texture to what is seen and unseen. This is, I think, the type of mirror Rosalie
was talking about when she spoke about the positionality and critical importance of ‘Elders,’ a
location at once shifting and porous, cycling between generations and time, and yet deeply
rooted, placed within intergenerational oral knowledge ways, a mirroring presence of the
physical and metaphysical (Spirit). Their embodied epistemologies as Praxis cannot be isolated,
for in the most profound ways, they are relational – igniting, inspiring and connecting with the
living oral knowledges of their People.
This is part of my thinking about why to juxtapose Elders and Praxis, Indigenous traditional
knowledge relations with Western theorizing. Elder-mediated, self-determining, transformative
Praxis re-claims legitimacy and space for Onkwehon:we critical voice and action, as Graham
Smith (2000a&b, 2003, 2004, 2009, 2012; Fitzsimons & Smith, 2000) reminds us. Elder praxis is
a ‘radical’ way of knowing and acting that needs to be acknowledged in its dynamic and layered
richness. Theorizing Elder Praxis is not an intellectual exercise for the sake of it – interpreting
and using Smith’s example, theorizing the praxis of Elders helps legitimate Elder ways of
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knowing-being/theorizing and action within the academy and within community, clarifying our
vision and perception to the ways we may have forgotten or neglected their critical, central
importance within Onkwehon:we knowledge relations and the ongoing co-production and
transformation of Onkwehon:we knowledges. I also believe that grounding or rooting theory in
this way helps to move, shift, and shape us in a re-generating kind of a way, a way that is
transformative, a way that calls us to act, critically, now, in a time when we so desperately need a
sharpening awareness and insight, the ability to perceive the profound significance of Elders’
lived, embodied ways of knowing-being, of engaging-visioning-envisioning-perceivingimagining-dreaming-walking-carrying themselves…to communicate clearly and coherently abou
this, sustaining and nurturing the critical seed that Onkwehon:we Elders embody, across
distances of geography, epistemology, and meaning. While we have them still among us.

Genealogies of presence
Italian Marxist scholar and theorist Antonio Gramsci talked about a “genealogy of the present”
(Salamini, 1981). Narrating this story of an Elder Praxis embodied and walked, what emerges is
a “genealogy of presence” – a germinating presence that emerges out of Onkwehon:we
genealogies and landscapes of intergenerational practices of presence, of spirit, mind, body, of
perception, discernment, wisdom, relationship, deliberation, of Haudenosaunee worldviews
engaged to create space, to nurture this seed into light and air: presence. Genealogies recall
relations and lineages, and Tom emerges out of a genealogy of presence, intergenerational
Rotinonhsionni Elder Praxis, embedded within Mohawk epistemologies, and the presence of
Manulani Meyer’s “cultural empiricism, the kind of empiricism that begins with a different
sensory immersion, a heightened sense of context, and a whole different tool belt useful in
shaping cultural priorities for different understandings” (Meyer, 2013b, p. 99). A developing
relationship between context, sense, the sensory, presence and praxis.
Tom is re-invigorating Mohawk presence in the Mohawk Valley. His work of strengthening and
regenerating traditional Mohawk epistemologies, knowledge systems, teachings, practices, ways
of knowing, and language can be seen as part of a movement of re-presence-ing, restoring and
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creating space for the emergent presence of cultural coherence, consciousness, and language
within the Kanien’keha:ka, the Rotinonhsionni, and within Kanien:keh.28 Tom’s lifework
through Kanatsiohareke has been an act of presence-ing and re-presence-ing in space and
relationship, opening up possibilities for presence – Mohawk presence on the land and the
presence of Mohawk community, epistemological presence, narrative and re-narrating presence,
the presence of a traditional ethic in community, the presence of Elder praxis, oral
intergenerational presence, self-determining presence – where Mohawk-Iroquois people are able
to re-presence, re-narrate, and re-imagine themselves within their lands and to themselves,
because of his praxis of presence-ing as a Mohawk Elder and leader. A Kanien'keha:kaRotinonhsionni genealogy of presence, relations of presence, reflecting the relationalities carried
within and held by space-place, that “referential knowing steeped in ancestral memory” (Meyer,
2013b, p. 96).
Tom’s vision and purpose is intricately linked to his praxis as an Elder. In his book And
Grandma Said, a collection of Tom’s spoken talks, reflections, and teachings passed down from
his Grandmother and her Grandmothers before her, he talks about these teachings and the
choices around living them, saying: “I don’t write all this to say, ‘Do this, do this, do this.’ It’s
only a suggestion, what I’ve been saying. If it helps, use it. But don’t ever feel that Tom Porter
twisted our ears and twisted our arms: this is what we have to believe. No, because the Great
Law threatens nobody. The Great Law is a law of peace and love. And that’s how I talk to you,
under those circumstances. And if I used the wrong words that mighta hurt you or offended you,
then I want to let you know that I apologize to you, ten feet tall apologies, because my mission
here was not to make you grieve or be sad, but to be positive and loving, as our law said we
should be” (Porter, 2008, p. 316).
This statement is critical to understanding not only Tom and the way he lives his life and sees his
work (for which he has travelled thousands of miles across this continent and to which he has
devoted his life), but it is also an insight into his thinking and Haudenosaunee worldview that
inform his praxis as a Mohawk Elder. He lays out the knowledge, teachings, experience, insight
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the lands of the Kanien’keha:ka

193

and the particular vision his own spiritual gifts give him, and he makes sure that each person
understands clearly that what each person does with this knowledge – with what they hear on
that particular occasion – is their own. This is a deeply critical, ancient thread within
Haudenosaunee epistemology – the ultimate acknowledgement, recognition, and respect for
individual thinking and choice, the necessity of free will (though a Haudenosaunee
conceptualization of ‘free will’ is completely different than that of how the West understands the
concept). He reminds people through his own praxis and life’s purpose that we “have to reclaim
our independence and our freedom as well. That’s the hardest thing for Indians to do, or anybody
that’s colonized to do, is to get back our freedom to think, to be thinkers again” (Porter, 2008,
p.164).
Tom, as Elders do, readies the ground, lays out whatever he is moved to lay out, and leaves it up
to each person’s responsibility and integrity to use and make of it what they will. He speaks from
the heart, from the deep well of his own experience when he says, “So when you younger people
learn these things, put your whole heart in what you learned. Dedicate your whole life to it, so
that the spirit of our ancestors, our Creator and our Peacemaker can talk right through your body
and use you, so that you can communicate peace. And then our people, we will get better. Our
people will be united again” (Porter, 2008, p. 313-4). And the people who hear this can see that it
is true, because they have before them someone who has actually done it, who has lived his life
this way, and so the teaching comes to life, becomes animated and embodied in front of them in
Tom, through his life and words and teaching, becoming useful, relevant, and possible for others
to create with in their own lives.
As is characteristic of Onkwehon:we ways of knowing-being, Tom speaks from within his
experience, advising people based on his own walk – he knows that “by dedicating your whole
life to it,” that those spiritual beings “can talk right through your body and use you, so that you
can communicate peace.” He knows this because this is his walk, this is his experience. And he
knows, from experiencing it, that in doing this, “our people, we will get better,” that “our people
will be united again.” Tom is inspiring in others the qualities, values, and ways of being that
construct and orient Haudenosaunee epistemologies. This is his embodiment of part of his life’s
purpose – he heals, unites, sparks, and transforms his People (and Onkwehon:we across
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A’nonwara’ko:wa), over and over again, inspiring them to hold onto the integrity and purpose of
Character, Spirit, and Way of Being that will lift up the Nation and Confederacy once again.
So, Tom’s praxis lifts people up, with humility, and makes people want to be better, to be part of
the re-generation of their People. He does what his Grandma did with him: “…She wasn’t a
woman that was bossy woman. She’d ask you once if you wanna do this, but she don’t insist.
That’s why I really liked her. Because she never put pressure on me. And she says, ‘I’m goin to
the Longhouse, you gonna get ready and go?’ She says, ‘You can if you wanna.’ I don’t have to
if I don’t wanna. She never said ‘You gotta do this, you gotta do that.’ She did it with…she said,
‘This is where I’m going.’ Cuz you knew that’s how she believed. So if that’s good enough for
Grandma, then I wanna go with her. There was no threat, there was no, aah, coercion,
intimidation. There was none of that. But there was a great desire that she wants to be a part of
that, that’s her belief, so she transmitted that to us too….at least to me anyway….”
Just as he got this teaching orally, intergenerationally, through the living of it, so does he create
this way of being in others, paying attention to all the generations, for each generation has their
own critical role to play in the survival of the People. He is actively re-invigorating
Haudenosaunee teachings and ways of being through an oral process, in the ways he learned it
orally, relationally: “We were called to talk about it, so that the people will hear it, the young
will hear it, and maybe they’ll even learn it. And then they’ll practice it. And then our ways
won’t die. That’s what we’re trying to do here…. And we said, ‘Creator, help the people, young
and old and middle-aged. Help us so that we become like a sponge. And all the good things that
we’re supposed to know about our ways, that they will be absorbed by us, and they will become
real and alive, especially to our young. We ask you that favor. We don’t want our ways to die.
And we ask your assistance…” (Porter, 2008, p. 263).
Ionataiewas talks about this concern of Tom’s in our conversation together: “Lately he’s been
mentioning…every now and then…about how the youth are going to have to take over. Because
I think he’s talking about, you know, he’s not going to be here forever. And that’s why I think
he…every opportunity for me, and everybody else, he gives us the opportunity to speak, because
he won’t be here all the time. He’s very concerned right now about the youth and…how to reach
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them, so that they know the real significance of our stories and history. So that they really
understand what the Great Law is about” (Ionataiewas, personal communication).
Tom’s visioning-envisioning, his life’s purpose, and his own development within a traditional
oral process and pedagogy surface, are emergent, in his talks and teachings, the experience he
shares with listeners. He reminds the People of the critical importance of this intergenerational
process, the continuance of knowledge, the dangers of forgetting, and the interconnectedness
between knowledge and relationship within an oral process, with meaning adhering to identity,
knowledge, and purpose. He says, “Now each time there was a necessity for another
[cataclysmic] event to happen, it was because the people of the society had neglected to follow
and to teach their next generation what they were given. And as another generation was born,
they neglected even more to tell them what they were supposed to know. And as they didn’t do
this, then chaos became normal in their communities. And then there were conflicts. And then
there were wars, fighting. And so the society became decadent. There was no more direction;
there was no more meaning” [emphasis added] (Porter, 2008, p162-3).
Onkwehon:we Elder Praxis suggests a deep pool of knowledge and teachings, ways of knowingbeing, approaches to knowledge, and the self-reflexive thinking and action that searches at once
for meaning, relevance, and coherence within these relations of knowledge. It is a construction
and re-construction of the places where colonization has created intergenerational ruptures and
disruptions of the things/ways that have gone missing, trying to make sense of these spaces and
sew them back together into places of meaning and transformation. It is a gentle, determined, and
deliberate re-invigoration of meaning, memory, and coherence, of figuring out what will make
sense in response to contemporary times, and how to get there, for the ultimate survival and
regeneration of Onkwehon:we.
Elder Praxis is a profound relational engagement across time – generational time – and space,
traversing places and locations physical, spiritual, emotional, intellectual, metaphorical, moving
through and within memory, individual and collective…genealogies of presence and presenceing. It is critical that we begin to consider deeply these Elder ways of knowing-being, the critical
significance of their praxis, by paying closer attention to their ways of being. It is more than a
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call to return to Elders to receive “knowledge” or “information” as if this meant only the passing
of a bundle from one generation to another. Indeed, it is the knowledge contained within that
bundle that must be paid attention to and it is that Elder who holds the relationship to that bundle
in their own way of being-knowing, their lived and living practice, the way they walk through,
with, the world. And it is the way we develop, nurture, and sustain relationship with that Elder,
the ways these relationships unfold into the present moment through the generations. We are that
moment. We have become that moment. As we are also the ways they will unfold into the
coming generations. This is a critical understanding and awareness that sparks an urgent need to
pay attention because of their knowledge and their relationship to knowledge, their lived wisdom
and practice, the ways they live what they know, and the dire need to continue developing the
knowledge systems, language, and relationships that will ensure future generations of Elders, so
that the People continue, survive, and renew themselves from places of experience, knowledge,
and wisdom, these wisdom ways of knowing, creating, and being.
As Onkwehon:we, we need to self-consciously put ourselves in the path of Elder praxis, selfconsciously creating these spaces of engagement, if we are to meaningfully survive and continue
as distinct Peoples. We need to remember that it is these engaged Elder ways of knowing-being
(Elder Pedagogies, Elder Epistemologies, Elder Methodologies, and Elder Praxes) that have
maintained Onkwehon:we survivance across generations and landscapes of colonial violence.
This relational consciousness and coherence does not change simply because of what is
constructed as a “new,” virtual, technological time – in fact, it becomes more relevant. All
generations are in need of Elder presence-ing and envisioning. They become more relevant, not
less.
We younger generations need to pay critical attention to and comprehend what it is that our
Elders are really doing – so that we can appreciate their lived, embodied praxis with “new”
minds, sharper, clearer, more coherent, thoughtful and present, constantly re-awakening,
listening closely, paying attention to the details, gathering as much of the wisdom as they see fit
to offer while we have them among us. They are doing their job, engaging their roles, enacting
their responsibilities of language and cultural knowledge and practice – and, in a highly
sophisticated, intricate, oral, and relational way, we each and all have a part to play to ensure that
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each thread they are gifting is perceived and gathered together, carefully stitched and interwoven
back into the fabric of our knowing and being, as people, the Real People. As Onkwehon:we.

Elder Praxis in the research process
There is something more that needs to be thought on as I reflect on my notes of Tom’s
conversation with me. I am having another ‘aha moment’ – a story within the story, and process
within the process…the “process” being our conversation, my “research,” that sort of contrived
situation that is having us sit down at a table and chairs with a tape recorder between us. The
just-as-critical process going on, I hear later, is that because I am in the presence of an Elder, and
thus a lived praxis and process, this relational intergenerational practice is at work all the while
we are engaging in the upper layers of our talk; so that even within the outward conversational,
“research” process there are layers of engagement that I am only hearing long afterwards – the
deepening layers of perception, activity, and knowing that are firing like little balls of lightning
throughout our whole conversation (“interview”) process. Of course, there is always so much
more in any interaction than the verbal-nonverbal exchange and interchange; but because Tom is
an Elder, there is a way that these research conversations are just the upper layers of deeply
textured interaction. As I awaken to it, I am beginning to perceive that I am being instructed in
ways outside of the research process, even from the middle of our “research conversations.”
Within an oral process he is at home, able to figure out where I am coming from, what I need,
what I am and am not ready for, and he is able to call it up from the deeper layers of his
knowledge, his own communications and worlds of interaction, and bring it into the now, this
present moment, instantly. He does this over and over again throughout our talk – something I
was not aware of until sharpening my listening to our conversation through the rich opportunity
to listen again and again, my perception deepening as my listening deepens. This is exactly what
I am trying to get within, this richly nuanced texture of what this thing I am calling “Elder
Praxis” is – an embodied/embodying praxis of an Elder who is engaging simultaneously on
multiple layers through a vastness of storied landscapes, literacies, and languages, to create and
re-awaken “new,” relevant, coherent spaces for the protection, regeneration, and renewal of his
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People and everything this means…which is something he (and other Elders) understand and
perceive in ways that most of us do not.

Oral intergenerational relationship & “collaborative storying”
Tom’s special and particular ways of being are embedded within and emerge from a relational
landscape of generations, generations that are paying careful attention to the formation of coming
generations, into what they will need to carry – the ways of knowing-being they will need to hold
on to in order to carry it on…the discernment and flexibility of language and thinking and
perception they will need to be able to respond to the times in front of them, using knowledge
ethically, coherently, to survive and respond and transform.
As I think on this rather monumental task in front of me – of writing about Tom Porter and his
ways of being, his Praxis as a Haudenosaunee Elder and leader of his People, I realize I am not
and do not want to be writing about him. I need to be writing around him. This is an
Onkwehon:we research process and as such, it recognizes the centrality of ethical protocols of
relationship with Elders, which means that Tom’s voice (and Betty’s voice, at the end) will be
present in much of their fullness, to highlight their thinking; my interpretation follows and moves
around them and the directions they choose to travel. The choice to write around Elders means
fundamentally, critically, that Tom will not only be present, he will be at the center, as it should
be, as makes sense for Onkwehon:we ways of knowing around Elders.
Elders are located at the center of Onkwehon:we community knowledge production and
exchange, at the center of ways of knowing-being, the link to ancestral coherence and wisdom.
Onkwehon:we ways of research with Elders transforms the idea of “co-participation” in research.
Elders do not step out of their roles and responsibilities simply because they are collaborating in
a research process. Even in the research process, I came into awareness of the ways that Tom
was exercising his visioning praxis as an Elder, guiding the process itself. We were “coparticipating” (to use academic language), but we were doing this within the overarching oralrelational “framework” of Onkwehon:we Elder Praxis. He was determining exactly what I
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needed, in this moment, and exactly what I was ready for. I was being placed solidly within
Onkwehon:we Elder Praxis (or more specifically, Kanien’keha:ka Elder Praxis), and it was my
responsibility to get on board or not, to discern what was happening so that I could align myself
within it rather than keep myself outside of its sense (by fixating, say, on a whole host of
academic research concerns like…my own ideas of what I felt was important, my research
questions, whether we were following ‘my agenda,’ whether we were ‘on task,’ what time it was,
whether the conversation was fitting into my IRB guidelines, and on and on and on).
I am coming to think about ‘collaborative storying’ and Indigenous participatory research
methodologies a bit differently when it comes to work with Elders. Certainly, storying is a
critical and central Indigenous way of communicating, interacting and enacting relationality,
particularly when it comes to Elders. And yet, if we are truly going to center Elders in our
process of research, we need to deepen what it means to be engaging in “collaborative storying.”
Rather than replicating a kind of “egalitarian” or “democratic” stance that pervades Western
progressive discourse in education, and even as Elders create a non-hierarchical, nonauthoritarian participatory space, there is a way that within Elder storying and relationship it
becomes important and is correct to acknowledge their position and place of respect – and this
may include not needing to emphasize a “co-“ stance, by instead deferring to their knowledge
and wisdom out of a place of powerful humility within Onkwehon:we relational protocols. These
are simple reminders of the place of embodied Indigenous wisdom within the research process.
They help us to remember the different circle we are standing in when we are in relationship
with Indigenous Elders – relations of knowledge, language, memory, protocol, values,
disciplines, philosophies, teachings, and practice. “Collaborative storying” – and research more
broadly – becomes nuanced differently when Indigenous Elders are standing in the center.
Within a circle of responsible, reciprocal relationality, they are the ones guiding the process,
guiding the stories and storying (Archibald, 2008, p. ix), self-consciously, intentionally, helping
to move those in the circle to other spaces, transformational spaces. They are activating and
making ethical use of their ways of knowing-being and experiences of wisdom to move the
People, to bring them back to themselves, to “sew up” the rips and tears of loss and pain that
colonization has sown.
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In talking about the Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen, the words of Thanksgiving, of Opening and
Closing, “what we say before we do anything important” (Porter, 2008, p. 8), Tom recognizes
the critical importance of acknowledging suffering and taking care to heal it. Before beginning,
he says, “…I just said to the Creator, ‘I ask for forgiveness. And while I’ve been walking the
earth, if I did anything wrong to hurt you or the people, I ask you to clean me and forgive me.
Because I’ve been honored that the people asked me if I would speak on their behalf, to burn
their tobacco. And I don’t wanna hurt them. And I don’t want any blemishes, from my yesterday,
to interfere with their walk today, and into tomorrow. And so I ask forgiveness.’ Then I started”
(Porter, 2008, p. 264). Ancestral knowledge and wisdom remembers the importance of
acknowledging and giving voice to human weakness. As in the Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen, oral
practices of reciprocity and relationship incorporate a healing of any disruptions that have been
caused, any ways we have participated in causing discord in our relations with each other (and
this includes all of Creation as well). Fissures in memory are addressed, as forgetting can cause
smoldering suffering if not recognized – acts of remembering and taking care to tend to the
minds of the People are direct oral-relational acts of healing. So, for instance, Tom says, “…I’m
only a human, and I might have forgotten something very important. So with the last tobacco
that’s going up, I ask that if I forgot something that’s supposed to be said, that you, our Creator,
will sew up any hole that wasn’t patched by me in this prayer. So that it will go up to you whole
and full of goodness, and be good for our people.’ And then it went up” (Porter, 2008, p. 263).
This Elder way of knowing-being, this Elder praxis, emerges from a different center, engages
different sensibilities, processes of consciousness, and knowledge than what might be considered
collaborative storying and participatory research. It can’t help but be different. And of course,
within Indigenous ways of knowing, difference is not a bad thing. It is a reality and a necessity,
an imperative, it is the natural order of life to exist in balance within abundant difference – this is
part of the beauty. I bring this up not to waste breath and blow hot air around the room, but
because there is something there, something to pay attention to, and in recognizing this we
become more solidly grounded within and attentive to a different circle, a particularly
Onkwehon:we space, one that deepens into Elder space, holding more nuance still. Centering
within an Elder-guided and mediated presence-ing, a deeply contextual praxis of presence,
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means to shed the colonizing everyday, to align ourselves with older ways of being that are at
once ancient and, as Tom reminds us, like yesterday.
Seeing differently allows “collaboration” to unfold in different ways, mediated by Elder ways of
perceiving, visioning, and enacting wisdom, consciousness, presence, and transformation.
Because of their Praxis, because of their presence-ing, the ever-shifting ways their spirit moves
and finds entryways into our hearts and minds, their processes of “tapping into the life force,”
“the mystery” (Ermine, 1995, p. 104) touches us, moves us from where we are into deepening
relationships within our own and our collective, relational consciousness, worldviews and ways
of knowing-being. From such a place, the possibility for a future that is meaningful, purposeful,
coherent – a future worth living – can be perceived, comes into focus…and into being. A process
of “collaborative storying” that is centered within Elder relationship and presence-ing is one
where we might hold onto our survivance, again. And again. And again. Over here and over here
and over here. Stepping into geographies, generations, and genealogies of Elder Praxis animates
relationalities of survivance, a storying and presence-ing that ignite “…its own referential
knowing steeped in ancestral memory” (Meyer, 2013b, p. 96).
Tom’s Praxis as an Elder is all about presence – a verb-ing of presence into presence-ing. He
holds and enacts presence to his People, within the generations of his extended family, on the
land of his Ancestors in the Mohawk Valley, in movements of return to and reclamation of
Identity, Land, and Story, in reclaiming spaces where dreaming and re-imagining of a People and
their places on their territories, in their ancestral homeland, in the world, and in their living
Haudenosaunee universe, converge and can emerge. About his life’s work, Tom says,
“Well, I’ve done whatever my plan has always been, and I can do that whether I’m in
Akwesasne, here, or it doesn’t matter where I would live, I’m still always doing what I have
always done with my life…It’s [about] the preservation of who we are as a Mohawk people and
Iroquois people, as Indigenous people to North America and the world…it’s just that simple,
simple as that, actually. It’s no grandiose thing about it, and I try to learn as much as I can about
it to really understand it, more than scholars would do it or academic people. Mostly because I
believe that’s the way it is, I guess. (Laughs). And that’s what motivated me to hear this and hear
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this and also get different responses from people who seem to know, what’s their opinion, and
what’s other people’s opinion about that same stuff. And it helped me to kind of put them all
together and come up with a holistic kinda thing. I’m still doing that. And sometimes I might not
be right either, ‘cuz it’s the opinion of many people that helped me to put it all in there. And then
make something out of it.”
His discussion here around Haudenosaunee knowledge production as processual and emergent,
oral and relational, reveals the ways these processes are not a static, rote passing-down, a
bounded collection of frozen memory. In his praxis as an Elder, he self-consciously gathers
knowledge together, knowing its places (where it is held, why it is held there – the relationships
between knowledge and its people, the protocols around its use, gathering and sharing), in order
to make sense of it, and come up with something relevant and useful – ethically transformative –
responsive to people’s needs and the times. Onkwehon:we knowledge relations.
Tom talks about the oral intergenerational practice and process as something that is alive,
because unlike scholars, he actually believes it – and he walks the life that is embedded within
the teachings of “who we are, as a Mohawk people and Iroquois people,” embodying them and
sparking that same life in others. Through his commitment to the living-ness, the quality of who
we are as alive and relevant – a quality reflected in intergenerational processes of exchange of
ways of knowing – he goes about looking for and asking other holders of these knowledges and
practices to talk about what they know and understand; and he puts them all together to come up
with something holistic, braiding strands of knowing together, within an emergent and
processual approach to knowledge production, into coherence. Vine Deloria says, “The tribal
peoples see what we experience in the world as real…there is no aspect of life that is not real and
that is not taken seriously” (Deloria, 1999, p. 152-153). The nature of Indigenous ways of
knowing that, through individual-collective longevity of experience and memory, knowledge is
integrated into a context of meaning that is relevant to the People, becomes particularly
important within the context of Settler-Colonial attack on Onkwehon:we knowledge through
what Marie Battiste calls “cognitive imperialism” (Battiste, 2000, p. 198).
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Tom’s process of knowledge production, exchange, and relationship in order to understand and
continue into the future is an act of resistance to cognitive imperialism. He remembers his
colonizing experience of schooling, the ways that colonization strips Onkwehon:we of an
integral sense of meaning and relevance: “It’s like we don’t have a world of our own. We don’t
have any way to have our very own history. ‘Cause we were taught that by the missionaries. We
were taught that by the school or somebody, see? So every time we find something that’s good or
whatever, it’s ‘Oh, we taught you that.’ (So ‘how lucky you are,’ you know?) That’s why after
hearing that, growing up, you subconsciously feel inferior to everyone, and you’re always
looking for a way to grow up, to be real” (Porter, 2008, p. 38).
From within his own intergenerational circles, Tom enacts older ways of being in relation to
knowledge, ways which help to ensure, contribute to, and prepare the ground for the survival of
future generations. Presence-ing also includes presence to Haudenosaunee knowledge and
worldviews, as much as it does to physical presence-ing on the land, to Ancestors, to his People.
Tom is present to the Onkwehon:we knowledge held by his People and witnesses to its life by
going out to find it and braid it together, as one would braid other things of life and significance,
memory and connection. He treats knowledge and knowing with a generational consciousness
that recognizes responsibility to a continuing relationship, which will in turn continue its life and
the life of its People.
Tom says, “Did you see that gift that they just give me, the Oneidas? See that’s one place,
Oneida reservation, they just can’t stop inviting me there. And they REALLY take care of me
there too. London Oneidas. And they gave me a wampum belt in a frame, and there’s an eagle
feather in there. And they gave me that at the end of it, they said, ‘He teaches us all the time,
things that we supposed to know…things that we have forgotten…or things that just vaguely
remembered, in Elder people. And then when he says it, it sparks and the memory come back,
and then we want to embrace it.’ They says, ‘That’s why we like it when you come here. You
make us feel like living again…and like we…really can DO it.’ So it’s a feeling that goes on I
guess. And sometime we cry about it. And we laugh about it. And those are feelings that is
needed. And mostly it’s the things that I’ve encountered since I was a kid. Sometime not
understanding, and then sometime being very sad about it…”
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This experience is a reflection of Elder oral intergenerational praxis, presence, and pedagogy; he
is enacting a traditional relational Haudenosaunee process of education. Again, I am struck by
the connections between Graham Smith’s theorizing of Kaupapa Maori praxis – radical and
transformative, with the power to transform our crisis situations into spaces of meaning,
relevance, and coherence – and the theorizing of Elder Praxis, Tom’s Elder Praxis. I see in
Tom’s relationship with the Oneida community as he tells it here, that he is enacting, doing, from
deep within a Rotinonhsionni context, what Smith is talking about from a Kaupapa Maori
context and the intervention strategy that is Kaupapa Maori theory and praxis. Smith talks about
how in transforming Maori experience of education by “validating and legitimizing cultural
aspirations and identity,” (G. Smith, 2000a, p. 67), which are neglected or disparaged in
dominant schooling, the conditions are created for transformation, and the people become
committed to the intervention through a bond of “strong emotional and spiritual” connection (G.
Smith, 2000a, p. 67). Tom’s praxis and pedagogy resonates with these intervention strategies in
Maori education half a world away. In “validating and legitimizing” their Haudenosaunee
cultural aspirations and identity, identities, and aspirations that are violated and brutalized in the
processes of dominant schooling, Tom creates the conditions for transformation, working
through his own particular gifts, medicine, and processes of ‘consciousness and Haudenosaunee
knowing.’ 29 And the people become committed to the intervention through a bond of ‘strong
emotional and spiritual connection,’ which can be heard in the way Tom talks about it.
Tom articulates how Rotinonhsionni oral processes and practices are invigorated relationally,
unfolding in a reciprocity of intergenerational recovery of memory, feeling, meaning, sensemaking, and action, a returning to life, around Rotinonhsionni embodied knowledge relations.
These dynamics reveal some of the ways knowledge and relations around knowledge are seen
and treated within Haudenosaunee epistemology. He talks about how these Oneidas really take
care of him, because in taking care of Tom, they are taking care of an interconnected web around
Haudenosaunee knowledge: they are recognizing and enacting a Haudenosaunee understanding
of the importance of ‘Haudenosaunee knowledge,’ of the critical, central relationship with Tom
as the one who has worked with the knowledge, carrying it in such a way that reflects his
29

This idea comes from Neal McLeod’s (2007) work around Cree consciousness and knowing in his excellent
book, Cree narrative memory: From treaties to contemporary times (see Reference List).
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particular spiritual gifts, experiences, wisdom, and engagement over a lifetime; of the ways Tom
stands at the intergenerational nexus, reflecting and embodying the teachings and spiritual gifts,
experiences, wisdom, and engagement of the lineage of his Ancestors over their lifetimes; and of
the oral-relational interaction and exchange of feeling and connections of Spirit, between Tom
and the community. The mixture of these elements, mediated through the praxis of one Elder,
becomes transformative, and the people are moved to make change, to feel that it is possible, to
take action in the workings of their own lives, in ways that are full of critical Rotinonhsionni
cultural resistance and resurgence.
Haudenosaunee oral literacies of honor, respect, and relationship that hold cultural meaning and
significance are used in recognizing the importance of Tom’s knowledge and their relationship to
each other, further strengthening these relationships – wampum belt and eagle feather are given
in recognition, a common shared literacy of knowing and protocol, to show the deep respect,
honor, appreciation and love these Oneidas have for what he is bringing with him to share with
them. Love is at the center of these relationships – the love that can carry a People through the
most devastating of experiences.
This community of Oneidas talks about the ways this relationship unfolds, the way Tom ignites
their individual-collective memories and the knowledge held by their own Elders – knowledge
that Tom has been self-consciously gathering together from Elders, Knowledge Holders, and
leaders over his lifetime. These memories of knowledge and relationship are like living relatives
– and as Tom relates these Oneidas’ story, you can hear the shame and sadness experienced in
losing touch with them, forgetting them, not remembering where they were put down. Tom
reflects on his medicine, his spiritual gift, and how it invigorates knowledge and the People. It
should be noted that in doing this, he extends the meaning of praxis, demonstrating how, from
Onkwehon:we standpoints, praxis incorporates the spiritual realm as well; in fact, the spiritual
realm is inseparable from the praxis of Onkwehon:we Elders. Tom is sharing something very
personal and integral to who he is when he talks about how he reaches people’s hearts: “…but
my…the medicine I use is from here (lifting his hand to touch his mouth). It’s like the ones with
herbs, but it’s different, different. It’s administered by the mouth instead of the herb.” Through
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his gift, he is able to create spaces where people can cry, laugh, feel. This is an enormous gift for
Onkwehon:we traumatized by the violence and intergenerational trauma of Settler-Colonialism.
As a speaker and storyteller, someone whose medicine is carried in his words, Tom knows well
the power of Story, the power of storying and re-storying our lives. Thomas King reflects this
knowledge, saying of story, “We both knew that stories were medicine, that a story told one way
could cure, that the same story told another way could injure” (King, 2003, p. 92). It is not easy
for people hardened by hundreds of years of violence and trauma to feel, to go to those places of
deep vulnerability. Yet this is exactly Tom’s gift and because of it, he can go places that others
can’t. Tom’s ways of knowing, his praxis as an Elder, are reflected in his discussion of his
medicine being his gift as a speaker – that is to say, part of his medicine is in his ability to use
words, to use language, to heal.
Graham Smith talks about schooling for Maori and the ways in which a transformative approach
to Maori education has meant education from a Maori center, privileging Maori ways of
knowing, within a context of Maori language and cultural survival: “One of the common faults
of previous schooling interventions has been the inadequate attention paid to this aspect of
supporting the maintenance of Maori culture and identity. In incorporating these elements, a
strong emotional and spiritual factor is introduced to Kaupapa Maori settings, which ‘locks in’
the commitment of Maori to the intervention” [emphasis added] (G. Smith, 2003, p. 11). One of
the great values of Indigenous Elders, their pedagogies and praxis (i.e., the ways they “instruct,”
which of course is not “instruction” at all, and walk their talk), is their way of bringing into the
space, creating or opening up a space, where the emotional and spiritual elements can connect
with knowledge, learning, understanding, experience, and consciousness. These elements
interacting together throw a match into the fire that ignites transformation. This is where Western
education loses people and becomes troublesome to the rest of life, in its focus on positivistic
and spiritless understandings of the world and our place in it – and it is where Onkwehon:we
education holds the power to change things at the root by re-connecting human beings to
themselves and to each other; in re-connecting to ourselves, the human beings re-connect within
our own worlds of meaning to the rest of Creation (Battiste & Barman, 1995; Cajete, 1994, 2000;

207

Couture, 1991a; Couture & McGowan, 2013; Deloria & Wildcat, 2001; A. Shenandoah, in Wall
& Arden, 1990).

On resistance
“The challenge…is to find pathways that are positive and offer genuine opportunities for the
transformation of our crisis circumstances” (G. Smith, 2000b, p. 213).
Graham Smith elaborates Paulo Freire’s (1972) categories and decolonizing processes of
Conscientization, Resistance, and Action through his conceptualization of Transformative Action
(G. Smith, 1997; 2000a, p. 69-70) from within Maori philosophies, strategizing “new formations
of Maori intervention” (G. Smith, 2000a, p. 69) for Maori models of education. Smith’s
discussion is critical, because in finding ways to privilege and support Maori priorities and
objectives, he reminds us to locate, understand, and theorize from within the particularity of an
Indigenous center (centers), the ways of knowing that strengthen and sustain the restoration,
renewal, and resurgence of Indigenous communities and community-centered practices and
aspirations. Smith’s elaboration of conscientization, resistance, and action from within a
Kaupapa Maori framework, that is to say, from within “Maori philosophy, worldview, cultural
principles” (G. Smith, 2003, p. 10), is relevant in theorizing Elder Praxis as critical to
Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni cultural coherence, survivance, resurgence, and transformation –
and in identifying how Elder practice-praxis emerges.
A Kaupapa Maori strategy of intervention, Smith maintains, “critiques and re-constitutes the
Western-dominant resistance notions of conscientization, resistance and transformative praxis in
different configurations” (G. Smith, 2000a, p. 69). Smith’s assertion of the need to strategize
these “new formations of Maori intervention” (G. Smith, 2000a, p. 69) in ways that re-constitute
dominant ideas on resistance aligns with theorizing Onkwehon:we Elder Praxis, thinking about
Elders as who they are and looking to their knowledge and ways of being, in order to strategize
new formations of Rotinonhsionni-Onkwehon:we intervention, to hone Rotinonhsionni
approaches to cultural “aspirations, preferences, and practices” (Bishop, 2011, p. 6).
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Re-conceptualizing the linear, causative relationships of conscientization, resistance and action
in Western theorizing from within Kaupapa Maori theory and practice, Graham Smith explains
that in Western ways of thinking, the first phase, conscientization or radical awakening is the
first phase, followed by the next phase, resistance, which is necessary before the final phase,
transformation, can occur (G. Smith, 2000a, p. 69; 2004, 2009). Engaging a Maori framework,
Smith asserts a very different way of understanding the relationships among the processes and
activity of conscientization, resistance, and transformative action/praxis: they are inclusive and
non-hierarchical, non-linear, relational, cyclical, simultaneous, and non-instrumental. As Smith
explains, “all…are important; all need to be held simultaneously; all stand in equal relation to
each other” (G. Smith, 2000a, p. 69; 2003), cycling through an “inclusive representation of
struggle” (G. Smith, 2003, p. 17). “Every Maori is in the struggle whether they like it or not,
whether they know it or not” (G. Smith, 2003, p. 17). In a context of Occupation and SettlerColonialism, each Onkwehon:we is part of the collective process of resistance. Smith’s
discussion of transformational action and change to produce different processes and outcomes
for Maori in education, this focus on linguistically- and culturally-centered Maori “intervention
elements” for “multiply formed resistance strategies” to respond to “multiply formed
oppressions” (G. Smith, 2003, p. 15), is critical to pay attention to as Onkwehon:we communities
continue to find ways that will enhance their survivance into the future as integral Peoples,
within their own particular consciousness and coherence.
Smith’s re-theorization of resistance from a Maori-centered framework is useful and relevant for
thinking about the emergence and presence of Onkwehon:we Elder Praxis, from within a
Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni conceptual framework. Theorizing Tom’s emergence as an
Elder, using Smith’s re-mapping of resistance that again “strategize[s] new formations of Maori
intervention” and “find[s] pathways that are positive and offer genuine opportunities for the
transformation of our crisis circumstances” (G. Smith, 2000b, p. 213), locates a Kanien'keha:kaRotinonhsionni Elder Praxis of intergenerational knowledge relations. As Tom reflects on his
life, and in listening closely for the ways he talks about his processes of emergence from within
traditional Haudenosaunee oral-relational practice, he elaborates Onkwehon:we processes of
resistance, conscientization and transformation through the different spaces and times of his life.
In living a life of attention to the Creator’s plan, a life of commitment and responsibility to his
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People, to his relatives, to Ancestors, and to Spirit, he illuminates Smith’s re-mapping of
Transformative Praxis.

Storying emergent Elder Praxis
Tom talks about being a young boy at Akwesasne, growing up as traditional Longhouse in a
community deeply divided by the influence of the Christian Church and compulsory dominant
mainstream schooling. He talks about the impact on him and those close to him from the ways
they were treated by both Whites and other Mohawks for not being Christian, how Akwesasne
was fractionalized because of these different belief systems and the divisiveness caused by
Christian missionizing in the community. His storying allows us to hear how, even as a young
child, his resistance to oppression is present simultaneously with his emergent conscientization
of oppression, and his imagining of transformative action:
“Since I was born, on the Akwesasne reservation, or sometime[s] they call it in English, St.
Regis reservation, there was always a conflict. The conflict was foremost…Christianity Mohawk
versus the traditional Longhouse Mohawks. And…that struggle probably came all the way since
the Europeans got here.
“But when I was born, and as a little boy, it was full tilt. The Christian Mohawk people are all
fluent in the Mohawk language, and probably the vast, vast, vast majority of the Christian
Mohawk fluent speakers didn't really want anything to do with traditional or spiritual ceremonies
of the Mohawk prior to Christianity. And I think basically it's because the priests, I don't know if
it was the policy of all priests or it was just those particular priests that were sent to our
community, our village, had that opinion. I don't know if they carried that as a policy or to what
extent it was, but the effect it had was that…mostly the traditional people…were always sort of
being ridiculed by the Christian Mohawks and the priest himself. And the priest himself was a
Mohawk!
“But this Mohawk priest was a fluent, fluent speaker, and he loved lacrosse. But he didn’t like
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Clans, he didn't like ceremonies or medicine societies, or anything that was Indian. But he loved
the language and he loved lacrosse. With a passion. And he is the one who used to say right in
the church, that the Longhouse is pagan and is devil, from the devil worship. That’s what he told
all the congregation that, so I don’t know if there were other priests that did that, but he was the
one that was the most one and he was Indian. He was a Mohawk. So that's when I was a young
boy, he was the priest. And so he caused...while he was living there was lotsa friction and lotsa
distrust between the two. The Longhouse was the minority. Very much the minority. And the
vast majority were Catholic. Christian Catholics.
“So the traditional people had to kinda, kinda not be secretive, but not what I would call real
underground either, but it was almost underground, it was almost secret. It was operating where
the lines…you can't tell where the line is for sure…And so, sometime there would be fights over
it. Physical. Fist fights, at times. And the traditional people we were always told not to argue
them, just try to walk away, or try to not acknowledge their criticisms. Because most all of them
we were related to them, either by first cousin or by second cousin or third cousin or something
like that and somewhere, uncle, somewhere, aunt, grandmothers, sisters, kids, like that, maybe
third cousin or somethin’ like that.
“So the traditional people had to bear the brunt of all this. They had to be the one to carry a good
mind. And the traditional, as far as I know, never cause a problem. It was always coming from
the other side, always making fun of them. And it was kinda severe. It was kinda severe. So
when I was a young guy…a boy I guess, I used to wonder how come they like the White people's
way to believe. I was just a kid but…that thought used to go in my head. And I wondered why,
what the heck. Well, I didn't know anything about colonization yet. I didn't know the
institutionalized genocide or anything yet. I never knew that, what does that mean even. So all
those things that was happening to us, we had really no idea that it was like a cancer in our
community, disuniting it. Well, that's what colonization is, it uses the rule Conquer and Divide.
And they have been using this since [they] got here. Which, we didn't really know that. We didn't
know it was part of their philosophy, part of...what motivates them. So all those things, we really
didn't [know], at least I never did...and I imagine that in my Grandma and their time, it was
probably even more they don't know, really...except everything is hard to live. Everything they
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did was hard, difficult times.
“So when I was a young boy, I used to think that the traditional people needs to become stronger
and they need to not give in to the colonizational people, or the priests or the nuns or anything. I
used to think that. And I was just a little boy. And that's what I used to worry about. And then I
used to also think that the traditional people should get together in our reservation and try to
raise money and buy a big land, a big farmland and another one next to it and another one next
to it, so that we would all be together in one area of the same reservation – that’s what I used to
think -- and that we would make a big barn, and we would have cows, beef cows, and milking
cow[s], and we would plant hayfields and corn and we would do all that…How to be selfsufficient. And I was just a little boy. That was my dream.
“But it never occurred to me to go someplace else. Because my only world was that little
reservation, but I knew that we had a lot of conflict. And so I wanted just the traditional people
to really be united together, and put their money together and their minds together and work
together, and then we’ll have, we’ll grow our own food and we won’t have to worry about the
White people to boss us around or anything, if we are self-sufficient. That’s what I use to think”
[emphasis added].
The fractionalization and discrimination Tom faced as a young boy, watching his Elders
marginalized and attacked for being “pagans,” having to hide their spiritual traditions and culture
to be safe and for their traditions to be safe, developed what would become his praxis and his
vision. Even when he was very young he thought about creating a place where Longhouse people
could build a community and live in peace. He was already envisioning, imagining, a
“Kanatsiohareke.” This also speaks to the Indigenous understanding that the concept of Elders
does not have necessarily to do with age – Elders can be young people, and they are babies,
because they have come straight from Spirit. Tom was reflecting an Elder praxis as a boy,
envisioning a future (i.e., envisioning as part of conscientization, resistance, and transformative
action) where his people would be free of oppression, harassment, and intimidation, where they
would be free to practice their ways and identity.
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Tom makes reference to embedded cultural teachings – here, that the Longhouse people needed
to always carry a good mind, not to behave in a way that displeases the Creator – and these were
the teachings he grew up with, not to argue, not to fight back at them, to walk away and not
threaten the peace. Rotinonhsionni teachings are implicit within his discussion of a Longhouse
response to the religious oppression they were experiencing. He reveals how, even as the
Longhouse people were struggling to maintain who they were, their spiritual, political,
sociocultural identity in the midst of oppression, they were nonetheless continuing in their own
ways of knowing and being, ways being passed on to the children like Tom as part of a culturally
coherent response to colonization. Tom is talking about his own processes of conscientization
and resistance, in interaction with the conscientization and resistance of his relatives and Elders,
his Longhouse people, as a small segment of his reservation community:
“I used to wonder how come they like the White people's way to believe”;
“I was just a kid but I still...that thought used to go in my head”;
“And I wondered why, what the heck”:
“Well I didn't know anything about colonization yet. I didn't know the institutionalized genocide
or anything yet. I never knew that, what does that mean even”;
“So all those things that was happening to us, we had really no idea that it was like a cancer in
our community, disuniting it”;
“Well that's what colonization is, it uses the rule Conquer and Divide”;
“And they have been using this since [they] got here”;
“Which we didn't really know that. We didn't know it was part of their philosophy, part of what
makes...What motivates them”;
“So all those things, we really didn't [know]”;
“At least I never did...and I imagine that in my Grandma and their time, it was probably even
more they don't know, really”;
“Except everything is hard to live. Everything they did was hard, difficult times.”
He then cycles between conscientization, resistance and transformative action:
“So when I was a young boy, I used to think that the traditional people needs to become
stronger”;
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“And they need to not give in to the colonizational people,”
“Or the priests or the nuns or anything”;
“I used to think that”;
“And I was just a little boy”;
“And that's what I used to worry about”;
“And then I used to also think that the traditional people should get together in our
reservation”;
“And try to raise money and buy a big land, a big farmland and another one next to it and
another one next to it, so that we would all be together in one area of the same reservation”;
“That’s what I used to think”;
“And that we would make a big barn, and we would have cows, beef cows, and milking cow, and
we would plant hayfields and corn and we would do all that kind, how to be self-sufficient”;
“And I was just a little boy”;
“That was my dream.”
Listening closely to Tom’s storying of his life, it becomes possible to discern the ways his
narrative unfolds to reveal Rotinonhsionni ways of conscientization, resistance, and
transformative action.

Reclaiming land & intergenerational Onkwehon:we Elder Praxis
Tom talks about becoming aware of the Mohawk Valley at the age of thirteen through his uncle
Tewa’en:note’s (Standing Arrow’s) teachings and oral practices, of the land reclamation
movement led by Tewa’en:note, all of which are part of a process of not only conscientization,
but also of a developing resistance to colonizing oppression that had forced his People from their
homeland, and a conscientization of the resistance movement through the transformative action
of land reclamation. Tom’s growing awareness of the Mohawk attempt to reclaim land in the
Valley and why they were attempting to return – that the Settler-Colonial system of colonization
and genocide had stripped them of their homelands – was shaped by the transformative action
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taken by his Elder and Uncle along with others, impacting the developing emergence of Tom’s
own Elder praxis, as a thirteen-year-old.
The way Tom talks about his process of waking up into consciousness is important to pay
attention to in re-theorizing resistance and transformation from Onkwehon:we ways of knowing,
and in theorizing Elder Praxis, as they are revealed through Tom’s storying. Tom’s
conscientization process spirals and circles around, through space and time, from Akwesasne to
the Mohawk Valley and from a young boy to an Elder now, and in his story he tells of becoming
awake to the presence of other places, histories, movements, and relationships of meaning and
significance: his conscientization is reflected in his own internal critical self-reflexivity and
coming to know through intergenerational relationship, praxis, and teachings; his resistance is
implicit in the fact that he is Kanien’keha:ka within a context of Settler-Colonialism, as well as
in the ways his own (and the impact of others’) traditional knowledge practices of perception like
dreaming, visioning, envisioning, and seeing are a part of resistance to colonizer epistemologies
and ways, as they are equally an Onkwehon:we living articulation of transformative action; and,
returning in the circle, they are a way of knowing-being that is part of an Onkwehon:we process
of conscientization.
Tom’s story sheds light on another critical dimension of Onkwehon:we knowledge systems –
collectivity, the resistance in collectivity, the collectivity in resistance, the ways it is
intergenerational, oral, and relational. Standing Arrow, one of Tom’s much-loved Elders,
translated for him and talked to him about the meanings of Iroquois teachings. Tom was learning
from “an expert,” as he puts is, a man who was a Mohawk orator and a leader. And he was also,
it must be noted, particularly in this discussion of oral-relational, intergenerational
Rotinonhsionni Praxis, the leader of the movement to reclaim the land in the Mohawk Valley in
the 1950s, guiding and nurturing Tom through his own praxis as an Elder.
Standing Arrow made an attempt at Mohawk re-presence-ing in the ancestral homeland, as he
nurtured a younger generation into presence, continuance, resurgence (as well as
conscientization, resistance, and transformative action). Did Standing Arrow know whether or
not he would be successful in reclaiming the land in the Mohawk Valley, in re-connecting the
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People to their lands and Ancestors? Even though his attempt was not “successful,” in that his
group was forced to leave the Valley again, in another sense the intergenerational praxis he
exercised in bringing up a younger generation, shown through what he did in shaping Tom into
who he would become, simply unfolded in another generation. It was successful within an
Onkwehon:we framework of longevity. He may not have known whether he would succeed in
making that stand or not, or he may have known that their stand would not be “successful” in
that moment. But he knew he must do it, he must take that step. And in nourishing the seed of
the coming generations, he was, in a Rotinonhsionni way of knowing, envisioning, and presenceing to the future generations, ensuring that eventually their land reclamation would be successful,
that they would return to the Mohawk Valley, that their ways would continue into the future:
“I was thirteen years old when a bunch of Mohawks came down here to reclaim that land about
eight miles from here, called Fort Hunter…that’s where they set camp up. I was thirteen years
old. And we were poor. We weren’t starving or destitute, but [we] couldn’t go places, it was out
of the question. We got no car, no tractor either….”
Amanda: “I didn't even know about that Fort Hunter.”
Tom: “You didn't? It was led by a man named Tewa’en:note (Standing Arrow) but that’s not
what it means, it means the Bow that Stands Up. He’s the one [who] led that over there. And he
was one of the main men that taught me, translated for me, explained to me a lot of the tradition,
and what it really means and everything. And he was such an expert at it, he had a talent how to
do that.
“So when I was thirteen, that’s when I first heard that we came from another place other than
Akwesasne and times before. Until thirteen when they came here, did I start to hear about here
[Kanatsiohareke], and this is where we came from, before we went to Akwesasne or Kahnawake.
So that’s when I start to know things a little bit, in terms of the world…globally thinking…I was
too young to come over here…and we were too poor anyway, because we didn’t have a father in
my family, so we had to struggle just to live…I mean we couldn’t do anything that was extra,
even to make trips, we couldn’t really do that.
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“So I started hearing about the Mohawk Valley, and then I began to start asking questions too.
Before that I didn’t really know what that was about, I was too young to ask questions. So then
from there it came in my head, I was still a young guy, I was maybe seventeen, eighteen, or
nineteen years old.
“And then I used to have dreams about coming back to the Mohawk Valley where our ancestral
land is – and [in those dreams] we would take all the traditional people, that really believes in
tradition -- that way we’ll separate, go back home, just the traditional Longhouse people so we
won’t have to be made fun of anymore by our relatives who are Christians. Not that I despised
them, but I just thought that it would be more…advantageous for peace, to be here…us…if we
separated. So they’ll be happy with their Christian[ity] and we’ll be happy with our tradition.
And so we don’t have to argue and fight and make fun of each other. I used to start thinking that.
“But when I started to come of that age, to think about that….I really started thinking like that
around 1966, ‘67, ‘68, ‘69, ‘70. I was still thinking like that. But I could never find anybody who
was interested. They were interested only to hear about it, but they were not near anywheres
close to making a commitment to actually become part of a group that would move back here
and resettle here and reclaim the land. And to continue what my cousin and them did over here in
‘57. But they lasted only about a year, I think it was, I never did the research on it.”
Each act of awareness, each moment of waking up, is inherently and simultaneously an act of
resistance. Becoming conscious as an Indigenous person is implicitly about resistance – there is
no consciousness as Onkwehon:we without resistance…the issue is in the how of resistance.
Resistance has been defined by the West, in ways that cannot explain nor fully comprehend
Onkwehon:we Resistance, the perspectives, experiences, relationships, intimacies, and
longevities that surge from deep within the heart of the Land. An Onkwehon:we reconceptualization of Resistance is about survivance, resurgence, continuance, coherence,
consciousness, love, and a core knowledge of being…in place, in places, from within Indigenous
ways of knowing – the Settler-Colonial must be replaced from a stolen, falsely constructed
center to periphery, outermost periphery, while the enduring presence of Indigenous knowledge
ways and relations become critically re-placed back in the center once again, restoring their
place, restoring thinking into balance.
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Tom’s conscientization and resistance are simultaneous with his emerging transformative action
and praxis, as an Elder, though only thirteen years of age – once again, the emphasis being on
process. For Onkwehon:we, transformative action includes the ways Tom talks about visioning,
envisioning, dreaming, imagining, and re-imagining. Through these oral intergenerational
relationalities, practices, and praxes – the presence-ing of Ancestors, coming generations, and
generations of relations – Tom’s emergent Elder Praxis was being nourished, guided, and
connected across the interstitial synapses of time and space.

Elder Praxis & re-emergence
The development of Tom’s praxis, situated within the cycling of intergenerational Elder Praxis
by which he was being shaped into Rotinonhsionni leadership capacity, reaches into the hearts of
his Iroquois people, touching them, moving them, and impacting their futures. We return to
Tom’s storying on the time he has spent with this community of Oneidas [the Oneida Settlement
outside London, Ontario], as one example, to think about the ways in which conscientization,
resistance, and transformative action become engaged within a Haudenosaunee relational praxis
that is Elder-centered and Elder-mediated. This Oneida community is a living response to the
process of Tom’s walk as an Elder, speaker, and leader. The relationship that unfolds with them
– and the way it unfolds – is the outcome and process through which Tom has emerged and
within which he continues its practice, carrying it to others. Tom, and all those Ancestors and
relatives who helped guide and shape him into who he became, along with the Oneidas’ own
relatives and Ancestors, bring renewal to the People:
“They said, ‘He teaches us all the time, things that we [are] supposed to know…things that we
have forgotten…or things that [are] just vaguely remembered, in Elder people. And then when he
says it, it sparks and the memory come back, and then we want to embrace it’. They says, ‘That’s
why we like it when you come here. You make us feel like living again…And like we…like we
really can DO it.’ So it’s a feeling that goes on, I guess. And sometime we cry about it. And we
laugh about it. And those are feelings that is needed. And mostly it’s the things that I’ve
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encountered since I was a kid. Sometime not understanding, and then sometime being very sad
about it…” [emphasis added].
Resistance is embedded within the collective reality and context of being Onkwehon:we, held
and known within one’s own and intergenerational memory. In Tom’s storying of interaction,
exchange, and relationship with these Oneidas, he reveals how conscientization, resistance, and
transformative action are woven together, embedded in the relational experience of being guided
by one of their Elders. The people remember, individually and collectively. They acknowledge
that they may have forgotten, individually and/or collectively, but that there is a way back home
that becomes possible when their Elder speaks to them, shares with them, enacting his spiritual
gifts, his medicine, with them. Always mindful of creating bridges, connections across
boundaries, Tom is quick to recognize that he too has been impacted by colonization, even as an
Elder, in ways that forced him to change his ways of knowing and tried to get him to change who
he was. He is unashamed to acknowledge that, even though growing up steeped within the
language and teachings, it has been a constant and lifelong process to shed an imposed,
hegemonic worldview and return to himself and to the knowledge of his Haudenosaunee People.
With Tom, the process of learning and teaching (Onkwehon:we Elder pedagogy) is nonhierarchical and emerges from within his lived experience: it is a collective oral-relational
process, an emotional, intellectual, and spiritual process, guided and mediated by Elders.
Tom’s story about his interaction with the Oneidas is a powerful story of coming to life again
through relationship and the lived, living praxis of an Elder – and it is so typical of Tom’s
relationships with people. The interaction with embodied Elder Praxis locates and re-news those
“pathways that are positive and offer genuine opportunities for the transformation of our crisis
circumstances” (G. Smith, 2000b, p. 213) through the real, reciprocal, humble connections that
become possible in relationship and exchange with an Onkwehon:we Elder. It is fundamentally a
Rotinonhsionni-Onkwehon:we “intervention strategy” (G. Smith, 2000a, p. 68), this
intergenerational, oral-relational interaction and exchange guided by an Elder. And, embedded as
it is within the language and cultural ways of being, it works – real, transformative change
becomes possible and accessible for the People:
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“And then when he says it,
it sparks;
and the memory come[s] back;
and then we want to embrace it;
That’s why we like it when you come here. You make us feel like living again…
and like we…like we really can DO it;
So it’s a feeling that goes on I guess;
And sometime we cry about it;
And we laugh about it;
And those are feelings that is needed.”
The possibility for healing and transformation is recognized by the People and brought to life in
the reciprocal exchange of gifts of Spirit, which are at the center of these relationships of reconnection, healing, memory, and return. They are instantiated here by wampum and eagle
feather, a returning to life, gifts and exchanges of connection through protocols that recognize
the generosity and power of words, the necessity of relationship, the life in the teachings.
Traditional practices honor Elders for their generosity and effort in sharing their thoughts, by
recognizing the relationship and the gifts Elders have offered, the gift of their words.
Tom and this community of Oneidas have established a relationship around knowledge and
teachings and generosity – relations of Indigenous knowledge:
“He teaches us all the time, things that we [are] supposed to know…things that we have
forgotten…or things that [are] just vaguely remembered, in Elder people.” To which Tom
reciprocates, “Did you see that gift that they just give me, the Oneidas? See that’s one place,
Oneida reservation, they just can’t stop inviting me there. And they really take care of me there
too.”
While it is acknowledged the ways that oral intergenerational processes of memory and
knowledge have been disrupted (a process of both conscientization and resistance
simultaneously), they recognize the restorative power of Tom’s oratory, his medicine and
spiritual gift, his role in bringing them back to life and helping to restore their memory,
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knowledge, and pride. Throughout this relational exchange, learners deepen an embrace of their
return to collective memory, story, and knowledge, which are the sparks of transformative
action. It is critical to note the ways that within this exchange, both Tom and these learners feel
valued, invigorated, cared for, nurtured, and sustained by their relationship – there is something
healing and powerful in deepening Onkwehon:we relationship to and within knowledge, Elder
Praxis, and the generations.
These expressions of the community who participates with Tom in restoring themselves back to
wholeness are statements of conscientization, resistance, and transformation, about Self and their
People in relationship to knowledge, knowing, memory, and about responsibility to their
People’s knowledge legacy. Their conscientization recognizes that there are things they should
know but don’t – Indigenous conscientization is engaging with what we no longer know or hold,
and why, the experience of colonization, the root of all Forgetting – and it is a waking up to what
we know and experience, the continuities within and beyond the disturbance that is colonization.
At the same time that a process of conscientization unfolds, resistance, its twin energy, emerges,
with the recognition of not only what is still known and held, the need to protect and hang onto
these things, but also the awareness of not knowing, of forgetting, and of reclaiming, restoring,
renewing. Consciousness about Forgetting can nourish resistance and conscientization and, if
guided in careful ways, it awakens transformative action. For Indigenous people, Memory is a
process of conscientization and resistance, while conscientization and resistance are also
processes of Memory.
Memory is not only about conscientization and resistance – it can also be a powerful awakening
of transformative action for Onkwehon:we, as these Oneidas talk about with Tom:
“And then when he says it, it [the memory] sparks…” (through Tom, in them, individually and
as a People);
“…and the memory come back…” (individual-collective intergenerational memory). This is an
act of memory in the conventional sense (memory returning), and can also be heard as Memory,
an energy, Spirit, returning to her People, an awakening of consciousness. Any act of Indigenous
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consciousness is an act of Indigenous resistance, as coming back to oneself and one’s People into
cultural coherence is an act of resistance;
Memory and remembering are transformative, even when the remembering and forgetting is
painful, the transformational power of these energies and relationships, expressed as:
“…and then we want to embrace it” (individually and as a People);
“You make us feel like living again” (through Tom’s words, in them, individually and as a
People);
“and…like we really can DO it” (individually and as a People). It becomes possible.
Spaces and opportunities for transformative action are co-constructed, relationally,
intergenerationally, orally, because of the intervention of a Haudenosaunee Elder:
“So it’s a feeling that goes on I guess. And sometime we cry about it. And we laugh about it. And
those are feelings that is needed” (through Tom, in them, individually and as a People). The
ability to feel again, and to feel again collectively;
“And mostly it’s the things that I’ve encountered since I was a kid” (Tom’s Elder Praxis allows
him to share his understandings and experience, through his spiritual gift of voice and orality, his
own praxis having been nurtured by traditional oral, intergenerational practice, and at the same
time, having encountered oppression, attempting to understand how to deal with it and become
whole again. In hearing that Tom has had to go through these things, it makes it “comforting,” as
Iontaiewas says, that this beloved Elder has gone through these same things and had to deal with
them too, shifting our perception, making transformation seem possible);
“Sometime[s] not understanding, and then sometime[s] being very sad about it…” (I would
offer that conscientization, resistance, and healing from oppression and colonization are also part
of an Indigenous process of transformative action).
The words of these Oneidas, in remembering Tom’s impact, give voice to and re-imagine the
kind of transformative action that moves the People from loss and forgetting into memory and
renewal, as their connection to ancestral knowledge and experience becomes accessible through
the processes of Haudenosaunee oral-relational interaction and exchange, relationships mediated
through Tom and his Praxis as an Elder.
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Un-mapping Onkwehon:we “resistance”
“It is true that scholars have taken on the task of considering Native literatures within a
postcolonial context and this, in and of itself, has been heartening, but most of us don’t live in
the university, and I can only imagine that the majority of Native people would be more amused
by the gymnastics of theoretical language – hegemony and subalternity, indeed – than
impressed” (Thomas King, 2003, p. 114-5).
How is resistance defined? We must define and theorize the meaning of “Resistance” outside of
Western ways of knowing: Relationship is Resistance, Coherence is Resistance, Continuance is
Resistance, Survivance is Resistance, Resurgence is Resistance. Onkwehon:we movements of
Relationship, Coherence, Continuance, Survivance and Resurgence are inherently about
Resistance – without putting the Colonizer at the center. Centering Onkwehon:we
epistemologies, knowings, and practices within Onkwehon:we spaces without making the
colonizer vital, is Resistance – it is a decolonizing of Decolonizing.
Un-mapping Onkwehon:we Resistance means taking it off a Western epistemological map. An
Onkwehon:we re-theorization of resistance is different not only in the flows and relational reconfigurations of resistance, but also in its makeup, the meaning and significance of its elements.
Re-mapping Onkwehon:we Resistance and Transformational Praxis includes not only the notions
of Conscientization, Resistance, and Transformative Action, but also engages Onkwehon:we
relationalities and interactions between individual and collective; the simultaneous engagement
of multiple planes, spaces, energies; the human and other-than-human worlds; Spirit, spiritual
gifts, connections of spirit and spirit-mediated interaction with the human world;
intergenerational connections to relatives; acknowledgement, recognition, and re-invigoration of
engaged relationship with Ancestors and ancestral presence-ing; acknowledgement, recognition,
and re-invigoration of engaged relationship with future generations; the reciprocity of
intergenerational interaction and exchange, traditional ways of knowing-being, and ethical
knowledge systems; the reciprocity of a seventh generational consciousness.
Smith’s theorization of these “intervention elements” for “multiply formed resistance strategies”
(G. Smith, 2003, p. 15) can be used to think about the praxis of Indigenous Elders. Elders are our
multiply formed Onkwehon:we resistance strategies, our intervention elements – they embody
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them, they live them, they activate them, mediating them for others, creating space for others’
own individual-collective processes of Onkwehon:we Conscientization-ResistanceTransformative Action, supported by these intergenerational flows of past-present-future. At the
same time, they are themselves living their own cycles of Conscientization-ResistanceTransformative Action – and although of course they are not talking about them in this way, they
are indeed “theorizing” from within their own Indigenous language and/or through their own
cultural ways of knowing – and the ways they have found to live these inform and construct their
own particular praxis from within their own embodied cultural and intergenerational
epistemologies and oral ways of knowing.
Elders embody Onkwehon:we intervention and imagination as processes and practices of
transformative resurgence. They have embodied “resistance” all along because of their ways of
living, ways of knowing, and ways of being, keeping alive their People’s knowledge systems,
worldviews, philosophies, and ethics. I think it may be time to start thinking beyond Resistance,
to lean into Transformative Resurgence and what that could look like, to emerge into newer
formations of ancient, ancestral interventions and innovations. Of course, Resistance will always
be present within Resurgence, but perhaps re-structuring our thinking around Resurgence
removes the centrality of the Colonizer in our own thinking and imagining. By looking more
closely at Tom’s lived practice as a Mohawk Elder and Knowledge Keeper, by listening more
closely to the ways he does what he does, in terms of the “preservation of who we are as a
Mohawk people, Iroquois people,” and the impact that spending time around Tom has on people,
we can begin to perceive the energy that forms Onkwehon:we Elder epistemologies and
philosophies. The ways Tom lives his life, as embodied oral relationships, renews, re-establishes
and reveals a link to ancestral praxis, a praxis and relationship (a Relational Praxis) that informs
the unfolding of his own practice of the everyday.
These understandings are critical if we are to perceive and act in time, while our Elders are here
among us, the ways they embody Indigenous ways of knowing and being, ethical action. To think
in this way means a shift in our approach, considering, identifying, deliberating on, discerning,
restoring and renewing “new” (though of course also ancient) Onkwehon:we ‘formations of
intervention’ as Graham Smith (2000a; 2000b; 2003) puts it – an internal self- and collective-
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soul-searching reflexivity that comprehends again the significance of time-honored practices,
protocols, pedagogies and relationships of longevity, having to do with the centrality of
Onkwehon:we Elders. It is time now because there is no time left – in these times particularly,
this is quickly becoming more of a necessity than we have yet begun to fully imagine.
Resistance will always be inherent within Onkwehon:we existence – Onkwehon:we existence is
an instantiation of Resistance. The very fact of existence as Onkwehon:we within a context of
Settler-Colonialism holds Resistance within it. But (and) we need to start thinking ancestrally,
transformationally, to the ancient and oral, relational and spiritual ways that form the center of
Indigenous coherence, an orientation within the directions and cyclical movements through time
and space that will form the center of our Resurgence. This center is our Onkwehon:we
Ancestors, Spirit Beings, future generations, and Elders – and our umbilical link to them.
Onkwehon:we conscientization, resistance, and transformative action happen through
relationality to the energies, powers, spirit, and oral ways of knowing of Ancestors, Elders, the
relatives of the natural world, generations, ceremony, story, language. Onkwehon:we Elders
wake their People up to these ethical knowledge relations through their generosity, the sharing of
their knowledge, their ways of being that spark in us the awakened perception that is it time to
pay attention. They reflect new formations of ancestral intervention. In re-theorizing from within
Onkwehon:we centers and standpoints, priorities and practice, we re-awaken to the critical
importance and relevance of traditional practice and knowledge….and, in re-awakening, we can
begin to re-engage it in ways that will lead to possibilities and spaces of Resurgence, which will
be coherent and orienting because they will be mediated by the perception, envisioning,
dreaming, oralicy,30 and storying of Onkwehon:we Elders, imagining and re-imagining their
People into the future.
Relational ways of knowing-being that determine your future
In oral Haudenosaunee ways, knowledge and knowing are understood relationally, as they are
carried relationally, that is, within relationships (of the human and other-than-human worlds).
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Oral literacy (Krebs & Holmes, unpublished communications)
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When they are forgotten or lost, they are mourned as a relative. It is through relations that
knowledge has been carried before and when the knowledge and its relations return and are
remembered, they are celebrated and embraced. From within their relationship with Tom –
because of his praxis of presence-ing, in relationship with knowledge and knowing, memory
returning -- relations who carried that knowledge with them in their language and ways of being
come back to life and the generations are re-invigorated, return to themselves, to meaning and to
feeling, to action.
Through his gifts, his processes of consciousness and of “tapping into the life force” or
“mystery” (Ermine, 1995, p. 104), Tom wakes up not only knowledge and memory – he wakes
up generations that people thought were gone, inaccessible, fallen just beyond people’s reach. He
is able to spark things considered unreachable – even for a people whose oral processes are still
here – and in the feeling of these is the sense of that re-awakening and re-connecting among the
generations. Past-present-future come into being, are ignited, in the now. This is the power of
Elder ways of knowing-being, a praxis of presence-ing. A strong link of connection between
knowledge, relationships, and healing, of restoring everything to the natural order within a
Haudenosaunee worldview, are enacted through Tom’s medicine, his spiritual gift, the power of
renewing relations through the healing of generations and ways of knowing – of all that is
meaningful. This is done through story and relationship.
Tom’s practice of presence-ing is always invigorated by the way he shares his own story with
people, his own weaknesses and struggles and feelings of failure – not to be stuck in a place of
victimhood, but to bolster his people, to give them heart, to let them know that he too has “been
there,” and that it is a place from which each of us can escape. He lets people know that he is
human, with all the same human failings as everyone else…and that it is possible to go through
and beyond our weaknesses, to be who the Creator wants us and plans for us to be. He talks
about some of these feelings that come up for him in relation to memory, loss, and knowledge,
the feeling he had when he was younger of not knowing whether his life would be worthwhile
(which he discusses a bit further on), and the relationships within knowledge that can carry
shame, anger, sadness in losing touch with them, as well as the spark of life and beauty and deep
joy when these relationships are kindled once again.
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Tom talks about his concerns when he was a young boy – and the ways these were related to the
discerning practice of the old people who surrounded him, who perceived his emergent gifts,
who saw who he was, and who consciously and deliberately chose to nurture, develop and
sustain these into maturity, into the human being Tom would become. But this is no linear or
guaranteed process – it unfolds within humanness, and is thus subject to the unpredictability of
human weakness. Tom talks about his feelings of uncertainty, of worry and doubt, his feelings of
insecurity at being an Indian in a surrounding and hostile Settler-Colonial world, and because of
the absence of his father. He talks about the strong feelings of loss and shame, memory and
forgetting, as something he experienced as a child in relation to his father, who left his family
when they were all young, and how much he hated him for leaving.
The ways that knowledge and relations are known within Kanien’keha make even clearer Tom’s
struggles around these losses as a child: Rake’niha (father) translates as “he loaned me the
power of life” and Rakenonha’a (uncle) means ‘he that takes care of me.’ From a traditional
Mohawk perspective, the father has to do with life and living, with power, while the uncles have
to do with taking care of the way children will grow into adults, and these two important
relationships are connected to what kind of life you will have in relation to knowing how to live.
Particularly because Tom knew the meaning and significance of these relationships from within
Kanien’keha and its teachings, he was concerned about himself, understanding deeply that who
surrounded you and “touched your nerves, touched your mind, as you grew” help determine who
you become:
“And mostly it’s the things that I’ve encountered since I was a kid. Sometime not understanding,
and then sometime being very sad about it…like with my father, I used to hate my father, I was
gonna kill him when I grew up, I mean really, really strong feelings. So, as you’re growing,
anything is possible. You can become a murderer, or a rapist, or you can become something
really nice, and it all depends who touched your nerves, who touched your mind, as you grew.
And it reminds me, my life, of something like those [pinball machines]…when you go to…an
amusement place, it goes like this the board, and there’s a steel ball in there, and you pull
that…it’s got a spring on it and it hits that ball, and it goes up and it comes down like this, and
you try to make it not hit or hit the big numbers, and it adds your scores…or sometimes you
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don’t hardly get nothin’ and it misses everything and it goes in the gutter. Well, that’s how I felt,
when I was young growing up, I was like that ball. I didn’t know what’s gonna happen. I don’t
know if it was gonna be worthwhile, my life, or will I always miss the opportunities that people
had. Maybe it’s just ‘cuz I’m an Indian, maybe not. I don’t know. But it was just like that steel
ball. You don’t know what it’s gonna do.”
As much as Tom carries his spiritual gifts, and grew up surrounded by the old people and
leaders, traditional ways and medicine, he acknowledges that there is no direct, linear process, no
certainty or guarantee of actualizing one’s path and restoring everything to the natural order of
peace within traditional Haudenosaunee worldviews and teachings, particularly because of the
context of Settler-Colonialism, the macro- and micro- fractures and violences it creates in the
everyday, externally and internally. For Tom, the spiritual strength and relationships of his
Haudenosaunee universe carried him through the “pinball machine” world and kept him from
“miss[ing] everything and go[ing] in the gutter.” Tom’s story recalls the unknown quality of our
life’s journey, and the necessity of moving toward our purpose. As Vine Deloria notes,
“Everything must become what it was intended to be. Yet we do not know the outcome of
anything that we undertake. Therefore we need balancing to ensure that we are devoting the
proper respect and energy to our own integrity and the integrity of the social groups with whom
we are related….” [emphasis added] (Deloria, 1999, p. 154).
Tom returns frequently to the idea of a “plan” for how his life has unfolded – he reiterates that it
was a plan not of his own design or making, but the Creator’s: “There is a plan and there is a
design, but it's not mine.” This is an important and ongoing awareness, the way Tom understands
the meaning of his life within a much deeper significance; and, even though he does not know
where it is leading, he follows it, aligning his life’s walk within traditional Haudenosaunee ways
of knowing-being. These are critical patterns of traditional Haudenosaunee philosophy and
practice, the perception that helps to discern the correct path to go down, your own particular
path set out by the Creator for your life, and the way to walk what is being unfolded in front of
you. He talks about how, when you follow your path, you notice synergies and patterns within
the generations – you become able to perceive your own path and life’s walk within an emergent
intergenerational pattern, as in Tom’s realization that, “And here Great Great Grandpa was doing
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that before, and now I’m doin it. And there was no…plan or schedule for us to be doing the same
thing.”
Tom’s decisions to follow Spirit, to go where he is being guided by the Creator have meant
living a life that has not been easy – he has lived a life of personal sacrifice and hardship. These
are not “romantic” versions about what it means to live a life in service to his People, the
hardships and struggles he and his family have endured because of it. They are real, and have
been – continue to be – lived. This is a foundational orienting principle of Elder Praxis – that in
living a life where the survival and continuance of the People is intrinsically braided together
with the life of the family and individual, Elders share their lives with their People (and often
many other Onkwehon:we and non-Native peoples as well). As Leon Shenandoah says of this
from the heart of Haudenosaunee knowledge ways, “Your mission is always for the good of
people. If it doesn’t benefit human beings and the Creation, then it’s not from the Creator…Your
path is for your good, and your mission is for the welfare of others” (L. Shenandoah in Wall,
2001, p. 3).
Even when Tom was not personally invested in or committed to doing certain things, as when he
felt that the time had passed when he wanted to make a move of Return to the Mohawk Valley,
through his praxis as an Elder he maintained a greater vision of the future and the persistence of
his People, how that would unfold, and what it would mean if their Return succeeded or failed.
This vision was a spiritual practice of commitment to following a plan for himself that was not of
his own making or choosing, and certainly would prove far more difficult for him personally in
walking it, but was for the good of the People and Creation. Again, Leon Shenandoah’s words
echo and reverberate clearly: “You know you’re on your path because…it’s like being contented
or comfortable. That doesn’t mean you just sit around. It’s the opposite. You know what you’re
supposed to be doing and you’re doing it. You’re busy about your divine work. We all have
things we are to be doing for the Creator and creation. Being on your path means you’re about
that work” (L. Shenandoah in Wall, 2001, p. 9).
In leaving to re-establish Mohawk presence in the Mohawk Valley after some 200 years, Tom
put his own future and comfort in the balance, having taken an enormous risk at a time in his life
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when he was not as strong as he wanted to be in risking such a monumental undertaking. He was
not in good health after his heart attack, which meant that the Grand Council of the Confederacy
had relieved him of his duties, and with the civil war at Akwesasne, he was ready to just “be in a
rocking chair and get old, nobody bother me no more.”

