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Our book is the fruit of a joint collective venture of Indigenous artists 
and researchers who have struggled against deep-rooted racism, colonial-
ism, and sexism in the world through their art and research activities. The 
majority of the contributors participated in the “Indigenous Art Work-
shop and International Conference on Policy Towards Indigenous Peoples: 
Lessons to be Learned” held in Sapporo Japan from 30 November to 4 
December in 2017. This art and academic event was hosted by the Centre 
for Environmental and Minority Policy Studies (CEMiPoS) and the Ainu 
Women’s Association (Menoko Mosmos in the Ainu language), with the 
support of the Hugo Valentin Centre at Uppsala University in Sweden and 
the Northern Institute of Environmental and Minority Law, Arctic Cen-
tre at the University of Lapland in Rovaniemi, Finland. In retrospect, the 
preliminary meeting about the art and academic conference just a week 
before the event in Sapporo with Leena Huss, Satu Gröndahl, Tomas Col-
bengtson and Kamrul Hossain at the Hugo Valentin Centre in Uppsala is 
a fond memory. They gave me confidence in myself. I express my gratitude 
to them as well as those organizations for their efforts to realize the art 
and academic event. In particular, Ainu women’s independent involvement 
in the event under the leadership of chairperson Ryoko Tahara made the 
event special and historical.
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After the art and academic event, a number of collaborations between 
the participants have been carried out across the continents. From 2017 
onwards, the Gdansk-based Amareya Theatre led by Katarzyna Pastuszak 
has produced and premiered performances with Ainu women from Me-
noko Mosmos in collaboration with CEMiPoS. In June 2018, Satu Grön-
dahl and Leena Huss invited Madoka Hammine to give a presentation 
at a seminar on language endangerment and revitalization at the Hugo 
Valentin Centre. In February 2019, Stockholm-based video artist/journal-
ist Antonie Frank Grahamsdaughter began production of a documentary 
on legendary Ainu female artist/activist Shizue Ukaji, as the first volume 
in a series on Indigenous grandmothers in the world, also in collaboration 
with CEMiPoS. In October 2019, Leena Huss, Leni Charbonneau, and I 
were invited to the “Conference on the Strength from Within” at Dellie 
Maa (a Sami Indigenous Film and Art Festival) in Dearna/Tärnaby, Swe-
den, organized by Oskar Östergren Njajta and Marie Persson Njajta. These 
are part of the above-mentioned collaborations. The extension of these 
collaborations lies in the publication of our book. In this context, the book 
is not only a collection of Indigenous artists’ materials and academic chap-
ters but also that of collaborations for decolonization crossing the bounda-
ries between art and research. Meanwhile, I became acquainted with three 
researchers such as Quintin Gumucio, Stefania Castelblanco Péres, and 
Carles Jornet Aguareles one after another. Unexpectedly, they accepted my 
sudden offer to contribute their chapters to our book. I deeply appreciate 
those who have collaborated ever since as well as those who added unique 
topics to the book.

It was not easy for us to edit and publish a book composed of eight 
Indigenous artists’ materials and seventeen academic chapters during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Unsurprisingly, artists and researchers have had 
their own difficulties contributing to us. It was a pity that, in January 2020, 
James Daschuk, who has won numerous awards for his book titled Clear-
ing the Plains, had to withdraw his chapter from our book project due to 
his spouse’s health condition. Fortunately, by May 2021, there came a hap-
py ending as he emailed me that his spouse had completely regained their 
strength. In August 2019, during our call for papers, Nina Sivertsen had 
just undergone an operation in the hospital. Contrary to our expectations, 
she submitted her chapter to us. Her incredible bravery inspired us to work 
hard on editing. June L. Lorenzo was frequently interrupted by COV-
ID-19-related deaths of relatives and friends in the Navajo Nation and 
the Pueblo of Laguna. Nonetheless, she continued to work on her chapter 
throughout. Her struggle with adversity motivated us to finish strong. Fur-
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thermore, thanks to Elizabeth Sumida Huaman promising to contribute 
her chapter as soon as our book project was announced, and Fern Eyles 
and Jade Kake being the second to contribute before the first deadline, 
we could take steps forward. We could take further steps thanks to Arnaq 
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Leni to determine an editing policy and provided her with their exper-
tise. Some of them reviewed chapters for us all. I miss the online editorial 
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morning, Leena, Satu and Kamrul in the afternoon to me at night. Tomas 
Colbengtson kindly collected materials from Indigenous artists who had 
participated in the 2017 event in Sapporo. I feel a profound gratitude to 
them for laying the foundation for the publication of our book and for 
providing me with warm and moral support. Second, Mashiyat Zaman and 
Meindert Boersma from CEMiPoS spent half a year from January to June 
2021 corresponding with all of the authors to edit the language and refer-
ences of their chapters and prepare them for publication. In March 2021, 
Carles Jornet Aguareles joined CEMiPoS to help them edit the chapters, 
and to find and negotiate with a typesetter about producing a print-ready 
manuscript. Finally, Meindert and Leni worked together to compile the 
Indigenous artists’ materials with consent from Tomas Colbengtson. We 
are all indebted to the careful and insightful editing of our book provided 
by Leni, Mashiyat, Meindert, and Carles, especially considering the tasks 
were new to them. A special bond has developed between me and them 
as a result of the hard work, which is an unprecedented and invaluable by-
product of this editing process.

In addition, we are very thankful to Marcel Kaczmarek in Warsaw, Po-
land, for producing beautiful book covers with Shizue Ukaji’s work, and 
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out the editing process, Tomislav Dulić, Director at the Hugo Valentin 
Centre at Uppsala University generously provided us with detailed infor-
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thanks to the Indigenous artists such as Tomas Colbengtson, Louise Fon-
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FOREWORD

The Decolonization of  Indigenous Ainu Women

Ryoko Tahara 
(trans. Mashiyat Zaman)

In December 2017, researchers, artists, and representatives of Indigenous 
people from all over the world convened at Ainu Mosir for the International 
Conference on Policy Towards Indigenous Peoples and Indigenous Art 
Workshop & Exhibition. Throughout the event, participants discussed the 
history of injustice, ecological destruction, and colonialism that has sought 
to destroy the health, language, and culture of the Ainu people, as well 
as the compound discrimination that Indigenous women face. This gath-
ering, in which we confronted our difficult history and considered how 
we can recover our human rights, was the culmination of what Hiroshi 
Maruyama and I had discussed more than two years prior. Thus, speaking 
as someone who has been involved since the beginning, there is no greater 
joy than seeing that our event was the beginning of the partnership that 
brought the authors of this book together.

Confronting both racism and sexism, Ainu women have long suffered 
the complex and multi-layered intersections of “compound discrimina-
tion”, in which various forms of discrimination are intertwined.1 Through 
the invasion and dispossession of Ainu lands, Ainu women faced contempt 
both as colonized subjects and as women, rendered as targets of sexual ob-
jectification. In school and at work, in marriage and beyond, Ainu women 
who were discriminated for their heritage resented being born Ainu at all, 
as they came to believe that such hardship and abuse were simply unavoid-
able. In the process of forming a new Ainu women’s group and studying 
our history, I discovered that the UN Committee on the Elimination of 
Racial Discrimination had used the language of intersectionality and com-

1 Translator’s note: the author uses the term fukugō sabetsu (lit. “compound discrimination”) coined by 

feminist scholar Ueno Chizuko in her book The Sociology of  Discrimination and Coexistence (1996).



pound discrimination to explain how racism disproportionately impacts 
women in different ways and on different levels than men, just as we Ainu 
women have experienced ourselves.

After that, members of the Ainu women’s group and I made it our goal 
to create an environment where we may not only bring light to the layers of 
harm that Ainu women face, but also discuss initiatives to improve the sta-
tus quo and eliminate discrimination. Realizing the importance of creating 
a platform for our activism where we can share our traditions and knowl-
edge more widely, we established Menoko Mosimosi, the Ainu Women’s 
Association, in April 2017.

While at first, we focused on our experiences with compound discrimi-
nation, after the Japanese branch of the Slow Food Association suggested 
that another way of recovering our agency is through food, we began to 
collaborate around Ainu food traditions as well. To date, through events 
such as the Ainu Food Festival, and the Indigenous Terra Madre and 
Pan-Pacific in Ainu Mosir, we have participated in activism promoting 
sustainable living through rethinking local traditional food culture.  

In 2017’s Indigenous Art Workshop & Exhibition, the Polish contem-
porary theater troupe Amareya performed the modern dance Nomadic 
Woman, based on a true story of Greenland’s Inuit people. At the time, 
Menoko Mosimosi’s Tsugumi Matsudaira participated as well. In 2018 and 
2019, commemorating the hundred-year anniversary of Japan and Poland’s 
diplomatic relationship, Amareya and the Ainu Women’s Association per-
formed “a reenactment of the fateful encounter between a Polish cultural 
anthropologist and a Karafuto Ainu woman.”2 Karafuto Ainu descendant 
Kimiko Naragi and other Ainu women participated in this spectacular pro-
duction that brought a full house in both its matinee and evening shows. I 
am proud that we were able to share this bridge between Japan and Poland 
with the world, and that the performance could become a source of em-
powerment for Ainu women.

In recent years, environmental destruction and climate change-induced 
natural disasters have taken the fortunes and lives of many. Amidst this 
suffering, COVID-19 rages, plunging the world into a state of fear and un-
certainty as we are forced to watch loved ones stand on the brink of pover-
ty or death. Whenever humans suffer such a calamity, we call it kamuy — in 
the Ainu language, we would call the novel coronavirus Payokakamuy, the 
god of illness. The Ainu have a saying, “Nothing falls from the sky with-
out a destiny.” Humans cannot selfishly decide whether that which befalls 

2 Translator’s note: the Polish anthropologist mentioned is Bronisław Piłsudski (1866–1918), who 

conducted research on the Indigenous people of  Sakhalin Island, north of  present-day Hokkaido.
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them is a boon or a curse, as everything on this Earth carries a destiny. 
Thus, even as we wish for the pandemic to leave us in peace, we must think 
about its purpose, too. I believe the natural world is crying out in response 
to the environment’s continued destruction. Perhaps it’s saying, “Humans, 
please do not hurt this Earth any further!”

Indigenous people, each with their own language and culture, have long 
lived in this world in awe of and in coexistence with nature. Now, more 
than ever, humanity must seek knowledge of the natural world from In-
digenous peoples in order to continue its existence on this planet. And 
as Indigenous people, in order for us to break free from colonization, we 
must not only increase our awareness of the hardships that we have suf-
fered, but also gather the courage to confront discrimination, and organize 
our efforts sustainably.

In solidarity with the Indigenous peoples of this world.

Ryoko Tahara 
Ainu Women’s Association Menoko Mosimosi
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INTRODUCTION

Assembling the Multilocal, Multivocal Language 

for the Post-UNDRIP Era

Leni Charbonneau

Nomadic
… with great Skilled in the other side of  the life
so we find together, creating a sentence
a fragile community
— Everyone knows the same feeling of  belonging to the periphery — to 
be endured
language we find along the way… 
—Najavaraq, 2017

Language and place are two fundamental components to telling any sto-
ry, to any history. Moreover, language and place inherently contain one 
another through a relationship of co-generation and co-dependency. Our 
languages are rooted in our places, and our places are born of narratives 
which have and continue to be articulated independently from fragile po-
litical demarcations.

The history of this book begins in December 2017, in Sapporo, on the 
island of Hokkaido in Japan — though already we find depiction both 
inadequate and inaccurate with regards to language and place. From its 
inception at the 2017 International Conference on the Policy Towards In-
digenous Peoples (Centre for Minority and Environmental Policy Studies, 
n.d.),  this story has always been multivocal. It was not only the common kon-
nichiwa of Japan that foregrounded the opening words of the conference, 
but a mosaic of others… aluu! hello! hej igen! bures!... and, with a particular 
melodic force: irankarapte! 

In our multivocality we both created and inhabited a space that was 
multilocal. We were not only in Japan but in Ainu Mosir, the homeland of 



the Ainu people Indigenous to the land graciously taking us in as guests. 
Although our venue was formed by the walls of Hokkaido University, the 
respective structures echoed the legacy of the institution’s colonial design-
ers, many imported from Western nations in the early days of the modern 
Japanese state. This complex mosaic of multilocality was repeated in each 
punctuated moment of the 2017 International Conference on the Policy 
Towards Indigenous Peoples.  As our gathering opened within a brick-lad-
en lecture hall, the plainly-utilitarian seats were overtaken with colourful 
expressions of identity and place — a constellation of translocality. The 
diverse greetings and sentiments simultaneously projecting from the seats 
produced not cacophony, but a type of harmony only achievable through 
a certain level of incommensurability. Our symphony of difference found 
momentary steadiness when gazes collectively turned to an image project-
ed over the classroom walls. An aerial photograph of a green, mountainous, 
and marshy land. Against the context of a white, cold-bitter day in urban 
Sapporo, one could intuit that this was a far-away place. A woman in front 
of the image spoke, telling us of this land called Sapmi in the northern 
throes of Europe. Yet as she spoke and wove her narrative — the opening 
remarks of what would become our collective narrative — the evocation of 
Sapmi was as close, visceral, and real as the tables and chairs in the room. 
Distance dissolved. Sapmi reassembled in that space, in Ainu Mosir and in 
Sapporo, alongside all of the other traces of places being carried into that 
lecture hall. This was truly an Indigenous space, wherein the localized and 
distant particularities of place merge with shared histories which have un-
folded at a global scale. It was within this mantle of the multiple that Marie 
Persson Njajta — Sami activist, artist, and mother — spoke confidently 
that she finally had a context through which to tell her story.

Indigenous stories embody this type of unified multiplicity. The gather-
ing in Sapporo was testament to the kind of places that we call Indigenous. 
Indigenous places are simultaneously local and have the capacity to make 
connections over wide distances. The fibers of these connections are woven 
through shared histories of place, which on the one hand is characterized by 
firm knowledge, respect, and love for land and heritage. On the other hand, 
the connective meshwork of Indigenous places is substantiated by shared 
experiences of colonialism and imperialism, whereby the very relationships 
between humans and place have been subject to disruption and attempts at 
erasure, concealment, denial, and distortion. The revolutionary nature of 
Indigenous places, then, is in their intrinsic ability to be rooted in what is 
local and familiar, and yet they subvert boundaries so often imposed on the 
local through transcendent connection and collaboration. Central, then, to 
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the project of decolonization is this type of deterritorialization. The stories 
of Indigenous people and places therefore demand new conceptions of peo-
ple and place. Accordingly, to write these new stories, to create new histories 
and futures, demands a new type of language.

So what is the language of this book? To speak of Indigenous places and 
people necessitates a type of expression that both listens to and respects the 
unique modalities produced of and within particular locales whilst always 
oriented towards a translocal collective effort. Our efforts are oriented to-
wards an assessment of another artifact of language which has profoundly 
interfaced with Indigenous places and livelihoods. The 2017 conference 
which has incited this project was held on the tenth anniversary of the Unit-
ed Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), 
and through our innovative language we have sought to inquire as to how 
and to what degree this seminal document has interacted with Indigenous 
futures and present realities. Although UNDRIP is presented here as the 
subject of our book, we must ask: does it truly speak the Indigenous lan-
guage? Does it represent the language of decolonization? 

In a sense, we aim to speak as an assemblage, in the terms of a dynam-
ic and symbiotic community that is always reconfiguring and contesting 
boundaries (Deleuze and Guattari 1987). It follows that our evaluation of 
UNDRIP is not limited to the boundaries within which the Declaration 
was formulated — state legal systems or international law — although those 
are included in our collective assessment. In the present volume, we take se-
riously the call to multivocality to ask what it truly means to be Indigenous 
in the post-UNDRIP era. As such, a wide array of expressions is represent-
ed on these pages, corresponding to equally diverse places. In so doing, we 
echo the founding intention of the 2017 International Conference on the 
Policy Towards Indigenous Peoples, which was to create a space in which 
academics, artists, and activists speak and inquire together. Just as Indige-
neity speaks to that which is translocal and multivocal, this current volume 
presents a unison of voices which, to different extents, may be recognized 
as political, academic, research-oriented, pedagogical, epistemological, nar-
rative, and historical. Furthermore, this volume has additional dimension 
through exposition of visual pieces by Indigenous artists from around the 
world, first showcased at the 2017 gathering in Sapporo. The artistic pieces 
and profiles interspersed throughout this volume mark a preliminary un-
binding of the themes concerning identity, place, and experience — far too 
often relegated to text alone. The images, poems, and stories should thereby 
not be encountered as mere supplements to the text, but as integral features 
of our collaborative, multimodal, and ever-expanding grammar. 



Although this volume has been produced in the spirit of transcending 
boundaries and categorizations, we have identified four loose and inher-
ently intertwined areas through which we have considered the state of 
Indigeneity in the post-UNDRIP era. The first part of this book em-
ploys historical analytical frameworks through which our contributing 
authors have considered the particular types of injustices which charac-
terize shared histories of colonialism, imperialism, and persistent forms 
of inequality. The second part turns to that which is universally particular 
for every strand of Indigenous politics — land. As Sámi activist, artist, 
and mother Marie Persson Njajta reminded us in Sapporo in 2017, it is 
the land and waters which carry our stories. To compromise the land is 
to compromise the very being of Indigenous peoples and indeed all peo-
ples everywhere. Accordingly, the part of this book devoted to land has a 
wide swathe of considerations, from resource rights and struggles against 
corporatism, to spirituality, to psychological and physiological health. The 
third part of this volume is devoted to a struggle often nested — and far 
too often concealed — in the wider topics of Indigenous politics: gender 
equality. As our writers in this part highlight, women have foregrounded 
key institutions of care and social stability in many Indigenous societies, 
and histories of colonial domination have severed these crucial institu-
tions rendering Indigenous women particularly vulnerable to exploitative 
practices. Finally, the fourth part brings together injustices of the past 
with future-oriented strategies for Indigenous survival. Our contributors 
here speak to the imperative role of Indigenous education and linguistic 
revival towards more just and sustainable futures.

Although this project and its inciting event — the 2017 conference — 
has been supported by the Centre for Environmental and Minority Policy 
Studies (based in Japan), the connections herein would not have been 
possible without the gracious welcome to Ainu Mosir by the activists, 
leaders, and thinkers behind the Ainu Women’s Association. The voices 
of this project harmonize many central elements, but perhaps foremost 
is the recognition that decolonization for any population begins with the 
correction of exploitation on any level of society. The voices included 
in our histories reveal the types of futures we might anticipate, and, to 
be realized meaningfully, decolonization must imply the amplification 
of voices which domineering historical forces have sought to dislocate. 
From this we uncover the central objective of the book: that it is ultimate-
ly through collaboration that we can reassemble political horizons, and 
challenge hegemonic practices of territorialization — of both place and 
identity — which have subordinated landscapes of cultural difference. 
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Decolonization becomes possible once we re-territorialize the horizons of 
political possibility, ultimately rendering symphonies of difference.
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Negotiating Indigenous Rights:

From Transnational Networks to Making Room

in International Law

Kamrul Hossain

Introduction
The distinctness of Indigenous peoples is well acknowledged in interna-
tional law. The prevailing literature demonstrates how an Indigenous peo-
ple form a unique group having a right to exist in their own ways and be 
recognized as a “people” within the framework of international law for the 
exercise of a right to self-determination (Ulfstein 2004, 5). The meaning 
of a right to self-determination in an international legal framework has 
transformed over time. For Indigenous peoples in particular, it has never 
been understood as a right to secession from the existing states in which 
such people live. Yet, due to their distinctness as well as their pre-colonial 
presence on the lands and territories in which they live and traditionally 
conducted their livelihood practices, Indigenous peoples retain a unique 
position. Their territories were occupied by settlers at different times, and 
they were gradually pushed out from their own lands. They were margin-
alized in their own territories, and their language, culture, and identity 
were put in danger because they were colonized by settler states. In many 
countries, Indigenous peoples lost their existence because of strong and 
successful assimilation measures adopted by settler states. This position 
was largely ignored when international law started being developed in the 
early nineteenth century, which did not recognize Indigenous peoples as 
distinct. However, from the 1950s onwards, Indigenous peoples found 
themselves in a position to pursue their goals through the emerging hu-
man rights framework. Based on this background, the following chapter 
aims at presenting the Indigenous movement and the rationale behind it 
in order to explore whether today’s international legal framework is capa-
ble of offering a unique status for Indigenous peoples. The chapter con-
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tains six sections, including an introduction and conclusion. The second 
section offers an understanding of why, and how, international law has 
been incapable of recognizing Indigenous peoples as active participants 
within its framework. The third section then considers the realization of 
actual problems prevailing in the legal framework, demonstrating an al-
ternative approach in the Indigenous movement in the form of establish-
ing a transnational network. Finally, before showing in the fifth section 
how Indigenous peoples exercise a right to self-determination, the fourth 
section illustrates the inclusion of Indigenous peoples in the international 
law-making process. The final section concludes, based on an evaluation 
of Indigenous movement and its success, that, as legal developments are 
gradually seeking more legitimacy, an inclusion of Indigenous peoples in 
the current international legal framework adds value in legal norms.

International Law and Indigenous Peoples
International law is state-centric, and modern statehood is defined in the 
Montevideo Convention on the Rights and Duties of  States of  1933. Arti-
cle 1 of  the Convention reads as follows:

The State as a person of  international law should possess the following 
qualifications:  (a) a permanent population; (b) a defined territory; (c) a 
government; and (d) capacity to enter into relations with the other States. 
(Montevideo Convention 1933, Article 1)

In international law, statehood therefore means having a permanent popu-
lation within a defined territory that has an effective government with ca-
pacity to govern both internal affairs and to enter into relations with other 
states. The state has the supreme authority for governing internal affairs 
vertically and the capacity to engage in external relations with other states 
horizontally, together referred to as the exercise of  “sovereignty”. The no-
tion of  sovereignty attached to statehood is the result of  the Peace of  West-
phalia of  1648, which put an end to the Thirty Years’ War in Europe. The 
Peace of  Westphalia legitimated the right to sovereignty for states (Beaulac 
2004, 181). By virtue of  the Peace of  Westphalia, sovereignty offers both 
the legal and legitimate right of  states to protect their territorial integrity 
and political independence against any external threats, as well as the right 
not to be interfered with in matters that are essentially domestic within their 
defined territory. International law promotes norms for maintaining inter-
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state and international relationships based on sovereign equality of  states 
(UN Charter 1945, Article 2(1)). The issues having a nuance of  crossing 
states’ territorial boundary, either directly or indirectly, are the object of  
international law. States themselves determine to what extent they are ready 
to accept an issue as common enough to become part of  international law 
even if  it is considered as internal, such as human rights.

Concerning Indigenous peoples, the Westphalian model of  international 
society based on the principle of  territorial sovereignty excludes them from 
being recognized as part of  mainstream international law. Despite the fact 
that Indigenous peoples have been living on their territory for thousands 
of  years before settler states colonized them and that they have their own 
language, culture, and, most importantly, their own philosophical under-
standing of  their existence as distinct people, the sovereignty-oriented con-
struction of  international law has seen no place for Indigenous peoples as 
subjects. Yet, as international law continues to develop, embracing various 
other branches within it, concerns relating to Indigenous peoples are start-
ing to become part of  international human rights law. There are commonal-
ities for all Indigenous peoples across the world: their pre-colonial presence 
in their territories, uniqueness as distinct people with specific philosophical 
views of  existence, and subsequent suffering and discrimination caused by 
colonial regimes. Moreover, in many cases, territorial divides place a group 
of  Indigenous peoples in more than one country, hence affecting their na-
tional identity. For example, the Sámi, the Indigenous people of  Fennos-
candia, live in four countries: Finland, Norway, Russia, and Sweden. Simi-
larly, the Inuit inhabit Canada, Greenland, Alaska, and far Eastern Russia.

Recognizing Indigenous peoples and their rights in a legal system is a 
complex matter. There is no internationally set definition. Countries them-
selves develop different conceptualizations for identifying their own In-
digenous populations. In some countries, they are termed aboriginals; in 
others, they are referred to with terms such as first nations, Indigenous 
populations, tribal groups, and small numerical ethnic minorities. Neverthe-
less, in an international setting, a number of  criteria have set a standard for 
identifying Indigenous peoples, an approach which has been re-affirmed 
by the UN Special Rapporteur of  the Sub-Commission on Prevention of  
Discrimination and Protection of  Minorities, Jose R. Martinez Cobo (Cobo 
1987). In his well-known Study of  the Problem of  Discrimination against Indige-
nous Populations, he defines Indigenous peoples as follows:

Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which, having 
a historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that 
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developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other 
sectors of  the societies now prevailing on those territories, or parts of  
them. They form at present non-dominant sectors of  society and are de-
termined to preserve, develop and transmit to future generations their an-
cestral territories, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of  their continued 
existence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural patterns, social 
institutions and legal system. (Cobo 1987, 29)

International legal documents in relation to Indigenous peoples, such as 
the International Labour Organization Convention 169 (ILO 169), while 
not clearly defining “indigenous peoples”, do provide some references re-
garding their conceptualization. For example, the ILO 169 — the only le-
gally binding instrument with regards to Indigenous peoples — refers to 
objective criteria for the identification of  Indigenous peoples. Article 1.1 
(b) determines that Indigenous peoples are descended from populations 
that inhabited the country or region at the time of  conquest, colonization, 
or establishment of  state boundaries, and that irrespective of  their legal 
status, they retain some or all of  their own social, economic, cultural, and 
political institutions. In the preceding paragraph 1.1 (a), the article also de-
scribes “tribal peoples” as “peoples in independent countries whose social, 
cultural, and economic conditions distinguish them from other sections of  
the national community, and whose status is regulated wholly or partially 
by their own customs or traditions or by special laws or regulations” (ILO 
1989). Although the Convention offers the conceptualization of  Indige-
nous and tribal peoples in separate paragraphs, there are no differences ar-
ticulated among these two groups under the Convention concerning rights 
they are entitled to enjoy — both groups are granted the same rights under 
the Convention (Henriksen 2008, 7).

The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of  Indigenous Peoples 
(UNDRIP) is the most comprehensive document setting all-inclusive rights 
to which Indigenous peoples are entitled. Whereas the Declaration is often 
referred to as “non-binding”, it offers significant normative value regard-
less of  its legal status. However, UNDRIP does not establish a clear defi-
nition of  “indigenous peoples”, which means it is not explicit who are the 
exact beneficiaries of  the rights contained in the Declaration. The Preamble 
of  the Declaration does refer to certain characteristics similar to the ones 
found in the Cobo definition, such as: distinctiveness; dispossession of  
lands, territories, and natural resources; historical and pre-colonial presence 
in certain territories; cultural and linguistic characteristics; and political and 
legal marginalization. In 2003, a working group under the African Com-
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mission on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) indicated the following 
characteristics of  African Indigenous peoples: their cultures and ways of  
life differ considerably from those of  the dominant society; their cultures 
are under threat, in some cases on the verge of  extinction; the survival 
of  their particular way of  life depends on access and rights to their tra-
ditional land and resources; they often live in inaccessible, geographically 
isolated regions; and they suffer from political and social marginalization 
and are subject to domination and exploitation within national political and 
economic structures. Almost all Indigenous peoples have in common that 
they have suffered from injustice and discrimination, issues which over time 
placed restrictions on their ability to flourish in their own way and maintain 
their own philosophical vision for survival on earth. This means they have 
all suffered from suppression in exercising their legitimate rights. These 
characteristics set a standard for the international legal status of  “indige-
nous peoples”. When identifying Indigenous peoples in their own territo-
ries, states are expected to follow this standard.

Today, international human rights law has acknowledged this standard 
for identifying Indigenous peoples. It recognizes the reality faced by Indige-
nous peoples and provides a safeguard for them to enjoy certain substantial 
rights, including a right to self-determination as it is understood in the cur-
rent context and within a human rights framework. However, there are no 
internationally set standards for the implementation of  the right to self-de-
termination at the national level. Although today, Indigenous peoples rec-
ognize their existence under the current nation-state structure (Kingsbury 
1998, 422), and they are committed to contributing to the development of  
the current states in which they live, they demand meaningful opportunities 
to flourish, as is the case for the dominant populations in society. Over the 
last few decades, Indigenous peoples have strengthened their movement for 
the promotion of  their political status, both nationally and internationally, 
to meaningfully exercise self-determination. While arguing for exercising a 
right to self-determination — a collective right to be enjoyed by all of  them 
— Indigenous peoples’ particular situation, needs, and worldview play a 
significant role.

Awareness and International Indigenous Movements
Indigenous peoples have lived on their lands and territories from time im-
memorial (Gilbert 2016, 1). Their worldview and philosophical understand-
ing of  existence are distinct from that of  the current nation-state structure. 
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Given that Indigenous peoples have never mobilized on a large enough 
scale to fight against the creation of  nation-states on their lands and ter-
ritories in the name of  terra nullius, they were sidelined at the very first 
stage of  this development. The awakening appeared only at a particularly 
late stage, when gradual assimilation had already started to cause identi-
ty loss. The awareness of  losing identity propelled Indigenous peoples to 
initiate dialogues among themselves and mobilize for their voices to be 
heard. However, there were no remarkable signs for placing Indigenous 
peoples at the forefront of  any international discussions prior to the 1920s 
(Kingsbury 1998, 414). The territorial confinement of  nation-state theory 
disregarded Indigenous peoples’ status as being different from other pop-
ulations. Following the creation of  the League of  Nations (LoN) in 1920, 
a number of  Indigenous leaders — such as Cayuga Chief  Deskaheh from 
Canada and Maori leader T. W. Ratana from New Zealand — joined togeth-
er and approached the LoN, seeking recognition as distinct peoples. They 
argued that the existing structure of  a state-centric international system was 
unknown to them; that they were colonized by settler states at different 
times; that their lands, territories, and ethno-cultural identity were being 
confiscated; that and they intended to retain their unique status, meaning 
the international system should find a solution to that end (Niezen 2003).

However, the Eurocentric development of  international law based on 
the Westphalian model of  sovereignty found no place for Indigenous peo-
ples, whose issues were set aside. At the end of  the Second World War, 
the United Nations (UN) was established in 1945 to promote internation-
al peace and security, and respect for equal rights and “self-determination 
of  peoples” (UN Charter 1945, Article 1(2)). At the moment of  its crea-
tion, one of  the six organs of  the UN — the Trusteeship Council — was 
entrusted to list non-self-governing territories in order to a transition to 
independence. In this regard, the United Nations General Assembly Reso-
lution 1541 notes that chapter XI of  the Charter is applicable “to territories 
which were then known as the colonial type” as geographically “separate”. 
However, Indigenous peoples’ concerns were not recognized within this 
system because the right to self-determination was meant for colonial-type 
“territories” that are clearly geographically separate, with people in such 
territories being politically and culturally distinct. The concept of  “self-de-
termination” recognized rights of  groups of  people who were economical-
ly or politically subordinate, culturally or geographically distinct from the 
administering state, and whose social hierarchy was comparable with the 
concept of  a “non-self-governing territory” (Alfredsson 1982). The irony 
of  the precarious position of  Indigenous peoples is that most of  them live 
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on territories that are not clearly geographically defined or separate from 
their metropolitan states. Because they were not geographically separate 
from the states in which they were located, Indigenous peoples failed to 
gain the status of  “self-determining” peoples under international law in 
the context of  the post-Second World War decolonization process. Their 
concerns were viewed as domestic issues within the territorial scope of  the 
states in which they were located.

As a result, Indigenous peoples were advised to settle their concerns with 
the governments of  their current states. Although disappointing, this de-
velopment led Indigenous peoples to formally organize themselves to have 
their voices heard, both domestically and internationally. Because inter-
national legal approaches to accommodating the concerns of  Indigenous 
peoples differed from those strategies adopted for a decolonization agenda, 
Indigenous peoples began to raise their issues to be recognized within the 
framework of  human rights law. As distinct “people”, they argued for a 
right to self-determination as it applies to peoples’ rights (in contrast to ter-
ritorial separateness), given that a country can be composed of  more than 
one people, and each people has a right to self-determination. For them, 
recognition as distinct “people”, maintenance of  the principle of  non-dis-
crimination and the right to self-determination within the scope of  human 
rights law motivated them to commence dialogues with their current states. 
In the beginning, the dialogue generally took the form of  appeals, negoti-
ations, or consultations. In some countries, however, Indigenous peoples 
also asserted armed rebellion against occupying colonial states and their 
representatives (Arnold and Wiener 2012, 131). At the transnational level, 
Indigenous peoples inhabiting more than one country formed transnational 
associations. In 1956, for example, the Sámi from Fennoscandia formed the 
“Saami Council”, a non-governmental organization comprising Sámi mem-
ber organizations in Finland, Russia, Norway, and Sweden, with the primary 
objective to promote Sámi rights and interests.

In the ensuing years, Indigenous peoples propelled similar initiatives. 
In 1968, the International Working Group for Indigenous Affairs (IW-
GIA) was founded. The IWGIA was primarily established to create a net-
work of  researchers and human rights activists to document the situation 
of  Indigenous peoples and advocate for their rights. It is one of  the first 
global Indigenous peoples’ organizations to cooperate with other Indige-
nous organizations and international institutions to promote, protect, and 
defend their rights (Dahl 2009). As an expansion of  Indigenous peoples’ 
networks, in September 1973, the Arctic Peoples’ Conference was con-
vened in Denmark as one of  the first steps towards acknowledging and 
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addressing common issues and promoting rights that were relevant to the 
Indigenous peoples of  Greenland, Canada, and Scandinavia. One of  the 
common issues highlighted in its resolutions was the collective ownership 
of  lands and waters traditionally used and occupied by Indigenous peoples 
(Kleivan 1992). In 1975, as an initiative from Indigenous peoples in Cana-
da, a number of  Indigenous leaders from different parts of  the world were 
invited to a conference held in Port Alberta, Canada. The leaders agreed 
to promote the practice of  “self-determination” for Indigenous peoples 
by creating stronger institutional structures that could ensure a meaningful 
Indigenous presence at various important international forums, such as at 
the UN. This initiative resulted in the formation of  the World Council of  
Indigenous Peoples representing Indigenous organizations from five re-
gions of  the world: Scandinavia, North America, Central America, South 
America and the Pacific (Laenui, Burgess, and The Contemporary Pacific 
1990). In 1977, Arctic Indigenous leaders convened a pan-Arctic meeting 
at Barrow, Alaska, which culminated in the establishment of  the Inuit Cir-
cumpolar Council (ICC) (Shadian 2006, 255). The ICC represents approxi-
mately 160,000 Inuit people in Alaska, Canada, Russia, and Greenland, and 
is one of  the leading Indigenous peoples’ organizations committed to pro-
moting and ensuring the rights, interests, and development of  Inuit culture 
and languages (Wilson and Smith, 2011). The gradual and strengthened 
institutionalization of  Indigenous peoples and the series of  international 
events brought some success in terms of  attracting international actors to 
recognize their concerns. In 1982, Indigenous organizations and UN mem-
ber states jointly founded the Working Group on Indigenous Populations 
(WGIP) at the UN level. The WGIP was created in order to oversee the 
promotion and protection of  human rights and the fundamental freedom 
of  Indigenous peoples, as well as to pay attention to the development of  in-
ternational standards concerning Indigenous rights. With the endorsement 
of  UNDRIP, the WGIP became replaced by the Expert Mechanism on the 
Rights of  Indigenous Peoples in 2007.