Oral intergenerational practice, the White Roots of Peace & emergent Elder Praxis
“Both [the White Roots of Peace and Akwesasne Notes] have shaped the Iroquois polity and
Indian movements nationwide” (L. Hauptman, 1986, p. 223-4).
Tom reflects on the processes at work that would shape him into who he would become. He
recognizes the movement that found form in the White Roots of Peace, which he began
travelling with as a young man in his early 20s, as crucial in his development. This experience
was formative for him, giving him exposure to other Indian communities, their Elders and
Knowledge Keepers, activists, thinking, and ways, their struggles and responses. This journey
has continued throughout his life, travelling, talking to people, creating enduring relationships
with Native (and non-Native) people from all directions. He also recognizes the White Roots of
Peace as being critical to the American Indian resurgence that was being re-ignited in new ways
during the 1960s and 1970s.
His experience with the White Roots of Peace helped to develop what was becoming his Praxis
as an Elder, even as a young man. He was taking the experiences of his childhood and youth, the
ways he had been profoundly developed, shaped, nurtured by his own Elders, and walking with
them, carrying them and their praxis along with him into newly formative contexts where his
teachings, perception, vision, spiritual gifts and awareness, knowledge of the language and old
ways -- his consciousness as a young Rotinonhsionni man -- were drawn upon and found a space
to become useful for the benefit and survival of Indigenous Peoples.
The White Roots of Peace was not a momentary development – it was, in effect, the outcome of
generations of Elder Praxis and consciousness, the embodiment of ancestral narrative memory
that found its emergence in the movement and conscientization that became the White Roots of
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Peace. Those roots continue to grow deep within the earth into the four directions, as the praxis
of generations of Elders continues to touch present and future generations of the People.
About it, Tom says, “But more important than Kanatsiohareke by far, is the White Roots of
Peace. That was the one that…revolutionized the…stagnation of Indian North America, when it
was stagnated and almost going towards extinction. White Roots of Peace is the one that really
turned the damn thing around….”
Ionataiewas: “It’s like preparing the field before you plant.”
Tom: “Really. Because they still talk about that…at Umatilla, Rosebud, Navajo, Hopi, Zuni,
wherever [White Roots of Peace] went, those old people still ask about it, the ones that’s
left…many have died though. And even the older people have told their young grandchildren,
and if you say ‘White Roots of Peace,’ they say, ‘Oh that’s what my Grandpa used to tell us
about.’ So it had an impact like you wouldn’t believe. But it’s almost like, like it had a big big
impact, but you would never know it, because it’s not on the front page, it’s not on the
commercials…It was real, but it was never…like if you say, Statue of Liberty, everybody in the
world knows -- but [White Roots of Peace] [had] more impact, but it’s not like Statue of Liberty.
Unless you’re in a certain circle.”
He talks about how the White Roots of Peace began:
“…They called it the Omnibus Bill that [the President] wanted to pass through Congress. And
had that gone through, it would’ve terminated all the Indian reservations in every state of the
United States. And it had already gone into effect, because it terminated the Menominees in
Wisconsin. Completely. And Ada Deer spent twenty years to reverse that, and she was able, after
twenty years, and the one who signed it to get it back was Richard Nixon. To help her unterminate it.
“I don’t know if there was other reservations that was terminated. But that’s how come we
started to travel, the Mohawks and Senecas and Onondagas, the Six Nations, to go to every big
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reservation in the whole United States to warn them about the Omnibus Bill. And not to be
signing, agreeing to things, unless they completely, thoroughly understand its origin. Because
Omnibus we was told means it’s hidden, camouflaged, so the full intent of it is hidden in legal
languages so that you can’t tell that it’s bad for you. But once you sign it, you have terminated
yourself. And that’s why we started travelling. That was the reason that we called it the Unity
Caravan, that was before the White Roots of Peace. And we used to have cars, of six to ten to
twenty cars, because different Nations would join us as we go west. Lakota Country, Montana,
Navajos, Hopi, California tribes, Washington, Oregon, everywheres we went. To warn
people…to be careful of that…
“So that’s why we travel all over the country, that pre-dated everything, but it was spurred on
because of the Omnibus bill, because we didn’t want all the Indians to wake up with no
reservation. And I forgot how we knew about it, how did we get the word, because we had
somebody in Washington who leaked it out to us, way ahead of time…well, it wasn’t even ahead
of time, but it was before anybody else knew…because it already affected the Menominee, it
terminated them, and they had the most valuable timber lands, virgin timber lands, left. And
that’s what they wanted, that’s why they terminate them. And other lands that had valuable
resources.
“So then it turned in to the Unity Caravan, which became a cultural, spiritual movement.
Because when we travelled we noticed that a lot of Indians don’t have ceremony anymore and
most of the population don’t identify, something like what where we live….but at least we had
it…still going. But over there, some of them, it’s been fifty years or a hundred years since they
had a ceremony. So we seen that need. That’s why…the White Roots of Peace formed, for that
specific reason. And they did a fantastic, miraculous job, with the resources that they had and the
few people that we were, was able to do a fantastically awesome job, really. And it woke up and
it reversed the assimilation program, into regaining who they were, and their identities. It’s still
going up till now. A lot of people forgot what ignited it.
“There’s people out west that still talks about it…And then the White Roots of Peace went to all
the major universities and they had programs and workshops there, because at that time there

232

was a push to get Indians educated, and so that’s why we identified universities where we will
see young Indians that are trying to be White. And that’s where it affected them. And changed
their opinion, or their goals of education. So that group was really way ahead of its time, WAY
ahead of its time…”
Amanda: “How long were you [with the White Roots of Peace]?”
Tom: “From the beginning to the end. Well, it started I think in ’68, the White Roots of Peace,
probably until ’85. Because at the last part, I went by myself, I continued the White Roots of
Peace but on my own, just by myself…So they used to fly me out to do things in California and
Oklahoma and all over the place. And I did that for seven, eight [years]…Well I’m still doing it.”
Amanda: “And do you think of it as like the White Roots of Peace work?”
Tom: “No, not anymore. But that was the era that that was. But the official group is not anymore.
And even when I went on my own I didn’t call it White Roots of Peace. But it was a continuation
of the same message.”
As part of his earlier travels with the White Roots of Peace when Tom was in his twenties, the
group went to the State Education Building in Albany where the wampum belts of the Iroquois
Confederacy were being held hostage in the basement. Something happened to him there that
holds profound meaning for him in his knowledge and growth as a person, within the oral
intergenerational process. At the State Education Building in Albany, he saw an enormous
painting hanging on the wall depicting the Constitutional Convention in Albany. Under the
painting, it read 1754:
“That’s why I wanna go there to that building, ‘cuz it’s there yet. It’s there. And what I’m talking
about, they used to house the wampum belts in a cellar in a vault, at that education building. And
the reason I remember it so distinctly, is ‘cuz he took us to the 2 nd or 3rd floor of that building,
and there was a great big mural on the wall…like about twelve foot…the whole wall…of a
meeting between the Iroquois and Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin and at the bottom of
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this big mural…it started to ring bells in my head when I looked at that picture, about what
Grandpa Bero’s talking about. ‘That’s what he’s talkin’ about!’ And it REALLY ringed the bell
when I looked at the bottom and in gold writing: ‘1754.’ From after we seen that picture, the
light went on for me, it really, I mean, it was really an emotional thing for me at that time.”
He remembered what his Grandfather had told him when he was growing up as a boy:
“’Your Great Great Great Grandfather, he used to say, went to the meeting [in] 1754. And the
way he says [it], he says ‘sebenteen pifty pour,’ that’s how he calls it…and I used to say it like
that too ‘cuz that’s all I heard, so I thought that’s the way you say it and I didn’t realize that
he…a lot of the old Mohawks talk like that, it’s not really the proper English. So later I found
out, I change it, I try to say it the way English says it. But it’s still in my head, the way Grandpa
used to say it. And he said…he’s the one, your, our Great Great Grandpa. And I never knew
whether that has any authenticity to it, because he used to tell lots of things, and we never know
if it’s true or not true…Because the reason I’m talking about this is because…I never really knew
if it was true, what Grandpa Bero was sayin’, about these Great Great Grandfathers.”
Tom at last had confirmation that what his Grandfather knew was true – the accounts that had
been passed on through oral literacies across the generations were true, histories that the
ideological brainwashing of Settler-Colonial schooling had suppressed and de-legitimated, that
caused him to doubt his own Rotinonhsionni oral history. And yet even though he knows now
that they are indeed true, he articulates how devastating the Colonizer’s impact on these
relationships has been: “…the hardest thing of it is…is that Grandpa Bero is dead. He died about
thirty-five years ago. And there are things that he taught and talked about that now have come to
light and understanding. And he didn’t know that because he was not in that time yet where…He
didn’t know” (Porter, 2008, p. 37). People, generations, have passed without being able to make
the connections between the generations as Onkwehon:we oral intergenerational relationships of
knowledge production, exchange, and transmission require – they have been ravaged by the
colonialist project. Mi’kmaw scholar Marie Battiste (2009, 2011) speaks directly to this issue,
asserting that,
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“Where forced English assimilative education has disrupted the knowledge systems and
social systems, many nations have lost or have had eroded their Indigenous knowledge
systems, language usage and functions, knowledge and skills, beliefs and customs,
resulting in many youth and communities having lost their connections with relatives,
ancestors, and teachings. This has contributed to the youth losing learning opportunities
and knowledge based within Indigenous elders’ and community teachings that might help
them stay connected with their cultural ancestry and with their spiritual roots that have
guided their peoples…” (Battiste, 2011, p. xviii).
Recalling this, he says, “That’s where I realized how sorry I was to never believe what they said,
the old people. ‘Cuz I never believed them. It’s one thing I never believed. Because the schools
always told us – it’s undocumented and it’s just only tinkerbell stories. It’s not true. So, even
though one shouldn’t believe something like that, we were just kids. So it went in [our minds]
and we start to believe it -- and we know we’re not supposed to, but that’s how powerful it is, it
takes over.”
But even with the Eurocentric ideological and discursive brainwashing, Tom came to understand
that what his Grandpa had told him was part of the real Rotinonhsionni history – that there was a
meeting in Albany in 1754 (the Albany Congress), where the Iroquois Chiefs addressed new
‘American’ colonial leaders like Benjamin Franklin to discuss how the government of the
Confederacy worked, helping them form an alliance for their new nation, using principles and
symbols from the Haudenosaunee Great Law (which became the Albany Plan of Union put
forward by Benjamin Franklin). Through this story, Tom emphasizes that oral intergenerational
and relational passing of knowledge through collective narrative memory can be seen as
continuous in the ways that his Grandfather passed this knowledge on to him, knowledge that
had been held through each generation since 1754. It is important to note how collective
narrative memory takes into account foreign worldviews, remembered in a foreign tongue – his
Grandfather conveyed ‘sebenteen pifty pour’ as part of this narrative, though the concept of
‘1754’ is a Western epistemological framework and way of marking time.
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Tom is articulating his developing awareness as a young man, thinking about the oral
intergenerational, relational process, the stories he heard from his Grandpa Bero about his Great
Great Great Grandfathers, leaders and speakers, who were meeting with and instructing the new
leaders of the colonies about how to form a government of their own based on Iroquois
democratic values and teachings (Grinde, 1977, 1992; Grinde & Johansen, 1991; Johansen,
1982, 1998; Johansen & Grinde, 1990; Lyons, 2008; Lyons, Mohawk, Deloria, Hauptman,
Berman, Grinde…Venables, 1992). He is also articulating the devastating impact of SettlerColonial schooling and cognitive imperialism (Battiste, 2000; Mohawk, 2001; Newcomb, 2008)
that Marie Battiste asserts is impossible to escape in Western education: “As an imaginative and
institutional context, [Eurocentrism] is the dominant consciousness of formal education and all
students have been marinated in it” (Battiste, 2011, p. xviii). Although Tom was raised within a
traditional oral Rotinonhsionni process, growing up hearing the stories of his genealogy of
leadership from his Grandfather, he says he never truly believed them, thinking they were “just
only tinkerbell stories” because they were totally dismissed by White teachers and schooling,
textbooks and society. As a young man with White Roots of Peace, when he actually saw the
physical evidence in the form of a huge mural on the walls of one of their own buildings
depicting that same meeting in 1754 between the Iroquois leaders (his own Grandfathers) and
Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and others, it moved him deeply. He realized the truth of
the stories he had grown up within, and he realized his mistake in the ways he had held onto
doubts inside himself about their meaning and truth, about not believing his old people.
Reflecting on this now, almost fifty years later, he walks into the continuities and connections of
the story of his own life’s unfolding in synchronicity with the lives of his Grandfathers over two
hundred years ago. Today, he is involved as a key person in ensuring the survival and continuity
of the Great Law of Peace, in communicating its relevance for today and for the future, which is
exactly what his Great Great Great Grandfathers were doing for the new colonists in the 1700s:
“Today I’m…a part of that group that’s trying to do the recitals of the Great Law. And here
Great Great Grandpa was doing that before, and now I’m doin’ it. And there was no…plan or
schedule for us to be doing the same thing.”
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Within a context of self-reflexive, collective-reflexive memory and relationality, Tom became
able to perceive, imagine and envision his life not only as an unfolding of generations, but as part
of intergenerational Kanien’keha:ka coherence, consciousness, situated within the relations of
intergenerational Rotinonhsionni knowledge. He perceived this moment of himself, placed
within his generation, cycling within a genealogy of intergenerational praxis, the past located
within the future, and the future within the past, the nexus of these held within the present.
Across widely varied contexts, there is an intergenerational alignment and synchronicity within
the wealth of diversity of Rotinonhsionni thinking and action that is responsive to the currencies
and intricacies of each generation, where Elders today and Ancestors generations ago are “doing
the same thing.” In becoming conscious of this, in activating and embodying this through his
praxis as an Elder, Tom is creating the possibilities, the Onkwehon:we space, for a coherent and
meaningful Onkwehon:we future, simultaneously remembering and re-imagining, re-narrating,
Self and the People, the collective coherence and continuities found in intergenerational oral
practice, ‘of the People, by the People, for the People,’ a consciousness and a worldview which
comes directly from the Iroquois Kaienere’ko:wa (Great Law), borrowed by Franklin and other
White colonial framers in the formation of their fledgling government. 31

Tom’s emergence within oral-relational praxis: White Roots of Peace & wampum
Larry Hauptman (1986), in his book The Iroquois Struggle for Survival: World War II to Red
Power, describes how “’the great wampum war’ has drastically affected the relationship of the
Iroquois with the academic community and the New York State Museum” (p. 218). Assuming a
position of objective superiority, New York State academic institutions and museums maintained
that there were few Iroquois who could read their wampum and that the Iroquois had nowhere to
keep the wampum “safe.” Hauptman continues, “Because of Iroquois frustrations in clinging to
tradition in the face of assimilationist pressures, much of their political activism and protest in
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For more research on this, see Johansen, 1982, 1998; Grinde, 1977, 1992; Grinde & Johansen, 1991; Johansen &
Grinde, 1990; Lyons, et al., 1992; Skidmore, 1998; Tehanetorens, n.d.
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the past two decades has been directed against educational administrators and institutions in the
United States and Canada for historically ‘de-Indianizing’ them through assimilationist policies,
ignoring the worth of their culture, and even denying them the sacred religious objects, such as
wampum or medicine masks, housed in museums” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 239-40). This White
Eurocentric academic, anthropological, and museum-based opposition to the return of Iroquois
sacred and material culture, as in the wampum belts, is deeply connected to their hegemonic
need to maintain power and control over the history and dominant ideology relating to the
founding of the new US republic.
Bruce Johansen and Donald Grinde’s critical scholarship (1990, 1991) on the Iroquois influence
on democracy set off a tremendous Whitestream (Denis, 1997) academic backlash that rages
against the notion that the Iroquois could have given the budding US republic and revered
Founding Fathers their founding ideas and understandings, discourse, imagery, metaphors, and
influence to help them understand how to establish their new government. Any alteration of the
Founding Mythology and Discourse of this country, particularly that it was Indigenous people –
those believed to be savages, pagans, and heathens – who gave White America their core ideas,
is anathema to the maintenance of ideological hegemony and racialized superiority for a great
many scholars, and citizens, in this country. About the Eurocentric need for control, Grinde (in
Johansen, 1998) says, “Subliminal appeals to racism which have been central to much of the
larger debate go hand-in-hand with an urge to preserve ‘whiteness’ in colonial and early
American history” (p. 194). He goes on to explain,
“This controversy reflects an issue that is at the heart of the conflict over return of
Haudenosaunee wampum belts. Experts such as William N. Fenton fought the return of
the wampum belts from the New York State Museum to the Iroquois chiefs for a
generation following initial controversy over the issue during the 1960s. The desire to
retain power over the wampum belts displayed by anthropologists at the New York State
Museum caused scholars dedicated to the maintenance of white hegemony to denounce
traditional Iroquois forms of government and declare that the wampum belts were as
‘American as apple pie’” (in Johansen, 1998, p. 195).
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Is it any wonder the deep Haudenosaunee distrust for academia, academic scholars, academic
research, and the museum world? The Settler-Colonizer history of contempt, de-legitimation,
marginalization, and discursive, ideological, epistemological, spiritual violence is as sordid here
as anywhere in the world.
Tom discusses this great conflict from his Mohawk perspective as a young man, already being
looked to as a leader. He tells of confronting the pain and hardship of having the wampum
intentionally kept from the Haudenosaunee, the longstanding rupture in relationship brought
about and fueled by the violence of contempt for Rotinonhsionni political, sociocultural,
spiritual-ceremonial, historical existence, ancient ways of knowing and being embedded in
language and cultural practice.
Tom shares the oral history of the White Roots of Peace trip to Albany. He is articulating how
on that day, Iroquois protocol and practice around knowledge slammed up against White
hegemony’s need for total control of The Discourse, The Material. A silencing dominance over
the Storying of a continent:
“They used to house the wampum belts in a cellar in a vault, at that education building….They
took our White Roots of Peace down to the cellar to show us the wampums. And almost we had
trouble there, ‘cuz we know the Chiefs always told us that they stole the wampums from [us].
And they been trying to get them back, way in my Great Grandfather’s time, and they never give
it back. But [the colonists] stole it from them. So we were gonna steal those and take them
[back]. But then I says, ‘I don’t know if we should try to do it, until we let the Chiefs know first.
Because after we do that, are they gonna be ready, and us we don’t care if we go to jail, but
them, are they gonna be ready to fight them?’ So we didn’t do it, but we almost…we was at the
verge…It was up to me to say, ‘Let’s figure out how to take them.’”
Through this story of the wampum belts, Tom brings up many of the issues fundamental not only
to Iroquois self-determining assertion and resistance, but to practices and protocols around
knowledge. Tom’s traditional Kanien’keha:ka skills, his developing perception, vision, thinking
and action, his praxis and development as an Elder, were situated and honed within oral-
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relational Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni intergenerational pedagogies, protocols, and practice.
His traditional understandings and awareness about the correct protocol and course of action to
take, to consider the impact of the young men’s choices on the Haudenosaunee leadership, were
critical in the action they decided to take; and the others looked to Tom to provide that
knowledge, that wisdom, because of who he was and his ways of knowing-being. And, without
cell phones to make those calls, they decided they had to wait, that they could not take back what
had been stolen, the living embodiment of spiritual-cultural-political-linguistic-historical
discursive memory and life that are the wampum belts.
What comes clear in this story is how, even as a young man, Tom was already being looked to
for his skills of perception and leadership. Because of having been raised in Longhouse ways by
his Grandma, his Mom, and his Elders, Knowledge Holders, he knew the correct protocols and
relationships around knowledge and spiritual ways. And he remembered the traditional need and
ethic to hold onto clear-minded ways of thinking (the Good Mind) in the immediacy of crisis
situations in interaction with the Colonizing authorities. He knew that the Chiefs had been trying
to get the wampum belts returned over generations, but even when standing in front of them,
Tom knew that as much of a temptation as it was to do the right thing – to restore the belts back
to the rightful caretakers of them – that this was not the correct way to go about it in that
moment, that Haudenosaunee cultural protocol around knowledge and process must be followed.
They must defer to their Chiefs. Tom was standing then, and continues to stand, within an
encircling, intergenerational Haudenosaunee Praxis of ethical ways of being and knowing, the
appropriate ways to conduct oneself within the needs and wisdom of the People, cultural
protocol, and practice – even in the immediacy of crisis and decision-making.

Tom’s Grandmas: Oral intergenerational development of Elder Praxis & Rotinonhsionni
ways of knowing-being
Thomas King writes about N. Scott Momaday’s thoughts on oral-relational worlds in ways that
invoke how Tom speaks about his Grandma, along with the oral ways of being that are actively
carried and put forward through the generations:
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“…But of his Kiowa grandmother, who could neither read nor write and whose use of
language was confined to speech, Momaday says that, ‘her regard for words was always
keen in proportion as she depended upon them…for her words were medicine; they were
magic and invisible. They came from nothing into sound and meaning. They were
beyond price; they could neither be bought nor sold. And she never threw words away’”
(King, 2003, p. 100).
Listening to this, visualizing these Grandmothers’ oralicy (Krebs & Holmes, 2007, unpublished
personal communications), or oral literacy, that you will hear below, it becomes possible to hear
Tom and his own oralicy and oral ways of being that emerge from within this intergenerational,
relational practice.
I asked Tom who were the people that influenced him most in his life. Tom replied: “Well, the
head one is my Grandmother. The head one was my Grandmother and her cousins, they were all
seers. All those old people, all her relatives, they were all my Grandmothers. So when I say
Grandma, I’m not just talking about one lady…because all her cousins were my Grandmas too.
And they were all in medicine, and all were seers. So that’s who I hung around with, but I
thought that was normal, like it wasn’t nothing…It wasn’t no big deal for me. I thought that’s
how every kid is, got Grandma all over. So. It’s not until later, that I know the outside world, that
they don’t have the same set up. (Laughing).
“And she wasn’t a woman that was [a] bossy woman. She’d ask you once if you wanna do this,
but she don’t insist. That’s why I really liked her. Because she never put pressure on me. And
she says, ‘I’m goin to the Longhouse, you gonna get ready and go?’ She says, ‘You can if you
wanna.’ I don’t have to if I don’t wanna. She never said, ‘You gotta do this, you gotta do that.’
She did it with…She said, ‘This is where I’m going.’ Because you knew that’s how she believed.
So if that’s good enough for Grandma, then I wanna go with her. There was no threat, there was
no coercion, intimidation. There was none of that. But there was a great desire that she wants to
be a part of that, that’s her belief, so she transmitted that to us too….at least to me anyway…”
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Out of over 100 grandkids, Tom’s Grandma chose him to come with her on her business, her
traditional healing and medicine work. As part of her own living of Elder Praxis and her
medicine ways, she chose him out of everyone, for the things she saw in her Grandson:
“Well, I had…a little bit more advantage than others I guess, because my Grandmother was a
seer and she worked with medicine herbs…so sometime she have to travel to Six Nations and I
would go with her, for different ceremonies, for medicine ceremonies, and so even though I
don’t know what they’re doing, I would see it. And of course I always remembered it…
“I think I might’ve been my Grandmother’s…I don’t know if I was her pet or not…but of all the
grandchildren, and she has over 100 grandchildren, I was the one I was with her all the
time…and was her tail. And mostly I think it’s because almost all the other grandchildren, the
majority of them don’t speak Mohawk….
“And when I did question her one time, after hearing it several times from her, she told me she
didn’t know, and she said she wasn’t like me, I was [a] nosy guy, to ask questions like that. She
says, ‘I never thought to ask questions, when I heard somethin I don’t know…I wasn’t one to
ask.’ But she said, ‘Like you, you’re always asking everything.’ Which I wasn’t really doing
that, but I was curious when they say something and if I don’t understand I wanna know what
does that mean. But I’m not [a] nosy guy. But that’s what she said I was.
“So our business was with the traditional people, so I knew alotta the leaders from the different
Nations when I was a little kid, and I continued to know them all, till they died. Never realizing
that they were leaders or important…”
Tom’s vision of the world was being expanded in the process of travelling, and travelling
purposefully, culturally, spiritually, relationally, steeped in protocol, practice, language(s), and
oral literacies. He learned how to interact with people – crucially, with traditional people, with
the old people, Elders, with leaders, the Chiefs and Clanmothers – and he learned how to listen,
all within Kanien’keha and the other Haudenosaunee languages. So he got the languages too, the
language spoken by the old people, speaking together; he grew up surrounded by the sound and
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meaning of the Mohawk language and the Haudenosaunee languages. Though he was not
necessarily conscious of it at the time, his own Elders were cultivating his becoming an Elder
within Haudenosaunee epistemologies, pedagogies, and praxis – praxis developing praxis among
the generations.

Onkwehon:we knowledge practices, ways of knowing: dreaming, orality, & medicine
“Human experiences as an epistemological product have much different interpretations in each
context. The tribal peoples see what we experience in the world as real; they also believe that
what we see in dreams and visions is real, and they know that what we do in ceremonies and
rituals is real. There is no aspect of life that is not real and that is not taken seriously. This
tendency to credit reality to a wide variety of experience means that a different kind of logic is
operating” (Deloria, 1999, p. 152-3).

Tom shared his thoughts about his own ways of knowing, that are embedded within his lineage
and collective Rotinonhsionni practice. He talks about dreaming, a spiritual gift that was once
common among Rotinonhsionni, but has become more rare. As Vine Deloria makes space for in
his quote above, there is a realness to this realm of Onkwehon:we existence – nothing is
discounted. Onkwehon:we worldviews make use of, access, and treat with seriousness facets of
the human experience that the Western mind or epistemology refuses to allow, marginalizes,
makes impoverished. For Rotinonhsionni, dreaming is a critical source and way of knowledge
production, and it is linked to other sources of knowing that have to do with Spirit. These are a
way of life for traditional people, and Elders and Knowledge Holders like Tom are constantly
accessing these commonsense, intrinsic, relational ways and practices of knowledge creation for
the benefit of the collective,32 which includes all of Creation:
“And I have dreams, that’[re] different than most people. And from dreams it tells me what to
do. And so, things of [our] history and [other] things, it [be]comes clear…clear to me because of
that. And that’s why when people hire me to talk or ask me to talk to them, that’s what I’m
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I would be remiss not to mention that Tom’s talks are for the benefit of all people, as they have been shared by
people from around the world
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talkin’ about, is what they’re tellin’ me, and not everybody can do that. But it used to be
everybody could do that, long ago. But that’s because I come from that family that’s full of that.
But my medicine is different than my Mother’s or my Grandmother’s. They actually work with
herbs and seein’, real seein’, and so I can do seein’ too, but my…the medicine I use is from here
[pointing to his mouth]. It’s like the ones with herbs, but it’s different. Different. It’s
administered by the mouth instead of the herb.
“And then I also lecture here and there, different places, universities, Iroquois country, and so [it]
always…fills up, wherever I go to lecture, there's standing room [only] in there. They like to hear
what I’m telling them. But the reason they like to hear is ‘cuz they say that when I explain
things, I explain it simple…easy to understand it. You don’t have to be a specialist in a surgical
thing. And they say other speakers they're too academic. It's…like a professor talkin’. It's kinda
dry and boring...But they say that I make it simple and more real. And so that’s what I been
doing for many years, and I’m still doing that.”
Amanda: “And it's also beautiful. Like you can see things...”
Tom: “Well, one of the teachers I had was Standing Arrow. And he could do that. He did that.
That's probably where I learned it. How he explained things, when he talks about the ceremonies
and different spiritual things, how he used to explain it is the way I explain it. ‘Cuz that's how I
understood it, clear, from him. But I had other teachers. But whether [Standing Arrow] talked
Mohawk or English, it was always fun to listen to him. Because he had a different way of doing
it. And that's what I do. Different.”
Tom reflects on his own speaking as an orator throughout our conversations. It surfaces during
our talks, about how it is that he does what he does – which is to move people, to help them shift
out of places of being stuck, out of despair, out of varying states of slumber, and awaken them to
who they are and who they were meant to be – and he considers what is at work within those
experiences of oral storying, oral-relational spaces of teachings and learning together, guided
through him as an Elder. He refers to his medicine, gifts of Spirit, gifts of seeing that are carried
in his family, his Mother and Grandmother, the expanding circle of his Grandmothers, and still
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others. So when he talks to people, he accesses his dreaming, his communication through dream,
his lineage of medicine. He notes that people respond to that feeling, that sense, that is still
known and felt by human beings even when it has been trained out of us by the violences of
Western spiritual stinginess and its epistemological foundation of greed, consumption,
competition. Auditoriums fill up, lecture halls fill up when he talks – Onkwehon:we and others
make sure they show up to hear him speak to them. There is still a way that we recognize Spirit,
there is still a way that we recognize what is ancient and increasingly meaningful today. He
makes it real because he is real, a real human being, Onkwehon:we: living his Rotinonhsionni
ethical worldview, walking his Rotinonhsionni consciousness, carrying his lineage of medicine,
he is a mirror to his Ancestors and the coming generations whose faces are still in the ground –
but on their way.
Ionataiewas reflects on Tom and the way he walks his life, the impact this has on his People in
the way he is:
“Actually, it’s more than twenty-five years [now], because he’s been doing this all his life
practically, since he was a very, very young man, since he was a teenager, he’s been doing this,
in different forms…And I think…just by his presence, just through his presence, and his
willingness to share information with anybody… because while he’s doing that, he’s also
extending a hand of friendship, and offering this hand of friendship. Because through his humor,
through his hospitality – and he does talk about that – [that] these are underscoring the teachings
from the past…that we are still here…that we are only humans who are not perfect. A lot of
people…tend to romanticize us and are disappointed when they find out that we make mistakes,
or we fall short of our own goals and teachings from time to time…But that’s because…
everybody in the world has high goals and we don’t always meet [them], but we keep striving to
meet those goals, so we make mistakes. And we say and do things that maybe later on we regret,
because we’re only human.
“Very often, people who are saying the Opening Address will include that: ‘I’m only human and
if I’ve forgotten anything or left anything out, please, it wasn’t intentional.’ And so that’s in our
teachings. And Tom speaks to that too…he’ll say, ‘I don’t know all the answers, I don’t know the
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whole story, I don’t know how to interpret everything, and maybe I made a mistake here, maybe
I made a mistake there,’ and he’ll own up to those things because he’s only human as well. So
again, he’s being a role model. And here’s this Native man, that people look up to for his
knowledge and his way of expressing things and his way of living, but he himself will say, ‘I’m
not perfect.’ And so that’s comforting (She laughs). And again, it keeps that door propped open
into interaction I think. Comfortable interaction. And so, just by his willingness to travel and
speak to people, is letting them know that…And OK, so he’s driving a car and wearing hardsoled shoes most of the time and he…watches television…but he still knows who he is. And he
still knows the teachings.
“So we’re aspiring to these high goals that have come down from generation to generation,
through the oral tradition, since the beginning of time, but…we still have work to do…there’s
still something in us that isn’t quite perfect (laughing), and maybe never will be, but we can still
try. And that’s what he’s doing. He’s trying. He’s trying his best.
“He talks about some of our ideals, and then he actually does it. He walks the talk. So he talks
about how we should smile at least three times a day. A minimum of three times a day, and it’s
OK to do it more. And that’s what he does. He does that. He always has. And it’s contagious. It’s
funny how when people smile, you can physically feel walls come down and barriers come
down, and it’s almost like you know, when you smile sometimes, your mouth is closed, but
sometimes it’s open, and you do feel more open when you smile. Open to ideas, open to
whatever, whatever comes. So he does that.
“And then of course, his modelling of being friendly to everybody, even people that he knows
maybe didn’t speak too highly of him in the past, he’ll still be friendly to them. And even though
it may have hurt him in the past, he’ll still be friendly, because maybe things can change and get
better. So I think that’s part of the uniqueness of the place and of the way Tom presents
things…is that he’s actually modelling these behaviors, of trying to keep the Good Mind. And
you know, he’s not perfect, none of us are, and he admits it, and so it doesn’t seem so
impossible…
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“And a lot of people will say that some of our most respected leaders are people that did not lead
a very nice life before, or maybe not a perfect life before, but there’s that expression we learn
from our mistakes, and maybe they had to go through that.”
Ionataiewas is reflecting on Tom’s Elder Praxis by way of his modelling of traditional
Haudenosaunee ways of being as his pedagogy and practice, his methodology and epistemology.
She says something here that at first I missed its significance, and it was not until a second or
third listen that I began to grasp the significance of her thought: she articulates the way that it is
in Tom’s ability to make mistakes, his being human, and thus making mistakes that are part of
his being a role model. This is profoundly meaningful and critical not to miss – that within
Onkwehon:we epistemologies and practice, it is not about perfection that has to do with good,
clear, coherent ways of living – it is about being human and the inevitability of making mistakes
and owning those mistakes that makes people real, that brings about wisdom, that contributes to
knowledge, experience, and relevance. It is in the ways of being and becoming human that
provide vision to the people for how to live. This is very different than a Western epistemology
that emphasizes perfection, the superman/woman, the intolerance of ‘failure,’ the desirability of
cutthroat competition, and all the dysfunctions that arise from not wanting to own a mistake.
In a real traditional way, Tom gives recognition to how he became who he is today,
acknowledging even those who hurt him or who did not do right by him, and that all of it, all his
experiences and relations, are responsible for his emergence into being who he is:
“So…all of those people is…partly responsible, even my enemies, for how I became like a corn
that matured, from planting of a small seed. (He laughs). So it’s hard to identify it, you know,
unless you go through the history, like I’m telling you.”
Another thread that runs through Tom’s discussions of the struggles to maintain Mohawk
language and culture is the unequal and unjust power relations that academia has exploited in
relation to Haudenosaunee cultural and spiritual knowledge and practice. Tom does not allow
this power imbalance to go unnoticed. He firmly places the responsibility for enormous physical,
spiritual, cultural, linguistic, and discursive damage, disrespect and injustice in front of the
Western academic world, an act of truth-telling and resistance to hegemonic invisibilization and
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voice-over. He makes note, again and again, of Eurocentric knowledge systems and its
institutions that make pronouncements using words no one else understands but them, when it
could be done simply and with common sense. In doing so, he is highlighting the differences in
Onkwehon:we epistemologies, knowledge systems and ways of knowing that do not call
attention to what they know by separating and elevating themselves through language and
expression. Onkwehon:we speakers and orators make sure they communicate in ways that are
comprehensible, in ways that allow people to feel, to open their hearts, so that they can be moved
in deeper ways – there is no supremacy of the mind/intellect to that of the body and senses.
In the way of an Elder, he is doing several things at once. He is making sure that I get it, that I
hear this and know exactly what he is saying. He is reminding me, cautioning me not to make the
same mistakes because of the academic world I am now part of, so that I do not forget who I am
and how to behave. He is alerting me not to become like those academics who become so puffed
up with themselves that they cannot get in the door, losing touch with the grassroots, with
humility, and with common sense. He is also emphasizing the oral process as relational, as
holding the power to make real and transformative impact in people’s lives. It has this power
because it is relational, because it is multi-layered, involving the physical, mental, emotional,
spiritual, sensory states of being, because it remembers and invokes the relationships to all other
forms of life in the same space. It is an ethical process, calling upon the deep ancestral value
systems, philosophies, and teachings from the standing and standpoint of an Elder’s position and
praxis. He makes a critical statement on the oral-relational process as one that holds the power to
transform because it is an engaged coherence, a consciousness that is lived. He delves into the
knowledge, deepening his understanding of Haudenosaunee philosophies and ancestral
knowledge systems, not as an intellectual exercise, something that he has somehow managed to
separate from himself and his worldview, but because he believes it, he knows it to be true, and
he lives it. Thus, when he speaks, he speaks from a place of profound relationship to
Haudenosaunee knowledge, he speaks from a place of having lived and walked it, and in
speaking from such a place of wisdom and experience, the place of an Elder, the process has the
power and capacity to touch, move, shift, and transform an entire auditorium full of people, by
reaching into the heart and spirit of each person present.
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Kanatsiohareke as Elder Praxis
“So this has just been an extension of what the goals and objectives of what the White Roots of
Peace was.” --- Tom Porter
“It’s just the preservation of who we are as a Mohawk people, Iroquois people…the preservation
of who we are, as an Indigenous people to North America and to the world…it’s no grandiose
thing…” --- Tom Porter
“Traditionalism is not the act of seeking power for oneself. It is the effort to empower the
community and through the community, the nation” --- John Mohawk (in Barreireo, 2010, p.
201).
Kanatsiohareke is, in a very real and critical way, another root of the White Roots of Peace, a
living presence of Tom’s Praxis as a Haudenosaunee Elder. It is a place where the connections
between his way of knowing-being, worldviews, vision-envisioning, wisdom, experience,
coherence and consciousness, cultural rootedness, oral intergenerational relationships, and
narrative memory converge to spark the teaching embedded in the Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen of
“putting our minds together into one mind,” inspiring in the people their own relationships to
Land, Creation, Language, Ancestors, and Cultural Teachings in the context of Community, in
ways that ignite their own re-imagining of themselves, as individuals and as a People. Tom has
constructed and re-constructed Kanatsiohareke in both the concreteness of the lived everyday, as
well as in the imagination of a People, of many different Peoples. The profound and richly
textured meanings Kanatsiohareke holds for people become possible because of this powerful
walk of Elder Praxis. “Tom’s place,” as it is often referred to (although Tom does not call it this
himself), becomes a place where re-narrating stories of Return and re-interpreting meaning and
identity by reinvigorating relationship with places of homeland and connection, mediated
through Elder praxis and presence, comes alive.
Kanatsiohareke represents a re-claiming, a re-negotiating, and a re-imagining of Mohawk place,
presence and self-determining praxis in the Mohawk Valley, and of a people to themselves.
Kanatsiohareke represents the living-ness that is Tom’s Elder Praxis – its manifestation and
movements, revealing its stories and storying, unfolding memory that is a place and her people.
Kanatsiohareke is a traditional Mohawk community where “traditional” means a return to the
future. Kanatsiohareke, the place of the clean pot, the pot that cleans itself. And, as the pot that
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renews itself, the place too, with every new story, with every new return and relationship, every
new baby brought there, every Elder who returns here, renews itself in its people, as the people
renew themselves in each other and in this place, the layering of presence and the presence-ing
of Story, the storying of a Land and a People. Tom’s way of being, of walking through the world,
and his life’s work become manifest in the everyday and the consciousness that is the life of
Kanatsiohareke. His praxis as an Elder expresses itself through the life of the community and the
People.

Prophecy
I asked Tom about the prophecy of Return. He says,
“I don’t know if it’s just my family, it could be others…I don’t know if it was a prophecy
really…I kinda sorta thought it was, but it may not even have been, it’s just a matter of history.
When the Mohawk people lived here [in the Valley], mostly here, from that time when they left
here, that’s what they said. So in a sense it’s sorta like seeing into the future. Or else a desire that
the future should contain that. I don’t know what come first.”
This is a significant and layered reflection about the prophecies of Return to the Mohawk Valley.
It is important because it brings up critical questions about who carried these prophecies of
Return, in what families, and why were these families the ones who carried it – was it because of
their more recent departure from the Valley, because of being traditional Longhouse and thus
possibly there being a connection between homeland where for thousands of years the people
had been Longhouse prior to the imposition of Christianity, and thus what kinds of continuities
of knowledge about the Valley are carried within Longhouse teachings and Haudenosaunee
epistemologies…does it have to do with the language, and the families who were not only
Longhouse but who also carried and held onto both the language and their Longhouse ways?
These are questions that might be important for Haudenosaunee epistemologies, gathering up the
knowing and knowledge, particularly the relationship between language, land, traditional cultural
and spiritual practice.
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The fact that Tom comes from a long line of seers and that the prophecy of Return was carried
by seers in his Mother’s and Grandmother’s family (as he acknowledges too that “it could be
others”) is important, as it speaks to the intricate relationship between Kanien’keha:ka ways of
knowing, connection to and knowledge of land, language, spiritual and intergenerational oral
practices, all of which are as relevant in a post-contact world as they were before the arrival of
settlers. When the Mohawk people still lived in the Valley and were being pushed out, they said
that they would return – following traditional Rotinonhsionni practice, they were envisioning,
creating, the path for the future generations. “It’s sorta like seein’ into the future.” Creating the
future, through perception and vision, the desire for the future generations to be able to Return –
these energies of the People with their Land and their traditional praxis interact together to create
the spaces and possibilities for eventual return to the land of their Ancestors by their future
generations. These are practices of envisioning, imagining and re-imagining, where perception
and deliberation become enacted to create reality over generations, to fulfill an oral prophecy of
Return when a People were forced to leave their homeland. Haudenosaunee ways of knowing
and epistemologies open the pathway for the powerful link between perception and the creation
and transformation of reality with intentionality and consciousness, unfolding into future
generations.
There are some subtleties around Tom’s oral practice that emerge from his discussion about
prophecy and Return, underscoring the importance of knowing and understanding the particular
ways of speaking of Elders, from within their particular contexts. When Tom says, “I don’t know
if it was a prophecy really or, if it was…I kinda sorta thought it was, but it may not even have
been,” it is a ‘tag’ or a touchstone to pay attention. The wondering and ambiguity is a marker that
signals the listener to pay attention and think on this. He is doing several things here. Knowing
his position as an Elder, a leader steeped in the knowledge of his culture, means that if he says he
“kinda sorta thought it was,” we know (from within Onkwehon:we knowledge practices) that he
has spent a long time, most likely with respected leaders and keepers of knowledge, thinking
about and working with this knowledge to come up with an understanding of it. He is also subtly
calling attention to a need – that the knowledge he has gathered together over time still has work
that needs doing. Without ever specifically saying ‘Do this’ or ‘This needs to be done,’ if
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someone is familiar with his oral practices and ways of being, they will know that Tom is
suggesting or signifying things yet to be done for the continuance of Haudenosaunee oral
knowledge. His way of speaking is also very much that of an Elder, invoking humility in his
manner of speech (and modelling for us to develop this kind of humility and generosity in our
own ways of being as well). Expressions like “I don’t know” that precede stories and “I kinda
sorta thought…but it may not even have been” are in themselves teachings, ways of
remembering and recognizing cultural values of humility, deference to others’ knowledge and
experience, being gracious and generous around knowledge, carrying respect for diversity of
thinking and opinion, the understanding that there are many truths, and many different paths to
human truths.33

Earlier Mohawk movements of re-presence-ing in the Mohawk Valley
Tom talks about the movements of Return by Mohawks attempting to reclaim their homelands in
the Mohawk Valley that had been illegally taken:
“I was thirteen years old when a bunch of Mohawks came down here to reclaim that land about
eight miles from here called Fort Hunter…that’s where they set camp up. I was thirteen years
old. It was led by a man named Tewa’en:note (Standing Arrow), but that’s not what it means, it
means the Bow that Stands Up. He’s the one led that over there. And he was one of the main
men that taught me, translated for me, explained to me a lot of the tradition, and what it really
means and everything, and he was such an expert at it, he had a talent how to do that.
“So when I was thirteen, that’s when I first heard that we came from another place other than
Akwesasne in times before. Until thirteen when they came here did I start to hear about here [the
Mohawk Valley], and this is where we came from, before we went to Akwesasne or Kahnawake.

33

It is important to note that from within Western knowledge practices and discourse, the exact reverse is true:
when someone expresses ambiguity and humility, the listener has cause to dismiss what is being said because the
speaker “clearly” does not know what they are talking about – the voice lacks authority, is weak, and can be tuned
out. This is another way that Indigenous discursive practices and knowledge are not understood within Western
thinking, and impact the implicit judgments dominant society makes about the ways that Indigenous knowledge and
discursive practices are less than, not “true,” not “scientific,” and easy to dismiss.
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So that’s when I start to know things a little bit, in terms of the world, globally thinking. I was
too young to come over here, or anything and we were too poor anyway, because we didn’t have
a father in my family, so we had to struggle just to live, and we made out ok but I mean we
couldn’t do anything that was extra, even to make trips, we couldn’t really do that. So I started
hearing about the Mohawk Valley, and then I began to start asking questions too. So then from
there it came in my head, I was still a young guy, I was maybe seventeen, eighteen, or nineteen
years old.
“And then I used to have dreams about coming back to the Mohawk Valley where our ancestral
land is, and we would take all the traditional people, that really believes in tradition, that way
we’ll separate, go back home, just the traditional Longhouse people so we won’t have to be made
fun of any more by our relatives who are Christians. Not that I despised them, but I just thought
that it would be more… advantageous for peace, to be here…if we separated. So they’ll be happy
with their Christian and we’ll be happy with our tradition, and so we don’t have to argue and
fight and make fun of each other. I used to start thinking that.
“But when I started to come of that age, to think about that….I really started thinking like that
around 1966, ‘67, ‘68, ‘69, ‘70. I was still thinking like that. But I could never find anybody who
was interested. They were interested only to hear about it, but they were not near anywheres
close to making a commitment to actually become part of a group that would move back here
and resettle here and reclaim the land and to continue what my cousin and them did over here in
‘57. They lasted only about a year, I think it was, I never did the research on it.”
Tom talks about his ideas and dream of Returning to the Mohawk Valley that he had as a young
man, but that never came to be:
“And so…I couldn’t find anybody interested to partner up with, or a group, to move here. [I
dreamed that] we would build Longhouse here, and we would plant and become self-sufficient,
and we wouldn’t use any government program of any kind, and we [would] just live off the
land…But we would also work as ironworkers or whatever, but primarily we would work the
land…And those that were ironworkers – in fact, that plan…was actually used when we moved
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here in ’93 -- a lot of those [plans] that had been thought about when I was sixteen, seventeen,
eighteen years old, carried over…And it still didn’t quite work. Because people were too
accustomed to the modern world, or whatever it was up there [in the northern Mohawk
Territories], in terms of doctors and clinics…but see we didn’t even have a clinic till 1970 [at
Akwesasne] and when I grew up, we never ever went to a doctor. Because mostly all of the old
people, like my Grandma and the people her age, if you got sick, they picked medicine in the
swamps and the woods and the mountains and they had bags of those medicines that they keep
for the winter, and people like my Grandma…they knew how to mix medicine for the sick
people. So she was sorta like a medicine…I won’t say that she’s a medicine woman, but I
probably could say it and it would be justified, it’s just that we don’t have that amongst the
Iroquois, like in Lakota or Cheyenne, they say they got medicine man or medicine woman, we
don’t have that, we have people who knows that but they don’t call theirselves that…we have
medicine societies, all kindsa medicine societies. It's a little different than out West. It's not quite
the same. Or maybe it is, maybe I just don't know enough about them out West. All I know is our
own Iroquois Longhouse ways. So I can't really compare with out West too much, because…I
never lived there….So anyway it never came to fruition to move here.”
Tom thought that the moment had passed for making a move to reclaim land in the Valley.

Prophecy surfaces again
In relating the story and re-emergence of Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community, Tom is relating a
story of Elder Praxis. He remembers his thinking and desire to return to the Valley as a young
man, but saw the lack of readiness of the People. Although he felt it would have been a good
move because “we was all young that we coulda done a lot of work, the things that you need a
strong arm [for], we had that,” he stepped back from his personal belief and listened to the will
of the People. When he was asked again almost thirty years later to help lead a movement of
return, he was no longer interested – he had personally passed the point of feeling it was
possible, for him, to do. But because he was well-aware of the constant backlash of violence by
the Settler-Colonial governments of the United States and Canada (their states and provinces as
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well as their citizens), against Indian movements seeking to reclaim land, space, treaty rights,
identity, language, and culture 34, along with the ways colonization was wreaking havoc on
Mohawk communities internally, he knew he would have to make the move to return.
Prophecy, memory, and return emerge out of Mohawk historical and collective narrative memory
at different stages in Tom’s life, revealing his self-reflexive, critical discernment of context –
contemporary, historical, and with a vision for the future – the movements of Onkwehon:we for
self-determination; the civil war at home and its repercussions for his family; his family’s
narrative memory and sustaining of a prophecy, a memory of return to the Mohawk Valley for
over 200 years; his ‘reading’ of his people and their commitments, readiness, abilities, strengths
and weaknesses. All of these he had to take into account in formulating and visioning the correct
action to take. In none of these decisions did he put himself, his own self-interest, or his personal
desires first. In fact, each decision came at great sacrifice and risk to himself and his family. But
because he exercised the philosophy, perception, vision, self-reflexivity, theorizing, and action of
a Rotinonhsionni Elder and leader -- his Praxis -- he put the needs of his People before his own.
This is what is meant by an Onkwehon:we “dialectic” of the self within the collective -- except
that for Onkwehon:we Elders, there is often very little “self” in the equation. Lakota Elder
Rosalie Little Thunder said so often “we sacrifice ourselves so that our People may live,”
echoing an old Lakota teaching (Little Thunder, personal communications). Though the cultural
details of the Lakota and Mohawk Peoples – like all Indigenous Peoples – find a great diversity
of expression, there are ways they are familiar, and in this Lakota teaching is revealed Tom’s
life.

34

Movements such as those of Standing Arrow’s land reclamation attempt in the Mohawk Valley, the White Roots
of Peace, Raquette Point, the Trail of Broken Treaties, the Longest Walk, Wounded Knee, Alcatraz, the fishing wars
in the 1950s through 1980s, Oka, etc. (Also see Brief History of Contemporary Haudenosaunee Movements of SelfDetermination & Resistance later in this section.)
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Coming to Kanatsiohareke: Homeland, ancestors, continuities, & genealogies of presence
“The only thing is it’s more quiet here and its geography is way different than up there, so that’s
the difference. But the same spirit flowing is there…up there as is here…well, maybe a little
more significant here, because this is the old homeland. So that that fortifies more a sense of
belonging to this general geographic area. But as far as feeling part of the Ancestors, I sorta
always have felt that since I was a kid.” --- Tom Porter

Although Tom thought that the moment for return had passed, again it surfaced. He relates the
context of the movement of return to the Mohawk Valley, how it was not supposed to have been
him to move back, to reclaim land, to start a Mohawk community here. What Tom says was
surprising for me at first – and may be for many – because it seems to contradict what has
become commonly thought about Tom and what he did in reclaiming land in the Valley, by
forming Kanatsiohareke:
Tom says, “Never. It was never in my plan or schedule. It’s [names of two people], and people
like that. Mostly them two had the loudest mouth. And because of the political turmoil in the
community, they’re the ones that said we need to move. And none of those people that talked the
loudest about it never even tried to move here. They just stirred us up, and all that, and made it
exciting and everything, then they didn’t even bother to come here. And most of the time they
didn’t go further even to help us, to nourish us here, once we’re here…
“That’s when [the two people] started talking to me about it…They said, ‘We’d like you to help
us then.’ So we used to have meetings…usually at my porch or at my house, trying to look into
the future as if we were here, and to see if we could visualize some of the hardship or the turmoil
that might be awaitin’ us, and to pre-negotiate them…Like, if this happens, this is what we can
do, if this happens, this is how we’ll handle it, as best we could, from that. So, they convinced
me to help them, so I helped them. So we had lotsa breakfasts…talks… So we got sponsors with
us to get the land at auction and all that. Everything fell in place. So now I did what they asked
me to do. Now I’m done.
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“We bought the land, just what they asked me to do. And then, one by one, each one of them said
they can’t come. They got job, they got house, they got family, their kids are going to
school…they had twenty-one families that said they were coming, and they all backed
down…except for [gives names of four people]…
“So I looked at those people that came here, and they were gonna try it. And I really felt sorry for
them, ‘cuz I says they won’t even probably make it a month or two at the most. Because it
requires PR work. It requires having to deal with the sheriff. It requires newspaper, television, to
talk to them. There’s a whole bunch of requirements in order to protect the little community, so
that people in the outside don’t get afraid and attack them. And they would attack them, because
they did in ’54 when they first came here, under Standing Arrow…they pretty near had fights
over here. And I didn’t want that to happen, so we did lotsa work, PR work, here and we did it
right too, because even the sheriff of the department was cuttin’ grass for us (laughing]! He
promised us, ‘Anybody comes to make trouble, Indian or non-Native, just tell me and I’ll put
their ass in jail.’ And he vowed to do that. So even all the supervisors in the town, they were all
on our ship, because they understood what we were trying to do… They wouldn’t’ve know how
to do that….But I did what I had to do. But because I knew they were gonna fail if I didn’t come
here. And I been here way longer. I thought I was just gonna be here a few years, just till they get
strong and can put their roots in the ground, and then we can leave…”
Tom reflects on the fact that even though he was done with the idea of Return, the people asked
him if he would go, and he knew that the people coming would not know how to negotiate resettlement. Thinking about attempts of earlier movements by Mohawks, he knew that Mohawk
land reclamation has been relentlessly met by the aggression of non-Indian residents of New
York State, along with the local, state and federal governments. Tom’s vision and experience,
situated within traditional Rotinonhsionni cultural understandings and teachings, formulated his
response to an emerging movement in which he knew he would have to intervene, for the life and
future of his People.
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Synergy
“Traditionalism means the development of the community and thus the nation. The word has
very specific trappings in Hopi or Cree or Onondaga communities, but in all of our cultures it is
the politics of community development. The term has been vulgarized in any other context.
Traditionalism is not the effort to develop powerful men; it is the effort to develop strong
peoples” --- John Mohawk (Mohawk in Barreiro, 2010, p. 202).

A synergy was happening, a coming together of energies and movements at that particular time
that became critical in Tom’s own formation: a White schoolteacher’s invitation to Tom to talk
to his students about the absence of Mohawk people from the Valley, and this teacher’s
knowledge of Mohawk landscapes and presence of which Tom felt he had no knowledge or
memory; his involvement with Akwesasne Notes; his role as a founding parent of the Akwesasne
Freedom School; his participation as one of the original group of the White Roots of Peace; the
memory returning in the New York State Education Building in Albany of his Grandpa’s stories
– and the confirmation of their truth, after growing up doubting them because of the impact of
colonial schooling; the recognition and impact of his own Great Great Great Grandfathers’ and
Grandmothers’ traditional oral negotiating practices in attempting to teach the new founders of
the thirteen colonies; his presence in the cellar of the New York State Education Building,
confronted by the choice of whether to repatriate the old wampum belts; the movements of
identity, land, and spiritual reclamation in the Mohawk Valley and in North America; and the
guiding roots of traditional knowing in which he had grown up, surrounded by the old people,
Elders, Chiefs and Clanmothers, teachings, practices, and ceremonies.
Tom’s involvement, intergenerational Rotinonhsionni presence-ing and ways of knowing,
contributed to this movement of reclamation and return that has become Kanatsiohareke.
Intergenerational oral praxis and presence weave together within the walk of Tom’s life, in his
choices, his lived everyday, his ways of knowing-being, and have contributed in profound ways
to this Onkwehon:we self-determining movement for restoration, regeneration, and renewal.
Mohawk reclamation, restoration, and return -- to language, cultural knowledge, community,
lived philosophies, spiritual teachings and ways of being -- are the overarching, guiding concerns
which have centered and oriented Tom’s entire life. Kanatsiohareke emerged from within this
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living of a traditional Onkwehon:we life, and could it be any more relevant, could it make any
more sense, for Tom? Community, a gathering place of people situated within older ways of
being, emergent from Tom’s life here on Iethinistenha tsi Ionwenhtsia:te (our Mother the Earth).

Elder Praxis, Mohawk survival, resilience, & Shonkwaia’tison’s plan (Creator’s plan)
Tom continues to reflect on how it was not part of his plan to be the one to return to the Valley to
reclaim the land and re-establish a traditional community there. He had given up on that idea in
his twenties when no one else seemed ready to make that kind of commitment, thinking,
“‘Oh well, that must be for another generation…’ I told them too that I’m not interested in
moving, I’m too old now, and that’s when I was fifty at that time…and I had already had a big
heart attack, I was still recuperating from that…and because of all the shooting at each other,
against each other, and trying to stop the casino and this and that, it was bad…So they says to
me, ‘We used to hear you talk about it that it was prophesied like that…’
“So they said, ‘You’re the one that put it in our head before.’ And I says, ‘Yeah, I wanted to do
that, [but] nobody wanted to do it way back then.’ This is twenty years before, when I was only
twenty-one or twenty-two, I wanted to do that, back in ’68, but nobody wanted to move. We was
all young then, we coulda done a lot of work, the things that you need a strong arm, we had that.
They didn’t wanna.
“So that’s why I gave it up. And I went through two civil wars and they burned my house and I
built another house and everything I got up there got lit, everything, so I’m just set to be in a
rocking chair and get old, nobody bother me no more. And I was released from the Nation, so I
don’t have to worry about the politics anymore, that was the doctor’s orders.”
Tom talks about how his decision to support the movement back to the Valley caused turmoil in
his own life and his family, his marriage, and the risk he discerned that he had to take to ensure
the survival, protection, and ability of the Mohawks to return to their homeland. It should also be
noted that it is a profound statement of his relationship with his wife Alice, of Alice’s toughness,
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her steadfast character and commitment, and their commitment to each other from within a
traditional practice of relationship, that they went through this together:
“And I even said, ‘Well, maybe it might cause a divorce [to] happen now, between me and Alice,
because it’s unfair for me to ask her…’cuz I put her through two civil wars up there, and she
never winked an eye about it, she went right through it, right through gunfire and everything. I
mean where bullets were just raising our hair on our head. Several times. And they burned our
house down, make another house, and we got a place to live and everything. I said I can’t drag
her down here to another traumatic stuff, because we don’t know what’s gonna happen here
either. That’s why I didn’t even bother to make her think about that. I told her, ‘I’m gonna go
down there for a couple years, and you can come visit and I can come back to visit you,’ but I…I
didn’t want to ask her to do that. So, she didn’t say no, and she didn’t say OK, so I came down
here and move in by myself. And not even a week later, she came down with a whole bunch of
stuff she’s got, she’s gonna move here too. That’s what happened. So to this day, that’s the way
it is.”
By repeating this several times throughout our talks – how it was not part of his “plan” to be
doing a return to the Valley – I am finally realizing that Tom is not only relating to me his own
life’s movements and its unfolding for him, he is also profoundly giving me, and any
Onkwehon:we who happen to read this, a teaching, insight from his place within his oral
intergenerational relationships, knowledge and teachings, the experience and the living of his life
within the discernment, perception, vision, attention, deliberation, reflexivity of an Elder’s
praxis. He is saying, ‘This is how it has been, for me,’ and in saying this, he is opening the
doorway where we can consider the relevance, value, or importance of considering these kinds of
choices as well, as a way of living, a way of being. Because it was handed down to him – the
knowing of these ways; and he knows his responsibility not only to honor and continue them, but
to make them accessible to the People, as a viable alternative to the violences of a colonizing
individualism, greed, materialism, which he does by living his knowing, by providing an
ancestral link to worldviews and ways and contexts that are still an option today, because of the
living and remembered example of Haudenosaunee Elders like himself. John Mohawk (in
Barreiro, 2010) affirms this way of knowing when he says, “Traditionalism is a way of
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reorganizing the community in ways to resist those pressures and, through re-empowering the
people, to ensure the survival of the communities, cultures, and peoples of the Natural World”
(p. 203).
I am not sure that Tom is even consciously doing this; it may be an inherent way of relating,
inspiring and guiding others into developing their own perception and response to what is being
shared. This Onkwehon:we Elder way of creating space for others to make their own choices is
so foundational to Haudenosaunee ways of being – the respect for the ethical exercise of one’s
own free will – that to discuss what he has done and the choices he has made is the only way to
talk about it – coercion is the antithesis of Onkwehon:we epistemologies and ways of being.
These ways of speaking from one’s own experience and insight develop perception and
deliberation in others, the need to watch and listen carefully for what an Elder’s way of living
says about context, current needs, survival and the future, about the delicate balancing of
individual and collective.

Tensions
“So I brought alotta ideas, the way I grew up, to [Kanatsiohareke]. And it's still going, pretty
much, that way...And it's funny how it happened to us because probably if I would've went to the
different Mohawk communities and did more PR work, in terms of recruitment, probably we
coulda got it [really going]. But we were so busy here every day, year after year, just trying to
survive here, it left no room to…recruit, so we would have more people comin’ to do things. We
just didn't have...it didn't allow us the time to do all that. People did come, but part of the
problem we had is it required a lot of work and some people didn't want to work. So if some
people works hard and others don't wanna work hard, it causes conflict, and we had a lot of that
kinda problem (laughing).”
The re-imagining of a People through the vision of the Ancestors has brought with it some of the
human difficulties, as well as difficulties of a context of the surrounding ‘over-culture’ of
colonization, that has changed the way people work together – life at Kanatsiohareke requires
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living in community and living in community as a People, not in Indian housing as on a
reservation, but as a working community, similar to a Longhouse community. This has been a
challenge that requires constant attention and care through ongoing self/collective-reflexivity of
an engaged and active decolonizing process, working better in some ways and not as well in
others.

Context, resistance, & return
Return to place, to Land, specifically Mohawk Return to the Mohawk Valley, evolves out of a
deep socio-cultural, socio-historical context of resistance, removal, relocations, dispersal,
assertion and re-assertion. It involves Settler-Colonial land takings, encroachment, attempts at
assimilation, missionization, treaty histories, pursuit, ecological devastation, violence, wars of
greed and aggression between colonial superpowers within Rotinonhsionni traditional territories
and Settler-Colonial borderlands of the Northeastern Woodlands.
Always within Iroquois historical experience of Settler-Colonialism, there is resistance to the
imposition of outside foreign ways of being within Haudenosaunee Territory and practice – and
just as Settlers and Settler States have attempted to restrict and take away, Haudenosaunee
people have resisted (physically, spiritually, epistemologically, discursively, ideologically),
ceaselessly working to expand spaces of cultural coherence and consciousness. Kanatsiohareke,
as a movement of self-assertion and resurgence through Return to ancestral homelands, needs to
be contextualized within the history of what has happened to Iroquois people, in Iroquois
Territories and beyond, leading up to its re-establishment, its re-presence-ing in 1993, and its
continuance.
A very brief overview of the context out of which Kanatsiohareke emerges might start in the
latter part of the twentieth century – but of course this is not completely accurate, because in
reality this movement of Haudenosaunee assertion for respect of land and independence and
freedom from Settler systems, throughout European/Euroamerican competition for the Northeast
of Turtle Island, has been waged since the first European incursions into Haudenosaunee
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Territories in the 1600s. Reminded of this, the more recent Haudenosaunee struggles against
Settler-Colonialism and the colonialist project can be seen within this long history of selfdetermining resistance.

Brief history of contemporary Onkwehon:we movements of self-determination &
resistance35
Contextualizing Tom’s movement of Return to the Mohawk Valley in 1993 is important to get a
sense of the historical movements of Haudenosaunee activism happening around Haudenosaunee
Territories, and how these were impacting and being impacted by the policies and practices of
the Settler-Colonial States of the United States and Canada. This history is exceedingly
complicated and interconnected, and I will only be able to do the briefest of sketches here.
Original territories
The traditional territories of the Iroquois Nations ranged throughout the Northeastern
Woodlands, including all of what has become known as “New York State,” west into
Pennsylvania, and extended north into Southern Quebec and eastern Ontario. As Mohawk
scholar Doug George-Kanentiio states, “Prior to European colonization, the Iroquois exercised
active dominion over most of what is now New York state. Of the 49,576 square miles of the
state, the Iroquois held title to about four-fifths of the total area (approximately 39,000 square
miles)…” (George, 2000, p. 163). “The Confederacy held 24,894,080 acres of some of the most
beautiful and resource-wealthy lands in all of North America” (George, 2000, p. 164). “Total
landholdings of the Iroquois are about 86,716 acres remaining from the original 25 million,
equivalent to 0.34 percent – or one third of one percent – of what we once had” (George, 2000,
p. 166). And, George gives us the necessary reminder that, “[t]he fact is, almost all lands in this
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This section draws heavily from Laurence Hauptman’s (1986) The Iroquois Struggle for Survival: World War II
to Red Power, a thorough treatment of more recent history for Iroquois communities.
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region belong exclusively to the Iroquois, having never been ceded according to law” (George,
2000, p. 168).
Mohawk Territory “extended from the Delaware River north to the St. Lawrence and included
almost all of the Adirondack Mountains. Their boundaries to the east were Lake Champlain,
Lake George, and the Hudson River. By adding up the area of the current counties within this
region, the Mohawk Nation can lay claim to 15,534 square miles (or 9,941,760 acres) as having
been alienated from their possession through various means, including fraudulent ‘treaties’”
(George, 2000, p. 163). Mohawks today hold “14,640 acres in New York State” (George, 2000,
p. 165), not including the 550 acres of Kanatsiohareke.
The Oneida were almost totally dispossessed of their homeland in what is now known as the
United States in central New York, retaining only 32 acres to live on of their original 3,724,160
acres or 5,819 square miles, although they have been buying up more land and now have roughly
3,000 acres (George, 2000, pp. 163, 165);
The Onondaga retained a fraction of their traditional territory, reduced in size from 2,670,720
acres (4,173 square miles) to 7,300 acres (George, 2000, p. 165-166);
The Cayuga were totally dispossessed of their homeland in what is now known as central New
York, relocating to lands on Six Nations Reserve in Ontario and on Cattaraugus Seneca land;
their original territory was 3,123 square miles (or 1,998,720 acres) (George, 2000, p. 164);
The Seneca retain a mere fraction (7,317 acres) of their original 6,558,720 acres (or 10,248
square miles) (George, 2000, p. 165);
The Tuscarora joined the Haudenosaunee Confederacy in the early 1700s as they were being
forced from their homeland in the Southeast by the continuing advance of Settlers. In New York
State, they have 5,778 acres; they also continue to hold unceded lands in North and South
Carolina, their original territory (George, 2000, p. 165).
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Haudenosaunee assertion/resistance/activism
“As proud, politically savvy people with a sense of a common estate, a ‘nationhood,’ [the
Iroquois] will continue to serve the Indian world of North America as the symbolic eagle
warning other native peoples about the dangerous and shifting winds of Indian policies”
(Hauptman, 1986, p. 243).

Strong and determined Iroquois traditional activism has continued from the first encroachment
by Europeans on Haudenosaunee lands, beliefs, practices, rights, and sovereignty through today.
The Iroquois have continuously rejected outside interference and oppression by foreign powers,
their laws, and their citizens since the arrival of Europeans. This staunch resistance has been
waged as a continuous re-assertion of Iroquois sovereignty and self-determination even through
the formation and founding of the Settler States of the United States and Canada, their
occupation of Rotinonhsionni lands, their policies of aggression toward the Haudenosaunee, and
the departure of most Mohawks from their ancestral homeland in the Mohawk River Valley to
re-form communities in the far north of their traditional territories.
The following ‘timeline’ sketch might help give a glimpse of the more recent interactions
between the Haudenosaunee and the occupying, Settler-Colonial States:
From the 1920s onward, the Haudenosaunee have been protesting in numerous, diverse ways the
colonial policies, violations, and treatment by the US and Canada, including these governments’
“repeated refusal to recognize the free and unrestricted passage of Indians across the CanadianUnited States border under the provisions of the Jay Treaty [of 1794] and the Treaty of Ghent
[1814]” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 205). Hauptman (1986) asserts, “Iroquois peoples have been at the
forefront of intertribal reform and radical activities both in the United States and Canada” (p.
235), and that “this clearly defined role of leadership in the postwar Native American world
resulted only after the Iroquois faced continuous threats in the two decades following United
States entry into World War II” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 239).
Deskaheh, a Cayuga leader from the Six Nations Territory and “Speaker of the Six Nations
Council,” travelled on his Haudenosaunee passport first to England in 1921 to protest Canadian
encroachment on their “rights as citizens of the separate country known as Grand River Land”
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(Akwesasne Notes, 1978, p. 42), to remind the British of their treaty (1784) and Canada’s
dismissal of this treaty. The British government ignored his pleas, calling Haudenosaunee issues
with Canada “a Canadian domestic problem” (Akwesasne Notes, 1978, p. 42). In 1923,
Deskaheh then travelled to the League of Nations in Geneva to protest violations by Canada,
such as Canadian infringement on Haudenosaunee sovereignty as separate Nations, their
occupation of Six Nations of the Grand River Territory by Canadian armed police, their theft of
wampum belts to destroy Haudenosaunee traditional practice and self-governance. He pleaded to
the world community of Nations on behalf of the smaller Nations against the powerful and those
who use their power unjustly, in the interests of tyranny. “The enduring legacy of Deskaheh
was…in the way he attempted to change non-Indians’ policy. His words, metaphors, and tactics
are still emulated by Iroquois leadership in their determined effort to conserve and protect their
existence. Iroquois delegates of the league in 1977 and after have retraced Deskaheh’s path to
Geneva, Switzerland” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 206).

Timeline of more recent Haudenosaunee interaction with Settler-Colonial states, a sketch
1930s – Iroquois protest Indian Reorganization Act of 1934
Organizations formed: Indian Defense League of America (1926), American Indian Federation
(1934), League of Nations Pan-American Indians or the League of North American Indians
(1935), Long House League of North America
1940s & 1950s – Iroquois protest the draft, the Selective Service Act of 1940
1948, 1950, 1956, 1958 – Losses in court decisions and Congress “[raise] Iroquois frustration
level to a boiling point” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 150).
1950s – Termination threats happening in Wisconsin, New York, Oklahoma
1950s – Increasing land loss of Iroquois Nations:
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Seneca and Tuscarora, particularly with Kinzua Dam and Tuscarora reservoir; Mohawk
communities with St. Lawrence Seaway project, which severely impacted the communities of
Akwesasne and Kahnawake, socially, culturally, economically, destroying traditional way of life
with fishing and farming, and causing severe public health threats
1959 – Traditional people take over the council house at Ohsweken, Six Nations Reserve in
protest of the elective system “imposed by Canada in 1924; …then declared themselves
…independent of Ontario and Ottawa authorities” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 207-8); Royal Canadian
Mounted Police are sent in to restore their colonial order
1961 – American Indian Chicago Conference; emergence of Indian activism; vocal Iroquois
opposition to Indian “mainstreamed discourse” of other Nations represented by National
Congress of American Indians that focused on American Indian citizenship to the United States;
Iroquois position (given voice to here by William Rickard, Tuscarora) vocally asserted to
remind and wake up Native peoples as to their sovereign status as citizens of their own Nations
only, and not of their colonizer nation-states:
“[William] Rickard attacked the Indian Citizenship Act of 1924 as ‘a device to commit legalized
robbery of millions of acres of our land and natural resources’ and as an act not recognized by
the Iroquois Confederacy” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 213); “No longer, according to Rickard, could
the NCAI ignore the existence of Indian groups and Indian organizations east of the Mississippi”
(Hauptman, 1986, p. 214).
1961 – National Indian Youth Council (Iroquois involvement in its formation)
1960s – Heavy industry development followed the construction of the St. Lawrence Seaway with
toxic dumping that became Superfund sites (General Motors, ALCOA, Reynolds…)
1960s – Iroquois movements of the North American Indian Travelling College (1967) to
encourage unity among First Nations and support the revival of traditional cultural systems; the
White Roots of Peace (1967) grew out of the Travelling College and Unity Caravans, all of
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which had a monumental impact on the awakening consciousness of Native people around Turtle
Island:
“The Iroquois, especially the Tuscaroras and Mohawks, were instrumental in the emergence of
Red Power in the late 1960s. Their highly influential newspaper, Akwesasne Notes, helped set
the tone for this new Indian activism since its founding in early 1969. The Iroquois spread their
influence also through the North American Indian Unity Caravan and later through the White
Roots of Peace. They sent delegations to participate at the takeovers of the Bureau of Indian
Affairs in 1972 and at Wounded Knee in 1973, the sessions of the Non-Governmental
Organization of the United Nations in Geneva, Switzerland in 1977, and on the Longest Walk
demonstration protesting proposed congressional legislation in 1978. Even before the term ‘Red
Power’ was coined, their activism had led them to be vocal participants as well as staunch critics
of the historic American Indian Chicago Conference of 1961 which drafted the Declaration of
Indian Purpose. Furthermore, Richard Oakes, a leader of the major Alcatraz Island takeover in
1969, was a Mohawk.” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 235).
1968 – International Bridge Blockade of the international bridge located on the Akwesasne
Mohawk Territory, where Mohawks blocked the bridge with cars to protest the assessment of
customs duties on anything bought in the US, a violation of the Jay Treaty of 1794 which
guaranteed Indians free passage and trade between the US and Canada
Hauptman describes the activism of Ernie Benedict and the decision to blockade the
International Bridge at Akwesasne in the late 1960s as growing out of the movements of the
1920s (Hauptman, 1986). These later movements of resistance and survival, offshoots of the
earlier root movements of the 1920s, reflect intergenerational activism passed on through
narratives of the experience of ongoing land loss and mistreatment.
Hauptman says, “It was no coincidence that the issue of free and unrestricted passage across the
international boundary promoted by the IDLA became one of the first major battlefields of
Iroquois Red Power. The International Bridge protest by Mohawks on Cornwall Island in
December 1968 was a direct outgrowth of the earlier consciousness-raising protests of the IDLA
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in the 1920s. Ernest Benedict, one of the organizers of the 1968 protest, had been active in the
IDLA since the 1940s, as had his mentor, confidante, and relative, Ray Fadden, the director of
the Six Nations Indian Museum of Onchiota, New York” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 206).
1969 – Following the Bridge Blockade, Onondaga issued a call for an international gathering of
Indigenous peoples from North and South America, to be held at Onondaga, to discuss the
violations of their sovereign status as Indigenous Peoples by the occupying nation-states.
Tadodaho Leon Shenandoah said the Convocation would be “‘…to discuss plans for uniting all
one people for action.’ He expressed with typical Iroquois pride that his people had their ‘own
constitution, which the other Indian nations don’t have,’ and that the Iroquois must show others
the way” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 216).
1969 – Bridge Blockade spurs creation of Akwesasne Notes, a major Indian publication that had
untold impact on Indigenous communities (and non-Indigenous people) throughout North
America and the world
1969 – Another Mohawk protest forced the Canadian government to recognize that Mohawks are
not required to pay duties
1969 – Occupation of Alcatraz Island – National movement in which Iroquois played a major
role; initiated by Mohawk ironworker Richard Oakes, who jumped off a boat and swam to the
island to re-claim it for Native Peoples; “[Richard] Oakes, in common with many other young
Iroquois of the period, was influenced both by the Iroquois unity movement and the White Roots
of Peace troupe in his conversion to activist politics” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 225).
1969-70 – Trudeau government (Canada) announces its “White Paper,” an attempt at Indian
termination policy; strong Iroquois resistance to this; “leads to ‘Iroquois Declaration of
Independence’ as well as to the formation of the Association of Iroquois and Allied Indians”
(Hauptman, 1986, p. 208).
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1971 – Indians threaten to occupy the Statue of Liberty and take it hostage -- Mohawk
participation and leadership
1971 – Onondaga sit-down protest against NY Interstate-81 highway construction project, joined
by other Iroquois Nations
1972 (October) – Trail of Broken Treaties to D.C.; prominent Iroquois presence; protesting and
proposing changes in Federal Indian policy; National movement in which Iroquois played a
major role
1972 (November) – Seizure of Bureau of Indian Affairs building in Washington, DC;
Negotiations for peaceful resolution to this are led by Mohawks;:
“Thus, by the end of 1972, Iroquois presence and influence in nationwide Indian militancy was
evident” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 227).
1973 – Wounded Knee occupation in Pine Ridge, South Dakota; Iroquois leadership sends a
delegation for consultation and support of Sioux takeover
1974 – Mohawk group reclaims over 600 acres of Mohawk land in Adirondack Mountains at
Moss Lake, called Ganienkeh
1977 – Ganienkeh is moved to Miner Lake (in Adirondacks)
1977 – Iroquois delegation goes to Geneva, Switzerland, following the Elder Praxis of Deskaheh
1978 – Longest Walk to protest treatment of Indians by Federal Government; National
movement in which Iroquois played a major role
1979-80 – Raquette Point encampment lasting 13 months to protest the colonizing elected
system, where “‘traditionals’ dramatized their longstanding objections to the existing threemember elected tribal system by establishing an encampment…The confrontation scene could
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have exploded like Wounded Knee in 1973 since the Indians and numerous New York State
troopers were armed to the teeth” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 232).
1980s – Warrior Society formed; conflicts over gambling, smuggling
1989-1990 – Civil war at Akwesasne: community split over gambling, smuggling, tobacco, all
rooted in issues brought on by colonization; North American Indian Travelling College office
firebombed in spring of 1990, evacuation called for; sizeable number of Akwesasne residents
became refugees; massive firefight, 2 men killed; NYS police moved into Akwesasne and
Akwesasne became occupied
Ionataiewas talked about this period during our conversation, in order to give some clarity to
what was happening:
“So even though we have these wonderful ideals and teachings, we don’t always live up to our
own ideals. So because of that, because we’re only human, we don’t always live up to those
goals. And because we have the gift of free thought, we don’t always agree with one another.
And that’s true of all people all over the world. And so what happened at Akwesasne from time,
to time, not just once, but from time to time, just as things happen in other communities all over
the world, and sometimes within families, and sometimes within nations, is there were
differences of opinion. And the feelings ran so high that it became violent.
“And this has happened to people over and over through history, and it certainly happened to us,
except in the past, when people had differences of opinion, and they were really really strong
about it, they would maybe split and make new communities. And that would be a solution. But
in this day and age, it’s hard to do that. It’s very hard to go somewhere else and make a
community, like it used to be. And so because people were so upset and so worried and so scared
and so…concerned about what was going to happen next, and were things going to get
worse…people started thinking ‘Well, maybe it is possible to move somewhere else and start a
new community.’ Which is part of our tradition. And so there was talk about that, and people
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started raising money just in case it was a possibility, through having bake sales and spaghetti
dinner sales and that sort of thing.
“So what happened at Akwesasne was there was a difference of opinion and people started
thinking maybe it’s time to think about a new community. And then of course there was this
prophecy in Tom’s family that at some point maybe people would return to the Mohawk Valley,
and so there was some talk about doing that, so that people could get away from the turmoil, and
if they wanted to live differently than some of the people at Akwesasne, then they’d be able to.
They’d be able to set up a community where they could start again. And there’d be a
revitalization…So, what were the differences of opinion? How to express our sovereignty. How
should we do it? Some people thought we should do it by building bingo parlors and casinos.
And other people didn’t think that was the road to take, for various reasons.”
1990 – Oka Crisis, Kanehsatake; armed conflict over town of Oka’s attempted takeover of
Mohawk land to build golf course and luxury homes
------About Iroquois resistance and leadership, Hauptman says, “Their [Iroquois] particular style of
activism…has continued. From the American Indian Chicago Conference of 1961, to Wounded
Knee in 1973, the Iroquois, well beyond their numbers, have influenced the activist direction of
the Indian world….Iroquois activism is significantly an outgrowth of these Indians’ past cultural,
historical, political and religious life” (Hauptman, 1986, p. 229)…Iroquois self-assertions and
sense of leadership must be understood in relation to how these Indians perceive themselves and
the rest of the Indian world. What many outsiders interpret as militancy is in part a strategy of
cultural survival to protect a rather conservative way of life. As eloquent orators on behalf of
treaty rights and as self-appointed protectors of tradition, they frequently project an air of selfconfidence that is widely admired by other Indians, however grudgingly, nationwide”
(Hauptman, 1986, p. 235).
The movement of return to the Mohawk Valley has to be contextualized within these decades,
generations, of struggle. Of particular importance to Tom is the White Roots of Peace for having
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sparked the movement of contemporary Indian re-awakening, transforming consciousness from a
place of devastation, assimilation and cultural loss, into cultural pride and regeneration. Tom
emphasizes the long-term impacts it has had on Indian communities throughout Turtle Island.
Kanatsiohareke is thus situated within Rotinonhsionni political-spiritual-cultural, socialhistorical movements of Onkwehon:we conscientization, identity, resistance, and transformative
action, the constant re-awakening of memory, identity, resistance, re-occupation, assertion and
resurgence – culturally, linguistically, politically, spiritually, intellectually, a re-generation of the
meaning and critical importance of ancient Iroquois ancestral knowledge systems, ways of being,
and practices.
These are Haudenosaunee movements guided by Elders, paying attention to ancestral narrative
memory, re-asserting claims to territories and engaging traditional practices of cultural survival
and regeneration -- re-inhabiting, re-claiming, re-interpreting places of significance and meaning
to awaken the Real People, a re-occupation through memory, an epistemological and discursive
re-configuring in the face of US and Canadian occupation.

Elder Praxis and knowledge production
Tom talks about his own process of knowledge production and exchange – his way of knowing
about knowing and how he comes to know, giving us a glimpse into the workings or
operationalizing of an Elder methodology around knowledge, a praxis he engages without ever
using the term – and the self-reflexive process he engages to actually construct and re-construct,
to theorize – and then to “make something out of it” – to act, on and within that knowing and
knowledge gained out of this process:
“Well I’ve done whatever my plan has always been, and I can do that whether I’m in
Akwesasne, here, or it doesn’t matter where I would live, I’m still always doing what I have
always done with my life. It’s just [about] the preservation of who we are as a Mohawk people
and Iroquois people, as a Indigenous people to North America and the world…it’s just that
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simple, simple as that actually. It’s no grandiose thing about it, you know, and I try to learn as
much as I can about it to really understand it, more than like scholars would do it or academic
people, mostly because I believe that’s the way it is, I guess (laughing). And that’s what
motivated me to hear this and hear this and also get different responses from people who seem to
know, what’s their opinion, and what’s other people’s opinion about that same stuff. And it
helped me to kind of put them all together and come up with a holistic kinda thing. Yeah, I’m
still doing that, and sometimes I might not be right either, cuz it’s the opinion of many people
that helped me to put it all in there, and then make something out of it.”
It is a self-reflective, dynamic process engaged in relation with others, “others who seem to
know” as Tom says, from different positionalities, “to hear this and hear this and also get
different responses…it’s the opinion of many people that helped me to put it all in there and then
to make something out of it.” Using a holographic methodology or coherence (Meyer, 2013a, p.
256), which does not put at risk the coherence of the whole by looking at its parts, it is important
to hear what Tom is saying and how he says it…because if you weren’t paying attention, you
might just miss it, which apparently I did until I got into the listening again and again through the
writing stage of this process, before it jumped out at me. He is “telling me” (without explicitly
telling me, of course) about his praxis as an Elder – he has discerned exactly what I am interested
in finding out about and am paying attention to, without my voicing it – and how this praxis
happens, how he engages knowledge and knowing, ancestral knowledge, teachings, wisdom, and
how he then re-constructs them for usefulness, relevance, coherence, and survivance today. How
does he know this is what I am listening for, something I missed until the third listen? This is the
type of presence and perception awake within an Elder’s Praxis – and it draws on use of more of
the senses than most of us are accessing today.
Did you catch how he says, “So I can really understand something”? His perception and
knowing, the presence of six (at least) Onkwehon:we senses working together within several
different spatial-temporal layers simultaneously. He is working with knowledge and knowing,
honoring its being-ness, its intergenerationality, which is the only way co-creation is really
possible, by recognizing “our own role in reality production” (Meyer, 2013b, p. 99). What does it
mean to “really understand” something within Haudenosaunee ways of knowing? Tom is asking
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us, I think, to reflect on this, deepening our understanding of the ways Onkwehon:we
knowledges are alive, living, embedded within an ethical framework of knowledge and creation.
Knowledge is recognized as something experienced, today, but not only today, continuous with
the past and the future. And it becomes knowledge because it is lived. Vine Deloria expresses the
way knowledge is alive and ethical, the conscientization and transformation held within the fact
of our lived potential for co-creation with the rest of the universe, from within our Onkwehon:we
epistemologies:
“...That is to say, there is a proper way to live in the universe: there is a content to every
action, behavior, and belief. The sum total of our life experiences has a reality…..No
body of knowledge exists for its own sake outside the moral framework of understanding.
We are, in the truest sense possible, creators or co-creators with the higher powers, and
what we do has immediate importance for the rest of the universe…In the moral universe
all activities, events, and entities are related, and consequently it does not matter what
kind of existence an entity enjoys, for the responsibility is always there for it to
participate in the continuing creation of reality” (Deloria in Deloria, Foehner, Scinta,
1999, p. 46-47).
Indigenous knowledge is not a static category of ‘information.’ This is not possible. It is always
active and enacted, alive and enlivened, experienced, oral (and thus active), enwizened.
Ancestral knowledge is not an inert body or repository of information, but knowing and ways of
knowing that have been lived, animated, engaged, brought to life and passed on. Mohawk
scholar Christopher Jocks (1998) discusses Mohawk knowledge and language as being an
activity, needing to be lived: “…in Longhouse epistemology knowledge is not a thing to be
possessed, nor a static condition to be attained, but an activity. It is something you do, something
you must maintain, not something you simply store up…The implications seem revolutionary:
ceremonial knowledge itself is useless unless it is taken out and vivified. ‘Knowing’ the elements
and procedures of a ceremony is of no worth if one is unable or unwilling to enact them” (Jocks,
1998, p. 228-9).
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Tom reveals a fundamental difference between the ways he understands knowing and knowledge
production and Western ways of knowing – his knowing is an invigorated knowing, an
understanding that there is no such thing as ‘knowledge for knowledge’s sake.’ All
Onkwehon:we knowledge has a purpose, is useful, relevant, an interconnected part of being in
the world. Manulani Meyer talks about a “holographic epistemology” (Meyer, 2013a, p. 256) of
knowledge, where each element is located in its fullness within the whole. Tom’s knowledge
ways constitute and are constituted by a Haudenosaunee “universe of unbroken wholeness”
(Bohm, 1983, p. xv), and that in order to “really understand it,” as Tom says, a fundamentally
relational view of the universe must be present. This universe Tom perceives and lives as
intimately related to his own life. He goes into the world to listen closely, to call upon his
perception, experience, and lived wisdom, the intergenerational praxis and ways of knowingbeing out of which he emerges, to engage Haudenosaunee knowledge, to gather these
knowledges and ways of knowing, meanings, and interpretations together through a dynamic
relational exchange within a multitude of diversity. That diversity is actively sought by Tom; he
knows that it will connect to new, simultaneously ancient, knowledge and strategies for
responding, an invigorated knowing.
Tom acknowledges the relational, reciprocal, processual nature of Haudenosaunee knowledge
creation, which is anything but static, where he is contributing to the generation and regeneration of knowledge, taking an active role in the living and imagining of collective narrative
memory, ancient and contemporary, responsive to the currencies of today, mediated through his
praxis as an Elder. Enacted, lived wisdom – perhaps this is a better, more accessible way of
understanding Onkwehon:we praxis. Tom’s praxis is a relational, alchemical process, where he
actively engages the knowledge of diverse, esteemed Knowledge Holders, and where these
Knowledge Holders support and nurture him in his own development into wisdom: “They helped
me to put it all in there and then make something out of it,” a wisdom that he could create with
and make something out of for the benefit of the coming generations. He has given us, in what at
first you almost miss because of its sophistication, simplicity, and common sense, insight into
Onwehon:we Elder epistemologies, methodologies, pedagogies – the ways of Onkwehon:we
knowledge production and exchange, from within the lived walk of an Elder. And, as
Ionataiewas says, “Because of how Tom explains it, [people] can apply it in their lives.” He
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reminds us, it’s “not academic. You don’t have to be a specialist in a surgical thing…”
Indigenous knowledge is useful, personal, experienced, relevant, and meaningful. It nurtures the
survival of its People.
From this standpoint of Onkwehon:we relations to knowledge, meaning, and identity, the power
of re-connecting through the generations, we return to Tom being invited by this Oneida
community to share his teachings:
“They said, ‘He teaches us all the time, things that we supposed to know…things that we have
forgotten…or things that[are] just vaguely remembered, in Elder people. And then when he says
it, it sparks and the memory come[s] back, and then we want to embrace it. They says, ‘That’s
why we like it when you come here. You make us feel like living again…and…like we really
can DO it.’ So it’s a feeling that goes on. And sometime we cry about it. And we laugh about it.
And those are feelings that is needed...”
The people are talking about the power located within these relations around knowledge. At the
same time that it is gratefully acknowledged that Tom as an Elder is teaching them, he is igniting
in them a spark and giving them a sheltered, safe place where memory can be tended and rekindled, where meaning and feelings of self, grounded in who they are, can return, where people
are inspired to live through the everyday of colonization, and where they feel that this is possible,
that is to say, transformative. Tom is giving us insight into some of the critical elements of Elder
praxis, Elder pedagogy: they restore the People back to physical, spiritual, emotional, mental
health through their restorative engagement with knowledge, providing a link to ancestral,
relational, collective narrative memory, sense, and coherence, the cultivation and encouragement
of identities that hold meaning for people, situated within an ancient-contemporary continuum of
the collective, where people have a place, where people begin to feel, to connect again, to reimagine themselves within their own places and presences. These are Elder ways of being
present to their People.
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Deep pool
Tom’s presence and praxis is a deep pool. People when they meet him are immediately taken
with his kindness and generosity, his humor, love of laughter, and playfulness, his keen mind,
and the way he listens to each person. While this is true for me as well, there has always been a
way I have maintained a certain quiet when I am around him – and not just because I am
expecting to be the brunt of any number of practical jokes from my zipper being down to being
jumped out at from a dark and deserted hallway late at night! I know and love all these things
about Tom. And I see something more, something else at work too. A deep filtering process. I
watch his eyes and the way they move when he is thinking – and I can see so much going on in
what appear to be small interactions – and this recognition has always made me immediately
humble, knowing I am in the presence of someone beyond who I am seeing on the surface,
someone profoundly in touch and moving through deep currents of thinking and meaning,
completely grounded and rooted within his Rotinonhsionni cultural worldview and teachings. It
is always an experience of great humility and respect when you find yourself in the presence of
people who carry their ancient knowledges in their walk, the Knowledge Keepers who are
listening to the continuities of the past with today and into the future.
By their relationship to the past and the future, these Knowledge Keepers and Elders provide us
with the critical space in which to see and understand the continuities, rather than the constant
reminders of rupture and fragmentation, the effects of colonizing influences that pervade so
much of our lived everyday. They show us instead, simply by walking it, the ways collective
community resistance triumphs, in the small, at times barely perceptible yet purposeful pathways
of their daily lives. In walking their paths and their teachings, they provide us younger
generations with a way out of colonizing violences by engaging a collective resistance that is
their living of a dynamic, vital, coherent cultural epistemology, an engaged collective narrative
memory that expands into the outward expression of the world.
And Tom is everywhere – his influence and impact have gone out into the world, layers of
interaction, conversation, teachings, all the things that have been shared. These connect with a
deep current of knowledge, teachings, and practices that are not for public consumption, but that
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so many of us hold in the quiet and dear places within us, the places where we have been moved
by Tom, and other Elders, and we live the rest of our lives carrying those places carefully,
tending them, making sure they live and breathe and whisper to us while we sleep so that we
might survive the white noise of the waking world.
The story and teaching of the White Roots of Peace goes back to the Peacemaker and the
founding of the Iroquois Confederacy. With consensus to form the Confederacy, to accept and
follow the peace, a Great White Pine was uprooted by the Peacemaker and in the hole its
uprooting made, the men threw their weapons, which would be buried underneath that great tree,
its white roots spreading peace into the four directions. This is an ancient teaching, a culturallyorienting understanding of meaning, formation of consciousness, solidarity, collectivity, and
identity. Tom has extended and brought forward these ancient ways of knowing and being,
finding channels like his participation in the contemporary White Roots of Peace and
Kanatsiohareke. In the unfolding of his life, his praxis continues to carry critical Kanien’keha:ka
epistemologies, philosophies, and practices. Tom has talked about the White Roots of Peace not
as a movement that had an ending, but as an ongoing and continuing movement of education and
re-kindling of the ways of life and knowing of Onkwehon:we across A’nowara’ko:wa.
Tom’s influence is everywhere throughout Iroquois Country, sowing the seeds of Onkwehon:we
re-awakening, re-invigorating a return to living memory, collective cultural coherence and
consciousness, touching and moving people in their lives through his embodied praxis as a
Mohawk leader and Elder. His own life has been lived as these wide, white roots, located deep
within the Earth, spreading out into all directions, carrying ancient messages about good and just
ways of behaving as Human Beings, as the Real People, that create the conditions for peace,
where peace finds a place, a home, and prospers. His life is nothing less than an interweaving of
ancient wisdom and ways, a life lived large and well, that is self-consciously sowing the seeds of
strength and nourishment into the coming generations. The roots of his life interweave with the
lives of other Elders and Knowledge Holders, past, present, and future, an intricate weaving of
the wisdom of the generations.

279

~~~~~~~~~~~~~
“The story of Kanatsiohareke is more significant because the effort to launch this project was
real, and the people who participated in it were real and they remain real. I can testify to that.
I have been Tom Porter’s friend for nearly 30 years. When we were young men, we once talked
all night about his dream of establishing a life in which the practices of the Mohawk culture
would be the primary objective. He has passionately and consistently urged that action must be
taken to preserve the spiritual traditions and most necessarily, the Mohawk language.”
--- John Mohawk
~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Elder Praxis & return
Elder Praxis demands well-honed and integrated perception, along with deeply lived reflection
on context – historical and contemporary. Elder Praxis embodies remembered longevity. A
self/collective-reflexivity where the self is integrated into the whole, a self that cannot be
separated from collective consciousness – choices, decisions, thinking, perception, knowing,
dreaming, theorizing, and acting informed by these interconnections, ancient and today,
experiential knowing and awakened consciousness using their particular constellation of
epistemological thinking to create futures of sense and meaning…readying the ground for
Onkwehon:we futurity and resurgence.
Laying the groundwork for Kanien’keha:ka Return required a careful, discerning enactment of
Elder Praxis, as it is a dangerous thing to reclaim land and re-inhabit traditional spaces within the
colonialist project. Dominant society and the power structures of New York State have shown
themselves over and over again to be hostile to Iroquois reclamation of ancestral territories.
Return forces Settler confrontation with its own tortured – and ongoing – history. In 1993 when
Tom and the small group of families that made the move back to their ancestral homeland in the
Mohawk Valley, their lives were at stake – and they were coming from a Mohawk Territory that
was in the midst of its own civil war, a community imploding from the divisive and deadly
impacts of colonization, capitalism, corporate devastation of land, water and air, and its attendant
epistemologies of greed, individualism, jealousy, a refugee situation of people fleeing the
Territory, and the real potential for White aggression and violence in the Valley. This dangerous
and fragile context called for someone who could negotiate the tinder box of relationships and
navigate the discursive terrain by nourishing and inspiring an ethic and practice of autonomy,
self-sufficiency and re-imagination of cultural renewal and regeneration, with the skills
necessary to simultaneously foment peaceful relations with the surrounding settler society and
re-connect a Kanien’keha:ka Longhouse consciousness of the meaning of traditional life in
community. And they needed to succeed. The stakes were painfully high. After generations of
everyday humiliations and the hardships wrought by a long experience of colonization and
Settler-Colonial presence, the contemporary context of Haudenosaunee frustration,
disillusionment, and anger of having Iroquois sovereignty trampled upon by the state, provincial,

281

and federal governments of the United States and Canada, there was a very real urgency that this
return to homeland be a successful (and safe) movement of cultural, linguistic, and community
survival, regeneration, and renewal.

Elder Praxis – and a plan
“A powerful vision is able to provide impetus and direction to struggle.” -- Graham Smith
“There are no mistakes in the tribal world; there is always purpose. We may not understand the
reason for any particular thing that happens to us, but we have the responsibility to remain alert
and reflective and learn what larger patterns we are part of.” -- Vine Deloria

Vine Deloria’s quote acknowledges what Tom talks about as a “plan” for himself that was never
of his own design or making, the ways he did not necessarily desire or ask for the particular plan
that unfolded for him, but that out of his careful attention to his spiritual teachings and the
movement of the Creator in his life, he has followed the path being made for him. Tom
addressed that it had not been in his plan after his twenties to return to the Valley, nuancing the
common perception that he not only wanted to return to the Valley, but that it was his plan to do
so in the early 1990s. I hoped to hear more of his thinking on this, so I asked him about it in
another light.
Amanda: “So…I was wondering if it wasn’t your plan, do you think it was part of the Creator’s
plan that you came here?”
Tom: “Well, it probably was. Yeah. Probably was. I was ready to do it thirty years before that
and it wasn’t ready. I was ready but everybody else was not, so…I didn’t do it. So this came and
I wasn’t, I didn’t want to do it. I had changed my mind, just get old and just die where my
reservation is, and that’s it. ‘Cuz I had already been part of lots of movements and lots of
preservation stuff in my whole life, so I kinda felt like I did my share now, and I can sit back and
just get old. Well, it didn’t happen, because I’m still not sitting back. I’m more busy than I ever
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was before…So when it’s sunny, it’s sunny and when it rains, it rains, that’s the way I look at
things. So if there’s something that needs to be done, and I know how to do it, then I’m there to
do it. I don’t go by plans, even my own plans, because me and Alice never went on a vacation
our whole life. Any time we travel, it’s because somebody died or a family member died and we
have to go to that funeral, but we never go someplace just to go relax or just to have a vacation.
We don’t know what that is. So everything’s always been done because they needed me…and if
I am able, if I was able to do it, then that’s what I do…”
Amanda: “So it wasn’t your plan, but it was the plan for you, and you did it.”
Tom: “Yeah, yeah. So there’s no [big] engineering behind it, it just…when there was a void, a
vacuum, well, I was there, so I’d go into the vacuum, to help fill it. And that’s the only plan I
ever had, which is not a plan -- which is if there is a vacuum then it’s gonna suck whatever’s
next to it. And I was just always where I needed to be. But my Grandmother was a seer and my
Mother was as well, and I used to do that too when I was younger, but I quit. So that’s why I
kinda always am directed in a spiritual sense, what to do, where to go and where to be, for most
of my life. And that’s why there’s no plan, because I go by that.”
Amanda: “It’s the Creator’s plan for you….”
Tom: “Yup. Yeah. Yeah.”

Elder Praxis, getting older, and the future
Tom continues,
“Yeah, so we got old now, me and [Alice], so I don't know just what's...just what's tomorrow or
next day...It's not no dilemma or nothin...It's not a fiasco or anything. It's just that we're at the
[point] where you get old, you get old....And I never been old before so I’m not sure what
exactly does that mean or how I’m supposed to handle it, so I just go day to day. Just grateful
that I can still walk around...But I, me and Alice both, sometimes we fall down and just by
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walkin on that cement out there...sometimes our shoes trips us or something trip us, and used to
be when I’m fallin I was so fast I won't fall because I catch myself, but now I can't. By the time I
thought what to do, my face is on the ground already....(laughing). So that never happened
before, so it's been happening...so that's why now I’m afraid to climb on that ladder to fix that
roof. Because I fell off the ladder one time before and I couldn't breathe for the longest time, it
knocked the wind outta me and that was only four feet up. So that one there, that's about thirty
foot up -- so if I fall from there, that'll be the last fall for me (laughing).
“So I really don't have any complaints about it. Because when the apple is ripe it'll fall from the
tree to be eaten. And so here it is too. If the Mohawk way and tradition is gonna be supported,
then it's like the apple, it's gotta wait till it's ready. Because you can't twist arms or you can't
force that. If you do, it won't work right. There won't be happiness, there won't be peace.
So…whatever's ready for the picking, that's what I try to pick. And that's where we are now.
“But it's being, this, Kanatsiohareke, the way people are talking -- like on the ocean on foggy
days that's why they have them lighthouses, so people can find where's the shore (laughs) and not
get further in the ocean. Well, that's what Kanatsiohareke has become, in a sense.
“Because a lot of people of the different Iroquois comes here and try to learn…about traditions
and things like that, so we try to share with whatever we know. And so we always have different
kinds of workshops going on here that helps us try to keep the thing going...keep it going here…
and as well as to having a teaching method…”
I have to be very honest here – that as much as Tom says, “it’s no dilemma or nothin...It's not a
fiasco or anything. It's just that we're at the [point] where you get old, you get old,” I have a hard
time hearing it, hearing him talk about how it is now that he is getting old. As much as I know
this is the cycling of our lives, it pulls at my heart to think about Tom and Alice getting old,
because I consider them my family, my parents or grandparents, and for the implications of this
for the Confederacy. It wakes me up a little more, stirs me, pushes me forward, to find ways of
responding to the urgency, the need to listen, to discern, to strategize, to prioritize, to act while
we have him and all our Elders here among us.
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Tom’s thoughts about the uncertainty of growing into old age reveal the ways being an “Elder” is
not a utopian kind of space. It is full of the unique challenges, difficulties, and requirements of its
own life stage – there is nothing romantic about it. It is real, grounded (sometimes all too
grounded, as in his thoughts on falling off the ladder), messy, uncertain, and holds a place of
deep respect and honor for Onkwehon:we. For the West, the fixation on youth, that stage’s
physical characteristics and capabilities is all-important, while for Indigenous peoples, even
though Elders are being physically challenged, they are strong of spirit and mind, a link to the
strength and power of the spiritual world of Ancestors.
When Tom says, “So I don't know just what's...just what's tomorrow or next day...And I never
been old before so I’m not sure what exactly does that mean or how I’m supposed to handle it, so
I just go day to day,” I hear him echoing what he has said about his earlier life, the ways the path
of his life has maintained a resonance, and a tension, as a human being. Tom’s whole life has
been lived in an awakened responsiveness, attentive to where he needs to be and what he needs
to be doing, guided by the Creator. And because of his close tie to the Creator, to Spirit, because
he has chosen to live his life this way, he has never been able to make his own plan for himself.
He has followed what is being given to him, spiritually, to do, which is to live a life working for
the survivance and renewal of Onkwehon:we peoples, ways, languages, teachings, worldviews,
ways of being. And yet, it is at the same time an interwoven process of his own deliberation and
discernment and that which is unfolding for him. When he reflects on his life and not having
been able to make a plan of his own design, he speaks with humility about being present and
showing up, being helpful and generous of himself, his energy, time, and abilities, his own
discernment interacting with Spirit, meaning that he will be constantly standing next to “the
vacuum that’s gonna suck whatever’s next to it.” But neither the fact of the vacuum, nor the fact
of his standing next to it, is coincidence. He has been placed there and he has intuited to be there.
And he returns to the Haudenosaunee cultural value of choice – that as much as things happen
around him to which he feels called to respond, as much as his generations and Spirit are
engaging and calling upon him, ultimately, it is a choice: “And that’s why there’s no plan,
because I go by that” [emphasis added]. He chooses to follow a plan not of his own design, one
that he recognizes as unfolding from the Creator.
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I also hear Tom sharing the ways his perception and discernment are challenged by the process
of being human, by life, by the uncertainties of growing older, particularly as his life for the last
twenty-three years, taking him from middle age into older age, has been centered within this
“grand experiment,” this movement of Mohawk Return to traditional ancestral homeland, reestablishing a presence within the place of the Ancestors, by having made an enormous
commitment and contribution to the regeneration of Mohawk community, language, cultural
worldviews, teachings, ways of knowing and practices. It has been a leap into the unknown in
every step of the process, but it has been carried through by the determined persistence of
intergenerational Mohawk ways of knowing-being, teachings, and philosophies, the
consciousness of Ancestors, the Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni cultural value and striving
toward the renewal of community, all nurtured and developed within Tom by the perception,
discernment, and vision of previous generations, now nurtured by him into present and future
generations.
These are genealogies of relationship, responsibility, and reciprocity – to Self, to Family, to
Clan, Nation, and Confederacy, to community, teachings, spiritual ways of knowing, Ancestors
and ancestral presence, and to that Haudenosaunee practice of resistance and continuance, a
constant re-assertion of presence and integrity as the Real People, as Onkwehon:we, whether in
1754 or 1953 or 1990 or 1993 or 2018. Tom lives as his praxis what traditional ‘resistance’
looks like – deliberate, discerning, ethical, and visionary, resistance that cycles and centers
within traditional oral-relational intergenerational sense coherence, meaning, responsibility,
reciprocity, and knowledge, making the ground ready for future generations to walk in to. The
perception of Elders allows us to understand with more clarity and depth that ‘resistance’ moves
beyond the unintentional centering of the Settler-Colonial as we attempt to form responses to its
constantly mutating formations. They remind us by showing us that the critical necessity lies in
perceiving Onkwehon:we ways and places of meaning, relevance, and purpose that will nourish
the People into seven generations, as the closest horizon.
He continues, sharing his thoughts about the future of the Mohawk Nation as a distinct People
with distinct cultural ways, values, knowledge:
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“And so here it is too, if the Mohawk way and tradition is gonna be supported, then it's like the
apple, it's gotta wait till it's ready. Because you can't twist arms or you can't force that. If you do,
it won't work right. There won't be happiness, there won't be peace. So…whatever's ready for the
picking, that's what I try to pick. And that's where we are now.”
There is this underlying tone in the way Tom talks about growing older, about his life and the
journeys he has walked, about the future of the Mohawk as a People, the future of
Kanatsiohareke, a way that he does not concern himself with things that are unknown,
unavoidable, the constant waverings of human life…the sound of that underlying calm, even
while the rest of the world might be shaking on the surface, is Spirit. Deep, profound,
unwavering. A confidence in the direction he is going, because he is going wherever he is meant
to go. He is being guided. He is not concerned about old age because, in a typically matter-offact Mohawk way, why worry about it, there’s nothing you can do about it, you just don’t know
what it means yet is all. He does not cling to the need for control, to “determine his own
destiny,” but instead is able to go where he is needed: “So there’s no engineering behind it or
there’s no plan on it, it just, when there was a void, like a vacuum, well I was there so I’d go into
the vacuum, to help fill it.” Just as, if the Mohawk ways are going to survive, it will happen, we
cannot force anything to happen or it will not happen in the right way – process, always the
emphasis on process, rather than outcome – the only outcomes that will be good and whole and
clear will come from good and whole and clear processes. Again, cultural teachings emerging
out of lived Elder Praxis: the respect he has for process and his attention to the readiness of the
People.

Incremental change
In re-conceptualizing transformation “in order to make the intervention potential portable and
able to be transferred and applied in many sites” (G. Smith, 2009, p. 6), Maori scholar Graham
Smith echoes Tom’s thinking around the nature of change, process, and vision in ways that are
useful and relevant, and that stand alongside Tom’s articulation of the processes of change,
perception, relationship, preparation, action, traditional knowledge ways and ethics,
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Haudenosaunee value systems and philosophies, and survivance – all of this is held within
Tom’s reflection:
“And so here it is too, if the Mohawk way and tradition is gonna be supported, then it's
like the apple, it's gotta wait till it's ready. Because you can't twist arms or you can't force
that. If you do, it won't work right. There won't be happiness, there won't be peace.
So…whatever's ready for the picking, that's what I try to pick. And that's where we are
now.”
Graham Smith resonates with Tom, saying,
“We should also be able to relate our vision of what we are trying to achieve to the actual
process of change and transformation…that a vision will usually be achieved
incrementally and that we need to understand the incremental nature of change and
therefore celebrate the incremental victories along the way to the ultimate vision. That is,
don’t just focus on the outcome – also recognize the learning value in the process of
transformation itself” (G. Smith, 2009, p. 6).
Their Onkwehon:we thinking, though from very different locations a world away and articulated
differently, aligns with each other. Their thoughts on change, continuance, and transformation
are important in envisioning and imagining Kanatsiohareke into the future, its role, relationship
to meaning, and continuing possibilities to contribute to the life of the Rotinonhsionni.
Their perception is also relevant in theorizing Elder Praxis more broadly, as well as Elder Praxis
as it is lived here, through this place called Kanatsiohareke. Elder Praxis itself is all about
process, transformative process. There is a view here, a worldview, a way of seeing that is
closely linked to Elders, and that is to take the long view, the view of seven generations, which
has everything to do with careful, thoughtful, collective- and self-reflexive deliberation,
orientation, and memory, to ensure that decision-making takes the view of longevity, to create
the conditions, through Elder and ancestral scaffolding, for the survival and ethical continuance
of Onkwehon:we.
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If we look at the process that is Kanatsiohareke, a physical manifestation of process that is also
praxis, of an Elder, these alchemies that cultivate transformation, we can perceive how
Kanatsiohareke and Tom, embodying process and praxis, have significantly impacted the shape
and direction of the Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni now and into the future. Mohawk and Maori
scholars/knowledge holders reflecting each other, their community-centered ways of knowing
resonating with the experience of Kanatsiohareke where, while the buildings are crumbling from
age and use, its light that is of enormous significance, the return to land, language, cultural and
community reclamation and resurgence, glows warm and bright, a light that reflects a saying
Motel 6 may have coined, but that Tom has made famous, “We’ll keep the coffee warm and the
lights on.” He is letting us all know that this light, this fire, of Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni
renewal and resurgence burns again in the Mohawk homeland, where the fires of home and
family and clan and community have burned since time began – and that we will always have a
place to come home to, because this is and remains Mohawk land.
As I am writing this, something hits me in a new way, in a way I have not really recognized in
the over two decades I have known Tom. While I know that Tom is a powerful leader, thinker,
philosopher, orator, teacher, friend, a person who is deeply respected for his knowledge and way
of being, there is something else there, if I can articulate it – the idea of an Elder, raised within
intergenerational oral praxis (practices, philosophies, teachings, knowledge, relationships,
ceremonies, reflections, worldviews, dreams, language) by Elders in his own family and leaders
of the Haudenosaunee, returning to the ancestral homeland of the Mohawk Valley, a place/space,
an intimate geography, a landscape, a land and natural world, a “Multiverse” (Cajete, 1994, p.
75), where his Ancestors lived their lives for thousands of years…there is a way that even this
story so far, a profound one, becomes deeper, more intricate and moving, with Tom’s return
home – the return of this Elder (whose family was probably one of the last to leave the Valley,
whose great great grandfathers were those who tried to assist the founders of the new country
called the United States) within a land of Old Ones who lived their lives and are buried in this
ground, who have become the very Earth from which the corn grows each summer, planted by
Tom and Alice and Ida Mae, the rest of his family and the community, and when it is time, is
harvested and used to make corn bread to feed the People – not just to make it, but to teach
others how to make it. An Elder immersed within a surrounding praxis of Ancestors – their
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presence working with, on, and through him as he goes about his days, touching, teaching, and
moving the People, in return. Circles of Elders encircling Elders, it is a powerful thing – and
provides another angle from which to view the necessity of Onkwehon:we Lands, Homelands,
places of Home since time immemorial – the lived, living, storying, and profoundly relational
memory of the People within a deep and remembering Earth.
Don’t let them take your land, the Old Ones say. Don’t let them take your language, your
connection to the land and the Creator, they say again. Right here is why – can you feel it, from
wherever your here is? Do you know that place in your bones? We who love Kanatsiohareke, we
who love Tom Porter – the Kanien’keha:ka, the Rotinonhsionni, and beyond – may these stories
remind us of the importance of these spaces, carved out painstakingly from Settler-Colonial
takeover, the occupation of our memory, homelands, lives and stories, our lifeways and
relationship to our Universe, their overculture of intentional forgetting, paving over and digging
up our deepest memories, the beauty in our hearts, the way they have marginalized and made
invisible everything they are afraid of; and just as importantly, this space, these spaces that
continue quietly throughout Turtle Island, carved from the colonial exercise of the power to
define “the way things are.” Tom remembers the older people when he talks about the way they
never got to come home, to return to the Mohawk Valley:
“My grandmother died some twenty-seven years ago. And whenever I talk about how we
came back here to the Mohawk Valley, to Kanatsiohareke and how she used to say things
about coming here, I’m reminded; she never knew that we did come back. The older
people suffered a lot. And they took it with them to their graves. They were never
relieved of that stress and heavy burden they carried. And I guess that’s what makes me
cry. I’ve been relieved of many of the burdens and stresses that they carried. I’m more
liberated, you might say, in a sense” (Tom, 2008, p. 37).
The resistance that is Tom’s life is embedded and embodied in this place, lives in this place, as an
active re-capture of both place and space, where within this circle, it is assumed that to be
Mohawk and all that that means and holds, is normal; the assumption that Mohawks here will
define what that means from within Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni ancestral knowledge
systems, language and lands, made meaningful and relevant today, without the need to gain
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acceptance or recognition from the colonizer, nor even from all aspects within the People. It is a
place that locates a self-determining assertion of “this is who we are, have been, and may
become,” and this is what is important to us – ancient values, disciplines, ethical systems,
philosophies, ways of knowing-being, aspirations and priorities, enacted and engaged in
community, moving and responding through time and space. Such a place holds the heart of the
People, just as the heart of the Kanien’keha:ka lies beating within this very Ohwentsia, this very
Earth.
Tom continues to story his life, what he has come to know:
“I don't know if it's so much to do with actually Kanatsiohareke...although it is kinda romantic
that, like she said, she’d like to have her baby here, to be born in here, right? Is that what you
said the other day?”
Katsitsi:io: “Mmmmhmmm.”
Tom: “Well, because also this is the homeland of our Great Great Grandpa...Grandma, this is
where their villages were...for centuries and centuries, so there is a good feeling about that...And
there is something special about this area, ‘cuz everybody says it, not just Natives either. Even
Natives from South America who came here, and the non-Native people, as soon as they get
close to here they feel, something. And they always say it. Everybody says it. So there's
something to it. And I know that too, but...I didn't know that other people were sensitive to it.
But they are.
“So I still don't know all what my function is...I know a lot of it, but I don't know all of it.
Because mostly me and my wife and family, we go by wherever the Spirit take us or push us to
or lead us to, then we get involved with that. So we don't really...we don't have a plan, we don't
have an orchestration of what our life is gonna entail, because we go by that...and dreams, it's
heavy in our life. And I don't mean the stupid dreams or foolish dreams... (laughs)... like
visionary kinda things...’cuz one has to explain the difference between it, because there's a big
difference (laughs)...If I did some of the dreams I had I’d probably be dead (laughing)...But you
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gotta distinguish what's meaningful and what's not...
“So the main thing…is just for our People to examine everything that belongs to them. And if
they don't know, then to find out. And examine it. What is it, what's its purpose, and is it
befitting of their life today, or can it be discarded. But at least look at it first. Don't just get rid of
it if you haven't studied its purpose. I guess that's the equivalent of the way the American people
or is it English people…who [say] ‘Don't throw the baby out when you throw the bathwater out.’
Something to that equivalent. Because a lot of our traditions and things...that OUR people has, a
way of believing, has been taken away for many of the generations. So they don't even know
what it is. So if they throw the bathwater out, they don't even know to look for the baby. Some of
them it's that gone, that far gone. So we have to try to help them.
“And so that's why when we were here, I had a cousin, about a 4th or 5th cousin...she lived in
Syracuse, she married a White man over there, they never had kids though…. Fluent, fluent in
Mohawk. And, she lived in Syracuse quite some time, and she married a White man over there
and he died. He died. He was good to her. They had a good relation and everything, and lived in
Syracuse. And she belongs to the Kateri over here. 36 REAL REAL Kateri over there. But her and
I got along pretty good and she always likes to stop here. And sometime they ask me to help
them over there, so sometime I will go help them. Even though I don't have no affiliation, but
it's…because they're my relatives, so I try to help them. Because relatives supposed to help each
others. But...I know they know that they never gonna convert me to THAT, I’m pretty sure they
pretty much know that (smiling), [I’m] a diamond that's never gonna get broke (laughing). And I
sorta know that they're not probably ever gonna either. But I see them DO come back [to
Longhouse]. And so, I can't really say that. It's not equal. Because I'll probably die and they’ll
never convince me otherwise.
“But them, they got tricked to go there [to Christianity], so their stuff is…supposed to be here,
so...it's understandable why they would [come back to Longhouse]...And so my cousin, she used
36Tom

is referring to Kateri Tekawitha, the Mohawk woman who was born in the late 1600s, was converted to
Christianity, and was made the first Native American saint in 2012. The Kateri Tekawitha national shrine is located
about 4 miles east of Kanatsiohareke on old Turtle Clan Longhouse land. See Darren Bonaparte’s (2009) book, A
lily among thorns: The Mohawk repatriation of Kateri Tekahkwi:tha.
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to ask me...she asked me one time, what about us Christian Mohawks, if we would like to go live
with you guys over there [at Kanatsiohareke], you're all Longhouse people...Is it all right if we
can live there, are we invited too or welcome there? And she asked me that question....’cuz I
guess she was thinking of [it], that she's so used to growing up in Syracuse all these years....She's
got alotta relatives in Snye yet and over there, and she talks Mohawk, very, very clear and good
too...and she's related to the [last name] people over there, down Snye. Her father was a [last
name] and her mother was a [last name]. So they’re kinda big names down there.
“So I told her, I says, any Mohawks that's Christian can come and live in Kanatsiohareke with
us. The only thing that we don't want is, if yous do come to live with us, we don't want you to
build a church on the grounds where we live. We want it all traditional Longhouse. But you can
build your own house and live with us and we be together...But every Sunday, just go to the
White people's town or over there or over there they got church, just go there, you can go there's
no problem. And then you'll live here. Just don't make a church here (laughing). And ‘OH,’ she
said, ‘that's GOOD.' ‘Cuz she didn't know that. She was afraid. She thought that we wouldn't
allow them ‘cuz they're not Longhouse. But that's been sorta my policy all the time is they're still
my people and even though [they’re Christian]...I still help them. But I AM a traditional person.
But even though I’m a traditional…I still look at all of them, because...
“You know that priest that I told you about awhile ago? That priest was from Kahnawake. And
he HATE the Longhouse. That was Father Jacob. Did you know that man? Yeah...Well he's from
over there, he's from over there, but he lived in Akwesasne for a LOOOONG time because he
was a priest, that came over there. And he LOVED the Mohawk language and lacrosse, but he
don't like the traditional and the spirituality of the Longhouse people. And he was my father's
real best friend. And the reason, ‘cuz my father used to be an ace lacrosse player, star lacrosse
player, and so he buddied with him.
“So when my father left us, he thought he was doing my father a favor, he wants us all to go to
church, and be good church people, and sometime if he sees us not in school, he'll come and
make us...talk to my mother about not missing school. And I HATED him for that. So I really
didn't like him at all. We didn't get along. I told him that too. I says, 'You're not my father and
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you're not my grandfather, you're not a relative to me, so don't boss me around, to go to the
church.' And he used to talk against the Longhouse too, so I would really despise him. I DID
despise him.
“But, three years ago, at [name of ceremony], at our reservation, I’m one of the few men that
belongs to that, because it's a woman's society. But I’m one of the few men that belongs to
[it]...helpers to them. So when they do that, at a certain point, they invite the dead to come in.
And I see them. I recognize their faces, their body, when they come in, the dead people....and so
I see ALL of them too. So…three years ago, all of a sudden, when they came in, that Father
Jacob came in with them. He's all dressed in black. And he start dancing with them, going
around, in between the people and with the other dead people. Because he's been dead for quite
awhile. And I was shocked because he HATES the Longhouse and here he come in there.
“So when I got back, I called my cousin, she's the head of that, and I says, ‘You won't believe
who I seen come to the Longhouse.’ I says, ‘I thought...hell would freeze over before that ever
happened.’ She said, 'What're you talking about?' So I told her who I seen. She says, 'WHY are
you shocked about him being with the [ceremony], the dead people?!' I says, ‘Because he hate
the Longhouse….You're not shocked?' And she says, 'NO.’ She said no. ‘Well he's a Indian too,
you know’ (laughing...). And I was shocked ‘cuz that was her reaction. And she's a big leader at
our Longhouse. So she didn’t think it was unusual...
“So what it really means, then, if I translate it properly -- that it doesn't matter how colonized
they are, or how much Christian they choked them to become, when they leave this world, they
go back home. They are who they are. No matter who colonized or Christianized or convert[ed]
them. It reverts back to the original.
“So that's why, I guess, I think the way I think. That's what I’m talkin’ about. Things like that
occurs. That teaches me or prepares me how to think, and how to relate to...other people…[the
conversation continues…]
Amanda: “What would you like to see happening at Kanatsiohareke?”
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Tom: “Well, there's all types of possibilities. They're talking right now, that it could become the
future site of the university, of the Iroquois university. There's a movement going on right now,
that they're trying to do that. And there's been a couple meetings that I attended. And so the
Board here said to invite them, if they wanna use these grounds, ‘cuz its 400 acres here, as a site
for it. They're welcome to if they want to. So that's a possibility. But what I would like to see it
turn into like a reservation status, so other families can come here and be free to build and to
expand the land base too, so that we can make a real Mohawk community, a real Mohawk
village...outside of the New York State...and have our own traditional government here – real, no
elective systems, or nothing....That's what I’d like to see. And I’d like to see also to be selfsufficient, and to incorporate all the different modern technologies, like wind and solar and
thermal and all those things, whatever is available....to be more harmony. I would like to see the
young do that. And I say the young because I think I might not have enough time to see all that
be developed...But yeah, I have lots of faith in the young people....because a new group of young
people is coming...and they'll be more doers than we were. Mmmhmmm...”
Amanda: “What do you feel like they need to learn? About Onkwehonwe’neha values and all
that? What do you feel like is important for them to know? To carry on?”
Tom: “Well, the bringing back, or the rising back of the Mohawk Nation or the Onondaga Nation
and Seneca Nation, Lakota Nation. That will be their job and their mandate...is to raise their
Nations back up with a strong spirit. And to start doing their duties. Those older people used to
say, 'Someday, our grandchildren will talk to the world and the world will listen.’ And I think
that's true. And so they will do that too. But I work with the young all the time and the kids from
all over. So they impress me all the time. So there's not a shortage of hope for them.
But Kanatsiohareke is a time in the moment....It's like a bridge across a big river. And we've
been crossing that bridge here at Kanatsiohareke, to get from one point to another
point….Kanatsiohareke itself is that bridge, it's the path...And so how long does it take to cross
that?...Or will it turn into something else more permanent? That remains to be seen. If the Spirits
want it to be, they will.”
Amanda: “It would be really nice to have lots of people here…”
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Tom: “Yeah, but I don't complain about it. Because it's not my place to complain. You do what
you can do with what you got. But, I would say to you though, is…interview people who have
been here and...what they're thinking about it and what its relevance is here...you'd get a more
clearer picture from them. Because many of those people are the ones that had been lost, or
looking for, on the road to their tradition, in various stages, so that's always inspirational to hear.
Because most of the time, it has...helped those people along their way.”
So I did, or have started to do, what Tom has suggested to me that I get to doing. This is what
Ionataiewas had to say, from her long experience as part of the Kanatsiohareke community,
about her thoughts on future directions:
“So I thought, well, someday, maybe what makes even more sense is, instead of people having to
travel here….Use this place, because it’s so central, centrally located, and because people seem
to feel comfortable here, as a place to develop curricula, to teach teachers, to have cultural
experiences, to be a conference center, for everything Iroquoia, Iroquoian. And so that’s part of
what’s been going on here, because over the years, we have had some Confederacy meetings
held here, because they wanted to get away from home, because sometimes you can’t see the
forest for the trees, but if you’re here, you can see the forest…And a lot of them would come
here for that…And then this is a meeting place for Native and non-Native peoples, so they can
learn about each other…but also for Native people to Native people…Then we had Cherokees
come here for one weekend, because they wanted to have their own language classes here, they
brought their own students, their own teachers, they had a retreat here one weekend…Then we
had Heifer International come and they had a conference here…We had the Indigenous
Women’s Network had a conference here…We had women from New Zealand here…We
had...Holistic Health right after 9/11, and that was 100 people or more that were here…We
didn’t plan for 9/11, but we were lucky to have what we had here, because they needed it. We
had Sugar Diabetes Conference here, we had Women’s Wellness Weekend, we had beading,
basketmaking, corn bread making, moccasin making, fan [making]…So I started putting those
workshops together because Tom’s getting tired.
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“He used to, when he was talking, he would start at 9:00 in the morning and I almost had to cut
him off for lunch. And then we’d have our break and people could shop and walk and eat, and
then he would keep on going, and he would go over the time limit a lot of times. Not anymore.
Now he’s tired. Now he’s like, can’t wait for lunch (laughing). And the lunch time is longer than
it used to be. And he ends earlier, because he’s tired. And he says it.”
Amanda: “I wonder too about him travelling…that’s an awareness of Elders…that at a certain
point, if you want them to talk to you, you have to come to where they are, you have to come to
them. Because I mean part of the reason why he’s tired, I think, at least I think…is because he’s
travelling everywhere else…”
Ionataiewas: “Right. And he’s not eating right, partly because of travelling…not sleeping in your
own bed.”
Amanda: “So the consciousness among the rest of us, that it seems like time to start shifting
our…Oh and look who’s…here…he comes!”
(Lots of laughing)
Ionataiewas: “Were your ears burning, we were talking about you?!”
Tom: “She:kon, my morning glories! No, my ears wouldn’t burn a t’all! No, yous didn’t talk
loud enough…”
Ionataiewas: “So you had to come in!”
I asked Tom about part of the vision he has spoken about over the years:
Amanda: “Did you still want to do the big Longhouse?”
Tom: “That's part of it. But that's gonna have to be done by the younger people. That might be
what the university...or maybe it be a part of that too. So there's different pieces that are not yet
harvested. So it's all still going, and it'll come together down the road. That's what I mean, see, I
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didn't know nothing about a university until a year and a half ago. Now all of a sudden all the
reservations is really serious about it, so...
“But that woman [name] she's talkin about that [knows] Paul DeMean and all them? I knew them
when they were just young guys. I was young too. When we started to do all these things. So
that's part of here. That's an extension...here is an extension of that….
“So Kanatsiohareke is like a rosebud that's still blooming (laughing). A lotus flower that's not
wide open yet. (laughs).
“So you can just say that the Iroquois and other nations have been raped and murdered and
slaughtered and genocided and institutionalized, generations of them, and forced to lose their
language, lose their spiritual [ways]...So that's where they're at, most Natives. And not only most
Natives, but the non-Natives or the colonizers are in worse shape than all our brutality. ‘Cuz they
been losing their, losing their way over 2,000, 2,500 years ago...Their colonization took place.
‘Cuz they used to be like us. So we have a long way to go, but the colonizers have even triple
things to fix. And that's why the world is gettin’ destroyed. So our job is to decolonize them. And
ourselves [too], but them! But we gotta do it to ourselves first, before we can teach them. And
our people is sooo distrusting of the White Man, especially the Iroquois, worse than any other
Indian. But then again, we've kept more things than other Indians did either, did too....So we
have to learn how to trust again too…So that's what I’ve done here…‘cuz I didn't used to like the
White people either, when I was young. Until I came here, and then I learned how to become
exposed to them...Like I said, I run the funeral for the White people. Which was never ever to be
done, for me, before...but I was able to do it and...it's not no big deal. Well, for those other
people at home, it is.”
Amanda: “How did you get over that?”
Tom: “Because they asked. Because the old people told me not to say no, when somebody asks
for that kinda help. So, I said if they call me on it, that will be my answer: is yous told me not to
say no, so I did[n’t], I didn't say no, and I just helped them. Whatever I could.”
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Amanda: “Even beyond the funerals, how did you figure out how to make those relationships?”
Tom: “Because they're humans. Because they're humans. So, all those things is for humans. And
that's part of the humanitary things that they have not had in many, many, many years...so what
they're following sorta is the man-made ceremony, not natural. Because...Christianity doesn't
include the natural world. It thinks it's the boss of the natural world. Not a part of it. They have
dominion over everything. That's what the book says. So that they're not a part of it. They're the
leader of it. They're the god of it. And that's why nothing is good anymore. Rivers is all gone
bad, air's gone bad, ozone gone, everything we need to live is gone, ‘cuz they think they're the
God (chuckling). And they're not. And so that's what helped me...to see if we can't change that
[a] little bit...And every time it has. They like it. Every time I’ve done things, they like it. They
say, ‘We never heard that before. And it makes sooo damn good sense.’”
Tom circles back around, through the hardship and the struggle to make this stand, to return to
the homeland, to live this kind of a life that he has lived, as a reflection and an honoring of his
own generations of Family, Clan, and Nation, back to the relationship with the natural world and
ourselves that have been fractured by the ravages of missionization, colonization, genocide, and
capitalism, coming back, returning to the knowing of ways, places, landscapes that help us to
“change that [a] little bit,” the ways of being in the world that “makes sooo damn good sense,”
the ways of our Ancestors and Seven Generations coming. Tom, and Kanatsiohareke as a living
embodiment of Tom, is part of a re-ordering of the world through a Haudenosaunee vision, a
context that has never left, a worldview that is ever-shifting, and continuous, through time and
space.

Storying Tom’s impact: Tom in relation with others
“Relationship as verb infers the intentional quality of connection that is experienced and
remembered” (Meyer, 2013b, p. 98). Manulani Meyer’s thought seems it was written for Tom.
Does she know him too? It would not be surprising, because it is almost true, that everyone
knows Tom. But it is a particularly relevant and poignant thought for exactly what interaction
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with Elders does – these are verb-ing relationships – all about activity and movement, memory
and experience, thinking, contributing, expanding, opening, laughing, crying, feeling,
constellating, presence-ing, transforming, while expansively grounded and rooted and placed and
concrete, as well as spiritual, intimate, and full of a great big love. You can hear that love in the
voices of some of the many, many people whose lives have been made bigger and more beautiful
by knowing Tom.
Tom says, “For me, it would be more better to interview people who I talked to or taught or
associated with, to find out what did I plant, what kinda plant I grew there.” OK Tom, I am
listening. From the deep roots of stories about the beautiful forest and gardens of every kind of
flower and fruit that you have planted, that have sprung up all over, a vast expanse of
Haudenosaunee knowing and ways of being that recognize you as a taproot, a source, a few of
those reflections here. I hope you have a good warm smile hearing them, that they warm your
heart, as you have moved the hearts of our People, the Kanien’keha:ka, the Rotinonhsionni, and
made that heartbeat stronger, picked our hearts up off the ground when they had fallen, and held
them up again for us to remember the beauty of who we are. Your life has created such a garden.
Niawen’ko:wa. Beyond words.
Their stories are coming. Here are a few moments from our collective conversations that did not
make it into the Language Learners section. It is merely a handful of what was shared, but I
wanted to share these here as a way for you the reader to hear people describing his impact, and
to offer their words to Tom here, so that he can ‘hear’ the stories of how he has shifted the course
of people’s lives, in the everyday walk of his life:
Tayohserontye: “For me, a big part of coming here, is Tom. And Alice. Because I grew up
without any Grandmothers. My Grandmother passed away before I came to this world. I grew up
with one Grandfather who passed away when I was eight years old. So he wasn’t there. I have
memories of him, but they’re few and far between. So to me, Tom and Alice are like my
Grandmother and Grandfather. And especially because Tom is a speaker. My Grandfather was a
speaker, you know, two generations ago, I had speakers in my family….And coming here, and
being in this place, it’s like having Grandpas. It’s like going to visit your Grandma and Grandpa.
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You know? Yeah, and I’m gonna cry too, so it’s OK. And they joke around just like a Grandma
and Grandpa. And they tease you like a Grandma and Grandpa. In the language he’ll talk to you,
and this is the closest thing I’ll ever know…to what it’s like to have a Grandparent. And so, that
really is a lot for me. Even disregarding any thing else about the land or the place, or anything.
The relationship that I’ve built with these people has been…profound. To say the very least, you
know? You know, I have funny memories of my Grandfather and that’s what I feel like kinda
about Tom. That he’s fun and he’s loving and he has an open heart. And he’ll just take in
anybody that needs the love that he has.”
Whitney: “And same with Alice and Ida Mae, like they just do anything and everything to take
care of the people around them.”
Kahsto’sera’a: “Well, what you’re talking about, the way that Elders are, just that opening story
that Tom told us about the fire, and the connection…and that the word for fire is otsira, has been
anchoring me, a lot…Like I keep hearing it. And I was really trying to listen today and I heard
otsira and…I needed an anchor and that happened the first day. And the way that he was
conveying how the language is all integrated and how you do find little bits of the language in all
parts of life…And I just found that to be true. Like, what he said is true! He said it plays out this
way, and it has the whole week! And it’s made me feel well….Because at really key points, when
I needed an anchor, that word specifically that he chose has been that anchor…for me.”
Katsitsi:io: “Related to that, to what you both just said, when my Mom was here…my Mom
doesn’t really know much about our culture…very, very basic stuff. And then when Tom was
doing…when we were gonna do the tobacco ceremony, I was like, ‘Oh shit, I didn’t tell her
anything, she doesn’t know anything, she doesn’t know what the significance of the tobacco is,
or any ceremonies or anything like that!’ And then I was like, I don’t even know if I have the
words to explain it in a good way, and then Tom just like sat us down and did it amazingly. And
I was like, ‘He’s doing this for my Mom!’ (Everyone cracks up)…And it’s amazing! It’s
wonderful! And my Mom was so…She loved it, she loved it! It was crucial.”
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Amanda: “So yeah, to be able to give all these gifts, on so many levels, like at the same time.
And that’s like, those are Elders. That’s the gift.”
Kahsto’sera’a: “Yeah. And thinking about how do you get to that point?...And what is it that we
need to be doing to get to that point?.... It’s [Kanatsiohareke] just so amazing as a model. It can
be done. It can happen.
“And as far as Tom and his just profound care for culture and language… I live in northern
Wisconsin and the Ojibwe just…my friend Paul gets teary-eyed when he talks about Tom. He
gets…and the Elder who’s out there, Joe Rose, is kinda the same way…they talk about him and
he visited them, and he visited the college where I teach, and people are so…I wouldn’t say
sentimental, I don’t like that word, but they care for him so much, and I’ve never seen…I mean,
Paul is this like big time journalist and big guy…and he’s said to me several times that he feels
teary when he thinks about the fact that I get to be here for six months. And the impact that
[Tom’s] had in so many communities, you know? Just that personality is so infectious, from the
babies to the kids to us.”
Tayohserontye: “But it all comes from one vision... And I think he calls it…Carlisle School in
Reverse. Where we can come and speak in the language and learn our culture…immersed.
Immersed in it. So, that’s my understanding. And what they’re doing here is super important.
Because when I was here three weeks ago, everybody wanted to see Tom. I don’t know that it
was about the Strawberry Festival at all. It was about coming to see Tom and Alice and the
family. And so that really showed me the impact that he’s had on the community. On several
communities, because those people didn’t just come from locally, right? …So there’s
interconnection…beyond this place.
“I…really feel like he’s a pillar of the Nation. Of what we’re all talking in each of our
communities about doing, and we’re all trying to figure out where to start, but we don’t know
where to go…and he just did it. He just did it. He left his home. He left his community, that
we’re all scared to do…And he just did it. And he brought his family here...So it’s a really big
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commitment from him. Twenty-five years of his life has been committed to this place. And this
vision of his…. I have a lot of respect for that.”
Tayohserontye’s statement, “He just did it. He just did it” echoes Graham Smith when he says,
“‘Acting’ and ‘doing’ sometimes require courage, or it requires someone to just start” (G. Smith,
2009, p. 8). Smith is talking about transformative praxis as being not merely theorizing but just
as critically, action – that it is in the praxis of Kaupapa Maori where you get your blisters (G.
Smith, 2012, p. 12). He continues, “A key learning that we have made within our Maori context
is that no one else can do the changes for us – we have to do them ourselves. The commitment
has to be ours – we have to lead it. Others can help, but ultimately it is Indigenous people who
have to act….We need to develop transformative struggle that is inclusive and respectful of
everyone” (G. Smith, 2009, p. 7).
Vine Deloria seems to be in conversation with Tayohserontye, Tom, and Graham Smith:
“The living universe requires mutual respect among its members, and this suggests that a
strong sense of individual identity and self is a dominant characteristic of the world as we
know it. The willingness of entities to allow others to fulfill themselves, and the refusal
of any entity to intrude thoughtlessly on another, must be the operative principle of this
universe. Consequently, self-knowledge and self-discipline are high values of behavior.
Only by allowing innovation by every entity can the universe move forward and create
the future” (Deloria in Deloria, Foehner, & Scinta, 1999, p. 50-51).
Tom’s decision to return to the Mohawk Valley, and to walk his life in the way that he has,
following the spiritual path being made for him, is part of these Elders’ oral intergenerational
practice, one that in this own particular way, this particular unfolding, engages Spirit, the
spiritual realm, aligning with “the Creator’s path” for their Grandson, Great Grandson, Great
Great Grandson, Sakokwenionkwas (Tom Porter) in his life. It was not a guarantee that this
would happen. As Tom says, he didn’t know which way his life would go – he had to make
choices. Perhaps because of the strength of his Elders and the power they carried, the person who
Tom is, all these came together, weaving into each other to bring about and to carry on into the
coming generations, the innovation (or transformation as Smith puts it) through respect, identity,
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reciprocity, and self-discipline, that Deloria asserts allows the ethical co-creation of the
Universe.
Tom’s particular Elder Praxis has so much to do with the presence of his everyday walk – if
there is someone who is everywhere, it is surely Tom. At 74 years old, he gets done in a day
more than the average thirty-year-old. Wherever he is, whoever he is with, and whatever he is
doing, that is it. But he is not only everywhere – he is exactly there, and there, and there, fully in
the present of the moment, presence within the present – these are critical core elements of Elder
Praxis – he is fully there, fully listening and interested and involved. He makes each person feel
like “[a million dollars]” as Karennanoron says, like they are important, like they matter. And the
shift in feelings of self when this happens can be profound – a beloved Elder spending time
talking and listening – to each and all of us, even in our woundedness – a gift of Spirit.
Tom’s praxis is particular, processual, and emergent – he acts based on his own patterns of
discernment and attention to spiritual ways, within an ongoing, continuous cycle of oralrelational practice of Haudenosaunee knowledge production and exchange. As people come into
contact and develop relationships with him, they change and grow, transforming their lives and
the life of their communities. Tom emerges from deep within the context of a Rotinonhsionni
oral praxis of intergenerational consciousness, deliberation, coherence, and continuity. And he
sparks the memory of others to resist and overcome, to continue, within a cycling, diverse pattern
of Haudenosaunee ethical ways of being.
Tom has given his presence, and thus made possible the presence of the Mohawk People in the
Mohawk Valley again, re-narrating history, challenging the smothering Colonial Discourse of
absence and selective erasure. Re-claiming presence on the land by restoring and renewing
Kanien’keha, re-generating Rotinonhsionni knowledge, worldviews, traditional community, and
Kanien'keha:ka Space, people are free to create and interpret the meaning of Return and a reinvigorating presence on homelands, the presence and renewal of relationship with Ancestors
and Lands in an ancient Kanien’keha:ka Universe. Through his Elder Praxis, Tom has renewed
and regenerated Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni community in an engaged, embodied, living
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praxis of traditional community, a re-conceptualization of what community looks like, the vast
intricacy and diversity of it, from within Rotinonhsionni worldviews.

Tom’s spiritual walk and praxis: the recognition he is given by others
The perception and self-reflection required to follow Spirit reflects Onkwehon:we
epistemologies, ways of knowing and being in the world. Vine Deloria talks about Indigenous
relationship within the physical and spiritual world, and that “…it is expected that God will
contact and use human individuals…The proof in that person’s spirituality is not to be found in
certification by a human institution but in an evident ability to display and follow divine
teachings and powers” (Deloria, 1999, p. 152). Tom’s life has been one of profound relevance
and meaning to the collective coherence and re-awakening consciousness, knowledge systems,
worldviews, philosophies, and ways of knowing-being for the people of the Haudenosaunee
Confederacy, re-invigorating a link to Ancestors and those generations yet to come.
Tom is a living reflection of what Vine Deloria is talking about, “an evident ability to display
and follow divine teachings and powers.” Though he does not see himself as complete, he is
recognized as an Elder, a leader, a ‘spiritual teacher,’ you could say, by those who come into
contact with him, as one of those people the Creator is “contacting and using.” As Deloria (1999)
says, “Tribal holy people are…easily identifiable. They stand out in a crowd, they have a holy
presence that attracts people, their power is evident; there is simply something about them.
Indians who follow the traditional ways are also easily distinguishable” (p. 160). Deloria talks
about these people as “holy people,” and although this understanding from within a Lakota
framework may be slightly different than a Haudenosaunee one, there is a way that his statement
rings true for Tom in any place or context in which I have watched him, and in the ways people
talk about him. I am quite sure that Tom would not want to be spoken of in this way, because as
is the way of Onkwehon:we Elders, he is humble about who he is and what he knows. And yet, I
have seen this be true for him – people (all people, of all ages and races and religions and walks
of life) are attracted to him like a magnet. Part of this certainly has to do with his enormous
generosity, his great and infectious humor, his profound humility, the way he makes everyone
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feel welcome. And yet even with all that, I sense there is more going on there – that it is a
reflection of his presence, his own spirit, that you can feel, that is palpable and real. And in very
real ways, people feel the essence of who he is – and who he helps them to become.
My friend Jerry put it this way to me about Tom: “The way Tom is living…his way of being in
the world exudes spirituality, an awareness of Creation, and having that available in all
teachings, in all learnings. His spiritual energy affects people in a positive manner – it generates
respect, it doesn’t demand it. It touches that same spirit in them, that he’s living – that Spirit that
is in everything is reflected in Tom’s way of being. That energy that is him touches that same
energy in others who are not conscious of it…and they recognize it. He helps them find their way
back home to themselves. He’s living the Great Remembering, the Great Knowing, of who we
are and where we come from.”

Elder Praxis, Kanien’keha:ka ways of knowing-being
I need to return now to what Tom says about dreaming, a fundamentally, critically
Rotinonhsionni way of knowing:
“And I have dreams, that’s different than most people. And from dreams it tells me what to do.
And so, things of the history, and things…it comes clear, clear to me because of that. And that’s
why when people hire me to talk or ask me to talk to them, that’s what I’m talkin’ about is what
they tellin’ me, and not everybody can do that. But it used to be everybody could do that, long
ago. But that’s because I come from that family that’s full of that, but my medicine is different
than my Mother’s or my Grandmother’s. They actually work with herbs and seein’, real seein’,
and so I can do seein’ too, but my…the medicine I use is from here (pointing to his mouth), it’s
like the ones with herbs, but it’s different, different. It’s administered by the mouth instead of the
herb.”
Willie Ermine (1995) echoes what Tom is discussing about Onkwehon:we knowledge
production:
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…other life forms manifest the creative force in the context of the knower. It is an
experience in context, a subjective experience that, for the knower, becomes knowledge
in itself. The experience is knowledge” (p. 104) and “…an immanence is present that
gives meaning to existence and forms the starting point for Aboriginal epistemology. It is
a mysterious force that connects the totality of existence – the forms, energies, or
concepts that constitute the outer and inner worlds (Ermine, 1995, p. 103).
Tom’s process and praxis of discernment, perception, and deliberation – a practice of the Good
Mind, within Haudenosaunee cultural, spiritual, philosophical, epistemological ways of knowing
– around Return reflect Mohawk ways of knowing, and Tom enacted these ways of knowing in
relation to Return to the Valley. As a little boy, he thought about it, visualized it, imagined it,
considered why it was needed. He dreamed Returning as a young man. He has been following
Spirit’s direction for his entire life – listening for it, listening to it, perceiving it, following it. His
thinking has been influenced and nourished by intergenerational oral practice and collective
narrative memory (McLeod, 2007) through the praxis of Elders and Ancestors before him and
the praxis of the coming generations, creating consciousness in the present. One of his Elders
and role models, Standing Arrow, attempted a Mohawk Return and Re-presence-ing in the
1950s, but it “failed” and his group were forced to leave the Valley once again. Tom felt the pull
of responsibility to pick this project up again, to make another attempt at Return, using his
gathered perception, discernment, spiritual gifts, and the wisdom of his experience to assist in the
cyclical movement of reclamation, at that particular time.
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The circle comes around
“Everything must become what it was intended to be. Yet we do not know the outcome of
anything that we undertake. Therefore we need balancing to ensure that we are devoting the
proper respect and energy to our own integrity and the integrity of the social groups with whom
we are related….” (Deloria, 1999, p. 154-5).
“If something becomes complete, it realizes its own self and contributes to the enjoyment of the
universe, and above all, to the understanding of the universe” (Deloria, 1999, p 154-5).
Tom stands tall within an encircling presence of Haudenosaunee leaders, past, present and future,
an encircling praxis of Haudenosaunee knowing, wisdom, relationship...and love. Tom Porter’s
Kanien’keha:ka praxis, as an Elder and spiritual leader, has brought and continues to bring life to
his People, in ways that become clear with the unfolding of their own lives, the life of the
Nation, the life of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, and the life of Onkwehon:we, the Real
People. His impact continues to unfold in ways known and unknown, perceived and
imperceptible. Yet it is certain that his life is preparing the soil, making ready the soft,
remembering earth for the roots of coming generations of Rotinonhsionni.
Tom tells me, “So that's what I would recommend to you...to get in touch with all those kinda
people that were touched or were inspired by White Roots of Peace and by Kanatsiohareke...and
for many of those [people], [these] really changed their life. I mean, not just gave it a theory, but
they actually changed life. Not of just [one] person, [but] the whole family. Like Charlie, and his
whole family. And now every one of his kids talks Mohawk and his grandkids all talk Mohawk.
They didn't before.”
What stories will we tell? What stories will be told of us, generations from now? We have yet to
find out. But the path becomes more forgiving, more gentle still, as it is remembered that these
gardens and these trees have sprung from a magical spark, a spark that won’t soon go out around
this Mohawk Valley, this Kanatsiohareke, from whose body and from whose Earth our
Rotinonhsionni white corn rises each season…from the stories of our Ancestors, the songs of
their lives, as beautiful and rich and powerful as that of one who was born among them, come
here to remind us of our own beauty and possibility, because of and through our ancient
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connections to older consciousness of the Universe and our place in it -- our Raksotha,
Sakokwenionkwas, he who wins them over, he who enables them to do something, one Tom
Porter.
~~~~~~
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~
“I don’t write all this to say, ‘Do this, do this, do this.’ It’s only a suggestion, what I’ve been
saying. If it helps, use it. But don’t ever feel that Tom Porter twisted our ears and twisted our
arms: this is what we have to believe. No, because the Great Law threatens nobody. The Great
Law is a law of peace and love. And that’s how I talk to you, under those circumstances. And if I
used the wrong words that mighta hurt you or offended you, then I want to let you know that I
apologize to you, ten feet tall apologies, because my mission here was not to make you grieve or
be sad, but to be positive and loving, as our law said we should be” – Tom Porter

“Did you ever wonder how it is we imagine the world in the way we do,
how it is we imagine ourselves,
if not through our stories”
--- Thomas King

“We need a transformation of consciousness... And the first step to a transformation of
consciousness is to re-think the stories we’ve heard…what is the transformation process?
What’s the magic there…”
--- John Mohawk
~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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CHAPTER 4
“We are re-narrating ourselves”
Language Learners

The participants: Names & biographies
Here are the names, both in Kanien’keha and in English, and brief biographical sketches of the
participants who are speaking in this dissertation. Each participant wrote their own biography to
be included here. 37 (It is also included as Appendix A).
Names:
Betty
Ionataie:was (Kay)
Karahkwinéhtha (Jessica)
Karennanoron (Karen)
Karonhyaken:re (Melissa)
Kahsto’sera’a (Paulette)
Katsitsi:io (Brooke)
Tayohserontye (Nikki)
Whitney
---Biographies:
Betty is a Mohawk woman from Tyendinaga Mohawk Territory. She is a mother, a grandmother
and a great grandmother. She believes her culture, language and Indigenous ways of knowing are
vital, foundational, and so important to help Indigenous peoples find their way back to self. She

37

There is one exception. I wrote the biography of Katsitsi:io (Brooke), based on what she said about herself during
the collective, collaborative conversations, as her bio was not ready by the time this dissertation had to be submitted.
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believes they are part of our connections, part of our relationships with all of life and the only
way to move forward carrying this with honor and gratitude.
Betty has her Masters of Social Work, Indigenous Based from Wilfrid Laurier University. She
holds a certificate in Traditional Healing & Counseling, a certificate in Returning the Bundle
(Traditional Practitioner) program and a certificate for the Indigenous Community Health
Approaches program from First Nations Technical Institute at Tyendinaga Mohawk Territory.
She is also certified as a Grief Recovery Specialist through the Grief Recovery Institute. She
obtained her Indigenous Addictions Services Certificate from Nechi Institute. She has worked in
her community for twenty-six years, five years as a Traditional Practitioner and for the last five
years as a Program Manager/Social Worker of the Enyonkwa’nikonhriyohake’ Program.
She also worked at the Four Directions Aboriginal Student Centre at Queen’s University as the
Elder-In-Residence. She currently works at Trent University as the Cultural Advisor/Counsellor
at First Peoples House of Learning.
Ionataie:was, Kay, is of the Wolf Clan, Mohawk Nation, an educator and storyteller. She taught
elementary school in New York State for over thirty-three years. During that time, she was often
asked to tell the stories that were passed down through the oral tradition of her people and to give
cultural presentations about the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) to various community, school and
college groups. Upon retiring from teaching, she moved to Kanatsiohareke, a traditional
Mohawk Community located in central New York State. She lived and worked there for almost
three years coordinating and promoting culturally related conferences, lectures, workshops and
programs including the Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Language Immersion Program.
She appeared in the Iroquois segment of the documentary How the West Was Lost which aired on
The Discovery Channel. She researched and documented Indian artifacts found in the
Champlain Valley for the Clinton County Historical Society. She has worked as a consultant for
the Iroquois Indian Museum. In 2009, The Indigenous Women’s Initiatives presented her with a
Jigonsaseh Women of Peace award. She was honored in 2010 by the Association of Native
Americans in the Hudson Valley for providing cultural bridges between Native and non-Native
communities through her storytelling and cultural presentations. The Akwesasne Freedom
School honored her in 2012 for her on-going help in promoting the school’s efforts to revitalize
Mohawk language and culture. She has written articles about the Haudenosaunee for various
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publications including Indian Time and Indian Country Today. She recorded two cd’s, Mohawk
Stories and …And That’s How That Story Goes: Stories from the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois).
Kay appeared in the Global Spirit Documentary called Stories To Remember and in the
documentary Harvest. She currently lives in upstate New York where she continues to share the
culture and stories of the Haudenosaunee.
Kahsto’sera’a, Paulette, is an independent filmmaker and Associated Professor of Indigenous
Media and Philosophy at Northland College in Ashland, Wisconsin. She is Kanien'keha:ka
(Mohawk) of mixed Native and British heritage and an enrolled member of Six Nations of the
Grand River territory in Ontario, Canada. Kahsto’sera’a spent two decades based in Washington
DC working as a director, producer and writer with Discovery Channel, National Geographic,
PBS, ABC and other national and international media outlets. She now explores decolonizing
and Indigenizing media arts and Indigenous responses to cultural, economic and environmental
extraction.
Karahkwinéhtha, Jessica, Kanyenkeha:ka niwakhwentsyò:ten, wakskaré:wake táhnon
Kenhtéke nitiwakè:nonh. Áhsen niwáhsen tsyá:ta na’tewakohseriyà:kon táhnon tehniyáhsen
wakeksá:tayen. Jessica’s Mohawk name is Karahkwinéhtha. Her nation is Mohawk, she is Bear
Clan from Kenhtèke (Tyendinaga). She is 37 years old and has two sons. She started seriously
learning her language as an adult. She feels that reclaiming one’s language and culture is difficult
and challenging but it is possible and incredibly fulfilling, giving you a whole new sense of
where you belong in this world – and discovering how you fit into it.
Karennanoron, Karen, is a Mohawk woman, Turtle Clan, from Ohsweken - Six Nations of the
Grand River Territory. She has been learning Kanien’keha since 1996 on a part time basis. She is
a practicing family doctor in her home community. Her desire is to see her People pick up the
language and culture in daily life and lose the fear associated with being Onkwehon:we that
came from colonization. She believes that by incorporating the language into her daily life as a
physician will encourage community members who come to her office to learn the language as
well.
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Karonhyaken:re, Melissa, is a Mohawk woman, Turtle Clan, from Kenhte:ke, Tyendinaga
Mohawk Territory. She is the mother of 3 girls and one son. She is a ceremony helper in the
Longhouse in Tyendinaga. She enjoys teaching the language to young children to pass along
what she knows. Karonhyakenre and her family lyes and sells Iroquois white corn for their
community.
Karonhyaken:re grew up off the reserve in Saskatchewan and moved home to Tyendinaga when
she turned twelve. The first time she heard Mohawk spoken was in Grade 8 at Quinte Mohawk
School. She began learning the language in high school in classes, but it wasn't until she was in
her twenties that she became dedicated to learning Kanien'keha. She studied the language at Tsi
Tyonnheht Onkwawen:na, the language and cultural program at Tyendinaga. She is now a
teacher of the language through Tsi Tyonnheht Onkwawen:na in the primary school,
Kawennaon:we, and has taught ages three to ten. Her feelings about Mohawk language recovery
are hopeful in Tyendinaga. She wishes that the governing bodies in Tyendinaga (band council)
would see the importance of teaching the young people their language and their culture to better
ground them for when they have to leave off-Territory to go to high school or into the work
world.
Katsitsi:io, Brooke, is Kanien’keha:ka. Her family is from Kahnawake. She grew up in
Brooklyn, New York. She has a Masters degree in social work in the Aboriginal field of study.
She is also a mother of a young child.
Tayohseron:tye, Nikki, is Kanyen’keha:ka from Tyendinaga Mohawk Territory in Ontario. She
is Turtle Clan, a mother of three, a Master of Arts student in Sustainability Studies at Trent
University in Nogojiwanong in Ontario. She is actively involved in various community projects
and ceremonies in her home community and in her new place of residence. Her work, by and
large, includes education, youth, seeds, and gardening. She is a Teaching Assistant in the
Introduction to Indigenous Environmental Studies course at her school where she discovered her
love of teaching at the university level. Tayohseron:tye has been working to learn her language
since 2008 and hopes to continue with her Kanyen’keha studies in the future. For eight years she
had the honour of teaching Kanyen’keha in the heartland of the Kanyen’keha:ka at
Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community, near Fonda, NY. She has created her first short film which
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was screened at Kanatsiohareke this summer and will be screened for the first time in Canada in
January. This film explores her learning journey that helped her connect to her culture through
learning her language.
Whitney is enrolled with the Seneca-Cayuga Nation of Oklahoma and is a first-generation
Cayuga descendent. She resides on the Cattaraugus Territory of the Seneca Nation with her
husband Jordan (Seneca, Bear Clan), and their daughter Mira. Whitney is privileged to be a
Language Apprentice for the Seneca Nation, and is currently in her second year of study with the
Deadiwënöhsnye’s Immersion Program. Whitney’s learning and speaking Onödowa’ga:’
gawë:nö’ (Seneca language) is inspired by her family, daughter Mira, and the Hodínöhsö:ni:h
(Haudenosaunee) youth she met in her early career as a counselor. She intends to dedicate her
life to Seneca language revitalization in honor of all her Elders and Ancestors. As her
understanding of and gratitude to ögwé’öweh (Onkwehon:we) resilience deepens, she is eager to
weave the language and worldview back into minds and ultimately, to meet the babies whose
first-language will again be Onödowa’ga:’ gawë:nö’.
-----
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Re-Imagining, re-narrating Decolonial Space & Decolonizing Practice:
Regeneration & resurgence of Onkwehon:we ways of knowing

“Recent research has shown that the smell of humus exerts a physiological effect on humans.
Breathing in the scent of Mother Earth stimulates the release of the hormone oxytocin, the same
chemical that promotes bonding between mother and child, between lovers. Held in loving arms,
no wonder we sing in response.” -- Robin Kimmerer

“Old voices echo; the ancient poetic memory of our ancestors finds home in our individual
lives and allows us to reshape our experience so that we can interpret the world we find
ourselves in. As we find ourselves enmeshed in the trajectories of various stories, we also
make contributions to the larger narrative. While we are influenced by the stories of the
kehte-ayak (Old Ones), we also add to the meaning of these stories through our experiences
and understanding, and add in small ways to the ancient wisdom.” -- Neal McLeod

“When the poem's written and it's beautiful, I can endure anything."
-- Mourid Barghouti

Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space: opening thoughts
Kanien’keha:ka scholar Taiaiake Alfred (1999), in his book Peace Power and Righteousness: an
Indigenous Manifesto, uses the framework of the Rotinonhsionni Condolence ceremony to
scaffold his work around the re-awakening of traditional wisdom, teachings, and philosophies to
provide relevant, culturally coherent solutions to contemporary crises facing Onkwehon:we
communities, and thus a self-determining renewal and regeneration of community and
Onkwehon:we knowledge systems. He brings up in the Condolence ceremony “the section called
‘Damage to our space’…. You need your space; everyone and every nation has their proper
allotment in the circle, and that’s how our nationhood was expressed. Part of the problem now is
that our space hasn’t been respected, that we’ve had structures and ideas imposed on us. We need
to reclaim our intellectual, political, and geographic space” (p. xxi).
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‘Damage to our space.’ An ancient recognition of the need for proper places, protocols,
understandings, that long preceded European invasion and conquest. With the coming of
Europeans to A’nowara’ko:wa and the imposition of the colonialist project by the SettlerColonial states of the United States and Canada, Onkwehon:we spaces have been under constant
attack, invaded, occupied, settled, suffocated, extracted, pillaged and plundered with all manner
of violence and deceit. ‘Damage to our space,’ as part of Condolence. The recognition of loss,
grieving, and a need for renewal among the People. A call, today, in contemporary times, for
Decolonial Space, that is, for traditional Onkwehon:we Space, in order to heal, in order to regain
the good, clear-mindedness, a mind for peace, that form a basic Rotinonhsionni response of
coherence to the world. This is the thread I have heard weaving in and out of the sparkling,
sparking conversations that follow, igniting a return to and clarification of Rotinonhsionni
traditional ancestral teachings, knowledge, ethics, behavior, and wisdom.
What is Decolonial Space? What constitutes Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space for reclaiming and
regenerating land, language, and culture? What are the ways that learners are reconnecting,
renewing, and regenerating Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space for the restoration and resurgence
of language, cultural knowledge, and identity? What does it mean to re-imagine and co-create
Decolonial Space? What does it mean to renew and restore relationships with ancestral lands,
language, cultural knowledge, and identity, to re-ignite intergenerational connections through a
practice and awakening of Return and Community?
These language learners are engaging a consciousness of restoring and re-storying, reinterpreting and re-narrating presence, continuity and resilience, a way through and beyond the
violences of definition and erasure of Settler-Colonialism into wholeness and resurgence through
a centering and return to Rotinonhsionni ways of knowing-being.
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On Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space
“In Indigenous societies, the Elders and the oral traditions provide us with the codes of conduct
as human beings within our communities. Additionally, there are those ethical boundaries
established by collective principles, such as our knowledge systems, the autonomy of our human
communities, or our treaties. This is a heritage from our past that not only informs us of our
roots to antiquity and the rights to traditions entrusted to our people, but it also reminds us of
what is important in life as we collectively negotiate the future. The spirit of that existence is
inviolable, particularly by the actions of other human communities. The sacred space of the
ethical helps us balance these moral considerations...” (Ermine, 2007, p. 195-6).