In 2000, the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) was 
established as a coordinating body to promote effective Indigenous partic-
ipation at the UN level, with its members appointed by Indigenous organ-
izations and states. The creation of  the UNPFII was one of  the outcomes 
of  the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna, Austria. The 
Vienna Declaration and Programme of  Action (VDPA) recommended es-
tablishing such a forum within the first United Nations International Dec-
ade of  the World’s Indigenous Peoples (VDPA 1993, Preamble). The fol-
lowing year, the Commission on Human Rights decided to appoint a Special 
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Rapporteur on the rights of  Indigenous peoples, as part of  the system of  
thematic Special Procedures. The mandates of  the Special Rapporteur were 
to take effective measures to promote best practices, communicate reports, 
conduct thematic studies, and prepare annual reports for the UN Human 
Rights Council concerning the rights of  Indigenous peoples globally.

Recognition Within the Framework of  International Law
During the post-Cold War era, international law development has increas-
ingly geared towards improving democratization and legitimacy in interna-
tional legal procedures. Although states are theoretically still the primary 
actors in international legal order in the current globalized world, in par-
ticular because intra-state issues are increasingly regulated by international 
law (Wouters, De Meester, and Ryngaert 2004, 35), participation from non- 
and sub-state actors is increasingly influencing law-making processes. These 
other-than-state entities are participating in law-making, either directly or 
indirectly. The ever-increasing demand for procedural legitimacy in inter-
national decision-making processes has recognized Indigenous peoples not 
only as objects but also as subjects (Macklem 2008, 179). According to 
Macklem, the exclusion of  Indigenous peoples from the distribution of  
sovereign authority, rendering them subject to the sovereign power of  the 
states in which they live, does not necessarily disregard them as subjects of  
international law. Rather, he argues that international law provides the pro-
tection of  Indigenous peoples from the exercise of  states’ sovereign power 
arbitrarily without due regard to set international legal standards (Macklem 
2008, 187). Indigenous peoples’ international legal existence acknowledges 
applicability of  international law to their relations with states (Macklem 
2008, 179). Indigenous peoples’ movements, referred to in the previous 
section, have evidently booked remarkable success in becoming recognized 
in international legal structures. The following section will focus on the 
advancements made in international and regional human rights law.

The International Labour Organization Convention 107 (ILO 107), 
which was adopted in 1957 and entered into force in 1959, is one of  the 
first efforts promoted by the UN in this regard (Guzman 2003, 61). Subti-
tled “Convention concerning the Protection and Integration of  Indigenous 
and Other Tribal and Semi-Tribal Populations in Independent Countries”, 
the Convention aims at recognizing and protecting Indigenous and tribal 
populations’ cultural, civil, religious, and social rights within independent 
countries (ILO 1957, Article 4). However, rights presented in the Conven-
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tion are a mere extension of  general human rights already enjoyed by oth-
er populations in society, with the exception of  a few provisions on the 
recognition of  customary law and land rights. Its integrationist emphasis, 
nevertheless, called for a revision of  the Convention (Larsen 2016). For 
example, the UN Special Rapporteur, Martinez-Cobo, suggested inclusion 
of  ethno-development and independence or self-determination, instead of  
integration and protection (Cobo 1987, 26). As a result, the Convention, 
despite creating a first step to internationalize Indigenous peoples’ rights 
within the framework of  international law, failed to uphold the aspiration 
expressed in Indigenous movements. The Convention was eventually re-
placed by a revised version adopted in 1989: the ILO 169, which entered 
into force in 1991. In fact, this is the only legally binding Convention to 
date that extensively recognizes Indigenous peoples’ rights concerning is-
sues such as lands, territories, resources, relocation, and participation in 
socio-cultural and economic development.

Although there are still criticisms from many Indigenous peoples, par-
ticularly concerning the absence of  self-determination language as well as 
weak provisions on meaningful participation, the Convention established 
procedural requirements for states to follow and comply in order to en-
gage Indigenous peoples, consult with them, and make them a partner in 
the decision-making process. The importance of  the Convention lies in 
its recognition of  a minimum international procedural standard, providing 
international oversight and a measure of  transparency to Indigenous-state 
relations, consultations and negotiations that were previously entirely with-
in the jurisdiction of  the state and addresses a number of  concerns in a 
relatively positive manner (MacKay 2003, 10).

Moreover, Article 14 of  the Convention underlined a substantive right 
recognizing Indigenous peoples’ ownership and usage rights of  the lands 
they traditionally occupied or used, hence placing states under an obligation 
to produce laws to comply with the provision. While referring to Indige-
nous and tribal populations, the Convention also used the term “peoples”. 
Although in Article 1(3), a clarification suggested that the use of  that term 
“shall not be construed as having any implications as regards the rights 
which may attach to the term under international law”, it still recognizes 
that “indigenous peoples have the right to some measure of  self-govern-
ment with regard to their institutions and in determining the direction and 
scope of  their economic, social and cultural development.” (MacKay 2003, 
15) The internationalization of  Indigenous peoples’ issues is also reflected 
in Article 32 of  the Convention, referring to cross-border contacts and 
cooperation among the Indigenous and tribal peoples separated because 
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of  international borders. Such cross-border contact and cooperation in-
clude activities in socio-cultural, spiritual, economic, and environmental 
fields. States are required to take effective and positive measures to pro-
mote cross-border access, including “international agreements”. However, 
the ratification history of  the Convention has not been promising so far — 
only twenty-three states have ratified the Convention (Swartz 2019).

In addition to placing emphasis on the protection and promotion of  
Indigenous peoples’ rights, international legal processes have started to in-
creasingly rely on Indigenous knowledge on traditional land use behaviour, 
biodiversity conservation, and environmental management. In 1992, the 
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development adopted 
a set of  principles — the so-called Rio Declaration — clearly recognizing 
Indigenous peoples’ role in sustainable environmental management in the 
following terms:

Indigenous people and their communities and other local communities 
have a vital role in environmental management and development because 
of  their knowledge and traditional practices. States should recognize and 
duly support their identity, culture and interests and enable their effective 
participation in the achievement of  sustainable development. (Rio Decla-
ration 1992, Principle 22)

The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) further reflected the ac-
knowledgement of  Indigenous peoples’ traditional knowledge and tradi-
tional lifestyles relevant “for the conservation and sustainable use of  bio-
logical diversity”, and the promotion of  “their wider application with the 
approval and involvement of  the holders of  such knowledge” (CBD 1992, 
Article 8j). However, other than exceptions like these, recognition of  Indig-
enous peoples’ relevance in an international framework is mainly endorsed 
within the human rights framework. At the end of  the Cold War in 1993, the 
World Conference on Human Rights held in Vienna endorsed the Vienna 
Declaration and Programme of  Action (VDPA) for a “comprehensive anal-
ysis of  the international human rights system and of  the machinery for the 
protection of  human rights, in order to enhance and thus promote a fuller 
observance of  those rights, in a just and balanced manner” (VDPA 1993, 
Preamble). The year 1993 was also remarkable because it was declared as the 
International Year of  the World’s Indigenous Peoples. The VDPA recogniz-
es the inherent dignity and the unique contribution of  Indigenous peoples 
and strongly reaffirms the commitment of  the international community to 
their economic, social, and cultural well-being and their enjoyment of  the 
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fruits of  sustainable development. The VDPA recommends that states take 
positive steps, in accordance with international law, to ensure respect for all 
human rights and fundamental freedoms of  Indigenous peoples, allow their 
full and free participation in matters that are especially of  their concern, 
and recognize the value and diversity of  their distinct identities, cultures and 
social organizations (VDPA 1993, para. 20–31).

The VDPA reinforces state obligations under the mainstream human 
rights framework, such as the Universal Declaration of  Human Rights 
(UDHR) of  1948, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR) of  1966, and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR) of  1966, together referred to as the “internation-
al bill of  human rights” (Letsas 2013). However, none of  these instruments 
had any clear reference to Indigenous peoples. Nevertheless, post-Cold War 
developments brought reference to Indigenous peoples within the human 
rights framework through subsequent measures — for example, via the 
statements produced by the treaty monitoring bodies. Article 27 of  the IC-
CPR refers to the protection of  ethnic, religious, and linguistic minorities’ 
right “to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practise their own religion, 
or to use their own language” in communities with the other members of  
their group. In most countries, Indigenous peoples form minorities; hence, 
the article is applicable to them. Article 15 (1) (a) of  the ICESCR states that 
everyone has the right to take part in cultural life, again with no mention 
of  Indigenous peoples. The treaty monitoring bodies of  the ICCPR (the 
Human Rights Committee (HRC)) and of  the ICESCR (the Committee) 
referred to “indigenous peoples” in authoritative statements, respectively 
the General Comment 23 of  1994 (on the interpretation of  Article 27), and 
the General Comment 21 of  2009 (on the interpretation of  Article 15 (1)). 
In General Comment 23, the HRC stated that a particular culture refers to 
“a way of  life … closely associated with territory and use of  resources”, and 
which is particularly relevant for Indigenous peoples forming a minority. 
In General Comment 21, the Committee strongly and clearly referred to 
Indigenous peoples and their existence as unique groups having the right to 
both collective and individual enjoyment of  culture. According to the Com-
mittee, the strong communal dimension of  cultural life is “indispensable 
to their existence, well-being and full development, and includes the right 
to the lands, territories and resources which they have traditionally owned, 
occupied or otherwise used or acquired”.

The common Article 1 to both the ICCPR and ICESCR referred to 
people’s right to self-determination, which over time has been found rel-
evant in relation to Indigenous peoples (Koivurova 2010a). Even though 
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a right to self-determination applicable to Indigenous peoples offers legal 
uncertainty in international law, it depends on in what sense the concept is 
referred to and to what extent Indigenous peoples qualify as distinct “peo-
ple”. International law does not define the term “people”, but, as discussed 
above, most Indigenous peoples have started to accept that they are part 
of  states’ sovereign command and that a state may be composed of  more 
than one people (Van der Vyver 2000, 17). Therefore, a right to self-deter-
mination in today’s context renders a procedural right (Klabbers 2006, 189) 
in the exercise of  a group’s collective aspiration for meaningful existence 
with dignity. As a result, enjoyment of  a right to culture “in community 
with others”, for example, cannot be meaningfully achieved unless a right 
to self-determination is attached to it. The HRC found the relevance of  
the right to self-determination underlined in Article 1, particularly in the 
context of  its second clause concerning resource management, in the inter-
pretation of  Article 27. In its concluding observations delivered in 2006 on 
the country report submitted by the United States, the HRC required that 
the country give Indigenous peoples increased influence on issues affecting 
their natural environment and their means of  subsistence, while protecting 
their right to culture.

Meanwhile, in 1994, soon after the adoption of  ILO 169, the UN WGIP 
released the draft UN Declaration on the Rights of  Indigenous Peoples 
(UNDRIP). It took yet another thirteen years for the WGIP to endorse 
the final Declaration in 2007, which received overwhelming support from 
the international community. Only four states — Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand, and the United States — voted against its adoption, and all of  
these states eventually endorsed the Declaration in 2009 and 2010 (Bellier 
and Preaud 2011, note 9). UNDRIP sets a range of  comprehensive and 
substantive rights belonging to Indigenous peoples, including the right to 
self-determination and a procedural regime: the right to free, prior, and 
informed consent (FPIC). Providing self-determination in Article 3, and 
with clarification in Article 4 (self-governance), UNDRIP also reaffirms 
existing international legal instruments, such as ILO 169 (UNDRIP 2007). 
The legal nature of  UNDRIP is a non-binding declaration. Yet, because 
UNDRIP is endorsed by almost all the states of  the world, its status is of-
ten considered similar to that of  customary international law (which binds 
states regardless of  any explicit consent), given that it reinforces the norms 
enshrined in existing legally binding international and human rights law 
(Nichols and Hamilton 2018, 11).

UNDRIP possesses a strong normative standard; it has “the potential 
to prompt new ways of  understanding both state obligations under inter-
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national law and domestic frameworks governing state-Indigenous rela-
tions” (Nichols and Hamilton 2018, 133). James Anaya, the former UN 
special rapporteur on the rights of  Indigenous peoples, commented that 
UNDRIP “reflects legal commitments that are related to the UN Charter, 
other treaty commitments and customary international law” (Anaya 2010, 
para. 62). Also, national legal systems at times refer to UNDRIP provi-
sions in binding legal decisions. For example, the Supreme Court of  Belize 
has made express reference to FPIC, including Article 32 of  UNDRIP, in 
a claim presented before the Court. The Court outlined that the failure 
to obtain consent from Indigenous peoples prior to granting the relevant 
concessions and permissions was unlawful. Immediately after the Declara-
tion was adopted, in the Saramaka people vs. Suriname case of  2007, the 
Inter-American Court of  Human Rights held that “regarding large-scale 
development or investment projects that would have a major impact within 
Saramaka territory, the state has a duty, not only to consult with the Saram-
aka, but also to obtain their free, prior, and informed consent, according 
to their customs and traditions”, referring to the FPIC provision under 
Article 32 of  the Declaration. Similarly international instruments such as 
the Nagoya Protocol (adopted in 2010 within the framework of  CBD) rec-
ognized the importance of  Indigenous peoples’ rights, and thereby drawing 
on UNDRIP sought to ensure “the prior informed consent or approval 
and involvement of  indigenous and local communities” (Nagoya Protocol, 
2010, Article 6(2)), in particular concerning access and benefit sharing for 
genetic resources. As such, the legal effect of  the Declaration reflected in 
the national legal system clearly offers its legal relevance in international 
legal order-making (Nichols and Hamilton 2018, 134).

Indigenous Peoples in International Norm-building
The recognition of  Indigenous peoples in the international legal structure 
strengthens their position in the process of  norm-building. Much of  the 
discussion on Indigenous peoples’ rights was about their attainment of  a 
right to self-determination — an international standard set beyond the con-
text of  colonialism, to be observed by states within their national sphere. 
In most literature, this standard aligns with the concept of  some form 
of  “autonomy” for Indigenous peoples to exercise collectively. Therefore, 
the well-established principle of  self-determination — recognized by in-
ternational law as a right of  all peoples — in the current context offers 
both an internal and an external meaning. Internal self-determination rep-
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resents the autonomous decision-making capacity of  Indigenous peoples 
in certain domestic matters, whereas the external, in a general sense, refers 
to a right of  a group to secede from the existing state. However, current 
international law recognizes that the right to secession is not available to 
all peoples (Batistich 1995, 1025), but only in limited circumstances, where 
there may be a gross violation of  human rights that may compel a group 
of  people to claim for a separate statehood. Indigenous peoples’ right in 
this regard is presented with reference to “internal” self-determination, for 
example both in UNDRIP as well as in existing literature on Indigenous 
rights (Batistich 1995, 1021). In fact, most Indigenous peoples also accept-
ed their claims to have a right to self-determination in terms of  increased 
democratic participation in decision-making when issues are of  their own 
concern. However, practice shows that the exercise of  an external nature 
of  self-determination has meaning beyond the secessionist ideology. If  in-
ternal self-determination provides Indigenous peoples with a right to ne-
gotiate with their own governments, the same right may very well empower 
them to represent their concerns in international negotiations. Therefore, 
the following discussions present how Indigenous peoples exercise such an 
external nature of  self-determination today, and how it offers them a place 
in international norm-building.

The participation of  Indigenous peoples at different international and 
intergovernmental fora empowers them with a soft but effective power to 
directly contribute to international norm-building. At the UN level, their 
participation at and contribution to the work of  the UN Expert Mech-
anism and the UNPFII not only offer an avenue for the dissemination 
of  first-hand knowledge to the rest of  the world on the importance of  
Indigenous peoples and their role in various issues of  common interna-
tional concerns, but also help promote an integration of  such concerns in a 
legal framework. For example, the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) — a major international convention — welcomes In-
digenous peoples’ participation as observers in its annual Conference of  
the Parties (COP), where binding international agreements are adopted. 
As observers, Indigenous peoples advocate for the agreements under the 
convention to recognize their special concerns and human rights. The In-
ternational Indigenous Peoples’ Forum on Climate Change (IIPFCC) is 
the joint Indigenous peoples’ caucus in the UNFCCC process (Hossain 
2016, 11). It coordinates Indigenous peoples’ efforts and activities related 
to the UNFCCC process. IIPFCC’s participation during the negotiation 
of  the Paris Agreement in 2015 showed robust lobbying from Indigenous 
groups for states to adopt a strong human rights approach and to take into 
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consideration Indigenous peoples’ special vulnerabilities to climate change 
impacts, as well as their valuable contributions to climate change adaptation 
and mitigation strategies.

Moreover, direct representation from Indigenous peoples was included 
in the process through national delegations. Norway, for example, included 
representation from its Sámi Parliament in its national delegation, which in 
fact received the entirety of  Norway’s speaking time during the high-level 
segment (Cambou 2018, 38). In fact, both Finland and Norway developed 
practices for their Sámi Indigenous people to be included in their national 
delegation for participation in international meetings where issues are es-
sentially of  concern for them (Cambou 2018, 36). Canada and the US have 
also included the participation of  Indigenous peoples, for example, in the 
Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants adopted in 2001 
(Cambou 2018, 36). The most promising example of  Indigenous participa-
tion in international law-making is the process of  the intergovernmental ne-
gotiation for a Nordic Sámi Convention (Koivurova 2008, 281). The draft-
ing process of  the Convention began soon after the establishment of  the 
three Sámi Parliaments in the mid-1990s in three countries: Finland, Nor-
way, and Sweden. The three Sámi Parliaments established a working group 
to negotiate an international treaty for the Sámi to promote their rights in 
a transnational context. The working group comprised six members, with 
two representatives from each country — one appointed by the govern-
ment (designated by the country’s Ministry of  Foreign Affairs) and the oth-
er one by each country’s respective Sámi Parliament (Hossain 2016, 13–14). 
This kind of  international law-making represents an effort to ensure equal 
participation of  Indigenous peoples in norm-building, and thereby initiate 
a procedural practice that steers towards exercising the right to self-determi-
nation. However, this practice of  including Indigenous peoples in the struc-
tures of  intergovernmental political processes has been exercised only in a 
limited manner so far, and mostly applied in the global North, in particular 
in the context of  Indigenous peoples of  the Arctic world.

The Arctic Council (AC) is an example of  a high-level intergovernmental 
forum (Koivurova 2010b, 148), composed of  eight Arctic states as mem-
bers, with Indigenous peoples as “permanent participants”. This forum is 
unique in its international decision-making structure in the sense that state 
representatives sit together and consult with Indigenous peoples represent-
ed by their authorized organizations. Most importantly, the decision-making 
processes include issues not only related to Indigenous concerns, but also 
to Arctic affairs in general. Despite the fact that “permanent participants” 
do not have the voting right at the AC, they gain a de facto status as actors 
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in the process because most decisions reflect their concurrence, and state 
actors are committed to protect and promote values held by Indigenous 
peoples, in particular in environmental governance in the Arctic (Koivuro-
va and Heinämäki 2006, 104). One problematic point, however, is that a 
common method for legitimate Indigenous representation in international 
negotiation is not yet well developed, as it relates to their inclusion in na-
tional delegations. The status of  Indigenous peoples in the Arctic is more 
advanced compared to other regions of  the world. For setting a common 
standard for Indigenous peoples’ participation in international negotiation, 
a more sophisticated self-determining Indigenous body, similar to Sámi Par-
liaments in the three countries — Finland, Norway, and Sweden — should 
be established at the national level with a clear mandate from the state con-
cerned. Such a body should receive full support from the members of  its 
communities, and, by virtue of  such support, the Indigenous groups should 
gain recognition from the state as representing the group at a national lev-
el. Recognition at the national level eventually implies that such a body is 
capable of  representing its state externally when issues are of  concern for 
respective Indigenous peoples. All in all, however, the procedural practic-
es are gradually being strengthened. The examples from the developments 
taking place in the global North offer inspiration for all Indigenous peoples 
of  the world to establish their status and step up to become increasingly 
active and influential participants in international legal structures. However, 
there is still a lot more to achieve before Indigenous peoples can meaning-
fully exercise their rights as contributors to norm-making in international 
legal developments.

Conclusion
International legal frameworks in relation to the status of  Indigenous peo-
ples set a standard, in particular within their human rights framework. Their 
status as such allows Indigenous peoples to hold, exercise, and maintain a 
right to self-determination. Furthermore, the exercise of  this right allows 
them to contribute to the development of  international law. In addition 
to the human rights law regime, international environmental law-making, 
for example, in climate change and biodiversity regimes, increasingly ac-
knowledges Indigenous peoples’ knowledge and contributions, shared by 
them either as participants or as delegates representing their home states. 
In such a manner, Indigenous peoples today are exercising an external right 
to self-determination — a procedure recognized by some of  the states, 
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which grants increased legitimacy in international law-making. However, 
such procedural practice has not been commonly exercised all across the 
Indigenous world. Indigenous peoples in the Arctic region are relatively 
more progressed in this respect than others. Yet, the standard set through 
the international legal instruments discussed in this chapter, and the proce-
dural practices as exemplified in the Arctic region, demonstrate movement 
towards the inclusion of  Indigenous peoples in the international law-mak-
ing process.
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Indigenous Self-Government in Chile: 

Possible Approaches from the Perspective 

of  National Governance

Quintin Gumucio Castellon

Introduction
Recent decades have seen a resurgence of issues pertaining to the identity, 
aspirations, and various demands from Indigenous populations through-
out South America. This process of re-ethnification has also been going 
on in Chile, a country that has traditionally promoted a clear discourse 
of national unitarianism and demographic homogeneity. In this context, 
increasing demands for self-government are taking place on the part of 
Chile’s Indigenous inhabitants. This chapter focuses on how these legit-
imate aspirations could be conceived and addressed by the national state 
in accordance with its own accepted concepts of governance, in terms of 
constitutional acceptance, modernization, congruence, and restitution.

A number of authors of Indigenous provenance, such as Pablo Ma-
rimán, Sergio Caniuqueo, Fernando Kilaleo, Boris Hualme, Adolfo Milla-
bur, Jorge Nahuel, and Manuel Painequeo, to name just a few (Mariman 
2006; Aylwin 2004), have repeatedly insisted that political measures and 
reforms are necessary to address current deficiencies and improve the sta-
tus of Indigenous populations in the country, often placing the notion of 
self-governance at the top of their agenda. From Tarapacá in the north to 
Magallanes in the south, regions throughout the country have been pro-
moting their ambition for effective decentralization in general discussions 
at the national level (Valenzuela 2015). However, apart from making vague 
noncommittal declarations, the central political elite has done nothing to 
fulfil these demands.

An unexpected factor to be considered in this situation is the sudden 
upsurge of social protests that began in October 2019. The background of 
this massive ongoing process escapes the scope of this chapter, but impor-
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tant changes can be expected now that the May 2021 election for a Con-
stitutional Convention election resulted in a majority of members — in-
cluding seventeen reserved seats for Indigenous peoples — favouring real 
changes to the constitution. The discussion of taking steps towards some 
sort of Indigenous self-government has now become a realistic possibility.

The southern Araucania region, which is home to the largest Indigenous 
population in Chile — the Mapuche — has been the site of a widespread 
movement of self-assertion and protests since the 1990s (Rodriguez and 
Vergara 2015). This was something foreseeable, not only after the upheav-
als during the left-oriented presidency of Salvador Allende (1970–73) and 
the military dictatorship that followed, but also much earlier, with Mapu-
che leaders and organizations calling for autonomy and the return of stolen 
lands already in the early twentieth century, soon after Mapuche territory 
had been forcibly occupied by the Chilean government (Mariman 2012; 
Bengoa 2002; Pavez Ojeda 2006).

Moreover, already in the nineteenth century Mapuche leaders were 
aware of the fact that the republican government chose to ignore the trea-
ties between the Mapuche and the colonial authorities from its founding 
in 1818. These treaties were agreed upon during numerous formal meet-
ings (parlamentos) up to the year 1803, seven years before the beginning of 
the process of independence (Zabala 2015). Very illustrative is the lega-
cy of paramount Mapuche chief Juan Magnil Wenu (ca. 1790–1862), who 
founded the malal letrado (literate residence) as a centre for the codification 
and study of legal procedures in the early days of the republic. He penned 
numerous letters to Chilean officials outlining the terms and the signifi-
cance of those historical treaties that had been signed between his people 
and the colonial government, arguing for their continued validity. Those 
treaties were swiftly de-legitimized in the political narrative and praxis 
of the postcolonial period. Nonetheless, Juan Magnil Wenu’s legacy was 
deemed irrelevant and lacking legitimacy as viewed by republican authori-
ties, promoting instead the vision of a unified, highly centralized state that 
does not allow any degree of regional autonomy, Indigenous or otherwise 
(Pavez Ojeda 2006, 14). Ever since the mid-nineteenth century, the state 
discourse has co-opted and hindered pluralistic governance of any kind. 
Although this chapter does not give full treatment to the consequences of 
the republican government’s failure to adhere to historical treaties, it will 
suffice to say that for now these impediments to Indigenous autonomy 
perpetuate inequality in the forms of resource deprivation, loss of Indige-
nous territory and ecosystem sustainability, loss of cultural identity, and an 
overall decrease in civil well-being.
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As a final note, this chapter is not a general discussion of how many Ma-
puche intellectuals, organizations, and activists have repeatedly formulated 
their political aspirations in recent years, but a discussion of which criteria 
can be relevant for such a discussion as seen from the perspective of the 
national state.

The View from the Traditional Perspective
of  the National State
As discussed above, since the early years of the republic, Chile has mani-
fested the vision of a highly centralized state, with the institutions of pow-
er concentrated in the capital of Santiago. Consequently, proposals for 
governmental reform that would redistribute political influence through-
out the country are quickly shot down as they are depicted as compromis-
ing the foundational political integrity of the nation.

It is within this political structure that the government has addressed 
matters pertaining to Indigenous struggles. Disregarding any notion of 
autonomy, the approaches can be labeled as paternalistic in the best of 
cases, although, as they remain distant from the situated context under 
Chile’s centralized model, these responses are limited in their ability 
to fully incorporate the scope of the socio-political issues plaguing In-
digenous communities. However, it is still worthwhile to consider the 
institutionalized responses to Indigenous demands to fully understand 
the lens through which indigeneity is viewed by state structures in Chile. 
One example is found in the 2008 Nuevo Trato (New Deal), published by 
the Commission for Historical Truth (Informe de la Comisión Verdad 
Histórica y Nuevo Trato con los Pueblos Indígenas). This report shows 
how the political posture towards Indigenous peoples needs to evolve to 
become more just, changing from a historical attitude of exclusion and 
non-recognition to one of inclusion and integration (see algo Pinto Rod-
riguez 2015).

This document is testament to the state’s approach to figure the Indig-
enous population into the national community by regarding their “inclu-
sion” as a measure of goodwill and benevolence, thereby depoliticizing 
and obscuring a long history of bilateral agreements. Notions of histor-
ical and contemporary legal sovereignty are instead masked by a politics 
of recognition, distorted by language of multiculturalism and diversity. 
Nonetheless, the language provided by the deal has some prospects to 
be incorporated into Indigenous projects towards autonomous self-gov-
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ernance. The difficulties that such an approach faces can be seen in the 
minority opinion with serious objections expressed by Felipe Larrain Bas-
cuñan, a member of the commission (Informe de la Comisión Verdad 
Histórica 2008, 627).

Elements of the attitude expressed in the New Deal are nominally in 
place, such as the symbolic recognition of diversity. However, the New 
Deal has thus far failed to result in the implementation of concrete re-
forms. This follows a long trend of governmental proclamations that have 
only offered vague platitudes towards the struggles of Indigenous peo-
ples, defining them as “prior occupants” and recognizing merely ethnic 
distinctions and culture, but not any kind of collective rights as original 
occupants of a territory.

However, there are elements of the political manoeuvres taken by the 
state that can be employed to realize Indigenous autonomy, even by the 
state’s own legal proclamations. In what follows, I will give the context 
within which the rights of Indigenous peoples can be duly recognized. In 
so doing, I will formulate six criteria which can be generative of the viable 
implementation of Indigenous autonomy and self-governance.

Six Necessary Criteria for the Implementation
of  Indigenous Autonomy and Self-governance
To date, there has not been a clearly formulated model for self-governance 
under a recognition of collective rights, as has been called for by various 
Indigenous organizations (Bengoa 2001, 123). The following six criteria 
propose ways in which autonomy may be generated by use of the language 
and political mechanisms of the elite and centralized political class. In oth-
er words, the criteria introduced here use the strategies of political elites to 
bind them to futures defined by Indigenous autonomies by their own legal 
mechanisms. With this approach, I do not claim that these proposals are 
efficacious in resolving the long-standing injustices repeatedly done unto 
Indigenous populations. Nor do I claim that they reflect or embody the 
notion of justice which has been independently formulated by Indigenous 
intellectuals, lawyers, and organizations within the country (Aylwin 2001; 
Mariman et al. 2006; Vergara, Gundermann, and Foerster 2014). What I do 
suggest is that the following six criteria may be employed as a preliminary 
basis towards realizing and implementing Indigenous self-governance: 
constitutional recognition, modernity, congruence, territoriality, govern-
ance restored, and economic sustainability.
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Requisites of  Constitutional Recognition 
The foremost measure in order to realize Indigenous autonomy is the formal 
recognition of the plurinational character of the country. The legal instru-
ments of official recognition are in place in Chile, but have not yet been 
implemented in spite of the ratification of the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). In this way, Chile is behind its 
regional peers, as other Andean nations, such as Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, 
and Bolivia have already pursued juridical reforms in line with the agreement.

The current political context in Chile may provide room to negotiate gen-
uine fulfilment of the international standards stemming from the widespread 
ratification of UNDRIP. According to an agreement reached in November 
2019, a plebiscite is to be held in October 2020, which will vote on the forma-
tion of a constituent assembly, charged with the deliberation of a new consti-
tution. Such wide-scale political change offers prospects for the realization of 
Indigenous recognition, followed by political rights.

Double Nature of  Modernity: Alternative, Yet Integral
Following the stated aims of  the New Deal, the government will recognize 
the multiethnic character of  the country within the context of  a national 
modernization agenda. Therefore, autonomous Indigenous structures could 
be successfully pursued as part of  a project that promotes self-governance 
as inherent to national modernization, rather than some kind of  gracious 
concession to archaic and ancestral polities. The strategy might be carried 
out by garnering support from other sectors partaking in the discourse of  
“modern” Chile, which would manifest as goodwill collaboration between 
local Indigenous political and religious authorities, private enterprises, re-
source development, tourism, agriculture, and beyond. Therefore, self-gov-
erning institutions by Indigenous communities need not be conceived and 
introduced as inherently counter to the aspired national state form, but as 
an integral component of  modern statehood in the current epoch.

Congruence with Added Diversity
of  the National Governance Structure
Between 1593 and 1803, the Mapuche signed a series of  treaties with Span-
ish colonial authorities, many of  which formally acknowledged their right to 
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self-government. A viable way through which autonomy can be conceived, 
accepted, and implemented into the overall arena of  national governance 
is to establish it within the framework of  the concept of  Fuero Municipal 
(Municipal Charter), that is, the autonomous management of  local issues 
(Kemp 2007).

This framework of  a municipal charter can be expanded to include the 
notion of  Indigenous people as ocupantes previos (prior occupants). The mu-
nicipal charter concept is thus a politically legitimate and flexible mecha-
nism that allows national jurisprudence to include and integrate Indigenous 
self-government without fear that it could lead to separatism or weaken 
national governance.

Territoriality
The land already owned by Indigenous groups possesses the legal requi-
sites to be declared legitimate Comunas Originarias Autónomas (Original Au-
tonomous Communes) (OACs), which can be granted the same kind of  
local authority as enjoyed by all the 345 municipalities already in existence 
throughout the country. In principle, this can be done following the tenets es-
tablished by the Ley de Comuna Autónoma (Law of  Autonomous Communes) 
from 1891. Prospects for such an OAC system would provide the grounds 
for coordination among and between OACs, in addition to nearby non-In-
digenous municipalities, in order to coordinate infrastructural projects (such 
as transport, sewage, water facilities, and waste disposal) and other public 
services (such as primary and secondary education and health care). OACs 
can also take legal actions in order to regulate and litigate against measures 
planned by various agencies, public and private, that can be detrimental to 
the local environment (such as water extraction, garbage dumps, hydroelec-
tric dams, invasive road construction, logging, mining, and other industrial 
and extractive activities on Indigenous lands) (Tamayo and Carmona 2019).

It can be argued that the OAC is based on the same collaborative political 
structures that Chile has established with other neighbouring countries, and 
that therefore the main tenets already have discursive recognition and polit-
ical legitimacy as registered by governmental elites. In this way, decentraliza-
tion takes the form of  regional management and cooperation, in which the 
nation is already engaged. Furthermore, the rhetorical strategy that aligns 
these proposed OACs with transnational cooperation would provide the 
grounds upon which political movements can be united in Indigenous ter-
ritories that have been separated as a result of  colonial and republican de-
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marcations. This would primarily apply to Mapuche populations in Chile and 
neighbouring Argentina, the Rapanui population in Easter Island, and the 
Aymara population in northern Chile and Bolivia.