These language learners are engaging ancient ideas and knowledge systems, renewing
Onkwehon:we knowledge practices in contemporary times, re-imagining “the sacred space of the
ethical” (Ermine, 2007, p. 195-6) and older knowledge practices. Engaging Onkwehon:we waysprocesses of knowing, perception, and action, they are renewing relationships with these older
traditional knowledges, making them relevant, meaningful, and useful to Mohawk-Iroquois selfdetermining desires, aspirations, understandings, practices and goals (Bishop, 2011); in the
process, they are remembering, re-establishing, and re-invigorating continuities and connections
of intergenerational Onkwehon:we knowledge production (Akwesasne Notes, 1978; Alfred,
1999, 2005; Battiste, 2000; Cavender Wilson, 2005; Mohawk in Barreiro, 2010; Nelson, 2008;
Porter, 2008; Simpson, 2011). As they re-narrate Return to Kanatsiohareke and Mohawk
ancestral homeland, they are simultaneously weaving a story of Return to Decolonial Space (a
space that includes discursive space), a place-space of deliberate, discerning re-presence-ing of
traditional Mohawk ethical action and ways of knowing. In this re-connecting, ancient principles
are actively and self-consciously invigorated to re-create, nurture and sustain self-determining,
envisioning processes for the future, past, and present renewal and resurgence of Rotinonhsionni
principles, knowledge ways, philosophies, spiritual and ceremonial cycles of life. As Mohawk
midwife and educator Katsi Cook puts it, “…even though we struggle every day like you do to
put food on the table and to get our kids health care, at the same time, we contribute our energies
to keeping alive that vision of our primeval mother, Sky Woman. That’s our duty on this
earth…In our pitifully short time here on this earth, we are to maintain those cycles of
continuous creation. Life exists on a continuum; it is all about the continuity” (Cook, 2008, p.
165). These are Decolonial spaces, rich with stories of an ancient cycling continuity and return.
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Kanatsiohareke as Praxis: Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space
Kanatsiohareke – as community, as praxis – continues as a living embodiment of the praxis of
Tom Porter, a place that seeks to embody the practices of relationship and gratitude of the
Kanien’keha:ka universe, a spiritual and relational universe still very much alive in this place of
the Mohawk Valley in these Northeastern Woodlands. The community centers and embeds the
foundational and critical relationality of an Onkwehon:we world that is known and loved,
revered and respected over thousands of generations of reciprocating experience and exchange,
given form, shape, existence, and life through Onkwawen:na (our language). Blackfoot scholar
and language activist Darrell Kipp echoes these fundamental understandings about the
relationships of intimate, intricate connection between Language, Spirit, Creation and the People,
when he says about the relationality of his own language, “My Blackfoot language is thousands
of years old, the conduit of uncountable years of interaction between my people and the Creator.
It is not composed of mere words, but instead embodies everything about us to the beginning of
Blackfoot time” (Kipp, 2000, p. 1).
Kanatsiohareke as a traditional Mohawk community is situated within a spatial-relational
genealogy of presence, longevity, and practice in Place, reflecting Tom’s positionality as a
traditional Mohawk Elder, a Kanien’keha:ka oral-relational, intergenerational praxis lived and
breathed through the lives of his enormous family (with his Grandma at the center, of course),
Elders, Knowledge Holders, Chiefs and Clanmothers, extending through time. Tom and
Kanatsiohareke reflect each other: Kanatsiohareke has unfolded into its being because of Tom, as
Tom has been able to unfold and extend his reach as an Elder and his knowledge of ancestral
Haudenosaunee teachings, philosophies, language and practice because of Kanatsiohareke. They
hold each other, support each other, enhance each other. Kanatsiohareke becomes a Decolonial
spatial praxis out of the praxis that is ultimately Tom’s relational worldview. I don’t know that
there is anyone anywhere who knows more people than Tom Porter. His is a Rotinonhsionni
worldview-in-action. And in living this way, in critical relationality, he encourages others to
walk into this kind of older relationality as well.
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These Mohawk ways of being and being present to the constellation of relationships that make
up the Haudenosaunee universe are radically – that is, at the root – re-awakened at
Kanatsiohareke. Could it make any more sense? Kanatsiohareke. The word for cleansing and the
concept of renewal is embedded in the language, in the language of the land, and Kanatsiohareke
translates as the pot that cleans itself, the pot that renews itself. This is the kind of profound
insight and revelation of knowledge and wisdom within a language that emerges from the Land
herself, that catches my breath and reveals the world in a new and beautiful light. The land
emerges from the language, and the language emerges from the land. I wonder whether those
Ancestors were carrying that vision, through language, to imagine and perceive what was
coming? Where the pots, the weathered stone sunken in the bed of the river would come to be a
living metaphor for the Mohawk People themselves, in this ancestral home, where the people are
held within a great and beautiful pot or vessel, a container that holds the entire Mohawk universe
within it, which imagines that within this vessel or clay pot, is held everything that is needed for
renewal and regeneration – this place of Kanatsiohareke is the place of the pot that cleans itself,
after all.
Original Knowledge is embedded within Land and Onkwawen:na (our language), as the
language invokes visionary understanding, perception, and capacity. As Cree scholar Neal
McLeod says in his work on Cree narrative memory, “[The old people] understood the power of
language to carry a people and hold a place in the world” (McLeod, 2007, p. 25).
Karonhyaken:re echoes these thoughts in her discussion of language, healing, and Onkwehon:we
knowing during our conversation when she says,
“It’s like you know how they say that…it’s just like love. You know when you stop and think
about it, the whole idea and concept of love itself. They say that you know, you can’t love
somebody fully unless you love yourself. Self-love and care…it’s about filling your vessel. I
think that’s what the language does. It really helps…not just fill the vessel, but for me it’s like,
fixed the cracks in the way. You know, because we understand as Onkwehon:we people, we’re
born with that innate knowledge of knowing ‘OK, we have to be grateful, we have to be
respectful, we have to take care of our earth, we have to take care of our children,’ we’re all born
with that innate thing, and we all have understanding of the concepts of Longhouse, concepts of
tradition, those sorts of things, but it’s the language that takes and fills in all those gaps and
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just…it’s like taking a broken vase and just gluing it back together, with one word at a time, for
understanding of how this really works together…”
The pot that renews itself, the healing to be found in those waters. Within this pot made of the
clay of the Mohawk River, is carried everything that is needed to create with, to give sense,
coherence, meaning, and continuance to the Mohawk People – in it is carried everything
necessary and useful for the survival of the Mohawk People until the end of time, ways of being
and approaches to the world. And it knows how to cleanse itself, to renew itself. It needs only the
continuing presence, engagement and engaged wisdom, vision and visioning of its People. It is
inherently, implicitly self-determining. The People, remembering, living again, their particular
instructions from within the particular lands given them by their Creator to take care of and to
live within, as an integral part of, co-creating the world, and helping it to continue, through
language, knowledge, and perception, through the generations.
In her work on Cree well-being, Nicole Adelson says, “The history of the people and the history
of the land do not simply correspond to each other – they are one and the same” (Adelson, 2000,
p. 29). Continuing from Adelson’s thought, I think about the ways that not only do the history of
the people and the land correspond to each other as the same, but the being, spirit, and language
of the people and the land exist as one and the same, as simultaneous, connoting movement and
response-ability, responsiveness to each other, constantly reciprocating and co-creating with each
other. This is the kind of place from which Kanatsiohareke emerges into today – is it any wonder
then the synergy of Tom’s returning here, to this place in the Mohawk homeland, through a
language that continues to hold knowledge of its Land and of its People, a landscape that
continues to hold original decolonial knowledge of itself through language, that there has come
to exist this place of renewal and regeneration known and given expression – literally embedded
within – the very bedrock of its riverbeds?
Land, language, and knowledge hold onto these teachings, carried by its People still today, a
wisdom that embodies our survival and continuance into future generations – within this clay
pot, land, and the language of this place, Elder ways of being, intergenerational relationship and
pedagogies, Ancestors, natural world and worldview, a relational universe of thanksgiving, is
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carried everything that is needed to continue with Kanien’keha:ka cultural coherence and ethical
action into the future, for those whose faces are yet in the ground.
All of this is fundamentally Decolonial – without Colonizer presence, a palpable absence now,
known and felt within the fibers and cells of bodies and beings that are still, yet, alive. The
absence of Colonizer, the Settler-Colonial, Settler-Colonial Space. The clay pot that cleans and
renews, restores and regenerates itself, is absent of the Colonial. A foundationally Onkwehon:we
Decolonial Space. We did not call it that, of course; this is a term that has emerged for me out of
the restoring and re-storying of these language learners, those who are returning, to the language,
to their Valley, those who are re-storying their presence, and the continuity of Mohawk presence,
even over generations of the colonial project of erasure and assumptions of absence, shattering
the discursive project of Colonial fabrication, of Indian absence on the land – an Onkwehon:we
epistemological impossibility: there will always be presence.
The Settler voice-over is a continuing plague of discursive and ideological violence that Jean
O’Brien (2010) talks about in her work Firsting and Lasting, examining nineteenth-century
Southern New England texts as part of “a larger ideological project…to understand how nonIndians in southern New England convinced themselves that Indians there had become extinct
even though they remained as Indian peoples – and do so to this day” (p. xii). She asserts, “The
collective story these texts told insisted that non-Indians held exclusive sway over modernity,
denied modernity to Indians, and in the process created a narrative of Indian extinction that has
stubbornly remained in the consciousness and unconsciousness of Americans” (O’Brien, 2010, p.
xiii). The ideology and discursive framing of Onkwehon:we extinction has not only infected
dominant US society, it has impacted Indian communities, as Onkwehon:we languages, voices,
stories, histories, visions and diversities have been drowned out in the muddle of the discursive
project of the settlers and “separatists,” as Gerald Vizenor (1999, p. 179) reminds us, building
their presumably ‘original’ civilization on the ancient homelands – and the backs and the stories
– of others.
In his work English and the Discourses of Colonialism, Alistair Pennycook (1998) expands on
Mikhail Bakhtin’s assertion that “Our speech, that is all our utterances, [are] filled with others’
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words” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 89). Pennycook nuances this as, “every utterance comes laden with the
history of past utterances, that the history of the word is always present” (Pennycook, 1998, p.
5). I would humbly add that so too are the silences, and silencings, in between the words, and
worlds, the silences that have been constructed on top of and through the words, paving over our
languages and our lands, Onkwawen:na and Kanien:keh, A’nowara’ko:wa, the Original words
and dreams and visions, in order to strangle these voices with words full of progress, linearity
and hierarchy, words full of lines and trajectories, constructed on top of the silences.
Returning to the cycles and circles of Decolonial Space. Though in our conversations together
we did not explicitly call Kanatsiohareke “Decolonial Space,” or Tom’s traditional modelling of
Kanien’keha:ka ways of being Elder Praxis or even ‘decolonizing practices,’ nor did we label it
an “ethical space of engagement” (Ermine, 2007, p. 193) that Cree scholar Willie Ermine
theorizes, I could not avoid the presence of these ideas, the way they helped to express, theorize,
something perhaps needing to be heard and noticed in this way. I hear participants’ storying say
that there is something here that might need to be paid attention to, something that might be
learned from, carried gently, with care and attention, and used for the survival and continuance
of the People: survivance. Story and song and creation, the ways, languages, worldviews,
philosophies, spiritual-ethical practices of a lived relational gratitude and daily thanksgiving to
our mother under our feet, the fundamental original teaching and way of being for
Kanien’keha:ka as a way of walking in the world.
All of this carried in the land and the language of Kanatsiohareke. The pot that renews, cleans,
heals, and re-generates – restores and re-stories – itself. Restoring and re-storying. There is no
room for the Colonial here. The De-colonial means, simply, without. Without the violence of the
Settler voice-over. The ‘overculture’ these learners talk about. The smotherer of stories. Though
Jean O’Brien’s work is specific to Southern New England and not the Mohawk Valley or
northern Mohawk territories, her work is insightful in understanding the way Settler-Colonial
extinction narratives construct the US Settler discursive framing of Indian absence and
extinction, which have impacted Mohawk history. O’Brien traces this stifling extinction
narrative, continuous since the early days of US Colonial history, as “the narrative strategies that
New Englanders used regarding the Indian past that attempted to put Indians themselves in the
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past by asserting their extinction in subtle and not so subtle ways,” an interplay between the
national narrative discourse on Indians with that of the local, and the way “[r]omanticized
constructions of generalized Indians doomed to disappear were one thing; it was quite another to
contemplate the ‘extinction’ of Indian peoples who might instead have been your very
neighbors” (O’Brien, 2010, p. xiv-xv). Today, Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni returning and represence-ing within their ancestral homelands are re-creating and re-narrating a different history,
as they return to re-story their own ancestral landscapes, their own persistence and continuities,
through space and time and survival through Settler-Colonial attempts at erasure and eradication.
Miraculously, Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni (as all other Indigenous Peoples) have refused to
be smothered, to remain silent or silenced even in a Colonial discursive space of erasure and
invisibility – and not only have they refused, they have actively gone home, returned, to
themselves – to their language, to meaning, to roles and responsibilities, to relationships, to
lands, to Elders, to medicines and ceremonies, and ultimately, to re-establishing a way of being
in community that is reflected and reverberated by a Haudenosaunee worldview carried,
whispered, in dream and across generations and removals, by Ancestors, to the generations they
imagined into life and into being – those future generations they chose how to live for and be for,
so that they would make the path in a good way for them coming. And here they are now,
returning to sense-making and meaning from within the renewal and clarity of intergenerational
relationship to ancestral lands, knowledge systems, language, and community.
The Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space that is Kanatsiohareke is no mere “theoretical” space – this
place has been actively returned to and constructed in the context of Settler-Colonialism’s legacy
of violence done to Haudenosaunee communities, its attack on Haudenosaunee territories,
homelands, bodies, communities, languages, and ecologies, as well as its ongoing hegemonic,
cognitive neocolonial invasion and assault on knowledge, language, discourse, and epistemology
(Akwesasne Notes, 1978; Alfred, 1999, 2005; Lyons & Mohawk, 1992; Mohawk in Barreiro,
2010; Porter, 2008; L. Shenandoah in Wall, 2001). Opening up opportunities for new discursive
space, new ways of re-imagining each other, community, language revitalization, the renewal of
relationships and intergenerational oral pedagogies, the recognition of the critical centrality of
Elders – these become enacted and engaged, made possible, at Kanatsiohareke, in the place of
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Ancestors. Kanatsiohareke embodies Decolonial Space for re-imagining and regenerating
meaning, consciousness, and connection for a People, renewing and restoring life.
Resistance becomes a re-centering of a world that actually makes sense, rather than a centering
of the Colonial as anti-Colonial. Resistance becomes a gathering together of all that is
meaningful, useful, relevant, and commonsense, a weaving together again of lands and
relationship, knowledge and language, a careful attention to and perception of the places and
“things” that may have been put down in the rush to survive, a mending of what may have been
broken in the rage of the Colonial – relationships, stories, lives, generations, ceremonies, ways
and worldviews, teachings, consciousness – a renewal of older processes that do not hold space
for negative judgment, blame, retribution. I take my choice of language from the land herself –
the renewal that gives this place its name – the place of the pot that cleans and renews itself,
carving out smooth caverns in a river’s bed. Kanatsiohareke.
In the process of listening to these stories of Return to self, identity, language, wholeness,
meaning, and coherence by re-connecting to home/land, Ancestors, community,
intergenerational relationship, I found myself returning again and again, through their words and
reflections, to this framework of traditional Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space in relation to
Indigenous language revitalization, identity, place, and collective narrative memory. These
participants were clearly theorizing the critical necessity of this kind of space for returning to
language and cultural knowledge, over and over again.

Decolonial Space & decolonizing practices – a reciprocal exchange
Two strands of interconnected ideas kept emerging out of the conversation and collaborative
storying of the research: the reciprocal exchange between Decolonial Space, an Onkwehon:we
and more specifically Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni Decolonial Space, and decolonizing
practices. These language learners give voice to the conceptualization and practice of
Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space, a shedding of the layers of Settler-Colonialism’s multiple
violences, a rejection of Settler-Colonial reality, a self-determining “No” to being boxed in to
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angled corners of definition, disconnection, and dismemberment. Onkwehon:we Decolonial
Spaces are spaces of resistance and liberation, spaces where truth-telling, storying, and reimagining are expected, spaces where experience of what has been lived is welcomed, spaces
where it is OK to remember and feel, where there is room enough to hold both profound joy and
safe grieving. They are spaces of fluid complexity and great diversity. They are spaces of an
ancient ethic enacted, spaces where these ethics of respect, responsibility, accountability, choice,
generosity, humility, perception, deliberation, collectivity…are not laughed at, not squeezed out
– they are the everyday. They open up to include spaces of removal and return – and of
transformation. They are spaces that allow for the complexity of the multiple forms of exile and
the multiple experiences of return.

The No is an eternal Yes to Life.
A No to the wrong is a Yes to the correctness –
A No to ugliness is a Yes to beauty
A No to Hatred is a Yes to Love
---- Mourid Barghouti

Decolonial Space
(A note: I include the longer narrative of these collective, collaborative conversations as
Appendix B, as part of an Indigenous decolonizing, self-determining research methodology – so
that you, the reader, are able to read the fuller narrative, to have the fuller the context of their
storying together.)
In this conversation, language learners share with each other their stories of returning to and
restoring Haudenosaunee languages and cultures, the ways their paths are connected to
Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community and to Tom. As they story their pathways, a thread
emerges that they pick up and begin to braid together – it is a narrative of the impact of SettlerColonialism, the necessity of ‘safe space’; but more than that, it is a self-determining
Rotinonhsionni discourse that shapes the re-awakening and re-generation of Decolonial Space
through collective, self-conscious, dialogic and decolonizing practice. You will hear in their
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theorizing and storying of Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space the ways that these spaces are
positioned to support and re-ignite critical Indigenous language and cultural revitalization
through a complex interweaving of Onkwehon:we worldviews, philosophies, and lifeways in a
re-traditionalization of community and relationship.
Vine Deloria frames an “American Indian metaphysics of place and power” (Deloria & Wildcat,
2001, p. 33), where “…power and place are dominant concepts - power being the living energy
that inhabits and/or composes the universe, and place being the relationship of things to each
other... [put]…into a simple equation: power and place produce personality. This equation
simply means that the universe is alive, but it also contains within it the very important
suggestions that the universe is personal and, therefore, must be approached in a personal
manner…The personal nature of the universe demands that each and every entity in it seek and
sustain personal relationships” (Deloria, 2001, p. 22-3). As these language learners collectively
articulate their meanings of Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space, what it is and what it’s not, where
it is found, where and how to look for it and create it together, and why it is so critical to who
they are, in relationship to themselves as individuals and to each other, they are creating new
discursive space, a relational unfolding of re-imagining and re-defining, with a re-awakening to
language and traditional Rotinonhsionni ways of knowing-being as the centering, orienting
taproot.
Through relationship and storying together, they are mapping (and un-mapping) a transformative
collective praxis of restoring and re-storying, re-narrating who they are individually and
collectively in relation to a Haudenosaunee universe through language, cultural practice and
teachings, relational-interactional protocols and processes of exchange and reciprocity – renewed
and re-invigorated because of their action of Return, their deliberate re-location of themselves
within the Home/Land of their Ancestors. Within this re-envisioning of who they are and what
that means, their place, roles and responsibilities within a self-determining Mohawk re-presenceing on ancestral lands, these critical cultural relationships become re-awakened and reinvigorated. Blood scholar Leroy Little Bear echoes, “Our elders repeatedly tell us that our
language is a spiritual language…it reminds us that our ability to see is a spiritual gift, that we
are related to the Creator, and every relationship carries responsibilities…Our languages guide us
in our relationships…English words simply cannot convey words contextualized in relationships
327

with the sacred” (Little Bear in Ross, 2014, p. 36-37). Norma González (2001) in her book I Am
My Language talks about the profound connection between “language, emotion, and selfhood”
(p. xx) as “the ineffable link of language to emotion, to the very core of our being” (p. xix), and
that “to speak of language is to speak of our ‘selves’” (p. xix).
These language learners are at once re-connecting through language and language relations to
their identity, to emotion and feeling, to the very core of their being, and to their relationship to
Spirit and the sacred in their ancestral homeland. Participating in “transactions of truthing”
(Henderson, 2002, p. 3), transactions of remembering, they move now within the Mohawk
Valley, transforming a place/space that at first glance appears to be only the Settler-Colonial
overlay, its occupation of physical and discursive space, and the removal, erasure, absence, and
invisibilization of Onkwehon:we space/place. Through a Resistance instantiated by re-narrating
and re-imagining, they transform themselves and the place, this place of Mohawk homelands,
into a space of re-inhabiting, the re-place-ing into presence, persistence, perseverance, continuity
and continuance – and resurgence – through the generations. Their interaction within this older,
more newly experienced, unfolding universe mediated through the everyday praxis of a Mohawk
Elder enables them to perceive differently the rootedness of their place within the spatial and
intergenerational genealogies of the Kanien’keha:ka in the Mohawk Valley of their original
homelands.
The longevity of collective knowledge and experience is carried in the language and continues to
be held in the Valley, in ways that invigorate the people, the natural world, and the land,
awakening relationships embedded within this particular earth, who have been waiting to hear
their familiar language again. Darrell Kipp expresses this deep connection within and through
language: “Our tribal languages represent who we really are. They are our interior essence of
tribal reality and our spiritual blueprints. They are alive within us; we are alive within them. Our
languages are adaptive, incorporating all we know since the beginning of time” (Kipp, 2000, p.
6-7). These participants are walking an old, familiar landscape in new ways, mapping and
unmapping Decolonial Space, geographies and genealogies of land and place, memory and
vision, honesty and truth-telling, a sharing of the experiences of truth, voice, imagination, spirit,
mind, and body. They are engaging the “heart knowledge and blood memory” that Leilani
Holmes (2000) talks about where ‘heart knowledge’ is the “knowledge…passed to others in the
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context of relationships and deep feelings of connection,” and ‘blood memory’ is the knowledge
that “passes through the generations; thus Hawaiians are united with the kupuna [Elders] of
generations past” (p. 46). She talks about the land as having subjectivity and agency, and that
this knowledge is “embedded in a grounded cosmology” – as kupuna share their knowledge, they
“articulate the voice of the land” (p. 46).
These storiers -- language learners and community participants -- are renewing their connection
to themselves, within this particular landscape and its spatial relations, places of relationship,
meaning, and significance, through the praxis and re-envisioning of an Elder. In re-storying these
connections and relationships, they are bringing them into being in ways that locate and create
Onkwehon:we Decolonial Spaces of transformative engagement and re-imagination. They are
enacting what Vine Deloria, in the way of an Elder, urges younger generations to do: “We are all
carriers of ideas, and we have a responsibility to always move forward with whatever the
previous generation has given us to use” (Deloria, 2003b, p. 323). Moving through and
collectively co-constructing Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space, created within and mediated by a
context of traditional Kanien’keha:ka epistemology and Elder Praxis, they are re-locating, redefining, re-engaging, and re-articulating decolonizing practices and meanings of culturally
coherent, collective, self-determining renewal and resurgence. John Mohawk asserts,
“Traditionalism means the development of the community and thus the nation. The word has
very specific trappings in Hopi or Cree or Onondaga communities, but in all of our cultures it is
the politics of community development. The term has been vulgarized in any other context.
Traditionalism is…the effort to develop strong peoples” [emphasis added] (Mohawk in Barreiro,
2010, p. 202). Heard in their storying are the directions, locations, and orientations of traditional
Rotinonhsionni ways of being (i.e., decolonizing practices) that work synergistically to create
Rotinonhsionni Decolonial Spaces wherein transformation and resurgence becomes possible.
And takes root.
Within a collective mapping-unmapping process of active re-storying and restoring, these
community participants are profoundly re-envisioning who they are and what that means, within
a Universe that shifts and leans away from the confinements of Colonialism. And, in reenvisioning, they are collaboratively, radically, co-creating new and fluid space, Onkwehon:we
Decolonial Space, that is simultaneously generative and inherently transformative, emerging
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from within this shifted state of being that perceives with wisdom the fundamental necessity of
Onkwehon:we decolonial re-imagining so that the future awakens into ancestral and seventh
generational coherence, meaning, and possibility, remembering and re-imagining our way out of
the toxic complicity that defines the colonial everyday, a contemporary world that Anishinaabe
scholar Gerald Vizenor describes as “a chemical civilization” (Vizenor, 1994, p. 224).
What does Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space look and sound like? This collective, collaborative
storying practice around the creation and nurturance of Decolonial Space needs to be heard,
listened for, and developed because it is no longer a natural part of Onkwehon:we everydays,
within the context of the violence of Settler-Colonialism that has impacted the generations.
These language learners and community participants are theorizing the meanings, movements,
and impacts of Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space as “ethical spaces of engagement” (Ermine,
2007, p. 193). The ways they develop these understandings and knowings unfold within a
consciousness and clear, directed mind toward Rotinonhsionni language and cultural restoration,
renewal, and resurgence:
“…it wasn’t until I came here that things came alive for me…” --- Karennanoron

Onkwehon:we ways of knowing & decolonizing practice
“This is not about studying that which the researcher deems important, but being open to hear
what the storytellers deem as important about their experience” (Thomas, 2005, p. 245).

Beginnings
We come together on this evening after language class is done for the day, sitting around the
table to have a visit and a conversation. As everyone gets comfortable, someone remembers to
turn on the tape recorder, which is sitting on top of piles of language materials, notebooks, and
school supplies. I ask everyone if they’re ready to begin or have anything they wanted to bring
up from before, but everyone says they’re ready to begin.
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I start off by asking, “So, I mean…how do you see your own journey to learn Kanien’keha and
those cultural ways of being as connected to Tom and what he’s been creating here…like do you
feel that your own path to learning the culture, is that related to what Tom’s been doing
here…Like how does that play out?”
A collective breath of preparation and re-focusing into what we have in front of us to do tonight.
We have come together on this July evening to talk about Kanatsiohareke, about Tom, about
their language journeys and their thoughts about returning to the Mohawk Valley to learn
Kanien’keha in this place, situated within Kanien’keha:ka ancestral lands, history, and the
natural world, lands that have been home to the Kanien’keha:ka since time immemorial,
surrounded by Ancestors, immersed in this cultural place that aspires to Kanien'keha:kaRotinonhsionni traditional community, ethics, and ways of being.
This group of language learners has come here to Kanatsiohareke from many different places,
from on and off Mohawk and other Iroquois territories, to spend several weeks in “language
camp” this summer, taking Mohawk language classes – one group is in the basic introductory
level and another group is taking the intermediate level, with interactions across the groups. I
have come here with my three-year-old daughter not to take language classes, although I have
participated in the summer language program at Kanatsiohareke for many years; this time, I have
come to do this research for my dissertation and everyone knows it, both because I’ve told
people and because word has gotten around, of course! Some of the people, learners and
teachers, I have known for many years as friends and others I have met for the first time this
summer. I happened to arrive before the language program started, in time for the
Haudenosaunee graduate student writing retreat, where graduate students at varying points in
their programs (from different institutions in the US and Canada) come to spend time in
community, meeting and interacting with each other and with scholars-in-residence,
Haudenosaunee professor(s) from a wide range of fields. During the retreat, I got to see old
friends, rekindle connection with acquaintances, and get to know some new people, students and
professors alike.
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Soon after we arrived, language students and teachers began showing up for their program, and
again, I got to see old friends and meet new ones; my daughter got to meet everyone for the first
time because I had not been able to get back to Kanatsiohareke since she was born. As always at
Kanatsiohareke, relationships are paramount, and it is always astounding who we get to bump in
to and meet when we go home there. People visit and return to Kanatsiohareke not only from
Iroquois territories, but truly, from around the world. Over the years, I have come to have a
hugely diverse circle of friends whom I have met at Kanatsiohareke -- Rotinonhsionni from
every Nation and all the different territories of course, to Native and non-Native people in the
surrounding Adirondack foothills, to Onkwehon:we from far North and East who come down to
bring Tom, Alice, Ida Mae, and Kanastatsi lobsters or berries or moose, or those who come from
the Southwest, the Great Plains, the Pacific Northwest, and South America to trade in the Craft
Shop, to Amish families over the hill who come in their horse and buggies to help maintain the
buildings or just to visit, to folks from Europe and Australia.
To think about it, I realize what a truly diverse and global place it is, this little community in
rural New York, nestled in the foothills of the Adirondacks. It reminds me of the old iron blue
and gold New York State signs from the 1930s that dot the roads of the Valley, which for years I
have stopped by the side of the road to read, signs that speak of the Mohawk Valley as an
important early ‘corridor for trade and commerce’ along the frontier of the newly settled lands in
this part of the Northeastern woodlands, the interactions between the Mohawk-Iroquois and
Euro-American settlers. And I am reminded of Lumbee legal professor and scholar Rob
Williams’s critical work around the ways that Indian metaphorical language developed early
orienting principles and practices of maintaining relations with the new settlers along a
“multicultural frontier,” creating relationships of trust among diverse, unfamiliar, peoples and
ways. It is rather remarkable the ways these things have woven together, these relationships and
interactions among people who simply do not normally interact with each other anywhere else.
Kanatsiohareke is situated in such a landscape, in a historical context, and as part of a
continuously unfolding space of discourse and exchange among a multitude of diverse
communities from around this Mohawk Valley, Turtle Island, and beyond. I am remembering
what Whitney says in one of our conversations: “And it’s no accident. Like, this is what Tom
was meant to do.”
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This is the kind of place Kanatsiohareke is and this is the kind of person Tom is – remarkable.
For all the upheavals that the Mohawk and Iroquois peoples have been through, all the turmoil
and pain that have been suffered through, historically and contemporarily, the fact that Tom
(even with all the hardships he and his family have been through to do it) has managed through
all of this to found, develop, maintain, and evolve this little community awakening, rekindling,
re-defining, and re-articulating traditional Mohawk worldviews, language, and relationships, is
nothing short of remarkable. And he has found a way to hold a space for its sustenance, growth,
and transformation as well. The Creator’s work can be seen at Kanatsiohareke, as can all the
sticky, complicated ways that human beings interact with that which has been given by the
Creator.
Into this vast and highly particular world that is the life of this community, we have come
together – they to study, learn, and use the language, and I to attempt to “do research” (whatever
that means!) about all of this, to listen to their stories of their own pathways to language, to listen
to Tom, to think about the interaction between these, to talk with and about Elders, who they are
and what they mean to people/a People learning their language and teachings, to deepen my own
thinking around the interweaving of relationships between land, homeland, return, the spiritualcellular-memory-knowledge exchange between generations – Ancestors and those coming, the
natural world and Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni multiverse, philosophies and epistemologies,
knowledge practices, cycles of remembering, creative processes and sensory experiences, a
complex multilayering of meaning…through Storying and Relationship and Return.
Karennanoron says she’s the one who will start us off tonight, saying,
“It’s totally connected for me because…it wasn’t until I came here that things came alive for
me…I can’t describe it in any other words. It’s just things came to life for me, like the culture,
the language, the people…Being here…but even being here and living with each other this
way…There’s something about being here…that brings…that makes the culture alive, it makes it
real. Yes, it’s changed. You know, coming here is not like stepping back to the 1700s or
anything, but it’s that whole…the spirit, right? The spirit of the place that Tom has here, that is
embodied in this place, has been a HUGE part of it. Because after I came here, I thought, I
HAVE to go back, I HAVE to learn the language…and it’s not just even about the
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language…it’s almost like, the more I learn the language, the more I understand the way our
people saw the world…the more it becomes REAL to me. Not just in my mind, but in my heart,
in my BEING, who I am. It’s a changing of who I am as a person. And how I walk on the Earth
and walk in my life. So I would come back here every year…you know? I would come back here
every year. Because it has everything to do with my learning the language. It has everything to
do with who I am.”
Karennanoron is talking about the ways that being at Kanatsiohareke makes things come alive -the culture, the language, and the people, living together in a traditional community. She gives
voice to traditional Onkwehon:we ways of knowing, decolonizing practices, that are sensed, felt
in certain places, recognized as Spirit, and that bring cultural understandings to life and make
them real. Karennanoron connects the sensed, felt spirit/presence of the land, Ancestors,
Kanatsiohareke, to Mohawk language and consciousness, and these relationships impact her
aspiration to learn the language, to deepen her understanding of “the way our people saw the
world.” They are knowledge practices inextricably linked to ways of being. Here in this place of
community and homeland, through relational interaction and exchange, emergent
Kanien’keha:ka ways of knowing and traditional practices re-invigorate connections between
language, generations, worldviews, and consciousness, are embodied and felt, become real in her
heart and in her being, and this lived reciprocity changes who she is as a person. It is an
experience of transformation.

Decolonial Space
Katsitsi:io says she has something to follow up on Karennanoron’s words: “For me, it’s also
totally related…But like I didn’t grow up with my culture or an understanding of what it meant
to be Kanien’keha:ka, but when I started learning about just Onkwehon:we culture in general, it
was first mainly…about Lakota culture, because my ex-boyfriend was Lakota, and I started
learning about that just from being with him and taking trips out to South Dakota. And then from
there I went on to do a Masters degree in social work in the Aboriginal field of study, which
…one of the main reasons why I did it was to learn more about culture, and about healing
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culturally, and not from a Western perspective. And that was mainly an Anishinaabe worldview.
And I think from learning those two different cultures, before I learned a lot about my own,
made me more comfortable to learn my own. But then right after I did my Masters degree, I
came straight here, pretty much…and being here just made it so comfortable to learn about our
culture and who I was” [emphasis added].
Katsitsi:io is talking about her journey around healing and her identity as Kanien’keha:ka. She is
talking about finding in Kanatsiohareke a place where she can feel safe and comfortable to learn
her culture and identity as a Mohawk – a Decolonial Space. Feeling comfortable is part of being
in Decolonial Space, where her feelings of comfort and safety to be who she is suggest that
decolonizing practices are at work. When people feel safe, comfortable, calm, at peace, not
threatened, these are some of the decolonizing practices that make it possible for people to learn
and to return to their languages and cultural teachings. Decolonizing practices construct
Decolonial Spaces where revitalization and resurgence find safe ground. Hers is a selfdetermining, decolonizing discourse; she creates new discursive space for giving voice to the
ruptures, upheavals, disjunctures and disconnects caused by colonization, and for theorizing
new-old, Manulani Meyer’s “(k)new” (Meyer, 2013b, p. 98) spaces of transformative action for
restoration, presence, persistence (Nicholas, 2014), and possibility. She talks about going to
other Onkwehon:we spaces before she felt safe enough to return home to herself. She continues
theorizing Decolonial Space and decolonizing practice through the experience of being at
Kanatsiohareke as “a place where everyone here is on the same kind of journey…we’re all trying
to reclaim some part of ourselves -- and we’re all willing to admit it is the thing” and “…it was
like stress-free and I didn’t feel any shame or any hesitations to ask ANY kinds of questions at
all. And I agree that when you learn the language, you’re not just learning the language, you’re
learning about your culture and who you are… because there’s still that fear in my own
community…whereas that doesn’t exist here” [emphasis added].
Katsitsi:io is theorizing Decolonial Space and decolonizing practices, and thus she is also
theorizing a critical approach to Indigenous language revitalization, as an individual-collective
learning and teaching process that is connected to place and to ways that hold no place for
intimidation, shame or fear, where it is “stress-free,” where there is a feeling of solidarity and
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collectivity – of community, of honesty with self and each other, where people are supported to
think in a different way as they learn the language, where there is no hesitation to ask questions
(for fear of being shamed), where people are self-/collectively-consciously decolonizing by
recognizing the damage done by Colonialism, and actively working on healing from it. This
shame-free space that provides a relief from judgment, negativity, and stress, particularly when it
comes to the work of returning to language and culture, cannot be underestimated for a People
who have experienced “…histories of genocide, colonization, forced assimilation, and exclusion
that undermine intergenerational health and well-being” (Brave Heart, Chase, Elkins, &
Altschul, 2011, p. 283). Feeling comfortable to renew connections to language and cultural
teachings in the face of the ongoing impact of traumatic histories speaks to the critical relational
space that traditional Onkwehon:we decolonizing practices create in healing, regeneration,
transformation, and resurgence.
The creation and sustenance of Decolonial Space – traditional, “ethical spaces of engagement”
(Ermine, 2007, p. 193) – means that the fear and shame which are an inherent part of Colonial
epistemologies and colonizing processes hold no presence or relevance at Kanatsiohareke, and
thus are not able to poison the process of return to language and culture. It should be noted by
those of us concerned about and working on language revitalization the way Katsitsi:io talks
about Kanatsiohareke being stress-free, without shame, without fear of asking questions, in
relation to the process of language learning, decolonizing practices that impact learning,
especially when returning to learn your own Indigenous language and cultural knowledge.
Because of this way of being, she returns again and again, wants to live here, with everyone, in
that space of truth-telling, honesty and vision, centering within older Onkwehon:we practices.
She is talking about a way of being in community and cultural ways of being, a particular kind of
collectivity that creates space, in a relationship between the internal and external worlds
(Ermine, 1995). Cree scholar Willie Ermine (1995) says, “Aboriginal people found a wholeness
that permeated inwardness and that also extended into the outer space. Their fundamental insight
was that all existence was connected and that the whole enmeshed the being in its inclusiveness”
(p. 103).
Here, in this quality of space, it becomes possible for Katsitsi:io to imagine herself in relation to
language and language-cultural practice in ways that are reclaiming and re-generating, rather
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than shaming, judgmental or exclusionary, practices of community that embody a traditional
Rotinonhsionni ethic. Remember what John Mohawk reiterated time and again? “Traditionalism
means the development of the community and thus the nation….in all of our cultures it is the
politics of community development…Traditionalism is…the effort to develop strong peoples”
(Mohawk in Barreiro, 2010, p. 202).
These Haudenosaunee language learners talk about craving the teachings and the language as it
is lived, that when practiced it feels healthy and connected, and people “feel well,” as
Kahsto’sera’a states further on. It is a strong remedy to the individualistic, consumption-oriented,
accumulation model that the West “offers.” And it feels alive and real, as Karennanoron
articulates: “It’s a changing of who I am as a person. And how I walk on the Earth and walk in
my life….Because it has everything to do with my learning the language. It has everything to do
with who I am.” Practices that are emergent from deep within identities and philosophies, ways
of being that make people feel connected, rooted, strong – these participants are giving voice to,
defining, and imagining what Decolonial Spaces feel like, as full of spirit and of life. And they
are transformative:
“…but it’s that whole…the spirit, right? The spirit of the place that Tom has here, that is
embodied in this place…Because after I came here, I thought, I HAVE to go back, I HAVE to
learn the language…and it’s not just even about the language…it’s almost like, the more I learn
the language, the more I understand the way our people saw the world….” (Karennanoron).

Decolonizing practice
Some Indigenous community-centered work around language revitalization has recognized the
impacts of the layers of internalized, intergenerational colonization on the restoration process
itself. Darrell Kipp, who spent decades working to reclaim and restore the Blackfoot language,
reminds us that,
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“The history of tribal language oppression is well documented, but what is not given
enough credence is the effectiveness of the eradication processes used. In our tribe, the
negative conditioning was so successfully ingrained that the taboo against speaking our
language remained fresh in the minds of even second and third generation non-speakers
of the Blackfoot language. An important facet of language revitalization is to de-program
this ingrained conditioning for no other reason than to eliminate one more reason for
hating ourselves for being Indian” (Kipp, 2000, p. 6)
It is widely recognized that Indigenous languages have suffered beyond all telling of it from
Settler state and missionary policies of language extraction and extermination; and yet, or
perhaps because of this, the central focus should be on the critical elements needed for
restoration, recovery, and renewal. This is what Darrell Kipp is referring to when he says, “what
is not given enough credence is the effectiveness of the eradication processes used,” the layers of
trauma embedded within generations around their language, and that the processes of eradication
have correspondingly impacted our responses. Kipp highlights the effectiveness of the
eradication processes used, I think, to awaken in us an understanding of the critical need for an
all-encompassing language restoration process, where the processes used to restore and renew
the language are all-encompassing in order to cancel out the all-encompassing processes used to
eradicate the language.
Kipp’s work reflects Tom’s conceptualization of “Carlisle-in-Reverse.” Darrell Kipp and Tom
Porter are suggesting that Indigenous languages should perhaps be restored within a whole circle
of relationships, a constellation of connections, interacting and combining with each other to
create the conditions for all-encompassing restorative processes to take hold once again. Willie
Ermine (1995) talks about this as, “We need to experience the life force from which creativity
flows, and our Aboriginal resources such as language and culture are our touchstones for
achieving this. It is imperative that our children take up the cause of our languages and cultures
because therein lies Aboriginal epistemology, which speaks of holism” (p. 110). The language
speaks of holism. Does it not make sense then that the context the language needs to be placed
within, in order to return, must also emanate from within a re-conceptualization and recontextualization of holism? Returning to and restoring the knowledge and language that has
been “lost” or in decline with the intergenerational violence of Settler-Colonialism is an
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emotionally-charged process, one that requires deliberation, discernment, care, generosity,
humility, safety, the necessity of spaces and ways that are deliberately decolonizing and centered
within Onkwehon:we epistemologies and ways of knowing, most powerfully guided by Elders
(Absolon, 2010; Antone, 2000, 2013a; Antone & Dumont, 1997; Antone, Miller, & Myers, 1986;
Battiste, 2000; Couture, 1991b, 2013; Kulchyski, McCaskill, & Newhouse, 1999; Ross, 2014;
Simpson, 2011).
Healing is often a part of being at and returning to Kanatsiohareke. The Decolonial Space found
here is formed out of its deep fertile soil of traditional decolonizing practices that make up
Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni ways of knowing. As Katsitsi:io is making these core
connections between language learning, cultural identity, relational worldviews and ways of
knowing, and the impact of Kanatsiohareke on her learning process, she is theorizing a critical
orientation to Onkwehon:we language learning. Katsitsi:io is articulating her understanding that
learning the language makes you think in a different way. Out of the decolonizing practices and
relationships that interact together simultaneously, on multiple layers, to create Decolonial
Rotinonhsionni Space, she is able to access and learn more readily the language, cultural
teachings, and worldviews “about relationships and life” that are embedded in Kanien’keha.
Katsitsi:io talks about the relationship between the reclamation of identity and knowledge
through a decolonizing practice of honesty and a willingness to be open that enables learning to
unfold. Her discussion is echoed by Karennanoron when she says, “…it’s because we’re all
trying to re-connect, right? We’re all trying to get back to that place.” Katsitsi:io’s reflections
center around returning to knowledge, self and identity, agency, meaning, and the ways that
Onkwehon:we knowledge processes around learning and relationship are nurtured, restored, and
sustained within Decolonial Space to support the return, restoration, and resurgence of cultural
knowledge and language. When Katsitsi:io talks about not feeling intimidated in this place,
meaning that she does not shut herself off to learning, she is giving intimate and vital insight into
the conditions, emphases, and aspirations that nurture and sustain return to and revitalization of
Kanien’keha. She articulates not only wanting to learn the language and cultural knowledge, she
wants to be surrounded by, immersed in, cultural ways of knowing-being as an inherent part of
her everyday – and she is talking about the necessity of intentional, decolonizing community for
her learning process.
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Katsitsi:io is a young woman, a mother-to-be (and by the time of this writing, her baby is already
a toddler), intimately storying her commitment and struggle to return to her identity, her
language, and her cultural teachings, and the ways that Kanatsiohareke embodies a Decolonial
Space centered within traditional Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni ways of knowing and
decolonizing praxis. Grounded by Elder Praxis and pedagogies (and methodologies and
epistemologies as well), she finds the support to re-imagine who she is in the context of
community and to renew her commitment to returning to her language and culture, putting back
together, restoring and re-storying, re-interpreting and re-imagining, whatever ways the
violences of Settler-Colonialism have fractured those internal ways of knowing for her. Her
experiences reflect what each of these language learners brings to voice in their own way. They
are actively restoring and re-storying their lives into meaning that reaches beyond colonizing
dismissal and fragmentation, re-imagining identities deeply rooted in the collective, ancient
sense-making of their People.
Karonhyaken:re reflects on the relationships between the language, cultural learning, and love,
how each of these, interacting together, carry the knowledge and power to “fix the cracks” in the
vessel, the cracks of the colonial experience and the seepage of Onkwehon:we knowledge,
wisdom, and power away from community. She explains how, for her, the language repairs those
cracks and offers a worldview of “understanding how this really works together.” Toward the
end of our conversation, Karonhyaken:re says, “Yeah, it’s a web, it’s like a spider… you can’t
have one without the other…Once I started to learn the language…it was time for me to go back
to Longhouse…and I see how it has really woken up the spirits of the people around here. And
that was just the inside of more. And because I was able to grasp the language, and stuff like that,
our Clan people needed somebody to start helping organize the ceremonies, so that’s when they
started putting me in that place. Pushed me into ceremonial language, which all in all, feeds me
for who I am. So from there, I have my medicine stuff that I have to take care of and those sorts
of things, which all came through language, and came through that stuff too, right?” [emphasis
added].
Her talk reminds me about a dream I had about the language, so I ask her for her thoughts on it:
“So… [what about] the language as alive, and as spirit, and as actually waking us up…”
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Karonhyaken:re smiles slowly and says, “I think so. I really think so. And because like even
being here and just speaking here, in the Valley, you can feel that energy, you can feel it move,
that it’s pushing, pushing all of that stuff38 down, because now it’s hearing the original words
that it has, so it’s gonna start coming back full again….It’s like…how they say that…it’s just like
love. You know when you stop and think about it, the whole idea and concept of love itself.
They say that…you can’t love somebody fully unless you love yourself. Self-love and caretaking…it’s about filling your vessel. I think that’s what the language does. It really helps…not
just fill the vessel, but…fix the cracks in the way….it’s the language that takes and fills in all
those gaps…it’s like taking a broken vase and just gluing it back together, with one word at a
time, for understanding of how this [all] really works together…” The vessel. The clay pot. The
language of here. Language and knowledge and worldview and self and Spirit and the quality of
being alive with the land. Reciprocating together. Is it any wonder there can never be ‘a Mohawk
grammar’ written on its 8 ½ x 11 inch pages that could possibly carry all this, the depth and the
richness, the reciprocity of it all, the oral-relational knowledge production process held within
the language?
In thinking about the process and context of learning the language here at Kanatsiohareke, these
language learners are also bringing up the importance of Tom being present right here, how he is
accessible, and how critical his presence is in the nurturing and renewal of Elder-younger
relationships within an oral-relational intergenerational pedagogy. Whitney echoes
Karennanoron’s thoughts on “the spirit of the place that Tom has here, that is embodied in this
place,” and the ways these connections and access to these connections have impacted her desire
to return to language and cultural knowledge. Whitney says, “I feel like Tom, like his value
grows not just as an Elder year by year, but also because there’s this growing disconnect in a lot
of communities where we’re losing Elders…we’re losing Elders and we’re losing that
knowledge and we’re losing…even the possibility to learn a lot of that…”
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She is talking about the “overculture” here, a phrase that these participants are using to describe the oppressive
feeling of the Settler-Colonial, dominant, Whitestream (Denis, 1997) society and the ways it has infiltrated into
Native communities.
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In connecting with the importance and impact of Tom, Whitney gives voice to the real concerns
about the loss of Elders and the intergenerational disconnect in Onkwehon:we community that
creates the conditions for cultural knowledge and language loss, with younger generations often
perceiving that those from whom they can learn are not accessible to them. She is complicating
thinking around the re-establishment of intergenerational connections and relationships with
Elders, language learning, and a Haudenosaunee relational-pedagogical process. She continues,
“And…kids who are and aren’t raised in the Longhouse, and I wasn’t, so it’s a big risk for me to
take, to ask people cultural questions that maybe I should already know the answer to, or maybe
I don’t have a right to know the answer to it… those are the kinds of questions that run through
my mind a lot…maybe I’m not welcome to know it. But…there’s definitely that feeling out
there, I think, across a lot of our communities, that it’s far too scary to put yourself in that
situation…and to be on the wrong side of whatever that situation might look like…And it stops
people from learning and even like trying to learn. And it’s really intimidating.”
Whitney is articulating the reality of disconnections that continue to happen between people and
their language and culture, how the experience of colonization has taken its toll in both larger
and more subtle ways, with the cumulative effect of estranging people from their language and
separating them from the language learning process. She is intimating what she has experienced
and others talk about around language and cultural learning – the fear, vulnerability, shame, and
judgment that “[stop] people from learning and like even trying to learn.” She is giving voice to
the ways that the language and cultural learning process is impacted when colonization becomes
internalized, when access to Elders and the possibility of learning from them become narrowed,
when it becomes a “risk” for kids to ask cultural questions if they are not “raised in the
Longhouse,” where they feel a sense of cultural inadequacy, that somehow they should already
know the answer to their questions, and the anxiety of whether they have a right to know the
answer to their questions. She is considering the colonizing impacts of fear, the negative
vulnerability and self-doubt that come with being judged as “inadequate,” and as she reflects on
her experience, she reminds us that these continue to impact the generations.
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Whitney’s thoughts speak to the need for a deepening, critical self-reflection, as what she is
articulating holds serious implications for the long-term health, strength, and continuance of the
language and cultural knowledge, which is to say, the health of the People. The self-doubt,
questioning, and negative energy that arise out of a sense of inadequacy and shame is culturally
and linguistically draining, a way that knowledge and the potentiality for knowledge creation and
exchange hemorrhages out of Onkwehon:we community. Rather than energy being spent on
returning fully to language and cultural regeneration, the shaming and negative judgment that
can and does continue to happen is an untold drain on the lifeblood – and Spirit – of the People,
yet another violence of Settler-Colonialism, this time turned inward. It is a colonizing fallout that
makes it “a big risk to ask cultural questions,” caging the learning process and making potential
learners give up the hope of trying to learn their language and teachings.
Internalized ethnostress (Antone, Miller, & Myers, 1986; Hill, 1992) experienced by Indigenous
people and communities holds ongoing destructive impacts for Onkwehon:we language
revitalization efforts, where colonizing hierarchies and judgment can turn people away from their
languages and cultural knowledge systems. Mohawk educator Diane Hill (1992) has theorized
“ethnostress,” as the “confusion and disruption” that comes from the intergenerational impacts of
Colonization:
“Ethnostress comes from two words, "ethnicity" which refers to the roots of our
Aboriginal identity and "stress" pertaining to the impact that the reality of our experience
has on the psycho-social development of the Aboriginal person…the stress to the
disruption of the Aboriginal identity, and further, to understand the impact of this
disruption on the individual and community itself” (Hill, 1992, p. 1).
Listening to Whitney speak about her efforts to return to language and cultural knowledge, I am
reminded of the work of Albert Memmi (1967) in his work The Colonizer and The Colonized on
the relations between colonialism and racism, the colonizer and the colonized. Memmi’s work is
foundational within the global movement for decolonization, as he theorizes colonial matrices of
control, hegemony, and power. Legal scholar, critical race and postcolonial theorist Robert
Williams, Jr., asserts the importance of Memmi’s work in theorizing “Indian-white race
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relations” in the U.S., highlighting Memmi’s four “discursive strategies” by which the racism of
Eurocentric Colonialism is constructed (Williams, 2007, p. 40-1):
1) Stressing the real or imaginary differences between the racist and his victim.
2) Assigning values to these differences, to the advantage of the racist and the detriment of his
victim.
3) Trying to make [these differences] absolutes by generalizing from them and claiming they are
final.
4) Justifying any present or possible aggression or privilege.
In Whitney’s story, I hear an everyday iteration of Memmi’s theorizing of the “hegemonic
function of racialization,” as Williams reminds us (Williams, in-class communications).39 Her
experience reflects and nuances Memmi’s four discursive strategies that “construct a genealogy
of European racist-imperial discourse” (Williams, 2007, p. 40) by giving voice to the ways that
the racism and racialization of colonization becomes internalized within the lives, bodies, and
communities of peoples who have experienced colonization. She is bringing to voice something
powerful, something critical, something that needs to be heard and reflected on, articulating the
ways she has experienced lateral violence, the use of the very strategies “by which Europeanderived cultures sanctioned and upheld their exercise of colonial power over non-European
races” (Williams, 2007, p. 40), in relation to trying to return to language and cultural learning.
Lateral violence is something heard about most frequently in terms of intergenerational trauma
and the social dysfunction it spawns within Indigenous communities; and it is also tied to the
process of return to Onkwehon:we language and cultural learning. Going further, this dynamic
needs to be understood in the context of re-theorizing and “operationalizing” (Bishop, 2011)
Indigenous language revitalization, and used in the expansion and articulation of a critical
Indigenous language revitalization process.

39

In his Critical Race seminar at the University of Arizona James E. Rogers College of Law (which I had the
opportunity to take twice), Prof. Rob Williams constantly challenges students to analyze “the hegemonic function of
racialization” and its use in maintaining “grand narratives” (Giroux, 1997) of the White supremacist, SettlerColonialist, racist project.
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In Whitney’s storying, we hear the echoes of Memmi’s discursive strategies of the colonizer –
the stressing of differences, the assignment of hierarchical value to these differences, the attempt
to make these differences absolute by generalizing from them and making them final, and then
using these differences to justify aggression or privilege – except that this violence has now
become internalized, fanning out laterally. We also hear the ways these constructed differences
create feelings of fear, vulnerability, intimidation, shame, and judgment that “[stop] people from
learning and like even trying to learn.” In bringing to voice (in this safe, Decolonial Space of
traditional community) these sensitive and vulnerable places of her lived experience, Whitney
reveals the ongoing violences of European-derived colonization within community, violences
that have a real, everyday impact on the emotional, spiritual, psychological, and mental health of
Onkwehon:we people and communities, as well as on language and cultural survival and
sustainability. Her experience develops Memmi’s strategies of the colonialist project for the
maintenance of power and control. As Williams points out, it is a strategy employed “in order to
intensify the separation by which the Indian was placed outside white society” (Williams, 2007,
p. 41), reaching back to the seventeenth century. Today, it continues to separate, tearing away at
the fabric of Onkwehon:we community from within.
Yet at the same time as Whitney shares her feelings of vulnerability and exclusion, she engages a
decolonizing praxis, moving from the paralysis of colonizing ways of being and lateral violence
into reflecting on Tom and Kanatsiohareke and having been “drawn” here. Engaging resistance
to the violences of colonialism and colonialism internalized, she actively continues to search for
ways of returning to language and cultural teachings. Tom’s ways of being, as a Mohawk Elder,
his praxis that is reflected in Kanatsiohareke as the everyday living of traditional, decolonizing
Kanien’keha:ka ethical action, become the remediation for the practices of violence that cycle
through colonization. Whitney sits forward and with her four-month-old baby sleeping in her
arms, she says,
“I can’t quite say like what it was that drew me to Kanatsiohareke the first time…I can’t say
what it was about Tom specifically…I know I’d heard him speak somewhere. I had heard him
speak before. I was…really intrigued, because he just oozes all this knowledge, and you don’t
hear that a lot. Especially from Elders who are maybe a little more guarded because of the

345

generation that they grew up in, like they’re used to maybe seein’ the culture exploited...
But…from the moment I literally walked in the door, he was like, ‘Oh, sit down,’ and just so
calming and just so reassuring. And he never drew lines as to who’s here, and who should be
hearing what, like everything that he had to share was for everyone to share. And he was the first
person I ever had a conversation with about Clanship, and my not having a Clan, and my
daughter not having a Clan, what does that mean for us, where do we fit? And he kinda reassured
us that, ‘You fit learning all of this. This is just as much yours to learn as everyone else’s.
And…all this knowledge, all this language, you can still preserve for the next generations,
without having a Clan.’ And I just needed to hear that from someone, and what would that have
meant hearing like ten, fifteen years ago…you’d get so much further along as a language
learner…”
In thinking about what “drew” her to Kanatsiohareke the first time, she remembers that she had
heard Tom speak. Without realizing it, Whitney is talking about the impact that Tom’s medicine,
his spiritual gift, had on her in drawing her to Kanatsiohareke, though she could not “quite say
what it was” about Kanatsiohareke or Tom, but she knows she had heard him speak and she was
“really intrigued.” She was impacted by his spiritual gift, a medicine that has the power to heal
the Colonial violences she had been relating. And, in an implicit Onkwehon:we way of knowing,
she pays attention to her intuition, and follows the feeling inside her that drew her to
Kanatsiohareke as a place of learning.
Whitney is bringing up how Tom’s way of being encourages, nurtures, and sustains cultural and
language learning, making it approachable again, removing the shame of loss and not-knowing
from people’s hearts and minds, opening up a space in them where learning becomes possible.
This is an essential piece of returning and restoring Indigenous languages into active learning, reengagement, and widespread use. Tom embodies Haudenosaunee Elder methodologies and a
praxis that facilitates language and cultural renewal. He is generous with his cultural knowledge,
opening his arms and shares what he knows, and he conveys that this knowledge is meant for all
Mohawk-Iroquois people. His lived practice is a profound engagement in self-determining
Haudenosaunee Elder Praxis around the revitalization of language and culture, an articulation of
and engagement in community-building and Nation-building, in making the People stronger.
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From within his traditional way of knowing-being, Tom naturally creates Onkwehon:we
Decolonial Space, literally a space at the kitchen table, a space that was calming, reassuring,
sharing, generous, a place of neither judgement nor separation. Through his perspective, praxis
and presence-ing as an Elder, Tom gave Whitney and her family the greatest gift: a place within
the culture and the language, within the learning process, within the intergenerational knowledge
cycle, affirming that the language and culture have room for her, will still hold her. He does not
let anyone become separated. He acknowledges a place for her and her daughter within the
generations, her role and responsibility to the coming generations: “…and what would that have
meant hearing like ten, fifteen years ago…you’d get so much further along as a language
learner.” These are the spaces of cohesion, of re-membering, places for listening carefully and
paying attention, for they are the trees, bent near their base, that point to sources of water – they
are where we find the seeds for developing Onkwehon:we language revitalization that is deeply
contextual, that takes into account local conditions and needs, histories and stories, and how to
exercise ancestral sensibilities once again. These are also the places for considering, discerning,
and conceptualizing the multilayered requirements and intricacies of critical Onkwehon:we
language revitalization.
Whitney is talking about the enormous impact on the language and culture – and ultimately to
the health, strength, and long term viability of the Haudenosaunee People – of the Colonial
violence of separation and disconnection, of losing one’s place, role, and responsibility to the
family, community, Clan, and People. Tom restores for her that place, restores her to that place,
a place of knowledge and learning and a self-determining agency that is critical for her to hear.
She has recognized the vital importance of traditional responsibilities and roles and, having
finally been given a place in the continuance of language, she recognizes the impact that the
absence of a place and a role had had on her language learning process up until this conversation
with Tom.
As people concerned with the restoration and resurgence of Indigenous languages, her story
might help us to think more deeply about the significance of losing ten or fifteen years of
language learning by a young woman who would likely become a mother (as indeed she has), the
ways her story alone could impact future generations, either way, in terms of loss or restoration
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and renewal. Her story is important as it highlights the ways that the internalization of Colonial
violences and their lateral spread have real and important reverberating repercussions for the
future of language and cultural restoration and resurgence. Her story gives us insight into the
fundamental necessity of Elders’ guidance, wisdom, perception, and vision, the ways their
presence and guidance need to be central and constant in any work for the restoration and
resurgence of language and culture, and the ways Onkwehon:we Elders implicitly nourish the recreation, re-generation and re-presence-ing of the generations. They create the Decolonial Spaces
necessary for the resurgence of Onkwehon:we cultural coherence and action. Out of her struggle
to regain her language, culture, and cultural dignity, Whitney recognizes Tom’s impact: “And
it’s not just coincidence. Like that’s Tom. It’s like this is what he’s meant to do.”
As Whitney deepens her storying of Decolonial Space and decolonizing practice, she is
illuminating an Elder’s Praxis, its ripple effect, how it impacts people and place, and how a place
can come to reflect Elder Praxis and ways of being. Tom’s ways are reflected in Kanatsiohareke
and impact the ways of being of the community of people who come there. Listening to Whitney
discuss embodied Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space, it becomes possible to hear how
Kanatsiohareke has become an iteration of Tom’s praxis and how Kanatsiohareke impacts
people’s choices for how they live their lives.
I ask Whitney if she could continue talking about a thread she had touched on in an earlier
conversation, and whether we could bring that back into the collective thinking again, as we
hadn’t had the chance to really reflect on it earlier. I ask her, “So… what you were talking about
the last time, that Kanatsiohareke has created that kind of “safe space” for you to be able to go
wherever you need to go, and sorta feel better about what you don’t know…”
She responds, “Well, it definitely has to do with Tom. I feel like he has long built this
atmosphere here, that this isn’t a place where we’re gonna think or act exclusively, this isn’t
gonna be a place where you withhold information from anyone, this is a place for everyone to
grow and share, and grow and share…and I think that it also comes down to the people who are
here, and just the mindset…people tend to…like I don’t think it takes work while you’re
here…but I think people just kinda stay in this mindset of like, we all have a lot to gain from one
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another, contribute to one another, and I think people being really honest about what they’ve
been through, and what their experience is, as a language learner, as a community member, all of
that. Like people are just really honest here. And you don’t get that a lot of other places. But to
actually like have people be so unguarded, and just share what they’ve been through…difficult
situations they’ve gotten through and risks that they’ve taken especially….”
Whitney is theorizing Decolonial Space, what it looks and feels like, because she has
experienced it at Kanatsiohareke, and the ways Decolonial Space is constructed of the everyday
decolonizing practices and presence-ing of Tom, as an Elder. In her thinking, you can hear the
interrelationships between clear-minded practice and orientation, place, and experience, with
threads of continuity running through ethical, collective Rotinonhsionni ways of being at
Kanatsiohareke. Whitney’s discussion of embodied praxis at Kanatsiohareke reflects traditional
Haudenosaunee philosophies, worldviews, and ways of being – that it is a place where there will
be no withholding or exclusivity (which is to say, a spirit of sharing and welcoming), where there
is a place for everyone (which is to say, a spirit of generosity, sharing, perception, and giving a
place), and a place of growing together (which is to say, a concern for the collective, for
solidarity and unity, while holding onto diversity, respect for choice and freedom, nurturing the
gifts of each individual that will contribute to the survival of the collective). She talks about the
kind of people who are drawn there for language as those who aspire to living and enacting a
traditional Haudenosaunee ethic, guided by a real attempt to live in a way of clear-mindedness,
(the Good Mind), of sharing and contributing, of a healthy, decolonizing honesty and
vulnerability or realness, and of courageousness, following the role model that Tom is, because
he walks a traditional Kanien’keha:ka ethical practice of listening and reassuring, sharing and
welcoming, of honesty, and of not participating in the separating of people, a quiet refusal to
construct or play into hierarchies.
Decolonial Space is relational space. Re-connecting within Decolonial Space that is traditional
Mohawk community, people are able to shed the colonizing layers that keep them isolated and
unable to find ways to reconnect with themselves and with each other out of fear, shame, and
hesitation. As Whitney says, “I think it helps…like when I go home…and I’m a little baby
Seneca speaker…And after being here…it makes it a little more…you can relate to other people
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without knowing everything about their story. You can just…assume that you’re not soooo on
the outs. You’re not sooo like the only person with that fear, that hesitation.”
Out of her experience at Kanatsiohareke and the process of collaborative storying, Whitney is
talking about coming into consciousness of the collective experience of colonization – and that
there is a corresponding collectivity to this process of decolonization. Rupert Ross (2014), former
Crown Attorney in northern Ontario, in his book Indigenous Healing: Exploring Traditional
Paths talks about having witnessed the intergenerational reverberations of residential school
trauma in Aboriginal communities across Canada, writing about these and the ways traditional
teachings offer powerful possibilities for personal and community transformation. He talks about
the collectivity of the colonial project: “the damage was done to the group as a whole” (Ross,
2014, p. 237), “…many aboriginal people haven’t learned to trace individual behavior back to
what happened to everyone else as colonization took its toll. Being unaware of the cumulative
impact on them all, each of them feels the violence and negativity as personal failures” (Ross,
2014, p. 148). Just as colonization has been a collective experience, so too does decolonization
need to be a collective experience, a solidarity and collectivity that can be nurtured, elaborated,
and sustained. Realizing she is not merely an individual suffering from the ways colonization
becomes internalized means that she can re-imagine decolonization, of self in connection and
relationship with others, a decolonizing process that is accessed, engaged, and invigorated
through interaction grounded in generosity, gratitude, and love. Being at Kanatsiohareke
interrupts and diminishes the Colonial violence that is isolation. As people begin to interact
within Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space, their consciousness of a traditional, decolonizing
collectivity wakes up and becomes lived. And, no longer isolated, there is a solidarity that
happens together when self-consciously, actively engaging in decolonizing ways of being that
are informed by and centered within traditional Rotinonhsionni epistemologies, languages, and
ethics.
In the dynamic interaction of Haudenosaunee ethical action found within traditional community
and teachings, learners come to perceive not only their historical experience as collective, but
also their contemporary, intergenerational healing as part of a collective process. It is within the
experience of collectivity in traditional community, with deepening understanding of the
relevance of their traditional Rotinonhsionni worldviews, ways of knowing-being, philosophies,
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teachings, and practices, that healing and transformation happen. Ross (2014) says that for
Aboriginal people, “a healthy person is thus someone who understands that he is a nested
component of that complex web of interconnections, who acknowledges fundamental
dependence upon them, who is aware that he has been given significant responsibilities within
those responsibilities and who is determined to fulfill them as best he can. His ‘self’ interest is
perhaps better understood as his ‘other’ or ‘all’ interest” (p. 229).
Lakota scholar and social worker Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart works around healing Lakota
historical trauma within a traditional context, the ways that ‘historical trauma response’ is related
to intergenerational trauma, the “cumulative emotional and psychological wounding over the
lifespan and across generations, emanating from massive group trauma experiences” (Brave
Heart, 2003, p. 7). From her work, she has come to understand the ways that healing this
complex trauma is rooted within accessing traditional Lakota worldviews, ways of knowing, and
spiritual practices as well as a recognition of the collectivity of survival. Brave Heart says of her
study of Lakota survivors, “This group of Wakiksuyapi [Memorial People] have transcended
trauma through a collective survivor identity and a commitment to traditionally oriented values
and healing hecel lena Oyate nipi kte (so that the Lakota people may live)” (Brave Heart, 2000,
p. 264). While this dissertation research does not focus on historical trauma and healing, there is
a way that any work around Indigenous language and cultural renewal, restoration, and
regeneration implicitly involves historical experience wherein languages and cultures were
methodically, strategically assaulted, resulting in myriad histories of massive intergenerational
group trauma (Brave Heart, 2000) and ethnostress (Antone, Miller, & Myers, 1986; Hill, 1992).
Transformational and resurgent Rotinonhsionni responses, reflecting the transformational and
resurgent Lakota voices and responses of Brave Heart’s study, engage with ancient worldviews,
teachings, value systems, and cultural/language practices that recognize and interact with
Ancestors and future generations as commonsense, as essential to healing, renewal, and
resurgence. I hear these Rotinonhsionni language learners, returning to Kanatsiohareke (in
ancestral homelands) to reconnect and deepen their understanding of their language and cultural
practices, echoing the Lakota participants involved in a healing workshop in the Black Hills of
South Dakota (Lakota sacred lands). One of the Lakota in Brave Heart’s (2000) work says, “We
all have our own personal experiences full of pain, but it is so personal for me to be connected
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with others. I mean it's something that really comes from the heart” (p. 262). Another says, “We
felt traumatized and we are traumatized...[healing] means to talk about the past and the
future....That's why we are doing this…” (p. 261).
The language learners at Kanatsiohareke talk about how their own healing is tied to collective
healing and, in weaving their stories collaboratively, they perceive a healing of generations, pastpresent-future, envisioning the ways their stories are bound up with those of their Ancestors. In
ways related to how their Ancestors thought about them, they perceive, presence to, and envision
the coming generations in a healing of memory, a healing of continuity. The decolonizing
practice of letting go of colonizing ways of being allows people to reconnect with each other, to
renew trust again, to build the solidarity needed to restore and re-story community that is born of
and emerges from Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space. In self-consciously and deliberately creating
traditional Decolonial Space, we are clearing the pathway for elaborating a new theoretical
framework toward a critical Indigenous language revitalization.
These language learners story together, in this safe space, their experiences of the ways
colonization has disrupted their internal worlds, interfering in their return to their language,
cultural knowledge, and practice. But as they move into storying together their experiences of
relationship, collectivity, their return to language and cultural learning, and the Onkwehon:we
Decolonial Space that is traditional Haudenosaunee community, community rooted by the
steady, sure-footed guidance of Elders, healing and transformative possibility become real and
lived. Again.
Katsitsi:io picks up Whitney’s thread about the way Kanatsiohareke is an embodiment of Tom’s
vision and “why things happen the way they do here,” reflecting this idea of Kanatsiohareke as
praxis: “I just had the revelation in my head, that the reason why this place was created, why
Tom created this place and had this vision, is why things happen the way they do here. Because
this place was meant for people to come and live as a community, the way that we used to,
before colonization and all the bullcrap. And that’s pretty much exactly what happens here…I
think that’s a big part of why things…go so well here…I had something to say about Elders too.
It was piggybacking on what Whitney said…about Elders and how they can be very
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intimidating…and I know for me, that’s a huge factor. Just because the Elders that I’ve worked
with or spoken to, or have gotten to listen to, seem so damn busy, which they are, so…it almost
seems like it’s an inconvenience…for me…to go ask them questions, or ask them to teach me
something. And I’ve had some experiences where it wound up playing out that way…but I’ve
heard from Elders that they want young people to come and learn…but there’s still that fear,
intimidation, no matter what. But I mean, it’s just awesome that [Tom] comes down and has
breakfast and sits with us and tells us dirty jokes and tries to make it more comfortable, you
know, like he’s not this Big Famous Elder that you can’t approach and stuff like that, so that
definitely helps with the learning and with the environment. Because like I said the other night, it
has a lot to do with being comfortable here…like it’s just so [relaxed], and you feel amazing
when you’re here.”
Katsitsi:io’s reflection speaks to the endless permutations of Settler-Colonialism, the ways it has
permeated and settled into Onkwehon:we minds, bodies, and ways of being as communities, over
the generations -- the ways fear, judgment, hierarchy, intimidation, self-doubt, and shame have
the power to disrupt relationships, including relationships with Elders, even as she talks about
her aspiration and movement toward re-establishing relationship with Elders. These internal fears
and insecurities, the individual and communal ruptures and cultural dissonance, are a direct
result of the intergenerational impact of Colonialism and the “disruption of the Aboriginal spirit”
(Hill, 1992, p. 1). These traumas unfold in macro and micro ways within people and peoples,
leading to exactly the kinds of intergenerational fissuring of relationships between Elders and
younger generations that Katsitsi:io talks about.
Brave Heart (2000) maintains that holding on to and maintaining “a commitment to traditionallyoriented values and healing” (p. 264) is a pathway out of trauma, a pathway to healing, and it is
here that restoring and renewing intergenerational relationships, as in those critical connections
between Elders and younger generations that were directly targeted by Colonialism, is a
foundational move toward collective healing and recovery of cultural knowledge and ways of
being. Having access to Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space and Relationship, in interaction with
others actively engaging in the good-mindedness and clear-thinking of Iroquois oral-relational
practice, in connection with Elders, is vital to sustaining healing in and through community that
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is decolonizing, that is to say, that is based within traditional worldviews and practices (Absolon,
2010; Antone, 2000; Antone & Dumont, 1997; Antone, Miller, & Myers, 1986; Brave Heart,
1998, 2000; McPherson & Rabb, 2001; Ross, 2014; L. Shenandoah in Wall, 2001). Beverly
McBride talks about the experience of the community healing process in Sault Ste. Marie with
Bob Antone and Jim Dumont, emphasizing the critical need for safety and safe space, saying, “In
order for community healing to develop, there needs to be a sense of safety within the
community. It must be a place where it is safe to disclose, to work on our own personal healing,
and where people feel connected to each other….it must be a conscious process” (McBride,
2003, p. 76).
Decolonial Space, constructed with the sophisticated, primal tools of decolonizing practices and
Rotinonhsionni ways of knowing, creates possibilities for re-imagining and accessing selfdetermining aspirations of cultural rootedness and transformation; it is a space where Other
trajectories unfold, a re-mapping and un-mapping from a different orientation, one whose
compass is calibrated toward more ancient patterns. It is a fundamentally oral-relational remapping of return to place, land, homeland, cultural coherence and language, memory, sense and
meaning, identity and community, mediated by Elders – an articulation of who we are and what
that means and where we are going.
These language learners offer us insight into what this process looks like, here in this place, how
a whole different epistemology – that of Indigenous perception and ethical action – a “different
tool belt” (Meyer, 2013b, p. 99) and a different imaginary is engaged, the particular relations of
place, people, memory, sacred history, language, spirit and knowledge, the presence and praxis
of Elders and Ancestors that “liberates,” that allows the Original People to rise up from the rich
Earth again, that renews and re-instantiates Decolonial Spaces, Onkwehon:we Spaces, for renarrating and re-imagining new stories from deep within the heart, mind, clay, and roots of older
ones.
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~
“And it’s…old ways are present in the midst of all of the new way of being. It’s like here. Like
here all the old ways are present. But so are the new ways. But yet they melt together beautifully.
One doesn’t overtake the other one, you know, because they’re both valued. Whereas out there,
in the city, the overlay is all the modern, and there’s no room for…they don’t allow any room for
the old ways, which is where the wisdom lies, often, is in those old ways. It doesn’t mean you
gotta do it the old way, but…consider the wisdom and the magic that lives in the old ways. That
we’re losing out because we can only see the overlay of the [modern]. And I think that’s part of
why I love comin’ here. You know? It’s the old ways that are so present. And there’s no conflict
with the other way. It’s like they meld together. And one is just as valued as the other one….
They get integrated into us every time we come. A little piece here, more there.” --- Betty
~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Restoring & re-storying Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space:
Kanatsiohareke as embodied Elder Praxis
Listening closely over the last year to this storying process, but really over the last two decades
of my life around Kanatsiohareke, I have finally started to understand the ways that
Kanatsiohareke is a reflection, an iteration, of Tom Porter, his work and his life and his being.
While I recognize at the outset that this is far too profound of a story for me to tell, or even for
me to present and interpret others’ storying, I also recognize that it needs to be acknowledged,
written about, appreciated – publicly – some of the ways it has profoundly impacted people in
their lives. This is why, even recognizing my own inadequacy, I persist in doing this here.
As these participants have described, Tom lives an older Haudenosaunee traditional ethical
practice that is reflected in his openness, sharing, honesty, generosity, his calm and reassuring
way of being, a way of being inviting and welcoming, acting without judgment and separation,
reflecting a worldview of holding a place for everyone and utmost respect for diversity, and
safety. Exercising the wisdom of perception and vision, Tom is constantly thinking of and acting
on his concern for all the people, with particular attention to the children, young people, and
future generations, for they signify the health and viability of the Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni
into the future.
Like Tom, Kanatsiohareke is inclusive, centered in the kind of sharing and openness that attract
people to him, a place of safety, a place “to grow and share.” There is a certain mind here, a way
of being that reflects the traditional Haudenosaunee practice of “clarity of mind” (Mohawk,
2008, p.48), that is, healthy, good-minded behaviors and ways of conducting oneself, which is
implicitly asked of people at Kanatsiohareke. Kanatsiohareke encourages collectivity, and the
people who return here actively, self-consciously engage one another, learning from each other,
acting collectively and relationally, where people are committed to contributing, sharing and
growing together in an openness that is found here, a willingness to be open. Learners talk about
older Haudenosaunee ways of being as a community that nurture and sustain collectivity,
solidarity, and cohesion while holding the highest regard for free will and choice, the freedom
that is carried in the clarity of thought of the good mind, a Haudenosaunee ethic of perception,
deliberation, discernment, sharing, generosity, humility, gratitude, encouragement, and support.
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The place and the people reflect a spirit of welcoming and inviting, of striving to be healthy, to
live as their Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni ancestors did. Kanatsiohareke as praxis reflects and
embodies Tom’s praxis, and the people who come here are moved and impacted by Tom in
profound ways, consciously aligning their behavior within older Haudenosaunee ways of being
and those protocols of relationship. Through a traditional Elder-centered pedagogy and praxis,
people internalize and emulate Tom’s modelling of behavior and ethical action, of sharing their
life experience, even when it is hard or ugly, a willingness to be open that encourages others to
be that way too. Tom’s praxis as the embodied way of being that constitutes Kanatsiohareke is
about “bringing forth the community knowledge that is the start of healing” (Antone in McBride,
2003, p. 72).
Each language learner talks about how they are impacted synergistically by Tom’s ways of being
and by being at Kanatsiohareke in relation to language and the renewal of intergenerational
relations, identity, and Haudenosaunee practice. They speak of the ways they will take this
experience of traditional (and decolonizing) ways of knowing-being into their bodies and
memory, carrying the experience of Kanatsiohareke with them: “I think it helps you to…go
home…After being here…it makes it a little more…you can relate to other people without
knowing everything about their story….you can just kind of assume that you’re not soooo on the
outs. You’re not sooo like the only person with that fear…that hesitation.”
Participants talk about the experience of Kanatsiohareke as impacting their language journey and
their feelings of their ability to return to the language. Through the experience of traditional
Haudenosaunee community, the safety, support, and encouragement that surrounds learning here,
they gain the internal courage, knowledge, and confidence within themselves that when they go
home, even though they may not be proficient speakers, they feel confident to approach the
language, to overcome the feeling of being alone, isolated in their pathway back to language. The
creation of safety and the decolonizing ways of being at Kanatsiohareke clear a pathway for
learning in other places, places that may not be as self-consciously engaging a process of return
to an older ethical practice, one that is inherently decolonizing. They bring up a sense of
common purpose, a process of traditional Haudenosaunee community that unfolds here, the way
practice and action (“why things happen the way they do here”) is fundamentally related to
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Tom’s vision and thinking (“the reason why this place was created, why Tom created this place
and had this vision”). Tom’s discernment, intentionality, and envisioning have created
transformative potential. Through relationship with Tom, it becomes possible for younger
generations to imagine reconnecting to other Onkwehon:we Elders. For Onkwehon:we
communities attempting to maintain their knowledge traditions, this becomes a critical reestablishment of intergenerational connection and the continuance of Onkwehon:we cultural
knowledge ways – that out of Tom’s lived praxis, his way of being as a Kanien’keha:ka Elder,
the restoration of intergenerational relationship can be renewed and re-envisioned, mending the
Colonial violences of disruption and dismemberment, the dislocation of knowledge practices,
places, and relationships. Because of the oral-relational ways of being that Tom embodies, his
living Elder Praxis, other Elders become approachable, thus helping to restore and renew critical
traditional knowledge patterns, relationships, processes, protocols, and networks.
While in earlier times these Elder-younger intergenerational relationships were woven into the
fabric of Onkwehon:we communal existence, today they cannot be taken for granted, and require
the development of consciousness, deliberation, and action around how to reconstruct those
connections, how to nurture them into existence and sustenance. Accessibility does not naturally
“just happen” today; it is experienced as one of the tensions that Elders and younger generations
refer to as impediments to re-kindling relationships with each other. These language learners
referred to Tom’s accessibility at Kanatsiohareke as being a critical piece of their language and
cultural learning process. Whitney gives voice to their thinking as a group, and everyone shows
signs of agreement when she says,
“I feel like that’s a big hurdle, of trying to find out certain things, is just approaching
people…And where do you find them, and even if you know how to track them down, like what
are they gonna say to you if you show up to their door? And here [Tom’s] opened up his home,
for people to come and live here, and learn everything they can…It does make it like…you can
at least kind of envision what these conversations might be like with other Elders in the
community…and you start to see them as just people…because he shares so much of his
personal story, along with the culture, and cultural stories. That’s a big part of it.”
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Whitney is talking about Haudenosaunee knowledge relations, place, decolonial space,
relationship, access to intergenerational relationships and the spatiality of contemporary
Onkwehon:we relationships, contextualizing the need for re-establishing traditional relational
pathways, the ways that space and spatial arrangements in a colonizing context lend themselves
to the breakdown of community and relationship, impacting on Onkwehon:we oral-relational
learning and the intergenerational transmission process. Whitney gives voice to the influence of
colonialism’s interference and dislocation of Onkwehon:we community-centered, relationalspatial processes and interactions that makes these intergenerational exchanges more
challenging. She puts into words Tom’s personal and spatial Elder Praxis of openness and
generosity which ignite and nourish her own ability to “envision” and imagine the development
of these sustaining relationships with other Elders. Her reflection suggests that clear-mindedness
and deliberation might be brought to bear on actively decolonizing Onkwehon:we space,
discerning “new” ways that will support and nurture the restoration, renewal, and resurgent
connection of traditional Onkwehon:we intergenerational knowledge relations.
Tom’s accessibility has had a critical impact on the ability of so many Iroquois people to learn
and deepen their experience of Haudenosauee cultural knowledge and practices.40 Ionataie:was
did not hear Whitney’s reflection, and yet she brings up exactly what Whitney is saying. As she
reflects on Tom and his accessibility at Kanatsiohareke, which is far different than it was or
would have been had he remained at Akwesasne, Ionataie:was continues to deepen our
understanding about accessibility to Elders and its link to the restoration of Onkwehon:we
knowledge relations, the ways these knowledge relations are also spatial. She says,
“If he never moved here, if he was up at Akwesasne, yes, he would be going around, travelling
around, doing what he always did. But there wouldn’t be the feeling among people that they
would be able to just drop in, like they can here. There wouldn’t be that same feeling. I mean
people that knew him real well, they of course would drop in at his house and visit. But for
people, so many of the people we met…so for instance, what I’m thinking is look at all the
people who stop in here, that would not feel comfortable stopping in at Akwesasne…And all the
40

I would be remiss not to recognize here the many people from all different cultures and nations who have learned
about Iroquois knowledge and philosophy at Kanatsiohareke.
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people that travel from far, but he wouldn’t be able to house all those people up there. And…the
Native and non-Native people, who have become part of this family here, over the years. So…I
can’t imagine him being able to start that language program in his house up there, you know, but
it could happen here….
“And so he’s the one that carried that prophecy and kept that prophecy in our mindset. And he’s
the one that inspire a lot of people to come here. And to visit…and he continues to do that.
Whenever he goes to speak anywhere, he always says, ‘Oh, please come and have tea. Please
come and visit us.’ And people do. Some people are too shy to do it but a lot of people do do it,
and I don’t think they would feel free to do that if he was somewhere else. They wouldn’t feel
comfortable just dropping in, but here they do. And then there are all the people that never heard
of him, but they happen to see the sign out front, you know, and are curious and come in and
then find out that there’s a treasure here….”
As learners participate in this community, a community that is guided, mediated, by traditional
Elder Praxis, they gather the lived experience of Kanien’keha:ka ways of knowing and the
traditional decolonizing practices that constitute and invigorate Decolonial Space.

Reciprocity of spatial relations
Relations within Decolonial Space, exchanges that cultivate cultural and language restoration,
renewal, and resurgence
Tayohseron:tye talks about her experience at Kanatsiohareke of Tom’s Elder Praxis around
restoring Kanien’keha. She talks about the inspiration to learn the language that Tom inspires in
learners, where he will speak to them in the language and tell stories that move people, in the
way that Tom is renowned for his gift of speaking, of Mohawk oratory. He gives them a reason
to learn the language and instills in them the feeling that they can learn it – his storying presence
makes them feel that it is indeed possible for them to learn their ancestral language:
“So, when I was first…actively learning the language, one of the things that the school did was
to bring the students here [to Kanatsiohareke]… because of the connection to this place, the
Mohawk Valley, and so one of the things that when we came here was really powerful….the way

360

Tom comes in and sits down with the students, and like how he did [with us], just talks to the
students and tells stories…he was gonna talk in Mohawk so that we could hear what he was
saying, right? So that really was kind of an important piece…in that inspiration to learn. You
know, not just, ‘Well, this guy’s talking Mohawk and whatever, like I don’t understand him,’
but…the way his fluid story went… it’s beautiful to listen to… it just was inspirational to
listen…so for me coming here and hearing those stories from Tom was a big inspiration for
me...”
Tayohseron:tye goes on to talk about Tom asking her, eight years later, to translate his talk this
time, now that she has become a Mohawk language teacher:
“But even here just the other day, when he told us the story from 1 to 10 and then asked me to
translate…and I was like, ‘Oh no!’ Because I was scared. Like translation is hard…so that just
challenged me one more level… And listening to him really challenged me, first to listen, right?
And we talk about that a lot, in Indigenous cultures, how important listening is. Just listening.
And so it really challenged me just to be able to listen…and remember…But it was OK…I felt
safe to say, ‘OK, I’ll try this translation thing…’ And not be judged by him or by the students
here, you know? Where in other spaces, you would totally be judged. So yeah…this place has
had a really big influence on my language learning, for sure.”
Tayohseron:tye’s discussion is a profound reflection on the Rotinonhsionni ways of knowing and
decolonizing practice that are Tom’s traditional Kanien’keha:ka “methodology,” his Elder
pedagogy, a traditional pedagogical process that creates and constructs Onkwehon:we
Decolonial Space. In encouraging people to come into their own center, over time and with
practice, to gain competence and become comfortable standing up and taking on their cultural
roles and responsibilities – practices which ensure their continuance – he nurtures learners into a
sustainable, sustaining, connected relationship with their own cultural knowledge, language, and
processes. He is modelling a Rotinonhsionni methodology of knowledge and knowing,
“teaching,” (to use an inadequate, insipid English word to describe the process) younger
generations how to listen and interact differently, relationally, showing them the meaning of
Onkwehon:we listening by giving them the gift of a respectful, relational, and engaged space in
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which they can gain competence and confidence. They are able to grow into their cultural roles
as he shares his confidence in them, acknowledging and challenging them, within the territories
of their capabilities, while pushing them to new competencies in his watchful presence.
I hear Tayohseron:tye name this Haudenosaunee oral-relational interactional process spatially –
that Tom’s Elder pedagogy creates safe space wherein these relationships can unfold and grow,
where she “felt safe to say, OK, I’ll try this translation thing, you know? And not be judged by
him or by the students here, you know? Where in other spaces, you would totally be judged.”
This safe space that is free of hierarchy and judgment impacts others to model the behavior they
see in Tom. The experience of lived Elder methodologies and pedagogies at Kanatsiohareke,
decolonizing practices emergent from within Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space – and Decolonial
Space emergent from decolonizing practices – that embody traditional Haudenosaunee
philosophies of good, clear, healthy-mindedness have an enormous impact on language learning.
Although Ionataie:was was not part of this collaborative storying of language learners, during
our conversations she spoke about Tom’s methodology, again without listening to these
conversations, and it is remarkable to hear how her reflection echoes Tayohserontye’s experience
of Tom’s Elder praxis and pedagogy being passed forward; it demonstrates how pervasive and
profound Tom’s influence has been on people’s language and development within the culture.
She talks about how Tom’s methodology impacts people’s learning process in a way that mirrors
people’s own language stories. She articulates how Tom, and other Kanien’keha:ka Elders,
create the safety where people feel comfortable to explore and push their own capabilities – this
is critical for protecting and developing Onkwehon:we language and cultural competence within
a context of Settler-Colonialism, which puts these fragile gifts in danger each day, as the
hegemony of the “overculture” (Language learners, personal communications) constantly
threatens to destroy Onkwehon:we seeds of survival. Ionataie:was says,
“I just came here as a worker. I just wanted to be a secretary, receptionist…gopher, you know,
but Tom doesn’t allow that. Because he waters. And what he does is he’ll say to people, ‘You’ve
heard the Opening Address enough, you get up and do it, you get up and do it, you get up and do
it. You tell the story, you tell that story.’ And that’s what he was given when he was young, the
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opportunity to hone those skills and to try it on for size…so that’s what he did to me when I
moved here, he’d lean over to me and…he’d say, ‘All right, stand up and tell them about this.
Stand up and tell them about that,’ and I was like… (laughs, sucking in her breath)…So I did it!
It’s all about gardening. The whole thing’s about gardening. And that’s why we have to protect
our seeds….
“So part of it is modelling…when I think about Jake Swamp, I think about how he held himself,
when he was presenting, how he listened to people, how he thought about things before he
responded, how he incorporated humor, how he never belittled anybody’s response…the same
with many of the Elders…with my Uncle Ernie, with many of them…my Uncle Julius. From
him I learned that every single person that he met, he made them feel like they were the most
special person in the world. That’s how they felt after talking with him. So he modelled that. He
didn’t teach us it, he modelled it. And in the old days, our kids didn’t go to a school and sit at a
desk and chair, what they did was they went with the adults and learned by watching and doing.
And that’s what Tom does. Watching and doing, making the shelf [I had related to her an
experience I had where Tom asked me to go help him make a big set of shelves in the barn late
one night]. And then maybe you’d make another shelf and then another one with him, and then
eventually you’d know how to do it. And eventually he’d give you the hammer and [he’d give]
you the nail.
“And the same thing with making corn bread, when [Tom] does it with his students. He starts out
doing this and that and then he has this person stirring and that one carrying the water and that
one…so everybody has a task to do, and you do it enough times, that pretty soon you’ve done all
the steps and then you know how to do it yourself. So he models it. And then, you know, it’s all
modelling. And it’s what we’ve done always. And what the Elders are doing today.
“And the other thing [about Tom’s way of doing things]….just do it with the person, with the
supervision. You’re learning all about…while you’re doing it, you know, why are we making it,
what is so special about corn, where does the importance of corn come from, how does it connect
with the Creation Story, how does it connect with the Three Sisters, how does it connect
scientifically with why it is that corn, beans, and squash grow better if you plant them
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together…how is this white corn different than blue corn or sweet corn…how scientifically, why
is it different, when you cook sweet corn than when you cook white corn, and how do we feel
these days about genetic modification, and how do we feel about that, and ownership of seeds,
and how do we feel about that today, so we bring it up to the present. So it’s all of that in the
process of learning how to make the corn bread. And then you learn how to make the corn mush
and the corn soup. And what’s special about that. And is there a special way of serving it or a
special time….and what’re the variations of it…oh, so you can add strawberries…when would
you add strawberries to corn mush, you know, well if you’re making mush for a wedding, so it’s
all of those things that you’re learning while you’re doing it. It’s a conversation.
“And then it’s the method that Tom has that I was talking about before…his methodology is
that…well, you’re sitting there, and somebody says, ‘Well, we need to have an Opening,’ and
Tom could just jump up and do the Opening, but more and more I see him saying, ‘Amanda,
would you do it?’ or ‘Mark, would you do it?’. And then we get that practice and we get the
confidence because we did it in front of not only all the people there, but we did it in front of
Tom. And then later on when we say, ‘Was that OK?,’’ he always says, always says, ‘Yes.’
Always, ‘Oh, it was wonderful.’ ‘Oh yes it was perfect.’ Always. So then that develops our
confidence so that the next time when we do it, we…we venture out a little further and embellish
more until pretty soon, we feel really comfortable with it, and making it suit the occasion. So it’s
not memorization. It’s the doing it and the heartfelt…you know…so that’s part of the
methodology.
Tom talks about his own learning of this way of knowing-being, this pedagogy, out of his own
oral-relational process of learning from within his family: “I often ask someone to volunteer, to
do this Opening. Without fear or anything ‘cause there’s no test. There’s no right, and there’s no
wrong. And one of the things my uncles told me is that whenever somebody asks you to do it,
you do the best you can. And that will be just as great as could be. There is no such thing as,
‘Did I do it right?’ or ‘Did I make a mistake?’” (Porter, 2008, p. 9).
Ionataiewas talked about Tom’s praxis, his pedagogy, his methodology, again in another of our
conversations: “So…how has Tom had an impact on my life? How has he done that? First of all,
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his acceptance of me, I don’t know why, but it’s not just me, it’s many, many people, his
acceptance and friendship. His willingness to like right from the beginning, confide in me. And I
don’t know why, but it certainly made me want to live up to it. You know, live up to that
[emphasis added]. And then he instills confidence in people. He did it in me, he did it in other
people, because he will say, ‘Well, why don’t you do the Opening Address, or why don’t you
stand and talk about this and talk about that…and that’s a great teacher, you know, to not just
teach your students, but give them the opportunity to practice, and he’s right there, to help…and
then he praises it afterwards, so that you try even harder, to be better the next time. And then of
course he’s a role model, you know, so if I’ve heard him speak about the Creation Story twenty
times, and I probably have heard him speak about it more than that, I always get something new
from it. A new understanding, or something he mentions that he didn’t mention before, or I
missed it. And so I’ve had the opportunity to hear these things more than once. And I’ve also had
the opportunity to evolve with it each time. You know, ‘Oh, he did that a little bit differently,
you know, and that gives me the confidence also to present in the way in which I understand, that
I’m hearing and learning. Because he’s evolving, so he talks about that too. About not
understanding this before, but now thinking that maybe this is what the understanding is. So he
lets us peek into his thoughts and his learning process, as he goes along…”
From within the process of relational, intergenerational pedagogy, mediated by an Elder,
relationships are formed and bonds of connection forged that cultivate people to grow into other
places and spaces and competencies and roles and responsibilities. The feeling these
relationships create are fundamentally healing, restorative, regenerative, and sustaining, as
Tayohseron:tye gives voice to her relationship with Tom:
“And just being with Tom…when I see him outside of this place, it’s just like I was here. He
came to Trent University for the Elders’ gathering and it was the same greeting he gives me here:
“Oh, Kaya’tonni!” And he gives me a big hug, and I feel like a queen because Tom Porter’s
hugging me in public and knows who I am, knows me by name now! You know?! And what a
great feeling. And that’s because he’s my Raksotha now. He’s my Grandpa. We’ve become that
role now, you know? Yeah, it made me feel like I was important to him. And I am. I am
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important to him. And all of us are. You know and that’s the thing. He’s got such a big heart, he
has space for every one of us. That’s the beauty of him I think.”
Tayohseron:tye is recognizing how Tom’s ways of being as an Elder open to include everyone,
even as he makes each person feel special, “like a queen.” Without separation or distinction, he
holds space for everyone in his heart – and that, to be sure, is an Elder Praxis and an
Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space, a space of home, a space of heart.
Tayohseron:tye continues, thinking about Tom and her relationship to him, and to each other,
through Kanien’keha:
“And then the other day we were talking about otsi and Tom was talking about otsira and then
last year, and maybe the year before, somebody asked me about ‘What is otsi?’ ‘Cause it’s in SO
many words: otsinonwa, otsitsia, otsi, otsi, everywhere, everywhere, everywhere, and then when
Tom was talking, he was talking about kahwa:tsire and otsi:ra, that fire that’s from within, and
that’s what makes our family, where it’s a fire. And then I was like ‘Otsi…Otsiiiiiii:ra! Oh my
GOD! It was that fire!’ Because all those things with otsi, as far as I could find so far, are living
things that are…are…have that fire. That have that like, maybe social structures, or what have
you. Like they’re living things. Otsitsia, otsinonwa, they’re all…Otsi being spirit…So big
learnings like that through language is really, really powerful for me. And so when I’m with
Elders of Haudenosaunee descent who are speakers, I often love to talk about those
things…because those are what have helped me to figure out what my role is in this
world…[like] Iethinistenha41. As a mother, it is my job to give my children strength and
power….there’s so many things like that…and that’s the role of Elders for me, is having me
learn my identity through language…”
What happens here is powerful. As Tayohseron:tye stories her relationship to Tom, her
relationship to the Valley and Kanatsiohareke, she is connecting these pieces that may have
seemed separate before. She realizes as Tom is talking and offering these teachings -- about otsi
and otsi:ra, the fire that’s from within, the relation to kahwa:tsire (family) that embeds the

41

In Kanien’keha the word for ‘mother’ holds and embeds the concept of strength and power within it.
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concept of the fire within it, the relationality of all this, and that he is her Raksotha, her Grandpa
now. As she hears Tom speak about kahwa:tsire and otsi:ra, she begins to realize the relational
connections and Haudenosaunee worldview that connects the internal fire that exists within
relationship, that exists within the entities and energies of Creation, including the human world,
and that is embedded within all family – human and other-than-human – as part of the energies
of the Universe. Oral-relational processes of Haudenosaunee traditional knowledge and
knowledge practices, out of which connections between knowledge, identity, roles,
responsibilities, worldview, philosophies, value systems, and teachings emerge are vital to the
continuities and survivance of Haudenosaunee. From within their mutual reciprocity and
presence-ing to each other, these Haudenosaunee ways of knowing are quietly tended and
cultivated, like seeds into light and air, so that their roots will dig deep and strong into a waiting
Earth.
Traditional Elders like Tom, from within their Onkwehon:we knowledge ways/praxis, actively
create spaces of safety and perception, envisioning and re-imagining a universe within which
Rotinonhsionni are able to re-narrate and re-imagine who they are beyond the distortions of
colonizing epistemologies, to restore and re-story, conceptualize and contextualize,
Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni transformation and resurgence. Onkwehon:we Elders live a
gathering wisdom and experience of generations; and Tom’s intergenerational wisdom and
experience crystallize in his praxis of an embodied vision to re-establish and renew traditional
Kanien’keha:ka community, knowledge-knowing practices, language and consciousness within
the ancient homeland of the Mohawk people.
Karennanoron brings her experience with Haudenosaunee Elders into the conversation, reflecting
on their ways of being in relationship:
“But then…when you’re with the Elders, everything’s open, you know, they’re sharing
everything they know with you….I talked to Elva and she goes, ‘Whatever people need from me,
I give. Because that’s what’s healing for our people. And that’s why I learn Ojibwe songs and I
learn Lakota songs. Because sometimes I have people and they’re Haudenosaunee and they’re
Lakota, they’re Haudenosaunee and they’re…you know, non-Indigenous people, or they’re
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Indigenous from a different country. Sometimes I’ll meet with somebody and that’s what I’ll get.
I’ll get that that’s what they need. And I’ll think, ‘What is that?’ or I’ll ask them, ‘I’m seeing this
drum, what is it?’ I don’t know what it is. And it’s theirs. We have to be open to using
everything and meeting with every person where they are.’”
Karennanoron discusses the ways in which Elders implicitly, naturally create Onkwehon:we
Decolonial Space and engage in decolonizing practices. Elder ways of being carry the power to
ease and dissipate colonizing hierarchical violences of separation and judgment, layers of pain
internalized in bodies and in communities that have made the generations shut down or close
themselves off. Karennanoron continues to talk from her experience with Elders about the way
they “create that environment,” traditional Onkwehon:we Decolonial Spaces that disintegrate
even the now-entrenched internalized and lateral violence where the people attack each other,
rather than listen, and strive to be in agreement. Elders create and embody Cree scholar Willie
Ermine’s (2007) “ethical spaces of engagement” (p. 193), locally relevant, contextual, and
meaningful practices and spaces that reflect the diversity of epistemologies and orientations
coherent to each place. Karennanoron brings up something important to hear – that even with the
myriad ways that entrenched lateral violence, created and fomented by colonialist oppression and
aggression, has ripped at the social fabric of Onkwehon:we communities, people still implicitly
understand the meaning of an Elder’s presence and the accompanying behaviors that are
expected in their presence. Though dysfunction in Native communities continues to exist after
these long generations of trauma and cultural genocide, it is remarkable and stands to be noticed
that these ancient protocols and ethical systems of respect, listening, humility, and conducting
oneself honorably within the context of relational protocol survives and continues. As
Karennanoron says,
“And all of the Elders that I’ve ever met are like Tom. They’re open. They’re not closed. It’s us
that are. We are. So when we’re around them, that rubs off on us, and it feels darn good
(laughing). And to me that’s the biggest role of the Elder, is just to create that environment.
Because even when we invite them to a meeting, it makes everybody behave. It does. Everybody
behaves! There’s none of this back-biting and underhanded comments…because there’s an Elder
there. And they know that that Elder’s gonna see right through that…(laughing)…That’s what
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my experience has been….They create that space, they ground us to that truth, that culture of
who we really are. And how we are to behave. Whether they ever speak or not sometimes.”
Re-connecting the generations, where Elders hold a central, critical role, changes things for
people in honest ways – Elder presence has a tremendous and transformative impact on the
people gathered. Karennanoron is theorizing Elder Praxis and presence-ing, the organic
emergence of Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space out of the everyday decolonizing praxis of
Haudenosaunee Elders. She is talking about the creation of fundamentally Decolonial Spaces –
critically, radically needed spaces within Indigenous communities still struggling under the
oppressive weight of the colonialist project. Karennanoron gives voice to something profound,
remembering a Rotinonhsionni cultural truth, that Elders hold a certain quality of living, an ethic,
a spiritual power through connection that carries the power and capacity to help heal
intergenerational trauma and the violence wrought by colonization, a colonization also
internalized. This power, without even having to be spoken sometimes, carries the possibility of
radical, that is to say, at the root, transformation, a return to the roots of Rotinonhsionni cultural
knowledge and ways.
Kahsto’sera’a picks up from Karennanoron’s thoughts by considering Onkwehon:we knowledge
practices that enable people to get out from under the burden of the “overculture.” She reflects
that it is Elder ways of being that locate and ground the rhythm of the oral-relational process, a
process that re-connects people to a different, older, implicitly decolonizing coherence:
“[Elders] are the first lessons for me personally, of how to get in a state of being decolonized.
Because…I don’t have the [Mohawk] language immediately…but I do have these conversations
where you have to wait. And you do have to.…I feel my whole body kinda…settling down…and
I feel myself settling very differently than I generally do. And it’s kind of disorienting, because
I’m ready to get keyed up again. But if Joe [an Ojibwe Elder] is talking, or if Tom is here, even
when we organized the media workshops in January, and it’s like this this this this [she is
chopping up the day with her hand], and then every day Tom would come by and there’s like,
two hours…Nothing “done.” We got nothing “done.” But it’s like we talked about…this is
exactly what we need. So it is this…it’s almost like this…melodic settling in….and you’re doing
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something different than… “dialogue.” And you have to wait for it. So it’s teaching
patience…and it’s teaching you to listen. And it teaches me about my body. Like I start really
noticing how different my body feels, when I know I’m gonna be here for…2 ½ hours listening
to Joe tell a story that I’ve heard…many times, you know? And then the gratitude of that. And
then this dedication to teaching. The intention.”
Kahsto’sera’a is voicing Elders’ central role in helping people to “get in a state of being
decolonized,” how to actualize decolonization. She is also reflecting on and theorizing
Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space, the way it is scaffolded by Elders, how it asks for a certain
attentiveness, a shift in perception, the necessity of slowing down while awakening to and
engaging a different worldview, requiring us to move differently, shifting our thinking and
embodied experience, our senses and perception. Relational, intergenerational interaction in
decolonial spaces ask something of us – they ask us to develop our Onkwehon:we ways of
knowing, ways that involve knowing from a different center, a different perceptive frame, a
different ethic and epistemology about where we stand and what is around us, a radical shift out
of colonizing (un)consciousness and disturbed ways of being, toward interactions within (from
this location and perspective) a Rotinonhsionni cultural orientation and aspiration to peace with
justice, thankfulness, clear-mindedness: ethical spiritual power.
Rather than existing within a Western colonized way of being where we are conditioned to think
that getting things done or accomplished is the only way to exist, Kahsto’sera’a talks about
Onkwehon:we ways of knowing and how we are called to perceive differently, to see through a
different, older epistemology that is about reclaiming coherence, consciousness, an awakened
mind with a different, relational orientation and process to what is present and what is important,
again. These spaces of Onkwehon:we decolonizing practices and consciousness are centered
within what Manulani Meyer calls “a different sensory immersion, a heightened sense of context,
and a whole different tool belt useful in shaping cultural priorities for different understandings”
(Meyer, 2013b, p. 99).
Elder praxis, methodologies, and pedagogies create for younger generations other ways of
knowing and being, where a “melodic settling in” happens, a different way of being unfolds, and
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“you’re doing something different than dialogue.” These practices that engage and embody
Onkwehon:we knowledge relationships are qualitatively different. They invoke a remembering
of a different protocol and process of interacting, where “you have to wait for it,” for the offering
of Elders’ lived experience and the knowledge they have come to understand from within their
own process of living; where you have to develop a different quality of listening and a different
state of being; where your body has to settle in differently; where you are being asked to develop
a different orientation to and different priorities for what is meaningful and relevant, a different
value system; where there are respectful protocols around listening and coming to knowing;
where there is a humility present that recognizes that each person present brings their own gifts
and experience to the space, so that generosity and humility are embedded within the process;
where respect, freedom, diversity, generosity and flexibility replace authoritarianism, hierarchy,
judgment, and rigidity, removing the structures and boundaries of Western knowledge practices;
and, critically, where there exists a larger and expansive relational engagement with silence,
patience, waiting, and listening. Rotinonhsionni Elder-mediated oral practices are embedded in
the relational exchange, encouraging people to be immersed and fully present, engaged: “So it’s
teaching patience…and it’s teaching you to listen. And it teaches me about my body.”
Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space emerges from deep within traditional oral practices and ways of
knowing, relationalities with each other and with Rotinonhsionni Ancestors, lands, the natural
world and universe that give rise to particular perspectives, orientations, and epistemologies that,
in turn, in their own cycling, create the possibility for Onkwehon:we continuance,
transformation, and resurgence.
Kahsto’sera’a says something critical in thinking about the restoration and regeneration of
Onkwehon:we language and culture – that even though she does not have the language (yet), she
has conversations, conversations that are part of relationships defined by different,
Haudenosaunee protocols and ways of being, where she is required to slow down, to enter into a
different rhythm, guided by an Elder’s Praxis of being present. That even without fluency in the
language, there is a listening, a sensing, toward or into language and the oral presence-ing of
relationship, particularly with Elders, a heart sensing and embodiment, to the reciprocal
possibilities-responsibilities of interaction and exchange that together create traditional
Onkwehon:we languaged, storied, and decolonial space. Rotinonhsionni oral pedagogies,
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practice, and ways of knowing encourage and model how to experience more fully, how to
become more fully present, awake, aware, embodied, connected. Through this process of
exchange, guided by and centered within Elder ways of knowing-being, Kahsto’sera’a gives
voice to the ways that cultural knowledge systems and practices are passed along, circling back
to a core Rotinonhsionni ethic, the reciprocity of thankfulness and intentionality: “And then the
gratitude of that. And then this dedication to teaching. The intention.”
Karennanoron picks up from Kahsto’sera’a saying, “And the way that they talk, right? I
remember listening to Harvey Longboat, and he would say the same thing all the time. He was
an Onondaga chief. He would always come to us when I worked [over there], and he would say
the same thing. And I remember his words were so beautiful. And I’d think, ‘Oh that’s so
powerful.’ And then a few days would go by and it would be getting fuzzy in my mind. And
even as an organization, we’d just go back to doing things the way we did them before. And I’d
think, ‘We’re doin the same thing! Why can’t we grasp what it is that he is saying to us?!’ And
finally after a couple of years, I just thought, ‘You know what? He’s coming to talk to us this
afternoon as part of our staff meeting.’ And I remember just praying, ‘God, help me to hear what
it is that he’s telling us. I want to know what it is that he’s trying to tell us. Because he says the
same thing every time he comes…’
So…He talked to us…and they always tell stories and stuff…And I just sat there, ‘I’m just gonna
let his words wash over me. Because I want to understand what he’s saying.’ And that time, I got
it. And I thought, you know what? All he’s telling us, is that we don’t need permission. To be
who we are, as Onkwehon:we people. We can just do things the way we feel we need to do
them….We just need to do…And that stuck with me. And that’s how we started [this
place]…We don’t have to ask for permission. We don’t have to wait for the funding…We know
that this is what we need to do, and we’re just gonna do it. And so we did.
“So….the Elders have…if we really listen…it’s a different way of listening. It’s not listening
with your ears. It’s listening with some other part of yourself. And then it clicks. And it
changes….”
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Karennanoron deepens the way we think about decolonizing practices necessary for
Onkwehon:we cultural renewal and resurgence – the critical necessity of ongoing
intergenerational relationship/relationality that is mediated by Elder Praxis; the relevance and
usefulness of traditional Onkwehon:we worldviews and ways of being-knowing; the
Haudenosaunee cultural ethics and disciplines that re-orient community-centered models of
relational protocol and practice; and the importance of consciously constructing Decolonial
Space where Elder ways of knowing-being (Elder methodologies, pedagogies, and praxes) are
placed in and respected as the center. She is sharing experiences of deep Colonialism where
people have become unable to hear and comprehend what it is that Elders are saying – and,
critically, she is able to relate her story in this space because it is a traditional Rotinonhsionni
Decolonial Space. Her story finds safety to be told here.
In bringing to voice the story about this Elder – a Chief – who came to speak to their
organization year after year, Karennanoron is voicing the way Onkwehon:we listening has been
weakened by the process of colonization; and yet, nonetheless, through the fog of colonial
grogginess, she had an awareness they were missing something crucial in his message. There
was enough coherence and sensitivity, enough “blood knowledge and heart memory” as Leilani
Holmes puts it (Holmes, 2000, p. 46), enough perception of oral practices and the ways of Elder
pedagogy, that she knew there was something she was missing as he came back year after year,
saying what was perceived as ‘the same thing’ again and again. She describes the Colonial mind
as becoming “fuzzy,” as it returned to the same ways of thinking soon after this Elder left. But
she recognized there was something going on, because those Onkwehon:we knowledge practices
of coherence and perception still persist. She talks about the frustration of the assimilation of the
Colonial mind that does not allow cultural coherence, that impedes entry into connected,
engaged relationship within oral Onkwehon:we protocol and process, and thus prevents and
disrupts knowledge and understanding. An awareness that you are missing something. The
persistent Colonial fog of incoherent repetition and “getting fuzzy in my mind,” where “we’d
just go back to doing things the way we did them before,” although she perceived with obvious
frustration, “we’re doin’ the same thing!” The fog of colonized thinking impairs the ability to
perceive and discern with skillful, well-honed cultural coherence: “Why can’t we grasp what it is
that he is saying to us?!’”
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Leaning into Karennanoron’s story, listening to her frustration of not catching the meaning of an
Elder’s message to them as he “said the same thing year after year,” I hear her bringing to voice
Onkwehon:we knowledge practices when she asks for help to really hear this Elder this time
when he speaks. She was aware she needed to understand something that was unfolding each
time, and that she was unable to access. She was aware of his pedagogy as an Elder that he was
instructing her group indirectly, orally, and that it was their responsibility as listeners to try to
discern what his meaning was, and to make meaning of it for themselves. Recognizing and
conscious of this oral dynamic of knowledge generation and exchange, she asks for spiritual help
to understand what he is saying. And then, once she is able to enter a different space, an oralrelational space, an Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space, one that recognizes something more going
on when an Elder comes to share the ‘same thing’ again and again, she finally gets it. She knows
that his repetition means something. The message and coherence he brings in continuing to come
back, in not giving up, which are part of his walk and praxis as an Elder, finally cut through the
fog, awaken a sleeping consciousness, and become radically decolonizing, anti-colonial, and
transformative, so that Karennanoron realizes deeply that, “We don’t need permission. To be
who we are, as Onkwehon:we people. We can just do things the way we feel we need to do
them…We just need to do.”
She is talking about entering into an engaged Haudenosaunee knowledge praxis of relations, a
dynamic exchange centered within the decolonizing, self-determining, lived praxis of Elders, and
the protocols, processes, and traditional ways of knowing embedded within them. Elders activate
and animate these knowledge relationships and in so doing, they call the rest of us to awaken:
“So….the Elders have…if we really listen…it’s a different way of listening. It’s not listening
with your ears. It’s listening with some other part of yourself. And then it clicks. And it
changes.” Profoundly. Radically. At the roots.
As we listen, as we are called now to listen differently, we begin to conduct ourselves differently,
re-centering within a different ethic and worldview, one where Western ways of being make
little sense and hold little meaning or power. Karennanoron talks about this in her work as a
medical doctor in a traditional healing center:
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“So that’s part of decolonizing, as well as putting ourselves in a different position. As a
physician, I have to see that my position in the center of health care is a stolen position.
(Laughing). That’s very Westernized…it’s like, ‘Here -- you out, you in.’ I have to constantly
view it that way. Lest I be just like any other doctor and put myself back in the middle. And it’s
very easy to do that, because the profession almost calls for you to do that. And I’m constantly
stepping out, and I’m constantly stepping out, and people are constantly trying to push me back
in…when the doctor’s not the one running the show or pushing the Western ideology. And it’s
the same for all of us. You’re a filmmaker, you’re a teacher, you’re a social worker, whatever,
right? And when we hang around Elders, the more and more we...become a problem to the
profession!”
Decolonizing practices and the renewal and re-generation of Onkwehon:we Decolonial Spaces
require a re-orienting worldview that removes self and presumed expertise from the center,
where humility is a traditional Onkwehon:we ethic of liberation. These language learners are
reflecting on the critical importance of Elders in their own walk through life. They are expressing
the impact of how Elders, in sharing language and knowledge of Haudenosaunee worldviews and
philosophies, the cultural meanings embedded in the language, facilitate younger generations to
learn who they are, to re-orient themselves within the continuities of an older framework, to find
their place in the world. As Tayohseron:tye says, “Because those are what have helped me to
figure out what my role is in this world.”
Tayohseron:tye continues, articulating her sense of the relationships that braid together at
Kanatsiohareke,
“…In terms of interconnectedness…the strength of this space comes from the land…the
strength of this space comes from the land, our ancestors being here, and Tom as an Elder, with
the open heart that he has and the love that he has for people, and the willingness to share,
making that safe space that everybody’s been talking about tonight, just makes it a good
environment to be in…just to be in, let alone learn language! For any reason, if you just showed
up on a random Friday night, and said, ‘I need a place to stay,’ they’ll find you a place to stay.
You know what I mean? And so it’s all there…and it’s all about relationships.”

375

Karennanoron picks up the thread, “I guess what I would say about interconnectedness…I think
the one thing about this place too is that it allows us to take those roles as well. You have the
connection…the connections get made. We all have something that’s valuable, that we’ve
learned in our own journey that we can share with each other, and this space allows us to do that.
And somehow I guess, yeah, because it’s on this land…we’re in this Mohawk Valley, it’s where
we are, there’s a strength that comes, right? A confidence that comes, with ‘What you know is
what you know. And what I don’t know is what I don’t know. But I’m open to learning it.’ So
we kind of move into that space. And definitely it’s because we’re in this place geographically.
And we’re in this space energetically and spiritually, that Tom has created here, and with each
other. And then…that’s what a community is, right? And that’s probably how we functioned
when our culture was intact. We…took those roles with each other. We shared with each other.
So, that’s what I see here as well.”
The power of Place, of this place, Kanatsiohareke, unfolds out of a rich relational mixture that
constitutes safe space, Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space, as Tayohserontye says, “just to be in, let
alone learn the language!…And so it’s all there…and it’s all about relationships.” Karennanoron
brings to voice something critical here – that even when people have not yet formed, or are in the
process of forming, a direct, close connection with an Elder, the power of Elder pedagogies and
praxis in constructing Decolonial Spaces of traditional Onkwehon:we community provides
opportunities for other people to take up those responsibilities that enhance the possibilities for
cultural continuance and resurgence. Their knowledge and experience here is reflected by
Apache philosopher Viola Cordova (2007): “For an Indigenous society, the group offers the
individual the possibility of rising to his fullest potential in a manner that helps maintain the
survival of the group” (p. 170).
These community participants are talking about Place, Land, Community, and the creation of
traditional Onkwehon:we Decolonial Space, spaces that encourage and sustain connection, that
support the development of roles of responsive, caring relationality that strengthen and bind the
community in solidarity with each other – from within an older discourse, a renewal of
connections, in the process strengthening the chain and “linking arms together” (Williams, 1999)
in relationship. They are reflecting Leroy Little Bear’s discussion of the honesty of using one’s
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word in connection with others in an exchange that creates and cycles a holism embedded within
the relationality of oral Indigenous knowledge production, where “….there is a strong
expectation that everyone will share his or her truth (actually, ‘truthing’ is a better concept)
because people depend on each other’s honesty to create a holistic understanding of the flux”
(Little Bear, 2000, p. 80). They are also talking about the ways that the generations are nourished
by each other, the ways that Land and Ancestors and the knowledge that has been generated by
and within them continues to be renewed as it is engaged by each subsequent generation,
deepening the reservoirs of collective intergenerational knowledge, knowledge relations, and
knowledge practice, and strengthening the People so that, ultimately, Resurgence cycles back
around. Again.
These community participants and language learners are re-defining community and communitycentered pedagogy from a traditional, decolonizing framework that is mediated by and has been
constructed from within the lived praxis of an Elder, and they are interacting within and cocreating that constantly shifting, evolving, fluid framework. These relations of community,
knowledge, and language become possible through the renewal of ancient and emergent relations
of place and the generations: “You have the connection…the connections get made…and this
space allows us to do that. And somehow I guess, yeah, because it’s on this land…we’re in this
Mohawk Valley, it’s where we are, there’s a strength that comes.” Karennanoron and
Tayohserontye are talking about the way decolonizing practices become engaged within
Decolonial Space, Onkwehon:we knowledge practices that hold a space for reclamation of and
return to knowledge and a “confidence that comes, with ‘What you know is what you know. And
what I don’t know is what I don’t know. But I’m open to learning it.’ So we kind of move into
that space.”
Tayohseron:tye, Karennanoron, Kahsto’sera’a, Whitney, Katsitsi:io, Karonhyaken:re, and
Karahkwinehtha deepen the relevance, meaning, and significance of Mohawk Decolonial Space
that is Kanatsiohareke, the necessity of cultivating and sustaining these spaces for the restoration
and regeneration of language, worldview, and cultural consciousness. They are re-narrating the
renewal of Mohawk community, oriented within a Mohawk-Haudenosaunee framework, where
people share their experiences and knowledge with each other to create, nurture, and sustain a
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reservoir of collected/collective knowledge and knowledge practice, where reciprocity of
exchange happens between self and each other, grounded in the safety of learning, of knowing
and not-knowing…and of coming to know. This is the embodied relational power of place –
Onkwehon:we places – and the generations, a consciousness of the faces coming from within the
ground, igniting traditional Haudenosaunee knowledge practices rooted deep within collective
narrative memory, the relationality of Haudenosaunee epistemologies, and the intergenerational
oral process.
Spatial genealogies, relationships of longevity, experience, and intimacy with places,
relationships with the Spirit of and Spirit in those places, interacting with internal space,
memory, meaning, and purpose, shape and are shaped by epistemologies that become coherent
and relevant from within those places. Cree scholar Willie Ermine’s work around Aboriginal
epistemology, inner/outer space, and the relational nature of the “totality of existence,”
references this spatial-relational dynamic as,
“Aboriginal people found a wholeness that permeated inwardness and that also extended
into the outer space. Their fundamental insight was that all existence was connected and
that the whole enmeshed the being in its inclusiveness. In the Aboriginal mind, therefore,
an immanence is present that gives meaning to existence and forms the starting point for
Aboriginal epistemology. It is a mysterious force that connects the totality of existence the forms, energies, or concepts that constitute the outer and inner worlds” (Ermine,
1995, p. 103-104).
Kanien’keha:ka relationality extending to and re-imagined in ancestral homelands sparks a
resurgence of Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni ways of knowing-being (decolonizing, selfdetermining practices) that is transformative, where the People become present again, actively
re-narrating and re-imagining “who we are as a People” and “what my role is in this world” as
they re-story their return to themselves, to their language and culture, to Kanien’keha:ka
worldviews and practice, in their lives on their home territories and placed again within original
Mohawk lands.
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From within an Elder’s intergenerational praxis and re-presence-ing in the Mohawk Valley, these
learners – and many more, whose stories could not be told in this writing – get a chance to reimagine and re-interpret themselves, to walk into their own self-determining restoring and restorying of their individual and collective identities, existences, persistences, presences, and
continuities in their original territory. They are re-weaving their lives within the collective
narrative memory of their People – and they are coming to see themselves, returning to see
themselves, as part of the unfolding narrative of ancient oral-relational presence on the land. As
they re-weave the discursive fabric of their lives, sparked by the presence-ing of Tom’s life in reinvigorating traditional Kanien’keha:ka community and consciousness, there is a way in which
Rotinonhsionni people are able to re-narrate the historical experience of themselves into a
collective intergenerational consciousness, a presence-ing of survival, survivance, and creative
resurgence. They are actively, self-consciously re-shaping and re-making Rotinonhsionni
landscapes, the storied, languaged, relational geographies, spatial genealogies, and discursive
terrain of continuity and the transformation of renewal. Yes, their stories speak to Colonial exile
and separation, to the violences of Settler-Colonial invasion and fractionalization, but most
fundamentally, they speak to the resilience of Rotinonhsionni coherence, restoration, and return.
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~
“And so when we’re here, we gather all those feelings of the Ancestors that were here, and the
communal feeling of being here…and I can’t stress enough, that the feeling I have here is the
feeling that I want to take home with me. And I want it to live inside me, and I want it to radiate
off me, and I want other people to come here and have that inside them, and have that radiate off
them, and have this feeling spread….Yeah…I want to be able to take this spark home and
hopefully spread it and share it and keep it and glow it and carry it in my pocket.”
(Karahkwinéhtha)

“I don’t want my children to just know about this place. I want my kids to experience this
place….I think we can all agree. I don’t just want them to know about it.” (Karahkwinéhtha)

“Yeah, doesn’t want to be in the history books. And doesn’t want to be in the stories that we tell
about the things that we did when we were younger. The should’ve known.” (Tayohseron:tye)

“And then the other day we were talking about otsi and Tom was talking about otsira and then
last year, and maybe the year before, somebody asked me about ‘What is otsi?’ Cuz it’s in SO
many words: otsinonwa, otsitsia, otsi, otsi, everywhere, everywhere, everywhere, and then when
Tom was talking, he was talking about kahwa:tsire and otsi:ra, that fire that’s from within, and
that’s what makes our family, where it’s a fire. And then I was like, ‘Otsi Otsiiiiiiira!
Oh my GOD! It was that fire!’” (Tayohseron:tye)

“But it’s like we talked about, like, this is exactly what we need.” (Kahstohsera’a)
~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Spatial relations, genealogies of place & presence:
Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni ways of knowing & Decolonial Space

“Part of decolonizing Cree consciousness is for collective narrative memory
to be awakened.”
– Neal McLeod

“For the future generations, for my nieces, for my nephews, for these babies, I do want them to
know early and often about this place as a place of safety and restoring and…I want them to be
connecting in the same way, in a way that…‘This is where we can create our foundations, and be
this next generation’…and recognize that and articulate what that means….it’s like, articulating
what it is that we’re doing here and what we’re experiencing here, really is a first step in
returning and restoring. And the idea that the language is dynamic and the people are dynamic
does involve an articulation of like, well, what does that mean now, how do we interpret
that…now…And giving us spaces to do that interpretation and check in with each other from all
different places too…” – Kahsto’sera’a

“Ancestral explorers of the inner space encoded their findings in community praxis as a way of
synthesizing knowledge derived from introspection. The Old Ones had experienced totality, a
wholeness, in inwardness, and effectively created a physical manifestation of the life force by
creating community. In doing so, they empowered the people to become the 'culture' of
accumulated knowledge”– Willie Ermine

“…the air is way cleaner here than it is at home. I don’t know if you guys notice, but I can tell.
You can smell the woods.” – Karonhyaken:re

Decolonial Space is maintained, renewed, and sustained through traditional Onkwehon:we ways
of knowing-being and ethical action – fundamentally decolonizing practices – in connection with
land, language, place, knowledge, memory, epistemology, and relations. Traditional philosophies
and practices nurture and sustain relations of community and generational reciprocity with the
human and other-than-human world of relatives, future generations, and Ancestors. Generational
and relational reciprocity unfold within the responsiveness of cultural continuities, relevance, and
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ethical action with a central vision of collective survivance that is informed and deepened by
language and worldview, and grounded within the oral intergenerational praxis of Elders.
In this collective, collaborative storying process, Tayohseron:tye, Karennanoron, Katsitsi:io,
Whitney, Kahsto’sera’a, Karahkwinéhtha, and Karonhyaken:re give voice to the relationship
between Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhshonni ways of knowing-being, the critical role of Tom’s
Elder Praxis, and the cultural necessity of maintaining the Decolonial Space that is
Kanatsiohareke. They are speaking to the worldviews and ethical action embedded within
traditional Rotinonhsionni ways of knowing-being, reflecting on the meaning of Kanatsiohareke,
the renewal of traditional community, the collectivity and relational reciprocity of decolonizing
praxis, as they re-engage homeland, re-narrating and re-imagining Mohawk presence in the
Valley.
We settle down at the big table surrounded by piles of Kanien’keha language “stuff,” bodies full
from dinner and five hundred conversations sliding into easy chairs and desk chairs, children
racing with dogs around the big common room at dusk, the sounds of the tractor outside the
window as Tom heads into the fields for more work and to go see the new baby calf, the buzz of
Kanastatsi on the ATV doing her early evening check on the grounds, the background of the
endless train of dishes being done and put away, the clunking of the overhead fans and the
general contented chaos of a summer night on the farm. We decide we’re ready to begin, so
someone turns on the tape and I slowly begin by asking the rather minor question,
“OK, so…what do you want your children and grandchildren to know and understand about this
place, and everything that might mean to you…in terms of the past, present, and future?”
This storied landscape of Kanien’keha:ka presence. Italian Marxist and political prisoner
Antonio Gramsci responsible for important theorizing on cultural hegemony also worked around
the concept of a genealogy of the present (Salamini, 1981); it would be worthwhile to take this
idea and work on it, mold it a bit like clay, shape it for Onkwehon:we orientations, transform it
from a conception of “the present,” a temporal orientation, into more liberating spatial
genealogies and being, genealogies of presence and presence-ing, embedded, rooted, deeply,
profoundly, and transformatively, within a homeland that has never ceased to be Mohawk, a
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storied significance invigorated through the praxis of an Elder. The thread is still here. The
threads still weave through this belt of shell. It is whether we can model the envisioning of an
Elder and connect with that spirit of the weaving of shell…a weaving that in the end, and in the
beginning, makes all the difference.
With that, Tayohseron:tye picks up the thread.
“I want my kids to know the story of how it came to be. Like I want my kids to know how
people…how people had to work hard to make this place happen. And I’d like them to
experience that…to experience this place….and understanding that it takes work….to make this
happen….it takes us to make it happen. If it’s not us then who’s it gonna be?...I have a
commitment of the heart to this place. I want my kids to also be able to commit to this
place….I’d like them to know how…this place has affected me in my journey, so that maybe at
some point in their journey, either they come back to it or maybe I introduce it a little sooner so
they just kinda grow with it.
“Like for me when I learned about the language, it was through books that my Grandfather had
written, and that’s the thing that brought me back to the language right?...So if my own kids
don’t come back to it, maybe it will be a connector for my grandkids or something….But in
order for it to be maintained until that point…we need people to be committed to this place…so
that’s the thing I want my kids to understand is…that we lived here at some point. And that our
Ancestors, their grandfathers and grandmothers lived here. And our blood runs from this
place…And that…if we don’t maintain some space here, then it’s gone…Then it’s gone. And we
have this space here now, so we need to work to maintain that….”
Embedded within Tayohseron:tye’s thinking about maintaining Kanatsiohareke and a Mohawk
presence in the Valley for future generations is how Kanatsiohareke has become a mirror
reflecting back the language, deepening the layers of resonant connection between Kanien’keha
and Kanien:keh,42 between return, restoration, and renewal, the ways that language, land, and

42

Mohawk language and lands, respectively

383

community reflect back each other’s presence and being, sparking a transformative and
intergenerational awareness, a consciousness of regeneration and the critical cultural orientation
of renewal. This place, Kanatsiohareke, reflects ways of knowing about Onkwawen:na:43 that it
takes the ongoing hard work, commitment, and dedication of a core group of people to maintain
community – and the language – until the time when others in future generations may choose to
pick it up. Can you hear the way in which her reflection on the traditional community of
Kanatsiohareke reflects thinking around the revitalization of Onkwehon:we languages? Listen
again. Tayohseron:tye expresses the hope about Kanatsiohareke today that the coming
generations will be able to “grow with it,” that it will be a “connector for my grandkids,”
introduced earlier to children, so that they will be able to grow into a connection to this
community in their original homeland not only through books but, as in the language, by
experiencing it, as part of an oral-relational intergenerational exchange between land, collective
narrative memory (McLeod, 2007), teachings, and relations; the need for it to be maintained
through the generations so that even if one generation misses it, it will continue to be there for
the next generation to pick up. In her thoughts about the need to maintain and constantly renew
the community that is Kanatsiohareke in Mohawk ancestral homelands, we hear the critical
significance of the meaning of continuity through connection – the seamless and profound
connections between Kanien’keha:ka community, Kanien:keh, and Kanien’keha44.
Kanatsiohareke is also a Mohawk farm and I am reminded of, surrounded by, open-pollinated
seeds here, the ancient seeds of Rotinonhsionni plants, and equally of Rotinonhsionni
knowledge, language, and ideas, viable today, exquisitely adapting to their conditions and
context as only healthy, diverse, and ancient seed are able to do, the ways that the generations
represent the seeds that are Onkwehon:we themselves. Tayohseron:tye, in talking about
Kanatsiohareke, could be talking just as readily about the community or the language as she
could about saving seed – every Haudenosaunee gardener knows that you save the viable seed
for future planting, so that even if you cannot plant the next season, or the season after that (as

43our

language, the original language
lands, and language

44community,
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when Iroquois were being hunted by Ranatakayahs 45), the seed will be held onto and maintained
until it becomes possible to plant. These are some of the ways that the seeds of traditional
Onkwehon:we community, through generations of interacting together with that which gives
them sustenance -- their language, Elders and Knowledge Holders, stories, ceremonies and
spiritual practices, teachings, foods, worldviews, philosophies, and lifeways – engage and
participate with each other to create healthy, self-determining, decolonial spaces and ways of
being-knowing.
As Mohawk scholar Kevin White, one of John Mohawk’s students and mentees, said during our
conversation, “…But then there’s always those pathways back into restoring and renewing those
relationships. And I think that’s the part we humans have forgotten, is that we have to do that
with each other too…And…we’ve got more people interested in our foods now, eating our foods
now, and being healthy. We’ve got more people learning our languages again. We’ve got more
people thinking about the thinking….Pass[ing] it forward. I mean the academics have always
taken everything literally. And never figuratively or metaphorically. And that’s what the culture
is. So…yeah, it was our way of thinking, our philosophy as life.”
Traditional and academic scholar, visionary and Rotinonhsionni agriculturalist John Mohawk
(and Kevin’s mentor) reminds people that, “The self-development of people is a powerful set of
politics. It is the wave of the future for Indian people, not the ghost of the past. It provides the
politics from which will grow the efforts to develop the people’s culture, to rejoin the people to
the spiritual ways, to reenact the respect for the sacred web of life that will provide for the
survival of the future generations. Through the unity of hearts and action the people will be
empowered” (Mohawk in Barreiro, 2010, p. 202).
Karennanoron continues,