Governance Restored
How OACs choose to organize themselves is a matter to be deliberated 
internally and not a matter of  concern at the national level. Each commune 
will choose its own local authorities and staff  according to their own tenets 
and organize themselves as they choose. However, the central government 
will ensure that the OACs will receive financial support, and that they will 
be acknowledged as a valid interlocutor when dealing with pertinent region-
al and national issues.

This ultimately amounts to nothing more than a reconstruction of  the 
political structure that was forcibly extinguished at the end of  the nine-
teenth century. In other words, it would take the form of  restoring native 
political organizations. Martinez Sarasola (2012) and Pavez Ojeda (2008) 
have both demonstrated how alternative legal forms were imposed in a 
colonial fashion in such a way as to obscure, abolish, and extinguish well-es-
tablished Indigenous political traditions, long held in Araucania, the Argen-
tine pampas, and northern Patagonian territories. Therefore, current move-
ments to reform government structures should include measures to restore 
pre-colonial political forms of  Indigenous communities.

As Pinto Rodriguez (2015) has suggested, to see the political agents and 
structures of  First Nations as legitimate political interlocutors is not mutu-
ally exclusive with the project of  modernity. Inclusion of  Indigenous politi-
cal forms into legitimate political arenas can rework the predominant sense 
of  modernity and reverse the strategies of  exclusion carried out in the nine-
teenth century. The emergence of  the New Deal provides an opportunity 
to realize such a reformation. In more precise terms, it provides prospects 
for the reintegration of  Indigenous governance into the organizational log-
ic of  the national government in a way coterminous with modern govern-
mental forms.

Economic Sustainability
Discussions of  the economic viability and sustainability of  the proposed 
autonomous communes will certainly be a point of  deliberation between 
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the many agencies and parties involved. These rural areas of  prospec-
tive OAC implementation are already fragmented, ecologically degraded, 
poor, and with insufficient basic services; they are peripheral to the identi-
fiable zones of  relative prosperity throughout the country. The economic 
situation of  these regions, characterized as undeveloped or economically 
disadvantageous, must be situated in its historical context — a discursive 
awareness that must be reflected in governmental reforms. The impover-
ishment and economic impediments must not be depicted as fundamental 
deficits of  these regions or their respective populations, but rather as the 
historical consequence of  state expansionism, which systematically dis-
placed and broke down well-functioning livelihoods and economies.

For example, in the Mapuche territories of  south-central Chile, the 
organized agrarian and pasture properties were deemed illegitimate and 
anomalous under the campaigns of  forced expropriation in the second 
half  of  the nineteenth century and opened for settlement by foreign im-
migrants. This laid the foundation for generations of  ensuing poverty, 
as local Indigenous populations became systematically prevented from 
engaging in their long-standing and well-functioning economic systems. 
In what was until recent times the vast autonomous territory of  the Map-
uche, the Chilean state now recognizes the severe debt problems resulting 
from incurred lucro cesante (profit losses) over the past century and even 
before that. More recently, extensive conifer plantations have been dam-
aging the water resources of  the region, further damaging the already sub-
sistence-based economy (Tamayo and Carmona 2019). In the far north, 
not only is the Aymara population dependent on these water reserves, but 
their depletion has had economic ramifications on a much larger scale. 
The proposed systems for self-governance would place resource manage-
ment into the hands of  local communities, who not only possess genera-
tions of  relevant ecological knowledge but also have immediate perspec-
tives concerning the state of  natural resources. This is a sharp contrast 
to the extractive resource strategies centrally managed in the capital city.

Therefore, the monetary support required to establish and maintain 
the OAC districts should not be seen as government subsidies, but rath-
er as compensation for the historical injustices and expropriations. Next 
to the goal of  compensating for the pauperization of  rural communities 
that has been increasingly exacerbated by the increasing industrializa-
tion of  the agrarian sector (Bengoa 2001, 99), monetary support should 
also be seen as an investment for the realization of  sustainable manage-
ment of  natural resources and economic activities at both a local and a 
national scale.
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Conclusion
In summary, the outlined criteria can be seen as plausible steps to be ex-
plored by the Constitutional Convention with the aim of the establishment 
of Indigenous self-governance in the country, in terms that can be said to 
be truly innovative and at the same commensurate and congruent with 
principles and rationales embedded in conventional national governing 
logic, in other words, self-government with the over-all principle of the 
unitary state. This is from the perspective of the state, however, it must be 
stressed that pursuance of any reform towards Indigenous self-governance 
must be carried out in dialogue with First Nations representatives them-
selves, who have been, as mentioned, deliberating and discussing political 
possibilities for a long time. The visions articulated by these First Nations 
actors are, on the one hand, formed by the goal of correcting historical 
injustices by expansionist state schemes and, on the other hand, by the goal 
of achieving and implementing mechanisms of participation in the social 
and political advancements of the country as a whole. This will not be an 
easy road for several reasons. Many projects are still very much in opera-
tion, both at the public and private levels. There are also several counter-
productive factors: the entrenched tradition mentioned of a centralized 
and unitary country; the structural  prevalent mechanisms of discrimina-
tion, coercion and active impediment of Indigenous projects; the vested 
economic interests, particularly in forestry, hydro-electric installations, ag-
riculture and mining, in the affected regions among many of the political 
actors that hold the reins of power.  

As it cannot be that the criteria announced in the New Deal were a shot 
in the dark, at the same time that it will be line of  action with many ob-
stacles, it is now an unavoidable challenge for the delegates to the consti-
tutional convention to steer the course towards a decentralized and pluri-
national Chile.
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Resistance for Repatriation: 

The Enduring Legacy of  the Colonial Robbery 

of  Ainu Graves

Hiroshi Maruyama and Leni Charbonneau

Introduction
Throughout the history of Japanese settler colonialism of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, there was a profound institutional 
fix on the field of racial biology within imperial universities. The foremost 
targets of the respective research were the Ainu populations in the in-
corporated colonial territory of Hokkaido. As a result, Japanese scientists 
took sweeping actions to obtain human remains from their burial sites in 
Ainu communities, a practice carried out over several decades without the 
consent of the Ainu people concerned. To highlight the level of injustice of 
this history and its ongoing effects, we simply refer to these actions as the 
colonial robbery of Ainu graves.

This chapter explores the landscape of policies pertinent to the Ainu in 
the post-UNDRIP era in Japan. It provokes the efficacy of post-UNDRIP 
policy implementation, as practices sustaining the colonial robbery of Ainu 
graves are allowed to continue. The first section of this paper provides an 
overview of the activist movements headed by Ainu leaders. By highlight-
ing ongoing legal conflicts between Ainu activists and imperial institutions 
— with special reference to Hokkaido University — this section suggests 
the contradictions between Japan’s stated obligations to the realization of 
Ainu rights as an Indigenous population and the institutionalized practices 
which continue to infringe upon these rights. The second section con-
textualizes the history and ideological discourse concerning race science, 
which permeated Japan during the peak of its colonization of Hokkaido. 
The narratives of racial difference underpinning Japanese-Ainu relations 
from the nineteenth century to the present have provided the launching 
pad for the removal of over sixteen hundred Ainu human remains from 
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their original or intended burial sites. The third section elaborates on these 
contradictions by pointing to the degenerate interpretation of Ainu rights 
as demonstrated by the precepts outlined in a recently ratified Ainu Poli-
cy Promotion Act. Specifically, we demonstrate that the institutionalized 
commitments to Ainu rights are in direct conflict with both Ainu political 
demands and international standards regarding the repatriation of human 
remains. Finally, this paper concludes by considering what results repatri-
ation campaigns have brought to other Indigenous policies, specifically in 
Fennoscandian areas of Sápmi, the lands of the Sámi people. By highlight-
ing some of the successes of these political movements, we suggest that 
future policy agendas for the repatriation rights of Ainu people may do 
well to adopt strategies that have paved the way for decolonization efforts 
in other Indigenous regions around the world.

The Ainu Repatriation Movement 
The modern Ainu repatriation movement can be traced back to 27 No-
vember 1980. On this day, Hiroshi Kaibazawa, then vice president of the 
Hokkaido Prefectural Workers’ Union, sent a letter to Hokkaido University 
with the following demands: return the Ainu human remains stored by the 
University to their respective descendants; disclose information regarding 
the whereabouts and institutional agreements pertaining to Ainu human 
remains at foreign universities; grant Ainu descendants access to accesso-
ries and other remnants which were obtained in the excavation of Ainu 
graves; and disclose the results of research projects on Ainu human re-
mains to the Ainu community (Hokkaido University (HU) 2013, 83). The 
university did not respond to Kaibazawa’s initial correspondence, prompt-
ing him to issue several other letters with additional demands over the en-
suing two years. Referencing the famed collector and researcher on Ainu 
artefacts Sakuzaemon Kodama, Kaibazawa additionally requested that the 
university return these artefacts. The second letter also included demands 
for Hokkaido University and its affiliate researchers to take responsibility 
for the enduring damage done to Ainu communities, and to allow Ainu 
representatives to inspect the facilities within which human remains have 
been held (HU 2013, 88). It was not until 3 February 1982 that the Faculty 
of Medicine responded to Kaibazawa. Their belated response dismissed all 
of his requests, instead stating that the institution had undergone internal 
assessments of its professors and institutions associated with the stores of 
Ainu human remains and artefacts, from which they concluded that all 
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measures taken to obtain Ainu materials had been done so legally (HU 
2013, 89). 

Following increasing pressure from Kaibazawa and his growing sphere 
of advocates, Hokkaido University opened a window of negotiation, but 
limited the prospects unilaterally to the Ainu Association of Hokkaido 
(AAH). Through the AAH, Hokkaido University claimed to have reached 
a resolution, although the terms were not transparent and Kaibazawa de-
nounced the intervention as a provocation by the AAH (Ogawa 2015, 
124–25). The action initiated by Kaibazawa was recuperated by represent-
atives of the AAH with a letter that supplanted Kaibazawa’s comprehen-
sive demands to instead call for measures which would equate to a mass 
memorial service for the remains. A stipulation was included that remains 
should be returned to Ainu individuals or communities only in the in-
stance of direct request (HU 2013, 92). The measures called for by the 
AAH reflected a high degree of compromise, as the negotiations demon-
strated a sympathetic leaning to the University’s position that maintaining 
the remains was important for research purposes. Thus, it was determined 
that a repository to honour 1,004 Ainu remains would be established in a 
corner of the Faculty of Medicine on 25 July 1984. Over the ensuing years, 
additional negotiations were made, leading to the remittance of thirty-five 
Ainu remains to five different branches of the AAH from 1985 until 2001. 
However, five of these identified remains were mislabeled in the reposito-
ry, only to be identified some years later and finally remitted. This outline 
of the early history of the Ainu repatriation movement demonstrates that 
the AAH have operated in ways favourable to the research agendas of 
academic institutions (HU 2013, 101), as opposed to the requests of Ainu 
citizens like Kaibazawa.

The repatriation movement saw a recurrence in 2008, when activist 
Ryūkichi Ogawa demanded the disclosure of information regarding the 
register of human remains from Hokkaido University. Ogawa thoroughly 
cited the Law on Disclosure of Information Held by Incorporated Admin-
istrative Agencies of 2001 in his actions. He was initially informed by a 
whistleblower about the existence of a register of Ainu remains within the 
University database, intended to act as a catalogue for research purposes — 
a feature of the institution which had not been revealed in earlier repatria-
tion efforts spearheaded by Kaibazawa (Ogawa 2015, 182). After prodding 
University representatives for access to this register, he was given a copy 
of an official university document. However, Ogawa and others speculated 
that the granted document was not the register to which the whistleblower 
alluded, as it lacked features of institutional protocol, such as a cover page, 
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dates, and author names (Ogawa 2015, 184; Ichikawa and Hirata 2016, 
172). Ogawa’s instinct proved correct, as a second appeal to the university 
for a release of the register, bolstered by its reference to the Administrative 
Appeal Act of 1962, yielded the release of a register different from the first 
document provided by the university (Ichikawa and Hirata 2016, 172). Ac-
cordingly, in September 2008, the university finally disclosed twenty-seven 
documents corresponding to the description of the original whistleblow-
er, including a register containing information pertaining to Ogawa’s own 
ancestral remains. Ogawa then collaborated with the Research Group for 
Declassified Documents of Hokkaido University to undertake detailed ex-
aminations of the register. In 2009, 2011, and 2012, these collaborative 
efforts produced letters addressed to the president of Hokkaido University, 
asking that he enacts his institutional authority to address the repatriation 
of documented Ainu holdings, including both ancestral remains and burial 
accessories (Shimizu 2016, 296–97). However, all letters went unanswered.

In February 2012, Ogawa and another activist from his community, 
Yuri Jonoguchi, traveled to Hokkaido University to see the president in 
person after notifying his office of their plans. Commenting on the events 
of the day, co-leader of the Research Group for Declassified Documents 
Tonohira (2016, 9) described how the two elder Ainu were prevented from 
entering the university by security guards employed in anticipation of their 
arrival. The failures of university officials to address Ogawa and his affili-
ates ultimately led Ogawa and his affiliates to seek legal channels in order 
to make their grievances heard. In September 2012, Ogawa and Jonogu-
chi were joined by another Ainu representative in filing a formal lawsuit 
against the institution towards the repatriation of their ancestral remains.

The legal advocate for the plaintiffs, Morihiro Ichikawa, structured his 
argument around legal conceptions of sovereignty to secure the return of 
Ainu remains to their site of origin. Ichikawa located sovereignty with the 
history of Ainu socio-political legal structures, namely their endogenous 
kotans (villages). Based on this understanding of sovereignty, Ichikawa 
(2016, 157) argued that the Ainu have Indigenous rights and titles to fish-
ing salmon, using land resources, and managing their communal grave-
yards. In their defence, the representatives for Hokkaido University cited 
Article 897 of Japan’s civil code, and interpreted the policy as a measure 
which mandates that the return of human remains must only be made on 
the condition that a direct link to a living family member is proven, such 
that they may be responsible for the maintenance of the respective grave 
site (Ichikawa 2016, 142). In the absence of direct relational links being 
made, the defense argued that the repository at the Faculty of Medicine 
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reserved the right to maintain the human remains.
To combat the trivialities of legal particularities exchanged in court, 

Jonoguchi and Ogawa testified to the direct infringement of their Indig-
enous and human rights, pointing to the lack of free, prior, and informed 
Ainu consent when university researchers originally robbed their ancestral 
remains:

Two months before her death, my mother told me: “Doctors at Hokkaido 
University excavated our communal gravesite without any consent from 
us. I regret that I could not fight it. I want you to take back our ancestral 
remains for our community.” (translated from Jonoguchi 2012) 

How sinful the robbery of  Ainu graves is! They speak of  academic free-
dom? We Ainu have been deprived of  ancestral remains as well as our land 
[Ainu Mosir]. I cannot relay my anger and despair at Hokkaido University 
which has failed to return our ancestors. They should be returned uncon-
ditionally. (translated from Ogawa 2013)

The legal action taken by Ogawa and Jonoguchi inspired subsequent cas-
es from other Ainu leaders and organizations. In January 2014, Satoshi 
Hatakeyama, president of the Monbetsu Ainu Association, filed a similar 
repatriation lawsuit against Hokkaido University. In July 2017, Kenichi Ka-
wamura and the Asahikawa Ainu Council sued Hokkaido University in 
order to return their ancestral remains. Additionally, the Urahoro Ainu 
Association took several universities to court for the repatriation of those 
institutions’ repositories of human remains and burial accessories: Hokkai-
do University in May 2014, Sapporo Medical University in January 2018, 
and the University of Tokyo in November 2019.

In March 2016, Ogawa and Hokkaido University reached a settlement 
in which the court mandated that twelve Ainu human remains must be 
returned to Kineusu Kotan in the town of Urakawa. In July, all of the 
remains were buried in a communal graveyard with a traditional Ainu fu-
neral procession, lasting three days. In June 2018, seven remains previously 
withheld by Hokkaido University were reburied by Kenichi Kawamura, 
president of the Asahikawa Ainu Council. When Ko Hasegawa, executive 
director and vice president of Hokkaido University, presented these re-
mains to the burial site at Asahikawa, Kawamura asked if Hasegawa would 
administer an official apology, stating that the institution had “treated our 
ancestors as research objects” (Hirata 2018a, 30). Hasegawa did not re-
spond. Although the university issued a statement reflecting on its careless 
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management system of the human remains on 5 November 2019, the state-
ment also stressed that an official apology would compromise the integrity 
of research activities (Hokkaido University 2019).

These vanguard legal actions invigorated the Ainu repatriation move-
ment, leading to many successful repatriation efforts. As of March 2021, 
129 Ainu remains have been returned to a total of four Ainu communities 
in Urakawa, Monbetsu, Asahikawa, and Urahoro as a result of action taken 
independently of the AAH. However, the failure of Hokkaido University 
to administer a formal apology should not be seen as a trivial matter. Ul-
timately, this equates to a failure to acknowledge the institutionalized dis-
course regarding Ainu difference, which was the foundation upon which 
the Ainu have been relegated as research objects to begin with. Without 
a formal apology or acknowledgement, colonial rhetoric remains intact, 
which puts the Ainu community at risk of further exploitation. In the fol-
lowing section, we will highlight the history of the discursive fields con-
tributing to the institutionalization of racial discrimination of the Ainu.

The Scientific Rationale of  Difference:
Institutionalized Injustice and the Development
of  Racial Biology
Charbonneau (2021) has pointed to the ideologies of difference constitut-
ing the development of the modern state of Japan, and it is on these same 
grounds that the denial of coeval subjectivities for the Ainu people has led 
to ardent racialization schemes on behalf of the colonial government. The 
principles of racial and developmental hierarchy were further institution-
alized as the modern Japanese state matured into the twentieth century.

The first full-scale research project necessitating Ainu human remains 
was promoted as a national policy by the Japan Society for the Promo-
tion of Science ( JSPS) in 1933. The project, undertaken by the Faculty of 
Medicine at Hokkaido Imperial University (now Hokkaido University) and 
other institutions, was a subsidiary recipient from the national government 
(HU 2013, 18–22). Research on Ainu human remains at the University was 
conducted until 1972, and it was in this forty-year period that scientists un-
ethically acquired and held the initial one thousand human remains from 
Ainu communities.

The project was headed by leading professors of the Japan Society of Ra-
cial Hygiene, including its founder Nagai Hisomu, professor of physiology 
of Tokyo Imperial University (now the University of Tokyo). Nagai would 
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come to greatly influence the topography of the Japanese empire across 
East Asia as he “played a central role in the drafting and passage of the Na-
tional Eugenics Law of 1940” (Robertson 2002, 194), which would dictate 
measures of compulsory sterilization for select populations (particularly 
handicapped individuals and their descendants) in the imperial territories.

However, the doctrine of eugenics had been planted in the ideological 
systems of the early Japanese nation already before the accelerated expan-
sion of its empire. The dawn of Western-influenced modernity in Japan 
facilitated the institutionalization of racialized principles and social con-
trol, as early “policy-makers sought to incorporate scientific modernity in 
social engineering” (lewallen 2016, 64). This trend was a result of Dar-
winist principles taking hold in the scientific academies of Japan around 
1884 (lewallen 2016, 64), giving way to the investment of many resources 
towards eugenics research and the respective implementation of eugenics 
laws. The rhetoric adopted by Japanese politicians was that eugenics could 
ensure a “healthy” population as the base for the project of building the 
nation and its empire.

With particular respect to the Ainu populations, the increasing prev-
alence of Western eugenics curricula bolstered the assimilationist efforts 
that had been the formal orientation of colonial policy since 1869, when 
the Japanese government annexed Ainu Mosir and dubbed it “Hokkaido”. 
Since then, the Colonial Office established by the Meiji government had 
unilaterally issued one ordinance after another to justify the colonization of 
Hokkaido. This policy culminated into the Former Natives Protection Act 
of 1899, which coerced Ainu populations into adopting agricultural life-
styles on the pretext of protecting those who were suffering from the dep-
rivation of their traditional livelihoods under the colonial ordinances. This 
assimilationist agenda increasingly adopted eugenics-based narratives, and 
in 1937, “Hokkaido prefectural officials concurred that biological assimila-
tion, or assimilation through intermarriage, would yield more success than 
agriculture and education reforms advanced under the [Former Natives 
Protection Act]” (lewallen 2016, 65). Tomoko Mitsuno and Yoko Sasaki, 
directors of the Ainu Women’s Association, reminisced about their youth, 
stating that Ainu women were subject to psychological coercion to marry 
Japanese men and abandon their own culture.1

In the five years of the project headed by the Japan Society for Racial 
Hygiene (1933–38), Haruo Yamazaki, a professor of anatomy at Hokkaido 
Imperial University, photographed and measured 1,459 Ainu people across 

1 These remarks were recorded at a regular meeting of  the Ainu Women’s Association at the Ainu 

Community Centre in Sapporo on 30 November 2019.
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Hokkaido and Karafuto (Sakhalin) (HU 2013, 22–28). These examinations 
were the subject of demonstrations and practicums for aspiring medical re-
searchers. In other words, the imperial university system relegated living 
Ainu people to research objects. Deceased Ainu quickly became research 
objects as well. In the same era, Sakuzaemon Kodama, another professor 
of anatomy at Hokkaido Imperial University, oversaw the excavation of 
449 Ainu bodies across Hokkaido, Sakhalin, and the Kuril Islands (HU 
2013, 28–50).

When these matters were brought up in the court cases examined in the 
previous section, it was revealed that Hokkaido University had attempt-
ed to defend its professors by limiting its investigations to internal doc-
uments, such as articles written directly by professors and their students. 
However, based on these investigations, Hokkaido University eventually 
had to confirm there had been instances in which Hokkaido police were 
drafted and involved in the relaxation of prefectural regulations in order to 
allow researchers like Kodama to access gravesites for excavations. These 
records also revealed the degree of Ainu protest in these instances during 
the twentieth century (HU 2013, 35–36). Other information detailing the 
practices employed in support of eugenics research surfaced, such as the 
fact that “local medical clinics and hospital elites provided access to Ainu 
patients for anthropometric measurements, and even the village police 
cooperated by blocking Ainu protesters who attempted to interfere with 
Kodama’s grave digging” (Low 2012, 64).

The pipeline which supplied research “objects” for faculty and other 
university officials was widespread, extending beyond medical workers and 
the police. Morris Low has further described how “stationmasters alerted 
Hokkaido University whenever there was a funeral. Bodies were decapitat-
ed and graves left in disarray, robbing the dead of any dignity.” (2012, 64) 
Once the human remains were robbed by university affiliates, they were 
placed into depositories with unreliable organizational schemes, setting up 
future barriers to the reclamation of these remains by direct Ainu descend-
ants. ann-elise lewallen explains that the “7,000 piece Kodama Collection 
of burial accessories gleaned together with skeletal evidence were largely 
unrecorded and may have been combined with Kodama’s personal collec-
tion” (2007, 516). This scheme was allowed to endure for decades under 
the financial and institutional support of both the JSPS and the Imperial 
University system.

The forced appropriation of human remains from Ainu sites has left 
traumatic marks on many Ainu individuals and communities. Shigeru 
Kayano, who has become a symbol of the revitalization of Ainu culture 



53

and language following his leadership in a successful Indigenous rights 
court battle in the 1990s, recalled the damage done by this research:

I often saw and heard that Japanese researchers were robbing Ainu graves, 
collecting blood from and photographing local Ainu people in Nibutani. 
My mother was among the victims. I have disdain for all of  the research-
ers, in particular “professor K.” (translated from Kayano 1990, 127–28)

It is incontestable that “Professor K.” alludes to Kodama and his research 
squadron. Other notable Ainu leaders have been outspoken on the effects 
of the research. Shizue Ukaji, a renowned Ainu artist and activist, was 
herself subjected to examinations conducted by Hokkaido University re-
searchers in the village of Urakawa in the 1940s. She was always vocal in 
her criticisms towards Kodama and his practices, and vividly remembers 
the pain and humiliation of having been forced to expose herself to his 
students for “public viewing” when she was twenty years old (Ukaji 2011, 
71–76; Ukaji 2020, 314–17). Yuji Shimizu, co-leader of the Research Group 
for Declassified Documents of Hokkaido University, has also suffered 
from the painful experiences of academic objectification at the hands of 
medical researchers in the village of Shizunai in the 1950s. He recounted 
in an interview, “I don’t want to remember that terrible experience. But I 
can’t erase it from my memory.” (translated from Hirata 2018b, 26). This is 
just a small selection of the countless experiences’ testament to the endur-
ing legacy of the colonial robbery of Ainu graves.

Despite the harmful resonance of this history, the Archaeological Soci-
ety of Nippon, and the Anthropological Society of Nippon along with the 
AAH have argued for the importance of continuing research on Ainu hu-
man remains. These organizations have also been vocal about the planned 
relocation and consolidation of the depository of the remains to the Sym-
bolic Space for Ethnic Harmony, an element of a ethnographic “theme-
park” part of a regional development scheme for Hokkaido in relation to 
the 2020 Tokyo Olympics. The relocation of these remains to the Symbolic 
Space would ensure that institutional research bodies would continue to 
manage the vast depository of bodies it still possesses, and that research 
may be continued in the future (Working Group for Ainu Policy Promo-
tion 2014, 4–5).

In April 2017, the three parties published a report on the research on 
Ainu remains and burial accessories, following a series of roundtable 
discussions that commenced in November 2015. However, the lack of di-
rect Ainu representation in this constellation of organizations brings the 
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legitimacy of the ensuing report into question. According to Article 19 of 
UNDRIP, states must consult with Indigenous peoples and their repre-
sentative institutions prior to adopting and implementing legislative and 
administrative measures relevant to them. Technically, the AAH is the 
largest Ainu organization, and since its founding in 1946 it has “become 
the conduit through which key elements of state welfare and scholarship 
support are distributed to Ainu individuals. However, peak membership 
in 2016 was only around 2,300 individuals, leaving eighty to ninety per-
cent of the Ainu population without a voice in these matters.” (Mor-
ris-Suzuki 2018, 5–6) The 2017 report sponsored by the aforesaid two 
academic associations and AAH appropriated the language of UNDRIP 
to guide practices in a stance favourable to the continued use of Ainu 
human remains for research, specifically citing Articles 11, 12, and 31 
(Ainu Association of Hokkaido, Anthropological Society of Nippon, and 
Archaeological Society of Nippon 2017, 5). Nonetheless, this contorted 
interpretation of UNDRIP is explicitly inconsistent with the right of the 
Indigenous Ainu people to repatriate their human remains (Article 12) 
as well as their cultural rights ensured by the other two Articles: to main-
tain, protect, and develop the past, present, and future manifestations 
of their cultures (Article 11); to maintain, control, protect and develop 
their cultural heritage, traditional knowledge and traditional cultural ex-
pressions, as well as the manifestations of their sciences, technologies 
and cultures, including human and genetic resources … (Article 31). The 
report also makes no mention of Article 19. These organizations’ support 
for the relocation and consolidation of Ainu remains to the repository at 
the Symbolic Space, in particular while the Ainu repatriation movement 
is gaining traction, is a clear infringement on these principles established 
by UNDRIP.

Discursive manipulation of the Ainu’s political struggle has also 
emerged, as researchers have tried to make the case that they are contin-
uing their research in the interest of the Ainu people. Kenichi Shinoda, 
president of the Anthropological Society of Nippon and a member of the 
Working Group for Ainu Policy Promotion, has unilaterally emphasized 
the importance of genetic research using human remains, claiming that 
the findings produced by his association could secure a sense of identity 
and status as an Indigenous population for the Ainu (Tamamura 2017). 
Physical anthropologist Noboru Adachi reiterated this point on local tel-
evision, stating that the Ainu sense of identity is dependent upon his type 
of research (Hokkaido Television Broadcast 2018). The AAH has absorbed 
these views into their own narratives, which readily contradicts interna-
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tional consensus concerning Indigenous identity. Global institutions such 
as the UN and international NGOs have provided that Indigenous peo-
ples are not necessarily those populations bound to traditional territories 
(although this is certainly the case in many instances), but are rather those 
populations who have been forcibly relocated or have otherwise had their 
lifestyles manipulated by colonizing schemes undertaken by colonial gov-
ernments.

Furthermore, evidence has emerged pointing to the fact that the afore-
mentioned professors have acted in ways infringing on the ethics policies 
established in their disciplines and respective institutions. In their joint 
paper published in the American Journal of Physical Anthropology (Ad-
achi et al., 2018), the professors’ findings were sourced from thirty-two 
excavated remains of Ainu who had passed away in the preceding decades, 
a practice which is explicitly banned by the AAH. As speculation emerged 
regarding his adherence to ethical standards, Adachi claimed that the Ainu 
remains used in his research were simply “old enough” (Hokkaido Televi-
sion Broadcast 2018; Hirata 2018b, 25–27). Addressing the matter of free, 
prior, and informed consent, these professors stated that they obtained 
“one-off consent from the Ainu Association of Hokkaido more than a 
decade prior” to the publication under scrutinization (Morris-Suzuki 2018, 
11). Recounting the damage to his community in Biratori, subject to some 
of these excavations, Ainu activist Fumio Kimura stated: “Those research-
ers hurt not only our ancestral remains but also their descendant Ainu, like 
us.” (translated from Hirata 2018b, 27)

Forced Relocation of  the Living and the Dead: 
The Colonial Legacy of  the Symbolic Space
for Ethnic Harmony
The above section alluded to the construction of the Symbolic Space for 
Ethnic Harmony, a developmental and regional revenue-boosting project 
for the Hokkaido village of Shiraoi. In what follows, we will elaborate on 
the rhetorical rationale behind the project and its embeddedness with the 
scientific exploitation of Ainu human remains. 

In June 2008, both houses of the Diet in Japan reached a unanimous 
resolution that the Japanese government should recognize the Ainu as an 
Indigenous people in Japan in accordance with its adoption of UNDRIP. 
Following that policial move, the Japanese government has undertaken the 
development of a new Ainu policy, which we refer to here as the Post-UN-
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DRIP Ainu Policy, establishing the Advisory Council for Future Ainu Pol-
icy, from which the initial plans for a physical space corresponding to the 
Ainu’s Indigenous status were drafted. This was the foundation for the 
Symbolic Space for Ethnic Harmony, which was conceptualized as a na-
tional centre for revitalizing Ainu culture, including cultural facilities for 
public education and an ethnographic open-air museum (Working Group 
for the Symbolic Space for Ethnic Harmony 2011, 4). Central to the blue-
prints are a repository to collect the over sixteen hundred Ainu remains, in 
direct contradiction to the demands of Ainu activists to return the bodies 
to their original resting places.

Therefore, the Symbolic Space for Ethnic Harmony constitutes a con-
cretization of practices which directly infringe on the rights of the Ainu as 
Indigenous peoples, and which place them at the whim of governmental 
schemes. Fumio Kimura eloquently captured the contemporary iteration 
of the exploitation of the Ainu people as it is enacted within the Symbolic 
Space and its associated policies:

Our ancestors were forcibly relocated from Anesaru Niikappu to Nuki-
betsu Biratori. Their human remains were excavated and kept in universi-
ties without our consent. The planned transfer of  Ainu human remains to 
the new repository would be the third forcible relocation of  the Ainu. The 
Japanese government and universities concerned should make every effort 
to return those human remains to us. Why do they think they can relocate 
those remains to the repository at Shiraoi without our consent? (translated 
from Asahi Shimbun, 16 December 2019)

The Research Group for Declassified Documents of Hokkaido Univer-
sity, highlighted in the first section of this paper as playing an integral 
role in the ongoing repatriation lawsuits, has released several statements 
against the forcible relocation of Ainu human remains to the repository 
at Shiraoi. These statements have elaborated on the previously demanded 
reparations to the Ainu community that have undergirded the aforemen-
tioned legal battles. The demands include an explanation of the research 
objectives towards which Ainu remains have been utilized, a statement 
acknowledging the detrimental effects this research has had on Ainu 
people, and a government-sponsored investigation to disclose a compre-
hensive history of the excavations, in addition to an official apology from 
state officials. The Research Group has been adamant about these meas-
ures since 2011, and thus far their requests have gone unanswered.

Meanwhile, the Council for Ainu Policy Promotion and its Working 
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Group for Designing the Symbolic Space maintained discussions regard-
ing the planning and management for the repository for over a decade. 
Other entities, such as the Research Group for Declassified Documents 
of Hokkaido University and other Ainu representative organizations 
have not been included in the process. The development of the Sym-
bolic Space has, however, been interfaced with the developments and 
outcomes of the aforementioned court cases regarding Ainu repatriation. 
Ultimately, the decisions emerging from the legal battles between Ainu 
plaintiffs and Japanese universities are in conflict with the consolidation 
of remains at the Symbolic Space.

Prompted by the Ainu repatriation movement, the Japanese govern-
ment has been required to collect, issue, and update information regard-
ing the stores of Ainu human remains contained in institutional centres, 
and has been required to administer guidelines on how to return human 
remains to their respective descendants. A number of guidelines have 
subsequently been formulated towards the repatriation of Ainu human 
remains. The first principle, published in June 2014, determined that iden-
tified Ainu human remains can be returned to individual family mem-
bers (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology 
2014). A second guideline following from the court decisions is that the 
collective rights of the Ainu must be recognized such that remains can be 
returned to their respective communities as opposed to individual family 
members (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technol-
ogy 2018). Furthermore, in December 2018, the court determined that in 
the instance where the identity of a set of remains is unclear but a place of 
origin is specified in institutional records, steps must be taken to repatri-
ate the body to the respective community. However, this guideline con-
tains strict conditions, and the burden disproportionately falls on Ainu 
actors to realize the repatriation. It is stipulated that Ainu communities 
can take preliminary steps to reclaim remains only in the instance that 
they form an organization which is capable of performing adequate bur-
ial consolations, yet this organization must undergo approval processes 
overseen by government officials. Furthermore, the entire process must 
be preceded by an application for Ainu community members to repatri-
ate remains in the first place, and this application is subject to rejection 
from the government. 

The first call for applications was administered on 26 April 2019, with 
a fixed deadline of 25 October in that same year. In administering the ap-
plication, the government stated that any remains which were not subject 
to the application processes would be allocated to the Shiraoi site after 
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the October deadline (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 
and Technology 2018). Commenting on the matter to the Citizens’ Alli-
ance for the Examination of Ainu Policy, Tsuyoshi Hirata stated, “The 
Ainu have spent over thirty years, since the 1980s, waiting for the right 
to repatriate their ancestral remains. Why are they now ordered to ful-
fil an application process before October?”2 Other commentators have 
noted other constraints with the timing. Tessa Morris-Suzuki has high-
lighted the impossibility of the order for Ainu individuals and commu-
nities to prove their relation to a set of remains (especially in the case of 
limited access to institutional archives), make a subsequent application, 
and make plans and allocate costs for an appropriate burial ceremony 
(Morris-Suzuki 2018, 10). Satoshi Hatakeyama, president of the Monbet-
su Ainu Association, attempted to realize his stated Indigenous rights by 
avoiding the bureaucratic channels established by the Japanese govern-
ment and instead asking the government body concerned with his ances-
tral remains. Because he had not undertaken the “approved” application 
process, the only correspondence he received from the institutions is that 
he must follow the process as mandated by the government.

Although the Japanese government maintains that the guidelines were 
formulated “with the understanding and cooperation of the people con-
cerned” (Government of Japan 2020), many Ainu organizations remain 
opposed to the strict requirements set by the guidelines, except for the 
AAH (Centre for Environmental and Minority Policy Studies 2020, 8). 
In December 2019, the majority of the Ainu human remains held by 
twelve universities were transferred to the repository at Upopoy. The 
Japanese government also wrote that it temporarily keeps Ainu human 
remains in the repository at Upopoy until the Ainu have made the nec-
essary preparations. In December 2019, a draft of “Guidelines for the 
Ethical Research of Ainu People” made by the Archaeological Society of 
Nippon, the Anthropological Society of Nippon, the Japanese Society of 
Cultural Anthropology, and the AAH suggests conducting research on 
the relocated Ainu human remains in Upopoy in the future despite Ainu 
resistance (Centre for Environmental and Minority Policy Studies 2020, 
10). As of March 2021, only 35 Ainu human remains have been repatri-
ated through the official guidelines, with only the Biratori and Mitsuishi 
Ainu associations managing to fulfil the very strict conditions. To make 
matters worse, no information on the management of the repository has 
been distributed to the Ainu so far.

2 Translated from correspondence to the Citizens’ Alliance for the Examination of  Ainu Policy, 27 

April 2019.
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The Global Indigenous Repatriation Movement
The unconsented removal of human remains from Indigenous burial 
sites has been a staple action on the part of colonial governments world-
wide. This section will provide a brief comparison between the situation 
of the Ainu and a number of other Indigenous communities, and consid-
er which steps other governments have taken with respect to respective 
repatriations.

In Sápmi, the territory of the Sámi people, the unconsented excavation 
of gravesites occurred most profoundly in the era between 1820 and the 
1940 (Svestad 2019, 28). Many of the remains obtained were used to test 
the then-leading scientific theories regarding racial differences between 
the Sámi and other ethnic populations on the Fennoscandian peninsula. 
The practices evolved into a robust ideology of eugenics, ultimately lead-
ing to state-sponsored forced sterilization of thousands of Sámi women 
(Henley 2019).

As in Japan, this history has produced a contemporary repatriation 
movement among Sámi activists and political leaders. Of the sixteen repa-
triation cases that have been raised in Norway, eight have resulted in reburi-
als, while the remainder are undergoing plans for reburial (Svestad 2019, 
28). Notably repatriated as a result of these cases are the well-known Sámi 
historical figures Mons Aslaksen Somby and Aslak Jacobsen Hætta. These 
men figure prominently in modern Sámi/Norwegian history as leaders of 
the 1854 Guovdageaidnu revolt (also known as the Kautokeino Rebellion) 
who were subsequently executed by Norwegian authorities. The men nev-
er had an initial burial, as the Norwegian government employed its 1842 
Criminal Law to sequester their skulls and allocate them to researchers at 
the University of Oslo, where they were among the first specimens of racial 
biology research at that institution (Svestad 2019, 23–24). As an outcome 
of Sámi -initiated repatriation efforts, however, those sculls returned to 
the same graveyard as their bodies were buried in Alta in November 1997.

In Norway, the Sámi Parliament has supervised several reburials, the 
most comprehensive of which took place in Neiden in 2011, comprising 
the 94 skulls that the Schreiner Collections at the University of Oslo had 
purchased in 1915 (Sámi Parliament of Norway 2020, 4). As of today, most 
of the collected Sámi skeletons in Norway are held in the Schreider Col-
lections. This collection is under the Sámi Parliament’s management and 
administrative authority, resulting from an agreement between the Sámi 
Parliament and the University of Oslo (Sámi Parliament of Norway 2020, 
3). The Sámi Parliament of Norway (2020, 4) claims that all research on 
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Sámi skeletons is to comply with ethical guidelines recognized by the Sámi 
Parliament and that any research is to take place with the consent of the 
Sámi Parliament or others authorized by the Sámi Parliament.

In the Sápmi areas that fall within modern-day Sweden, so far, Sámi hu-
man remains have been repatriated on four occasions. Following a claim 
made by the local Sámi association Vadtejen Saemiej Sijte of Deärnná 
(Tärna)3, previously collected archaeological information was repurposed 
to identify the original location and grave content of human remains tak-
en from that area (Svestad 2019, 31–32). In the town of Liksjoe/Likssjuo 
(Lycksele), twenty-five Sámi human remains exhumed by researchers in 
the 1950s were reburied on 9 August 2019, the International Day of In-
digenous Peoples. In contrast to the Japanese cases in which burden is 
placed on Ainu representatives to realize repatriation, the burials in this 
instance were a result of collaboration between the Lycksele Sámi Asso-
ciation, the Swedish Church, Lycksele Municipality, and the Västerbotten 
Museum (Montgomery 2019). After the first boxes containing the stolen 
Sámi remains were reburied, Katherine Hauptman, the director of the His-
tory Museum in Stockholm — an institution with an active role in the 
excavations that took place in the 1950s — publicly stated, “I stand here in 
humility with a sincere apology to the Sámi people, and with the hope that 
from now on we will take the chance to write a new story” (Montgomery 
2019). Hauptman’s sentiments have been echoed at the higher echelons of 
Swedish government, as the establishment of a truth commission is under-
way following collaborations between Secretary of State Helen Öberg and 
the Sámi Parliament of Sweden (Hofverberg 2019).

In 2007, the Swedish Sámi Parliament demanded a complete identifi-
cation and repatriation of all Sámi human remains in public collections. 
However, unlike in Norway, the Swedish Sámi Parliament lacks a formal 
mandate to manage Sámi cultural heritage or support Swedish institutions 
holding Sámi ceremonial objects and human remains in reparation efforts 
(Sámi Parliament of Sweden 2020, 2). Relying on a proposal of the Sámi 
Parliament to receive the mandate, the Swedish government is preparing 
for the establishment of a new Consultation Bill ensuring the Sámi right to 
influence decisions affecting them, in particular issues on cultural heritage 
(Sámi Parliament of Sweden 2020, 4). With regards to the truth commis-
sion, the Sámi Parliament of Sweden argues that repatriation issues are 
necessary to include in the ongoing truth and reconciliation work as far as 
the possession of Sámi objects and human remains in national and regional 
museums is a result of colonization (Sámi Parliament of Sweden 2020, 4).

3 Southern Sámi language/Ume Sámi language with the Swedish translation in between brackets.
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Indigenous communities in Australia, New Zealand, US, and Canada 
have also seen some success in establishing repatriation policies for both 
human remains and exhumed cultural artefacts, as well as robust protec-
tion measures for gravesites (Mulk 2009, 202). In September 2016, the 
Australian national government amended its Torres Strait Islander Her-
itage Protection Act (passed in 1984, first amended in 2005) to include 
concrete language regarding Indigenous repatriation. Part I of the policy 
proclaims that the Australian government’s support for Indigenous culture 
cannot be registered in isolation from its commitments to international 
agreements, including UNDRIP and the UNESCO Convention on the 
Protection and Promotion of the Diversity and Cultural Expressions. After 
explicitly citing Article 12 of UNDRIP in the policy language, it further 
states that repatriation is a vehicle for healing and justice in Australian so-
ciety, specifically mentioning that the repatriation of Aboriginal and Tor-
res Strait Islander ancestral remains is the first step towards recognizing 
their dignity as citizens. Part II of the policy begins with the provision 
that the Australian government is committed to addressing the injustice 
of Australia’s shared past, in particular as it pertains to the removal of an-
cestral remains and sacred ceremonial objects. Furthermore, it stipulates a 
number of important specifications regarding repatriation. First, the com-
munities of respective origin are defined as the rightful custodians of their 
ancestral remains, and they must be consulted prior to the implementation 
of repatriation measures. Second, community representatives are the voice 
of authority for when and how repatriation is to be undertaken. Third, the 
Australian government has tasked itself with seeking the unconditional 
repatriation of ancestral remains in addition to institutionalized records, 
notes, and data. 

In a similar register, the New Zealand Ministry for Culture and Heritage 
administered the Protected Objects Act in 1975, which regulates aboriginal 
artefacts to a number of degrees, including the export and handling of pro-
tected items. It also prohibits the trade and private ownership of taonga tūtu-
ru (protected objects). Furthermore, the Ministry has administered guide-
lines to the general public if individuals find Māori objects. The Protected 
Objects Act also explicitly incorporates two international conventions: the 
UNESCO Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the 
Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property, 
and the International Institute for the Unification of Private Law (UN-
IDROIT) Convention on Stolen or Illegally Exported Cultural Objects. 
Furthermore, the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa has been 
able to recover Māori remains from over forty museums globally by way 
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of the Karanga Aotearoa Repatriation Programme (International Council 
of Museums 2018). Te Herekiekie Herewini, who heads the Karanga Ao-
tearoa repatriation programme with the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa 
Tongarewa, finds that repatriation in New Zealand has been so successful 
because it has been state funded and international in scope for the last sev-
enteen years (Wawmeesh Hamilton 2020, 3–7).

 In the US, Breske (2018, 350–59) has identified the 1989 National Mu-
seum of the American Indian Act (NMAIA) and the 1990 Native Amer-
ican Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) as keystone 
policies for US repatriation practices. In particular, the NAGPRA asserts 
that Native American groups have control over cultural items excavated 
from their graves, in contrast with the aforesaid guidelines for the repa-
triation of Ainu human remains in Japan, which authorize the Japanese 
government to take control of repatriation. In July 1996, a human skeleton 
dubbed “Kennewick Man”, found on the banks of the Columbia River in 
Kennewick, Washington, sparked a legal battle between Native Ameri-
can Tribes who claimed they were culturally connected to the individual, 
and researchers who wanted to study (Ewen Callaway 2014). The US gov-
ernment sided with the tribes, quoting the NAGPRA requiring human 
remains discovered on federal lands be returned to affiliated tribes for re-
burial, even though a court ruled that the law did not apply, largely because 
the remains allegedly pre-dated the tribes (Ewen Callaway 2014). Further-
more, the policy outlaws commercial trafficking of Native American cul-
tural items, and requires all federal agencies and federally funded museums 
to compile inventories of Native American human remains and funeral 
objects for all federally recognized tribes (Tsosie 2012, 1183). For example, 
the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology at Harvard Univer-
sity (2019) has developed a systematic and comprehensive programme to 
administer NAGPA that includes communication with 574 federally rec-
ognized American Indian and Alaska Native tribes and nations, as well as 
many state-recognized tribes and other native groups.

In Canada, provincial and territorial governments provide much more 
legislative protection for the protection and preservation of heritage sites 
and objects including burial sites than the federal government (Ahmad 
2019, 1). For example, in 1996, British Columbia enacted the Heritage Con-
servation Act (HCA) to regulate heritage and archaeological conservation 
and protection. The HCA stipulates procedures regarding human remains 
as follows: if remains from fortuitous discoveries are determined to be of 
aboriginal ancestry, the Archaeology Branch will attempt to contact the 
relevant First Nation(s); the Branch, in consultation with the appropri-
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ate cultural group(s), will determine deposition of the remains from the 
permitted archaeological projects; analysis should be limited to basic re-
cording and in-field observations, until consultation between the Branch 
and appropriate cultural group(s) has been concluded (Ahmad 2019, 
9–10). Furthermore, the lack of federal legislation to support repatriation 
prompted the British Columbia Museum Association (BCMA) to adopt 
its own policy (Simkin 2020, 11). In March 2017, the BCMA and several 
First Nations’ representatives unanimously endorsed the Rod Naknakim 
Declaration, which puts forward four pillars of repatriation for consider-
ation (Simkin 2020, 11): (1) Museums acknowledge the fact that owner-
ship of First Nations artifacts and remains is in the Indigenous peoples; 
(2) Acknowledge there is an opportunity for museums to decolonize by 
partnering with the Indigenous owners; (3) The new relationship must re-
sult in a space in which there is greater respect and effect for Indigenous 
peoples and a more authentic experience for museum goers; (4) Costs for 
repatriation of artifacts and remains should not be born by the Indigenous 
peoples. Armed with the 94 Calls to Action contained in the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission Report, Indigenous communities in Canada 
are decolonizing museums which have been involved in unethical research 
on and management of Indigenous human remains by repatriating Indige-
nous remains to their communities.

To return to the Fennoscandian peninsula, in 1976, the Nordic Sámi 
Council publicly identified museums as a key mechanism in the perpetua-
tion of subjugative ideologies, and accordingly set up a museum committee 
to investigate the structural organization of autonomous Sámi museums 
(Mulk 2009, 200). Following this initial proclamation, five criteria for Sámi 
museums were established in 1983: administrative and professional work 
should be carried out by Sámi; Sámi culture should be the main theme 
of exhibitions; Sámi people are to maintain a majority population on the 
board; museum policies should prioritize respecting Sámi traditions, and 
these traditions should be studied from a Sámi point of view; and the 
museums should be located within Sápmi. Although the majority of Sámi 
museums are located in Norway, recent decades have seen an increasing 
appearance of these institutions in Sweden, Finland, and Russia.

These national examples of repatriation efforts are still the source of 
much criticism from Indigenous representatives, and the global Indige-
nous repatriation movement still has many strides to make. However, ac-
tion at the national level has been mirrored by international organizations, 
such as the International Council on Museums (ICOM), which represents 
138 countries and territories. The mission of the ICOM is to set minimum 
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standards for professional practices through a Code of Ethics and to eval-
uate performances of institutions accordingly. ICOM members, including 
Japan, commit to abide by the ICOM Code of Ethics, which includes three 
provisions in relation to the repatriation of human remains. According to 
these articles (2.5, 3.7, and 4.3), collections, research, and exhibitions of 
human remains and material of cultural significance should not only be 
in line with outlined ethical standards but should also take into account 
the beliefs and cultural values of the people being represented. The ICOM 
Code of Ethics corresponds to Article 11 and 12 of UNDRIP, which di-
rects ownership and control of human remains, funerary objects, and cer-
emonial objects into the hands of Indigenous peoples (Tsosie 2012, 1200). 
Therefore, the topic of Indigenous repatriation finds decisive ground at a 
nexus of different political scales — regional, national, and international.

Conclusion
The first section of this paper outlined the groundbreaking legal battles led 
by Ogawa Ryukuchi and Jonoguchi Yuri in collaboration with the Research 
Group for Declassified Documents of Hokkaido University. Despite the 
developments made by their legal efforts, which are resonant with interna-
tional standards on the matter, the Post-UNDRIP Ainu Policy has further 
supported the establishment and management of the Symbolic Space for 
Ethnic Harmony and the unwarranted and unconsented consolidation of 
sixteen hundred Ainu human remains. However, the policies and actions 
being undertaken in Japan in the name of Ainu Indigenous rights and re-
patriation supported by the AAH are in direct contradiction to the desires 
of non-government-affiliated groups and autonomous Ainu organizations 
such as the Monbetsu Ainu Association, the Asahikawa Ainu Council, the 
Urahoro Ainu Association, Karafuto (Sakhalin) Ainu Association, et al. 
Ainu critics have pointed to the creation of the Symbolic Space and oth-
er dimensions of the Post-UNDRIP Ainu Policy as measures to further 
commodify Ainu culture for increased tourist revenue. Thus, the Japanese 
government and its institutional allies are further exploiting Ainu culture, 
although under the guise of their commitment to the fulfilment of Indig-
enous rights. Commentators have pointed to the different facets of the 
Japanese commodification of Ainu culture, which have provided ardent 
barriers to their rights to natural resources (Charbonneau 2021; Charbon-
neau and Maruyama 2019a; Charbonneau and Maruyama 2019b) and cer-
emonies and rituals (Hokkaido Television Broadcasting Company 2019), 
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in addition to the ongoing repatriation battles. The decision-making pro-
cesses and implementation of the Post-UNDRIP Ainu policy are therefore 
inconsistent with the mandates of UNDRIP, not to mention basic defini-
tions of decolonial measures.

The twelve universities which have housed Ainu human remains have 
never taken into account the Ainu resistance against their relocation to the 
Symbolic Space, making them complicit and therefore liable to the viola-
tions of the rights to repatriation highlighted in this chapter. The Universi-
ty of Tokyo, a central culprit, provokes the matter further by glorifying the 
history of extractive and exploitative researchers. Its campus still displays 
a bronze statue of Koganei, a researcher who excavated 164 Ainu remains 
from Hokkaido and the Kuril Islands in the late nineteenth century. The 
University has also denied the requests by the Asahikawa Ainu Council to 
perform rituals for their ancestral remains outside of the repository on the 
campus (Hokkaido Television Broadcast 2018).

Ultimately, the compliance of these institutions with the governmental 
agenda has resulted in the transfer of Ainu human remains to the Symbolic 
Space in December 2019. Furthermore, in contrast to the other colonial 
nations highlighted in this chapter, Japan had no repatriation policy prior 
to 2012, and the subsequent policy was only the result of the legal battles 
spearheaded by Ainu activists. While the global repatriation movement 
and Indigenous liberation more broadly still has much room to grow, the 
case in Japan has demonstrated that the government is unwilling to take 
accountability for its history of injustice and continues to place an unfair 
and disadvantageous burden on the Ainu people. Compared to other sig-
natories of UNDRIP, Japan has not maintained its commitments to the de-
colonization of Indigenous peoples, with its handling of repatriation as just 
one example of this trend. Japan should not be an exception to the rules 
and standards as outlined by such international conventions, and must be 
held accountable for its failures to and continued exploitation of the Ainu.
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ARTIST PROFILE

• 

Britta Marakatt-Labba  

“My images are miniature worlds created with needle and thread, contai-

ning scenes from everyday life that include political reflections and stories 

about Sámi culture and history. The magnificent scenery and the glittering 

snow of  the winter landscape are always present.”

Fig. 1: “Evening.” 
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Fig. 2: “Movement.”

Those stories which capture constellations of  identity, place, and commu-
nity often cannot be captured in their full vibrancy through standard con-
ventions of  language. After all, our stories are woven through the collective 
materialities of  our daily lives, which hold dimensions that resist flattening 
by text or speech. One would be hard pressed to find an oeuvre which 
captures such subdued and complex biographies of  people and place as 
eloquently as that of  Britta Marakatt-Labba. Britta’s work has received con-
sistent international acclaim, with over 35 solo exhibitions and 40 collective 
shows. Her prolific career is rooted in her profound ability to transfigure 
traces of  Sámi lifeworlds unto intensely visceral and inviting mediums. 
Through her images we are able to feel Sápmi through the fabric of  these 
northern scapes, and for a moment simultaneously grasp the threads of  
journey and discovery, as well as tradition and familiarity. 
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Shared Histories a World Apart — 

Norwegian Sápmi and Indigenous Australia: 

Colonization, Policies, and Consequences

Nina Sivertsen

Introduction: Taking a History
In Norway, Sámi have experienced a history of colonization similar to 
that of the Aboriginal peoples of Australia and many other First Na-
tions peoples around the world. It is vital for everyone to remember 
that all Indigenous peoples, although a world apart, share a historical 
path significantly impacted by colonization, and to acknowledge that 
the label of Aboriginality has been used to group the different expe-
riences of distinct Indigenous peoples as one.

This chapter explores Norwegian and Australian policies respec-
tively towards the Sámi and the Aboriginal peoples of Australia 
throughout history, and the consequences of these policies today, 
such as how colonization led to the introduction of certain policies 
that have had negative impacts on quality of life and health, and cur-
rent debate around moving forward from such past policies. Histori-
cally, Indigenous people have had little power to inf luence these fac-
tors and the public policy decisions that affect their lives and health, 
impacting their communities, families, children, and future. 

Despite achieving certain gains, Sámi people continue to struggle 
for recognition and respect of their rights as an Indigenous people 
under international law. Simultaneously, Australia is being held back 
by its unresolved relationship between the government and its In-
digenous populations. Clearly, these issues should be dealt with by 
listening to the voices of the Sámi and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Peoples, considering them with respect and as full and equal 
partners when it comes to decision-making processes around policy 
development. This situation highlights the need for two-eyed seeing; 
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seeing with one eye the best of Indigenous worldviews, and with the 
other the best of non-Indigenous ways, but, most importantly, see-
ing with both eyes the best of both worlds (Sivertsen, Harrington, 
and Hamiduzzaman 2020). Two-eyed seeing is especially important 
in healthcare provision and calls for co-construction of culture revi-
talization as a road ahead.

Under the Northern Lights:
The Sámi and Norwegianization
Through more than a century of forced assimilation or “Norwegiani-
zation” on the part of the Norwegian government, the rich history and 
culture of the Sámi population has suffered profoundly, resulting in 
cultures, identities, and languages lost (Minde 2005; Sivertsen 2013). 
It is known that a secure and strong attachment to ethnic identity 
and culture is of importance to well-being and health. For decades, 
Norwegianization was like a blanket covering life in the northern mu-
nicipalities. Sámi was a word of taboo, and the oppressive policies con-
tributed to people denying their Sámi identity as a survival strategy for 
many. Many Sámi learnt to despise their heritage and identity because 
of the Norwegianization policies, and Sámi people often felt forced to 
choose between being Sámi and being Norwegian (Nystad et al. 2017; 
Sivertsen 2013).

In healthcare services, a nurse cannot care for a patient without 
first obtaining a thorough health history. Likewise, to investigate the 
history of Sámi, it is crucial to gain an understanding of peoples’ lives 
and first assess what has contributed to what is seen today: the conse-
quences of the policy of assimilation and its historical impact on suc-
cessive generations (Taylor and Guerin 2019). History can affect life 
and health; in particular, colonization inf luenced Sámi peoples, who 
have been traditionally characterized as powerless, inferior, and suf-
fering from ethnopolitical apathy (Eidheim 1997), when in fact inter-
generational trauma resulting from colonization policies is an imprint 
on peoples’ family lives (Menzies 2019).

As an Indigenous nurse and researcher working with First Peoples’ 
health both under the northern lights and the southern stars, I see 
with the eyes of the heart. Within a culturally safe healthcare encoun-
ter, we balance nearness and distance. It is time to confront the conse-
quences of the policies under the Northern lights.
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The Stages of  the Norwegianization Policy
The assimilation policy of “Norwegianization” contributed to the oppres-
sion of Sámi culture, language, and traditions. The timeline below provides 
an overview with information largely built on work by expert scholars in 
the field of the Norwegianization era. These include Minde’s many works 
(1998, 2003, 2004, 2005), as well as those of Eidheim (1985, 1997), Niemi 
(1980, 1981, 1982, 1997), and others (Eidheim 1997; Kvernmo 1997, 2004; 
Schanche 2002; Sellevold 2002, 2011; Hanson et al. 2010).

The assimilation policy lasted for over a century, from 1850 until the 
1980s. The policy was also referred to as fornorskingspolitikk by the Nor-
wegian government, which directly translated means “the politics of Nor-
wegianization”, a policy specifically directed towards the Sámi minority 
(Ministry of Justice and Public Security 2001, 2004). Over this period, pol-
icies underwent many shifts and modifications. These can be divided into 
four distinct periods, followed by a more recent revitalization of Sámi cul-
ture, identity, and politics.

The Past and Present Of  the Assimilation Policy 
If  it has taken 100 years to Norwegianise the Coast Sámi, then it will per-
haps take another 100 years to make us Sámi again? (Beate Hårstad Jensen 
(age 29), Dagbladet 28 July 2001, cited in Minde 2005, 6)

Fig. 1: Timeline of  Norwegian policies towards the Sámi.
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The Norwegian government invested considerable money and effort into 
making Norwegian the universal language and culture, and the pressure 
on the Sámi was strongest from 1900 to 1940 (Eidheim 1985; Ministry 
of Justice and Public Security 2004; Minde 2005; Hansen 2011). On the 
other side of the borders, in Sweden and Finland, the government was 
much less militant. The long policy of Norwegianization can be subdivided 
into several phases based on motives and content. Overall, it represents a 
distinct phase of development — a separate phase in Sámi history stretch-
ing in time from 1850 to 1980 — and illustrates the efforts made by the 
Norwegian state over more than one hundred years to assimilate the Sámi 
(Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs 2001; Ministry of Justice and Public 
Security 2004). Today, we know surprisingly little about the consequences 
of the assimilation policy in Norway (Minde 2005) and even less about 
all the Sámi people who did what they thought was right and assimilat-
ed, adopting a Norwegian identity. However, the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, established in 2019, aims to investigate the Norwegianization 
policy and injustice against the Sámi during enforcement of this policy by 
the Norwegian authorities, and what consequences these experiences have 
had for them, both collectively and individually (Stortinget 2018).

The Assimilation Policy Starts (1850)
In the mid-1850s, assimilation policies were synonymous with the rise 
of national states across Europe. Examples include the formation of na-
tion-states in Russia, Germany, and Italy. In Norway, the reasons for ex-
tending policies of assimilation to the Sámi were couched in terms of the 
need to civilize and create a national state. The policy was also influenced 
by the belief that den Finske fare1 (the Finnish danger) in the east required 
the forging of one national identity (Niemi 1997), as well as ideas about 
racial purity and superiority (Minde 2005; Sellevold 2011). The Norwe-
gian Parliament created a special item in the national budget, termed 
Finnefondet (the “Lapp” Fund), to promote the teaching of Norwegian 
language and culture, and to ensure the “enlightenment” of the Sámi 
people. This funding continued until 1920 (Minde 2005).

The initial response of the Sámi was to resist. Uprisings by Sámi 
against Norwegian authorities came to a head in 1852 (Zorgdrager 1997). 

1 Den finske fare consisted of  a fear of  involvement or invasion from nations towards the eastern 

borders of  Norway: mighty Russia and increasingly independent Finland (Myrvoll, Holmgaard, and 

Thuestad 2018).
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In the 1840s, Christianization and the Læstadius movement gained 
ground among the Sámi. The Swedish-Sámi Christian minister Lars Levi 
Læstadius preached a particularly strict and puritan version of the Lu-
theran teachings. This development led to a religious awakening among 
the Sámi across every border, often accompanied by much animosity to-
wards the authorities and the established church. In 1852, riots broke out 
in the municipality of Kautokeino, where the minister was badly beaten 
by fanatic crusaders. The leaders of the riots were later executed or con-
demned to long imprisonment. Mons Somby and Aslak Hætta were two 
of the leaders of the uprising. They were tried, convicted, and sentenced 
to death by decapitation. Their headless bodies were buried outside the 
churchyard fence at Kåfjord and their heads confiscated and sent to Oslo, 
where they were placed in an anthropological skull collection (Sellevold 
2011). There has long been a debate on whether or not to repatriate all 
Sámi skeletal remains. In 1985, the families asked for the return of the 
skulls for burial, but the Department of Anatomy at the University of 
Oslo refused to surrender the skulls. A long legal battle followed and 
was only resolved in 1997 after discussions between the Sámi Parliament, 
the University of Oslo, and the Ministry of Church, Education, and Re-
search. The official burial of the two skulls took place in November 1997 
(Sellevold 2002).

After this initial violent outbreak, the Læstadius movement continued 
to gain ground in Sweden, Norway, and Finland. However, the leaders 
now insisted on a more cooperative attitude with the authorities (Gaup 
2008), which included compliance with the assimilation policies of Nor-
wegianization. However, the response of the authorities was directed to-
wards assimilation and containment of the Sámi. The border between 
Norway and Finland was closed, and this closure had considerable effect 
on the nomadic Sámi, who lost access to lands they needed for their rein-
deer herding.

The Consolidation Phase (1870–1905)
From the 1870s onwards, the results of the initial measure taken to 
Norwegianize the Sámi were no longer seen as adequate. There was a 
decline in Norwegian language use among Sámi, and the great Finn-
ish immigration to Finnmark from the 1860s was viewed as a nation-
al threat. As a result, the Norwegian Parliament tightened the Nor-
wegianization measures in the interest of national security. The Lapp 
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Fund was increased, and control shifted from local to state government 
(Minde 2005):

The measures were gradually tightened. One central instrument was an 
instruction issued by the Directors of  Troms diocese in 1880 to teach-
ers … The instruction stated that all Sámi … children were to learn to 
speak, read and write Norwegian, while all previous clauses saying that the 
children were to learn their native tongue were repealed. Teachers who 
were unable to demonstrate good results in this linguistic decodification 
process or ‘change of  language’, as it was called, were not given a wage 
increase … Norwegian teachers became financially dependent on docu-
menting the zeal they put into their Norwegianization work (see Bjørklund 
1985, 263–74). The instruction of  1880 marked the final breakthrough for 
the strict Norwegianization policy. The final and most long-lived school 
instruction was issued in 1898, and was nicknamed ‘the Wexelsen decree’, 
after the minister for church affairs … The instruction even required 
teachers to check that their Sámi … pupils did not use their native tongue 
during breaks. (Minde 2005, 13–14)

In 1898, the Wexelsen decree signalled the green light for this measure, 
and prohibition of Sámi workers on ethnic grounds, such as Sámi teach-
ers in education and schools, was accepted. At the same time, there was a 
considerable tightening of state control over the Norwegianization policy, 
especially in schools. Up until the turn of the century, the local authorities 
had had control of and responsibility for the implementation of Norwe-
gianization. For example, the vicar checked that the measures were put 
into practice in the municipalities, by virtue of his role as chairman of the 
school board. However, this changed in 1902, when the state took over 
these duties and set up an office to execute the new mission in the county 
of Finnmark (Minde 2005).

In the early 1900s, the Lapp Fund, which financed the Norwegianiza-
tion measures, was substantially increased. The reasons for this were the 
continuing fear of “the Finnish danger”, but also the fact that Norway’s 
union with Sweden had been dissolved and a strong national agitation was 
occurring. New measures were introduced, such as establishing a residen-
tial schooling system in the north aiming at isolating students from their 
original environments; hiring teachers with a Norwegian background in 
Sámi areas; and employing teaching methods designed to promote assimi-
lation (Minde 2005, 15) . This led to the culmination phase of the Norwe-
gianization policy.
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The Culmination Phase (1905–1950)
In the culmination phase, “the measures previously launched were consoli-
dated and ideologies were firmly cemented” (Eriksen and Niemi 1981, 323, 
cited in Minde 2005, 16). From the turn of the century until the Second World 
War, the cultural policy measures were escalated and further refined through 
the addition of new fields and means to implement the policy. This involved, 
for example, occupational inhibition, meaning that members of minority 
groups were not allowed to work or make claim to an occupation. Military 
surveillance of Sámi settlements was also implemented (Niemi 1997).

Between 1850 and 1940, scientists from the southern parts of Norway 
plundered Sámi burial grounds and churchyards in Finnmark in search of 
skulls for their research. The skulls and skeletal remains were brought to 
the Schreiner Collection at the anthropology department of the University 
of Oslo for the purpose of research. Interest in scientific research and racial 
biology was in vogue (Sellevold 2011). Discriminatory and defamatory eu-
genics programmes exploring the genetic make-up of Sámi people alongside 
ethnographic photography of the Sámi were carried out (Larsen 2006). Sámi 
people were anatomically measured and photographed naked, Sámi graves 
were raided, and Sámi women were forcefully sterilized. All these practices 
were documented at the time by Scandinavian scientists trying to prove their 
noble race theories (Sellevold 2011). The dissolution of the union between 
Norway and Sweden occurred in 1905, and the Swedish Statens Institut för Ras-
biologi (State Institute for Race Biology) continued their compulsory steriliza-
tion project for Sámi women until 1975 (Museum of Dalarna 2007). Today, 
the University of Oslo has in its possession more than one thousand Sámi 
individual remains (Schanche 2002; Kyllingstad 2004, 2012).

The various means employed by the Norwegianization policy were supple-
mented by several new ones in the 1930s. In 1931, all measures were brought 
together in a joint, secret body called Finnmarksnemden (the Finnmark Board). 
This board marks the culmination of the Norwegian assimilation policy, 
which continued into the post-war years. The fact that the board operated 
under secrecy must also be seen as a reaction against the organized oppo-
sition of the Sámi and their criticism of the education policy. However, the 
continuing fear of a greater Finland and the emerging Sámi mobilization and 
resistance was justification for introducing new, more oppressive measures 
(Minde 2005).

During the lead-up to the Second World War, the Lapp Fund was in-
creased, although the name was changed to a more neutral term. This initi-
ative should probably be seen in the context of the Sámi national meetings 
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that had been held in the previous years. In 1921, following the advice 
of the Special State Committee for Education and National Security, the 
Ministry renamed the Lapp Fund to the “Special Grants for Elementary 
Schools in Finnmark’s Rural Districts”. Bjørg Larsson, who studied how 
the Lapp funds were allocated, concluded that “grants for Finnefondet [the 
Lapp Fund] continued as before” (Larsson 1989, 31, cited in Minde 2005, 
17). All demands made by the Sámi were rejected from a clearly racial 
point of view, and the justifications for continuing the newly named fund 
towards the Norwegianization policy were that:

The Lapps have had neither the ability nor the will to use their language as 
written language .… The few individuals who are left of  the original Lap-
pish tribe are now so degenerated that there is little hope of  any change 
for the better for them. They are hopeless and belong to Finnmark’s most 
backward and wretched population, and provide the biggest contingent 
from these areas to our lunatic asylums and schools for the mentally re-
tarded. (Eriksen and Niemi 1980, 258, cited in Minde 2005, 17)

During the withdrawal of the German troops from northern Finland and 
the far north of Norway at the end of the Second World War, all houses, 
roads, infrastructure, and Sámi cultural remnants were destroyed. This re-
sulted in forced evacuation, destruction, and economic setback with loss of 
all material history. The reconstruction of the northern areas was a marked 
programme for modernization. In Finnmark, modern houses were built, 
and the Norwegian way of life was promoted as the way towards progress 
and modernity. That of the Sámi was seen as old, ridiculous, and best left 
behind (Lundby 2009).