45

Ranatakayahs is the Mohawk word for the President of the United States. It translates as “the burner or destroyer
of villages.” It was earned by the first US President, George Washington, for the savage scorched earth campaign he
ordered against the Iroquois Confederacy. It continues to be used today.
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“I think the connection to this land is important. And this place, being here, is an important part
of the picture that I would want my children and my grandchildren to know and be able to come
back to for sure. Because it’s like full circle. And I think this morning, when we were in class,
and we were talking about [the Peacemaker].…that it just…it kinda just came to me, when
Karonhyaken:re was talking about it. That we already came through a period of having to
reclaim things. We’ve already come through a period where we had to bring back the languages,
set up the Longhouse to put our ceremonies…in, so that they would continue. We’ve already
been through that cycle one time. And it’s like Kanatsiohareke is the second time….It’s like
[Tom has] created this space here, that’s back in the traditional, our original lands of the
Mohawk Valley…it’s another space where…we’re bringing back the language, we’re bringing
back the culture. And I think it’s important that my children, my grandchildren, see that
connection, see the historical timeline of where our language and culture has come from, so that
they understand how important this is. That this is transformative, it’s…important in being part
of the process of keeping that culture and that language alive for us.
“So then they need to come back, like a touchstone…they need to come back to this place, and
have this experience, in order that your life you’re living is more real and more connected. That
you have to come back here….This is our land. So we need to come back here and make that
connection. It sustains us. It keeps us going. Because…the pressure of the overculture is strong.
And I think it’s easy to push…especially the worldview stuff, it’s easy to push it [away], unless
we’re always coming back to it, coming back to it, and keeping it strong in our lives. So that’s
what I’d like my kids to know, is…where our language and culture…what it’s been through, but
also the importance of continuing to support this place, come to this place, be involved with this
place.”
Karennanoron’s reflection around home/land, Kanatsiohareke, future and past generations,
historical collective narrative memory, language and cultural knowledge, situates
Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni continuity and sustenance within a spatial genealogy that is
renewed and comes to life with the ongoing reciprocity of connection, the “need to come back,
like a touchstone” so that one’s life becomes more “real,” “more connected.” Herein lies a key to
the “unity of hearts and action” that will empower the people, as John Mohawk says (Mohawk in
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Barreiro, 2010, p. 202), They are collectively envisioning for the future generations, reimagining ways that coming generations will occupy and live more completely within traditional
Kanien’keha:ka space. Decolonial Space. An old Rotinonhsionni teaching is that every
generation has the responsibility of creating a better future for those coming; and esteemed
Mohawk midwife, activist, and educator Katsi Cook instructs us that, “…part of what we are
supposed to do is to maintain that cultural integrity – generation to generation – of our
Indigenous values and ways of life. In our pitifully short time here on this earth, we are to
maintain those cycles of continuous creation. Life exists on a continuum; it is all about
continuity” (Cook, 2008, p. 165).
This is a lived, embodied traditional ethic and consciousness that Kanatsiohareke offers to people
– that, in the face of great pressure of the settler overculture, there is a place, situated in their
ancestral homeland, restoring intergenerational relationships and living a worldview worth
holding on to. Relationships and worldviews to constantly return to and renew within oneself and
on the land, to “keep strong in our lives,” that are ultimately and continuously transformative,
providing sustenance and life to the Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni as individuals, as families
and communities, as Clans, Nations and as a Confederacy.
As Karennanoron finishes, Tayohseron:tye then turns to her young adult daughter and asks her,
“What do you want your kids to know and your grandkids to know about this place?” Her
daughter gives her one of those looks that says, ‘Are you kidding me? Could you really be asking
such a ridiculous question, Mom?,’ responding matter-of-factly: “My kids will live here, so it
won’t matter.” Tayohserontye’s daughter’s response, spoken in such a ‘like that’s so obvious’
way, as if it was just natural, a given, is a powerful affirmation, a self-determining statement of a
younger generation’s coming into adulthood that envisions itself as occupying and moving
within Decolonial Space – that she will not have to do all this talking about it, thinking about it,
that she will already “live here, so it won’t matter.” A few steps further down the path. They will
have already occupied spaces of re-imagination further down that path of restoration and renewal
because of the future that the current generation is envisioning and acting on now. Listening to
the words of Katsi Cook, “It’s about transformation and restoration. We want to know in our
community how we get back to where we were, where we are, where we need to be. It’s not a
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matter or romanticism or living in the past. It’s a matter of making an environment where we can
recover from the history that we’ve endured and now need to be able to think clearly about how
to solve” (Cook, 2008, p. 164).
As Kevin White and I sat and talked in a separate conversation, he spoke about reciprocity in
ways that resonate with what these language learners are saying:
“I think about the sheer tenacity and brilliance of the generations before us that got us to this
point. And how we have a heavy responsibility that we get it for the next several generations
forward…That seems an impossible task at times. But somebody explained it to me once this
way. It isn’t that we can imagine what life will be like in 150 years. But we have to imagine what
those people will say about the decisions we’re making today. And that’s a philosophy in itself.
Because you can’t tell me that 150 years ago…they could’ve imagined this world today. But we
as their descendants can ask what they were thinking about when they made those decisions…I
always think about that, what I’m doing and saying today, how is it going to carry forward….
Because if we really get down to the fundamental level of our original philosophy or instruction,
it’s to give thanks and acknowledgement and greetings to the natural world and to all that
conspired to make us here, at this moment. For our benefit. We’re the benefactors. And we forget
that. Humans forget that sometimes.”
The work done by preceding generations to maintain things, to keep things alive, to renew and
regenerate, reclaim and re-establish a return to identity and language that renews and extends
through time and space, a re-awakening of consciousness about the meaning and relevance, the
shapes and forms, of traditional lifeways – lifeways that have been given the space and place to
unfold with Tom’s praxis of conscientization and establishing a re-generating presence in the
Mohawk Valley. “Cycles of continuous creation,” a continuum and continuity as Katsi Cook
puts it (Cook, 2008, p. 165), of clear-minded thinking, reflecting, and envisioning that will create
the possibility for younger and coming generations to imagine themselves in turn, where their
children will have the possibility of knowing this place, too, as home, in their ancestral
homeland.
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Through the work of her mother and all those who have helped Kanatsiohareke to survive and be
maintained in all the various ways this happens, Tayohseron:tye’s daughter is able to imagine
herself here. She is re-narrating herself and her future back into the relationship, the relational
web of the land and natural universe of the Mohawk Valley. In re-narrating and re-presence-ing
in/to the Valley, there is a way that Mohawk people continue to re-imagine and re-define
Mohawk locations outside of and beyond the Colonialist project’s forced imposition of
boundaries and boundedness – and with this historical, decolonizing consciousness, those
generations whose faces are coming from the ground are being actively re-imagined as part of
this ground, this earth, the land of their Ancestors, the Old Ones, the land of their Grandfathers
and Grandmothers.
These language learners are reflecting and envisioning for their future generations, co-creating
the possibility for their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren of seeing themselves as
part of the continuing, resurging existence and presence of the Kanien’keha:ka. Native Hawaiian
scholar Leilani Holmes’s beautiful way of thinking about Aboriginal relationship to knowledge
and Ancestors as “heart connection and blood memory” (Holmes, 2000, p. 46) helps move our
minds toward what is already known deeply within Onkwehon:we ways of knowing.
Kanatsiohareke has come to embody a capacity of memory for re-envisioning the contemporary
meaning and relevance of well-worn pathways, intergenerational continuities, collective
narrative memory (McLeod, 2007), persistence and presence within spatial-spiritual genealogies
– a Rotinonhsionni-centered response of resistance to the hegemony of Settler-Colonial
overculture and oppression, a self-determining resurgence.
In the process of Onkwehon:we re-visioning, re-narrating, and re-imagining, a reciprocity of
intergenerational presence-ing to each other, the people return to wholeness, to Rotinonhsionni
epistemologies and knowledge practices, to language, as they return to a context of homeland
and traditional Kanien’keha:ka community, to older patterns and orientations, right here, in this
place. In these ways then, in this process of re-conscientization, they are awakening an ancient
sensibility and practice, engaging the goal of what John Mohawk calls cultural redevelopment,
reminding us that “the redevelopment of culture on a human scale is the only practical way that
people and peoples can regain control of their lives and their destinies” (Mohawk in Barreiro,
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2010, p. 199), wresting their destinies from the ravages of the globalization of greed. Renewal of,
and from within, traditional consciousness and clear-mindedness is about “the redevelopment of
culture on a human scale – that’s the goal of the traditional Indian movement. By its very
definition, including its spiritual objectives, the movement must organize toward that goal. All
else will lead to the extermination of our peoples” (Mohawk in Barreiro, 2010, p. 199). Mohawk
scholar Taiaiake Alfred (2005) reflects John Mohawk’s assertion of the urgency of resistance
through community-cultural redevelopment when he says, “In our actions, we show our respect
for the heritage of our people by regenerating the spirit of our ancestors” (p. 29). These are oralrelational genealogies of spirit, space, and time, carried by and held within places of profound
meaning and significance, intimate and evocative connection, relationship, and relationality for
Onkwehon:we.
Spatial genealogies speak to the knowledge and longevity of connection to and within place – the
ways that, for Onkwehon:we, places, lands, homelands, sacred areas, landscapes of ancestral
significance and connection have become relations, relatives, carried in the particular knowledge
systems and practices, the “heart knowledge and blood memory” (Holmes, 2000, p. 46) of the
Original People of that place. Cheyenne scholar Henrietta Mann talks about Indigenous spiritual
relationality to lands, reflecting genealogies of space, when she asks us to remember that,
“Thus, the natural people of this land, the culturally and spiritually diverse first nations,
have long-standing and continuous caretaking responsibilities for maintaining the sanctity
of earth. This is affirmed by their beliefs that they come from the earth, that they must
live in mutual relationship with the earth, that they must constantly and responsibly
observe ceremonies that revitalize and renew the earth, and that in the end they return to
the earth. As earthborn people, they have a sense of place that has been deepened
throughout the thousands of years they have lived on and with this land. Their spiritual
earth roots have resulted in a kinship like that of a mother to her children. It is a sacred
relationship that is characterized by prayerful love and deep religious reverence for holy
ground” (Mann, 2003, p. 194).
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Framing spatial genealogies invokes the deep intimacy and longevity of experiential relationship
between a land and her people. Of course, these relationships are highly nuanced and complex,
as they have always been, in different ways, depending on conditions and context, and indeed
since contact and ongoing Settler-Colonial attempts at the subjugation of Indigenous peoples.
These language learners give voice to some of the ways that older relationships to land and
homeland are complicated and nuanced by the experience of Settler-Colonialism, the ways that
continuities between ancestral pasts and the paths of their own generations become perceived
and perceivable. As their collaborative conversations developed, connections perhaps unnoticed
before became real, alive, ignited in the synergy of homeland, language, worldview, traditional
Mohawk community, collective-collaborative storying, and the restoration of intergenerational
relationship.
Katsitsi:io talks about the meaning for her of community and the impact of this community on
her life, her envisioning for her future children, her desire that they will have it easier than she
has, that they will not have to struggle as hard as she has to reclaim who they are. She picks up
the thread from Karennanoron, Tayohseron:tye, and her daughter, saying:
“For me it’s the same…definitely the reasons behind why Tom made this place, and what it
means, what the intentions were, especially about what a true community is supposed to be
like….And the respect involved in that. All the teachings that go along with that. Definitely
about what this place meant or means for me in my journey. The impact that it has had on me,
and along with that my whole story. In hopes that they [her children] won’t have to struggle…
they won’t have to struggle with trying to reclaim their identity as much as I did. And that I
could sort of be the catalyst for them.”
Katsitsi:io is talking about the idea of “true community” and her need to define what this means
in terms of traditional ethical praxes of respect, teachings, and intentionality, modeled by an
Elder. She mentions how Kanatsiohareke as a relational place in the Mohawk homeland has
significance in her own story and how she re-interprets her story and identity, the impact she
envisions Kanatsiohareke having on her ability to pass along to her children an easier path to
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their own Mohawk identity. She encapsulates so much of a contemporary Indigenous struggle for
the regaining of identity out of the oppression of colonization. And she brings up Tom’s thinking
and action, his intention and praxis, for creating a safe space for people, a People, to evolve into
who they are because of who they have been and who they are becoming, individually and
collectively. She recognizes the importance of Tom’s envisioning process about how to create
and nurture “true community,” interpreting what that means culturally, centered within
traditional ethics and teachings. This complex interweaving of the impact of Tom’s Elder
envisioning praxis on the decolonization and revitalization of community, language, and identity,
has supported and sustained her on her journey, has changed the course of her story in good and
healing ways. She thinks about her children and the hope that in her own reconnecting, she will
be doing the work of reconnecting for them so that they will not have to struggle so hard with
their identity; in her words I hear the echo – in reverse – of the generations of parents and
grandparents sent to boarding schools, who did not want their children and grandchildren to
suffer the same horrors they suffered for being who they were as Onkwehon:we, deciding not
teach their children the language and ways – out of love.
Today, out of the generations disconnected by the myriad ways colonialism broke apart cultural
identities and communities, Katsitsi:io is giving voice to the love of a parent for her children
through her struggle to give them what was split apart for her – their Kanien’keha:ka identity and
connection to relationship, land, and language. Out of her struggle for identity, language, and
culture, she hopes to become a catalyst, powerfully shifting her own positionality of selfperceived deficit or fracture into one of agency and transformation – and it is important to
recognize that this transformation is given the space and possibility of re-wiring itself across the
synapses of re-connection to community, relationship, language, and cultural teachings from
within the embodied praxis of Tom Porter. Through their voices and storying, it becomes
possible to perceive and comprehend the critical importance and power of traditional
Onkwehon:we Elders.
As Whitney picks up the thread from Katsitsi:io, I am moved by the ways their collaborative
storying process together mirrors the safe space created by/within this traditional community.
The process itself is a reflection through space of traditional ways of behaving with each other
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that create healthy community together. The modelling of Tom’s everyday lived praxis as
Kanatsiohareke is re-created within this smaller circle of people, a holographic reflection of each
other, traditional and decolonial, “where each beam in the hologram is necessary to bring forth
the fullness of its essence, form and purpose” (Meyer, 2013b, p. 96), allowing them to go deeper,
creating a sense of trust and “transactions of truthing” (Henderson, 2002, p. 3), within a
traditional Haudenosaunee ethic of generosity and humility that urges the co-creative process.
Whitney is sharing her desire for her children to be able to have access to a sense of belonging,
kinship, and protocols of relationship, to healing and the affirmation that happens at
Kanatsiohareke early on in their lives – these are things she did not have, but has been able to
access as an adult through her participation in community at Kanatsiohareke. She discusses the
meaning and significance of being part of a traditional Haudenosaunee community where her
children will have roles and responsibilities as part of the collective, where they will be expected
to participate in ways that strengthen the community and contribute to its sustenance and
survivance, and where they will learn freely their language and cultural identity, in an
atmosphere of mutual support:
“First and foremost I want my kids to…to know that feeling of belonging, a lot earlier than I ever
felt it. And I feel like from my own…healing that’s happened here…I know that this is going to
be a place for that to happen, and just really be re-affirmed. I want them to know, to come here,
and just know that family beyond family….I want them to understand what it takes from them to
be part of a community…it’s not like this passive thing…you have to actively be part of a
community, and build that community. And that they have a home, they have a place there, they
have roles there, they have responsibilities in that. And just to be…free and encouraged to learn.
I feel like that’s a big thing that…I’ve gotten out of this place and I imagine that they will too.
To learn a language that is theirs.”
In returning and re-presence-ing to themselves and to each other, to their Ancestors and future
generations, each of these community participants is reflecting on how Kanatsiohareke carries
and re-connects intergenerational pathways to healing and transformation. Along that bridge that
is Kanatsiohareke, they are able to pass along the healing that this place opened up for them,
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creating spaces for cultural coherence and resurgence. Tom spoke about Kanatsiohareke as being
a bridge, from one way to another I think, saying, “Kanatsiohareke is a time in the moment....it's
like a bridge across a big river, and we've been crossing that bridge here at Kanatsiohareke, to
get from one point to another point. So Kanatsiohareke itself is that bridge, it's the path...and so
how long does it take to cross that...or will it turn into something else more permanent? That
remains to be seen. If the spirits want it to be, they will” (Tom Porter, this dissertation)
[emphasis added].
In the process of voicing their stories of struggle and healing, these participants are engaging in
Haudenosaunee ways of knowing and decolonizing practices that construct Decolonial Space –
the ethics of engaged Haudenosaunee community where healing and learning happen with
collective and active roles, responsibility, and reciprocity. They are talking about a
Haudenosaunee ethical system of commitment to knowledge practices and action through
reciprocity, relationship, relationality, language, and worldview unfolding in place. And they are
reflecting the wisdom that it does not just happen – it is that rich mixture of active engagement,
the individual in concert with the collective and collectivity of the generations, embedded within
and re-igniting traditional ways of knowing-being, a presence-ing, oral-relational reciprocity of
knowledge, experience, reflection, and action. Their storying around this traditional process
reverberates with Leon Shenandoah’s wisdom when he says,
“Simple things confuse most people but not ‘Human Beings.’ ‘Human Beings’ are more
than just people. Being a ‘Human Being’ is being close to the Creator. When a ‘Human
Being’ is close to the Creator, then they just know things. It’s called ‘the knowing.’
‘Human Beings’ don’t know all things. Each one is given a different ability. Some know
some things. Others know other things. But no one knows it all. That’s why we need each
other. When we come together we can know more things. That’s what participating in
ceremonies is all about. When we are together in the circle, we are one. As one we can be
more in ‘the knowing.’ In the circle we get closer to the Creator and those different
abilities unite for the good of us all. That’s when everything becomes possible. We know
that nothing is impossible with the Creator. The Creator gave us His abilities and He
spread them around among us. That was so that each one of us would use our ability for
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good. But he also wanted us to realize that we had to come together in the circle so that
we could sense just how powerful the Creator is. When we’re in that circle and living
with it in our hearts everyday, great things happen that can’t easily be explained. He gave
us the circle so that we can benefit from being one with Him and one with each other” (L.
Shenandoah in Wall, 2001, p. 43-44).
As these language learners reflect on the meaning of Kanatsiohareke, they are weaving together
an ancient Haudenosaunee understanding about intergenerational responsibility and reciprocity –
that each generation has a responsibility to keep things going, to respond to the particular context
of the times they find themselves in, to “add to the rafters,” 46 for the health and well-being of
future generations, an intergenerational responsibility and commitment to each other and to the
survival of the People.
These participants continually acknowledge the ways the Rotinonhsionni have survived and
persisted throughout generations of Settler-Colonial invasion, extermination, and oppression. As
Karennanoron expressed above, “We already came through a period of having to reclaim things.
We’ve already come through a period where we had to bring back the languages, set up the
Longhouse to put our ceremonies…in, so that they would continue. We’ve already been through
that cycle one time.” At the same time that language and cultural, spiritual ways have had to be
reclaimed from the onslaught of colonization and genocide, the expectation within the traditional
teachings that things will have to shift and change according to context and what is in front of the
people continues. Karennanoron gives voice to the requirement of Onkwehon:we consciousness
about this historical trajectory so as to form contemporary, culturally coherent responses to it, so
that things are not lost to the violences of Settler-Colonialism again. These are engaged
traditional Haudenosaunee ways of knowing, perception, and discernment, developed through
“clarity of mind” (Mohawk, 2008, p. 48), where powerful healing and transformative pathways
are discerned and sustained into the future, ways of knowing that reach beyond Settler-Colonial
presence and reality, deep into traditional ancestral consciousness and ways of knowing. They
are Rotinonhsionni reflections on the contemporary situation from within historical narrative
46
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memory, its relevance for today and the future: “And it’s like Kanatsiohareke is the second
time… So it’s like this is the second…right? It’s like maybe Tom is, we said, like the second
[Peacemaker]…that, he’s created this space here, that’s back in the traditional, our original lands
of the Mohawk Valley. But it’s another space where…we’re bringing back the language, we’re
bringing back the culture.”
From this thread of cultural survival and continuance Katsitsi:io says, “One of the reasons I’ve
been seriously contemplating having my baby here, is not only because I think it would be a very
peaceful place and good place, to give birth, but I think it would also better help her connect with
the land that she’s from, because where we originally came from is super important….you’re
connected to that earth...Because…you say ‘I am from this earth….’” The exchange that follows
between Katsitsi:io and Tayohseron:tye is something to pay attention to, for the ways that
knowledge and worldviews are held within the language, the language expressing teachings
about who we are as a People, the collective cultural identity of the Kanien’keha:ka and its
connection to particular lands.
Tayohseron:tye responds to her saying, “That’s why we say, ‘What kinda earth are you?’”
Katsitsi:io thinks about this a moment and says, “So I think that would only help her with her
identity and knowing where she’s truly from, and to feel connected to the earth.” Ever the
teacher, Tayohseron:tye tells her, tells us all, “’Niwakwenhtsio:ten. What type of earth, the type
of earth that you are.’ That’s what that means. Like, what’s your people, what people are you
from, what’s your nation...So I said, ‘Kanien’keha:ka niwakwenhtsio:ten.’ I’m of…the People of
the Flint kinda place. The flinty earth.”47
As Katsitsi:io considers having her baby at Kanatsiohareke in the Mohawk Valley, she
remembers language and teachings embedded within Kanien’keha. Re-connecting knowledge
and language, and extending this connection to her own identity and that of her coming child, she
thinks about why she is drawn to give birth here – she has the sense that the land, the original
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lands, are “super important” because they place you as a human being, and as a People. The
Mohawk language describes who you are and where you are from by ‘the kind of earth that you
are,’ an orientation to and of earth, the kind of earth, the kind of earth in that place, which
supports and defines a certain orientation…and disposition. Vine Deloria (2001) emphasizes that
personality, character, is emergent from within places, that the universe is not only alive but
personal, shaping who human beings are – and become: “We must carry the message that the
universe is indeed a personal one. It may, indeed, be a spiritual universe that has taken on
physical form and not a universe of matter that has accidentally produced personality” (p. 28).
Dan Wildcat (2001), writing on Deloria’s conceptualization that the interactions between power
as “the living energy that inhabits and/or composes the universe and place being the relationship
of things to each other…produce personality” (p. 23) explains that, “Deloria’s formulation is
founded on experience in the world…the lived experiences of peoples who have resided in
places long enough to know and remember what it means to be Native to a place” (p. 39).
Deloria, Wildcat, and Tayohseron:tye echo each other, given form from within the Mohawk
language: “That’s why we say, ‘What kinda earth are you?’...‘Kanien’keha:ka
niwakhwenhtsio:ten.’ I’m of the…People of the Flint kinda place. The Flinty Earth.’”
Knowledge of earth and home, qualities of relationship, are reflected in Kanien’keha as the kind
of earth (or people) that you are, a spiritual universe become physical (Deloria, 2001, p. 28),
revealing the primary, elemental link for Kanien’keha:ka between earth and identity. As people
return to the language and the knowledge carried by the language, in a context of traditional
community ecologies, these ways of knowing impact people’s consciousness, and the language
itself has the power to renew relationships and connections to knowledge through language.
Onkwehon:we languages hold the power to awaken and invigorate earth-based, particular ways
of knowing within a relational, personal universe as Deloria (2001) asserts, a process of “deep
culture” (Rosalie Little Thunder, personal communications) realization of connection to this
place, this earth, that is home, since the beginning of time – a conscientization of home through
the original language, quite literally, here: “I’m of the People of the Flint kinda place. The flinty
earth….The People of the Flint is the type of earth (or people) that I am.”
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Ionataiewas talked about the character of this place called Kanatsiohareke and the surrounding
Mohawk Valley during our individual conversations, and I find it striking the ways that her
thoughts mirror those of Deloria (2001) above – how for Onkwehon:we, character is emergent
from within places, that the universe is both alive and personal, and even after generations of
removal and re-establishing communities to the North, that fundamental connection to land and
homeland, is felt, known, in ways that are inalienable, connections and relationships that cannot
be eradicated from the generations. She says,
“We had a language meeting here…around 2001 or 2002. And there was a man here from I
believe it was Kahnawake…you remember it? And he was talking about the importance of this
place. He talked about this being where the umbilical cord of our People is tied to Mother Earth.
“And I always think about that, because over all the years, I think about all the people that came
here, and would say, ‘I don’t know what it is, but when I come here, I have this special feeling.
Of belonging, or connectedness, or groundedness, or healing’…or all of those feelings that
people talk about. And they all….alot of them all have this desire to go for a walk into the
woods. Because they feel it even stronger I think when they do that. It’s something about this
physical location. And we talk about our Ancestors, watching what we’re doing here, with
approval…and feeling that and sensing it.
“And we talk about also all of the crystals in the ground here, and maybe that has something to
do with the magnetism to this place, and the feeling that we have…and the ability to walk back
there, and just get this feeling of peacefulness and contentedness as we walk back toward the
spring. You know, and I…I don’t know why…but I’ve just seen it over and over and over again.
And not only that, over the years, we did not set out to make this a place of reconciliation, but it
seems as though it’s become that. And nobody tried to make it that, but it is. Because over and
over people come here, and people that may not want to talk to each other in their own
communities, when they come here, they feel as though they can. And they can put aside
whatever differences that they might have. And I don’t know why. I don’t know if it’s what’s in
the water, what’s in the land, what’s in the air…all of those things…or the spirits that are
here….I don’t know what it is. But it’s here. And maybe those are the forces that made this place
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so attractive in the first place, for our Ancestors to come here and make villages here….and then
in 1993, for Tom and everybody to come back here and decide to give this place a try. To reestablish here. And that those same forces, you know, may have been here since the beginning of
time. And I don’t know what it is, but we do…it’s here. There’s something here….
“So…it became a place of reconciliation. And that wasn’t a goal, but it happened. It’s also, I
think, a place of inspiration. I think that it has inspired people to think that all is not lost, in terms
of linguistic revitalization. And it’s inspiring people to…I think Tom has inspired people
to…write books, take language courses, teach language courses. Go out and share our ideas with
others…And I think it’s also become a place that instills pride in people, our people, and a place
where people feel free to interact…and converse. And they may not feel comfortable enough to
do that elsewhere. But here, it seems as though it feels like a neutral place for people.”
Amanda: “So…thinking about all the people that have come through here. And that has to do
with Tom and being an Elder….”
Ionataiewas: “And the place. So…if Tom stayed at Akwesasne and there are all those people who
were not talking to one another up there, and they would probably continue not talking to each
other because they would not go to his house – but they come here. And talk. But they wouldn’t
have done it there. So here it happens, but there it wouldn’t have been probably possible. I mean
not that he wouldn’t want it to happen, but they wouldn’t be comfortable enough to do it. So this
is a place where it makes those possibilities happen.”
Through the natural language that expresses these relationships, the language of a place and
longevity of experience within that place, people are able to return to their memory of
themselves and of their place within a spatial genealogy of presence. This particular language,
Kanien’keha, emergent from this particular place on Iethinistenha tsi Ionhwenhtsiate, the
meanings and worldviews embedded within and carried by this language, hold the transformative
possibility and power of nurturing and sustaining implicitly self-determining, decolonizing
practice, the regeneration and return to Decolonial Space, within a universe that is particularly
meaningful and beautiful. A heading on the front page of a seed newsletter I picked up the other
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day catches my eye on the chair, and I think of synchronicity. It reads, “Cultivating Diverse
Varieties of Resilience.” Isn’t this exactly what we are talking about? Diverse varieties of
resilience. My mind goes immediately to John Mohawk who, though I never had the good
fortune to meet him, I know from listening to his teachings from all the people who he impacted
that this is what he was talking about. That within the diverse varieties of Onkwehon:we places
and languages, knowledges and their People – community – are contained the seeds of resilience,
held by a weaving of ancient relationships, memory, and connection.
Kahsto’sera’a continues, but before she does, I am going to offer something Kevin shared from
the long time that he has spent delving into Haudenosaunee stories of Creation, guided by his
Elder and mentor John Mohawk, and what he had to say about story, oralicy (that is to say, oral
literacies, Krebs & Holmes, personal conversations), traditional ways of knowing, and our
lifelong growing into self and collective knowledge, from a place embedded within and
interacting from within our stories:
“I’ve thought about that, because we even get caught in this trap of Western authenticity and
authentication of our own stories. Never realizing the brilliance of the storying and the metaphor
and the analogy. That those contain the core values of who and what we are and how we think as
a people. And they were never written in stone. They were meant to adapt. And the way I’ve
understood it and the way John and I used to talk about it was that, each generation is meant to
hear these stories throughout their lifetime. And as they hear the stories, based on their life
experiences and what happens to them over their lifetime, their perceptions and interpretations
will change. And then, having learned those core values, through the stories and the repetition of
the stories, they will bundle it all together and pass it forward to the next generation. Because
where…Western thinking, intellectualism, whatever you want to call it, views any deviation and
change from the past version, as flawed, we view it as a tweak…they reflect back to us where we
are. And they help us find our balance again, you know? And that’s the key. Because
we’re…these are all our stories. All of our stories are philosophies of how to try to live life, in
my opinion, with escape hatches built in for when we screw up and make mistakes of how to get
back into balance. And that’s the key….I think of the ancient minds that wove this story together
for us. That it’s still here…That’s the part that we all love and crave, I think, as Haudenosaunee
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and Onkwehon:we people, are those conversations and that sharing. Over meals. Visiting for
awhile.”
Kahsto’sera’a picks up the thread from Katsitsi:io and Tayohseron:tye about earth and place, the
particular locations of the Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni, and thinks about the thinking, the
articulation, the interpretation of what all this means for us now, today, the need to have spaces
to have these conversations, to work on these interactions together – the relations of worldview
and meaning, context and philosophy, all embedded within the language, from within which we
are continually deepening our learning and knowledge of and our relationship to, in our own
lives, like a story:
“For the future generations, for my nieces, for my nephews, for these babies, I do want them to
know early and often about this place as a place of safety and restoring and…I want them to be
connecting in the same way, in a way that…this is where we can create our foundations, and be
this next generation…and recognize that and articulate what that means. Which is what
[Amanda’s] doing right now. In really important ways….it’s like, articulating what it is that
we’re doing here and what we’re experiencing here, really is a first step in returning and
restoring. The idea that the language is dynamic and the people are dynamic does involve an
articulation of…what does that mean now, how do we interpret that…now?…And giving us
spaces to do that interpretation and check in with each other from all different places too, it’s
kinda cool…It’s like the Zapatistas have their little community centers that people travel to, they
learn, they go back to their communities, and it shores them up, so…I want the younger people
to know that that specifically is what is available to them here…our traditional knowledge, that
is…the corn and the lye and…making the corn bread, there is all of that. And there’s also an
envisioning for the future, and defining. Which is just such a powerful adventure for people to
take together, you know?”
Kahsto’sera’a is locating, situating, Kanatsiohareke as a place of safety, a place of dynamic and
transformative restoring, renewing, and re-connecting, where “we can create our foundations and
be this next generation,” a place for “articulating what it is that we’re doing here and what we’re
experiencing here, [that] really is a first step in returning and restoring.” It is a space for
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discerning, reflecting on, and articulating meaning, interpreting the dynamic experience of
embodying language and epistemology in today’s generation, within the framework of seventh
generational thinking, as it is also a space for “our traditional knowledge,” “envisioning for the
future and defining, which is just such a powerful adventure for people to take together” in the
process of re-connecting to and re-imagining traditional community. Kahsto’sera’a is voicing the
traditional teaching of the need for constant intergenerational renewal of cultural coherence,
reciprocity, consciousness, and clear-mindedness that form an ethical response to the intricacies
and intimacies of context, meaning, and wisdom: “The idea that the language is dynamic and the
people are dynamic does involve an articulation of…what does that mean now, how do we
interpret that…now?… And giving us spaces to do that interpretation...”
Their thinking reminds me of what Vine Deloria (2001) talked about as, “The personal nature of
the universe demands that each and every entity in it seek and sustain personal relationships.
Here, the Indian theory of relativity is much more comprehensive than the corresponding theory
articulated by Einstein and his fellow scientists. The broader Indian idea of relationship, in a
universe that is very personal and particular, suggests that all relationships have a moral content.
For that reason, Indian knowledge of the universe was never separated from other sacred
knowledge about ultimate spiritual realities” (p. 23). I hear in Kahsto’sera’a’s words the power
and beauty of a song that in one breath remembers, “I want them to know that that specifically is
what is available to them here…our traditional knowledge…the corn and the lye and…making
the corn bread,” and inhaling, exhaling again, the cornbread is the assertion, the “envisioning for
the future,” from this particular place in the world. Restoring and envisioning the generations
becomes possible, these participants remind us, when time is not linear, when Ancestors and
those whose faces are still in the ground, the coming generations, grandparents of the past and
grandparents of the future, speak to one another, as those now walking with their feet on
Iethinistenha tsi Ionhwenhtsiate make their corn bread together in the Big Kitchen, guided gently
and with great humor by an Elder who is loved. This knowledge, this place, this language, this
community, this people, this land, re-imagining and restoring, re-storying and re-creating the
world once again: “What does that mean now, how do we interpret that…now…”
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Whitney reflects on and continues from what Kahsto’sera’a has been saying about our
generations’ responsibility to understand, to clearly perceive what it is that we need to be doing,
how to interpret what is in front of us through an intergenerational lens of Rotinonhsionni
knowledge and practice. Whitney remembers and brings up that in order to be able to do this
work, to access who we are, for our generation and for future generations, it is critical that we
continue and evolve our relationship to and within our lands. She reminds everyone that, “I think
that’s really important to just the whole goal of really making sure that we always have a place,
we always have access to the lands, that the lands are protected, that the language is still gonna
be there, all of that.”
Karonhyaken:re has been out watching the calf in the pasture, and she comes in now to join the
conversation, to talk about the presence of Tom and Kanatsiohareke, the understanding and
coherence that develops out of the interconnected totality of relationships within a
Rotinonhsionni universe, the everyday Onkwehon:we commonsense knowing that “the whole of
life is found in all of its parts” (Meyer, 2013, p. 97):
“I’m sooo grateful that [Kanatsiohareke’s] still here. And that Tom and his family have rooted
here. I’d love to see [Kanatsiohareke] flourish and to see more people come…and help keep the
sustainability of what they’ve put here. Because for me…it’s all-encompassing. It’s allencompassing. It’s not just language, it’s like everything of who we are…that it represents. So,
for me it’s definitely a re-connection back to where we are. And even for me just looking at the
woods…and being in places…like there’s so many historical places that things have happened.
And when I went to where the battle site of Oriskany48 was, you can feel that. You can feel that
there. And these lands still hold that. So it’s about…the people being here, speaking the
language, and doin’ all of that, is helping put all that to rest. So that we can heal, and we can
keep moving forward and we can keep doing those things. And if it wasn’t for Tom staying here
and getting this place and helping with this place, then I wonder for me and my family where we
would be. You know, ‘cause my Mom was the first one that started to come here out of my
family. To connect us. So, for that, tkaktonte akhehro:ri ne nia:wen. You know like, it’s
something that you definitely have to be grateful for. I think for myself I learn more from the
woods, just being out and listening. I learn more about myself. Being out in the woods and on the
48
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land. And touching the ground. And just knowing this is where…especially at the Turtle
Castle49, that for me, my first place…time in there, [was] very powerful. And it just solidified it
for me, that I know where I am, I know the road that I’m walking and…I know where I’m
supposed to be, and to just keep moving in that way…And I’m collecting from the same water
that they [Ancestors] would collect from, you know? And drink the same water…So it’s just like
even knowing that whole flow… even with our Moon ceremony that we did, and understanding
how that works, right? But the air is way cleaner here than it is at home. I don’t know if you guys
notice, but I can tell. You can smell the woods.”
You can smell the woods. Haudenosaunee metaphor. The way the woods are alive here, come to
life with a resonance that is real and unfolding with each re-connecting presence, each renewed
relationship of the people within their lands. The woods here hold memory, sense, philosophy,
worldview and knowing, the promise of a People who continue and persist and endure and
transform, as their Ancestors who form the earth with their bodies, earth out of which the future
generations return: “…the future is with us here today…It’s coming up, in fact, right behind us.
Over and over we were told: Turn around and look, there they are, the Seventh Generation –
they’re coming up right behind you. ‘Look over your shoulder, Tadodaho Leon Shenandoah told
us” (Wall & Arden, 1990, p. 120).
Karonhyaken:re is talking about the profoundly interconnected webs of relationship that make
Kanatsiohareke a Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni Space of identity and meaning. These lands
hold the memory and experience of the Kanien’keha:ka, the Original People; history and
collective narrative memory are continuously revealed and palpable to her people as they reawaken to language, the language of the land, relationships sparked through language, that return
them, awaken them, to themselves. Karonhyaken:re articulates this ancient, future, and
contemporary relational matrix, and the healing found within it, when she says, “So it’s
about…the people being here, speaking the language, and doin’ all of that, is helping put all that
to rest. So that we can heal, and we can keep moving forward and we can keep doing those
things…I learn more from the woods, just being out and listening. I learn more about myself.
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Valley – the “Turtle Castle” Karonhyaken:re refers to is an old Turtle Clan Longhouse village a few miles east of
Kanatsiohareke
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Being out in the woods and on the land. And touching the ground. And just knowing this is
where…especially at the Turtle Castle, that for me, my first place…time in there, [was] very
powerful. And it just solidified it for me, that I know where I am, I know the road that I’m
walking and…I know where I’m supposed to be, and to just keep moving in that way…”
Okanagan writer, scholar, activist Jeannette Armstrong gives voice to these profound
relationships: “It is how the land communes its spirit to you: it heals people and it does this in an
incredibly profound way. We need to think about how we can do more of that” (Armstrong,
2008, p. 74). Through Mohawk return and re-presence-ing in the Valley, by speaking and
learning Kanien’keha in the Mohawk Valley again, by re-narrating, re-defining, and reimagining what it means to “restore Rotinonhsionni” as Kahsto’sera’a says, the land, what
happened on the land, and the people find a way to heal.
Kanatsiohareke as living praxis is “all-encompassing, not just the language, but everything of
who we are,” as Karonhyaken:re asserts. In recognizing Tom and his family’s commitment to
return and re-presence-ing here, she is recognizing the ways his commitment have impacted her
own family’s generations. By being able to reconnect “back to where we are,” Karonhyaken:re is
able to re-establish relationships and presence in the woods and on the land and in old
Longhouse villages, listening, feeling, and knowing in her body the history of what has happened
here, in places, on the land, the way “the lands still hold that.” In her body and through her
Onkwehon:we ways of knowing, she knows both the historical violence on the land and to her
People, as well as the power of Ancestors in places of Clan and kinship significance for her. The
re-presence-ing of the People “just being here, speaking the language and doin’ all of that is
helping put that all to rest,” helps to suture the history of violence experienced by the land and
the People, “so that we can heal and we can keep moving forward.”
In returning to the land of her Ancestors, Karonhyaken:re comes to understand herself more
completely, more wholly, more powerfully – relationally and intergenerationally – because she is
able to be out on the land, listening, sensing, touching the ground. Who she knows herself to be
is deepened with her deepening relationship to Kanien’keha:ka ancestral lands: “I learn more
from the woods, just being out and listening. I learn more about myself…And touching the
ground.” Feeling the presence of her Ancestors on the land and at the Turtle Clan Longhouse
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village where her Clan relatives once lived, “…it just solidified it for me. That I know where I
am, I know the road that I’m walking and…I know where I’m supposed to be, and to just keep
moving in that way…” Returning to the land, ancestral places of deep cultural, generational
continuity, connection, and meaning for her strengthens her sense of knowing who she is and the
spiritual path that she is on. As Karonhyaken:re talks about the ways that being present again in
the Mohawk homeland solidifies her understanding of herself and her path, I am reminded of
Leon Shenandoah’s discussion about Haudenosaunee knowledge and the Creator’s path for each
human being: “Everybody is on a path. What you think about the most tells you which path you
are on. The best path is the spiritual one. It’s the only one that helps you become a Human
Being…” (L. Shenandoah in Wall, 2001, p. 71); and “If you are looking for your path, look for
the Creator. If you ask how to find your path, that means you aren’t on it. The people who are on
their path don’t have to ask” (L. Shenandoah in Wall, 2001, p. 77).
Her awareness of her place and her path within the intergenerational continuum, the “cycles of
continuous creation” as Katsi Cook puts it (Cook, 2008, p. 165), becomes “solidified” in
returning to relationship, community, and language in the Mohawk homeland, by listening to this
earth, these woods, this ground, the ground of relatives, the ground of home. Karonhyaken:re’s
thoughts reflect other ways of wisdom, articulated by Potawatomi scholar Robin Kimmerer
(2013) in her book Braiding Sweetgrass, where she talks about Apache ways of knowing held by
the language: “In the Apache language, the root word for land is the same as the word for mind.
Gathering roots holds up a mirror between the map in the earth and the map of our minds. This is
what happens, I think, in the silence and the singing and with hands in the earth. At a certain
angle of that mirror, the routes converge and we find our way back home” (p. 236).
Betty and I had a conversation that I hear echoing Karonhyaken:re’s articulation of her life’s
walk through the relational interactions between land, generations, identity, and purpose, and that
I think is a beautiful reflection of each other, so I will share it here as well:
“…your Ancestors keep calling you home. Are you listening to the call? Same with me. In some
ways…I didn’t start off my life to be here. If anything, I started my life off on that other path,
that was not a good path, engaging all those risky behaviors. But I kept getting called back. And
I didn’t understand it. And I’m like, yeah, but I’m not ever gonna be good enough to do that.
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And that’s not the truth. But that’s what they would have you believe. It’s not the truth. We’re
always good enough. That’s what I love about this culture is, we’re always good enough. And
when it comes into our culture that we’re not? Then we’re off track. That’s what I believe. It
means even when we’re a mess, we’re good enough. That’s what we forget. We think that when
we’re a mess…‘Oh god, now I gotta go hide.’ That’s not the truth. You’re still good enough,
even when you’re a mess. Creator didn’t….our Ancestors are always there waiting. They are. I
really believe that. I wouldn’t be alive here today if it wasn’t for them. I truly believe that. I came
this close to death so many times. More than once. And here I am. And why me? I’ve seen other
people do exactly the same thing as me and not live. So…I have to ask myself, ‘Why?’ Why?
What is it that I’m to do here?’”
Kanatsiohareke as living praxis of traditional Rotinonhsionni community, lived and living
through the hearts and minds of too many people to know, emergent from deep within ancestral
teachings and historical experience. Ionataiewas reflects this way of knowing and
Kanatsiohareke community as praxis when she talks about its connection to the Kaswentha or
Two Row Wampum, a historical relational process embedded within traditional Rotinonhsionni
teachings that set out a way of relating for the newcomers who arrived in Iroquois territories not
so very long ago:
“In terms of the purpose of this place, to me, it is so many things…but I think, one of the
important parts of this place is that it exemplifies…not exemplifies, but it helps to underscore the
Two Row. Because in the Two Row, we’re supposed to be sailing down that river of life in our
ships and our canoes…and not interfering in each other’s ways, which means we’re travelling
through life respecting each other. So here is a community that’s easily accessible to anybody,
and here people can come and learn about who we are, but we can learn about what they’re
doing too, and so here, it’s modelling the Two Row, in a way, because here we’re living side by
side with non-Native people [in the surrounding villages], and we’re not trying to change them,
and we’re asking that they not try to change us. And we’re not hurting anybody. And they’re not
hurting us. And so to me, this is a model of the Two Row. Plus [with] the Two Row, you’re also
showing that mutual respect, but part of the agreement is to take care of the waters. So here we
are on the shores of the Mohawk River and the people who are living here are trying to live as
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gently on the Earth as we can. So they’re not building a casino here, they’re not building a WalMart here, they’re using it as farmland, and trying to have organic gardens. And so here again,
it’s modelling that living…respecting Mother Earth, respecting the Water and the environment
here. And every time somebody comes here and the Opening Address is shared, that’s also
modelling, again, the teachings in respecting each other and Mother Earth. So all of that is…just
every single event here, especially if it begins with the Opening Address, is modelling those
possibilities. That’s what I see.”
Perceiving and presence-ing, returning to and restoring a Haudenosaunee universe, speaking the
language in this place, helps to heal a history and the unfolding of that history today; it is both
healing and restorative, generative and regenerating. And the Land holds Ancestors who are felt
as at once present in places and in practices that interact with the natural world, in relationships
that are accessed through place, rooted within self, in Haudenosaunee ways of knowing-being,
and spiritual power. Through presence and language and the practice of older ways, the brutal
history of what happened on the land to Haudenosaunee and to the land herself find a way to
heal. The need to heal. Tom reclaiming and re-presence-ing here in the Valley, staying here and
doing this work, creating this space, an embodiment of and engagement with his own living
intergenerational relationships, means that the Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni – past, present
and future – are able to return to and restore relationships of cultural meaning, coherence, and
sense with self and each other, the land, the language, and the natural world. Renewal and
restoration of the generations within an “all-encompassing” Kanien’keha:ka worldview emerges
out of Tom making this stand, this commitment, by following the Creator’s path and plan for
him. A dynamic, self-determining, traditional response of re-envisioning and re-imagining of
Mohawk regeneration and resurgence.
A Rotinonhsionni ethic and knowledge practice of perception, discernment, and vision around a
seventh generational worldview is renewed here, in this place of Ancestors – and could this be
any more relevant? Could this not make any more sense? Here, in this place of Ancestors and
original homeland, Kanien:keh, right here, in this place of the pot that cleans and renews itself
lives Kanatsiohareke: the People reflecting the Land, and the knowledge of the land held within
the language, spoken and given voice by Ancestors and water, carried since the dawn of time by
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water smoothing over stone, creating spirals, currents, cleansing waters, healing waters, the
knowledge of land, the regenerative function of the land, held by Ancestors and language. What
could be more profound, more healing, with the power to create, to unify, to clarify, to transform,
than this? Into this place walks an Elder steeped within the knowledge of his Mohawk People,
surrounded by generations of Elders and leaders, language and knowledge, speaking of Return –
returning himself – the necessity and power of returning to Kanien’keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni
languages and ways of knowing-being. Deep within those relationships, spatial genealogies of
presence between a People and their places – Lands – is held the healing that contains the power
of transformation and the “continuous creation” (Cook, 2008, p. 165) that Katsi Cook, a
Kanien’keha:ka midwife who brings the coming generations into the world remembers,
reminding us of the constancy of life and renewal and re-generation, a re-storying, re-storied,
activated presence.
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~
“We have a lot of endurance. If we have all the information we need, if we have our values and
culture in tact, we can stand in any place in the world if we know who we are…
Do not give up, keep going.
The most important thing is to keep the values of who we are and what we were made to be.
We have to bring clarity again to our future.” – Chief Jake Swamp
~~~~~~~~~~~~~

410

CHAPTER 5
Synthesis, Future Directions, Final Thoughts, Conclusion

Synthesis

Elder Praxis, a case study
What follows is a “reflective thinking” conversation I had with Betty around the themes that
circulate through this dissertation. I include it as a way to bring together the strands of discussion
and thinking through the reflection of an Elder, a reflection of her lived and embodied praxis.
Betty: …I don’t really consider myself an Elder although my community has recognized me as
that, I don’t…because I don’t have the full language, you know, so I still struggle with that. They
laugh at me because I’m like, ‘No, I’m not really an Elder.’ [Laughing.] Like, Tom’s an Elder, to
me [in my mind].
I come from Tyendinaga Mohawk Territory…Wolf Clan there. And I’ve lived there most all my
life. I grew up there at a time when it was unheard of for you to grow up…if your Dad was
White. And my Dad was White. My Mum was Mohawk. I grew up with her and my
Grandparents, her parents. And various uncles and family members, so Tyendinaga became my
community and became the place I stayed and grew up in because my Mum took care of her
parents. And I think at that time my Dad had to have a paper to say that he could stay there. And
he stayed because of my Mum, my Mum taking care of her parents. And she took care of lots of
people. So I’ve always been connected to that land. I’ve always...that generation, the time I grew
up, I spent a lot of time on the land. Although, interestingly enough, my Mum wasn’t necessarily
connected to her culture. And in some ways was very disconnected from her culture. But there
was cultural things that was present in the home, that you don’t get away from.
And at the time when I grew up I didn’t realize that, but looking back I do. You know, things
like using hickory nuts, for example. Which is a small thing, you know, using berries, going out
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and picking wild berries. She’d give us a little peanut butter pail and we’d go out and we’d eat
our fill and fill that up and bring it back so that she could make cake or whatever for us. And so
there was lots of ways that we grew up, even in using language that we didn’t know was
language at the time.
So I grew up in a home where my Grandparents spoke fluent Mohawk, both of them. But my
Mum didn’t. They didn’t teach my Mum or her siblings. Because they didn’t feel like it was
safe…or useful. Because at the time when my Grandfather went to school, he was beaten for
speaking the language. And so he was under the thought that it wasn’t important for my Mum’s
generation. And so we lost it. It wasn’t that far back when you think [about it], that we lost,
really lost the language. Now, my Mum understood it. She just couldn’t speak it. She understood
what was being said. Because when I started to take language courses later on in my life, she
could understand…
Yeah, and [my Grandparents] were fluent. They would speak Mohawk when they didn’t want us
to know what they were talking about. Like at the table. So if they want to talk about something
that they didn’t want us to know about, that’s what they would do. They would talk Mohawk.
So I grew up, you know, there was lots of things, like knowin’ the plants, what plants to use for
what, because we never had medical care then. Because there was no OHIP then, like they had to
pay for it. So we didn’t get taken to the doctors. There was nine of us. We were very poor, and so
we learnt what plants we could use for what. Unfortunately, I’ve lost some of that. Some of the
plants I still remember…Because my Great Grandmother was an herbal[ist]…she knew
medicines. She’d go pick medicines and doctor people. And so she’d pass that knowledge on,
some of it, to my Mom, who remembered some basic plants…
So I believe cultural knowledge is transmitted, but sometimes it’s sort of…underground.
Although it’s not like hidden, it’s a part of who you are, it’s part of your worldview. And so even
if you tried to disassociate, or gain in the Western way, you’d still…I still believe you carry the
context of it. In some way. Because looking back, I can see that that was really…the values, the
worldview, were really present. Although I didn’t know it at the time. So that’s sort of the
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upbringing that I had. I wanted to speak to that a little bit because I think it’s really important.
Part of who I became. Although at the time I didn’t know that. And who I’m becoming. Because
I don’t think I’m done becoming.
And I think a part of me always knew language was important, I just didn’t know how to go
about reclaiming it. Because my Grandparents were very adamant that they were not gonna pass
it on. And then of course at that time when I grew up, it was frowned upon. So nobody got taught
it at that time. And so over time, as I grew up, I travelled a little bit, lived in Toronto, moved
away…and I think that was really important for me to do [to] get a bigger context. But I also
know that because of my upbringing on the Territory, that I also was different. And that my
language was different, interestingly enough, because people wouldn’t know…I’d use certain
terminology and people wouldn’t know what I was saying. And I was like, ‘But everybody
knows what that means.’ But my context was the worldview of not only being a Mohawk
woman, but also being from this community, that everybody spoke the same…used the same
words. And so that was really interesting for me, to go out into the bigger world and realize that
somehow I was different. I didn’t really completely understand that, you know, until much later
in my life.
So as I told you earlier, I’ve taken many different language classes here and there, my schedule
I’ve been really busy in my life, and I really focused on my work, and so I’ve been able to fit in a
few classes here and there…I’m actually a social worker, Indigenous-based social worker. And I
got into that world I think because of how I grew up in my family system and everything I was
exposed to. And it actually helped save my life, being in social work. So I don’t regret any of it.
It helped me tie all the cultural pieces together, in so many ways that I didn’t understand who I
was as a Mohawk woman moving through this world.
So I really had the privilege of working with both Mohawk and Anishinaabe Elders. And got
exposed to that. Actually Ernie was one of my first Elders. And he was an amazing human being.
And he had a huge impact on me. And so that…being exposed to that helped me connect back to
the things I didn’t know that I knew. Because it was never couched in the terms, ‘Well, this is
what Mohawk people do.’ You know? But it was part of who you were. Like it’s hard for me to
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even describe that. And it became an intricate part of how you viewed the world, really.
Although I didn’t have the language or the way of expressing that at the time. Or even that my
worldview was different than other people’s. You know?
And so…at the very beginning when I started to explore language and started to want to know
that….at the time I worked at a shelter for abused women in our community, and as part of that I
wanted to facilitate a Moon ceremony for the women who were really struggling. But I didn’t
know…I just knew I wanted to do somethin. And I knew it had to be ceremony. And so I
contacted a lady from Akwesasne who was doing Moon ceremony, she came down and she
taught me Moon ceremony. But as part of it, when I started there, I did the Thanksgiving
Address because I didn’t know Mohawk, right? And so my goal was to take Mohawk so I could
do at least the very short version of the Thanksgiving Address. And so I met that goal. Now I can
do a very short baby version of the Thanksgiving Address and I continue to use that today.
I don’t think I know the depth and the breadth of the language. And I’m really pushing myself to
start to pick that up, because I believe that I have access to more of who I’m becoming, when I
can put those words together. I think they are more alive…that’s not quite the right word, but
they’re more…alive is the only thing that’s comin for me. It’s…more alive…and it tells you how
to be. Not do. Because I think in the English language, I think we learn how to do, and I think we
learn how to do really well. And I think that’s really what’s sort of moved, shifted us away from
who we are as Onkwehon:we people, because we’re so caught up in that doing rather than being.
And I think in our language it teaches us to be. And most of all to be in the present. You know?
Like to bring the past and the future [together], to be in the present. And I think English teaches
us to do. And to be in the future or the past more than it does in the now. Although that
philosophy is there in some people, it’s not predominant in the English language.
I think the guiding point… there’s a few things that have had a really big impact on me. I’ve had
the honor to …spend some time with Indigenous, Mohawk Elders…Tom Porter being one of
them. Jake Swamp being another one. And Ernie Benedict, you know, some of the Elders who
have had a huge impact on how I want to walk through my life. And so I had the honor of going
to a community Condolence with Jake Swamp in Akwesasne. I, we, happened to be going there
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to visit their traditional program, because we were creating one in our community of Tyendinaga.
And so being a part of that had a huge impact on me. Because my work has really been around
helping people…get sort of back on their path, whatever that is. It’s not for me to say what that
is.
And I believe Condolence can be a big part of that process. Because I believe our people are
really suffering from grief because of the residential school impacts, because of colonization,
because of the Sixties Scoop 50 … all of those things have impacted our people. In the healing
modalities, I think we need to start to bring in those teachings that are carried within all of our
stories. And that are valid today. They’re things that we can use to help our people.
And so that’s sort of been one of my goals, to use the Condolence. To figure out a way to of
course honor and be respectful of it, and how do I apply it in today’s world to help my people
who are still grieving. And so that’s work that I’ve been working on. And I had a couple of
conversations with Jake and other people about that. So that’s one of the things that…one of our
teachings that has had a huge impact on me and I think will be very beneficial for our people.
The other one is the Great Law. And the Creation Story of course. But the Great Law. Peace,
power, and strength. And I know people use different words for that…I often ask myself am I
living those principles today? And how do I live them? And where do I get distracted and get off
the path of them? And I do. I’m human, you know? But the more I can live them, the more valid
everything becomes. Because it’s not separate from our language...I think it’s part and parcel of
that and I think that’s why language is so important. Because it teaches those principles as well.
And so they all come together and they’re not separate.

50

What is known in Canada as the “Sixties Scoop” refers to the mass removal of Aboriginal children from their
families and communities and their placement in foster care/White households by the child welfare system, most
frequently without the consent of their families or communities. Patrick Johnston coined the term in 1983 in his
work Native children and the child welfare system. Former Crown Attorney in northern Ontario, Rupert Ross points
out that children’s removal was a “further instrument of colonization” (Ross, 2014, p. 173). “The Manitoba Justice
Inquiry criticized the scoop for exactly that reason: ‘The Sixties Scoop was not coincidental; it was a consequence
of…the child welfare system emerging as the new method of colonization’” (Ross, 2014, p. 173).
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Same as the Creation Story. The Creation Story has taught me so much about life and how I am
walkin my life on this journey today. It’s because it’s not a past thing. I could put it in the past,
and say it’s over here, it’s in the past. But what comes forward from that, that we can still live
today, and take those principles and use them in our work? Whatever work we’re engaged
in…like in the radio that you like to do, like how do you engage those principles…? Because it’s
not like they’re not applicable, because they’re applicable everywhere. It’s us that separates it
and says it has to be over here. Because I think it’s applicable no matter if you’re a farmer or if
you’re a fisherman or if you’re a gardener…I think it’s applicable. It depends on how we hold it
inside ourselves. Because I don’t think it’s separate from who we are as Mohawk people. It just
means we do things…For example, somebody who holds up the language and who teaches it
may be more immersed in it, in all of those…how they are woven together, but it doesn’t mean
it’s separate from somebody who’s not a ‘language person.’
Amanda: So, you always hear, well, you can’t return to the past. People always say that from the
West[ern mindset], you always hear that, like it’s been a really hard thing for them to
understand…it’s not about the past. I mean it is about the past, but it’s not only about it. It’s just
as…they’re all circulating together, the past, the future, the present, you know?
Betty: Exactly. And I think that’s what…our language holds. A part of what it holds. And I think
when people try to do that, they’re trying to distract you from the importance of [it]. And they
don’t get it. They think, ‘Well, you gotta go live back in Longhouses’ or however. But the
Longhouse was a community. It could be just the building if there’s no people there. But because
of the people is what made it community. You can have that community anywhere, you don’t
have to go back and live in a Longhouse. This is a community. This is a beautiful community
because it weaves together all these different people who come and share teachings. And their
perspectives. And I think when we try to separate that, when we try to say it’s in the past, and it’s
not relevant, it is relevant. Because it’s a living language. It’s very relevant. And it’s relevant to
our people because it’s connected to our ceremonies. It’s so relevant, you know? And it’s
relevant because it teaches us a way to live that is…different. And I daresay better, than the
English way of living.
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Amanda: And so it couldn’t be more relevant, right?
Betty: Exactly. Because it’s communal. It’s a communal language. It teaches how to be in
community with each other. In a respectful way. With that good mind. And I think for me the
language is about…and this has often been my struggle, in how to translate it, and maybe partly
because I don’t know the language, but there’s been a part of me that’s always kinda longed to
know…to know this in a different way. Because a part of my big work in my community was…I
really wanted people to get that we have to stand each other up again, instead of tearing each
other down. And we’re so…stuck in that colonized lateral violence with each other. We can’t
stand to see each other succeed. And that makes me so sad. Because I really think if we can get
to the place where we stand each other up again, we gain something that’s really powerful.
So we learn our language…Can we learn again to live, to live it, stand each other back up?
Because I really think that’s what Tom Porter stands for. A part of me believes that is what he
does…I don’t see any judgment there, I don’t see any disrespect to other people…I see him just
being who he is and being willing to show up as that every day. And I think that’s important.
Amanda: So for me, you live with these things, you live with these understandings of how you’re
supposed to be and how we’re supposed to be acting and treating each other, but then when you
get the language it’s like, ‘Oh wow, it’s all there!’ And it’s been there for thousands and
thousands of years. So, you’re just walking into it. You know…you’re like walking into this
long…it’s already laid out…(I tell her about a dream I had, and then knowledge that came from
that, from within Haudenosaunee ways of knowing, which I am not going to share here.)
Betty: Yeah -- there’s the lodge. It may not be a physical lodge, but there’s the lodge that you’re
talking about. Because I could see it clearly when you said that. There is the lodge. It’s in the
language. It’s not in a physical place. I mean, like this beautiful place is awesome because it is a
physical place. But if you don’t have that, it’s present in that. You know? Because you’re saying,
here’s the way, here’s the path…
For me, when I come here, I feel my Ancestors. And I can feel how happy they are.
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Amanda: That you’re back?
Betty: Yeah. And you feel it here. And the other place you feel it, I feel tears when I say it, is the
Adirondacks. When I go there, it’s like in some way inside of me I come home. Even though I
didn’t know I was missing home. Yeah. And so I could say it was Tommy, I could say it was the
people, but I know it’s so much more than that. It’s like my spirit knows and it longs for that.
And so it’s been really difficult for me to even put into words or share that. And I’m not even
sure I’ve really shared it with many people, because I just always say, ‘You know, it’s the home
of my Ancestors.’ It calls me to go back there. And so when I’m asked, I go. I go. Because it’s
important for me….What’s important for me is [to] know me, as a Mohawk woman, in the land
of my Ancestors. It’s like I come home somewhere deeper inside of myself every time I come.
Amanda: Yeah, it’s the same for me. It’s like this deep soul yearning. And I think that’s what it
is too, about the language and the place, and the Ancestors, like everything is connecting. As
you’re saying. Everything’s just like weaving…like all these strands that might’ve been cut here
and there over the course of the last 500 years or whatever, but it’s like, they’re never really cut.
Betty: No. It’s an illusion that we believed it was, though. Right? So the more we pick up the
language, the more we understand the connections. It’s like you said, that path, that’s been there,
that has told us, ‘Here’s how you go.’ For hundreds of years. And are we gonna go off that path?
Absolutely. But we’ll be called back. Because you can’t not know what you know once you
know it! [We start laughing.] If that makes sense. Once you know the language, once you start to
know all those little pieces, it’s hard to go, ‘I don’t know it. I’m just gonna go over here and do
whatever I want.’ It’s like once I became a social worker, I couldn’t not know.
And in the follow up, like residential schools and colonization and all of those things that I
learned about, I started to understand why my people was in so much pain. And I did my best to
help in whatever way I could. And I think it’s really goin’ back to our teachings and knowing.
Now that’s my big push all of a sudden, it’s like I need to get back to my language. I’ve tried
here and there, but now it’s time, it’s time for me to…
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Amanda: Yeah, and there’s something about…like you were saying about the Adirondacks, the
Valley and the Adirondacks, are so powerful, and when you can go there and you can speak to
everything, in Kanien’keha, it’s just beautiful…to be able to walk into that and speak the
language, you know, that recognition, it’s like ‘Wow!’ For myself, even recognizing myself.
Like ‘Ohhhh yeah, I get it! I’m part of that bigger picture. Don’t forget.’
Betty: Yeah, it’s like you’re not separate from the land. Somehow it connects. The language
helps connect us back. And maybe it’s to our spirit…but it’s what…if you look out here and see
the beauty…our people knew. It was more than just witnessing the beauty through our eyes -it’s the beauty that we witness from our soul. That deeper place inside of us. And then having
that gratitude well up inside of you around here it is, all of it, everything we need, you know?
And that’s what our Thanksgiving Address talks about. To acknowledge this. And the language
just brings it home in such a different way.
Amanda: Yeah. Just that basic thing of thanks. Just that thanksgiving. And how that shifts your
whole mindset, if all we’re supposed to do is give thanks. Like, ‘Oh yeah…gratitude.’ Even
when things are hard, you just keep giving thanks, keep giving thanks, keep giving thanks….
Betty: And it changes your world. And it is that simple. We’re….we as human beings are the
ones that make it complicated.
Amanda: Or we get stuck. But if you really are practicing that thanks, like over time, it does shift
you. And it does shift you out of where you were having those hardships or whatever. Because
now you’re getting out of yourself…which is the whole point.
Betty: Yeah, it is.
Amanda: I mean, get into yourself in a good way, but to get out of your own…
Betty: Way. Yeah. The distractions that we can put in our way. And I mean, in the position I
hold now at Trent University, I really feel like it’s an honor to be in that position, because I get to
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work with the young minds who are upcoming and who have great ideas. And lots of them are
language holders, which makes me so happy. And then…I have the privilege and honor of
workin’ with the Elders, who come and bring so much knowledge, and different concepts, and
‘Oh yeah, I never quite thought of it that way.’ So it opens the door bigger for me. In some big
ways, you know? When I went to Trent I didn’t understand why I went there. I went not because
of my mind, because my mind would’ve said, ‘No you can’t go, it’s safe here.’ But I went
because I trusted a bigger pull inside of me. I don’t have any intellectual reason that I could give
you. Other than I know that I’m meant to be there, for whatever reason, for this time. But here I
am doing language, now that I’m in there, here I am having connections to Elders…Mohawk but
also other tribes as well. Which is really amazing. Because I get the honor of learning their
worldview too as well, which is not that…different.
…And then I’ve learnt to have less focus on good, bad, right and wrong. Because I think that’s a
European concept that we’ve bought in to. And so I think when we start putting limitations on
how we’re supposed to be, and we say, ‘No, that’s not right, that’s not good, that’s bad,’ those
things, then we limit our capacity to gain back what we want in our lives around our culture,
around our language….And I think that’s one thing…that unfortunately is a big part of our
culture right now. And part of it I understand is to protect it. To protect it so it wouldn’t be
totally gone. And so now we need to maybe re-focus some of that.
Because it’s always there. Like we didn’t…like the depth and the breadth of it, it’s present. That
fire has never went out. Like that’s pretty beautiful when you think about it. That fire has never
been out. And all of these 500 or more years, it’s still there. And not only is it still there, now it’s
picking up again. The fire is getting built bigger. It’s like how beautiful is that? That’s amazing.
And it’s people like Tom Porter…well, all of us, but yeah, those guys have….Jake Swamp, Ernie
Benedict. Who’ve helped shape it. And the women too of course, we can’t [forget]. Like Judy
Swamp and Delia Cook and [many, many others]… there’s some key women who have been on
the forefront, ensuring that it gets passed too. So I don’t want to leave the women out because I
think the women are key too.
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But our true teachings are, that if you follow those white roots of peace back to that tree, that
you’re welcome. That is our teachings. We forget that part. We think it can only be…and then if
you don’t have a Clan then it makes it even more difficult. And…there was a lot of intermarriage
in our community, Tyendinaga. A lot of our people don’t carry a Clan because their Mums are
not Aboriginal. So…how is that different? So, I think those are the things that I’m talking about
when I’m talking about judgment and about tearing each other down, ‘Well, you’re not good
enough because you don’t have a Clan and you’re not good enough because you’re half, you’re
not, [you’re not….]’
I see so many students struggling at Trent because they have no idea of their ceremonies, they
have no idea who they are…and have no concept of what that means, because they’ve been
totally off territories, brought up in the city, you know? And I say [to them], ‘That doesn’t make
you any less Indigenous. It just means you don’t know.’ There is a difference here.
Amanda: I mean, colonization has affected us all, it’s just affected us all in different ways. And
now we just have to heal, heal each other, allow ourselves…allow the space.
Betty: Yeah, absolutely. And not only allow it, but create the space. So that can happen. Create it
and then allow. Don’t judge. Because I think we’ve learnt that so well in our communities.
‘Well, you don’t know the language, so you’re not good enough. Well you don’t know this, you
don’t go to Longhouse, so you’re not…’ We have all these conditions. And all those conditions
are based on judgment. And that’s not what our culture is about. It really is not what it’s about.
In my estimation of what I know. And I don’t profess to be an expert. But I know a little bit.
Because I’m curious about it, you know? And I’ve done some readings, and I listen. I do a lot of
listening to the Elders. And really listening to what the message is that they bring forward over
and over again. And then I apply it to me first. It’s like I’ve always done my work. Even in the
social work. If it’s gonna work for me, then I’ll try it with [others]. But only if…I have to try it
first to make sure it’s a) safe, that other people are able to engage it and makes sense isn’t the
right word, but…
Amanda: It resonates?
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Betty: Yeah, it resonates with people. And it can’t be just one thing that works with everybody,
because that’s not how it works. And that’s really been the foundation of my work. But I need to
do it first. Just like I need to do my healing if I’m gonna work with people who want to heal. So
I’m not separate from that..
And…old ways are present in the midst of all of the new way of being. It’s like here. Like here
all the old ways are present. But so are the new ways. But yet they melt together beautifully. One
doesn’t overtake the other one, because they’re both valued. Whereas out there, in the city, the
overlay is all the modern, and…they don’t allow any room for the old ways, which is where the
wisdom lies, often, is in those old ways. It doesn’t mean you gotta do it the old way,
but…consider the wisdom and the magic that lives in the old ways. That we’re losing out
because we can only see the overlay of the [modern].
And I think that’s part of why I love comin’ here. It’s the old ways that are so present. And
there’s no conflict with the other way. It’s like they melt together. And one is just as valued as
the other one….They get integrated into us every time we come. A little piece here, more there.
I don’t even know if I’m answering your questions…
Amanda: Oh yeah, yeah. Are we talking about what you would like to talk about?
B: Mmmhmmm. Oh yeah. Because it helps me tie things together too, because I heard what you
were saying about, you know, I always think it’s really connected to the language, and I do think
the language is a big part of it, and I think it’s so much more than that in some ways.
The language is the foundation. But part of my teachings have been that we’re not separated
from anything. So when you get called to the land or I get called to the land, it’s because we are
the land. And we need to know that again. Inside of ourselves somewhere. That pull back is
knowing who we are. And yet, you might not know the language. And I might not know the
language. But we do know the language. Because we know the language of the land…
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You know, there’s a truth to that that I don’t totally understand. But I know. So, the language,
the land, ceremony, our way of being, there’s no separation. And I think we’re taught to separate
it. We’re taught that the land is over here, and you’re over here, and Creation’s over there. But
it’s not. It’s all right here too. And I think as long as we keep it separated, we don’t recognize the
power of it. Or we’re less likely to recognize the power. But when we can bring it all home to
us….you know….even if I don’t ‘know’ the language, I know the language in these ways. I know
the language of the land out there. I know the beauty and I know what it can bring me. I know
the language of ceremony, even though I might not know the language of Mohawk. And I know
which ceremonies speak to me.
I’ve had people say to me, ‘Well, our people don’t do sweat.’ And I’m like, ‘Well, that might be
true, but do we really know that for sure?’ A hundred percent sure? Can we say our people didn’t
do sweats? I don’t know. I know my people have dreamt of the sweat. So where does that come
from? And I hear that was part of our Longhouses, when people were getting ready for
ceremony, we just use them a little differently.
So I’m not here to say yes they were or no they weren’t, I’m here to use a modality that helps my
people. In a respectful way. That’s not to disrespect my people or what they believe in. But
here’s a modality I know I can use that can help. So some of those things…
Amanda: So that adaptation…
Betty: …That’s why we’re still here, I believe. Because we were adaptive. We knew when we
needed to adapt. We didn’t lose the essence of who we were, in the language, in the land, in that
gratitude, all of those things. We don’t lose that. We never lose that. We can dampen it down, we
can hide it, we can cover it up with things…But look at you how that happened, whether you
know it or not, you were called here. Just like I didn’t know why I was called here when I came
here a long time ago. But I came. I heeded the call and I came, I had no idea why.
Amanda: Me, I was terrified when I first came. Because of shame.
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Betty: Me too. I was terrified I didn’t know enough. Like, ‘Who do I think I am?’ Those are
White cultural teachings. ‘Who do you think you are?! You’re not enough!’ Blah blah blah.
That’s all bullcrap. Pardon my language. It is. Because it is designed to separate you from you.
Amanda: Well, that’s exactly what it does. It succeeds very well.
Betty: Yeah, it does. That’s where the judgment, all that other stuff comes in….This is what I
know, what I’ve come to learn over time, is that for them [family], it was to keep you safe. They
just took it to the 9th degree, because they have had to live and hide it for so long. So imagine the
shame in all of that, that gets attached to that. And they pass that to you. Until you’re ready to
say ‘I’m done with that. I know who I am.’
There will always be a battle. That’s what I know. So I identify with you in some ways. Because
I grew up in a family system that was so shaming, especially of women, that I was silent for so
much of my life. Like totally silent. And it took me so long to battle that shame that kept me
silent. Because don’t dare reveal any of the crap that you’ve put up with…but it was only in the
undoing of that that I was able to find my way back to me. And to recognize that I have
something to offer the world. And I can’t do it if I’m silent. And do I still butt up against being
uncomfortable, and thinking I don’t know enough? Absolutely. But I’m not willin’ to silence it
anymore. That rolls off inside of me, I take a breath and go, ‘OK, but you do have something to
offer, it might not be all the answers, and that’s OK, you don’t have to have all the answers.’
Amanda: But you don’t have to live in that shame and silencing.
Betty: Yeah. It doesn’t serve you. It doesn’t serve any of us, and it definitely doesn’t serve the
next generations. And so that’s what I have to keep telling myself: What do I want to leave in the
seventh generation down from me? The fact that I couldn’t speak up or that I was unable to…and
not to judge or put myself down, but just to go, ‘No.’ You know, my Mum was silenced for a
very big part of her life. And I really believe my Mum was trained to be a maid, to her Mum. So
she never had a voice either. She had lots of rage, but no voice. She had the rage because she had
no voice. So it’s a vicious wheel.

424

Amanda: It is a vicious wheel. So the way out of it is saying I’m not doin it, I’m not participating
no more…
Betty: And start to get to know you as who you are. Which you know, you know as a spirit, at the
center of you, who you are. And it might make people uncomfortable…can you be OK with that?
Amanda….I think that when you just recognize, you know what? That path, those Ancestors,
were that strong, that I’m here, regardless of all of the stuff….
Betty: That tried to take you away from that. I think that’s amazing.
Amanda: That’s how strong they were….recognizing…that’s how powerful this is. That’s just
how powerful this is.
Betty: Yeah, your Ancestors keep calling you home. Are you listening to the call? Same with
me….I didn’t start off my life to be here. If anything, I started my life off on that other path, that
was not a good path, engaging all those risky behaviors. But I kept getting called back. And I
didn’t understand it. And I’m like, ‘Yeah, but I’m not ever gonna be good enough to do that.’
And that’s not the truth. But that’s what they would have you believe. It’s not the truth. We’re
always good enough. That’s what I love about this culture, is we’re always good enough. And
when it comes into our culture that we’re not? Then we’re off track. That’s what I believe.
It means even when we’re a mess, we’re good enough. That’s what we forget. We think that
when we’re a mess…’Oh god, now I gotta go hide.’ That’s not the truth. You’re still good
enough, even when you’re a mess. Creator didn’t….our Ancestors are always there waiting.
They are. I really believe that. I wouldn’t be alive here today if it wasn’t for them. I truly believe
that. I came this close to death so many times. More than once. And here I am. And why me?
I’ve seen other people do exactly the same thing as me and not live. So…I have to ask myself,
‘Why?’ Why? What is it that I’m to do here?
Amanda: Your purpose.
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Betty: Yeah. So when am I gonna wake up to that, you know? It’s been a process. You know.
For many years I was very silent, for probably the first part of my journey into social work. I was
still very, very silent. Because I didn’t know. I didn’t know I had rights, I didn’t know that I had
a right to use my voice in a way I wanted to. And to stand in myself and know that I’m enough,
no matter what kinda mess I’m making. That was not an easy journey, but well worth it. Well
worth it.
So the teachings…whether it’s in the language or whether it’s in English, the teachings, the
essence of it is there. You have more or maybe better access, I don’t like the word ‘better,’ but a
different kind of access when you can do it in the language. But it doesn’t mean it’s not there.
That’s what I believe. That the light or the fire or the center of it is always there, it’s always
present. Just like it’s always present in us. We just forget. So those are kinda my thoughts on
some of the things…because I’ve shared a lot.
But it’s been really relevant for me, so thank you for asking me to engage in this conversation,
because it causes me to re-visit some things and see where it is in my life, or is it still present in
my life, have I been able to transform that? Because I really believe we’re all in transition, we’re
always transforming, and we’re always becoming. I’m not done becoming. And I think even
when I leave this world, I’m not sure I’m done becoming. I think I’m still…continu[ing] to
become. So I would like to be able to at least introduce myself in Kanien’keha to my Creator
when I leave here. That’s at least how much I want to do. And if I can speak more fluent than
that, awesome. But my goal is to at least say, ‘This is who I am...’
…I do think it’s pivotal to have Elders, because they carry the old ways and they carry the old
stories. And we’ve lost access to that. And what I was talkin about earlier – can we hold up the
old ways and know that there’s this other way, and that neither one is disvalued. And I think