Many northerners returned home after the war with mixed emotions, 
but not everyone: many chose to reject their Sámi heritage and assimilate 
into modern Norway. The censuses taken in the village of Kvænangen 
in 1930 and 1950 show a dramatic decrease in Sámi inhabitants. In 1930, 
forty-four percent of the population were Sámi. Twenty years later, the 
number had decreased to 0.3 percent (Bjørklund 1985, 12, cited in Minde 
2005, 9), even though the inhabitants were the same people.

The Termination Phase (1950–1980)
The Sámi who lived along the coast in multi-ethnic communities (“Sea 
Sámi”) were strongly affected by stigmatization and forced assimilation 
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(Gaski 1997; Minde 2005). The Sámi language was almost erased and re-
placed by Norwegian. Little of the traditional culture was left intact. Dur-
ing the 1960s, the Sámi ethnopolitical movement started to gain ground. 
However, the Sea Sámi were considered second-rate Sámi by some of the 
more isolated “Mountain” Sámi for having given up on their culture, and 
adopted new and more “Norwegian” ways of living (Gaski 1997; Eidheim 
1997; Minde 2005).

From the 1950s onwards, an increasing self-awareness of being Sámi and 
the worldwide promotion of Indigenous peoples marked a shift in the ideas 
of what it meant to be Sámi (Eidheim 1997). Despite these developments, 
the Norwegianization process continued into the 1960s. Formally speaking, 
the instruction of 1898 to replace Sámi language and culture through school-
ing, the “Wexelsen decree”, remained in force until the Sámi Commission’s 
recommendation was debated in Parliament in 1963 (Recommendation 1959, 
58–59; Report to the Storting no. 21 1962–63, both cited in Minde 2005, 18).

In the early 1960s, experiments were conducted with bilingual teaching 
of the alphabet in the first and second grade in order to ease the learning 
process. However, the presence of a Sámi minority in Norway was largely ig-
nored (Sivertsen 2009). Education, communication, and industrialization all 
contributed to integrating Sámi communities into Norwegian society to the 
point that many lost their identity. In 1948, the UN Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights was proclaimed. In 1964, the Norwegian Sámi Council was 
established to address Sámi matters. The members of the council were ap-
pointed by state authority, and this body was replaced by the Sámediggi (Sámi 
Parliament) in 1989.

The decade between 1970 and 1980 marks a period of revitalization of 
Sámi culture and identity. The mass media of the Nordic countries, which 
had previously tended to ignore the Sámi ethnopolitical movement, started 
to become interested in the Sámi situation in the 1970s and 1980s (Gaski 
1997). During this time, it became a particularly important expression of 
Sámi selfhood to revive the name Sápmi, a concept indicating the Sámi world 
of land and waters, people and culture (Eidheim 1997). The 1970s and 1980s 
saw the establishment of new Sámi professional associations: associations for 
teachers, women, social workers, doctors, and performers.

Bonds of solidarity between the Sámi people and other Indigenous people 
around the world were strengthened through the World Council of Indig-
enous Peoples. Visitors from other countries came to tour Sámi areas to 
exchange information and views with each other and discuss principles for 
the protection of Indigenous people’s rights and freedoms. Meanwhile, con-
flicts between Sámi and the Nordic governments continued. From 1978 to 
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1982, Sámi people protested the decisions of the Norwegian government to 
construct a hydroelectric dam in a Sámi area outside the town of Alta, which 
would put the village of Máze and a cemetery under water. Numerous arrests 
were made by large battalions of police officers numbering as many as six 
hundred, and three to four hundred more police officers were later stationed 
at the scene to control the protests. A tent camp was built, housing approxi-
mately 6,500 people, including Sámi and many Norwegian and international 
protesters from twenty countries. In the south of Norway, thousands of peo-
ple protested in front of Stortinget (Parliament), some also went on a hunger 
strike, and thirteen Sámi women refused to leave Prime Minister Brundt-
land’s office (Riksarkivet 2013). In 1982, the protest groups were dissolved 
following numerous legal and political defeats, and the power plant opened 
in 1987 (Minde 2005). After fighting for years, in the end, the Sámi lost the 
campaign against the dam construction, but the Alta controversy had ignited 
and cemented the Sámi ethnopolitical struggle (Eidheim 1997).

The Assimilation Policy Ends (1980)
The Alta affair resulted in the establishment of a committee to discuss 
Sámi cultural issues and a Sámi Rights Committee to address Sámi legal 
relations. The Sámi Rights Commission proposed a democratically elected 
body for the Sámi, resulting in the Sámi Act of 1987. The Sámi Act stipu-
lated the responsibilities and powers of the Norwegian Sámi Parliament. It 
was passed by the Parliament on 12 June 1987 and took effect on 24 Feb-
ruary 1989 (Justice Department 2005). In addition, the Sámi Rights Com-
mittee resulted in the 1988 amendment of the Norwegian Constitution 
outlining the obligation of the State to protect and develop Sámi language, 
culture and society. The establishment of the Sámi Parliament in 1989 is 
regarded as an important part of the implementation of Sámi rights under 
the Constitution (Sámi Parliament 2016).

The first session of the Sámi Parliament was convened on 9 October 
1989 and was opened by King Olav V. The Sámi Parliament of Norway is 
the representative body for people of Sámi heritage in Norway. It acts as 
an institution of cultural autonomy for the Indigenous Sámi people. The 
seat is in Kárášjohka (Karasjok). It has forty-three representatives, who are 
elected every four years by direct vote from seven constituencies. As of 
writing, the last election was in 2017. The Parliament works with political 
issues it considers relevant or of interest to the Sámi people, for example, 
that the Sámi and Norwegian languages continue to have the same status. 
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The rights of the Sámi to maintain their culture and language, and to es-
tablish representative political bodies of their own have been guaranteed 
by law (the Sámi Language Act in the Sámi Parliament) and by amendment 
to the constitution. However, the old questions of land and water rights 
remain unresolved (Eidheim 1985; Thuen 1995). The Sámi Rights Com-
mittee’s central aim is to study historical issues of Sámi rights and to con-
tribute to the implementation of Norway’s minority policy, a mandate that 
was given by the Norwegian government in 1980. This mandate ensured 
that Sámi people could secure their own culture, economy, and society 
(Niemi 1997).

As an Indigenous people, Sámi are a minority who have suffered from 
identity stigmatization in Norwegian–Sámi multi-ethnic areas (Lund, 
Brustad, and Høgmo 2008). In modern Sámi history, the Sámi fight for 
recognition can be traced through three phases: recognition as human 
beings, recognition as a culture, and recognition as a people or a nation 
(Lund, Brustad, and Høgmo 2008). Events at the international level have 
given Sámi culture new dimensions, such as the development and incorpo-
ration of Indigenous peoples into the global network. Lund, Brustad, and 
Høgmo (2008) discussed how this has given the Sámi people a sense of 
belonging to a larger global community and strengthened their position as 
an ethnic minority within the circumpolar nation-states.

Current Discourse and Policies: Cultural Safety
A report published by the UN in 2011 (Anaya 2011) about the situation of 
the Sámi people in the Sápmi region of Norway, Sweden, and Finland es-
tablished that Norway as a country has paid a lot of attention to Indigenous 
issues compared to other countries, and pointed out that the Norwegian 
government has put in place measures to protect and secure Sámi rights as an 
Indigenous people, and that it has supported cross-national collaborations 
with Sweden and Finland. The UN commended the Sámi Parliament in sup-
porting the Sámi fight for political rights to land, water, and territories, and 
efforts to provide Sámi children and youth access to cultural and linguistic 
education to assist Sámi language revitalization. However, more needs to 
be done to ensure the Sámi people have continuous rights to pursue Sámi 
self-determination. Healthcare is a case in point.

Sámi rights are now recognized in laws and frameworks in all areas of so-
ciety, and, as of 2019, they are also included in healthcare education (Ministry 
of Education and Research, n.d.); new healthcare professionals now all need 



88

to demonstrate knowledge of Sámi culture and history and be prepared to 
practice in a culturally safe way. Cultural safety, which was first developed by 
Māori nurses in New Zealand, requires healthcare professionals to examine 
the role of history, culture, and power relationships within each context of 
health and the society in which they live, and acknowledge the effect coloni-
zation processes have had on Indigenous peoples such as the Māori (Papps 
and Ramsden 1996), but also the Sámi. An ability to adapt health profession-
als’ practice and blend modern medical techniques with traditional methods 
in a way that is respectful and beneficial to Sámi patients is a notable model 
of contemporary culturally safe nursing (Sivertsen 2013).

Exclusion from the majority or dominant society, such as what the Sámi 
people have experienced during the assimilation period, may result in inter-
generational challenges. Intergenerational problems reverberating in time are 
also well-known in many other nations with Indigenous populations, such as 
Australia (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 1997; Eck-
ermann et al. 2010). The effects include insecurity about self, traditions, and 
background in relation to the wider society (Eckermann et al. 2010). We also 
see consequences in the context of healthcare; there are both Sámi nurses 
and midwives today, but little is known about how they include their culture 
and identity in their practice. What is known is that far too few Sámi health 
personnel are working in the north of Norway (Sivertsen 2010). The lack of 
nurses and midwives who can provide adequate care and have true knowl-
edge about Sámi history, traditions, and identity has led to inadequate health 
interactions for Sámi patients (Nymo 2007; Sivertsen 2010). Moreover, Sámi 
traditions and knowledge have not traditionally been included in the nursing 
curriculum to any great extent (Nymo 2007), but we see this slowly starting 
to change with the new health regulation laws and frameworks. However, 
even several generations down the track, we can still see consequences of the 
implementation of the assimilation policy in Norway. We need to recognize 
and commend those who bore the burdens of the assimilation pressure to 
facilitate healing. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission is working to 
document past injustices and acknowledge the need for healing. To success-
fully travel on the road to the future, it is important to recognize the past.

Sámi Enough?
Many of the younger generation, born in the 1970s and later, are now re-
claiming their Sámi heritage with pride and enthusiasm. The young put on 
our Sámi costumes with pride and talk about what it means for them to 
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be Sámi. In contrast, parents’ generations, and those before them, did not. 
Sámi belonging is important. Today, the Sámi culture differs from that of 
Norwegian culture in many ways, and the tension between the two is a 
reality in multi-ethnic villages in the north. Local road signage in the Sámi 
areas, with place names spelt in Sámi, can often be seen with the Sámi 
spelling obliterated by gunshots, whereas the Norwegian spelling of the 
place remains intact.

This represents a protest at the political level. Some townships are con-
sidered Sámi under the Sámi Act, and receive extra funding for education-
al resources, textbooks, and curricula in school and childcare centres that 
promote Sámi culture, as well as for healthcare supporting Sámi patients. 
The bullet holes in road signage can be seen as a modern-day protest aimed 
against the reclaiming of Sámi identity. The reluctance to talk about Sámi 
history and culture is not restricted to the older generations who experienced 
the assimilation policy firsthand. This shows that not all young people are 
ready to return to Sámi roots, or that there is resistance from the non-Sámi 
population for townships to strengthen Sámi culture. Although the assimi-
lation policy was abolished in the early 1980s, the reluctance to accept regen-
eration of anything Sámi still exists in many places today.

On the other side of the world, in Australia, similar experiences are found. 
Parallels can be drawn with the assimilation and integration of Australian 
Aboriginal people into white culture. In many cases, this approach meant 
the need for them to “turn their back” on their own culture, with loss of 
identity and heritage. Of interest to both cultures, Sámi and Aboriginal, is 
the link between Indigenous peoples and intergenerational trauma, acknowl-
edgement of past injustices, and need for healing to move forwards towards 
reconciliation of the past. This understanding would facilitate respect, trust, 
and positive relationships between the wider community, improving health 
and well-being for Sámi, Aboriginal, and Torres Strait Islander peoples alike.

Under the Southern Stars: Policies as a Source of Control
Australia is a vast continent consisting of States and Territories, with both 
State and Federal legislation, funding, and control. As a nation, Australia is 
relatively young; invasion of European settlers in colonies occurred in 1788, 
and the Commonwealth of Australia was proclaimed on 1 January 1901 
(Kemp 2018). 

In Australia, colonization and assimilation policies have resulted in so-
cial and economic exclusion over generations, and this has had extensive 
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and debilitating impacts on Aboriginal people, in particular their health 
(ABS 2005; Behrendt et al. 2012). The health status of the Australian Ab-
original people reflects the consequences of history, but healthcare inter-
actions of these people usually begin with an exclusion of an adequate 
historical background that is important to Aboriginal people (Shahid et al. 
2009; Durey and Thompson 2012; Newman et al. 2013).

Government policies have been a source of control since first contact. 
It is important to consider the underlying attitudes and beliefs that influ-
enced each policy direction, for example, how the non-Indigenous people 
viewed Indigenous Australians and what the prevailing worldview was in 
each period.

Fig. 2: Timeline of  Australian policies towards Indigenous Australians (partly adapted from 

Eckermann et al. 2010).
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European Settlement (1788–1880s) and Segregation (1890–1950s)
There were numerous and rapidly changing policies and acts overlapping 
each other. The European invasion contained ideas about dispossessing, 
dispersing, and extermination, and the following segregation period was 
about “protection” and establishment of missions and reserves. The list 
of massacres that occurred all over Aboriginal Australia is long (Elder 
1988)2. After contact, the ideas behind the policies were to exterminate 
an unwanted third race — mixed-race children — in the best interest of 
all.

Aboriginal men were trained as stockmen and farm help, Aborigi-
nal women relocated to missions and reserves as maids, but mixed-race 
children became a problem. It was believed that these children were of 
higher intelligence than Aboriginal children, and perhaps could be reha-
bilitated and bred out of Aboriginality (Tatz 2017)3. The State Children’s 
Council of South Australia was the major body concerned with the wel-
fare and removal of children, particularly the mixed-race children, for 
their own good in order to prevent the development of a race that could 
become a threat to the Australian society (Tatz 2017).

This development was the start of the removal of thousands of chil-
dren of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander descent from their parents 
by Australian Federal and State government agencies and church mis-
sions, under acts of their respective State Parliaments. These children 
came to be known as the “Stolen Generations”. Between 1910 and the 
1970s, many Indigenous children were forcibly removed from their fami-
lies as a result of the various government policies, and the policy of child 
removal left a legacy of trauma and loss that continues to affect Indige-
nous Australia today (National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Children from Their Families 1997).

Assimilation (1930s–1960s)
The intent of the assimilation policy was to merge Aboriginal people into 
mainstream “white Australia” and make them “real Australians”. These 

2 See The Guardian (2019) for an interactive map of  the massacre sites produced by the University 

of  Newcastle Colonial Frontier Massacres Project team (2019).

3 Follow the Rabbit-Proof  Fence, a true story by Doris Pilkington Garimara, documented her Aboriginal 

family history and was made into a feature film visualizing this exact policy enactment (Noyce 2002).
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policies started in the 1930s. Assimilation policies were designed to erode 
or eliminate signs of Aboriginality.4

The Aboriginal Act of 1934–39 regulated every aspect of daily life by 
outlining acceptable clothing and attire, restricting movement to special Ab-
original camps, regulating employment, organizing training and control of 
Aboriginal children, and criminalizing repeated association with Aboriginal 
people (AIATSIS 2006). This was done to integrate Aboriginal people into 
white or non-Aboriginal society. The purpose of an assimilation policy was 
to integrate Aboriginal people and become more alike to non-Aboriginal 
peoples. One would be allowed to move freely and hold employment only if 
one was not considered Aboriginal, but accepted a new and changed way of 
life in a non-Aboriginal community.

Aboriginal people could apply for so-called “exemption certificates”, 
which would redeem them from their Aboriginal descent if they assimilated 
into Australian society and did not consort with Aboriginal life, relatives, 
and friends (Milton 2014). The Consorting Act of 1939 was established to 
prohibit and penalize anyone with exemption certificates who maintained 
repeated contact with Aboriginal peoples (AIATSIS 2006; National Inquiry 
into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from 
Their Families 1997). An exemption — or “dog tag”, as it was often referred 
to — meant that an Aboriginal person was not to be treated as Aboriginal for 
the purpose of the Act. For example, they were permitted to move around 
and work in similar ways to a non-Aboriginal person (AIATSIS 2006).

Recent Policy Directives: 
Integration (1967–1972), Self-Determination (1972–1975), 
And the Present Era (1975–present)
During the integration period, Indigenous Australians were given a choice to 
integrate into the mainstream (white) culture of Australia. Although there was 
some choice involved, many felt forced to turn their back on their own cul-

4 “The policy of  assimilation means in the view of  all Australian governments that all aborigines and 

part-aborigines are expected eventually to attain the same manner of  living as other Australians and to 

live as members of  a single Australian community enjoying the same rights and privileges, accepting 

the same responsibilities, observing the same customs and influenced by the same beliefs, hopes and 

loyalties as other Australians. Thus, any special measures taken for aborigines and part-aborigines are 

regarded as temporary measures not based on colour but intended to meet their need for special care 

and assistance to protect them from any ill effects of  sudden change and to assist them to make the 

transition from one stage to another in such a way as will be favourable to their future social, economic 

and political advancement.” (House of  Representatives 1961)



93

5 “The Humble Petition of  the Undersigned Aboriginal people of  Yirrkala …” So begins the Yirrka-

la Bark petitions of  August 1963 sent to the Parliament by members of  the Aboriginal clan groups living 

in the area of  Yirrkala. Written in both the Yolŋgu language and English, and presented on painted bark 

boards depicting their living area, the petitions protest the eviction of  land from the Reserve where they 

live, where they hunt and where their sites of  significance are situated (AIATSIS, n.d.b)

6 The Freedom Rides of  1965 were inspired by occurrences in America, a group of  Sydney Univer-

sity students toured regional Australia to share experiences of  Aboriginal Australians (AIATSIS, n.d.c).

7 The Wave Hill walk-off  or The Gurindji strike was a walk-off  and strike by two hundred Gurindji 

stockmen, house servants, and their families in August 1966 at Wave Hill cattle station in Kalkarindji, 

Northern Territory, Australia (AIATSIS n.d.a). b).

ture in order to survive. The self-determination era was socially conscious and 
brought about the Aboriginal Rights movement. Aboriginal people connected 
in a global arena and lobbied for equity and legislative change. Many ethno-
political movements emerged during this time, such as the Bark petitions in 
19635, the Freedom Rides in 19656, and the Wave Hill walk off in 19667.  The 
Referendum of 1967 became a turning point in the history of relations be-
tween Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in Australia, as Aboriginal peo-
ples were included in the census for the first time (AIATSIS 2006).

For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, Australia’s colonial his-
tory is characterized by devastating land dispossession, violence, and racism. 
This was documented in the Bringing Them Home Report of 1997. The re-
port marked a pivotal moment in the controversy that has come to refer to 
the Aboriginal children that were removed from their parents as the “Stolen 
Generations” (National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Tor-
res Strait Islander Children from Their Families 1997). National Sorry Day 
commenced after the release of the Bringing Them Home Report in 1997, 
which documented the policy of forced separation and removal of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Children from their families: the Stolen Generations 
(Lock 2019).

In 2000, the People’s Walk for Reconciliation took place, during which 
250,000 people walked across Sydney Harbour Bridge in the biggest demon-
stration of public support for a cause that has ever taken place in Australia. 
The march was a public expression of support for meaningful reconciliation 
between Australia’s Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples, and coincided 
with National Sorry Day (Edmonds 2016). A stark contrast to the start of 
the reconciliation movement was the 2004 abolishment of the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC). The ATSIC was the Australian 
government body through which Aboriginal Australians and Torres Strait Is-
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landers were formally involved in the processes of government affecting their 
lives. The end of ATSIC raised many issues about the future of policy-making 
and service delivery in Indigenous affairs (Anthony 2010).

This was followed by the Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) 
of 2007, also labelled as “the intervention”. This intervention was directed at 
addressing the disproportionate levels of violence in Indigenous communi-
ties in the Northern Territory, as well as the endemic disadvantage suffered in 
terms of health, housing, employment, and justice (Brown and Brown 2007; 
Altman 2017). The intervention was a $587 million package of legislation that 
made a number of changes affecting specified Indigenous communities in 
the Northern Territory. This package of legislation introduced several draft 
reforms and regulations, such as quarantining fifty percent of welfare pay-
ments from individuals living in designated communities and from beneficiar-
ies who were judged to have neglected their children, linking income support 
payments to school attendance for all people living on Aboriginal lands, pro-
viding mandatory meals for children at school at parents’ cost, and introduc-
ing compulsory health checks for all Aboriginal children (Monash University 
2019). In order to actualise the NTER, several existing laws were affected or 
partially suspended, including the Racial Discrimination Act, the Aboriginal 
Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act, the Native Title Act, the Northern Ter-
ritory (Self-Government) Act, the Social Security Act 1991, and the Income 
Tax Assessment Act (Monash University 2019). Many of these measures were 
continued under the “Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory” policy of 
2012, which remains in place today (Gibson 2017).

In 2008, Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s apology to the Aboriginal peoples of 
Australia proved to be an emotional and long-awaited moment for Aboriginal 
Australians. He opened by saying, “Mr Speaker, there comes a time in the his-
tory of nations when their peoples must become fully reconciled to their past if 
they are to go forward with confidence to embrace their future.” The apology 
was not an expression of personal responsibility or guilt by individual Austral-
ians but it did reflect Australian values of compassion, justice, and a fair go, 
and allowed the victims of bad policy to feel that their pain and suffering was 
acknowledged. It showed compassion and opened a path for walking together 
in the future (Reconciliation Australia 2015).

Makarrata: Voice, Truth, Treaty!
Makarrata is a word in the Yolŋgu language, meaning “the resumption 
of normal relations after a period of hostilities” (Australians Together 
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2020). The most current discourse surrounding Aboriginal policy-mak-
ing, self-governance, and future directions is found in the Uluru State-
ment from the Heart, specifically in the concept of Makarrata: 

What Aboriginal people ask is that the modern world now makes the 
sacrifices necessary to give us a real future. To relax its grip on us. To 
let us breathe, to let us be free of  the determined control exerted on 
us to make us like you. 
And you should take that a step further and recognise us for who we 
are, and not who you want us to be. 
Let us be who we are — Aboriginal people in a modern world — and 
be proud of  us. Acknowledge that we have survived the worst that the 
past had thrown at us, and we are here with our songs, our ceremonies, 
our land, our language and our people — our full identity. 
What a gift this is that we can give you, if  you choose to accept us in 
a meaningful way.
(Galarrwuy Yunupingu 2016, cited in McKenna 2018, 1)

First Peoples of Australia have sought a fair place in this country along 
with constitutional recognition since as far back as Yorta Yorta elder 
William Cooper’s letter to King George VI (1937). Other expressions 
of Indigenous demands include the Yirrkala Bark Petitions (1963), the 
Larrakia Petition (1972), and the Barunga Statement (1988) (Referen-
dum Council 2017).

In spite of these efforts, the debate around constitutional amend-
ments remains unresolved. Australia’s Constitution was written over a 
century ago. By then, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples had 
lived here for more than fifty thousand years, maintaining the oldest 
living culture on the planet. Yet the Constitution does not recognize 
this, and still allows for racial discrimination (Human Rights Commis-
sion 2020). It can give governments the power to make laws that apply 
only to a particular race, such as banning certain “races” from voting. 
The only way to fix the Constitution is through a referendum (Austral-
ian Electoral Commission 2020).

The Uluru Statement from the Heart
The National Constitutional Convention at Uluru that took place on 23–26 
May in 2017 continues to resonate as one of most important occurrences in 
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recent Australian history. Aboriginal peoples from all over Australia came 
together to discuss the future, and created the Uluru Statement from the 
Heart, a document asking fellow Australians to support a constitutional 
amendment to allow Aboriginal voices in the laws and policies that are 
made about them (Chrysanthos 2019):

We, gathered at the 2017 National Constitutional Convention, coming 
from all points of the southern sky, make this statement from the heart:
Our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander tribes were the first sover-
eign Nations of the Australian continent and its adjacent islands, and 
possessed it under our own laws and customs. This our ancestors did, 
according to the reckoning of our culture, from the Creation, according 
to the common law from ‘time immemorial’, and according to science 
more than 60,000 years ago. 
This sovereignty is a spiritual notion: the ancestral tie between the land, or ‘mother 
nature’, and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples who were born there-
from, remain attached thereto, and must one day return thither to be united with our 
ancestors. This link is the basis of the ownership of the soil, or better, of 
sovereignty. It has never been ceded or extinguished, and co-exists with 
the sovereignty of the Crown.
How could it be otherwise? That peoples possessed a land for sixty mil-
lennia and this sacred link disappears from world history in merely the 
last two hundred years? 
With substantive constitutional change and structural reform, we believe 
this ancient sovereignty can shine through as a fuller expression of Aus-
tralia’s nationhood.
Proportionally, we are the most incarcerated people on the planet. We 
are not an innately criminal people. Our children are aliened from their 
families at unprecedented rates. This cannot be because we have no love 
for them. And our youth languish in detention in obscene numbers. They 
should be our hope for the future. 
These dimensions of our crisis tell plainly the structural nature of our 
problem. This is the torment of our powerlessness. 
We seek constitutional reforms to empower our people and take a rightful 
place in our own country. When we have power over our destiny our chil-
dren will flourish. They will walk in two worlds and their culture will be 
a gift to their country.
We call for the establishment of a First Nations Voice enshrined in the 
Constitution. 
Makarrata is the culmination of our agenda: the coming together after a strug-
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gle. It captures our aspirations for a fair and truthful relationship with the 
people of Australia and a better future for our children based on justice 
and self-determination. 
We seek a Makarrata Commission to supervise a process of agree-
ment-making between governments and First Nations and truth-telling 
about our history.
In 1967 we were counted, in 2017 we seek to be heard. We leave base 
camp and start our trek across this vast country. We invite you to walk 
with us in a movement of the Australian people for a better future. (Ul-
uru Statement from the Heart, n.d.)

Following the Referendum Council consultations with communities 
across Australia and the Uluru Statement of the Heart, the Referendum 
Council’s final report culminated with the following two recommenda-
tions (Referendum Council 2017), neither of which have been imple-
mented yet: to set up a representative body that gives Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander First Nations a voice to Parliament, and to make 
a treaty for agreement-making and facilitating a process of local and re-
gional truth-telling.

Australia is the only Commonwealth nation that does not have any 
treaties with its Indigenous people (Australians Together 2020). Current 
discourse concentrates around both treaty recognition and constitutional 
recognition. These are two related but different issues. Treaties and con-
stitutions serve two different purposes; a treaty is a contract between two 
sovereign parties, while a constitution is a set of governing laws (Austral-
ians Together 2020; Williams 2012; Davis 2012).

Calls for a treaty in Australia refer to a formal agreement between 
the government and Indigenous people that would have legal outcomes, 
recognizing Indigenous peoples’ existence prior to invasion as well as the 
injustices many have endured (Williams 2014). In a global context, trea-
ties are accepted as a way of reaching a settlement between Indigenous 
people and those who have colonized their lands (Williams 2014). New 
Zealand, for example, has the Treaty of Waitangi, an agreement signed 
in 1840 between the British Crown and over five hundred Maori Chiefs, 
while Canada and the United States have hundreds of treaties dating 
back as far as the seventeenth century (Williams 2014). In Australia, 
a treaty could provide better protection of Indigenous rights and be a 
redefinition and restructuring of the relationship between Indigenous 
people and wider Australia. It could also provide structures and systems 
for local and regional decision-making processes (Behrendt 2012). There 
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needs to be a commitment to implementing change and for the commu-
nities themselves to set their priorities (ABC News 2016).

History and Policy Impacts on First People’s Health and Well-being: 
A Nursing Example of Cultural Safety
The Uluru statement, released in 2017, has prompted widespread discussion 
in Australia around the creation of a constitutionally enshrined Indigenous 
voice to parliament. As this conversation progresses, Australia can learn 
from the struggles and successes of First Nations peoples around the world 
whose stories guide and inspire (University of Melbourne 2020) such as the 
Sámi, who have both included Sámi rights in the Norwegian constitution 
and co-created a voice to Parliament via establishing the Sámi Parliament.

The story of the Sámi offers profound lessons on constitutional recogni-
tion and self-determination for Indigenous Australians today (Labba 2018). 
At his Narrm Oration speech during a presentation in Australia, Labba (2018) 
said, “Sámi people have their right to self-determination recognised and also 
have an agreement between the Sámi Parliament and the Norwegian state 
in place that obliges the government to consult the Sámi Parliament about 
issues concerning the Sámi people.” This model exemplifies what the Ulu-
ru statement called for: an Indigenous voice to the Australian Parliament. 
Listening to what Indigenous peoples themselves want will improve general 
well-being, language revitalization, public health, and cultural safety for In-
digenous peoples both under the northern lights and southern stars. Hence, 
such a model needs to be incorporated into policies and processes.

An example of First Peoples’ input into policy creation is cultural safe-
ty in healthcare. The concept of cultural safety arose from the colonial 
context of New Zealand’s nursing and healthcare. In response to the poor 
health of the Indigenous Maori, nurses and midwives insisted on changes 
to the service delivery, and for nursing practice to incorporate the Indige-
nous minority’s point of view (Papps and Ramsden 1996). Cultural safety 
in practice requires the health practitioner to be reflective of their own 
biased background, and how this impacts patient interactions (Papps and 
Ramsden 1996). A culturally safe and respectful practice requires nurses to 
have knowledge of how their own culture, values, attitudes, assumptions, 
and beliefs influence their interactions with people and families, the com-
munity, and colleagues (NMBA 2018). Additionally, one needs to be aware 
of power imbalances in patient and nurse interactions and aim to minimize 
these where possible (Papps and Ramsden 1996; Taylor and Guerin 2019; 
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NMBA and CATSINaM 2018). However, next to the individual responsi-
bility of cultural safety there is also institutional responsibility (Sivertsen, 
Harrington, and Hamiduzzaman 2019). Workplaces, hospitals, educational 
institutions, and universities providing nursing and healthcare education 
all have a responsibility to ensure that all of their health personnel and 
new nursing graduates can demonstrate knowledge of Indigenous health 
and culture. This knowledge would make healthcare professionals best 
equipped for interactions with Indigenous patients, thus contributing to 
health equity and improving health outcomes (NMBA and CATSINaM 
2018; Sivertsen, Lawrence, and McDermott 2017).

Whereas the concept of cultural safety is being implemented in the Aus-
tralian healthcare and education sectors, it has not yet been implemented 
in Norway. Cultural safety is currently not included in health education, 
nor is it a requirement for clinical practice with Sámi patients. Nurses and 
midwives are the largest occupational group in the health workforce. The 
number of full-time equivalent nurses and midwives employed is over 
three times that of medical practitioners, the second-largest profession in 
the healthcare sector (AIHW 2018). Nurses make up more than half of 
healthcare practitioners and are often the first point of contact for patients 
in the healthcare system. Therefore, in order to change the practice, nurse 
educators must know how to best prepare novice nurses and other health 
professionals for the complex communication and patient interactions in 
Indigenous health and mainstream healthcare systems. Nurse educators 
are calling for the transformation of nursing education towards curricula 
that provide students with a holistic and person-centred view of caring 
(Sivertsen, McDermott, and Lawrence 2018). Such curricula would pro-
mote clinical reasoning through reflective practice and an understanding 
of patient experiences, motivating students to work in a way that improves 
healthcare for Indigenous peoples (Mkandawire-Valhmu and Doering 
2012).

To many Sámi people, the healthcare system in Norway is an ever-roll-
ing wave of continued colonization — it is a system that does not always 
make room for Sámi views on health, wellness, or illness (Sivertsen 2010). 
Health in Norway, as in many other places, is aimed at mainstream popu-
lations and often marginalizes Indigenous minorities. Cultural safety is im-
portant for Sámi well-being and healthcare because the Sámi have a shared 
history and similar context of assimilation to Indigenous people around 
the world. With a similar history of colonization, and their current struggle 
for social justice, cultural reclamation, and the development of Indigenous 
knowledges, the principles of cultural safety are equally applicable in a 
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Sámi context (Sivertsen, Harrington, and Hamiduzzaman 2019; Dudgeon 
et al. 2016). Cultural safety mitigates poor health outcomes resulting from 
the consequences of assimilation and colonization (NMBA and CATSI-
NaM 2018; Papps and Ramsden 1996). Cultural safety and respectfulness 
are the responsibility of all nurses. By embracing the principle of cultural 
safety, nurses and healthcare professionals provide leadership in building 
a health system free of discrimination and inequality, one that is accessible 
for all (NMBA and CATSINaM 2018; Papps and Ramsden 1996; Sivert-
sen, Lawrence, and McDermott 2017).

This framework requires all nurses to have knowledge and understand-
ing of Indigenous rights and their status as an Indigenous people. In Aus-
tralia, healthcare inequities are being addressed, and racial discrimination 
is well-documented as a contributing factor to poor health outcomes for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians (NMBA and CATSINaM 
2018). Furthermore, the Nurses and Midwifery Board of Australia clearly 
acknowledges the need for providing Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Is-
lander peoples with culturally safe care (NMBA 2018). Just like in Austral-
ia, Norway needs to acknowledge the Sámi in healthcare and embrace that 
it has always been a culturally and linguistically diverse nation, especially 
with the many Sámi patients in the north. This requires nurses and health 
professionals to understand and acknowledge the historical factors, such as 
colonization and its impact on Sámi peoples’ health. Hence, Norway needs 
to provide clear guidance and set expectations for nurses and other health 
professionals in supporting the health of Sámi peoples in order for Sámi to 
achieve health equity.

In Australia and many other countries, cultural safety is formally linked 
to registration and competency-based practice certification (Richardson, 
Yarwood, and Richardson 2017; NMBA 2018). This is not yet a formal 
requirement in Norway, but a culturally safe practice is called for in a glob-
al context when working within Indigenous healthcare (Richardson, Yar-
wood, and Richardson 2017; Papps and Ramsden 1996; Anderson et al. 
2016; Griffiths et al. 2016; Czyzewski 2011; Durie 2003; King, Smith, and 
Gracey 2009; Wilson and Barton 2012). Research shows that Indigenous 
public health policies and Indigenous health inequities need to be seen in 
a broader socio-political context that includes ongoing colonization, land 
appropriation, and displacement. Anderson et al. (2016) provide a com-
prehensive analysis of Indigenous health in more than twenty countries, 
covering a diverse set of socio-economic characteristics, political arrange-
ments, and colonial histories. The analyses clearly show that inequities 
persist, with generally poorer social and health outcomes for Indigenous 
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peoples relative to “benchmark” populations (Anderson et al. 2016).
Establishing that health gaps between mainstream populations and In-

digenous peoples exist is clearly important for inequities to be addressed. 
However, to achieve equitable health outcomes for Indigenous peoples, it 
is also important to understand contexts, such as how health disparities 
have arisen and endured (Czyzewski 2011; Durie 2003; King, Smith, and 
Gracey 2009; Wilson and Barton 2012). In Australia, the relationship be-
tween colonization, social justice, and health for Indigenous Australians is 
central to current health research aimed at resolving the health inequities 
experienced by Indigenous Australians (Griffiths et al. 2016). This context 
is important to acknowledge from a research perspective, as it can be ap-
plied to Sámi populations in Norway who also share this unique place in 
history as assimilated minorities who have experienced colonization and 
assimilation. As a result of this history, the mainstream health services 
do not place emphasis on Sámi healthcare contexts. This way, the context 
of colonization and assimilation impacts Sámi access to healthcare, and 
ultimately their health outcomes (Sjölander 2011; Gaski 2011; Hassler et al. 
2008; Turi et al. 2009).

Sámi people in Norway have a legal right to receive healthcare services 
adapted to Sámi culture and language (Dagsvold, Møllersen, and Stordahl 
2015). In this postcolonial era, a revitalization of Sámi culture is occur-
ring in Norway, and all municipalities have a responsibility for providing 
equitable health services that are adapted to the needs of Sámi patients in 
relation to language and culture (Sámi Parliament 2019; NOU 1995; Min-
istry of Labour and Social Affairs 2008). Lack of knowledge about Sámi 
or Aboriginal cultures amongst healthcare professionals ultimately reduces 
the accessibility of First Peoples patients to the services offered (Sámi Par-
liament 2019). 

Cultural safety is imperative when considering healthcare needs of In-
digenous peoples, particularly around nurse-patient interactions where 
culture is involved (Wepa, 2003). Indigenous peoples have unique health-
care needs as a result of the history and experiences of colonization, mar-
ginalization, and discrimination. Introducing the concept of cultural safety 
into policy and practice will hold health care professionals accountable to 
incorporate knowledge about Indigenous culture and identity, and learn 
about the impacts of the history and experiences of colonization, margin-
alization, and discrimination on healthcare and well-being of Indigenous 
peoples (Richardson, Yarwood, and Richardson 2017).
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Concluding Remarks 

Maori anthropologist Linda Tuhiwai-Smith (2013) argues that we must em-
ploy decolonizing ways of undoing the negative consequences brought about 
by assimilation and colonization. As a nurse, a decolonizing strategy to im-
prove nursing interactions with Indigenous patients is to practice in a cultur-
ally safe way by seeing nursing, healthcare, and well-being from Indigenous 
perspectives (Papps and Ramsden 1996; Smye and Brown 2002).

Improving First Peoples’ cultural inclusion within healthcare practices re-
quires healthcare professionals to promote clinical reasoning through reflec-
tive practice and advocating for the patients with understanding of patient 
experiences at the forefront. This would include seeing the power relation-
ship between healthcare providers and the patient, the impact of colonial 
context of, and on, healthcare, and the implications for those who happened 
to experience colonization: the Sámi and Aboriginal peoples.

Perhaps acknowledgement of a two-eyed seeing of the world and Indig-
enous histories, especially with regards to healthcare systems, would mean 
that Sámi and Norwegian, as well as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
and non-Aboriginal Australian worldviews of health and illness, including 
healthcare systems, need to come together and collaborate (Sivertsen, Har-
rington, and Hamiduzzaman 2019; 2020). A two-eyed way of seeing means 
that one learns to see from one eye the strengths of Indigenous knowledges, 
and from the other eye the strengths of Western knowledges, but most im-
portantly learning to use both eyes together for the benefit of all. Two-eyed 
seeing is the gift of multiple perspectives treasured by many Aboriginal peo-
ples in the world (Bartlett et al. 2015; Hall et al. 2015; Sivertsen, Harrington, 
and Hamiduzzaman 2019; 2020) and can be applied in both Norwegian and 
Australian healthcare policies.

This book chapter has explored First Peoples’ experiences in two different 
contexts. The chapter aims to contribute to the literature by providing an 
insight into experiences of colonization, both in the Norwegian Sámi and 
Australian Aboriginal contexts, and the determinants that contribute to or 
hinder well-being for Sámi and Aboriginal peoples in light of policies and 
their impact on health and well-being, simultaneously considering the alter-
native practice of “two-eyed seeing”. 
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Decolonizing Heritage in Rapa Nui: Towards

New Scenarios for the Implementation 

of  UNDRIP in Postcolonial Contexts

Carles Jornet Aguareles

Introduction
Almost fourteen years after the United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) was adopted by the UN General As-
sembly, the implementation of its tenets by states is still far from satisfacto-
ry (Lenzerini 2019, 59). Indigenous peoples are frequently excluded from 
decision-making processes on matters concerning their rights, and their 
representative institutions are widely ignored by state authorities ( Jansen 
and Pérez 2017, 30; May 2017, 21). In many UNESCO World Heritage 
contexts, Indigenous rights are being violated on a regular basis, especially 
in national parks, where conservation standards imposed by state govern-
ments generally infringe the Indigenous rights established in UNDRIP 
(Disko 2016; May and Strecker 2017; Stevens 2014).

This chapter contributes to the ongoing discussion on the implementa-
tion of UNDRIP in the field of heritage within the postcolonial world. In 
this context, the case of the Rapanui people (Easter Island, Chile) is of par-
amount significance. Various points stated in UNDRIP are accomplished 
through the establishment of an Indigenous-based administration of the 
World Heritage Site Rapa Nui National Park (RNNP), which was achieved 
as a result of Indigenous mobilization in 2015.

In March 2015, the local organization Parlamento Rapa Nui (Rapa Nui 
Parliament) led the occupation of the RNNP, claiming their rights as In-
digenous people to their ancestral lands and cultural remains. They also 
demanded regulatory measures to control outsider migration to the island. 
After mediation between local authorities and Chilean authorities, the In-

1 In 2020, the UNESCO World Heritage list reached a total number of  1,121. Plenty of  the World 

Heritage Sites comprehend Indigenous lands (Disko 2016, 360-61).
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digenous institution Ma’u Henua was created to administer the RNNP, 
and the law Ley de residencia 21,070 was approved to regulate the entrance of 
non-Rapanui individuals to the island (Young 2019, 230).

Indigenous-based administration of the RNNP suggested the start of a 
decolonizing process of heritage in Rapa Nui, in line with various provi-
sions included in UNDRIP. This chapter aims to analyse this phenome-
non, describing the sociopolitical background of cultural heritage to con-
textualize the Indigenous struggle in the RNNP. The author’s two years 
of fieldwork within the Polynesian community of Rapa Nui and master’s 
thesis ( Jornet 2018)  on social anthropology and ethnography contribute 
to the creation of this text.

A Brief  Review on the History of  Rapa Nui
In the United Nations Working Group on Indigenous Populations of 1984, 
Special Rapporteur Martinez Cobo (as cited in Jansen and Pérez 2017, 25) 
defined Indigenous peoples as those groups maintaining a historical con-
tinuity with pre-colonial societies. In this regard, the Rapanui struggle for 
Indigenous rights is founded on the historical continuity they share with 
the first Polynesian inhabitants that settled on the island. In order to under-
stand the sociocultural background of the Indigenous demands for control 
over the RNNP in 2015, this section briefly describes the particularities of 
the Rapanui ancient culture before the arrival of Western colonialism, and 
points out the most significant consequences of the early colonial period 
over the native population.

An Ancient Polynesian Society
The date of first settlement of Rapa Nui remains a controversial topic in 
the field of archaeology. Chile’s official history fixes it in the fifth century 
(Comisión Verdad Histórica y Nuevo Trato 2008), while other opinions 
range from the third century (Kirch 2002) to the eight century (Fischer 
2005). Oral tradition narrates the arrival of King Ko Hotu Matu’a, accom-
panied by his sister Ava Rei Pua and other members of their tribe, after a 
previous expedition had confirmed the existence of an inhabitable island 
in the East (Englert 2012, 23). Departing from a place known as Hiva2, 

2 Many sources place Hiva in the Marquesas Islands, in French Polynesia (Englert 2012; McCall 1976; 

Métraux 1971).
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once in Rapa Nui, the king Ko Hotu Matu’a divided the land into two 
main domains known as mata: Ko Tu’u Aro Ko Te Mata Nui and Ko Tu’u 
Hotu Iti Ko Te Mata Iti. Each domain was subdivided into many kāiηa 
(clan territories), which were occupied by different ure (ancestral lineages), 
as shown in Figure 1. As stated in the oral tradition, the first name given 
to the island was Te Pito o Te Henua (The Navel of the World) (Englert 
2012, 19; Ramírez 2008, 32).

Similar to other ancient Polynesian groups, the Rapanui ancestral society 
obeyed a strict hierarchical system. Each lineage had its own ariki (chiefs), 
who occupied the highest rank within the family groups, followed by the 
ivi atua (priests) and the matato’a (warriors). The māori (erudites) were various 
groups with specialised knowledge on different areas, such as the māori hare 
(house builders) or the māori roηo roηo (instructors on how to read the roηo 
roηo, undeciphered scripts consisting of a system of glyphs carved on wood-
en tablets). The kio (farmers and servants) remained at the bottom of the 
social structure. The ariki mau, direct descendant of King Ko Hotu Matu’a, 
was the main authority over the whole land. As a great holder of mana (su-
pernatural power), he was close to the ancient deities (Englert 2012; Métraux 
1971; Routledge 2015).

Fig. 1: Clan territories according to the Council of  Elders (1988) (Map by Matèria Edicions 2021). 
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The ancient social structure determined settlement patterns. The elites 
of each ure (ancestral lineages) occupied the areas surrounding the coasts, 
while low-ranking kio inhabited the inlands. Nowadays, the ancient con-
structions are still visible, especially those pertaining to the aristocracy, 
such as the ahu (funerary platforms, many of them hosting the moai statues) 
or the hare vaka (elite households). The common domestic pattern of the kio 
included hare (houses), umu (oven), hare moa (structure for raising chicken), 
and manavai (structure for plantation).

The Arrival of Colonialism: From Slaves to Chilean Citizens
The first recorded landfall by Europeans took place on Easter Day 1722, 
when the Dutch expedition led by Admiral Jacob Roggeveen reached the 
island. Honouring the date, it was given the name of Easter Island. Over 
the following years, various European expeditions visited the island with-
out establishing serious contact with its inhabitants. Some of the whaling 
ships that passed by the island had crew members from Tahiti, who were 
probably responsible for naming the island Rapa Nui3 (Big Island), in con-
trast to Rapa Iti (Little Island), another island located some 3,443 kilome-
ters west (Englert 2012, 20).

In 1862–63, the Indigenous population became the target of human 
exploitation perpetrated by European slave traders. Some 1,500 islanders 
became victims of blackbirding4 and were sold as slaves in Peru. The ab-
olition of slavery in Peru allowed the repatriation of some Rapanui slaves 
in 1863, but due to infectious diseases such as tuberculosis and smallpox 
introduced by the repatriated, the Indigenous population had decreased to 
111 by 1877 (Comisión Verdad Histórica y Nuevo Trato 2008).

In 1864, the French Congregation of the Sacred Hearts established a 
Roman Catholic mission on the island that was spearheaded by Father 
Eugenio Eyraud, the first foreigner to settle in Rapa Nui. Missionary set-

3 In the old Rapanui language, the term rapa did not exist to mean “island”. In this sense, it is clear 

that the name Rapa Nui comes from the Tahitian language (Englert 2012, 20). Actually, the current 

Rapanui language has a strong influence from Tahitian.

4 A colonial practice perpetrated between the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries to recruit, 

through kidnapping or deception, Indigenous individuals from the Pacific islands to work as slaves in 

European colonies. In the case of  Rapa Nui, slaves were sent to El Callao (Peru) as a workforce for 

the exploitation of  guano, a fertilizer obtained from the excrement of  bats and seabirds (Comisión de 

Verdad Histórica y Nuevo Trato 2008, 268).
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tlement had a strong impact on traditional settlement patterns. Food, tech-
nology, and animals attracted the Indigenous population, who started to 
settle around the missions (Cristino and Vargas 1984, 55), rendering the 
traditional occupation pattern in clan territories obsolete:

The former society was segmented and occupied different tribal terri-
tories. Suddenly, society became unified, based in a single village with a 
centralized religious direction. A new community identity emerged in re-
sponse to the foreign encroachment that had led to a forced coexistence. 
(translated from Foerster and Moreno Pakarati 2016, 16)

In 1888, the Chilean admiral Policarpo Toro reached Rapa Nui to establish 
Chilean sovereignty over the island. A bilateral agreement known as Acuer-
do de Voluntades (Agreement of Intentions) was signed between the admiral 
and the Rapanui king Atamu Tekena. This act ushered in Chilean settler 
colonialism, which led to the first interactions between the Rapanui and 
the Chilean state.

In 1895, the Chilean authorities rented the entire land to the Scotish 
sheep farming company Williamson & Balfour. Formally, the island was 
supposed to be administered by the Chilean Navy, but its presence was 
rather weak. The Indigenous population was confined in the area of Haηa 
Roa, with severe restrictions in mobility around the land. Williamson & 
Balfour established an exploitative system that subjected the islanders to 
violence and abuse. It is worth mentioning that in 1914, the islanders at-
tempted to lead a revolt encouraged by Maria Aηata Veri Tahi. It was mit-
igated on 5 August 1914 after the arrival of Chilean marines. Four people 
were arrested, but they were released soon after without further punish-
ment (Fischer 2005, 170).

Despite complaints regarding the severe situation, Chilean authorities 
extended the rental agreement to the company in 1915. It was not until 
the 1950s that the situation was widely exposed by the Chilean and in-
ternational press. Members of the Sociedad de Amigos de Isla de Pascua 
(Society of Easter Island’s friends), who had diplomatic influence on the 
government and the Chilean Navy, exerted pressure to terminate the con-
tract with the company. As a result, in 1953, the contract was decisively 
terminated and the administration of Rapa Nui was officially assumed by 
the Chilean Navy.

With the end of the exploitation period, some islanders were allowed to 
travel to the Chilean mainland. On 14 December 1960, the United Nations 
proclaimed the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial 
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Countries and Peoples (UN General Assembly Resolution 1,514), which 
states that colonized nations and peoples should be granted their inde-
pendence. The Declaration inspired some of the islanders based in Chile to 
publicly condemn the severe situation in Rapa Nui. Consequently, demon-
strations took place denouncing the abuse that the islanders had suffered, 
and demanding total independence from the Chilean state.

As a result, state authorities abolished the military administration and 
established a civil government in Rapa Nui. Although they did not achieve 
self-determination, islanders acquired Chilean citizenship, which granted 
them civil rights. What is more, the special law Ley Pascua 16,441 was ap-
proved to establish legal regulations concerning the island’s geographical 
isolation and the vulnerable situation of its population. Despite the signif-
icant improvement of their political and economic status, Rapa Nui were 
still discriminated against and banned from participating in any political 
process concerning the island.

The Rapa Nui Institutional Framework
It was not until the beginning of the 1990s, with the end of the Chile-
an military dictatorship (1973–90), that the Indigenous peoples of Chile 
were finally recognized. In 1993, through the implementation of the law 
Ley Indígena No. 19,253, the Corporación Nacional de Desarrollo Indí-
gena (National Corporation for Indigenous Development) (CONADI) 
was created as a government institution focused on supporting the de-
velopment of Indigenous groups in Chile. In Rapa Nui, the Comisión 
de Desarrollo de Isla de Pascua (Commission for the Development of 
Easter Island) (CODEIPA) was created as the body responsible for the 
economic, social, and cultural development of the island. It is a hybrid 
body, formed by Rapanui representatives and official government mem-
bers, where political dialogue between the community and the state takes 
place. Land ownership and development projects are central issues in its 
programme.

During this period, the Consejo de Ancianos de Rapa Nui (Council of 
Elders) was also recognized by the state government as a local institution 
engaged in safeguarding traditional culture and advising local authori-
ties. Under the leadership of Alberto Hotus, it was originally established 
in 1979 as an organization fighting for land rights during the military 
dictatorship. The current president of the Consejo de Ancianos, Carlos 
Edmunds Paoa, is also a member of CODEIPA.
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In 2001, the Parlamento Rapa Nui (Rapa Nui Parliament) was forged 
as a political organization that demanded ancestral sovereignty, land own-
ership, and territorial integrity, as well as the safeguarding of Rapanui 
culture (Parlamento Rapa Nui 2013). Although it is supposed to repre-
sent the thirty-six ancestral clans that form the Indigenous population, 
the state does not officially recognize it, nor does the whole community 
approve of their political approaches. Under the presidency of Leviante 
Araki, it represents the radical core of Rapa Nui, aimed at self-determi-
nation against Chilean colonialism. Since its creation, the Parlamento 
Rapa Nui has been a key agent in Rapa Nui activism for self-determi-
nation, engaging in several Indigenous mobilization efforts, such as the 
occupation of the Hanga Roa Hotel in 2010 and the Rapa Nui National 
Park in 2015. 

The Municipality of Rapa Nui is the local government. The tavana 
(mayor) Petero Edmunds Paoa is also present in the CODEIPA through 
a representative, together with the governor of Rapa Nui, Laura Tarita 
Alarcón Rapu. The governor is the direct representative of the national 
government on the island.

The Creation of  Heritage in Rapa Nui:
A Postcolonial Process
In the early twentieth century, the Chilean economy was based on the 
exploitation of natural resources across the country. Rapa Nui was rather 
poor in natural resources, but its cultural landscape had strong potential 
for the tourism industry. The creation of a national park was seen as the 
only option to make profit from the Rapa Nui’s lands, and for many years it 
has been the main economic driver of the island (Ramírez 2004, 1300). In 
fact, heritage tourism has had strong economic potential worldwide (Light 
2015, 144) until the start of the COVID-19 pandemic.

In 1935, the Ministry of Lands and Colonization designated the whole 
island as a historical national monument, but it was not until 1976 that 
the Rapa Nui National Park (RNNP) was created. The state implemented 
several legal regulations to consolidate its geographical limits on a juris-
dictional basis. This process implied the negation of Indigenous property, 
in order to gain control over territories. In fact, dispossession was a global 
strategy used by colonial agents to seize Indigenous lands (Giblin 2015, 
315; Webber 2017, 21). The Ministry of Agriculture was designated to ad-
minister the RNNP by way of the Corporación Nacional Forestal (Nation-
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al Forest Corporation) (CONAF). In this context, the heritage manage-
ment exercised by CONAF was conceived by the Indigenous population 
as an extension of colonial authoritarianism (Comisión de Desarrollo de 
Isla de Pascua 2015, 20).

The heritagization process in Rapa Nui completely ignored the Indig-
enous voice. Instead, it obeyed the tenets of the authorized heritage dis-
course, as described in the Convention Concerning the Protection of the 
World Cultural and Natural Heritage in 1972. In this Convention, UNE-
SCO fixed the criteria to inscribe a site in the World Heritage List. These 
parameters obeyed Eurocentric values from the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries: monumentality, universality, tangibility, and grandiloquence. 
All in all, these constituted the basis of the authorized heritage discourse, 
which frequently diverges from local discourses. In postcolonial contexts, 
heritage becomes a field of contest regarding differing interests among 
parties (Smith 2006).

Grandiloquence and monumentality were thus the main criteria used 
to determine which elements of the ancestral cultural remains were to be 
selected. As a result, the spatial morphology of the RNNP was shaped 
in line with locations that had the most “authentic” and significant sites 
according to experts. Restoration tasks were carried out with the intention 
of creating an open-air museum, where ancient cultural remains could be 
turned into tourist attractions (Concha 2017, 269; Teave and Cloud 2014, 
409). This process followed the logic of the commodification of culture, 
or the “mercantilization of the authentic” (Boltanski and Chiapello 2002). 
Finally, in 1995 the RNNP was inscribed in the UNESCO World Heritage 
List with the inscription reference 715. It would be the first site in Chile to 
be declared World Heritage.

The operational guidelines for protecting, conserving, and restoring the 
ancestral remains of Rapa Nui were also defined according to the author-
ized heritage discourse. Specialized knowledge on these fields is usually a 
mandatory requirement to pursue tasks of restoration and conservation. 
As a result, the scientific community becomes one of the only agents al-
lowed to intervene in these procedures. Indigenous peoples are most often 
excluded from the conservation and restoration processes (Smith 2006).

A World Heritage Site in Ancestral Lands
As stated previously, the ancient settlement of Rapa Nui was divided into 
different kāiηa or clan territories. The most monumental structures were 



125

placed near the coast, which was inhabited by the elites. With the creation 
of the RNNP, all of these coastal areas were included in the World Her-
itage site, along with other monumental sites such as Rano Raraku and 
the ceremonial village of Oroηo in Rano Kau. Figure 2 shows how the 
morphology of the RNNP takes shape according to the location of monu-
mental sites. As stated in the Decree no. 9 of the Chilean Ministry of Na-
tional Assets, the current extension of the national park is 6,910 hectares, 
representing approximately 41.44 percent of the entire Rapa Nui.

When comparing the shape of the national park to the distribution of the 
ancient kāiηa (Figure 1), it is obvious that the RNNP occupies Rapanui 
ancestral lands. This was a pillar of the Rapanui struggle for the right 
to manage the national park. It was not just about the cultural legacy of 
their ancestors, but also the territories pertaining to their ancestral line-
ages. The concept of kāiηa is central to Rapanui society.

Before the arrival of colonialism, clan-based social organization deter-
mined the territoriality of Rapa Nui. Ancient clans were the legitimate 
owners of many kāiηa throughout the island. The boundaries between 

Fig. 2: Limits of  the Rapa Nui National Park (Bienes Nacionales 2004, in Corporación Na-

cional Forestal 2017).
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territories delimited sociopolitical interaction, which was restricted by 
the tapu. Furthermore, the identity of individuals was defined on the ba-
sis of their lineage affiliation, which means they had strong connections 
with their kāiηa.  Despite the severe changes in the traditional social 
structure as a consequence of colonialism, the oral tradition in Rapanui 
society still contains the genealogies of the ancestral clans and territories 
until today.

In 1988, the Council of Elders published a crucial work entitled “Te 
Ma’u Hatu o Rapa Nui” (The Sovereigns of Rapa Nui). This volume was a 
compilation of all the genealogies of the current Rapanui society. Thus, 
every individual was identified as pertaining to a concrete ancestral 
clan. An official report issued for the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme (UNDP) by the anthropologist Camila Zurob and the Rapanui 
historian Cristián Moreno Pakarati (2013, 30) stated the following: “The 
representativeness of the book, its content and approaches have not been 
put in doubt publicly by the islanders ... nowadays the Rapa Nui Parlia-
ment ... refers to its maps to claim for the inherited right to lands.”

This document provides historical and cultural context to the Indig-
enous land claims. It proves the historical continuity of the population 
as Indigenous people to Rapa Nui. Since they are the direct descendants 
of the original inhabitants of the island, they have become the legitimate 
owners of the land. The sense of belonging to the ancient clan territories 
has remained clearly alive. Despite the existence of different clans in 
former times, today’s Rapanui society conceives itself as a unique group 
(McCall 1976). The notion of otherness is no longer based on the differ-
entiation between clan groups. Instead, “the others” are nowadays all 
those individuals who do not have Rapanui ancestry. 

The current local discourse on territory reflects all these points. Since 
the local Rapanui conceive of themselves as a unique group, their sense 
of territoriality is based on the concept of kāiηa as a unique domain: the 
island of Rapa Nui. Actually, in public instances it is common to use 
the expression “e te hua’ai o te kāiηa” to address the audience, meaning 
“you, families of the territory”. This sentence elucidates the current so-
cial structure as a whole.  It consists of a group of families differentiated 
by ascendance, but linked as a society into a single territorial unit.

Territoriality is critical in contextualizing the demands for the admin-
istration of the Rapa Nui National Park, and to understand the cultural 
background behind the processes for decolonizing heritage in Rapa Nui. 
Heritage claims are also land demands, based on the notion of kāiηa. 
Since the RNNP is located within the ancestral territories, the takeover 
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of its administration by the Indigenous community can be assumed as a 
decolonization act of both land and heritage simultaneously.

Rapanui Demands for Indigenous Rights
The Rapanui protests for Indigenous rights over territory and cultural 
heritage have taken place by way of demonstrations and land occupa-
tions. A representative episode of the Rapanui struggle for land rights 
dates back to August 2010, when public and private facilities5 were occu-
pied to claim ancestral ownership rights over the land where they were 
built. On 3 and 29 December, state repression was enacted by Carabi-
neros de Chile (Carabiniers of Chile, the Chilean police) and Policía de 
Investigaciones (Investigations Police), resulting in police violence and 
arrests (Chartier, Chirif, and Tomas 2011, 24; Teave and Cloud 2014, 
417) . On 7 February 2011, Chilean state violence was denounced by the 
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, granting a precautionary 
measure for the Indigenous community in order to bring an end to police 
brutality. This measure urged the State of Chile to stop the use of armed 
violence, and avoid putting the life and physical integrity of the Rapa Nui 
at risk during demonstrations.

Indigenous Demands on the Rapa Nui National Park
In March 2015, the Parlamento Rapa Nui led the occupation of the 
RNNP over demands for Indigenous rights to lands and cultural herit-
age. The conflict was triggered after Chilean authorities repeatedly failed 
to attend to the requests made by the Indigenous representatives of the 
Commission for the Development of Easter Island (CODEIPA).

CODEIPA had been dealing with CONAF (the state corporation in 
charge of the RNNP) to achieve a new management model in harmony 
with Indigenous rights to their ancestral cultural legacy and territories. 
The Rapanui engineer Camilo Rapu created a formal proposal called Ma’u 
Henua, which presented an Indigenous-based model for the RNNP’s 
management, but it was roundly refused by CONAF. The commissioners 
of CODEIPA had also been working on a proposal to control migration 

5 The Haηa Roa Hotel was occupied by the Hitoraηi clan, the Civic Center by the Tuko Tuki clan, 

and the Riro Kaiηa Square by members of  the community and the Rapa Nui Parliament (Chartier, 

Chirif, and Tomas 2011, 21).
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to the island.  An initiative was needed to solve a central issue concern-
ing the environmental condition of Rapa Nui, since research had proved 
that the carrying capacity of the island had reached a critical point. An 
organic law on migratory flow was needed to regulate the entrance and 
departures of individuals to the island. Although commissioners had in-
sisted on this matter in many instances, no conclusive response had been 
provided by state representatives.

As a consequence of the Chilean authorities’ refusal to reach an agree-
ment, the Rapa Nui Parliament met many times to evaluate the situa-
tion. This proved to be a turning point in the Indigenous struggle in 
Rapa Nui. As discussed by Maōri author Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012), 
social injustice within postcolonial contexts triggers the awakening of 
consciousness, which leads to the struggle for decolonization. In the case 
of Rapa Nui, it was this precise moment when the Rapa Nui Parliament 
decided to mobilize for the decolonization of lands and cultural heritage. 
Leviante Araki, president of the Rapa Nui Parliament, stated:

 I have been waiting for many years, and I see there is no hope. I talked 
to my people, and we the Rapanui agreed on closing our heritage and 
moving CONAF definitely from there ... then, start to administer (our 
heritage) ... This is not a park, it is a cemetery, a sacred place. Our grand-
parents are there. That is why we agree on closing this. (translated by the 
author, Salfate 2015)

On 26 March 2015, members of the Rapa Nui Parliament initiated the oc-
cupation of the RNNP (Young 2020, 10; 2019, 229). Control points were 
established to close access to touristic sites, and the state institution CON-
AF was impeded from selling entrance tickets. No state violence was used 
to stop the mobilization. This occupation was extended for a few months 
as a strategy to create political pressure on state authorities in order to get 
new opportunities for negotiation. A few days after the initial occupation, 
tourists were allowed to enter the RNNP, but only if accompanied by a 
Rapanui individual. Shortly after, an entrance ticket was required to visit 
the national park, available at the office of the Rapa Nui Parliament.

Although the state did not respond to the mobilization at first, it re-
sorted to repression in the fifth month of the occupation. On 15 August 
2015, two members of the Rapa Nui Parliament, president Leviante Araki 
and activist Mario Tuki were arrested for disorderly conduct and fraud. In 
response, Rino Tuki, the Rapanui counselor in the National Corporation 
for Indigenous Development (CONADI), stated that this episode of state 
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repression constituted a violation of the Rapanui right to self-determina-
tion (El Ciudadano 2015).

As a result of the mobilizations, the dialogue between the CODEIPA 
representatives and state authorities was reestablished to discuss the Rapanui 
demands. On 14 April 2015, the Chilean government announced its com-
mitment to present a draft law regulating the migratory issues in the island, 
which was approved by the community through Indigenous consultation on 
24 January 2016. On 30 April 2016, President Michelle Bachelet also gave 
her approval by publicly signing the draft law. Almost two years later, on 23 
March 2018, the law was published in the government gazette under the title 
“Law 21,070 on Residence and Permanent Residence on Rapa Nui”.  In Au-
gust 2018, the law officially came into force, fixing a maximum stay period 
in the island of 30 days for both Chileans and foreigners.

On 26 July 2015, negotiations concluded in an agreement on pursu-
ing Indigenous consultation about the administration of the RNNP, in 
accordance with the right to consultation established in Article 6 of the 
ILO Convention 169. On 25 October 2015, a referendum was held, and 
86.6 percent of participants voted in favour of an Indigenous-based ad-
ministration model, which would be implemented for a fixed period of 
fifty years as a concession to the Rapa Nui. Consequently, the Indigenous 
organization Ma’u Henua was created to be in charge of the national park’s 
administration. On 1 October 2016, co-administration began between the 
state organization CONAF and Ma’u Henua. In November 2017, Ma’u 
Henua finally became the only organization responsible for the RNNP, as 
accorded in consultation.

Decolonizing Heritage in Rapa Nui
As stated by sociologist Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2019), the concept 
of decolonization does not only imply political self-determination, but 
also a process of recovery of the traditional knowledge systems and peo-
ples’ rights to decision-making according to their own realities and expe-
riences. In this sense, the establishment of an Indigenous-based admin-
istration for the Rapa Nui National Park is a step towards decolonization 
of the Rapanui cultural heritage and ancestral territories.

Since the establishment of the Rapa Nui National Park in 1976, the 
State National Forest Corporation (CONAF) has been in charge of its 
administration. From a local point of view, the heritage management 
performed by the state-controlled corporation was seen by the Rapanui 
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population as an act of colonialism. Regarding this topic, the written 
proposal for the creation of Ma’u Henua stated the following:

The safeguarding of the land, the heritage sites, the archaeological re-
sources and the island’s biodiversity pursued by the RNNP (CONAF) is 
not considered as a benefit for the island in the community’s collective 
imagination. RNNP is synonymous to CONAF and the state. This is 
considered to be the continuity of the land administration system by ex-
ternal agents … This is why CONAF is far from being considered a local 
participative and respectable agent that effectively safeguards the natural 
and cultural heritage of Rapa Nui. (translated by the author, Comisión de 
Desarrollo de Isla de Pascua 2015, 20)

Taking these circumstances into account, the replacement of CONAF by 
a fully Indigenous administration can be considered a significant step to-
wards Rapanui empowerment against Chilean state domination. As stated 
in Forrest W. Young’s political review on Rapa Nui (2019), the majority 
of the Rapanui society conceives this change as an achievement in terms 
of Indigenous rights to self-determination. Nevertheless, some Rapanui 
leaders and institutions conceive the fifty-year concession as an act that 
legitimates the state’s sovereignty over Indigenous lands, as expressed dur-
ing the local seminar “Dialogues on Human Rights from the Perspective 
of the Mā‘ori Rapa Nui People” held in September 2017:

Rapa Nui people consider any ‘state title’ or ‘concession’ regulating their 
ancestral territory as an unacceptable ‘limitation of the territorial rights 
of the Rapa Nui people,’ and that they aspire to ‘have full ownership 
rights over their lands and territories’ based on ‘ancestral occupation’ 
that is ‘regulated by customary law.’ (Young 2019, 226)

Decolonizing Practices in Heritage Management
On a practical level, the decolonizing process of heritage in the RNNP oc-
curs within the management practices regularly performed by Ma’u Hen-
ua. Without the intention of an exhaustive analysis of these practices, some 
aspects are presented to elucidate how decolonization of heritage has taken 
place in Rapa Nui.

While Ma’u Henua is the main body responsible for heritage management, 
Honui was created as a parallel organization to facilitate the community’s 
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involvement in decision-making processes. It represents all the thirty-six 
hua’ai (extended family groups) that comprise the current Rapanui society. 
Each hua’ai has its own representative, who is constantly informed about 
any matter raised by Ma’u Henua. After representatives consult their re-
spective family groups, they gather to settle on agreements. Hence, actions 
executed by Ma’u Henua are determined following the Honui’s criteria, 
established according to consensus reached by all community lineages.

Another aspect concerning decolonization of heritage is the relevance giv-
en to traditional knowledges, values, and worldviews. The total body of no-
tions, ideas, and thoughts that define traditional Rapanui knowledge is known 
as mana’u Rapanui, and is fundamental in decision-making processes. Maramar-
ama (wisdom) is also a valuable quality that enables individuals to comprehend 
reality in a particular way, formulating ideas and approaches that contribute 
to decision-making. Hence, Indigenous criteria stand at the core of heritage 
management procedures, in harmony with the scientific knowledge used in 
technical operations, such as protection and conservation practices.