when we can get there, we don’t lose anything, all the essence is there. Because there’s value in
the old ways. And I think we’ve forgotten that, or we dismiss it. And I think we really need to
just start holding it back up again. And I think Elders help us do that: Here’s the old way. And it
doesn’t mean we can’t re-define it in the new terms, but don’t lose the essence of what they say,
here’s the value. And how do you live that today. Because I think the old ways and all of our
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cultural knowledge, our way of being in the world, is just as valid today. So how do we live that
today, in this modern world? So I do think they’re really key to be at the center because I think in
the way they bring forward even the language is gonna be really key.
Amanda: So, yeah, one of the things I think about, and I didn’t really get it till…well, I had this
dear friend and Elder who passed away two years ago, and I didn’t really get it till she passed,
that she was living the teachings…
Betty: Exactly. That is the embodiment. Embodiment is a really great word. Because that’s the
embodiment, but that’s also the living embodiment of it. There can be embodiment but not be
living. But it’s a living embodiment of the old ways. And of the way…I know that [Tom] says
often that he’s forgetting now, but he’s still the embodiment…people stop and listen while he’s
talking. And everything he shares there is a teaching that you can take away with you. If you’re
open to it, you know? And even if you don’t take away teaching, you take away somethin’. The
essence of what he’s sharing. Those are the things that I think about, with the Old Ones like that.
That’s the old ways. There was no judgment in it. Here, and they guided you through it. So it
was a teaching moment, what I call teachable moments. Rather than going, ‘You’re doin that
wrong.’ Or judgment or something coming in [like] that. It’s like, as you go along they’re talking
and the next thing you know, you’re engaged…and…
Amanda: It’s that way of being…
Betty: That’s the thing I was talking about earlier when I talked about, in the English language,
it’s about doing. Getting things done. Performing. All of those things. But in our language, what
I believe, it’s about being. And that’s what you’re talking about. It’s about them being rather
than rushing through their lives. And in that way…there’s so much richness. So is that
embodying the language? Or not embodying the language.
Amanda: That’s profound to me.

427

Betty: That’s really profound. And you can get the teachings as you come here. Like if Tom’s
available, or whoever, even if it’s not in the language, you’re getting….it’s being embodied. In
the way you are. Like for us just to sit around that table and have a conversation about the
Creation Story, about Tom sharing a story about…those are teachings, whether we know it or
not…I get so much out of listening, I’m starting to weave things together for myself, in that, so it
creates a clearer picture for me. So I think that’s why often I don’t think of myself as an Elder
because…I have so much more to learn here. But I know we all do. So, where am I gonna be
willing to have my voice heard. And bring to the table what I have to offer, because I do know I
have something to offer.
Amanda: Absolutely. I feel like that’s one of the things that Elders, someone who is an Elder,
recognizes – that they’re always learning, and there’s so much to learn. Whereas people who are
not Elders, ‘Oh well we already got it all, or we don’t really need to know that…’ So one of the
things that to me identifies someone who’s an Elder is someone who’s always growing…always
wanting to know, always recognizing ‘I’ve got so much to learn and do before my time is up.’
Betty: And that’s so much true for me. I just feel like I’ve got so much more to know. And I’m
willing to share what I’ve learnt so far. And if it helps somebody, great….And I guess I’m
waiting for the embodiment part to kinda happen. Does it just happen? I don’t know. Because I
think it has to do with the worldview and the old ways…a way of being in the world.
Like just the other day, the fact of doing corn bread. So what was that about? When [Tom] said,
‘Come. I’m gonna make corn bread. Come…’ And it’s not like I haven’t watched him before,
but I went because I know there’s always more. There’s a piece I might’ve missed. It’s not just
about making corn bread. He’s saying, ‘Here’s the way we live. Here is a part of our
sustenance.’ And that sustenance is part of our Creation and a part of our Thanksgiving
Address…nothing is ever separate.
You don’t have to, but here’s the invitation. It’s an invitation. So I went and…it’s more than just
well, how much corn do you use… it’s more than just that. It’s…you were engaged in a
relationship. Which builds community.
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Amanda: And you’re enacting something that your Ancestors have done…you’re walking that…
Betty: Yeah. So there’s all your connections walking that path that has been left for us.
I have said that to people. I know we’re always in ceremony. We are actually ceremony. We are
actually ceremony. We’re not separate from it. But I would hesitate who I would say that to,
because of the judgment and things. And I’m getting more and more braver to say, ‘That is who
we are, we go over there to do the ceremony.’ How do we live it every day? How do we be it?
Not do it. Be it.
That’s why I go to all these places and put tobacco down. Sometimes I go in the water,
sometimes I burn it, it’s what pulls inside of me. And I’m learning more and more to trust that.
And that’s the ceremony, that we are. We’re not separate from that. And doesn’t Tom carry
ceremony with him everywhere?
Part 2
Betty: What else is attached to identity and what else is attached…Because we know language
may be a part of it, but is it the only part of it?
It’s pretty curious because I never really stopped considering myself Mohawk even though I
didn’t know the language. But I did stop myself thinking I was an Elder. That I was not an Elder
because I did not know the language. So there’s something there for me, and I’m not sure what is
wrapped around all of that, but I’m curious about it now.
I do think knowing our language is important, for many reasons, and one of them being is the
ceremonial aspect of it, because I think we have access to more in our ceremonies, with
language, like with Mohawk, than we do with English. And in saying that, I mean I’m not fluent,
you know that, but yet I know that on a spirit level I think it is. So I do think it has to be tied to
our culture. I think just learning Mohawk for the sake of learning Mohawk…I’m learning
Mohawk because I know there’s access to more for me in it. Not just to learn Mohawk because
I’m Mohawk, but because I know I have access to another worldview, or more of that worldview
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than I do in English, you know. And so I do think, and I think we talked a little bit about that,
that for me it was about the land, and the language, and a way of life, and all of these things that
are attached together.
And it doesn’t mean we’re perfect at it, it means there’s an evolution. So the more we learn about
who we are, the more we learn Mohawk, the more we learn about our relationships to the land, to
Creation, and that way of life, and when we experience that way, it opens up a richness in our
life that we don’t even know we’re missing. Because we didn’t have access to it anyway, without
those things. So I don’t think just language takes us there. I think it’s more complex than that.
For me, what’s meaningful is to know the bigger Thanksgiving Address. I can do the very short
form, so I think knowing the bigger one I have more access to what each of those beings bring to
our life. And it doesn’t mean I don’t get that on some level, I do…but I know the richness or the
fullness of it, maybe there’s more there for me that I….can’t grasp because of my not knowing
that. But I also think, I can acc[ess]…because I don’t know if I can describe it, because I don’t
have words in English that can take me there, but it’s like I have access to more.…I want to say
power, but I don’t know if that’s the right word, maybe spirit’s the right word, the spirit of it.
You know, I have access to more of the spirit of how we’re to live. And how we’re to…how we
are to walk in this world. You know. And I think I have less access when I don’t…So for me, it’s
not being fluent so I can go teach you or teach somebody Mohawk, but it’s a way for me to find
my way back to me. And to have access to something, to something I don’t have access to in
English. And I don’t know why I feel that or why I know that, but I know it inside of me. I don’t
have an intellectual reason I can tell you why, but inside there’s somethin’ missing that I don’t
have access to in English…It’s like going out and taking a beautiful picture. You see a beautiful
sunset and you go and you take that picture and the picture never captures what you see with
your eye, because it’s so much more beautiful. Like when I was in Arizona I went to the Grand
Canyon and my sister and I took like a thousand pictures in one day and those pictures could not
capture…it can’t. Because there’s just so much wonderment. Because there’s more than just the
picture. And I think it’s very similar to that feeling…you sorta got a little piece of it, whatever
that magic is, but you don’t have the… fullness of it.
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So I don’t know how else to describe it (laughing). And I think I have access to…like when we
are in English, we’re always living in the doing, and living in the past or the future, and I think,
and I might be wrong, but I think in Mohawk, for me, it’s about being in the now. And weaving
those together like a braid of sweetgrass…you weave those things together, and bring the best of
all of it into the now. And I don’t know…it’s a concept I have, but I don’t know for sure if that’s
in Mohawk…but it feels…but I feel…that it’s a living language, in the now, not in the past, not
in the future, although all of those are woven into it…and I think we can’t have that in English,
or I’ve never experienced it in English. It’s more difficult to get there. Because we’re always
living in the doing rather than in the being. And I think that’s what Creation story and our
Thanksgiving Addresses teach us, is gratitude in the now. Because that gratitude’s not over in the
future, it’s not in the past, it’s right now….not responsibility in the way of a have to, but
responsibility in the way of ability to respond to that gratitude to Creation, because sometimes
responsibility can seem onerous.
And it fills you up in some way, it brings it back to you…And here I am connected to all of this,
this is all of me, and I am all of it. You know? I think there’s such a big truth in that. That we fail
to see in English. It’s our ability to respond to what’s present…So I think for me that’s really
profound and I didn’t even know that was there till you asked me that question…for me that was
very profound…
Elders don’t always say, “Here is the answer.” They’ll say “Here’s what I know about it. Here’s
a story.” And then it’s up to you to figure out, sorta, that’s how Elders work.
How do we lift each other up? Rather than being so willing to say, ‘Oh, look at them, who do
they think they are?’ Because I don’t think that’s our way. I really don’t think that’s our way. I
think that’s what I love most about Tommy. The way he teaches…we don’t even know when
he’s teaching…the way he teaches, he doesn’t even know he does it, but it’s so inclusive, and
there’s no judgment. He goes into his story fully just wanting to share that, and yet you take
away so much richness from it because there’s no judgment…and it’s like the way he greets you.
It’s a way of lifting you up when you don’t even know you needed lifting up.
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Amanda: Even non-Native people, even when he talks about the harsh realities of history, they
walk away feeling like they really got something, like they’ve been filled up, I mean that’s
incredible.
Betty: That is incredible. And I think that’s what we’ve lost…it’s an art…it’s a way of being that
somehow we’ve lost because of colonization along the way. Some of us. Not all of us, obviously
not all of us, because Tom has it and I know other Elders who have it, like when I talk about
Ernie, his kindness and the way he could be with people, there was no judgment there. You were
just as important as the next person, and I think we’ve lost some of that somewhere along the
way. And maybe part of it was because we were trying to protect what we had, what was left. It’s
like we got hard, you know what I mean? There’s like, we lost the kindness that comes with all
of our teachings. Somewhere along the line.
I wonder if it’s…I don’t know if it’s what they would call humble. I don’t know if that’s [the
right word]…because I mean I’ve seen Tom be very clear and direct and yet, not be
dismissive…or not putting anyone down, but being really clear about where he stood. And I’ve
experienced Ernie doing that, but never in a unkind or unjust way. Like how do you DO that,
how do you carry that?
And I thought...I mean I’ve often seen Tom cry, and I think that’s what brings up all of that
inside of you, around how important this all is…
Amanda: So, for you, what is the benefit of learning from Elders…?
Betty: I think the benefit of learning for me, is that I get to remember. I was doing some writing
last night, because I do like to write but I don’t give myself the space to write, but I like to
write…and then reading your paper it was like, that quote…from Manulani Meyer, I love that
quote. On radical remembering. I wrote it down, because for me, that’s what it feels like, is this
remembering that I know, but I didn’t have any context or any way to put it together, and so
every time I learn more about who I am as a Mohawk…that’s what it is, it is radical, because
you’re just putting all the pieces back together again. And every time I learn something, that
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brings more back to me. Brings more awareness, the importance of all these little things, it’s not
just one thing. It’s not, like we talked about, it’s not just language, although language is a part of
it. But it’s all the other pieces too. AND it’s about how I want to walk in this world.
And that’s always about choice. About how I choose. So when I come here…sometimes I go
places, I don’t know why I’m going…I trust intuitively that that’s where I’m meant to be, and I
know I’ll come away with something because of it. You know. More of me. More of how I want
to walk, more of who I am as a Mohawk woman. What that means to me. Because it’s gonna
mean something different for me than it will for you, than it will for someone else. And the
importance of that for me. So, yeah, so those are the things I was thinking about…and I’m
grateful to be able to read your paper, because it kinda brought some of that stuff home for me.
Because…I think we believe we’ve forgotten, and I think we believe because we don’t have the
language, somehow we’re lesser than. You know, we’re not quite the Mohawk we’re supposed
to be. And I think it’s woven into so much more than that. And I DO think it takes radical
remembering to bring it back to us.
I don’t know if that makes sense, because I think we are our own worst critic, on SO many levels
around that. And of course because of our experiences in whatever family systems we grew up
in, whether they were violent or abusive or whatever…it’s like a double gate or fence you gotta
get over, because you gotta get over, first of all, that impact. And then the second level is all our
fears that come up because of it…whether we’re good enough, whether we’re…. are we really,
truly Mohawk, whatever the story is…that gets attached to that.
Amanda: You know Tom told me once when I was driving him over to Albany, ‘Maybe we need
to decolonize first before we can learn the language. Maybe you can’t really learn the language
until you decolonize yourself. Maybe we first should’ve worked on decolonizing and then on the
language. But then again, if we had waited to work on decolonizing ourselves, maybe we
would’ve lost our speakers before we would’ve gotten ourselves decolonized.’
Betty: I think there is…truth to that, because I DO think the impacts of what we’ve been through,
our people have been through, have created where we are. And I think it does get in the way of
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our learning. It does get in the way of us picking up our language, for many reasons. Like I’ve
said, I been doing language for a long time, here and there, not consistently, but when I have the
opportunity, I’ll go take a class here and there, when I have the time. And that has been profound
for me, that I could just even do that much. But I do think decolonization is key, because when
we think of our communities, or I’ll use my experience for example. You know, I grew up in my
community at a time, in the ‘50s, I was born in the ‘50s, so I’m 60, I took 60 this year…when
there was so much shame attached to so much. So I grew up in Tyendinaga, but my last name
was Carr-Braint…and because of that I was often picked on by the other Indigenous kids,
because they were Brant, Maracle, Hill, Green, Loft. And then there was my family. And of
course there was other factors there, it’s not just black and white, we know that, right? The fact
that we were poor, you know, that we wore hand me downs, and all of this. There was more. And
of course all the shame that I carried from being who I was…and then that shame on top of it, of
being not enough Mohawk. And it’s not that they meant to do that, it’s colonization at its best,
right? It separates the community. That’s what it does, ultimately. That’s why: speakers ------- no
speakers. Same thing. It’s the same framework underneath, that’s meant to separate the
community. So they can’t come together. That’s why we have so many splits…ONE of the
reasons why we have so many splits in our community.
Because we’re so against each other. If you go to church, you’re over here, if you go to
Longhouse, you’re over there, if you drink, you’re over there…but we’re all in the same
community, so where does the commonalities, of being a Mohawk people, come in there?
Where’s the framework? We don’t…we’ve lost it. Like ‘cause I’ve heard Tommy talk about
Christians, and he has family members who are Christian…it’s not HIS way, but he’s not
disrespectful to that. But I have seen people be disrespectful.
I think that’s some of the remembering we have to do too. And if our people are drinking, we
have to ask why the pain, not why the addiction…and that’s something Gabor Maté, I’ve been
one of his followers for a long time…I love his work. He’s one of my heroes. I have a few
heroes. And he’s not Indigenous, but he just…his teachings…he’s worked with lots of
Indigenous people, and his teachings are amazing…I mean, not teachings in the way of Mohawk
teachings, but teachings in the way of how he thinks about things, and recovery…he has some
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great books out. He has In the Realm of the Hungry Ghost…and he has Scattered Minds, which
is about ADHD, because he was diagnosed at 53…and then he wrote a book When the Body Says
No, which I think is a pivotal book. It talks about the stress when we grow up in family systems
where there’s lots of trauma, and how that affects us as adults…in this fight/flight response that
happens….He’s an amazing human being, and outside the box of what a doctor’s supposed to be.
And often he’s put down by other doctors because of his philosophy. But he’s amazing. So I did
bring him to the community more than once, twice actually…he’s very, very expensive, but well
worth the money. Very meaningful for me to do that….
And maybe that’s why I like Manulani’s quote too because she says that…I think it starts like ‘as
we awaken, then the great remembering’ or something like that, what happened. I think that’s
true. I think it’s that everybody has a unique journey there…And I might not say I’ve been
involved in culture, but in lots of ways I have been…and it’s been present in my life since I was
a child…but my way through has been to pick up and help people deal with the pain that they’re
in, the trauma that they’re in…and then THEY get to choose, if they’re gonna go down a cultural
path or the other way…but it doesn’t mean they don’t have an impact in the community, and
hopefully a positive one…that can bring us back to US…and it’s like you said earlier, people are
doing all of these pieces, but ya don’t know where your piece fits. It’s like a big puzzle…and
part of that puzzle is part of YOUR life, but part of it is others, who come on your path for
whatever reason, and sometimes you don’t understand…
I don’t know why I ended up in social work, it was not my goal. I was in finance…like how
different is that than social work, right?! But it was…I listened to this call. Even though I didn’t
have an intellectual response why I should go there. And I think that is Spirit working through
you or with you, and Ancestors saying ‘Hey,’ you know, tugging you, ‘Go here, go there.’ And I
think the more we can listen to that tugging, the more closer we get to being who we were meant
to be, as an Indigenous person walking in this world...And you know when I listened, read your
story, around the Elder that you worked with, that’s partly what I hear through there, like you
didn’t even understand, but here she is passing these instructions to you, and maybe part of it you
didn’t feel worthy enough, or whatever story you were telling yourself. But obviously she
recognized something. And in some ways, that acknowledgement is more difficult, because you
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don’t know how to pick it up. And that’s how I felt throughout my life -- why me? What makes
me worthy of that?
All of the questioning that happens, but sometimes that questioning can prevent you from just
moving. You know. But I’ve never been able to avoid it, because those spirits or that direction
just keeps sort of pounding at me, you know, ‘Come on.’ I’m like ‘OK!’ So here I am at 39 to go
back to school to get my SSW, at 39. And spent the last 25 years working in that field. But
ensuring the culture was woven into that, even though I didn’t really know the language,
and…sometimes that’s been a mix…I’ve been trained and taught by some Ojibwes…and feeling
like, well, my people aren’t gonna accept me because here I am with this mix of teachings and
ceremonies and culture…and somehow that doesn’t fit with the ‘typical Mohawk’…whatever
that means. But it was my concept in my head around that. It wasn’t about…and maybe people
did make comments, I don’t know, I can’t remember…but it doesn’t make me any less Mohawk
because I know Ojibwe…But I had to come to terms with that in myself. Around that. And so,
what does that mean when we’ve woven other cultures into who we are? I don’t know. I do think
we have to keep still the core of our teachings, and what does that mean…if you’re respectful, if
you honor what you know, those sort of things.
Yeah, like why is Tommy so relevant, or even more relevant now, as much as he was back 50
years ago, when he was in his 20s? Because that’s the message people want to hear…There’s an
essence, a power…and not that negative power over, but real power. The power’s in the
connection, in the knowing, in the way he carries it forward, with all of that honor and respect
and lack of judgment….
A break in the conversation with people coming through and a dog being lost under the
buildings…
Betty: Like when I went over to Trent University, I didn’t know why I was going…I still don’t
know really why I’m there. But I know I’m there for a reason. Like I KNOW, but I can’t say to
you, ‘Here’s what I’m there for.’ I don’t know. I still don’t know and I’ve been there eight
months now. I mean, I know I’m there and I’m doing the work that I’ve sort of always done, and
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I have the honor of working with Elders, you know, I’m gaining some of their ways and their
knowledges, which is really what I was looking for, but yet I know there’s more there. But I just
don’t have the language or the way of expressing it. It’s not…visible to me right now. It’s about
ME, me moving…I don’t know what the WHAT is, I just know that I need to be here at this
time, in THIS place. And then, directed there, because after living in my community all my life,
why would I move to Peterborough? At this point in my life. People are like, ‘You’re 60, what’re
you doin?’ I’m like, ‘I’m following my spirit. I’m following where I’m directed to go….’
We take a little break.
Betty: So, I think part of what we talked about with language, is that it’s not just about the
language, it’s about everything that you NEED as a foundation to engage…you know, you can
learn language, but we know language is just not the language, it’s also knowing the culture,
knowing who you are, knowing the old ways…
The interesting thing for me about language and identity and who we are is that…like I gave you
a little of the way how I grew up…so I grew up believing that I wasn’t Mohawk enough. AND I
wasn’t White. So here I grew up in this community…where I didn’t fit in. I grew up going to
high school off-Territory, considered Indian, because I came on the Indian bus, or the Mohawk
bus, or however you want to say that, and then so…I often felt like most of my life was
bridging…I was like this bridge in between the two. But I never really fit in either world….And
then I always fought not to be the bridge. I didn’t wanna be the bridge. But what if I’m just the
bridge. What is so terrible about that? Because I always wanted to fit in one world or the other
world, but maybe the reality is I fit in both worlds, but I never allowed myself to be that. Because
I was always railing against being White, or railing against being Mohawk or whatever, whatever
that journey has taken me through.
Like that’s what I’ve had to ask myself – what if all of those things I carry, you know, like I’ve
had older people say to me, like Elders, say, ‘You’re a really old spirit.’ And I’m like, ‘Really?
What does that mean?’ Because I have no concept of what that means…and yet I KNOW what
they’re talking about. I think if it was a different language, maybe I’d understand it…I’m like, I
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know I’m old. I’ve always known that. I’ve been old since I was like this [showing how high she
was off the ground with her hand]….but generally people don’t see that…I don’t let…maybe I
don’t let them see it I guess. Elders are seeing it. And I think it’s like I’ve stepped in, in some
way, which I didn’t allow myself to do before, and so now they’re seeing that: here I am. And
that maybe some of the old ways are still alive inside of me.
It’s that great remembering, right? I don’t think we’re allowed to recognize ourselves as that. Or
even to acknowledge ourselves as that…like ‘How dare I am, I’m only a half breed, what the
hell?!’ That was the language that was used when we were young. And I don’t even know if I
thought of it as a terrible thing. Although over time, blood-ism has become a big issue I realize.
But in the era I grew up I didn’t necessarily think of it as a bad thing. But I did experience it as
an either-or. Either I was Mohawk or I wasn’t. And I was more wasn’t, because…it wasn’t
because my people set up to hurt me or to be intentional around that, it was the experience I had
because of everything else…all the shame that I carried, ‘Of course they’re right, I’m not good
enough, who do I think I am?!’ That was from my childhood experience, so it all gets woven into
that stuff unfortunately. That’s why decolonization is something that our people have been
talking about for a long time because they know that’s what has to happen. And it means
decolonizing ourselves.…because that’s not who our people were. We didn’t go, ‘Well you don’t
have a community so you don’t belong.’ They would be like, ‘Come. Here. You have a
community.’ They wouldn’t say ‘You’re a half breed.’ They would say, ‘Here’s how you’re
living your life, come in. Come near.’ Because we can use people like that. Not use in the sense
of use them, but embrace and bringing them in because they had something to offer our worlds,
you know. They have a way of helping our people become more…just by being who they are….
So my friend Diane Hill…coined a term named ‘ethnostress.’ And ethnostress was about the
stress that Indigenous people have, so that’s the term they coined for it, ethnostress. And it’s like
all of these ways…that the European people say that our culture no longer exists, we don’t exist,
it’s all about culture under glass, it’s always couched in the past, so that’s kinda what she talks
about…how there’s ethnostress because we can’t really be who we are. Because it doesn’t exist,
especially in the Western society…Now we know that’s changing, but at the time, that was
[it]…the book’s been around for awhile, the ‘90s it came out, and so she went around the world
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talking about this ethnostress. So a lot of what she’s taught me is how people from different races
can come together, and has really broadened my world in that way, because it doesn’t mean that
because she’s talking about ethnostress with Indigenous people, that it doesn’t apply to other
people.
And that’s what I see here. That Tom, as much as it’s a Mohawk community, he doesn’t turn
anybody away, from what I see, people come and go and have an investment, make an
investment, and it’s not an either-or. And I think often in our communities, that’s what it
becomes. I think it’s both, I don’t think it’s one or the other, it’s uncover AND recover all of the
experiences that I had that impacted me, and then start to recover and know that wasn’t my fault,
that I didn’t deserve that…Because my belief was that I deserved it….
So, bringing me back, and there’s that great remembering again. And that’s what it comes back
to. Yes, I can remember the pain and the trauma and the abuse I went through, AND why did it
come? What is the point? I didn’t come here just to be abused, I know that. What else is there?
And know that all of those experiences I had helped me become a better helper in the work that I
did. Because I knew what people were experiencing because I had the same experience. So often
I’d know the places to go that were uncomfortable for them. But not to make them
uncomfortable, but to help them get on the other side of it. And I know my job wasn’t to heal
them, but I can say, ‘Here, here’s some key ways to reconsider this. And that might be useful for
you.’ How is transformation present in all that? In the language, in the culture, the identity, all
those things. Because transformation is a big part of our people, who we are.
And I know Tom has worked so hard at making something real here. And I think he’s done a
really great job at it, considering all of that…and I think without this community we’d be
missing a lot of things, in our lives. Like I mean, speaking personally for me, yeah, I would be.
I started coming here…I wanna say by accident, but there is no accidents. I was invited here by a
friend of mine from my community, and at the time a big part of my work was putting people on
the land, fasting. And so that was one of the responsibilities that I picked up. Because I knew
how important it was. I knew how it changed my life. And so a big part of every year we’ve put
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people out to fast. And so one of the people there in my community had asked me if I would put
him out to fast, and I said, ‘Yeah I’ll put you out.’ And he goes, ‘Well I want to go out over at
Kanatsiohareke,’ and I go, ‘Well, wow, well, ok, we can make that work,’ so me and [my friend]
we came here and we came here and we put him out, and that was probably ten years ago or
more and so I made a returning trip three times here in that time, in different years, putting them
out on the land to fast and holding sweat lodges here.
And so I met Tom…I think I’d met Tom before then, but I met Tom…I came here and got to
know this place. And I always felt like I came home in a way inside of me, that I didn’t…that I
still don’t totally understand it, other than…it’s the land of my Ancestors. I know it. My spirit
knows it. And so I come here and I feel renewed and I feel hopeful and I feel…I can feel the old
ways alive. And I think that’s what Tom holds and that’s what I’m really grateful for. And I DO
think he deserves to be honored in whatever way we can honor him. And as I’ve gotten to know
him over that time…because I’ve come here other times after that, came to visit or came for a
weekend or seen him out...he’s come to Tyendinaga a few times, and of course I had him in
Peterborough last year, he came for a little over a week, came for an Elders gathering. And I’ve
had the honor of having conversations with him, and I think there’s a great…He carries a great
power…But it’s not power over, it’s a great power that is supported by humbleness. I don’t know
how else to say that...He carries that as a gift to everyone. And I really believe he’s created an
amazing community here in support of all that, in support of us being honorable, and being who
we’re meant to be, as Onkwehon:we, as Mohawk or Rotinonhsionni peoples. And he’s…it’s the
way he teaches too…like it’s all woven together…with the old ways he carries so present in who
he is today…And so I always feel really great comin’ here and spendin’ time with him and Alice
and Ida Mae or whoever happens to be present here…because I know I take more of me back
with me when I go.
Amanda: So…he has affected who you are…your identity, the way you understand yourself…
Betty: Absolutely. Yes, Yes. It’s in him but it’s also other people who are present here, and
who…it’s like I think I talked about a little bit yesterday, or maybe I didn’t talk to you, maybe it
was somebody else, you know, about him making corn bread and sayin, ‘Come and watch.’
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Somethin’ as simple as that you think, ‘Oh well, this is just makin corn bread,’ but it’s so much
more than that. Because you’re engaging in communal living first of all, and then that’s OUR
food, so that’s Mohawk, Indigenous food, you know, and here he is offering up…and you have a
choice, you don’t have to go if you don’t want, but here’s an opening. And I think that is our
way of life, don’t you? Like I think in some ways you open the door and people get to choose
whether they want to come and experience that…or not. But every time the door is open and
you’re welcomed, the more you want to be there and the more you take away…
Discussion that I am not including here.
Amanda: So….You’re home, eh?
Betty: Right. Although home is not a place, necessarily. Though this is home. You’re home.
[Putting her hand on heart, she softly pats her heart.] And how could ya not be more, because of
that, when you leave. And you know you’re always welcomed to come back. You know there’s
always a place here. It’s not like you have to figure out where you fit all over again. Although
our heads can get in the way of that. I believe those stories, when we spend time in our heads,
rather than present in us, is designed to keep us separate. And that’s colonization, alive and
well…rather than taking a breath and going, ‘You know, I know they’ll welcome me.’ I can be
away ten years, I mean, there’s been long stretches of time in between, but yet Tom kept
surfacing in my life, so it’s really interesting, eh, how things show up.
I think the Ancestors really live well in Tom. And through him. And I think it’s really a way that,
they get to breathe today, is through us. When we’re willing to be present to what’s moving
inside of us. And I do think our heads, we’re taught, especially when we’re in academia, to only
respond from here [tapping her head] and I think we have so much more access when we can
respond from all of us.
And you know I often think of that, why did I end up at the university, and one of the reasons I
believe why I’m there, is because I bring heart there. I’m not an academic, I don’t consider
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myself an academic, I consider myself kinda the heart that brings that feeling, emotional aspects
into the organization.
Amanda: Which they constantly train out of you, it’s not a mistake. I think, at least for me, as an
Indigenous academic, trying to bring the heart back into…not back into, to bring it into, because
it’s not been there. So it’s not bringing it back…But to say ‘Hey, you know, there’s something
seriously missing here [in academia]!’ Because it’s hurting the world, it’s hurting the Earth, our
Mother, it’s hurting Creation.
Betty: Yeah, it’s hurting everything. Absolutely. And so I do talk about that. I’m not saying there
isn’t a place for academia, but I think…that’s what colonization is all about, if you think about it.
It was separating us from us. And if we only live from here [the head] up and don’t pay attention
to the rest of us, what happens? How do we be present? Because this [the head] involves our ego
too. The head, the brain, the ego they’re all one. So our ego can say, ‘You can’t go over there,
you been gone four years, who do you think you are to go over there, they’re not even gonna
remember you.’ Those are the things that get in our way, that’s what colonization does. That’s
what I believe. It gets in the way of us knowing that we’re welcome. Just like you honor and
believe in them, they honor and believe in you. There’s that reciprocity with each other….
Amanda: …I feel like when I’m here, as much as I can go anywhere, I’m also really affected,
moved, by land, land that I’m comfortable in, land that I know…I’m never truly at home till I’m
back here, back East, Hudson River, here…
Betty: But your spirit knows that, eh?
Amanda: Yeah, I feel like everything or every part [of me] recognizes everything else, like….
Betty: It’s like you’re welcomed home inside of you, not just from the upper part, the neck up,
right? It’s like your home you know. It’s a recognition. And sometimes that recognition we don’t
have words for. But intuitively we know.
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Amanda: Yeah, and it’s almost like we strengthen each other. Like I’m strengthening my
connections, and they’re strengthening…like we’re doing this thing where…
Betty: Yeah, it’s a reciprocal relationship. Like this. And I think that’s often what our people
talked about, was this reciprocal relationship. And I think we get good at one way, and most of
us are good at giving, but we’re not good at receiving, or asking…and I think you have to have
both in order for it to be reciprocal. It’s not just one way. And so how do we do that?
Amanda: Yeah, and here, to me, those Ancestors are really…
Betty: They’re really present.
Amanda: And they’re at work. Things are happening.
Betty: Yeah, in spite of us. Sometimes in spite of us, right? If we get out of the way, eh?
Sometimes that’s all it is, we get out of our own way. So if you think about how you got back
here, probably you just had to get out of your way and come. That’s how Spirit works, that’s how
Ancestors work. Half the time we don’t know. We just think…But here we are…Because
we…think ‘Oh that’s a coincidence,’ blah blah blah. But it’s not. I don’t believe in
coincidences…
…Some days I still don’t feel I know anything. And yet I know, I know these things that I’m
exploring in my life and are…important and vital to what we want to remember and pick up
again. And other than that, I don’t know what else I can say, because…you know what you’re
exploring here I think is really important. I think it’s important on a lot of levels. Language and
how that’s connected to our identity…and we know it’s connected to the land. Because after all,
you were drawn back to this land.
Amanda: Yeah, it has a power, it has an energy, and it has remembrance. And I think it knows
way, way more than we figure out.
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Betty: And then we have to ask ourselves, how did Tom get to be here? I know he has his own
way of sharing that, and how much intervention was by Spirit, to keep…pushing at him to keep
coming. ‘You need to come back, and reclaim….’
Amanda: And what’s come out of him coming back, it’s like the revitalization of the...[People].
B: Yeah, absolutely. Because he chose to follow that path. But it’s bigger than language
revitalization, because it also includes identity, and it includes cultural aspects of it, AND it
included that exploration of how to be in a community living like we lived long time ago, and be
respectful of each other. Because I think more and more we’re taught to live in isolation. And I
think that’s detrimental to us. Because we get caught up in all those thoughts that aren’t good for
us. It’s like you saying, coming back, you thought, how can I come back now, I been gone this
many years…we get caught up in that, in our isolation, rather than going, ‘That’s my community
too’ – because that’s what [Tom’s] created. That’s what him and his wife and family have
created here….
Here and Adirondacks are our homeland. I don’t know, for some reason that place over there, I
don’t understand it. I just know it. My spirit knows it. I been there a couple times, I put
somebody out on the land there too….
Amanda: …Do you have any thoughts about place…or anything else that you want to say?
Betty: Just to trust, I think really, we need to trust where we’re being led. And I think we
discount it because we’re in our heads too much. And I’m just as guilty as the next person of
that, don’t get me wrong, but I know when it keeps tugging at me I need to pay attention. And
I’m getting better as I get older, you know, I think as we get older and we get called to go, we go.
Like we’ll more readily go, because we know we’re gonna have an experience that we can’t
articulate maybe, but it’s gonna impact who we’re becoming. And I think that’s important, to
trust that…and to allow, to allow that. And that’s hard because we’re trained not to do that.
We’re trained, you have to go to work, your work is 9 to 5, that’s just what you do, blah blah
blah, you know. It’s all of the conditioning. So yes, we have decolonization, but we have all the
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conditioning of the Western world that says ‘Life looks like this.’ But does it? Because I think
Tom has said, ‘No it doesn’t.’ I think Tom has said, even though he’s worked in the prison,
correction system, he’s saying, ‘No, my world looks like this.’ And isn’t that outside the box?
That’s really outside the box. Having communal living, you know, like this. But yet he’s been
able to create it.
So, I think, that really rings true for me, how much we’ve gotten away from, and how much
we’ve been conditioned that we live our lives in this controlled environment. And how much of
that is like a correction system. Rather than living breath to breath, what do I choose now, what
do I choose now. Knowing what I know now. And as you get to know more, then you get to
choose different. I don’t know, those are some of the kinda things that run through my mind
sometimes, around am I…. you know, I go to work, I work 8:30 to 4:30, is that my whole life? Is
that what it’s meant to be? Or what else is there, besides that? It’s like, anyway, those are the
kinda things I think. And how does it serve me, how does it serve my community, my people?
And sometimes it’s valid to go and work, and adjust accordingly, you know, and sometimes, it is
not. And that’s really how I made the decision to leave Tyendinaga, was because…for lots of
reasons, but really it was like, how is this really serving me now? And yes, I created a great
program, I believe, I believe it really helps my people and I’m done. I’m tired. You know, and
what next? And how do I better serve my people? Because I think we can get stuck. We get stuck
in that boxed thinking. Or we get stuck because their box, we don’t fit there anymore. I think we
need to think outside the box, and I think that’s what Tom did here. And people may have called
it the old ways, or you can’t live like that, as communal, blah blah, but he created it anyway.
Even with all the naysayers. Yeah, and I’m sure some of that was guidance…just like you got
guided back here, and I got guided somewhere…you know, can we trust [where] Spirit or
Ancestors or whatever you want to call it, is taking us? Because there’s a reason we come back
here, and you meet other people, there’s a reason why you come here. You reconnect….
…That’s really what I’m talking about when I say that we’re taught to live in this kind of
prison…you live your life, you live in your own house, you go to work, you earn money, and I
think that is our consciousness, but there’s no Spirit in that. And so we have to shift
consciousness, so we know we can make a choice not to do that, and still have abundance in our
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life, because I think we think it’s either-or. If you choose this way, you’re not gonna have
finances to support what you’re doing. So we need to shift that consciousness in a real way -that you can be a great human being, living your life, without having a 9 to 5. If you choose that,
fine, but if that’s not what you want to do, that’s OK too, and you can still be abundant. And I
think we have a lot of either-or’s in our life. We’re taught that. It’s either this or that, it’s black,
it’s white. And I don’t think that’s the truth, but I think we’ve bought into it. So, a call to
consciousness is a part of it, and I think that’s a part of the work you’re doing and everybody else
is doing, all the Indigenous [academics].
That was great, I’ve enjoyed it.
Amanda: Nia:wen. Niawen’ko:wa.
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Future Directions

Healing and language restoration & renewal
“Do you see that when we understand larger systems that are working, we begin to understand
more of what is happening within and around ourselves? Because of that knowing, we are
singing our own liberation. It is time. It is time because the world needs our clarity, and we need
our own” (Manulani Meyer, 2003, p. 55).

The long historical experience of colonization targeted the core of Onkwehon:we identity and
meaning-making processes through its extraction and dissection of children from families and
communities and the intergenerational oral-relational process, its attempts at extermination, and
the hemhorraging of identity and meaning by cutting the arteries of language and culture.
What has emerged for me out of this research, particularly as having been involved as a
Kanien'keha learner myself for almost two decades, is the way that I have come to hear and see
that the process of healing needs to be a critical part of Onkwehon:we language renewal and
regeneration. How could it not hold a central place in the process of returning to our Indigenous
languages? While I know that there may be those who say that there is no time for doing both –
for healing and for learning our languages, I respond out of my own experience and the multiple,
layered stories of other committed learners, and Elders, that it may not be possible to restore and
renew our languages if we do not simultaneously do the work of restoring and renewing our own
selves back to health and interconnectedness – our bodies, minds, emotions, spirits, generations.
I have come to believe that the healing supports and enhances each other; that it becomes more
possible to learn the language, come into speaking it, and become healthy within it as we are
becoming healthier, clearer of mind, body, spirit, emotion within the language as well. They
support each other. To me, I offer humbly my thinking on this, out of much listening, that
Onkwehon:we language restoration and renewal today requires a certain way of attention, a
quality of perception and attitude, a shift in sense and sense-making, a change in listening – for
what do we listen to, how do we listen, with what ears are we hearing, with what mind are we
paying attention? It is a referring and deferring to Spirit, talking to, listening, and listening some
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more. It sends me to thinking about the Condolence ceremony, the ritual clearing of the eyes,
ears, and throat of the people who are grieving, with the intention, commitment, and deliberation
to restore them to clear-mindedness, a restoration of becoming fully human again. As we become
clearer once again, we might be able to approach our language in ways we have not been able to
before, because of where we have journeyed in that circle of returning to Onkwawen:na,51
surrounded by others who are working in corresponding ways. Engaging decolonizing, selfdetermining practice creates space, Decolonial Space, as Decolonial Space nurtures and sustains
decolonizing practice, community re-forming and re-generating from within traditional
Onkwehon:we oral-relational processes, languages, and cultural ways of knowing-being once
again.
These language learners at Kanatsiohareke articulated and theorized an intricate, multilayered,
and entirely holistic approach to Kanien'keha restoration. The creation of Onkwehon:we spaces,
Decolonial Spaces, interacting with decolonizing, fully self-determining, and locally rooted
practices, supports the renewal and resurgence of traditional relationships and ways of knowingbeing, forming the backbone of Onkwehon:we language restoration, the scaffold or dome under
which it becomes possible for people to hold onto the commitment and confidence to become
speakers once again.
There is a worldview that is embedded in that thought – to become speakers once again. It is an
Onkwehon:we way of knowing that our language exists inside us. This is not something I am
going to try to cite or find ‘evidence’ to ‘prove.’ I am relying on the ways I have heard
Onkwehon:we Elders talk about it, on my own ancestral ways of knowing, and paying attention
to my intuition and dreams on this one – and you can see if you agree or not with where I am
going here. Kanien'keha, like Onkwehon:we languages everywhere, I sense is a Being, an
Energy, Spirit. We are told, and I have heard, so often from Indigenous Elders around the world
that “our language is sacred,” a gift from the Creator to us human beings, that accompanies the
Creation. This is why we are reminded, over and over, that we should treat this knowledge
around our languages with utmost concern and respect. It is why we are reminded never to lose
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our language, for that very reason, most fundamentally: that it is a sacred gift. As a sacred gift
from our Creator – as energy, being, power, Spirit – it makes commonsense that our languages,
then, are of Spirit. However you want to express that, remembering it is English we are speaking
here, and it is in writing that I am attempting to bring this to “voice.”
Our languages are Spirit, they are imbued with Spirit – and particularly in their verb-based
universe of being-ness, they themselves are Being. They are energy. They themselves create and
bring energy and form into the world, as form is given to them in their being breathed, spoken,
into life, form, shape. Could it not make any more sense? I feel almost silly saying this, as I feel
that I am insulting people’s – Indigenous people’s, particularly – Onkwehon:we intelligence
here. It seems to me that our Elders are expressing this all the time whenever they speak their
language or articulate what their language means to them – it is an inherent, implicit,
fundamental and again, commonsense, understanding. But maybe now is the time when we need
to remember this, think on it again, sit with it awhile, talk with each other about it. And strategize
about what it means and gives us to do. As I write this, I “happen” to open a book I’ve been
carrying around with me the last few weeks, hoping to get a chance to read a certain section –
thankfully, right now is when I decided to open it, and that I “happened” to open the book on this
very thought I needed. Here, I find a gift. Cree Elder scholar Joe Couture had something to say
about this relationship of being-ness, process, and spirit that surrounds Onkwehon:we
knowledge, thought, the physical as spiritual, and as his words are so much more profoundly
thoughtful and articulate than mine, I offer them here:
“Non-dualistic thinking develops a physical image of the spiritual. The thoughts of the
‘world’ are as creatures, and processes of growth and becoming, and not as abstract
concepts and explanations. Native awareness and perception is of the spiritual as
belonging to this world, and not to some beyond. This is the stuff of ‘earth spirituality.’
Native knowledge is of what is behind inner and outer phenomenon, and is acquired and
developed in a grasping of it – the phenomenon – by entering into it, according to the
‘laws of nature.’ And, this is normal” (Couture, 1991a, p. 60).
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I hear this esteemed Cree Elder and scholar reflecting another esteemed Elder and scholar, Vine
Deloria, Jr., from a Lakota perspective, when he says,
“We can begin with the recognition that the fundamental reality in our physical world is a
strange kind of energy that is found within everything – from stars to humans to stones to
quantum energy fields. This energy is personal – or can be experienced personally. It is
mysterious, and so potent and varied that it is useless to explore all the possible ways to
define it. If we say anything about this power or energy, we can say that the world we
live in, sustained by this power, is ultimately spiritual and not physical…” (Deloria,
2009, p. 184).
Viola Cordova reminds us that, “Many Native American languages are languages of verbs. The
noun depicts a world of stasis – something is. The verb portrays a world in perpetual motion and
change – is-ing occurs, being happens” (Cordova, 2007, p. 174). Even though as Cordova says,
embedded within our very languages are the ways of perception, the worldviews, critical to the
ways Onkwehon:we people know themselves and the universe, in this case, the concept of
constant flux, energy, change, being, we have at times become distanced from core orientations
with the removal from cultural knowledge and language. And our thoughts and perceptions have
direct implications of course: our inability to perceive the state of being-ness of our languages,
having internalized someone else’s worldview within which our languages are capable of
extinction, of dying out like the dinosaurs or “the Indian,” has negatively impacted the ways we
look at and approach our languages – our relationship with them – today.
There is yet more work to be done as we delve more deeply into these things – the concept
expressed by the word “revitalization” may be problematic within Onkwehon:we worldviews.
“Revitalization” means a coming back to life again, back from ‘the dead,’ from having died off,
from having gone extinct. The word is reflective of and implicated in an epistemology that is tied
to a discursive project of death and the terminal narrative, extinction, and salvation.
“Revitalization” implies the need for being ‘brought back to life’ and this is the word most
prevalent in the literature to describe the movement and work around Indigenous language
renewal, embedded as it is within a Western linear epistemology and a Christian orientation of
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‘resurrection.’ In ‘revitalize’ I hear a Western human-centered, hierarchical, and scientificinterventionist approach: we do the revitalizing to the language. Within a linear, rationalistic,
positivist epistemology and daily practice of extinction (interesting how the same civilization
that is so fixed on saving things from extinction, rather than learning to live as part of everything,
is also the one bringing us all to the brink of it), it is entirely possible for things to become
‘extinct forever.’ Whereas within a circular, cyclical epistemology, there is no such thing as
“death,” or “extinction,” only a continual rebirth, a continual cycling process of motion, the
changing of form, a responsive, reciprocating fluidity where life, energy, being, presence, Spirit,
is folded into the very essence of all that is. Willie Ermine has described this in his work around
Aboriginal epistemology. I introduced it earlier in this dissertation, and I bring it back now:
“In the Aboriginal mind…an immanence is present that gives meaning to existence and
forms the starting point for Aboriginal epistemology. It is a mysterious force that
connects the totality of existence - the forms, energies, or concepts that constitute the
outer and inner worlds.…With this 'force,' knowing becomes possible. The Old Ones
focused on this area for guidance and as the foundation of all Aboriginal
epistemology…. They sought to do this by exploring existence subjectively; that is, by
placing themselves in the stream of consciousness” (Ermine, 1995, p. 103-104).
Vine Deloria’s (1999) thoughts resonate with those of Ermine:
“It cannot be argued that the universe is moral or has a moral purpose without
simultaneously maintaining that the universe is alive” (p. 49); “…A living universe
within which events and actions have moral content necessarily suggests that all things
are related. Not only is everything related, but it also participates in the moral content of
events, so responsibility for maintaining the harmony of life falls equally on all creatures”
(Deloria, Foehner, & Scinta, p. 52).
Seneca scholar and Elder John Mohawk gave a public talk about his trip to Moscow to a
worldwide conference where the religious leaders of all the world’s religions were represented –
except those of Indigenous Peoples. In his talk, he discusses the glaring gap in that which
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Indigenous Peoples could have offered to the table – the understanding of our place in the
universe and Onkwehon:we understandings of the human place in the natural world, the ancient
knowledge held within stories and language, the poetry of transformation, and the critical shift in
consciousness that is necessary for the world to survive. I am bringing his powerful thinking to
this discussion of rebirth, continual cycling, and transformation – and the ways this quality of
traditional Rotinonhsionni thinking and knowing that John Mohawk carried is the kind of
knowledge held within Onkwehon:we oral-relational knowledge systems, practices, and ways of
knowing-being. This re-orientation of consciousness, for Onkwehon:we, is simply a return to
consciousness, to older ways of knowing that continue and persist; the actions we take in
shifting, in engaging older forms of awareness, perception, and re-imagination, bringing them
into today, return us to the possibility of futurities of coherence, relevance, meaning, and power.
Because of the crucial importance and power of his talk, I am including more than a brief quote
here, so you might get an opportunity to sit with some of his thinking and oration – and I will
note that his talk is well worth taking the time to find in its entirety on the web:
“What our people was seeing…as they developed language and society and
cultures…[was] every morning the sun came up. And when the sun arose something
changed. There was a dramatic transformation that had always been there. It was there
as far back as anyone could remember, and it will be there as long as anyone is
here…And that transformation is a process that you know about, that you’ve always
known about, that your world has always been known to you, that it’s visible. From the
beginning of time people understood what that was. That was magic. From the
beginning of time, it was this transformation…Your problem is understanding: what is
the transformation process? What’s the magic there?...They had to describe it in terms of
poetry, so they told stories. Of the relationship between man and that magical
transformation of nature.…We are moving through the process of transformation, we are
compelled by it, we must go through it, we can’t stop, we can’t go backwards, we can’t
get off. For all of the time humans have been on the earth, we have been compelled to
pay attention to nature. And we were compelled to pay attention to it respectfully. And
we could not understand it in terms of tearing it apart. We had to understand it in terms
of symbols. We had to understand nature as a poem. So from the beginning of time, the
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old Paleolithic peoples, the Old People’s cultures, understood that we had to be in affect
with nature, that nature was a magical, powerful thing, a spiritual experience, and that
we were un-divorceable from it, we had to engage it, we had to be part of it….The
Indians understood the world, because they created all these wonderful stories…. The
transforming powers of life, the transformation, the ongoing, the constant flow, the thing
that turns from a seed to a tree. The constant-ness of it. Its reversal back into the Earth.
Its rebirth, its re-generation. That’s what’s sacred….We’re of this place of
transformation. We go back into the Earth and we come back out again. My Mother’s
body supports your feet. My Mother’s body is the Earth. And he said that if you look
into the Earth, you will see faces coming toward you. And he said those are the faces of
the future generations. They come out of our Mother’s body. And they walk on the
Earth. And then he says in the end they go back. And they come back out again” (John
Mohawk, Perspective of Mother Earth, 1990).
Epistemology. Consciousness. “Revitalization” as a concept, from within the particularity of
worldviews, holds serious implications in the ways we look at, perceive (or don’t), listen to and
walk with our languages in their-our relationship of renewal, that is to say, in our
conceptualizations of them. We unintentionally focus too often on that which is deemed
important by Western linguists from within their worldview, as they rush to “save” Indigenous
languages on behalf of, and often in spite of, Indigenous Peoples. Of course, this salvation
mentality emerges from what makes sense within their epistemology – death as finality,
immutable and unchanging, reflected in the bumpersticker “extinction is forever,” where
extinction is an epistemological possibility. Think of the plethora of Settler-Colonial museums
and warehouses full of Onkwehon:we, well, everything that they are ‘saving on behalf of’
Indigenous Peoples – acts of false generosity (Freire, 1972), hegemonic paternalism, domination,
control, and dehumanizing oppression.
I had my own awakening to what they hold when my Mohawk language class went to visit the
Canadian Museum of Civilization (whose name was changed in 2012 to the Canadian Museum
of History) in Ottawa. I remember my jaw hitting the floor in a resounding thud when we were
given permission to go back in the “warehouse,” for lack of a better word – the drawers and
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drawers full of old wax cylinder tapes. I remember the sick feeling inside as I “randomly” pulled
out an old wooden drawer that reminds you of the old days of card catalogs in the library, and
saw there “Nakota song to call the rain” and some other old medicine songs from that area of the
country, which hit me in the gut because my husband then was an Ihanktonwan Nakota (Yankton
Sioux) from Eastern South Dakota; he was also an ikce wicasa and part of the invigorated
movement of memory and ceremony among the Oceti Sakowin. How much they would love to
have their songs back. Drawer upon drawer of songs and speeches and conversations of
languages struggling to return, in their home places, while here they remained, fixed, frozen,
stuck, in drawers, filed away, the conqueror’s booty. I was hit with the reminder of the
divergence of worldviews that would make this Euro-Canadian culture collect, literally, all our
words here and store them in an inaccessible back room of a museum of “civilization,” even
though they have changed the name now. The songs, stories, speeches were not, at the time
anyway, allowed to go home unless somehow you and your people found your way back into
those warehoused stockpiles of your language and got a chance to look through those drawers so
as to even know what they contained – the museum said they were trying to digitize them and
make them available on the computer (so, in case you happened to think to look online for your
missing song…). And then, if you were that fortunate to have located it, you’ve got to come up
with money to buy your song back. So that you can bring it back into use in your ceremonies.
Settler-Colonial societies like the US and Canada have always seen Indian people as extinct-able,
as are Native languages…so although it is their colonizing ways at the root of the extinction, the
twisted perception is that it must all be gathered and documented, and then kept in their vaults
for their study and dissemination (control over the production of knowledge, the workings of
hegemony) according to their priorities, aspirations, goals, and timetables, which have nothing to
do with communities renewing their relationships to each other and the natural and spiritual
world as they know it, before the language and the people “die out,” as they believe they might.
Although the Western world refuses to – or simply cannot – understand Indigenous worlds as
relevant, responsive, coherent, Onkwehon:we understand deeply the yearning for and need to
return to a different worldview that exists…still. It is a worldview that knows, without need for
‘proof’ as that is understood from within Western epistemologies and methodologies, that the
universe is fundamentally spiritual, given physical form. As Vine Deloria suggests, “We must
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carry the message that the universe is indeed a personal one. It may, indeed, be a spiritual
universe that has taken on physical form and not a universe of matter that has accidentally
produced personality” (Deloria, 2001, p. 28). When we exist within this spiritual universe from
our own places and ways of knowing that comprehend how to respond from deep within that
place, that we are responsible for aligning ourselves within this universe of thought, knowing,
being, and sensing, this coherent perception and spiritual alignment makes available the
possibility of co-creating the universe; it unfolds and ignites out of a longevity on the land,
relationships of experience, knowledge, ethical action, awakened memory, and language spoken
within and to places, the exquisite worlds that exist and take shape within them.
These epistemologies do not speak of “death,” but of knowing where we are going because we
have already been there before, recognizing those who have also gone before and live not far
from us, the future coming from within that pulsing energy of the cycling of creation and
continuity, an epistemology that recognizes the constant fluidity and flux, the certainty of
change, the ways that the universe is fundamentally of spirit – thus, the impossibility of
“extinction,” of “morbidity.” From within a linear, noun-based worldview, the frantic need to
cling to “artifacts,” even if they embody other people’s spiritual responsibilities, even if they are
a people’s language.
In a universe of constant motion and continuous cycling, where everything is of the essence, of
Spirit, where every ‘thing’ has a quality of being-ness, it is impossible that anything – even, no,
especially, a language, voiced, sung, laughed, cried since the beginning of time – “dies,”
becomes stuck, stationary, fixed in form or energy. If Indigenous languages are of Spirit then,
incapable of “dying,” and if we know deep inside us of the vast Onkwehon:we universe of ways
of perception -- traditional ways of knowing -- that Indigenous Peoples carry, might it not be
possible that our languages can be restored, renewed, recovered, regenerated, brought back from
the brink of what dominant Colonial societies lock up and lock down as “extinction” by these
older ways of knowing, perceiving, envisioning, connecting…through dreaming, ceremony,
vision, that is to say, by Spirit, and by re-connecting to that present, circulating, watchful energy.
Listening to Elders’ deeper knowing and wisdom, Tom talks about the continuing presence of
Native peoples’ “original truths,” that they are “still in the membrane of our society so much that
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it transcends our colonization somewhat. It’s hard to understand, but it’s there. And it wouldn’t
be hard to make it come back again, make it real” (Porter, 2008, p. 42). Within Onkwehon:we
ways of knowing, if we are taking them seriously, they can be dreamed into existence. They can
be remembered there. They can be found down by the water’s edge or just there, under the
leaves. They can be sung or danced or returned through ceremony again. There are a million
ways for Language to bring her people back to her, to gather her People up. There are a million
ways for language to bring us back to life.
“What you are talking about is revitalization in reverse. You are not revitalizing the language -the language is revitalizing you.” My advisor and mentor Professor Norma González gave me
this gift of a conceptual reversing of language shift and quantum shifts in perception and context,
as pathways open up and we allow ourselves to perceive differently. Re-conceptualizing and recontextualizing. The language works with us, is waiting to work with us. I think we need to be
more conscious of how we are describing our work around Onkwawen:na,52 how we are
theorizing and discursively framing “language revitalization,” because of the unconscious impact
this has on our thinking. Our words to describe it, even in English, should resonate with and
reflect traditional Onkwehon:we worldviews and ethics. Restoration, recovery, renewal, regeneration – I hear in these words a way of expressing the return to Language that speaks more
to a relational process, a reciprocity where we are connected to each other, us to our Language,
our Language to us. For some reason, I am seeing turtles, and I am reminded of the image
Thomas King painted for us, a dance of blues and greens, watery, a world spinning on her back,
because guess what? “It’s turtles all the way down” (King, 2003, p. 2).
Renewal. Restoration. Re-generation. Recovery. Ways of expressing our being resuscitated by
our languages. Our languages are bringing us back to life – to sense, consciousness, memory,
and meaning – or at least they are trying. Maybe they’ll give up because they hear us talking
about making a new dictionary that will spend time and energy thinking about more ways to
include “contemporary” words and concepts that have become so essential to our everyday,
words (not concepts, really) like email, computer, online ordering from Amazon (and not the
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River). I do not mean to be disrespectful, but I do want to bring an ember to the fire that sparks
our collective reflection and imagination. Maybe our languages will give up on us because there
we go creating some more word lists of nouns, doing the colors and numbers again with different
pictures and missing any epistemological explanations… Have we given up on ourselves? Have
we stopped remembering who we are, I mean, way down deep in those still places where we can
actually hear things, where we can actually see things? Where we remember. When all the while
the seeds and roots for the propagation of our languages and cultures – our Elders, our lands and
natural universe, our Ancestors, our ways, our ceremonies, our teachings – are there, each one of
us holding on to some of it, just waiting for the right conditions to be able to push into earth and
air and light again, to re-connect to the elements that will allow them to unfurl.
Have we allowed the epistemologies and belief systems that Western linguists carry, the way
they conceptualize the world and Onkwehon:we languages, to infiltrate our minds to where we
actually believe that to dissect and pick apart our language is to understand it, to have the
remotest of comprehension, when for Onkwehon:we it’s all about process anyway? How can you
dissect something and think you’re going to be able to become whole again after a linguistic
dismemberment? Indian commonsense here. If there is one thing we know by now it is that to
pick something apart, to look at it in relative isolation, and then group it according to a random
and unnatural categorization is to destroy meaning and the totality of comprehension. Everyone I
know who is returning to learn their Indigenous language is not trying to learn it so they can ask
how much toilet paper costs or which way to Dunkin’ Donuts or Tim Horton’s (ok, maybe Tim
Horton’s) – they are learning because they want to know how to understand differently, how to
connect to their Creator and to the Creation, in their language from within their own cultural
place in the world. Linguistic approaches or the newest newfangled approaches or the newest
‘scientific’ research on foreign or even Indigenous language learning -- and I am going to
venture out on a limb here, so cut it off if you need to -- have little to offer in relation to what is
already there, deep within the places and relationships of cultural knowledge and processes, what
Professor Richard Ruiz (1984) theorized, deeply, as “language as resource” (p. 25). They have
little to offer if we are looking for something different, something more complete and diverse
and culturally-resonant. Spiritually-resonant. The most profound, most simple, most
commonsense and practical ‘method’ comes from within the heart of traditional grassroots

457

Onkwehon:we community and consciousness, rooted within one’s own Indigenous traditional
universe.
Learning, returning to, your Onkwehon:we language does not require lots of fancy materials or
heading off to conferences on who is offering the newest approach for the least/most amount of
money. What I have watched and participated in myself, and then ruminated on and talked about
and visited about and asked about, and slowly sewn together, is an idea that is neither new nor
fancy. And it is what I listened to again last summer at Kanatsiohareke, closely and with
attention. It is the simple understanding that Onkwehon:we language restoration and renewal is
not simply like learning “another language” – and my thinking travels out from this simple
recognition. It is a sacred gift, a birthright, a calling, a memory, a way of dreaming, a longevity
of relationship with the land that recognizes it, a direct line of communication to the Creator, an
umbilical cord and a blessing, a prayer and a song, ceremony, the last breath spoken by a loved
one, the first breath of new life inside. It is steeped within your own traditional ways of knowing
and experiencing and sensing the living universe of your home places. It is, as Neal McLeod
(2007) says, the collective narrative memory of your people. It has nothing at all to do with
methods of learning a foreign language. ‘It,’ Onkwawen:na (Our Language), was specifically
targeted for extraction and removal, dissection, from the people to whom she belongs, is related
to, not because governments, churches, priests and nuns cared about our implicit knowledge of
the morphology, syntax, and phonemes of our Indigenous languages, but because those who set
out to conquer the lands and souls of Onkwehon:we knew in their bones that our languages were
the living embodiment of life, of identity, of that quality of beingness, of resistance, of the
potency of Creation, and of the raw, living power of and connection to Spirit that they feared and
needed to destroy.
So, as Darrell Kipp says, people have done lots of work on the Settler-Colonial targeting of
Indigenous languages for removal, but not so much on the effectiveness of the methods used
(Kipp, 2000, p. 6). I think he is referring to the fact that it is in how effective they were at
removing the language from the children, their process, that we must search to know and
understand where these things were cut from us, because it is these places of deep psychic and
spiritual wounding through language and language repression that are the seeds of understanding
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where to begin, and what needs to be brought back around again, that will help us listen to the
places we need to look as we approach our language again, and ask her to bring us home. It is
from within the totality of Onkwehon:we traditional worldviews and practices, intergenerational,
oral, expansive, that these places are to be found. They attacked closest to home – shame is
perhaps the greatest barrier that I have heard people speak of and that I know deeply myself.
Shame attached to the language. Shame and fear, fear for your grandparents or fear for your
grandchildren -- of course the language would be left if this were the choice being ‘offered.’ So
now, it is I think a mending of the web that Language will be re-woven back into the fabric of
our being, as it is impossible to ever remove it from within us – it exists there, as spirit and being
and energy – waiting for us to return. Because it exists inside of us, we really are not ‘relearning’ the language – we are simply remembering it (Norma González, personal
communication). Professor Norma González reflects Tom Porter’s ways of knowing about that
“membrane” of Onkwehon:we collective consciousness, within which the original truths still
live and are available because they are “there,” they are present, they transcend colonization,
and as Tom says, “it wouldn’t be hard to make it come back again, make it real” (Porter, 2008, p.
42).
Remembering sometimes – and for Onkwehon:we, perhaps most often – requires spaces of
healing and safety. Manulani Meyer expresses that, “We come to share healing stories…We
engage in research to heal. We go to conferences to heal. We teach to heal. We learn to heal. We
are thick in the business of healing the wounds inflicted by this diseased society, because when
we heal we get clear. And when we get clear, the world gets clear. It really is that simple”
(Meyer, 2011, p. 12). It seems to me that the Language is asking us for that, to heal, to get clear,
so that we might return – so that the world might then get clear. What do these spaces need to
look like? Well, that will all depend on your own context, of course. We are re-conceptualizing
and simultaneously re-contextualizing, after all. But what I have seen in Kanatsiohareke, as a
model of “confident example-setting” (Williams, 1997, p. 129), is that it requires the perception,
generosity, humility, ways of knowing-being, laughter, forgivingness, ease, and comfort of an
Elder, at least one. It requires the re-establishment, restoration, renewal, and regeneration of
relationships between the generations. It requires traditional ethical thinking and action to create
different ways of being that center around generosity, humility, respect, responsibility,
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reciprocity, an ethic of caring and compassion, where all the ugly violences of colonizing
behaviors we have come to expect, even around language, are not part of the space, where
shame, guilt, blame, judgment, jealousy, greed, negativity, animosity, competition, resentment
hold no place. It is not a place of exclusion and will not allow a burning up of our precious
Onkwehon:we energy trying to find all the ways, that people are less than, not enough, that
people are to be pushed away. Traditional Elder-mediated space is welcoming space, and
everyone knows what that feels like when you walk into it. It creates community. It is a space
that asks for grounding and rootedness within land and the natural world, where you can put your
hands on Iethi’nistenha tsi Ionhwenhtsiate,53 feeling, sensing, rooting around for the presences
and presence-ing of Ancestors and future generations, relatives.
These are spaces of safety and Indigenous people know well the need for safety from attack and
onslaught. Spaces of healing. Perhaps ‘recovery’ is another good word to start using in concert
with language restoration and renewal, as we begin to shift out of the worldview of
“revitalization,” since recovery implies a mending, a cleaning and clearing out, the retrieval of
one’s self, in relationship to others within an Onkwehon:we context. These are all part of
Onkwehon:we language restoration, which can never include the language in isolation, which
happens and unfolds, is invoked and is alive within a vast matrix that is an Onkwehon:we
universe, from that particular Onkwehon:we place within the Creation. Language and personalcollective recovery and renewal, thinking about language restoration and renewal in relationship
to the restoration and renewal of the Human Beings. The critical need for healing of the
relationship between Language and her People.
Out of the depths of histories of genocide, the ways that “Indigenous Peoples have experienced
pervasive and cataclysmic collective, intergenerational massive group trauma” (Brave Heart,
Chase, Elkins, & Altschul, 2011, p. 282), it is my thinking (that has come about because of and
in relationship to all those I have listened to for close to thirty years from Turtle Island and
around the world – Elders, Knowledge Holders, Faithkeepers, Clanmothers, medicine people,
seers, activists, language learners and teachers, and language activists, Nobel Peace Prize
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laureates, as well as Indigenous people struggling on the margins of existence) that simultaneous,
traditional healing work is fundamental to language restoration, renewal, and the language
learning process, that ‘healing’ cannot be a mere ‘cultural add-on,’ supplemental to the
grammars and word lists, something that is done ‘after class.’ We all know the pain and suffering
in community, the intergenerational Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), and the ways that
the experience of colonization and complex, intergenerational PTSD has both compounded and
not allowed a grieving and healing process. Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart (2000) talks about
the ways that Indigenous people’s/Peoples’ “grief was impaired due to massive losses across
generations and the federal government’s prohibition of Indigenous practices for mourning
resolution” (p. 248).
Mohawk Elder and sub-Chief Jake Swamp talked about this with me when he was thinking about
and organizing a Great Condolence Ceremony for the Indigenous Peoples of the four directions,
North and South America. He talked about the way that we have not been able to heal because
we have not been able to grieve, for over 500 years, and that in order to move forward with the
offerings that Onkwehon:we have for the world, we need to remember and re-awaken a vision of
a different way than that of colonization, destruction, greed, and conquest, a way of peace and
the good mind. He sat and talked to me that day at the Longhouse at Onondaga, where he had
called an organizing meeting for this ceremonial gathering, about the connection between our
languages, our need that they continue into the future, and his feeling that the ability of our
people to learn their languages was being dampened by colonization, by their inability to heal.
He told me then that the future of our languages was being impacted by the fact that the people
had not had an opportunity, in the onslaught of colonization, to grieve and to heal. He felt it was
critical, this grieving process, and he dedicated himself to organizing this Great Condolence at
the headwaters of the Mississippi River, following a dream he had had.
I remember again a similar conversation I had with Tom Porter, years before Jake’s conversation
with me. We were driving and he suddenly said to me,
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“Maybe we need to decolonize first before we can learn the language. Maybe you can’t
really learn the language until you decolonize yourself, so maybe we should’ve worked
on decolonizing first and then worked on the language. But then again, if we had waited
to work on decolonizing ourselves, maybe we would’ve lost our speakers before we
would’ve gotten ourselves decolonized.”
I hear them making these connections, recognizing the traditional relational matrix within which
language is held, as well as the ways that this matrix has been in upheaval since the arrival of
settlers on Indigenous lands over 500 years ago. These Elders have been talking about the ways
that restoration of the language must be ‘addressed’ within the same traditional relational
worldview – and it is only now, as I write this, that all these strands of the web are being pulled
back together in my mind, and I myself am understanding that yes, this is something to be paid
attention to – look, they were talking about this back then! Both, all of them! And I was not yet
ready to understand it, to comprehend the full meaning of what they were saying to me, or what
it meant in terms of what needs to be done. It is only now, hearing Jake’s and Tom’s voices
echoing back to me, listening to the words of all these language learners, from last summer and
from years of learning – trying to learn – together, to all the language activists I have heard and
spoken with over the years, to all the Elders I have heard and spoken with around language and
cultural restoration across three decades…for some reason, reading the words of Maria Brave
Heart just now, her discussion of grief being impaired with the government’s ban on Indigenous
practices for mourning resolution, the words of Jake and Tom returned, and the threads of sense
and meaning pulled together in my mind. I hear the words of well-loved On^yote’a:ka
Knowledge Bearer Bob Antone, who walked on his journey back to the Skyworld just a few
short weeks ago, speaking about the critical need for a process of decolonization, asking people
to reflect on
“What is in the way of our culture, what is in the way of our teachings? And certainly
since 1492 there’s been a lot of stuff in the way of our culture…has been invading our
culture, our traditions, our way of life, our communities…Our culture has been at risk, at
risk of loss…The loss of language is one of the benchmarks of our colonization”
(Antone, 2013a).
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It is all connected to healing – and not vaguely, or secondarily, but critically, foundationally,
synergistically. The restoration, renewal, and resurgence of our Onkwehon:we languages (and
communities) are fundamentally linked to our individual-collective work around healing the grief
of what we perceive as their loss, our loss, and working to restore and renew our relationship to
ourselves, individually and collectively, as human beings, as the Human Beings, returning home
to places, to “inner space” and “outer space” (Ermine, 1995, p. 103), to sense and meaning,
committing ourselves to re-creating and re-generating spaces that are at their root traditional and
Decolonial, nurturing sustaining ways of being-knowing that are decolonizing, healing,
transformative. And as we work on these strands of the web, in re-engaged relationship with our
Language, consciousness deepens, each strand strengthening the others, the design developing as
the strands interlock, unfolding with the expanding web.
When Brave Heart (2000) asserts that this massive intergenerational trauma can be transcended
“…through a collective survivor identity and a commitment to traditionally-oriented values and
healing hecel lena Oyate nipi kte (so that the Lakota people may live)” (p. 264), she is reflecting
what Tom and Jake (and so many other grassroots, traditional Onkwehon:we) are saying: that
through a transformed and awakened consciousness of having survived this experience of
colonization, along with our Ancestors, a solidarity that we can stand before each other and heal
each other’s grief, as with Jake Swamp’s Great Condolence, so that we can grieve and be
renewed, able to see, hear, speak, and feel anew again, waking up to our languages, traditional
ethics and practices, as they wake up through us and pull us back, so that we might re-commit to
them in acts of reciprocity, generosity, and humility to ourselves, to each other, and within the
particular context of our Onkwehon:we locations, patterns, and cycles. It requires making a
commitment to a listening from the inside, a humble beseeching of the Universe for guidance,
and making preparations to head down the path. So that we might know what it is to stand each
other up once again.
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~~~~~~~~~~~~

“A lot of our Indian nations didn’t change from their original truths until just a couple of
hundred years ago, really. So they still have a close connection, even people who didn’t grow up
or weren’t born in Indian country. It is still in the membrane of our society so much that it
transcends our colonization somewhat. It’s hard to understand, but it’s there. And it wouldn’t be
hard to make it come back again, make it real.
Of all the people in the world, we are probably the ones that could do it the fastest because we
haven’t been removed from it that long, actually. So we have a lot of advantage in a way. But on
the other hand, we have a disadvantage because our heart was just recently raped and ripped
apart. And so it’s going to take healing in order for that to go to the next step. And I think that’s
what my problem is. I’ve gotta get over that yet. I’ve still got to go through that”
(Tom Porter, 2008, p. 42).

~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Final Thoughts

Re-conceptualizing & Re-contextualizing
Toward a Critical Indigenous Language Recovery, Restoration, Renewal, & Resurgence

“What is in the way of our culture, what is in the way of our teachings? And certainly since 1492
there’s been a lot of stuff in the way of our culture…has been invading our culture, our
traditions, our way of life, our communities…Our culture has been at risk, at risk of loss…
The loss of language is one of the benchmarks of our colonization”
--- Bob Antone (2013a)

“Unless we free our minds, we cannot get a definition of our own”
--- Darrell Kipp (2000, p. 6)

“We are struggling for the right to think for ourselves”
--- Graham Hingangaroa Smith (2012, p. 7)

This dissertation develops several main ideas. It highlights an Elder-mediated framework for
Indigenous language restoration and renewal; it elaborates a re-theorization of Indigenous
language revitalization to one of critical Indigenous language restoration and renewal that moves
away from Colonial conceptualizations of Indigenous languages and their ‘revitalization’; and it
theorizes Elder Praxis, the ways of knowing, thinking, being, and acting that are implicit and
critical within the everyday walk of Indigenous Elders by delving into the relationship of Elder
Praxis to and within the generations and its implications for Indigenous language and cultural
restoration, renewal, and resurgence.
Our thinking around the language, I am suggesting, needs to be shift, as we have too often come
to conceive of our Indigenous languages and approaches to their restoration and renewal in
colonized ways (reflected in our assimilation of the concepts of ‘revitalization,’ ‘morbidity,’
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‘extinction,’ and ‘language death’), unintentionally, unconsciously, or even with the best of
intentions. There is a profound and urgent need to wake up to a critical re-orientation to our
languages, out of which different understandings and approaches might be attended to and
developed. What is called for is a re-contextualization that opens the door for a reconceptualization of ‘Indigenous language revitalization’ into a critical and transformative space
of restoring and renewing our relationships to the vast, interweaving web of Indigenous
languages and their worlds, their universe. A total re-conceptualization of what “domains of use”
might mean. What if these ‘domains of use’ included, in concrete ways, (and not just included,
but engaged, called upon, asked for) the renewal and restoration – through the language – of
relationships with lands, with the natural world, with spirit, with Ancestors and future
generations, with philosophies and teachings and worldviews, with community, with Elders as
central, as the critical nexus of interaction and exchange between language and cultural learning
and the generations? An inherently spiritual orientation.
The concept, the context, is extraordinary. Revolutionary, they might say in the West. Radical,
meaning at the roots, Indigenous people know. Profound. Full of Power, in Onkwehon:we ways
of knowing Power. And totally commonsense, once you are free of that ever-present voiceover of
the Colonizer lodged deep in our thinking, dictating the directions in which we should be moving
if we want to be ‘successful,’ if we want to be ‘understood,’ if we want to be ‘contemporary,’ if
we want to be controlled and controllable. To disconnect that voiceover, the “overlay of the
overculture,” as Kahsto’sera’a says, healing that is radical, healing that is simultaneous, healing
that happens through context, the ever-present strength of Ancestors, and a re-linking of the
generations with Elders as the guiding center, their nexus as doorway between the generations, is
critical for a re-connection of Language and her People within a living, vibrant Rotinonhsionni
Universe, carrying and sustaining its own worlds of sense and of meaning. It is not a selfindulgent healing – it is radical healing, critical healing, resistance healing, and beyondresistance healing. It asks us to shed and move beyond Colonial definitions of reality, ways of
thinking and ways of doing things, to dig in, to think deeply and act ethically, to locate the deep,
cycling Rotinonhsionni currents of connectedness and continuities, meaning, relevance...the
place where dreaming unfolds.
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This re-orientation, this ‘radical’ shift in consciousness to something older, something of the
future, asks us to trust in the wisdom of our languages, an age-old wisdom, to not be shaken by
colonizer/colonizing thinking that inserts, “You can’t go back to the tipi (or “the Buffalo”), a
thinly masked expression of Colonial fear (and ignorance) that pushes us to forget, for what they
fear most is that we remember who we are. Their way of thinking does not make sense from
within Onkwehon:we epistemologies and understandings about relationships to space and
generations (‘time’). Our language, our People’s particular orientation to the universe within our
relational spiral, asks us to remember and re-awaken the intricacies and intimacies of these
relationships, to dive deeper within them, to call upon them, to ask them, to leave offerings and
remember those ways so that we become those relationships again. In remembering and calling
upon the intricacies of connectedness among Land, Life, Language, Spirit, Generations,
Community, Knowledge, Ethics, Disciplines, Epistemology, Philosophy, Ceremony, Collective
Memory, Teachings, Story, we renew these older intimacies once again.
As widely respected and much loved Clan Mother Audrey Shenandoah expressed,
“We have much to learn from the incredible knowledge of our ancestors which was
gained long before reading and writing came about. From time immemorial every bit of
their intelligence and senses were used. Humans knew and felt relationship to all that
lived and moved. Somehow that relationship must be regained. We are faced with crucial
times. Changes need to be made beginning now, for our life-support system is being
severely abused and mismanaged….The energies of the people are now being directed in
search of ways to save Mother Earth….A healthy human mind respects the gifts of life –
all nature gives life. There is no word for ‘nature’ in my language. Nature, in English,
seems to refer to that which is separate from human beings. It is a distinction we don’t
recognize. The closest words to the idea of ‘nature’ translate to refer to things which
support life” (Audrey Shenandoah in Wall & Arden, 1990, p. 26).
When we place, ground, root our language restoration and renewal work within this
constellating, contextual Rotinonhsionni web of life, we connect across the synapses,
invigorating our hearts, minds, and memories, our cellular, embodied capacities for fluency in
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our original languages, that know the fluency that is already there. These are the ways beyond
shame and judgment, the internalization of colonial violences that have created what seems today
to be impassable barriers, passed from generation to generation, the targeted violence and
aggression that have made fluency in our own ancestral languages seem unreachable. While what
awaits us is the capacity to re-connect, through the matrix of Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni
relationship.
We are not saving the Language, the Language is saving us. We are not revitalizing the
Language, the Language is revitalizing us. Language as Energy, as Being, imbued with Spirit,
and thus the impossibility of ‘extinction,’ the simple yet profound recognition of the need to
renew and restore our relationship to the language, and to all the relations that are embedded
within her, held, and carried by that connection.
In the process of listening to these stories of Return to Self, to identity, to language, to
wholeness, meaning, and coherence by re-connecting to Home/Lands, Ancestors, Community,
Intergenerational Relationship, I found myself returning again and again, through their words
and reflections, to this framework of the necessity for traditional Onkwehon:we Decolonial
Space in relation to the restoration and renewal of language. That these spaces where
Haudenosaunee are free to be who they are, are spaces of community wherein it becomes
possible to define and articulate what it means to be Kanien’keha:ka, Haudenosaunee, for the
past, present, and future, to act within and call upon the relationships that adhere within a
Kanien’keha:ka, a Haudenosaunee, Universe for the coherence and consciousness that nurture,
sustain, and engage that articulation. Onkwehon:we Decolonial Spaces are critical and
fundamental to engaging and enacting restoration and renewal of the language, a re-awakening to
the constellation of connections carried within the language.
These are spaces that stimulate and inspire Onkwehon:we critical reflection and action,
“transformative praxis” from within an Onkwehon:we center (Fitzsimons & Smith, 2000; G.
Smith, 2012). They cycle within the consciousness of past-present-future, free of the colonizer’s
presence – not that the colonizer and colonization go unrecognized or are not encountered,
countered, and resisted, they simply become part of the background as a re-orientation to the
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value and relevance of older, wiser understandings of the Universe and our place within it
emerge, awaken, ignite in our senses, minds, and spirits. Re-centering, re-engaging from within
Onkwehon:we spaces of consciousness, knowing, being, and community sparks and kindles
relations of longevity with lands, with languages, with each other, with the generations, with
Spirit, with the Creation. They are the priorities, the shapes and patterns, the pathways, the
movements, the dreams that have a way of healing and restoring, offering coherence of thought
and action that hold the Power to move us beyond the poisonous experience of the last 500 years.
Comprehending these meanings, we are able to move into new spaces, re-conceptualizing and recontextualizing, shifting consciousness, to allow us to re-think meanings and approaches to
Indigenous language restoration and renewal from deep within Onkwehon:we relationships and
worldviews.
By restoring, regenerating, and renewing these core relationships between Onkwehon:we people
and their languages, lands, natural world, the meanings of community within the cycling of
generations, the relationality of collective narrative memory, and the intergenerational praxis of a
Kanien’keha:ka Elder living his traditional teachings, that an extraordinarily beautiful, vastly
interconnected web of relations is restored, each to the other, strengthening and nourishing,
breathing life into and renewing each other. This dissertation calls upon that older, alreadyknown theorization, an approach to language restoration and renewal that is already within us – a
return to patterns, designs, constellations of relationship to all-that-is – that membrane of life and
knowing Tom talks about as carried within our bodies, an inseparable weaving of cells, memory,
skin, mind – from the particular places in the universe that Indigenous Peoples know as who they
are…they just need to be remembered. And in the remembering, they are awakened.
This research project engages these relationships from a context of return, reclamation,
restoration, and renewal within Mohawk ancestral lands and expressions of traditional
Kanien’keha:ka community; it listens for the ways that intertwining connections interact to
locate continuity and presence, resistance and resurgence, invigorating practices of
intergenerational relations for Rotinonhsionni cultural restoration and renewal. The research is
situated within a Kanien’keha:ka grassroots, traditional community-centered, self-determining
and decolonizing framework, looking at a return to language and cultural knowledge that is
contextualized deeply within community, ancestral homelands and knowledge, historical
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narrative memory, oral-relational intergenerational processes and practices situated within and
mediated by Elder Praxis. It not only pays close attention to and listens for the cultural
knowledge, worldviews, philosophies, and values carried within the language, which Elders
maintain and that are critical in the restoration and re-generation of Kanien’keha; it also, as
critically, pays close attention to the everyday, embodied praxis of Elders living their ways of
knowing-being, their ethical knowledge systems and worldviews, through language and oralrelational literacies, and the ways these impact Rotinonhsionni returning to learn, deepen, and reinvigorate their understandings of and connection to language and cultural knowledge.
Elders ‘teach’ orally, relationally, intergenerationally, through the living of their teachings, this
way of being nurturing its own invigoration through others. Tom actively invigorates ancient
Haudenosaunee teachings and ways of being through an oral process, cycling through the ways
he learned it orally, relationally. Tom’s vision-envisioning, his life’s purpose, and his own
development within a traditional oral process and pedagogy emerge through the process of his
talks and teachings, the experiences he shares with others and that others experience with him.
He reminds people, from within their shared experience, of the critical importance of the
intergenerational, relational process, the continuance of knowledge, the dangers of forgetting,
and the interconnectedness between knowledge and relationship within an oral process, with
meaning adhering to identity, knowledge, place, and purpose.
This dissertation research delves into the meanings and significance of an Elder-mediated
framework for cultural knowledge and critical language restoration and renewal around ancestral
memory and community praxis, the ways Elder epistemologies, pedagogies, methodologies, and
praxis invigorate traditional Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni ways of knowing and
intergenerational practices of transmission. It was inspired and guided by the profound wisdom,
care, and unforgettable humor of Tom Porter, who over his lifetime has made this vast map of a
way of being in the world. Tom exemplifies what it means to be an Onkwehon:we Elder. And as
Elders are located at the center of Onkwehon:we community knowledge relations, they carry the
heart of Onkwehon:we ways of knowing and being, the vital link to ancestral, cultural coherence
and wisdom. In their living, Onkwehon:we Elders remind us of the ways we are to walk while
we are here:

470

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

“In our way of life, in our government, with every decision we make, we always keep in mind the
Seventh Generation to come. It’s our job to see that the people coming ahead, the generations
still unborn, have a world no worse than ours – and hopefully better. When we walk upon
Mother Earth we always plant our feet carefully because we know the faces of our future
generations are looking up at us from beneath the ground. We never forget them” – Oren Lyons
(Oren Lyons in Wall & Arden, 1990, p. 68).

~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Conclusion

“We need acts of restoration, not only for polluted waters and degraded lands, but also for our
relationship to the world. We need to restore honor to the way we live, so that when we walk
through the world we don’t have to avert our eyes with shame, so that we can hold our heads up
high and receive the respectful acknowledgement of the rest of the earth’s beings.”
--- Robin Kimmerer (2013, p. 195)

Anishinaabe scholar and scientist Robin Kimmerer’s sentiment is a statement of recognition,
affirmation, and resurgence growing from within the kind of reciprocal exchange that embodies
traditional Onkwehon:we relational knowledge and pedagogies. The restoration she articulates
flows from within the quality and context of restoring and re-storying, presence and re-presenceing, that are rooted deeply in the intergenerational praxis of Onkwehon:we Elders. They mirror
and reflect back to us Ancestors and ancestral ways of being that speak to us, in each age, of an
approach to the world, from our presence within the particulars of our place and meaning. They
speak to ethical engagement with a living universe we know because we sense and feel and listen
and hear the old stories, sing the old songs. Ceremony ensures that we remember who we are and
our small but integral space within the vast web that is Creation, where Corn and Moon are still
known, with relevance and embodying survivance, as relatives, Grandmothers, where Stone and
Oak remain still, Grandfathers. There is nothing quaint about it. It is an ethical, relational
understanding of the world at once ancient and with a vision toward those coming, grounded in
the breathing and envisioning of the spark and life of creation. Each element of Creation matters,
the balance and fulfillment of the purpose of each is critical to the coherent functioning of the
whole. Restoration of our relationship to the world. Restoring and re-storying. Perhaps if the
stories were not degraded and made invisible by a worldview that packages them as “myths and
legends,” attempting to clearcut their relevance and power to the ground with one fell swoop,
perhaps then the world could be re-storied with Onkwehon:we Story, the clear-mindedness of
relational ways of being and walking through the world, heads held high, receiving and
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reciprocating the respectful acknowledgment – and I dare think, love – of the rest of the earth’s
beings.
Tom Porter is a teller of stories and an orator. He tells stories, Haudenosaunee stories, of
Creation and a knowing that extends to the beginning of Time...
“Some anthropologists say that we didn’t have corn and we didn’t have beans. They say there’s
no proof that we had those because they checked the graveyards and they checked the old sites.
And they even try to say when it came here…[but] there are stories that back that up, in our
legends…There are stories. It’s a long time ago, but not really that long ago…So that’s their
problem because they’re trying to prove that we don’t exist. That’s what they’re trying to do. But
they don’t know our story. So, you know, let them have the headache. We know what we did”
(Porter, 2008, 59-60).
And yes, Tom, we know what you did too. And we know what we have been able to do, because
of your inspiration, guidance, and love.
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A story comes around, a story with which to end and to begin…
Manulani Meyer (2001) reminds us: everything is epistemology -- the way we look at a frog
lying in the road is epistemology (p. 192). I know exactly what she is talking about. On the way
home from Rosalie’s funeral, driving on the highway I saw a turtle on the shoulder. When I
could (what seemed like ten miles later where I could find a place to U-turn and then U-turn
again to the place I thought I had seen her on the road, by a big cottonwood), I made it back to
her. She was dead, she had been hit, and there was some measure of relief she had been gone for
awhile – longer than it had taken for me to circle back to her on the highway. I got my tobacco
and to the roar of the highway and in the draft of semis, I walked with her back into the swamp
that was her home and laid her down in the tall marsh grasses, giving thanks in Kanien’keha, and
returning her to our Creator….I started back to my car, but something made me pause a moment
and scan down the highway in the direction I’d be soon driving on from that spot where that little
turtle had taken her last breath, whose blood stained my hands red where I had carried her. I saw
another turtle. And another. And another. Four turtles. In my heart, through my tears, I knew
there was something here, four turtles. I went to each one, and each had been hit and killed by
the endless rush of human machinery, “progress” taking us from one point to another, and in the
process destroying these little giants, sacred gifts, whose lives we have made our own home
upon, the back of our giant Turtle, A’nowara’ko:wa. But here they are, helpless in our onslaught,
our relentlessness, our pursuit of some end point…whatever the reason, we were killing one after
another of our Grandmothers and Grandfathers along this stretch of highway in a sickening rush
of metal. I took care of each of these, my Elders, and I cried for a long time as I drove more
slowly and cautiously into the night, praying I didn’t contribute to the carnage of our relatives. I
couldn’t make any sense of any of it, just a sick feeling inside, the feeling of dread of having just
laid one of our irreplaceable Elders, my dear friend and maske and Mom back in the body of her
Mother Earth, hearing the songs of the Lakota and the Buffalo over that vast prairie afternoon,
intertwining with each other as one who fought and gave herself for the Pte Oyate 54 returned to
them. How would we live, I asked myself as I drove away from the Turtles that evening, as I
drove away from where Rosalie lay now, back home under soft, freshly turned Earth, next to her
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the Buffalo Nation
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Dad and Grandpa again? She knew her language, she knew her ways, as her first ways, her first
language, before any of the pollution or static. And now she was not here in the same way as she
had been anyway, and how would we continue, what were we to do? It was not a good feeling I
had. It was a feeling of a long loneliness to come. Later that night, I dreamed. I dreamed of
Rosalie and the Buffalo, walking together. A few days later, I spoke with a seer who confirmed
what I had dreamed, and the meaning of the Turtles along the side of the highway that late
afternoon as the sun was getting ready to go down – I cannot say most of it here, but I can tell
you that there were four Turtles walking beside Rosalie and the Buffalo, accompanying her as
she walked on to her home in the Spirit World.
Turtles lying along the side of the highway – we can drive on, or we can pay attention. And do
something. Let the workings of the other-than-human world move you. Shift the balance, in
which direction. Our every action, our choice to stop on those long stretches of highway and pay
attention, wake up, and what we do with that doorway opening, shapes and determines untold
futures for each of us, and for each other. For those who are coming. Leon Shenandoah
emphasizes and reminds us to, “Look over your shoulder. Look behind you. See your sons and
daughters. They are your future. Look farther, and see your sons’ and your daughters’ children
and their children’s children even unto the Seventh Generation. That’s the way we were taught.
Think about it: you yourself are a Seventh Generation!” (L. Shenandoah in Wall & Arden, 1990,
p. 120). Everything is epistemology. And “it’s Turtles all the way down” (King, 2003, p. 2).
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~

“The earth was new then, when it welcomed the first human. It’s old now, and some suspect that
we have worn out our welcome by casting the Original Instructions aside. From the very
beginning of the world, the other species were a lifeboat for the people. Now, we must be theirs.
But the stories that might guide us, if they are told at all, grow dim in the memory. What meaning
would they have today? How can we translate from the stories at the world’s beginning to this
hour so much closer to its end? The landscape has changed, but the story remains. And as I turn
it over again and again, Skywoman seems to look me in the eye and ask, in return for this gift of
a world on Turtle’s back, what will I give in return? --- Robin Kimmerer

“Just don’t say in the years to come that you would have lived your life differently
if only you had heard this story.
You’ve heard it now.”
--- Thomas King
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

476

Afterwards
After
All the words
Spilled out
In seas
From the clay wells
Of human sound,
And the air
Crocheted
With bird calligraphy
Everywhere,
Every earth pore
Calm with dusk,
Still you
Would rise,
Like a new moon,
Unclaimed.

--- John O’Donohue, from Echoes of Memory
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Appendix A
The Participants: Names & Brief Biographies
Here are the names, both in Kanien’keha and in English, and brief biographical sketches of the
participants who are speaking in this dissertation. Each participant wrote their own biography to
be included here. 55
Names:
Betty
Ionataie:was (Kay)
Karahkwinéhtha (Jessica)
Karennanoron (Karen)
Karonhyaken:re (Melissa)
Kahsto’sera’a (Paulette)
Katsitsi:io (Brooke)
Tayohseron:tye (Nikki)
Whitney
Tom Porter
---Biographies:
Betty is a Mohawk woman from Tyendinaga Mohawk Territory. She is a mother, a grandmother
and a great grandmother. She believes her culture, language and Indigenous ways of knowing are
vital, foundational and so important to help Indigenous peoples find their way back to self. She
believes they are part of our connections, part of our relationships with all of life and the only
way to move forward carrying this with honor and gratitude.

55

There is one exception. I wrote the biography of Katsitsi:io (Brooke), based on a few of the things she said about
herself during the collective, collaborative conversations, as her bio was not ready by the time this dissertation had
to be submitted.
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Betty has her Masters of Social Work, Indigenous Based from Wilfrid Laurier University. She
holds a certificate in Traditional Healing & Counseling, a certificate in Returning the Bundle
(Traditional Practitioner) program and a certificate for the Indigenous Community Health
Approaches program from First Nations Technical Institute at Tyendinaga Mohawk Territory.
She is also certified as a Grief Recovery Specialist through the Grief Recovery Institute. She
obtained her Indigenous Addictions Services Certificate from Nechi Institute. She has worked in
her community for twenty-six years, five years as a Traditional Practitioner and for the last five
years as a Program Manager/Social Worker of the Enyonkwa’nikonhriyohake’ Program.
She also worked at the Four Directions Aboriginal Student Centre at Queen’s University as the
Elder-In-Residence. She currently works at Trent University as the Cultural Advisor/Counsellor
at First Peoples House of Learning.
Ionataie:was, Kay, is of the Wolf Clan, Mohawk Nation, an educator and storyteller. She taught
elementary school in New York State for over thirty-three years. During that time, she was often
asked to tell the stories that were passed down through the oral tradition of her people and to give
cultural presentations about the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) to various community, school and
college groups. Upon retiring from teaching, she moved to Kanatsiohareke, a traditional
Mohawk Community located in central New York State. She lived and worked there for almost
three years coordinating and promoting culturally related conferences, lectures, workshops and
programs including the Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Language Immersion Program.
She appeared in the Iroquois segment of the documentary How the West Was Lost which aired on
The Discovery Channel. She researched and documented Indian artifacts found in the
Champlain Valley for the Clinton County Historical Society. She has worked as a consultant for
the Iroquois Indian Museum. In 2009, The Indigenous Women’s Initiatives presented her with a
Jigonsaseh Women of Peace award. She was honored in 2010 by the Association of Native
Americans in the Hudson Valley for providing cultural bridges between Native and non-Native
communities through her storytelling and cultural presentations. The Akwesasne Freedom
School honored her in 2012 for her on-going help in promoting the school’s efforts to revitalize
Mohawk language and culture. She has written articles about the Haudenosaunee for various
publications including Indian Time and Indian Country Today. She recorded two cd’s, Mohawk
Stories and …And That’s How That Story Goes: Stories from the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois).
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Kay appeared in the Global Spirit Documentary called Stories To Remember and in the
documentary Harvest. She currently lives in upstate New York where she continues to share the
culture and stories of the Haudenosaunee.
Kahsto’sera’a, Paulette, is an independent filmmaker and Associated Professor of Indigenous
Media and Philosophy at Northland College in Ashland, Wisconsin. She is Kanien'keha:ka
(Mohawk) of mixed Native and British heritage and an enrolled member of Six Nations of the
Grand River territory in Ontario, Canada. Kahsto’sera’a spent two decades based in Washington
DC working as a director, producer and writer with Discovery Channel, National Geographic,
PBS, ABC and other national and international media outlets. She now explores decolonizing
and Indigenizing media arts and Indigenous responses to cultural, economic and environmental
extraction.
Karahkwinéhtha, Jessica, Kanyenkeha:ka niwakhwentsyò:ten, wakskaré:wake táhnon
Kenhtéke nitiwakè:nonh. Áhsen niwáhsen tsyá:ta na’tewakohseriyà:kon táhnon tehniyáhsen
wakeksá:tayen. Jessica’s Mohawk name is Karahkwinéhtha. Her nation is Mohawk, she is Bear
Clan from Kenhtèke (Tyendinaga). She is 37 years old and has two sons. She started seriously
learning her language as an adult. She feels that reclaiming one’s language and culture is difficult
and challenging but it is possible and incredibly fulfilling, giving you a whole new sense of
where you belong in this world – and discovering how you fit into it.
Karennanoron, Karen, is a Mohawk woman, Turtle Clan, from Ohsweken - Six Nations of the
Grand River Territory. She has been learning Kanien’keha since 1996 on a part time basis. She is
a practicing family doctor in her home community. Her desire is to see her People pick up the
language and culture in daily life and lose the fear associated with being Onkwehon:we that
came from colonization. She believes that by incorporating the language into her daily life as a
physician will encourage community members who come to her office to learn the language as
well.
Karonhyaken:re, Melissa, is a Mohawk woman, Turtle Clan, from Kenhte:ke, Tyendinaga
Mohawk Territory. She is the mother of 3 girls and one son. She is a ceremony helper in the
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Longhouse in Tyendinaga. She enjoys teaching the language to young children to pass along
what she knows. Karonhyakenre and her family lyes and sells Iroquois white corn for their
community.
Karonhyaken:re grew up off the reserve in Saskatchewan and moved home to Tyendinaga when
she turned twelve. The first time she heard Mohawk spoken was in Grade 8 at Quinte Mohawk
School. She began learning the language in high school in classes, but it wasn't until she was in
her twenties that she became dedicated to learning Kanien'keha. She studied the language at Tsi
Tyonnheht Onkwawen:na, the language and cultural program at Tyendinaga. She is now a
teacher of the language through Tsi Tyonnheht Onkwawen:na in the primary school,
Kawennaon:we, and has taught ages three to ten. Her feelings about Mohawk language recovery
are hopeful in Tyendinaga. She wishes that the governing bodies in Tyendinaga (band council)
would see the importance of teaching the young people their language and their culture to better
ground them for when they have to leave off-Territory to go to high school or into the work
world.
Katsitsi:io, Brooke, is Kanien’keha:ka. Her family is from Kahnawake. She grew up in
Brooklyn, New York. She has a Masters degree in social work in the Aboriginal field of study.
She is also a mother.
Tayohseron:tye, Nikki, is Kanyen’keha:ka from Tyendinaga Mohawk Territory in Ontario. She
is Turtle Clan, a mother of three, a Master of Arts student in Sustainability Studies at Trent
University in Nogojiwanong in Ontario. She is actively involved in various community projects
and ceremonies in her home community and in her new place of residence. Her work, by and
large, includes education, youth, seeds, and gardening. She is a Teaching Assistant in the
Introduction to Indigenous Environmental Studies course at her school where she discovered her
love of teaching at the university level. Tayohseron:tye has been working to learn her language
since 2008 and hopes to continue with her Kanyen’keha studies in the future. For eight years she
had the honour of teaching Kanyen’keha in the heartland of the Kanyen’keha:ka at
Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community, near Fonda, NY. She has created her first short film which
was screened at Kanatsiohareke this summer and will be screened for the first time in Canada in
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January. This film explores her learning journey that helped her connect to her culture through
learning her language.
Whitney is enrolled with the Seneca-Cayuga Nation of Oklahoma and is a first-generation
Cayuga descendent. She resides on the Cattaraugus Territory of the Seneca Nation with her
husband Jordan (Seneca, Bear Clan), and their daughter Mira. Whitney is privileged to be a
Language Apprentice for the Seneca Nation, and is currently in her second year of study with the
Deadiwënöhsnye’s Immersion Program. Whitney’s learning and speaking Onödowa’ga:’
gawë:nö’ (Seneca language) is inspired by her family, daughter Mira, and the Hodínöhsö:ni:h
(Haudenosaunee) youth she met in her early career as a counselor. She intends to dedicate her
life to Seneca language revitalization in honor of all her Elders and Ancestors. As her
understanding of and gratitude to ögwé’öweh (Onkwehon:we) resilience deepens, she is eager to
weave the language and worldview back into minds and ultimately, to meet the babies whose
first-language will again be Onödowa’ga:’ gawë:nö’.

Tom Porter (Sakokwenionkwas)
Tom is Kanien’keha:ka, Bear Clan, from Akwesasne. He is a recognized leader of the Mohawk
Nation, serving for many years as a Confederacy Sub-Chief. Tom Porter founded Kanatsiohareke
Mohawk Community in 1993. Following a Mohawk prophecy that said the Mohawk people
would return at some point in the future to their ancestral homeland in the Mohawk Valley of
what is now known as New York State, Tom decided in the early 1990s that he would help the
people return to their homeland. He received help to purchase the land, finding out later that it is
ancient Bear Clan land, and began forming a traditional Mohawk community grounded in the
teachings and ways of the Kanien’keha:ka (the Mohawk people). This reclamation and return to
ancestral homeland happened after several hundred years of departure of the Mohawk people
from the Valley. Because of Tom’s tireless efforts, the Kanien’keha:ka have been able to return
to their homeland, to have a place in the home of their Ancestors.
Tom Porter has spent almost twenty-five years of his life creating and building this community,
literally from the ground up. He (along with his wife Alice, their children and grandchildren, as
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well as supporters from around the Confederacy and the world) has worked the ground, put in
gardens, built infrastructure, and created a working farm with livestock (horses, cows, chickens),
transforming it from an abandoned and condemned New York State home for the infirm into a
living, working traditional Mohawk community.
With Tom’s guidance, Kanatsiohareke has played a vital role in the revitalization of Mohawk
language and culture. From language and cultural experiences like Carlisle-In-Reverse summer
language classes, Strawberry Festival, ceremonies, teachings, traditional arts classes, retreats,
farming and work bees, Kanatsiohareke has offered a safe, comfortable, comforting space to
learn how to be Onkwehon:we.
Kanatsiohareke is an expression of Tom’s great and enduring generosity, commitment, and love.
Because he and Alice have created such a place, people of all walks and paths have found their
own place, somewhere they are always welcome, somewhere they can go to learn their cultural
ways and language. Kanatsiohareke has helped Kanien’keha:ka and Haudenosaunee people,
from on and off their reservations/reserves, to find older meanings about what it means to go
home to who they are. The community is an expression of old Haudenosaunee ways of being that
value generosity, welcoming, humility, simplicity, a good mind and heart, the dignity and honor
that each life has value and integrity, that you come in a humble way and contribute to the life of
the People. The only requirement is to be thankful, to have a thankful heart that you offer to the
Creator and Creation.
It is a testimony to Tom’s gift of genuine friendship and diplomacy that the initial mistrust and
fear held by surrounding non-Native communities at the return of the Mohawk people to their
Valley has been transformed into relationships of friendship, peace, and reciprocity. Even the
surrounding Amish communities are part of the network of deep relationships of respect that he
has created and sustained. These relationships have changed the minds and hearts of the people
who came to occupy the places that have been the homeland of the Mohawk People for
thousands of years. Mistrust and fear have become friendships, alliances, solidarities, and
loyalties. It could be said that Tom’s personal diplomacy and relationship-building mirror his
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ancestors’ longstanding ways of diplomacy and relationship-building by maintaining a good,
strong, and peaceful mind and heart, transforming the landscape of the Mohawk Valley.
For over two decades at Kanatsiohareke, Tom’s role as a leader and teacher have offered ways
for Mohawk and Haudenosaunee people to experience their language and culture as a beautiful
gift to be thankful for and to pass on to future generations. Many other Indigenous Nations from
as far away as Aboriginal Australia, as well as non-Native people, have been changed by time
spent at Kanatsiohareke and by knowing Tom. “We’ll keep the lights on and the coffee warm” is
his expression of welcome, and he means it.
Tom has created and tended the heart of Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community. Knowing Tom is
to get a sense of the magnitude and impact of the old Iroquois leaders throughout the
generations. Tom’s influence on current and future generations of Iroquois (and non-Iroquois)
has been, continues to be, profound. Through the way he lives his life, he has ensured that the
future will be a bright one for his beloved Iroquois people.
How to say thank you to a person who stands so tall? In the way he has helped me and truly
countless others to find our voices, and to speak these words of thanks all the time: Nia:weh.
Nia:wen Tom. Sakokwenionkwas.
Note: Tom Porter is also the author of the books And Grandma Said…Iroquois Teachings as
Passed Down Through the Oral Tradition (2008) and Kanatsiohareke: Traditional Mohawk
Indians return to their ancestral homeland (1998).
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Appendix B
Collective, Collaborative Conversations: Language Learners
I am including the longer narrative (edited slightly for clarity) of these collective, collaborative
conversations as part of an Indigenous decolonizing, self-determining research methodology – so
that you, the reader, are able to read the fuller narrative, to hear the context of participants’
storying together.
--Amanda: So, I mean…how do you see your own journey to learn Kanien’keha and those cultural
ways of being as connected to Tom and what he’s been creating here…like, do you feel that your
own path to learning the culture, is that related to what Tom’s been doing here, or is that
separate in your own communities? Like, how does that play out, basically?
Karennanoron: It’s totally connected for me, because I mean I took a course in Mohawk
language in my own community…many years ago as part of my undergraduate degree, and sorta
tried to take it again on an evening, working…but it wasn’t until I came here that things came
alive for me…I can’t describe it any other words, it’s just things came to life for me, like the
culture, the language, the people…being here, even if it’s just during two weeks, but even being
here and living with each other this way and …I mean this is not a fancy shmancy place, right,
I’m living in a room with sheets for walls, but it’s…but it’s….(everyone’s laughing)…
Amanda: And hot toilets.
(Everyone laughing hysterically.)
Karennanoron: And hot toilets, too, right.
Karahkwinéhtha: Hot toilets and cold showers.
Karennanoron: Yeah, hot toilets and cold showers, but you know what I mean? There’s
something…you know even though we’re not living out on the land, there’s something about
being here during this two weeks that brings…that makes the culture alive, it makes it real. Yes,
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it’s changed. You know, coming here is not like stepping back to the 1700s or anything, but it’s
that whole…the spirit, right? The spirit of the place that Tom has here, that is embodied in this
place, has been a HUGE part of it. Because after I came here, I thought, I HAVE to go back, I
HAVE to learn the language…and it’s not just even about the language…it’s almost like, the
more I learn the language, the more I understand the way our people saw the world….(Other
people agreeing)…the more it becomes REAL to me. Not just in my mind, but in my heart, in my
BEING, who I am. it’s a changing of who I am as a person. And how I walk on the Earth and
walk in my life. So I would come back here every year…you know? I would come back here
every year. Because it has everything to do with my learning the language. It has everything to
do with who I am.
Katsitsi:io: For me it’s also totally related. I was talking about this with somebody, I don’t
remember who it was. But like I didn’t grow up with my culture or an understanding of what it
meant to be Kanien’keha:ka, but when I started learning about just Onkwehon:we culture in
general, it was first mainly from…about Lakota culture, because my ex-boyfriend was Lakota,
and I started learning about that just from being with him and taking trips out to South Dakota.
And then from there I went on to do a Masters degree in social work in the Aboriginal field of
study, which was…one of the main reasons why I did it was to learn more about culture, and
about healing culturally, and not from a Western perspective. And that was mainly an
Anishinaabe worldview. And I think from learning those two different cultures, before I learned a
lot about my own, made me more comfortable to learn my own. But then right after I did my
Masters degree, I came straight here, pretty much…and being here just made it so comfortable
to learn about our culture and who I was.
And I mentioned this the other night too but…it was like stress-free and I didn’t feel any shame
or any hesitations to ask any kinds of questions at all. And I agree that when you learn the
language, you’re not just learning the language, you’re learning about your culture and who you
are…and there’s just certain words that you could learn and when you learn the meaning of
them, you learn more about relationships or life…anything, it could be anything, and it just
makes you think in a different way.
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And I guess I owe that to this place because now I’m not…not, shy, but afraid I guess, to ask
questions to other people…because there’s still that fear in my own community…whereas that
doesn’t exist here. And I also related it back the other night to…everyone here is on the same
kind of journey…we’re all trying to reclaim some part of ourselves, and we’re all willing to
admit it is the thing. Whereas maybe if you go back to one of the rez’s and…this is an assumption
that I’m making, but people might already feel like they…know everything about Onkwehon:we,
being Onkwehon:we and what that means…and that can be intimidating, if you didn’t grow up
there, if you didn’t grow up in the Longhouse or things like that…So yeah, for me the learning is
definitely related to being back here, which is why I come back. And why I want to live here one
day, and why I want to help the place out, because it would be amazing…like I said the other
night too, I wish we could all just live here, all the time, we could be one jolly happy
family…Because when we’re here, like everything’s culture. Like we’re all helping out with the
baby. We’re all helping out with dishes. And we all teach each other and do things together. It’s
not just learning the language. (People are agreeing with her.) Nia:wen.
Whitney: …I feel like Tom, like his value grows not just as an Elder year by year, but also
because like there’s this this growing disconnect in a lot of communities, where we’re losing
Elders, whether it’s Seneca…maybe less so in Mohawk communities, but we’re losing Elders and
we’re losing that knowledge and we’re losing that…like even the possibility to learn a lot of that,
but when you look at who you have to learn from, there’s a lot of people who don’t present
themselves as being very accessible. And maybe that is or isn’t the case, but it’s the
perception…that a lot of people feel.
And maybe even like, I work at the school, and even like young kids, like nine, ten years old,
kinda pick up on that somehow. And like they, you know, from kids who are and aren’t raised in
the Longhouse, and I wasn’t, so it’s a big risk for me to take, you know, to ask people cultural
questions that maybe I should already know the answer to, or maybe I don’t have a right to know
the answer to it… those are the kinds of questions that run through my mind a lot. You know,
maybe I’m not like welcome to know it. But…there’s definitely that feeling out there, I think,
across a lot of our communities, that like it’s far too scary to put yourself in that situation, you
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know and to be on the wrong side of whatever that situation might look like…And it stops people
from learning and like even like trying to learn. And it’s really intimidating….
I can’t quite say like what it was that drew me to Kanatsiohareke the first time…I can’t say what
it was about Tom specifically, or if it was…I know I’d heard him speak somewhere. I had heard
him speak before. I was just really…really intrigued, because he just oozes all this knowledge,
and you don’t hear that a lot, you know. Especially from Elders who are maybe a little more
guarded because of the generation that they grew up in, you know, like they’re used to maybe
seein’ the culture exploited at different points… But…from the moment I literally walked in the
door and he was like, ‘Oh, sit down,’ and just so calming and just so reassuring. And he never
drew lines as to who’s here, and who should be hearing what, like everything that he had to
share was for everyone to share. And he was the first person I ever had a conversation with
about Clanship, and my not having a Clan, and my daughter not having a Clan, like what does
that mean for us, where do we fit? And he kinda reassured us that, ‘You fit learning all of this.
This is just as much yours to learn as everyone else’s.’ And that’s something that you can
still…like, all this knowledge, all this language, you can still preserve for the next generations,
without having a Clan. And I just needed to hear that from someone, and what would that have
meant hearing like ten, fifteen years ago, you know, you’d get so much further along as a
language learner…
But when I went home back to Cattaraugus, my mother-in-law who’s Seneca, I was just like, I
must’ve just been radiating, as I was talking about everything here, and she was like, ‘I knew
that…I’ve always loved Tom…’ And she happened to be taking classes at the University of
Buffalo, when it was him and Oren Lyons, and John Mohawk, they were all professors, or like
adjunct lecturers or something like that, and so she and my father-in-law were grad students and
she was a PhD student at a point, and they took a lot of classes with all of them, and she said
that she never felt more like, welcomed and invited to know all of it than when he was teaching
her…and just kind of a role model for her and a mentor. And it’s not just coincidence. Like that’s
Tom. It’s like this is what he’s meant to do.
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Amanda: So…can we follow up with what you were talking about the last time, that
Kanatsiohareke has created that kind of safe space for you to be able to go wherever you need to
go, and sorta feel better about what you don’t know or whatever…
Whitney: Well, it definitely has to do with Tom. I feel like he has long built this atmosphere here,
that this isn’t a place where we’re gonna think or act exclusively, like this isn’t gonna be a place
where you withhold information from anyone, like this is a place for everyone to grow and share,
and grow and share…and I think that it also comes down to the people who are here, and just
the mindset…people tend to like, I don’t know…like I don’t think it like takes work while you’re
here…but I think people just kinda stay in this mindset of like, we all have a lot to gain from one
another, contribute to one another, and I think people being really honest about what they’ve
been through, and what their experience is, as a language learner, as a community member, all
of that. Like people are just really honest here. And you don’t get that a lot of other places…
But to actually have people be so unguarded, and just share what they’ve been through, kinda
difficult situations they’ve gotten through, and risks that they’ve taken, especially. I’ve heard so
many people who are willing to…up and move their families because of language programs, and
it’s like ‘Oh my gosh,’ and I can’t say that’s supporting Kanatsiohareke, but that’s certainly
following in the courageous steps that Tom made to move his family out here...I think it helps you
to like, when I go home, and I’m going back to Cattaraugus and I’m like a little baby Seneca
speaker and there’s Elders who I’ve never even been face to face with, and there’s teachers who
I’ve grown to be comfortable with…but then there’s a lot of people who I’ve never spoken
Seneca with, like even in classes, because I don’t know what they would think of that. And after
being here, it’s like, I just…it makes it a little more…you can relate to other people without
knowing everything about their story. You know, you can just kind of assume that you’re not
soooo on the outs. You’re not sooo like the only person with that fear, that…that hesitation.
Katsitsi:io: I think that Tom, and this might be a given, but I just had the revelation in my head,
that the reason why this place was created, why Tom created this place and had this vision, is
why things happen the way they do here. Because this place was meant for people to come and
live as a community, the way that we used to, before colonization and all the bullcrap. And that’s
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pretty much exactly what happens here…I mean, we have to share rooms and share bathrooms,
and see each other all the time, and…I just lost my train of thought…this is why don’t interview
pregnant people…(laughter)…No, but I think that’s a big part of why things I guess go so well
here…
But I mean, it’s just awesome that he comes down and has breakfast and sits with us and tells us
dirty jokes and tries to make it more comfortable, you know, like he’s not this “big famous
Elder” that you can’t approach and stuff like that, so that definitely helps with the learning and
with the environment. Because like I said the other night, it has a lot to do with being
comfortable here…like it’s just so lax, and you feel amazing when you’re here. So….yeah.
Whitney: So I’m just like again, revelations in the moment. Like we’re in his house right now,
like you literally, you come to his home to learn all of this…I feel like that alone…I didn’t
understand that necessarily. That it was all like one big complex, and he lives in the “West
Wing,” (everyone’s laughing) and I feel like that’s a big hurdle, of like trying to find out certain
things, is just approaching people…and where do you find them and even if you know how to
track them down, what are they gonna say to you if you show up to their door? And here he’s
opened up his home, for people to come and live here, and learn everything they can…
It does make it like…you can at least kind of envision what these conversations might be like
with other Elders in the community…and you start to see them as just people…because he shares
so much of his personal story, along with the culture, and cultural stories. That’s a big part of it.
Amanda: And yeah, we’re in his home, but yet it feels like our home…
Tayohseron:tye: Yeah, yeah.
Karennanoron: And taking us to bingo.
Tayohseron:tye, Karahkwinéhtha, Whitney, Katsitsi:io: Yeah, yeah.
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Whitney: And inviting us up to watch documentaries in his living room. Sharing…what were
those things, chocolate peanut butter balls.
Tayohseron:tye: I remember the one time I went up there to watch a documentary, I fell asleep
and they just left me there! Like, I was KO! (Everyone is laughing hysterically).
So, when I was first learning, actively learning the language, because I had learned a little bit in
high school and university when I was very young, but when I started learning actively in 2008,
one of the things that the school did was to bring the students here. And my group wasn’t the first
group to come, but it’s something they felt was very important because of the connection to this
place, the Mohawk Valley, and so one of the things that when we came here, was really
powerful. And the way Tom comes in and sits down with the students, and like how he did, just
talks to the students and tells stories. And even when we had only been learning for about eight
weeks…we didn’t have much language under our belt. He would tell us all in Mohawk and just
like he did here, somebody had to translate, but he was gonna talk in Mohawk so that we could
hear what he was saying, right? So that really was kind of an important piece…in that
inspiration to learn. You know, not just, ‘Well this guy’s talking Mohawk and whatever, like I
don’t understand him,’ but…the way his fluid story went…and it’s beautiful to listen to…and it
just was inspirational to listen, you know? And whenever I have a chance to hear speakers, you
know, first language speakers speak, it’s so much different than listening to a second language
speaker…and the fluidity and the flow of their language, like it just is so beautiful, so for me
coming here and hearing those stories from Tom was a big inspiration for me at that time, 2008.
But even here just the other day, when he told us the story from 1 to 10 and then asked me to
translate, you know, and I was like, ‘Oh no!’
Karennanoron: We sympathize.
Tayohseron:tye: Did you? Because I was like scared. Like translation is hard, listening to
somebody and remembering all the words that they’re saying, and that…so that just challenged
me one more level…you know, I’m not a great speaker right now…I’m an OK teacher, but I’m
by no means a great speaker. And listening to him, really challenged me, first to listen, right?
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And we talk about that a lot. In Indigenous cultures, how important listening is. Just listening.
You know. And so it really challenged me just to be able to listen to his words. And remember,
right? And at my age, remembering is not so easy. And then to take his words and make them
make sense in English, right?
But it was OK…being a safe space where I was…I felt safe to say, ‘OK, I’ll try this translation
thing,’ you know? And not be judged by him or by the students here, you know? Where in other
spaces, you would totally be judged.
So yeah, so this place has had a really big influence on my language learning, for sure.
And just being with Tom…when I see him outside of this place, it’s just like I was here. He came
to Trent University for the Elders’ gathering and it was the same greeting he gives me here, ‘Oh,
Kaya’tonni!’ right? And he gives me a big hug, and I feel like a queen because Tom Porter’s
hugging me in public and knows who I am, knows me by name now! You know?! And what a
great feeling. And that’s because he’s my Raksotha now. He’s my Grandpa. He’s…he’s…we’ve
become that role now, you know? And I know I talked about that in the other one, but yeah, it
made me feel like I was important to him. And I am. You know, I am important to him. And all of
us are. You know and that’s the thing. He’s got such a big heart, he has space for every one of
us. That’s the beauty of him I think. You know?
Karennanoron: And that’s the way Elders are right? I mean, I’m fortunate that I have a lot of
Elders and traditional people that I work with on a regular basis. And I have for a long time.
Even though I didn’t grow up on the reserve, and I didn’t go back to [my reserve] till I was 30.
That’s just my nature, to be like, ‘Hi. I’m Karen.’ I just interject myself. Because I want to know.
And then I’m like a sponge, right? And I remember everybody saying to me, ‘Karen, you can’t
just be asking the Elders questions like that, you can’t just do that.’ And I was like, ‘Why not?’
And they would say, ‘Because like…’ They were treating them like they were gonna break or
something, you know. But I didn’t listen. I was still like, at the end of the meetings I would stay
behind, and I’d be like, ‘So, Jim, I’m wondering about this…’ Like I was just asking all of these
questions.
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And I remember sitting and talking with this one man for like two hours, while they cleaned up
the room around us…and I just sat and talked and talked and talked. And I remember the girl
cleaning the room…I could tell that she was perturbed that I wasn’t helping her, but I thought
I’m not gonna help to clean when I’ve got…I could clean it, I’ll come in early tomorrow and
clean…Here’s a person that I want to talk to here, right? And then I asked him…and she kept
doing this, every time she’d catch my eye she’d go [rolling her eyes and scowling] and kinda
give me this like, ‘You’re not supposed to be doing that.’ So I said to him, you know, ‘I should
apologize because I’ve been told that we shouldn’t sit and ask Elders questions,’ and he said,
‘It’s the opposite.’ He said, ‘We’re waiting, we’re waiting for people to come and ask. We’re
waiting for people to come and know. But people are afraid to come forward.’ And what I
recognized was that in my community, there are still a group of people that fancy themselves the
‘protectors of the traditional Elders.’ And you almost have to go through them, to get to the
people. So then, generally, people who aren’t aware of that dynamic, feel that it’s the Elders that
are standoffish. Or they’re gonna judge me if I go. It’s not them at all. It’s the people who put
themselves in this position of…it’s a self-imposed position. The Elders have not deemed them
their protectors. So then that…I think that’s what feeds into this being a safe place. Until our
communities heal, and become safer, and it’s not the Elders, it’s the ones that are around them,
right? That we will be able to engage in more of this community building in our own places
where we live. Within our own quote-unquote “communities,” right?
And when Tom came to McMaster University, it was about 3 years ago he came to talk. I
remember…I cut out of work early so I could head down to McMaster, and people from the
community were heading there, and all the students were there, and when I was there and they
were introducing Tom, Dawn Hill was introducing Tom, and I looked around and I thought, you
know what? These people are like royalty. It’s like the Queen has come to McMaster University.
Yet I don’t see the University…if the Queen was coming, boy, they’d have a huge thing. I
remember we had to lie to get one of our Indigenous faculty that was working in the health
sciences side of the University, because her non-Indigenous supervisor said ‘NO. You can’t go.
You have to work. You don’t clock out until 4:30 and you can go after 4:30, but you’re not
going.’ And I’m like, ‘You know what? Come on’! So we had to lie and we had to like sneak her
over so she could come and hear Tom speak, in a University. And that’s when I seen that
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real...polarity of worldviews. And when you see it at the university, and you see it at that level,
that it’s no wonder that we sort of see mini levels of that in our own communities, because we’ve
been colonized, we’ve been Westernized, you know what I mean? And I just thought, ‘Oh my
God, these people should have like the red carpet out and a limousine should’ve picked him up
from the airport, you know what I mean?! (Laughing). They should have flown him in! You know
what I mean? A car should’ve come to the door to pick him up, to take him to the airport, to fly
him to Hamilton. Like that is how you treat dignitaries. That is the level of treatment that Tom
and all of our Elders, our pillars, need to have. Because they are, right? They are our gems.
They have all that knowledge that we’re trying to revive….
So maybe that’s why it’s become this way, right? Where we come for a few weeks and then we go
back, because it’s just not healthy enough yet, for us to do it safely. Getting better…because I
mean in the 90s when we were doing this talking, they didn’t even want to…there was such huge
controversy, about even teaching the language in the school…they were like, ‘No, you can’t do
that, you can’t talk about the culture.’ We were like, ‘OK, so I’m gonna just wait after and I’ll
talk to him then.’ I still stuck around and asked the questions. And maybe that’s why fast-forward
20 years, when I came out of medical school, it was the medicine people that came to me and
said, ‘We’ve been watching you. And we wanna work with you.’ Because they saw that for 20
some years I’d been interjecting myself, you know, (laughing) into…I just wanted to know, I just
wanted to learn, I wanted to understand, I wanted to know who I was. So then that trust, right?
And then I was like, ‘OK, I thought that your henchmen said that you didn’t wanna talk to me.’
Because that was one of the…. ‘Oh no, they won’t want to work with you. She wouldn’t even
want to meet with you.’ Then the next thing I know, I get word from somebody that, ‘These
medicine people wanna meet with you.’ And then I go there and it’s the very same people that
I’m told would never ever want to speak to a doctor. You know what I mean? (Laughing). Yeah…
So that fear is just…you know…
Kahsto'sera'a: Yeah…it’s such a colonizing…
Karennanoron: Mmmmhmmm, it’s colonizing…we’re still functioning in that self-colonized
thinking, perpetuating it, you know.
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Kahsto'sera'a: Yeah.
Amanda: Yeah, so that’s one of my key things at like the heart of it, of everything…I mean, I’m
thinking about the story of Kanatsiohareke and Tom and all of you, and one of my key interests is
exactly what you’re bringing up about Elders and their role, and what people want, what they’re
hungry for, and how they feel about Elders, learning from Elders, access to Elders, all that stuff,
so that was actually one of my last questions, was about…you know, how do you see the role or
importance of Elders in your life, and the importance of the cultural teachings and all of
that….that’s a really huge thing in my mind, because of what Elders have meant to me and
my….like I wouldn’t be here…I wouldn’t be probably anywhere, if Elders hadn’t intervened for
me, I woulda god knows what…you know? Because I was taught to be so self-hating, you know,
in my family, we couldn’t accept who we were, you know? And there was Elders who saw
whatever they saw…you know? And they dragged me out and back and home. So I’m alive and
healthy today because of them…and not just Mohawk, you know, in fact started out Lakota
actually, and then others, and then finally…because that was the last place I would come, was
home. But anyway, so because they’ve had such a huge impact on my life I...wonder about that
for other people…in your learning of everything, about identity, yourself…cultural teachings…of
course Tom is part of that…more specifically, but if you wanted to go there, I think that’s so
important what you’re bringing up…
Karennanoron: Mmmhmm…and I think maybe that’s that wanting to hang onto what we have
left, that those people position themselves in front of that…I don’t know if that happens in every
community, but I sure as heck know it happens at [my reserve]. And then…it’s like opening…but
then when you’re with the Elders, everything’s open, you know, they’re sharing everything they
know with you.
I talked to Elva and she goes, ‘Whatever people need from me, I give. Because that’s what’s
healing for our people.’ And she said, ‘And that’s why I learn Ojibwe songs and I learn Lakota
songs. Because sometimes I have people and they’re Haudenosaunee and they’re Lakota, they’re
Haudenosaunee and they’re…you know, non-Indigenous people, or they’re Indigenous from a
different country. She said, ‘You know, I know Celtic songs.’ And she says, ‘Sometimes I’ll meet
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with somebody and that’s what I’ll get. I’ll get that that’s what they need. And I’ll think, ‘What is
that?’ or I’ll ask them, ‘I’m seeing this drum, what is it’? I don’t know what it is. And it’s theirs.
So she says, ‘We have to be open to using everything and meeting with every person where they
are.’
And all of the Elders that I’ve ever met are like Tom, they’re open. They’re not closed. It’s us
that are. Right? We are. So when we’re around them, that rubs off on us, and it feels darn good
(laughs), and to me that’s the biggest role I think, of the Elder, is just to create that environment.
Because even when we invite them to a meeting, it makes everybody behave. It does. Everybody
behaves. They don’t, you know what I mean? There’s none of this back-biting and underhanded
comments…because there’s an Elder there. And they know that that Elder’s gonna see right
through that, you know? (Laughing). At least that’s what my experience has been. You know,
they create that space, they ground us to that truth, that culture of who we really are. And how
we are to behave. Whether they ever speak or not, sometimes.
At so many meetings, I’m always the one who says, ‘OK, so we invited Elva here because we
also want her opinion.’ Do you know? (Laughing). Because we often, they forget to ask,
‘What’re your thoughts about the project?’ you know?
Kahsto'sera'a: And I do think, from what you’re saying, the steps toward…we can talk about this
colonized state and the overculture that we’re in…and trying to figure out steps to get out from
under that. How do you actually do that. Because it’s sorta conceptual and then how do you
change the fear. How do you change that…that…“reality” or way of being. And it feels like the
rhythms of the way that the Elders speak is that, for me, that first step…Like the Ojibwe Elder
Joe Rose, in northern Wisconsin, has that incredible generosity, and he takes hours to
say…aaaannnnnyyyy….thiiiiing. You know? And it’s so…changing that rhythm. And…they’re
the first lessons for me personally, of how to get in a state of being decolonized. Because…I
don’t have the language immediately…but I do have these conversations where you have to wait.
And you do have to…I feel my whole body kinda…settling down…and I feel myself settling very
differently than I generally do. And it’s kind of disorienting, because I’m ready to get keyed up
again. But if Joe is talking, or if Tom is here, even when we organized the media workshops in
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January, and it’s like this this-this-this [segmenting ‘the day’ with her hand], and then every day
Tom would come by and there’s like, 2 hours…nothing done. We got nothing “done.” But it’s
like we talked about -- this is exactly what we need.
And for me, as someone who’s in media…decolonizing that space…oh my gosh, so awkward,
such a big journey…and in my documentary class this year, Joe, we had him right at the
beginning of the documentary, in that way, and my students…The big lie is that younger people
don’t want that…They crave that. And my students were like, ‘Don’t edit it, don’t cover it up,
don’t cover it up…let him speak!’ And he just was thinking…and just breathing…and he was
really tired. And my students had enough background that they…wanted it to be that way, and
then I started backing up like, ‘No don’t edit it’….
So it is this…it’s almost this…melodic settling in….and you’re doing something different
than…dialogue. And you have to wait….for….it. So it’s teaching patience. And it’s teaching you
to listen. And it teaches me about my body. Like I start really noticing how different my body
feels, when I know I’m gonna be here for…two and a half hours listening to Joe tell a story that
I’ve heard…many times, you know? And then the gratitude of that. And then this dedication to
teaching. The intention.
Karennanoron: And the way that they talk right? I remember listening to Harvey Longboat and
he would say the same thing all the time. He was an Onondaga Chief. He would always come to
us when I worked at Polytech, and he would say the same thing. And I remember his words were
so beautiful. And I’d think, ‘Oh that’s so powerful.’ And then a few days would go by and it
would getting fuzzy in my mind. And even as an organization, we’d just go back to doing things
the way we did them before. And I’d think, ‘We’re doin’ the same thing! Why can’t we grasp
what it is that he is saying to us?!’ And finally after a couple of years, I just thought, you know
what? He’s comin’ to talk to us this afternoon as part of our staff meeting. And I remember just
praying, ‘God, help me to hear what it is that he’s telling us. I want to know what it is that he’s
trying to tell us. Because he says the same thing every time he comes.’ So I go and he did. He
talked to us, and you know, they always tell stories and…I just sat there, ‘I’m just gonna let his
words wash over me. Because I want to understand what he’s saying.’ And that time, I got it.
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And I thought, you know what? All he’s telling us, is that we don’t need permission. To be who
we are, as Onkwehon:we people. We can just do things the way we feel we need to do them. We
don’t need to ask the funders. We don’t even have to wait for funding. We just need to do…and
that stuck with me. And that’s how we started Juddah’s Place. It was like, you know what? We
don’t have to ask for permission. We don’t have to wait for the funding. I don’t even have to wait
for my community to get on board and understand what’s happening. We know that this is what
we need to do, and we’re just gonna do it. And so we did.
And even when we went over the budget like three months ago, and I was like, ‘Elva, I don’t
know how we pay these bills.’ She goes, ‘I don’t know either.’ Like we don’t know how we pay to
run this place. And yet it works. You know what I mean? So it’s a whole….the Elders have…if we
really listen…it’s a different way of listening. It’s not listening with your ears. It’s listening with
some other part of yourself. And then it clicks. And it changes. And I always say that, people say,
‘What is your job at the university?’ I say, ‘My job is translating. Not language. But translating
that, for what our Elders are trying to say, and what it is we’re trying to do here. It’s a
translation.’ And that’s why I don’t do anything…People say to me what about this, what about
that. And I say, ‘I don’t know. I gotta talk to Elva and the board first. And whatever they want to
have happen is what will happen.’ Because this isn’t my practice, it isn’t my place, right?
So that’s part of decolonizing, as well as putting ourself in a different position. As a physician, I
have to see that my position in the center of health care is a stolen position. (Laughs). That’s a
very Westernized…it’s like here, you out, you in. I have to constantly view it that way. Lest I be
just like any other doctor and put myself back in the middle. Right? And it’s very easy to do that,
because the profession almost calls for you to do that. Right? And I’m constantly stepping out
and I’m constantly stepping out, and people are constantly trying to push me back in, or question
why, when the doctor’s not the one running the show or pushing the Western ideology. And it’s
the same for all of us. You’re a filmmaker, you’re a teacher, you’re a social worker, whatever,
right? And when we hang around Elders, the more and more we...become a problem to the
profession! (Everyone is laughing)…
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Tayohseron:tye: For me, Elders have…I don’t have a lot of Elders in my world, so the Elders
that I have have been the Totas who came to Tyendinaga from Kanehsatake. And also [name of
an Elder] from Kahnawake, and Tom. Those are probably all my Elders, right there. A little
handful. But you know, just being able to be with them and talk to them, talking worldview stuff
with them, has been a really big thing for me. Coming and listening to Bill when he came here
was a big thing for me. I don’t know if he’s considered an Elder yet or not, but…listening to
those origins of words… understanding the language for what it really is, changes me almost
every single…week. But weekly, you know, something comes up. I figured out like the word for
atsiatawi’tseri:io is it carries itself on a body, and I was like, ‘Whaaaat?! You know?’
And then the other day we were talking about otsi and Tom was talking about otsi:ra and then
last year, and maybe the year before, somebody asked me about ‘What is otsi?’ Cuz it’s in SO
many words: otsinonwa, otsitsia, otsi, otsi, everywhere, everywhere, everywhere, and then when
Tom was talking, he was talking about kakwatsire and otsira, that fire that’s from within, and
that’s what makes our family, where it’s a fire. And then I was like Otsi Otsiiiiiiira! Oh my GOD!
It was that fire! Because all those things with otsi, as far as I could find so far, are living things
that…have that fire. That have that like, maybe social structures, or what have you. Like they’re
living things. Otsitsia, otsinonwa, they’re all…
Amanda: Otsi being spirit.
Tayohseron:tye: Otsi being spirit, exactly, exactly. So big learnings like that through language is
really really powerful for me. And so when I’m with Elders of Haudenosaunee descent who are
speakers, I often love to talk about those things. And ask those questions, because those are what
have helped me to figure out what my role is in this world. As a mother, it is my job to give my
children strength and power 56. So there’s so many things like that that I love learning about and
that’s the role of Elders for me, is having me learn my identity through language, and also
through some cultural things, but mostly through language.

56

Ihsta’a, the word for mother in Kanien’keha, carries the meanings of strength and power within it.
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Katsitsi:io: …Everything that you mentioned, it’s all extremely important and it’s all something
that this place has. Whereas, my community doesn’t have for me. So I think that’s a really huge
part about why I come here, and my learning, and the power of this place. It’s all here.
Tayohseron:tye: Yeah, in terms of interconnectedness, you know, just the strength of this space
comes from the land, right. I feel like the strength of this space comes from the land, our
Ancestors being here, you know, and Tom as an Elder, with the open heart that he has and the
love that he has for people, and the willingness to share, making that safe space that everybody’s
been talking about tonight, just makes it a good environment to be in…just to be in, let alone
learn the language. For any reason, if you just showed up on a random Friday night, and said, ‘I
need a place to stay,’ they’ll find you a place to stay, you know what I mean? And so it’s all
there…and it’s all about relationships.
Karennanoron: I guess what I would say about interconnectedness …I think the one thing about
this place too is that it allows us to take those roles as well. Right? You have the connection…the
connections get made….We all have something that’s valuable, that we’ve learned in our own
journey that we can share with each other, and this space allows us to do that. And somehow I
guess, yeah, because it’s on this land, we’re…we’re in this Mohawk Valley, it’s where we are,
there’s like a strength that comes, right? A confidence that comes, with what you know is what
you know. And what I don’t know is what I don’t know. But I’m open to learning it. So we kind of
move into that space. And definitely it’s because we’re in this place geographically. And we’re in
this space energetically and spiritually, that Tom has created here, and with each other. And
then we…that’s what a community is, right? And that’s probably how we functioned when our
culture was intact. We…took those roles with each other. We shared with each other. So, that’s
what I see here as well.
Karahkwinehtha: And so when we’re here, we gather all those feelings of the Ancestors that
were here, and the communal feeling of being here, and I’ve said it before and I can’t stress
enough, that the feeling that I have here is the feeling that I want to take home with me. And I
want it to live inside me, and I want it to radiate off me, and I want other people to come here
and have that inside them, and have that radiate off them, and have this feeling spread. It’s
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soooo awesome, like big awesome. Yeah, I think, yeah, I want to be able to take this spark home
and hopefully spread it and share it and keep it and glow it and carry it in my pocket.
Amanda: What do you want your children and grandchildren to know about this place? We can
do this tomorrow night…
Karahkwinehtha: About that question, I don’t want to forget. I don’t want my children to just
know about this place. I want my kids to experience this place. I mean I’m sure we can all
elaborate, but I think we can all agree. I don’t just want them to know about it.
Tayohseron:tye: Yeah, doesn’t want to be in the history books. And doesn’t want to be in the
stories that we tell about the things that we did when we were younger.
Karennanoron: The should’ve known.
Tayohseron:tye: Absolutely. That’s why I brought my kids here last weekend. Or a few weeks
ago for Strawberry Festival.
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Continuing this collective, collaborative conversation, the following night:
Amanda: So…What do you want your children and grandchildren to know and understand about
this place, and everything that might mean to you…in terms of the past, present, and future?
Tayohseron:tye: I want my kids to know the story of how it came to be. Like I want my kids to
know how people…how people had to work hard to make this place happen. And I’d like them to
experience that, like what Karahkwinehtha was talking about last night, was wanting our kids to
experience those things. Wanting to experience this place. And so that’s what I would like for my
children, like having [her daughter] here right now, but, having my other two children here, at
the Strawberry Festival, and understanding that it takes work. That it takes work to make this
happen. That this can’t just exist without people. And it takes us to make it happen. If, if, it’s not
us, then who’s it gonna be, right? Like, if I walk away, that’s ok…in some people’s minds, like I
have no commitment to this place like in terms of ‘I have no commitment to this place’
technically. But I have a commitment of the heart to this place. And so because of that, I want
my kids to also be able to commit to this place. You know, I’d like them to know how this place
has affected me in my journey, so that maybe at some point in their journey, either they come
back to it or…you know what I mean? Maybe I introduce it a little sooner so they just kinda
grow with it.
Like for me when I learned about the language, it was through books that my Grandfather had
written, and I came back to the…that’s the thing that brought me back to the language, right? So
at my house there’s lots of pictures of this place and all my work from here, and all of those
things are at home. So if my own kids don’t come back to it, maybe it will be a connector for my
grandkids or something. But in order for it to be maintained until that point, we need people. We
need people to be committed to this place and so that’s the thing I want my kids to understand
is...that we lived here at some point. And that our Ancestors, their grandfathers and
grandmothers lived here, and our blood runs from this place, you know? And that we…if we
don’t maintain some space here, then it’s gone, right? Then it’s gone. And we have this space
here now, so we need to work to maintain that, you know. For me anyway, that’s part of it.
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Karennanoron: Yeah I think the connection to this land is important. And this place, being here,
is an important part of the picture, that I would want my children and my grandchildren to know,
and be able to come back to for sure. Because it’s like full circle. And I think this morning, when
we were in class, and we were talking about [the Peacemaker]…that it just was really….it kinda
just came to me, when Karonhyaken:re was talking about it. That, so we already came through a
period of having to reclaim things. We’ve already come through a period where we had to bring
back the languages, set up the Longhouse to put our ceremonies and stuff in, so that they would
continue. We’ve already been through that cycle one time. And it’s like Kanatsiohareke is the
second time. So it’s like this is the second…right? It’s like maybe Tom is, we said, like the second
[Peacemaker]…that, he’s created this space here, that’s back in the traditional, our original
lands of the Mohawk Valley, but it’s another space where…we’re bringing back the language,
we’re bringing back the culture.
And I think it’s important that my children, my grandchildren, see that connection. See the
historical timeline of where our language and culture has come from, so that they understand
how important this is. Right, that this is transformative, it’s…important in being part of the
process of keeping that culture and that language alive for us. So then they need to come back,
like a touchstone, right? That they need to come back to this place, and have this experience, in
order that your life, where you’re living is more real and more connected. That you have to come
back here. It’s like people who immigrate to this country, they always go back to the homeland.
There’s a reason for that, it’s not just to visit their family, it’s to re-connect with their culture
and who they are. Because then they…come back here, and live in North America, so we…This
is our land. So we need to come back here and make that connection. It sustains us. It keeps us
going. Because we’re sort of…The pressure of the overculture is strong. And I think it’s easy to
push…especially the worldview stuff…it’s easy to push it [pushing her hands away], unless
we’re always coming back to it, coming back to it, and keeping it strong in our lives.
So that’s what I’d like my kids to know, is sort of the timeline of where our language and
culture…what it’s been through, but also the importance of continuing to support this place,
come to this place, be involved with this place, yeah. And that’s my two cents.
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Tayohseron:tye to her daughter: What do you want your kids to know, and your grandkids to
know about this place?
Her daughter: My kids will live here, so it won’t matter.
Katsitsi:io: For me it’s the same as what they both said, I guess definitely the reasons behind
why Tom made this place, and what it means, yeah, what the intentions were, especially about
what a true community is supposed to be like…the ideal. And the respect involved in that. All the
teachings that go along with that. Definitely about what this place meant or means for me in my
journey. The impact that it has had on me, and along with that my whole story. In hopes that they
won’t have to struggle…they, I say they….
Tayohseron:tye: Because there will be more than one...absolutely.
Katsitsi:io: They won’t have to struggle with trying to reclaim their identity as much as I did.
And that I could sort of be the catalyst for them. Yeah.
Whitney: I don’t know what everybody said, but just from what I caught of [Katsitsi:io], it’s
really similar to mine, you know. Like first and foremost I want my kids to…like, to know that
feeling of belonging, a lot earlier than I ever felt it. And I feel like from my own…healing that’s
happened here, I don’t think that this will be, you know…the only place that they’ll feel it, but I
know that this is going to be a place for that to happen, and just like, really be re-affirmed.
I want them to know, to come here, and just know that family beyond family. You know? And just
kinda bits of what everyone was saying like, I want them to understand what it takes from them
to be part of a community…it’s not like this passive thing…you have to actively be part of a
community, and build that community. And that they have a home, they have a place there, they
have roles there, they have responsibilities in that. And just to be…like, just to be free and
encouraged to learn. I feel like that’s a big thing that…I’ve gotten out of this place and I imagine
that they will too. To learn a language that is theirs. You know?
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Katsitsi:io: I have something else I could add. One of the reasons I’ve been seriously
contemplating having my baby here, is not only because I think it would be a very peaceful
place, and good place, to give birth, but I think it would also better help her connect with the
land that she’s from, because where we originally came from is super important, in every
culture. I don’t know why, or if it’s just because that’s where people came from…I guess you’re
connected to that earth, obviously. Because how do you say where you’re from? You say ‘I am
from this earth…’
Tayohseron:tye: That’s why we say, ‘What kinda earth are you?’
Katsitsi:io: So I think that would only help her with her identity and knowing where she’s truly
from, and to feel connected to the earth.
Tayohseron:tye: Niwakwenhtsio:ten. What type of earth, the type of earth that you are. That’s
what that means. Like, what’s your people, what people are you from, what’s your nation or
something like that. So I said Kanien’keha:ka niwakwenhtsio:ten. I’m of the Mohawk, I’m of the
People of the Flint kinda place. The flinty earth.
Kahsto'sera'a: For the future generations, for my nieces for my nephews, for these babies, I do
want them to know early and often about this place as a place of safety and restoring and…I
hope they come, and just realize that even when, say, my nieces and nephews, they’re one more
generation, their father is White, one more generation removed, and I want them to be
connecting in the same way, in a way that this is where we can create our foundations, and be
this next generation…and recognize that and articulate what that means. Which is what you’re
doing right now [turning to me]. You know. In really important ways. Is to…it’s like, articulating
what it is that we’re doing here and what we’re experiencing here, really is a first step in
returning and restoring. And the idea that the language is dynamic and the people are dynamic
does involve an articulation of like, well, what does that mean now, how do we interpret
that…now…and giving us spaces to do that interpretation and check in with each other from all
different places too, it’s kinda cool…It’s like the Zapatistas have their little community centers
that people travel to, they learn, they go back to their communities, and it shores them up, so…
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I want the younger people to know that that specifically is what is available to them here…our
traditional knowledge, that is…the corn and the lye and…making the corn bread, there is all of
that. And there’s also an envisioning for the future, and defining which is just such a powerful
adventure for people to take together, you know?
Whitney: I was just thinking of something else. So I feel like one other thing that I really want
them to know and…play a role with is how Kanatsiohareke is not just a place for us, it’s a place
for everyone, and it’s a place where everyone can come and learn about the heritage of this
land, the culture, and everything about the Mohawk people, and Haudenosaunee. And I feel like
that’s something too…that’s another responsibility. I want them to have that sense of belonging,
not just because….like for them, they’ll be healthier people because of it. But because it will
compel them to become a true community member, be a better citizen. And I think even when it
comes to teaching the non-Native world about us, and our way of being, I think that there’s a lot
to be learned about like Tom and people like [Tayohseron:tye], and people who take every
opportunity to share things in a positive way. I think it’s something you kinda have to come here
and see how it’s done sometimes, because at home, and in different territories, well for mine, at
least, there’s kinda an ongoing assumption that the people who live around that territory I think
kinda assume that they know enough about it or they know what there is to know about it…and
so there’s not always that really open dialogue, you know like always sharing more…always
teaching more. But I think this is kinda a really good place to practice that and then go home
with that.
Amanda: It was interesting because like…telling the story again of this Valley…because…the
settlers who’ve come to live here and stay….it’s all just historical, it’s all in the past, so this is
basically even like our presence here is just…getting the stories back and overlaying I
think…that’s struck me in powerful ways…
Whitney: I feel like a conversation that has come up a lot here…is the importance of allies to the
communities, and preserving the culture, preserving lands, regaining lands that have been lost,
like all these things, they can’t be done by just that people with that immediate interest by
themselves. Like it’s dependent on so many other political ties, so many other political alliances,
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and other people understanding that…the whole history here, and kinda the importance of that
reclamation. I feel like that kinda diplomacy that Tom really practices, and sharing…teaching as
many people as he can…going out into universities, and all other communities and just sharing
whatever there is to be taught, I feel like that is really important to kind of adopt, and like just
maintain as best you can. I mean, maybe you don’t know the dates, maybe you don’t know the
names, but just to share the themes and these reoccurring events over time, like just to raise
awareness, because I feel like just in the two weeks I’ve been here, I’ve seen more allies come
through, and I don’t know their heritage, maybe they’re directly connected to the Mohawk
community, but we’ve met so many allies who have so much enthusiasm behind not just this
place, but the culture, and you can tell that when they go home, they’re talking about it, and
sharing about it, and they’re just so passionate about a culture that I assume isn’t theirs. And
that’s really neat to see because, again, when you get close enough to territories, you don’t
always see that really high regard, for the culture that it really deserves, from non-Natives in the
community. I think that’s really important to just the whole goal of really making sure that we
always have a place, we always have access to the lands, that the lands are protected, that the
language is still gonna be there, all of that.
Amanda: And Tom consciously setting out to do that, like to make those allies, I mean really
consciously, deliberately. It wasn’t that way when he first got here, not good relations
necessarily. It was not easy or whatever. It was a lot of just constant work, so as well as
a diplomat really…that value of diplomacy…it’s pretty awesome. Like the other day he was
saying the sheriff was coming to cut the grass!
Karonhyaken:re: For me, the Valley was always a place…it was like a mystical place when I
was younger. And my parents would talk about…and it sounded like, like, to me like this…when I
listened to the stories about what my Mom would say about coming here, lots of families and lots
of people working together, and people would be in the garden together, and people cooked
together…I had the idea then that people were living here all the time. And that they were here
all the time. So yes, as I got older and I started comin’ here myself, and I…started to see the
grown up version of it…But from my understanding I think it was like that in the beginning when
they first started here, there was like eight to ten families that started here. But for me it was like,
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modern Indian living, but still being Onkwehon:we. And sticking to our original ways, but living
in a modern way. So when I got here and I seen like the buildings were starting to go, and those
sorts of things, and it just makes my heart sad because all those original families that had done
so much for the Nation, that like Akwesasne basically was the nation that brought this place here
for us, right? All of the people from that Longhouse, right? Working together and doing their
sales to come up with fundraising to come up with this place. And I’ve heard Ida Mae’s story
about her coming here, and Tom’s stories, and stuff like that, and I’m sooo grateful that it’s still
here.
And that Tom and his family have rooted here. I’d love to see it flourish and to see more people
come and be a part, and help keep the sustainability of what they’ve put here. Because for me
it’s…It’s all-encompassing. It’s all-encompassing. It’s not just language, it’s like everything of
who we are…that it represents.
And for my kids, just even them coming here and seeing it…they…my little ones connected real
early, cause they’ve only known Longhouse, so coming here it was like, a breath of fresh air,
returning, for them. And my oldest one, this is her first time here, and her response to me is she
wants to come back and take the language program here, for the next few summers, until she can
get into the immersion program. Because she already knows what her job is here.
So, for me it’s definitely a re-connection back to where we are. And even for me just looking at
the woods and stuff like that, and being in places like there’s so many historical places that
things have happened. And like when I went to where the battle site of Oriskany was, you can
feel that. You can feel that there. And these lands still hold that. So it’s about, I think, just the
people being here, speaking the language, and doin’ all of that, is helping put all that to rest. So
that we can heal, and we can keep moving forward and we can keep doing those things. And if it
wasn’t for Tom staying here and getting this place and helping with this place, then I wonder for
me and my family where we would be. You know, ‘cause my Mom was the first one that started to
come here out of my family. To connect us. So, for that, tkaktonte akhehro:ri ne nia:wen. You
know like, it’s something that you definitely have to be grateful for.
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I think for myself I learn more from the woods, just being out and listening. I learn more about
myself. Being out in the woods and on the land. And touching the ground. And just knowing this
is where, and especially at the Turtle Castle, that for me, my first place…time in there…very
powerful. And it just solidified it for me. That I know where I am, I know the road that I’m
walking and it’s…I know where I’m supposed to be, and to just keep moving in that way…Tho
nikon.
Amanda: What you are saying reminds me of even like the water. Like I remember when I first
went up to that spring, and I thought, this water has been running, and I’m like…feeling, tasting,
drinking the same water that they tasted. You know, like…
Karonhyaken:re: I’m collecting from the same water that they would collect from, you know?
And drink the same water…and me and Ida Mae were just talking about that. The difference
between this land and hers. And she was saying that coming here, she can feel the water, she
says, she feels the water, that she knows…and she can feel the vibration of it and how close it is
to her, because she’s come from a place where, it’s so dry all the time, right? So it’s just like
even knowing that whole flow…like even with our Moon ceremony that we did, and
understanding how that works, right? And then I got thinking like ‘Hey, I remember that feeling
too, because I grew up out West, where it was flat and dry all the time, and I remember coming
here and feeling like, like, everything was different for me. I mean my skin changed, my
everythin’.
But the air is way cleaner here. Than it is at home. I don’t know if you guys notice, but I can tell.
You can smell the woods.
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Appendix C
Fishman’s Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale or GIDS Scale
STAGES OF REVERSING LANGUAGE SHIFT: SEVERITY OF INTERGENERATIONAL
DISLOCATION
(read from the bottom up)
1. Education, work sphere, mass media and governmental operations at higher and nationwide
levels.
2. Local/regional mass media and governmental services.
3.The local/regional (i.e. non-neighbourhood) work sphere, both among Xmen and among
Ymen.
4b. Public schools for Xish children, offering some instruction via Xish, but substantially under
Yish curricular and staffing control.
4a. Schools in lieu of compulsory education and substantially under Xish curricular and staffing
control.
II. RLS to transcend diglossia, subsequent to its attainment
5. Schools for literacy acquisition, for the old and for the young, and not in lieu of compulsory
education.
6. The intergenerational and demographically concentrated homefamily-neighbourhoodcommunity: the basis of mother-tongue transmission.
7. Cultural interaction in Xish primarily involving the community-based older generation. 8.
Reconstructing Xish and adult acquisition of XSL.
I. RLS to attain diglossia (assuming prior ideological clarification)

GIDS scale (Fishman, 1991; 2001, p. 466)
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Appendix D
Resources on Protection of Minority Groups & Language-based Discrimination
UNESCO’s Safeguarding Endangered Languages
www.unesco.org/culture/en/endangeredlanguages
UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/unpfii-sessions-2.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/
UNESCO: United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
www.en.unesco.org
UNEP: United Nations Environment Program
www.unep.org
IUCN: The World Conservation Union
www.iucn.org
Terralingua
www.terralingua.org
Cultural Survival
www.culturalsurvival.org
Ethnologue: 7,106 known living languages
www.ethnologue.com
2008 International Conference on Sustaining Cultural and Biological Diversity in a Rapidly
Changing World: Lessons for Global Policy organised by the American Museum of Natural
History, IUCN and Terralingua, 2-5 April, 2008, New York
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Convention on biological diversity. 1992. United Nations Environment Programme
http://www.conservationandsociety.org/article.asp
UNESCO. 2001. Universal declaration on cultural diversity (Approved by UNESCO’s Gen.
Conf., 31st Session, Paris)
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0012/001271/127160m.pdf
United Nations 2004 Human Development Report
http://hdr.undp.org/reports/global/2004/ connecting cultural freedoms to language rights &
human development
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights
www.unhchr.ch
information connecting LHRs and education in international & regional HRs instruments
UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and
Linguistic Minorities
http://www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/ d_minori.ht m
Council of Europe’s European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages (1998) &
Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities (1998)
http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/EN /v3News.asp;
Treaty numbers: 148 and 157, with a section on definitions
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR) 1966, in force since 1976, contains the most far-reaching binding protection for LHRs
for minority languages (see also deVarennes, International Law and Education in a Minority
Language, Vol. 1).
Hague Recommendations Regarding the Education Rights of National Minorities
http://ww w.osce. org/documents/html/pdftoht ml/2700_en .pdf.html from OSCE ’s High
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Commissioner on National Minorities
UNESCO. 2003. Position paper Education in a Mutilingual World
http://unesdo c.unesco.org/images/0012/ 001297/129728e .pdf follows Hague Recommendations
fairly closely
United Nation’s 2004 Human Development Report
http://hdr.undp.org/reports/global/2004/
linking cultural liberty to language rights and human development
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights
www.unhchr.ch
educational LHRs in international / regional HRs instruments
http:// www.ohchr.org/english/law/index.htm texts of the HRs instruments
http:// www.unhchr.ch /tbs/doc.nsf for States parties to the treaties
Mercator Linguistic Rights and Legislation website
http:// www.ciemen.org/mercator/Menu_nou/index.cfm?lg.gb
Helsinki Final Act
http://www.osce.org/history
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Appendix E
Glossary of Kanien’keha (Mohawk) Terms
Aksotha – Grandmother
A’nowara’ko:wa – Great Turtle Island
Iethi’nistenha tsi Ionhwenhtsiate, Iethi’nistenha Ohwenhtsia – our Mother the Earth
Iethisothokon:’a – Grandfathers and Grandmothers
Iethisotho:kon’kenha – Ancestors
Kaienere’ko:wa – the Great Law of Peace
Kanatsiohareke – the place of the clean pot, the place of the pot that renews or cleans itself
Kanien’keha – Mohawk language
Kanien’keha:ka – the Mohawk People
Kanien’keha:ka niwakwenhtsio:ten – The people of the flint is the type of earth (people) that I
am.
Kanien'keha:ka-Rotinonhsionni -- Mohawk-Iroquois or Mohawk-Haudenosaunee; I am using
this when I need to refer not only to Mohawk, but to Mohawk as situated within the
Rotinonhsionni or Haudenosaunee Confederacy, when I need to refer to the relationship of the
Kanien’keha:ka to the Rotinonhsionni, or the Rotinonhsionni as related to the Kanien’keha:ka
Kanien:keh –Mohawk lands/territory
Kaya’tonni – Beautiful woman, like a doll
Nia:wen – thank you
Niawen’ko:wa – big thanks
Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen -- the Words That Come Before All Else, the Opening or
Thanksgiving Address; “what we say before we do anything important” (Tom Porter, 2008, p. 8).
Onkwawen:na – our language
Onkwawenna’shon:’a – our languages
Onkwehon:we – the Real or Original People (referring to Indigenous people)
I will use this term interchangeably with Indigenous. John Mohawk says, “…Onkwehon:we.
That word means real humans. Like physical humans. To separate them from non-physical
beings. It means that you’re real” (John Mohawk lecture, Perspective of Mother Earth, 1990).
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Onkwehonwe’neha – the way of the Real People (Taiaiake Alfred in Alfred & Corntassel
(2005) describes this as self-determination and freedom)
Otsi:ra – the fire or spirit in all life or living things
Kahwa:tsire – family; Akhwa:tsire - my family
Rake’niha – Father (translates as ‘he loaned it to me’…life)
Raksotha – Grandfather
Tewakwishenhe:ion – I’m tired (“literally, my life force has become dead”)
Tota – Grandparent
Tsi Tyonnheht Onkwawen:na – ‘our language sustains us;’ this is the name of the language
and cultural program at Tyendinaga Mohawk Territory
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