New criteria for selecting heritage sites were defined by Ma’u Henua 
according to mana’u Rapanui. The community recognized many sacred 
places previously ignored by the governmental heritage management agen-
cies, designating new areas as exhibition zones. These would be included 
in protection and conservation programmes. The community agreed on 
redefining the territorial configuration of the RNNP, reestablishing its 
boundaries and taking into account the location of recently selected sites 
(Prensa Rapa Nui 2017). As a result, shortly after Ma’u Henua initiated its 
management tasks, the number of sites included in the protection and con-
servation plans augmented from five to twenty-five, and a team of more 
than seventy park rangers was distributed over the island. This allowed 
several locals to participate directly in heritage management, since park 
rangers were recruited from the local population.

The mana’u Rapanui also attributes new values to the heritage sites. Apart 
from being an economic resource, ancestral legacy is considered as a tool 
to facilitate the intergenerational transmission of the traditional knowledge 
related to ancestral culture. When referring to the RNNP and the impor-
tance of taking care of it, it is common to use the expression mo te hinarere 
(for the great grandchildren), meaning that all efforts must be done to 
keep the ancestral legacy for future generations. Hence, educational estab-
lishments plan school trips to the RNNP in order to show pupils the par-
ticularities of their ancient culture and the natural features of the island, 
raising awareness on the importance of taking care of their ancestral legacy 
and natural environment (Ma’u Henua 2019).
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The inclusion of community members in conservation activities is an-
other defining aspect of the Indigenous-based heritage management mod-
el. This point introduces a clear divergence from classical conservation 
standards, which restrict the management of heritage sites to certified spe-
cialists (Smith and Waterton 2009). Ma’u Henua considers conservation a 
field where Indigenous experts and academics should interact in cooper-
ation:

Ma’u Henua has become a space where diverse fields of technical academic 
specialization and local experts could develop their activities in a comple-
mentary and joint manner. This is one of the most important spaces for the 
application of cultural and technical methodologies that dialogue with the 
tangible and intangible heritage context. (Panorama 2020)

Community participation is also determined by the presence of umaηa 
(community work crews). These are groups of family members and vol-
unteers who gather together in order to altruistically perform a range of 
tasks, such as cleaning and reconditioning specific areas of the RNNP. 
This is a distinctive feature of the social dynamism in the Rapanui society 
that encompasses the notion of community interdependence, which is also 
present in many other aspects of daily life (Zurob 2011, 180).

The examples mentioned above demonstrate how decolonizing practic-
es take place within the new heritage-management paradigm in Rapa Nui. 
A deeper analysis carried out by local members and experts may elucidate 
with more detail how these phenomena occur, allowing a deeper under-
standing of the notion of cultural heritage within postcolonial contexts. At 
the same time, there are many aspects of this process that directly concern 
some of the Indigenous rights recognized under UNDRIP.

Rapa Nui and the Implementation of UNDRIP
Some aspects of the heritage decolonization process in Rapa Nui since the 
creation of Ma’u Henua have been in accordance with different articles in-
cluded in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peo-
ples, which was ratified by the Chilean government in 2007. Although it 
is a complex procedure to determine precisely to what extent these articles 
have been implemented, it is possible to identify significant changes actually 
in line with UNDRIP. This section aims to present the fields where these 
changes have taken place, pointing out the UNDRIP articles concerned.
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Indigenous Consultation
During the negotiation process in 2015, state authorities agreed on pursu-
ing Indigenous consultations regarding the control of the migratory flow 
in Rapa Nui and the administration of the RNNP. On 24 January 2016, 
Indigenous consultation took place in Rapa Nui about the draft law on 
migratory issues proposed by state authorities. Following a 97.7 percent 
approval rate, the law was implemented in August 2018 as Law 21,070 on 
Residence and Permanent Residence on Rapa Nui. Consultation regarding 
the Indigenous-based management of the RNNP took place on 25 Octo-
ber 2015, with 86.6 percent of the votes expressing consent. This led to 
the establishment of the Ma’u Henua as the official agent to administer 
the RNNP.

Within the negotiation framework of this political process, Chilean 
authorities referred explicitly to the recommendation formulated in Ar-
ticle 6 of the ILO Convention 169, which urges governments to consult 
Indigenous populations whenever a legislative or administrative initiative 
concerns them. The concepts of consultation and cooperation are also 
mentioned in many sections of UNDRIP, including Articles 15(2), 17(2), 
19, 30(2), 32(2), 36(2), and 38. Article 19 in particular states the following:

States shall consult and cooperate in good faith with the indigenous peo-
ples concerned through their own representative institutions in order to 
obtain their free, prior and informed consent before adopting and imple-
menting legislative or administrative measures that may affect them. (Unit-
ed Nations 2007)

With the implementation of the Law 21,070 to control migration and tour-
ist flows, effective measures were established to solve the island’s overpop-
ulation. Since this issue was a threat to the Indigenous cultural integrity 
(Teave and Cloud 2014, 412), this achievement implies the enforcement of 
Article 8 of UNDRIP regarding “the right not to be subjected to forced 
assimilation or destruction of their culture.”

Participation in Decision-Making and Representativeness
Following the creation of Ma’u Henua as the Indigenous organization in 
charge of the RNNP, Honui was established to assure the representation of 
all the Rapanui Hua’ai (lineages). The right to participate in decision-mak-
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ing processes through Indigenous institutions is clearly defined in Article 
18 of UNDRIP. Each hua’ai has its own representative “chosen by them-
selves in accordance with their own procedures” (United Nations 2007, 
Article 18), following the local criteria based on familiar agreements.

Honui facilitates the participation of the community in the deci-
sion-making processes by Ma’u Henua concerning changes that affect the 
Rapanui population. This mechanism ensures the right to consultation es-
tablished by UNDRIP. Honui gathers the opinions of the different family 
groups and stands as the official interlocutor between the community’s 
position and other stakeholders within decision-making procedures.

The Indigenous Administration of a World Heritage Site
A remarkable improvement in terms of the Indigenous rights of the 
Rapanui people during the last few years has been the constitution of an 
Indigenous-based administration of the RNNP. After a long period of 
struggle through demonstrations, negotiations with the state authorities, 
and even the shutdown of the RNNP (Young 2016, 240), the local com-
munity finally achieved control over their land. An Indigenous-based her-
itage management model regards various UNDRIP provisions on ancient 
cultural sites and Indigenous territories.

First, concerning the protection and maintenance of the ancestral cul-
tural remains located in the national park, Article 11(1) makes reference 
to the “right to maintain, protect and develop the past, present and future 
manifestations of their cultures, such as archaeological and historical sites, 
[and] artifacts.” In addition, Article 12(1) mentions the right “to maintain, 
protect, and have access in privacy to their religious and cultural sites”, and 
Article 31(1) recognizes “the right to maintain, control, protect and devel-
op their cultural heritage”. The Indigenous-based heritage management 
exercised by Ma’u Henua is certainly in line with all of these points.

Second, the right to conserve and protect the environment and the In-
digenous territories is included in Article 29(1) of UNDRIP. While the 
National Forest Corporation (CONAF) is in charge of the conservation 
and protection of the natural environment, Ma’u Henua exercises the right 
to conservation and protection of the ancestral territories included within 
the limits of the RNNP. Nevertheless, this aspect remains quite contro-
versial since the category of national park does not correspond at all with 
the traditional Rapanui sense of land ownership. In this regard, the cur-
rent situation implies a violation of some points of the Declaration, such 
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as Article 26(2), which urges states to recognize “traditional ownership 
or other traditional occupation or use” of the land, and Article 27, which 
requires states to acknowledge Indigenous land tenure systems, in order to 
“recognize and adjudicate the rights of indigenous peoples pertaining to 
their lands, territories and resources”.

Decolonization of heritage has also taken place beyond national parks. 
The repatriation of human remains has been another goal within this pro-
cess. On 27 January 2018, the Rapanui initiative Ka Haka Hoki Mai Te 
Mana Tupuna achieved, for the first time in the Rapanui history (Young 
2019, 229), the repatriation of ancestral human remains from the Otago 
Museum, New Zealand’s Canterbury Museum, and the Museum of New 
Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa. This represents a big step forward in the 
decolonization of Rapa Nui cultural heritage, in line with Article 12 of 
UNDRIP regarding the right to the repatriation of human remains.

Conclusion
The current extent of UNDRIP’s implementation in the postcolonial world 
is far from unanimous, and Indigenous rights continue to be systematically 
violated worldwide. Since there are no specific guidelines on how these rights 
must be accomplished by state governments, academic research in this field 
is essential to analyse to what extent UNDRIP tenets are being respected, 
to be used as reference cases for future policy-making by governments and 
international bodies, and for grassroots movements and non-governmental 
Indigenous organizations within the field of activism.

Although self-determination by the Rapanui people is far from fully 
achieved, their case study has elucidated how the decolonization process of 
cultural heritage in the RNNP is in line with many points established in 
UNDRIP. What is more, cultural heritage itself has proved to be a key tool 
for Indigenous rights advocates in instigating effective political negotiations 
with state authorities. As a result, the establishment of Ma’u Henua as an 
Indigenous-based administration of the RNNP proves the feasibility of the 
implementation of UNDRIP standards in heritage contexts.

The experience of the Rapanui people connects them with many other 
Indigenous peoples worldwide, as they share historical similarities in their 
struggle for decolonization. Actually, several world heritage sites have been 
placed in Indigenous lands (Disko and Tugendhat 2014; Disko 2016; May 
and Strecker; Stevens 2014), and efforts across the world have taken place 
to regain control over ancestral territories. For instance, the Shiretoko pen-
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insula in Hokkaido, Japan, was declared as a World Heritage Natural Area 
in 2005 without any consultation with the local Ainu Indigenous people. 
In this context, the Ainu have led initiatives demanding the right to partic-
ipate in the management of the Shiretoko World Heritage site (Ono 2014, 
284). Another significant case is the Tongariro National Park (Aotearoa/
New Zealand), where several Māori iwi (tribes) succeeded at ensuring their 
involvement in the management of this World Heritage Area located in 
their ancestral lands (Asher 2014, 399).

Nevertheless, decolonization of heritage is not just about World Her-
itage Sites. Other matters connecting decolonizing struggles are, among 
other practices, the several human repatriation claims that have been car-
ried out by many Indigenous groups, such as the Māori (Aranui 2018), 
the Ainu (Shimizu 2018), and the Aboriginal communities of Australia 
(Turnbull 2020). Although each case is distinct, in terms of procedures and 
achievements, they all share the same purpose.

Taking into account the political background of heritage, especially 
when it comes to Indigenous rights, decolonization processes of heritage 
will always imply political struggle (Disko and Tugendhat 2014; Disko 
2016; Giblin 2015; May and Strecker 2017; Smith 2006; Smith and Wa-
terton 2009; Stevens 2014; Van Geert, Roigé, and Conget 2016). In this 
context, UNDRIP should be considered the legal framework of reference, 
in order to respect Indigenous peoples’ interests on their way towards de-
colonization of cultural heritage within the postcolonial world. 
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Elisabeth Heilmann Blind 

It may be in moments of  transformation when self  and place are known 
most clearly. This is but one insight to glean from the metamorphic per-
formances of  Elisabeth Heilmann Blind — an actress and dancer origi-
nally from Sisimiut, Greenland, who has made home in northern Sweden 
for many years. Elisabeth has nurtured practices of  “freeing dance” and 
Greenlandic Mask Dance, which she has shared with audiences and classes 
around the world. The mask dance invokes fear, eroticism, and comedy at 
the same time, penetrating three dimensions: the human world, the animal 
world, and the Spirit world.
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Figs. 1, 2, and 3: Photoshoot by Hans Olof  Utsi.
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Introduction
On 1 September 2019, 77-year-old Satoshi Hatakeyama packed up his 
truck and drove to the Mobetsu River on the northwestern shore of the 
Japanese island of Hokkaido. Hatakeyama is recognized as an Ekashi, 
an honorific used to indicate his status as an elder within the Ainu 
community, the Indigenous citizens of the area. Hatakeyama Ekashi 
intended to spend the day on the river, fishing freshwater salmon and 
conducting asircepnomi (or kamuycepnomi ), an annual Ainu ritual to wel-
come the fish as they make their seasonal return upriver. The events of 
the day, however, culminated in what has emerged as an annual trend in 
recent years: police intervention and subsequent siege upon the elder’s 
fishing excursion. Unlike the salmon, Hatakeyama Ekashi did not make 
his anticipated return home that day. Instead, he was taken to the local 
police station where his cell phone was confiscated and he was subject-
ed to interrogation. He was not permitted to return home until late in 
the evening. In the days and weeks that followed, his home was overtly 
surveilled by the authorities in apparent efforts to deter any renewed 
attempts at asircepnomi.

The rationale given by the authorities for the September incident 
and other interventions in previous years are based on a citation of 
Article 52 of the Hokkaido Regulations on Freshwater Fishing. These 
Regulations date back to the final years of the nineteenth century and 
can trace a genealogy to assimilationist policies of the early coloni-
al Japanese government, which explicitly banned fishing in Hokkaido 
freshwaters by Ainu individuals in 1878. Following the events of Sep-
tember 2019, the Hokkaido prefectural government has filed a criminal 
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complaint against Hatakeyama Ekashi. The charges made against him 
have been maintained on the grounds that he failed to obtain permis-
sion from authorities prior to fishing, and his subsequent lack of an ap-
proved license has him liable to the Hokkaido Freshwater Regulations. 
What the evocation of these regulations against Hatakeyama Ekashi re-
veals is a nexus of governance at the intersection of localized resource 
management and national law enforcement. However, Hatakeyama has 
maintained his annual fishing attempt along a different line of sca-
lar governance: international law. The central reference point here are 
the internationally recognized conventions on the rights of Indigenous 
peoples to self-determination and the use of natural resources on their 
native territories, such as the United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) — ratified by Japan along with 144 
signatory states in 2007.

The consistent interventions of Hatakeyama Ekashi’s fishing at-
tempts — which do fall neatly into the proclamations of Indigenous 
self-determination outlined by UNDRIP — disclose a certain calculus 
implicating local employment of international policies against regional 
mandates. What the case of Hatakeyama Ekashi has demonstrated time 
and time again is that international law is not a potent enough evoca-
tion to supersede regional policies, even in the case of direct infringe-
ment of the former by the latter. By one measure, this is a problem 
that is embroiled in levels of policy education for law enforcement in 
addition to Indigenous issues. While I do not explore these dimensions 
here, I do not contest them. What I do suggest, however, is that the par-
ticular relationship and privilege between local and international policy 
application might have to do with these two seemingly different scalars 
of governance being expressions of a shared legal episteme.

This chapter seeks to contribute to scholarship grappling with a sim-
ple question with complex dimensions: what is the nature of internation-
al law, particularly pertaining to Indigenous resource rights? What is it 
about the environment of this domain, which shapes the ways Indig-
enous livelihoods can be articulated? In essence, I am concerned with 
the ways in which key terms in Indigenous rights discourse contour the 
political possibilities available to these individuals and communities. 
Overall, my argument centres around the claim that the international 
law framework regarding resource rights does not accommodate multi-
variate ways of knowing an environment, including both environmen-
tal management schemes and use of and engagement with “resources”. 
In short, I argue that the topic of Indigenous resource rights should be 
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regarded as an epistemological issue, and that pursuing Indigenous rights 
in the post-UNDRIP era should emphasize epistemological exchange 
as a foundation to autonomy. 

This paper elaborates this point in three ways. My argument to regard 
resource rights as an epistemological issue is informed by the theoret-
ical insights of the Modernity/Coloniality project. The first section of 
this paper draws on the framework provided by this school to critically 
assess the epistemic origins and characteristics of the broad domain of 
international law. In a sense, through using the lens of the Modernity/
Coloniality school, I provide a brief but critical anthropological survey 
of the worldviews which have generated the field of international law. 
If the first section of this chapter highlights the ontological principles 
structuring international law, the second section of this paper disclos-
es the tensions which emerge when this episteme is superimposed on 
other cultural and environmental contexts. This section further elabo-
rates the history of colonization in the Ainu lands of northern Japan to 
make the point that resource rights, as articulated through the episteme 
of international law, further exacerbate a colonial situation whereby In-
digenous ways of knowing — including not only culturally-embedded 
knowledge but Indigenous environmental mitigation and management 
schemes — are suppressed. By revealing this friction, I follow Walter Mi-
gnolo of the Modernity/Coloniality school in asserting that a discourse 
on Indigenous autonomy and environmental rights should stress epistemic 
disobedience. Finally, in the third section of this chapter, I incorporate per-
spectives from critical geography to assist in the unsettling of the hegem-
onic episteme foregrounding international law and its narrow framing 
of resource rights. I demonstrate that the epistemological field through 
which international law has been developed is tied to a specific political 
geographic imaginary, and I suggest that there are severe limitations for 
pursuing legal advocacy through the same framework undergirded by the 
political geographies coterminous with Indigenous subjugation under 
colonial states. By highlighting one term which features prominently in 
Indigenous rights discourse — dispossession — I highlight how critical 
geography can reveal the ways in which dominant Indigenous rights dis-
course is embedded in practices and histories of exclusionary statecraft. 
Ultimately, I conclude by arguing that a renewed era of Indigenous rights 
should focus less on the crutch of international law and its constitutive 
terms, but rather should endeavour to create and support platforms for 
epistemological exchange to accommodate the diverse ways of knowing 
across and within Indigenous environments.
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The Limits of  the International Legal Episteme
“Ours is the age of rights. Human rights is the idea of our time, the only 
political-moral idea that has won universal acceptance.” 
—Louis Henkin, 1990 

Hossain (2021) has already pointed to the state-centric character of the 
international law arena. After all, supranational systems must ultimately presup-
pose the national. However, in both scholarship and professional applications 
of the field, the universalist claim of international law and its dictates — such 
as the ascendancy of human rights noted by Henkin above — tend to blur 
the historical contingencies which have determined the legitimate political 
forms, actors, and configurations of rights. Historian of human rights Samuel 
Moyn has referred to this veiled historiography of human rights as a form of 
“church history”, in that the historical conditions contributing to rights-based 
discourse are rarely the subject of genealogical inquiry (Moyn 2018; Anghie 
2013, 65). As a foremost — although perhaps still adolescent — descendant 
of the human rights bloc, Indigenous rights and their generative institutional 
bodies are shrouded in this veneer of universalism, and one that has been de-
veloped in contexts often distant from the Indigenous locales of concern. This 
is a curious element in an age of governance at a global scale, especially con-
sidering the inherent variability implied in the demographic markers subject 
to the predominant rights discourse, “Indigenous” or “human”. Universality 
must instead denote a singularity in conceptual origin for the substantive con-
tent implied in rights, albeit with uneven material effects in application. This 
section will provoke this point further by way of the Modernity/Coloniality 
project, applying its conceptual framework to the history and current develop-
ments of international law. Modernity/Coloniality should be seen as a diagnos-
tic tool, which can both historicize and chart out the contemporary contours 
of Indigenous rights within international law to then assess the prospects and 
shortcomings of the field. 

In the case of Hatakeyama Ekashi which opened this paper, I noted that 
there exists an instinct to contest the punitive policies maintained by local 
and national systems by way of the international order. Citing UNDRIP or 
its predecessor ILO-1691 may be a partially effective anchor, and the concerns 
expressed in this paper do not call for abandonment of this practice. What I 
do call for are moves away from the monotopism underlining international 
law (Cardinal 2016). Nor do I seek to deconstruct the validity of human/In-
digenous rights as a global objective, but rather to disrupt the limited scope of 

1 International Labour Convention No. 169 of  1989
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actors and platforms enunciating the content of the subject. While there 
may be an apparent difference in scale between the immediate and national 
institutions and supranational order, what the Modernity/Coloniality pro-
ject reveals is a unitary system generating the claims of universal objectiv-
ity undergirding global governance and rights discourse.

Aníbal Quijano first introduced the colonial matrix of power to taxonomize 
the contributing factors to a “narrative of modernity”, and to further dis-
sect the monopolization of the terms of modern rationality disseminated 
and perpetuated by imperial forces over the last four hundred years (Qui-
jano 2000). Walter Mignolo and his contemporaries have elaborated this 
effort into the Modernity/Coloniality project2, an endeavour geared at pro-
ducing an epistemic and methodological framework capable of producing a 
“decolonial turn”; it is a form of critical theory which seeks to deviate from 
the epistemic monopolies upheld by a Eurocentric virtue ethics and which 
take for granted an understanding of history and culture conforming to 
linear schemata (Veronelli 2015). The dominant narrative of Modernity 
is perforated by post-Enlightenment values, including the precepts of in-
strumental reason as well as objective, universalist, and monotopic projec-
tions of truth (Cardinal 2016; Maladono-Torres 2004). Geographer David 
Harvey has concisely depicted modernity as “the belief in linear progress, 
absolute truths, and rational planning of an ideal social order” (Harvey 
1989, 35).

The doctrine of Modernity has presented a specific telling of human 
history. In this history, progress is the key force behind the human story. In 
other words, it supports a linear teleology. Thus, societies operating within 
this paradigm position themselves relationally along this line, which is ex-
pressed through the language of development. Since development implies 
stages of achievement, Modernity takes a vertical shape. 

The principle of hierarchization finds top-down momentum in dissem-
inating the narrative of Modernity through what Mignolo has identified as 
a rhetoric of “salvation” (Mignolo 2005). He has located a powerful force 
— if not the origin of this rhetorical strain — in the Western European 
Christian ethic. Salvation is a matter of ability, an ability generated in prox-
imity to a divine order which is ontologically paired with a position at the 
top of the ladder of progress.  In the narrative of Modernity, the saviour 
is not static in this position; it is befitting to the trope of the saviour to 
evangelize and spread the dictates of Modernity down a unilateral channel. 
To the thinkers of Modernity/Coloniality, it is no mere coincidence that 

2 Quijano has furthermore contributed to this endeavor, writing as well on the intersecting planes of  

Coloniality and Modernity/Rationality (Quijano 2007).
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the diffusion of the rhetoric of modernity is historically correlated with 
the dispersal of Christian missionaries, particularly in the “New World” 
(Mignolo 2009)3. Therefore, Modernity contains within itself an extending 
reach of its principles, over the centuries manifesting itself into a condition 
for Coloniality. 

Coloniality is related to but differs from historical instances of colo-
nization; likewise, the objective of the Modernity/Coloniality project is 
to realize the terms for a decolonial turn or a condition of decoloniality, 
which is not to be conflated with decolonization (Kumaravadivelu 2016; 
Tlostanova and Mignolo 2009). Quijano, Mignolo, and other prominent 
contributors to Modernity/Coloniality are often placed within the post-co-
lonial genre, itself a nexus of overlapping intellectual movements in the 
arts, literature, social sciences, and humanities. The post-colonial genre 
emerged in the second half of the twentieth century, when a number of 
world powers either denounced or were coerced into releasing their im-
perial grasps on colonized areas, resulting in epochal declarations of “de-
colonization”. Yet, as the theorists exposing Modernity/Coloniality have 
shown, Modernity’s narrative structure is incredibly durable — it contains 
within itself the ability to obscure its sustained mechanisms even in the 
event of its self-indictment. Anne McClintock noted in the early 1990s 
that the employment of the term “post-coloniality” compromises the sup-
posed aim of decentring the arc of global history away from Eurocentric 
notions of progress. Instead, promotion of post-colonial ways of thinking 
and doing rather reinforces a prepositional linearity, “recentring [of] global 
history around the single rubric of European time”. Important ideological 
mechanisms are imparted by McClintock’s provocation that “Colonialism 
returns at the moment of its disappearance” (McClintock 1992, 86). In a 
similar register, the Modernity/Coloniality theorists have diagnosed Colo-
niality as a paradigmatic condition conforming to Modernity’s hierarchical 
shape. Coloniality as a paradigm adds the corrective that the material and 
rhetorical conditions imposed under colonization do not merely disappear 
once an end to colonization is declared, much less by the political entities 

3 Section III expands on the unique position Japan plays in this rendition on global history, at once 

being a prospective object of  imperial pursuit by Western powers and, in a move towards self-preser-

vation, Japan contorted its socio-political organizational schemes deliberately in the tone of  Modernity. 

Here, it will suffice to say that this historical epoch likewise saw a cast of  missionaries and exchange 

through these channels, together with the import of  European philosophies and technologies.

Even today, Japan’s largest Christian population resides on the island of  Hokkaido, the nascent 

nation’s first colony, having been fully naturalized and internalized following the dissolution of  the 

Japanese empire in 1945.
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which have built (and continue to sustain) its structures. McClintock’s im-
pulse towards the ideological potency of this social order are resonant with 
Mignolo’s depiction of Modernity as a specific ontology able to appropriate 
its antagonisms for the sake of survival. What the late twentieth century 
overtly declared was that colonization was over, and that decolonization is 
progress; what it has since obscured are the enduring structures of dom-
ination built on meta-narratives of teleological differentials. The textual 
grouping of Modernity/Coloniality then accurately represents the dimen-
sions of the relationship as “two sides of the same coin” with Coloniality as 
“the hidden and darker side of Modernity” (Mignolo 2011, 42). 

Specifically addressing the institution(s) of international law, the work of 
Anthony Anghie has provided intricate demonstrations of the reproduc-
tion of Modernity’s meta-narratives diffused within the field. Modernity’s 
emphasis on progress is constitutive of what he identifies as a “dynamic 
of difference” classified as “the endless process of creating a gap between 
two cultures, demarcating one as ‘universal’ and civilized and the other as 
‘particular’ and uncivilized, and seeking to bridge the gap by developing 
techniques to normalize the aberrant society” (Anghie 2005, cited in Car-
dinal 2016). A number of elaborations could be added to Anghie’s meta-
phor to illuminate the underlying principles of international law. First, it is 
notable that the creation of a “gap between two cultures” is then the impe-
tus for the construction of a bridge. That the creation of the gap precedes 
the construction of the piece of institutional infrastructure (the bridge) 
implies that the history of digging the trench in the first place is not to be 
reconciled, much less filled in to accommodate horizontal transmissions 
of values, knowledge, and more. This points to a second addendum to the 
bridge metaphor of international law, in that its utility as a normalizer is 
only supportive of one-way traffic. Acts of normalization imply presup-
posed standards, singular in nature. Normalization cannot accommodate 
difference, even as difference is enhanced and exaggerated to generate ex-
istential justification for normalizing structures. 

Normalizing tendencies are reflected in the base metrics of international 
law. Simply defined, “international law, classically, is the law that governs 
relations among sovereign states” (Anghie 2009, 292). Sovereignty thus 
stands out as the normative ideal in the global political order. Yet, sover-
eignty is exclusive and narrowly defined within a transnational system; the 
term does not attend to notions of tribal or subaltern forms of sovereignty 
deviant from the state model. This is an important element in the devel-
opment and application of human rights, which falls along the differential 
contours of sovereign and non-sovereign. Instead, a caveat of self-determina-
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tion is added to non-state-associated actors such as representatives or oth-
erwise members of Indigenous political communities. However, self-de-
termination is also subject to uneven applications and realization, a factor 
which is hugely contingent on the variances of colonial geography.

Steadfast to the tacit conditions of self-determination is the “Salt Water 
Thesis”, which asserts that “to be eligible for decolonization, the presence 
of ‘blue water’ between the colony and the colonizing country or a discrete 
set of boundaries would be needed” (Rÿser 2017). In the era of decoloni-
zation which marked the decades after the Second World War, self-deter-
mination was a symbolic admission granted to those areas (predominantly 
in Africa and Asia) under the imperial grasp of European powers. Self-de-
termination in the instances of these “salt-water” territories, however, was 
registered as a stepping stone to sovereignty on the condition that it be 
expressed through the political form of the nation-state. These territories 
were welcomed to join a global governing community, and participate in 
discourse pertinent to political and social rights, granted that they adopted 
the political framework of the “post”-imperial powers. In the Declaration 
on Principles of International Law Concerning Friendly Relations and Co-
operation Among States adopted by the General Assembly in 1970, the im-
plementation of the right of self-determination was intended to yield “the 
establishment of a sovereign and independent State” and/or the “free asso-
ciation or integration with an independent State” (United Nations General 
Assembly 1970).

In contrast, self-determination as it applies to Indigenous peoples, who 
by definition inhabit areas which have been naturalized by settler-states, 
does not contain the aspirational imperative to warrant Indigenous sover-
eignty. Article 3 of UNDRIP states:

Indigenous peoples have the right to self-determination. This guarantees 
the right to freely determine their political condition and the right to freely 
pursue their form of economic, social, and cultural development. (United 
Nations 2007, Article 3)

The vague language leaves much to be contested and negotiated, though 
what is clear is the sharp deviation from the entrée to the global political 
community allotted to salt-water territories. Self-determination in this in-
stance is not administered as a stepping stone to sovereignty, a note easily 
speculatable as a cautionary measure to maintain the territorial integrity 
of colonial nation-states. Instead, self-determination is here administered 
on exceptional and exclusionary terms to those political formations which, 
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by definition, insist on their incommensurability with the state form. Al-
though the political condition of Indigenous peoples is something to be 
freely determined, as something determinate it is ultimately terminal, con-
fined to a settled place in linear time. There is a limit to the extent to which 
a “condition” can accommodate vivified potential for change, growth, and 
cultivation of political possibilities. The economic, social, and cultural di-
mensions of Indigenous life are perhaps endowed with more enlivened 
potential, although I would argue marginally so. When potentiality is ar-
ticulated through development, we must critically ask how these delicate 
distinctions to Indigeneity prop up a “dynamic of difference”. 

Thus far, this section has drawn on the Modernity/Coloniality project as 
a lens through which to examine international law. It must be said that the 
narrow ontological conduit through which the institution has formed has 
long been spearheaded by postcolonial critique and subaltern studies more 
broadly. Back in 1985, Mohammed Bedjaoui, President of the International 
Court of Justice, noted that

classical international law thus [consists] of a set of rules with a geographi-
cal bias (it was European law), a religious-ethical inspiration (it was Chris-
tian law), an economic motivation (it was a mercantilist law) and political 
aims (it was imperialist law). (Otto 1996, 339)

Bedjaoui’s depiction of this world order is consonant with the Moderni-
ty/Coloniality framework, which can further be systematically invoked to 
account for the mechanisms contributing to the very exceptionality and 
exclusion characterizing Indigenous self-determination. What this chapter 
contributes to the ongoing dissection of the hegemony of Euro-centric 
modernity is an interfacing of its exceptionality/exclusion with the under-
lying geographic political imaginary of the nation-state form, and how this 
approach may vigorously provoke specific elements of Indigenous rights. 
I highlight the limits proffered by the nation-state form to conceptions of 
rights pertinent to natural resources. In the next section, I go on to discuss 
the epistemological dimensions of this dynamic.

The Epistemic Violence of  the Knowledge/Culture Divide
When Hatakeyama Ekashi enacts the asircepnomi ritual, he is on one lev-
el vivifying a tradition developed over generations, and on many other 
simultaneous levels adding to a depository of knowledge concerning the 
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ecological patterns of the salmon’s seasonal activities. Ainu communities 
elsewhere have been vocal about the importance of ritual for develop-
ing contemporary Ainu identity, and also for placing contemporaneous 
ecological observations in a dialectic with a multigenerational complex 
of knowledge. For example, in 1982, Ainu activists were successful in re-
claiming (read: gaining the right to) the asircepnomi ritual on the Toyohiro 
River, which flows through Hokkaido’s most populous city of Sapporo. 
The citizens’ movement titled “Come Back Salmon” was initiated fol-
lowing decades of observation by Ainu and Japanese activists alike of the 
adverse effects of urban pollutants on the health of the river ecosystem 
(Kosaka 2018). The situation was so dismal that, in 1953, municipal offi-
cials noted that only six salmon were successfully harvested recreational-
ly in the entire calendar year (Yoshizaki 1982 in Kosaka 2018). The rally 
for activists to bring back asircepnomi not only demanded collective action 
for revitalizing the “traditions” of the ceremony, but also years of ecolog-
ical investigation, strategization, and methodological rejuvenation of the 
river ecosystem. The epistemological dimensions of this effort cannot be 
understated; analytical approaches to human-nature relations were nec-
essary to ensure that the fundamental basis of the ritual — the return of 
the salmon upriver — could be realized. “Come Back Salmon” proved to 
be wildly successful, and by 2018 an estimated 2,000 adult salmon made 
their return upstream (Kosaka 2018).

However, the analytics developed and employed by the Ainu in instanc-
es such as these are obscured by a plaguing category exceptionally tied 
to Indigenous actors and their activities: culture. Especially in the domain 
of environmental management and decision making, factors adjacent to 
Indigenous rights (and potentially other configurations of sovereignty), 
culture sits in a tacit diametric opposition to knowledge. As a result, 
when tied to Indigeneity, culture is de-legitimized as an arena of author-
ity (which would imply sovereign rights to management and autonomy) 
while knowledge is monopolized by the same actors whose sovereignty is 
articulated through claims of legitimate and therefore modern forms of 
political organization. This knowledge/culture divide maps cleanly onto 
the geographic political imaginary of the settler-colonial state, wherein 
Indigenous lands occupy an exceptional and excluded space in the po-
litical makeup of the state. The transfer of this dualism onto a national 
political geographic imaginary will be explored in the following section. 
It is first necessary to further dive into Hatakeyama Ekashi’s case and to 
historicize the factors contributing to the criminalization of an elderly 
man’s fishing attempt.
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As discussed in the introduction, Article 52 of the Hokkaido Freshwater 
Fishing Regulations has been the principal grounds upon which Hokkai-
do police have criminalized Hatakeyama Ekashi’s attempts to realize his 
rights as stated in UNDRIP. However, Hatakeyama Ekashi’s rights as an 
Indigenous person are a lower-tier input in an order of operations cali-
brating environmental management and governance at local, national, and 
supranational scales. The citation of the policy also intermingles with a 
high degree of public consciousness concerning the degraded health of 
Hokkaido’s river systems. The citation of Article 52 lands at a moment 
in history where government officials are employing strategies to combat 
the adverse effects of overfishing and subsequent ecological disturbance in 
freshwater systems. At the moment of landing, however, the ambit of the 
policy’s existence and development is lost to the throes of political mem-
ory, and obscured are the origins of the overfishing crisis deeply rooted in 
the colonial development of Hokkaido.

The genesis of the Hokkaido Freshwater Fishing regulations is a by-
product of industrial fishing on the island, the advent of which coincided 
with the formal acceleration of colonizing measures issued by the nascent 
Meiji government. In 1876, a dictate titled Notice Number 9 was admin-
istered remotely by the colonial office in Tokyo which prohibited Ainu 
natives from fishing in the Ishikari River near modern-day Sapporo. The 
measure was taken to bolster the outcomes of planned hatcheries on the 
river, and by 1878 the content of the decree was expanded to all Hok-
kaido rivers (Hossain, Maruyama, and Charbonneau 2018; Kosaka 2018). 
The effects of the two official notices were reinforced by sweeping re-
strictions to traditional subsistence practices, ultimately coalescing into a 
grand package of assimilationist policies which have since provided the 
basis for poverty and socio-economic disparity still felt by Ainu commu-
nities4. The keystone piece of legislation in the assimilationist strategy was 
the Hokkaido Former Aborigines Act. Passed in 1899, this act claimed 
to take preservationist measures on Ainu culture while institutionalizing 
prohibitions to subsistence practices, alongside other staples of Ainu life, 
including language and ritual practice (Morris-Suzuki 1998). Pertinent to 

4 The restrictions to Ainu subsistence practices, including fishing, hunting, and endogenous forms 

of  agriculture were banned in effort to coerce Ainu communities into agricultural lifestyles. These 

moves were carried out in a developmental scheme of  Hokkaido by colonial planners who envisioned 

the territory as an agricultural colony to support the burgeoning empire. For more on this subject see 

Lu (2016), Harrison (2007), Mason (2012), and Yamada (2011). For specific treatment on how Japanese 

colonial planners emulated agricultural-based colonial strategies employed in the West, specifically the 

Netherlands and the United States, see Hennessey (2018).
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the discussion here is another layer of devastation resulting from these pol-
icies: in supplying disproportionate privilege to the burgeoning fishing in-
dustry (headed by mercantilist elites in the era of Japan’s transition from a 
feudalist structure to modern nationhood) Hokkaido’s river ecologies were 
dramatically altered in a short period of time (Hirano 2015; Howell 1995; 
Morris-Suzuki 1995). By the first decades of the twentieth century, rapid 
increases in the production outputs of commercialized fisheries yielded 
dramatically visible declines to long-standing environmental patterns. Spe-
cifically for fish species, salmon runs were recorded later in the year with 
fewer fish returning to spawning grounds. Herring populations were also 
affected, as herring played a key role in the development of commercial 
fertilizers which supported the young empire’s growing agricultural sector 
— largely concentrated on Hokkaido with coerced Ainu labour. The state 
of Hokkaido herring has stood as a pronounced testament to the industry’s 
mark on river ecology, as the last natural herring run was observed in Hok-
kaido in 1958 (Howell 1995, 2). 

Severe overfishing thus triggered ardent policy-making in Japan’s post-
war era. In 1951, the federal government issued the Act on the Protection 
of Fishery Resources, which established sweeping prohibitions (for all 
Japanese nationals) from fishing species like salmon, trout, and herring 
in freshwater systems. The Act was amended in 1964 to include the Hok-
kaido Regulations on Freshwater Fishing to address the region-specific 
crisis induced by overfishing. Notably, the Hokkaido Regulations were 
introduced in an era when the antiquated Former Aborigines Protection 
Act was still in effect, as it would not formally be repealed until 1997 
(Morris-Suzuki 1998). These two policies converged to maintain the pro-
hibitions to fishing by Ainu residents, yet Article 52 was ultimately added 
to the Hokkaido Regulations as a stipulation that Ainu individuals may 
fish solely in the instance of ritual events if they successfully go through 
bureaucratic channels to receive prior municipal permission (Hossain, 
Maruyama, and Charbonneau 2018). 

Despite the historical foundations to the Hokkaido river systems’ eco-
logical crisis deeply sedimented in the bedrock of the Japanese nation, 
Ainu forms of knowledge are denied as legitimate contributions to mat-
ters of environmental governance and management alongside the state 
level. Hatakeyama’s practice is case in point, where his actions are diluted 
of any ecological-analytic capacity and is instead relegated to the realm of 
ritual, falling neatly under a knowledge/culture divide. In this case, ritual 
is simultaneously dismissed as a potential feature of environmental man-
agement strategy (despite the demonstrations of the “Come Back Salm-
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on” campaign) and granted an exceptional although conditional status in 
comparison to other Japanese nationals. Environmental management in 
this instance is an isolated node in the fractal network of territorialized 
rights and governance. When expanded, this also shapes the conditions 
for how Indigenous knowledge is allowed to contribute to other legal 
conceptions affecting their livelihoods, such as Indigenous rights on 
both transnational and state levels.

On the surface, this is a simple denial of Indigenous peoples to par-
ticipate in political dealings of the state, especially those of direct conse-
quence to their own affairs. The Modernity/Coloniality affords a more 
specific diagnosis of the underlying causes of these barriers located with-
in the meta-narratives of Modernity. The ontological makeup of Moder-
nity is embroiled with the motif of knowing, contributing to its cultural 
complex ardently perforated by the virtue of rationality (Quijano 2007). 
Rationality is not only a mode of conceptual thinking and analytical de-
velopment, but also corresponds to operationalization — “the method 
by which it is possible to obtain a maximum of real beliefs, reducing to a 
minimum the number of erroneous beliefs” (Rué 2003, 203). Therefore, the 
matrix of Modernity’s rational knowing is constituted by claims to singu-
lar objectivity, or privileged access to universal truths. Again, the history 
of the last 400 years has witnessed a concentration of these claims within 
the imperial metropoles of the West. While a dynamic of difference is a 
requisite to the agendas of formalizing and institutionalizing rationality 
(such as with international law), difference is not commensurate with 
singular universalisms. Ways of knowing that are otherwise are there-
fore deemed as irrational, and thus illegitimate in the social structures 
of Modernity and its institutions. Theorists working within “post”-co-
lonial studies, subaltern studies and Modernity/Coloniality alike have 
identified this tendency of denial as “epistemic violence”. Provoking the 
formulations of Michel Foucault (1980), Gayatri Spivak characterizes 
the depiction of ways of knowing which are otherwise as “whole sets 
of knowledges that have been disqualified as inadequate to their task 
or insufficiently elaborated: naive knowledges, located low down on the 
hierarchy, beneath the required level of cognition or scientificity” (1994, 
76, cited in Allard-Tremblay 2019, 3). 

The instrumentalized scope of epistemic violence is vast. As subjec-
tivities of Modernity are defined within the matrix of rational knowing, 
the highest formulation of the self is specifically taken to be the knowing 
self. In fact, the global history of colonial encounters demonstrates that 
the practice of subjective self-definition has been carried out by deny-
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ing the Other’s capacities to know herself, corresponding to a denial 
of the Other’s subjectivity. Instead, doctrines of colonial exchange rele-
gate the non-Western/modern Other to the domain of objectivity. These 
practices have carried on in the more recent history of Coloniality, as 
refinements of formal disciplines and institutions rest upon the axis of 
“‘subject-object’ relations between the ‘Western’ culture and the rest … 
By definition, the other cultures are the ‘object’ of study” (Quijano 2007, 
174). Denied faculties of knowledge production or rationality, it is then 
clear to see how “culture” emerges as an essential trait of the Other with 
instrumental effect for the maintenance of Modernity’s meta-narratives. 
Modernity/Coloniality reminds us that our present time is not excluded 
from this matrix. Allard-Tremblay exposes that even still, Indigenous 
theorists developing crucial advancements in the fields of law5, critical 
theory and economics6, political theory7, and critical geography8, among 
countless other fields, are most often consigned to categories such as 
“native studies” — an institutionalized descendant of “culture studies” 
(2019, 3).

Acknowledgement of the range and consequences of epistemic vio-
lence has led Walter Mignolo to issue a manifesto of epistemic disobedience as 
an auspicious objective towards a decolonial option, a sentiment carried 
forth and developed by proponents of the Modernity/Coloniality project 
and beyond. With a strategy inspired by Quijano, Mignolo has stated that 
the principle central to this goal is epistemic de-linking from the points of 
reference which display themselves as the pillars of universal rationality, 
ardently espoused by imperial agents over time. Quijano wrote that to 
achieve the decolonial option, “It is necessary to extricate oneself from 
the linkages between rationality/modernity and coloniality, first of all, 
and definitely from all power which is not constituted by free decisions 
made by free people” (Quijano 1991, 19, translated in Mignolo 2011, 45)9. 

5 See Alfred 2009; Coulthard 2014; Coyle and Barrows 2017; Robinson and Raven 2020; 

6 See Chilisa 2019; Wennecke et al. 2019;  

7 See Coulthard 2014; Turner 2006; Simpson 2017.  

8 See Barraclough et al. 2019. 

9  “Desprenderse de las vinculaciones de la racionalidad-modernidad con la colonialidad, en primer 

término, y en definitiva con todo poder no constituido en la decisión libre de gentes libres” (Quijano 

1991, 19).
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What follows in the next section is a heuristic method to delink the hori-
zon of political possibilities for Indigenous peoples from the normalized 
political norms which have endured under Modernity/Coloniality. A key 
constraint I identify is the dominant geopolitical imaginary — the national 
unit — which has not only spatialized and temporalized the hierarchical 
modes of Modernity/Coloniality, but has also platformed the legal epis-
teme through which Indigenous policies are formulated. I argue that un-
derstanding this singular locus of enunciation is the integral act to plural-
izing the ontologies to be included in a politics unfolding on a global scale.

Challenging the Constitutive Dualism
of  Coloniality/Modernity

Until today, ontological foundation has taken the Center as the end and 
point of departure. ‘Being’ has been, in truth, the Center. ‘Thinking’ has 
been Central Thinking. In the Center they have met. Out of the Center 
one finds the entity, the contingent, and the underdeveloped; that which 
came to be recognized only through the Center. Metaphysics in its entire-
ty has imposed a philosophical foundation that goes through the Center. 
The theory of knowledge in all its forms has imposed and still imposes an 
Enlightened Center. Ethics, on its turn, imposes a Center through which 
values obtain their value.10 Agustín T. de la Riega, América Fuera del Centro: 
Del Privilegio y de la Culpa (1973, translated in Maldonado-Torres 2004)

The epistemic imbalances which have generated the knowledge/culture di-
vide discussed above contribute to an ontological condition which is read-
ily territorialized. At the site of its origin — namely Western Europe or 
its descendent kin across the North Atlantic — this divide was projected 
onto a cosmological worldview which privileged post-Enlightenment mo-
dernity at the Centre accompanied by its ethical, moral, and political ide-
als. This ontological divide became entangled with the outward expansion 
propelled by the doctrine of salvation structuring Modernity, as discussed 
in the first section of this chapter. As salvation was processed into a pro-

10 “Hasta hoy, fundamentación filosófica a través del ser, ha significado fundamentación a través del 

Centro. ‘El ser’ ha sido, en verdad, el Centro. Y ‘el pensar’ ha sido el Pensar Central. En el Centro se han 

unido. Fuera del Centro: lo ente, lo contingente, lo subdesarrollado, que s´olo a través del Centro pudo 

ser reconocido. Toda la metafísica viene imponiendo una fundamentación a través del Centro. Toda la 

teoría del conocimiento viene imponiendo un Centro Iluminador. Toda la ética, un Centro por el que 

los valores valgan.” Translated by Nelson Maldonado-Torres (2004).
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gramme of imperialism, the proliferation of Western European presence 
outside of its Centre had a curious product of expansion. Pursuing the sal-
vation of the peripheral zones did not enlarge the enlightened core in this 
world system. Instead, the Centre maintained its exclusive constrictions 
to its site of origin, while it was indeed the Periphery, or unenlightened 
outside, which grew. 

This discloses a number of elements of Modernity/Coloniality’s histor-
ical trajectory, not the least of which would be the inadequacy of “enlight-
ened” entities to fulfill their stated salvation missions if the unenlightened 
Other was to remain as such despite Modernity’s imposition. Another ef-
fect of imperialist expansion was the refinement of the privileged Mod-
ern’s gaze as it embedded itself in peripheral zones. While the Modern/
not-Modern dualism was employed to account for a civilizational model 
at the global scale, the binary was reinstated at nested geographic layers 
to produce a fractal cosmology. Bureaucratic sites in colonized areas were 
imagined as enclaves of the global Centre of Modernity, with their respec-
tive, more immediate Periphery pressed into a background against which 
developmental distinctions could be relayed. Needless to say, expansion of 
this sort was not merely a cognitive project; material realities were altered 
and manipulated under this scheme. The meta-narrative of developmen-
tal differentials was employed as the justification for the alteration and 
exploitation of lands and people under European imperialism. Novel on-
tological-discursive mechanisms emerged to sustain not only the narrative 
elements of Modernity’s vision, but also the material inequalities which 
privileged the Centre at the expense of the Periphery. By what I have re-
ferred to as a Frontier Ethic and what Benjamin Hopkins (2020) has called 
“Frontier governmentality” were the discursive mechanisms through 
which the not Modern spaces were transformed into the not-yet Modern.

So far, these elements have directly addressed the spatial aspirations 
guided by the Eurocentric Modern gaze. However, implied throughout 
and disclosed by Agustín T. de la Riega above, spatial demarcations along 
the Modern/not-yet Modern divide also implicated subjectivities and so-
cial life, as people were taxonomized accordingly. The dualistic structure 
of ontological Modernity demonstrates an identitarianism dependent on 
negative processes; the Modern subjectivity has consistently defined itself 
through what it sees as the non-Modern Other. This reflects the meta-
physical foundations of Modernity/Coloniality, deeply embedded in the 
dialectical disposition, where dialectics “recognizes truth as developing in 
stages” (Glassman 2000). Development, as we have discussed, is a concept 
spatialized under Modernity/Coloniality, and is situated in privileged lo-
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cales conceived as having passed through the necessary stages. Therefore, 
the Modern subject defines its own existential boundaries by denying other 
groups the possibility of occupation on the same subjective plane, on the 
grounds that they have not yet progressed through the dialectical process 
of development. 

Much contemporary political theory has focused on the role of Mo-
dernity’s civilizational foils in the development of modern nation-states. 
Drawing on the work of John Agnew, Johnson and Coleman have summa-
rized a familiar notion in political geography that “‘the modern geopoliti-
cal imagination’ … commonly translates time into space by conceiving of 
national development in terms of modern versus backward’” ( Johnson and 
Coleman 2012, 866–67; Agnew 2003, 36). For many, the spatio-temporal 
objectives of Modernity are expressed through exclusionary geopolitical 
borders — the foundational features of nation-building which demarcate 
the boundaries of national identity and Otherness. The “modern” is en-
capsulated by the nation, while the “backward” is bounced via national 
borders. The historiographical perspective on national formation, then, 
warrants a conflation among notions of teleological development, nation-
al identity, all under the veil of sameness. Take, for example, the maxim 
offered by Andreas Wimmer as the opening line to his protracted study 
on nationalism and state formation: “nationalism demands that rulers and 
ruled hail from the same ethnic background” (Wimmer 2012, 1). In this 
type of popular historiography, sameness is taken to be the essential unit of 
nation-building. Otherness (or difference), in this reading, is only external.

But recall the dynamics relayed above pertaining to the implementation 
of Modernity’s expansion. The paradigmatic paragons of Modernity (such 
as development, progress, rationality, enlightenment) require the presence 
of their antitheses in order to be expressed. This implies the reiteration 
of its essential dualisms on micro and macro levels, generating the frac-
tal repetition of the is/is not of Modernity. Above I mentioned how this 
manifested in the spatial imaginaries of imperial zones, although Johnson 
and Coleman (2012) have demonstrated the importance of negative-defini-
tion complexes even in the nation-building projects of nineteenth-century 
Western Europe — the home of the Modernity paradigm. They argue that 
it is not exclusion of Otherness which is foundational to the nation-state 
form, but rather what is “quite important to fortifying the national mission 
[is] internal difference within states”, such that this internalized Otherness 
is “essential to the creation of common purpose that is the defining feature 
of the modern state”. Functionally, the national imaginary can be formed 
along the axes of Modernity as “backward regions get compared to more 
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‘modern’ and ‘progressive’ areas of the nation” ( Johnson and Coleman 
2012, 864).

Recent movements in political geography and historical approaches to 
nationalism have taken up this perspective. Notably, this shift of attention 
towards the (albeit involuntary and disadvantageous) contribution of the 
subjugated Other in building modern nations is reflective of the critical de-
velopments of Modernity/Coloniality theorists, along with many subaltern 
thinkers, to re-centre the enunciative voices of history. However, recasting 
the histories of the last 400 years by emphasizing the Other is not merely 
a revisionist practice in the name of correcting historical injustices. It is 
rooted in historical and economic realities whereby the prosperity of those 
political entities hegemonizing Modernity were built off of the exploitation 
of the Other. Tessa Morris-Suzuki has provided a rationale for the histo-
riographical transition from seeing the nation as an entity exclusionary 
to Otherness to one which stresses the manufacture of Other people and 
spaces as integral to nationhood: “On the one hand, the alien is seen as 
potentially destabilizing, and the impulses of assimilation are strong; on 
the other, groups that are defined as different can be all the more readily 
isolated, subordinated, and turned into political targets for economic ex-
ploitation” (Morris-Suzuki 1998, 203). 

Scholarship on Ainu-Japanese relations have likewise taken on this his-
torical re-centring. Speaking to the importance of the newly incorporated 
Periphery — Hokkaido — to the Japanese national project, Michele Mason 
provides “a counterpoint to prevalent narratives that place the northern is-
land on the fringe of Japan’s modern history … I maintain that Hokkaido 
played a central role in the production of national and imperial ideology, 
identity, subjects, and institutions.” (2012, 4–5)

However, both the prescription of Hokkaido and its people as emblems 
of the non-Modern Other and the Japanese nation-building project which 
spatialized them as such were a micro harping of the macro operations of 
Modernity/Coloniality. The formation of the Japanese nation was initiated 
at the historical intersection of domestic turmoil in the wake of the dimin-
ishing feudal system of the Tokugawa era, and encroaching Western Eu-
ropean presence in the East Asian sphere such that “imperialism arrived 
initially more as a threat than as a model” (Sewell 2004, 217). The response 
to this threat carried out by Japanese elites was to reform Japanese society 
along a rubric of Modernity and undertake state building accordingly. The 
establishment of the modern Japanese state, however, should not be con-
ceived of as simple “Westernization”, which Bill Sewell rightfully laments 
as a “terribly inexact and misleading term” and instead calls onlookers to 
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the transformations of Meiji Japan as based in “a strong local impulse to-
wards modernity initially — but not entirely — defined elsewhere” (Sewell 
2004, 217). Therefore, modernity and practices of statecraft under its doc-
trine should not be seen as uniform across its geographic reach, with its 
fundamental principles fine-tuned to local particularities. Nonetheless, 
Modernity’s ontological status is still characterized by a number of fun-
damental principles outlined throughout this chapter, an essential element 
being the socio-spatial/temporal account of the Other, which foregrounds 
the development of the modern state.

Otherness and associated difference have been prone to socio-spatial 
distinction throughout history, although what is specific to Modernity is 
temporality as the core undercurrent to the discourse of development and 
progress, enveloped in the doctrine of salvation. Take, for instance, the 
Other as seen through the Tokugawa cosmological lens:

In the Tokugawa worldview, it was impossible to think in terms of one 
group being behind or ahead of another, since all groups and regions were 
governed by consistent and eternal principles of universal harmony. Dis-
tinct groups may have had their own places within this eternal harmony, 
but the concepts applied to all. While the concept of difference between 
the Ainu and pre-national Japanese was certainly present, it is important 
to keep in mind that it could only be understood in spatial terms as insider 
vs. outsider, since an idea of time that would enable thinking in terms of 
modern vs. primitive had yet to arrive (Jacobson 2008, 169).

The geometric structure of the pre-Meiji, pre-modern worldview has been 
posited to be genealogically rooted in Chinese cosmology, taking the form 
of concentric circles corresponding radially to distance from a cosmolog-
ical centre (Morris-Suzuki 1998, 15).11 Inferiority was therefore not absent 
from this configuration, and justification for subordination and exploita-
tion were founded on factors of spatial distance. Essential to the under-
standing of the transformative effect of Modernity on Japanese society, 
though, was the temporal distinction. In the Tokugawa worldview, inferior 
societies were existent at the same moment in the human saga. Interpreta-
tions of cultural difference under this rationale still provided impetus for 
domination, and expressions of inferiority/superiority likewise extended 
into the era of Modernity. The key difference, however, is that instances of 

11 Morris-Suzuki: “this vision of  the world as a series of  concentric circles was drawn from the 

Chinese Hua-yi (in Japanese ka-i) model of  the world, in which barbarism (i) increases the farther one 

moves away from the civilized centre (ka).” (1998, 15)
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brutality under Modernity could mask themselves behind the narrative of 
salvation, a maneuver made possible by the temporal distinction.

The temporalizing of difference was implanted into the fabric of the 
modern Nation, and proved to be a pervasive narrative capable of gleaning 
widespread public support. Rallying the constitutive subjects of a reconfig-
ured Japanese political identity would stoke the imperial drive which would 
fully come to bear in the 20th century. Put another way, the Japanese im-
plementation of Modernity followed course as elsewhere, likewise install-
ing its respective underside of Coloniality. This speaks to the extent of the 
manipulations which occur by and through Modernity, where conceptions 
of time and space are reframed in tandem with self/Other configurations. 
Bill Sewell again outlines the trajectory of Japanese modernity:

[ Japanese] modernity included an imperialist impulse, in large part because 
the prevailing global modernity entailed creation of empire. The creation of 
a Japanese empire in Meiji was part and parcel of the Japanese creation of a 
Japanese industrial capitalist modernity. Not only did many Japanese think 
that a “great power” (rekkyō) required imperialist possessions, but the new 
military necessary to defend the realm and secure colonies thought it also 
required expansion to insure sufficient sources of supply and strategic high 
ground. Moreover, in addition to enhancing the economic strength of the 
empire, the securing of foreign subjects was similarly thought to enhance 
society at home, making imperialism seem good for the whole. This is 
perhaps most evident in the growing popularity of Herbert Spencer and 
‘social Darwinism’ in Meiji Japan. It was also apparent in the altruistic 
concerns of budding imperialists, something usually presented as a version 
of la mission civilisatrice. (Sewell 2004, 217–18)

It was necessary, however, that a stable political unit — the nation — 
preceded the type of imperial expansion explained above. What the Mo-
dernity/Coloniality school has provided and what I have been developing 
throughout this chapter, is that the ambition for expansion is essential to 
even the precursory structures of empire, as states founded upon the Mo-
dernity doctrine are built on self/Other temporal distinction which corre-
sponds spatially to the Centre/Periphery. In other words, “imperialism be-
comes not simply something Japanese implemented outside of the country 
— imperialism becomes central to developing a modern state and society 
at home as well” (Sewell 2004, 215; Ishida 1998).

As mentioned at the outset of this section, the nation-building project of 
Japan greatly depended on identifying, manufacturing, and incorporating a 
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peripheral space of Otherness to constitute its rendition of Modernity. Be-
fore the imperialist drive reached regions like Okinawa, Taiwan, and Man-
churia, the modernizing Japanese gaze landed on Ainu people and lands as 
the most lucrative potential periphery to achieve the ends of the Modernity 
meta-narrative. But what are the implications of historicizing the nation 
through the framework of Modernity/Coloniality? The first two sections 
of this chapter provided an overview of the developments of the Moder-
nity/Coloniality school and demonstrated how international law and its 
constitutive network of nation-states are embedded in this paradigm. The 
second section considered more thoroughly the degree to which epistemic 
difference is also suppressed and denied under Modernity/Coloniality, and 
the implications of this for Indigenous participation upon the platforms 
which determine their political possibilities. From these considerations, 
I evoke Walter Mignolo’s sentiment that epistemic disobedience is a necessary 
practice towards a decolonial option. In the first part of this section, a 
structural-cognitive exposition of the modern nation state has made the 
case that the constitutive dualisms of Modernity/Coloniality are likewise 
constitutive of these political units. It is out of this arc that I suggest that 
one strategy of progressive epistemic disobedience is to reformulate a dis-
cursive realm of Indigenous rights and politics which is divergent from the 
nation-state model. This is what is meant by practicing epistemic disobedience 
by changing the loci of enunciation. 

This is not simply a call to pursue an Indigneous politics away from 
nationalist sentiment. In active, contemporary political discourse, nation-
hood has a malleable and oftentimes vague denotation that can be used 
in varying ways to multiple ends to improve the conditions — political 
and material — of Indigenous peoples. What I instead propose is the de-
velopment of an agenda in which key terms around Indigenous rights are 
critically scrutinized for their emplacement within Modernity’s order. I 
argue that the prevailing lexical modality through which Indigenous rights 
have been pursued thus far imply a certain directionality (vertical) which 
reinstates the narrative of salvation. In addition to probing key terms of 
dominant rights-based discourse and exposing the layers imposed onto 
them through Modernity, I also advocate for allianceship and advocacy 
which attends to alternate spatialities on which autonomously configured 
political possibilities may emerge. In what follows, I provide an example 
of a key term in Indigenous rights discourse — dispossession — and situate 
it within the spatio-temporal terrain of Modernity/Coloniality herein out-
lined. Drawing on recent scholarship, I consider how the axis of dis/pos-
session is still operative within the paradigm. This exercise is done to the 
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larger end of this paper, that being to disclose the embeddedness of inter-
national law and specifically Indigenous rights discourse in the episteme of 
Modernity/Coloniality as a starting point to practicing epistemic disobedience 
and changing dominant loci of enunciation.

Dispossession
Dispossession is a term which has a high prominence in Indigenous dis-
course and political economy more generally. The Annex of UNDRIP has 
included the following clause in the documents’ opening pages: 

... Concerned that indigenous peoples have suffered from historic injus-
tices as a result of, inter alia, their colonization and dispossession of their 
lands, territories and resources, thus preventing them from exercising, in 
particular, their right to development in accordance with their own needs 
and interests ...

Many scholars, Indigenous and otherwise, have refined this definition 
even further to solidify the relationship between colonialism and dispos-
session, to show that the historical instance of the former depends on the 
operationalization of the latter. Tshepo Lephakga (2015) succinctly writes, 
“colonization manifests itself through dispossession.” (2015, 145) Glen 
Coulthard, renowned political scientist of the Yellowknife Dene,  frames 
“the settler-colonial relationship [as] one characterized by a particular 
form of domination; that is, it is a relationship where power … has been 
structured into a relatively secure or sedimented set of hierarchical social 
relations that continue to facilitate the dispossession of Indigenous peo-
ple of their lands and self-determining authority” (Coulthard 2014, 6–7). 
Richard Howitt goes as far as saying that colonial regimes, and specifical-
ly settler-colonial strains, rest upon kleptocratic currents (Howitt 2020). 
Even outside the scope of Indigenous struggle, dispossession has figured 
as a key term in political economy more broadly. The prominence of David 
Harvey’s “accumulation by dispossession” to account for the sources of 
concentrated and ill-distributed wealth in capitalist societies is one exam-
ple (Harvey 2004).

The prevalence of dispossession in discourses of redress or political 
reformation would thereby imply that it is a key object of corrective efforts. 
There is an implied equation simmering below this observation, namely 
that the remedy to dispossession would be repossession or some other var-
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iant of dispossession. Whatever the remedial side of the equation has to of-
fer, possession still remains at the foreground. However, this has not gone 
unproblematized by Indigenous philosophers, legal theorists, geographers, 
and everyday denizens within the contradictory binds of “post”-colonial 
societies. Wildcat, McDonald, Irlbacher-Fox, and Coulthard (2014) address 
this problematic head-on in a piece titled “Learning from Land”: “We be-
gin with the premise that, if colonization is fundamentally about dispos-
sessing Indigenous peoples from land, decolonization must involve…” 
This interruption is apologetically my own. I pause here only to emphasize 
the authors’ disobedience to satisfy the ingrained anticipation to a dualistic 
symmetry for the disciplined modern reader. The authors again: “decolo-
nization must involve forms of education that reconnect Indigenous peo-
ples to land and the social relations, knowledges, and languages that arise 
from the land.” (Wildcat et al. 2014, i) These authors eloquently capture in 
one sentence what has now taken me many pages: redress to the cruelties 
of colonization cannot be achieved within the paradigm that has enabled 
adversity. Indigenous rights and retribution here, which are only ever arti-
ficially severed from land, are decidedly epistemological issues. Correctives 
must centre, or be re-centred, around Other ways of knowing.12

However, the philosophical contradictions presented by dispossession 
within the ontological paradigm that created it still engenders adversity 
to Indigenous subjects in colonized spaces. To reiterate predicament as 
it is contained in Modernity’s moral-legal episteme: if the reconciliation 
to dispossession is supposedly some form of possession, yet possession 
is not commensurate with Indigenous accounts of human relations with 
the more-than-human world, then how are modernistic legal institutions 
to pursue “decolonization” while maintaining epistemic hegemony? The 
waters are still very murky, and the vague language of documents like UN-
DRIP seem to indicate no intention of clarification.

A recent book titled Theft is Property! by Robert Nichols exposes the 
discursive maneuvers undertaken by state actors to interface their will to 
maintain sovereign integrity with the rising prevalence of “dispossession”. 
After pointing to the topical aporia presented by dispossession which has 
been summarized above, Nichols introduces the appellation “recursive 
dispossession” to more precisely diagnose the employment and effects 
of this term in rights-based discourse. He writes, “‘dispossession’ may be 
coherently reconstructed to refer to a process in which new proprietary 

12 The sub-title to “Learning from Land” is “Indigenous land based pedagogy and decolonization” 

with pedagogy here taken to, in part, concern the practicalities of  cultivating and (re)instating Indige-

nous epistemes. 
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relations are generated but under structural conditions that demand their 
simultaneous negation” (Nichols 2019, 8). In other words, dispossession 
can only be constructed and applied discursively to the Indigenous context 
after the modernistic, colonizing language has been imposed and taken 
hegemonic root. Nichols specifies:

[Dispossession] transforms nonproprietary relations into proprietary ones 
while, at the same time, systematically transferring control and title of this 
(newly formed) property. In this way, dispossession merges commodifi-
cation (or, perhaps more accurately, “propertization”) and theft into one 
moment. (Nichols 2019, 8).

Needless to say, even as theft is represented as conciliatory admission on the part 
of colonizing states, it is still cast in the terms of Western moral-legal thought and 
will be addressed in this lexicon. An Indigenous form of Western-style proprie-
torship cannot be said to be the stated aim for either Indigenous or state parties. 
Such a movement would compromise epistemes rooted in relational understand-
ings of human-environmental interactions and statist territorial integrity. What is 
left is a stark lacuna in the pursuance of Indigenous rights-based discourse and 
implementation. The consequences of statist attempts to fill this gap through ap-
plication of rights is, at least in part, disclosed by returning again to the spatialities 
of the modern nation state.

In the Centre/Periphery model corresponding to the self/Other under Moderni-
ty/Coloniality, the unequal relationship between the dipoles of Modernity generat-
ed an order by which the Centre exploits the Periphery. This occurs on a number of 
levels. Meta-narratively, the Periphery is exploited to harbour the antitheses of the 
Centre, as discussed above. Mignolo has referenced this as “the rigidity of epistem-
ic and territorial frontiers established and controlled by the coloniality of power” 
(2000, 12). Materially, the Periphery has been exploited as a form of a resource 
frontier (Nuttall, 2012; Rasmussen and Lund, 2018; Tilly 2020), an essential trope 
in the chronicles of imperialism. When the narrative and material dimensions come 
together, narratives imposed onto Indigeneity morph into a sort of resource that 
can be both materially and discursively exploited by the dominant state actors into 
a form of commodity for a symbolic marketplace.

As discussed above, Nichols hinted at another formulation of this transfor-
mation of the type of resource that is granted to states by “solving” ailments like 
dispossession through the same legal-moral systems generative of the Indigenous 
vicissitudes. By recognizing that dispossession “merges commodification (or, per-
haps more accurately, “propertization”) and theft into one moment,” we must also 
acknowledge that this commodification-as-propertization is excluded from parallel 
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proprietary terms guaranteed to non-Indigenous citizens under the same legal par-
adigm. In other words, this dispossession operates by a calculus of exceptionality 
wherein this commodification-as-propertization does not render a universal no-
tion of property; instead, commodification and property are not decoupled, isolate 
concepts but stuck together by the adhesive logic of settler-colonial dispossession. 
Because there are conceptual lacunae for Indigenous relationships to land within a 
proprietary legal order, it is precisely these relationships which are subject to com-
modification. This lack is animated by a conflation of land-rights with culture and 
it is through the cultural channel that legal “rights” are formulated and granted by 
the state.  Culture, analogous to the Periphery in Modernity’s political institutional-
ization, is then prone to resourcification under this model of rights implementation. 
This is evident by many accounts, not least of which is the large-scale commodifica-
tion of Ainu culture currently being developed and institutionalized by the Japanese 
state in preparation for the 2021 Olympic Games.13

This brief exploration of the legal-semantic territory of dispossession has been 
taken to show how spatial considerations of legal epistemes can be contorted by 
state actors when left critically unexamined. Dispossession is but one example of 
the terms which can undergo such analysis. The argument here is not to be purely 
deconstructive, however. Through spatializing these terms in tandem with disclos-
ing the uneven histories of the development of international law, I hope to garner 
support for Indigenous rights advocacy that is reformed to focus more on creating 
platforms of epistemic exchange, rather than allegiance to constitutive terms of the 
international rights doctrine.

Concluding Remarks
This chapter took a point of departure with the friction of legal frameworks of en-
vironmental usage on behalf of Indigenous communities and grounded realities, 
which often result in contradictions or outright failures of implementation of dic-
tates such as “resource rights”. Accordingly, three broad considerations have been 
elaborated here. First, by employing the framework of the Modernity/Coloniality 
school, international law has been assessed not as an institution wherein universal 
values are established, but rather as a historically and culturally contingent prod-
uct. The insights of the Modernity/Coloniality project allow us to examine the 
ways in which claims to universality have been formulated, justified, and imposed 
over various populations in the world. Second, this chapter considered how the 
universalizing premises of international law and its generating episteme obfuscate 
alternative ways of knowing pertinent to disparate environments or, to put anoth-

13 The original 2020 games have been postponed due to the Covid-19 crisis. 
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er way, the inherent diversity of environmental epistemological traditions. From 
this point, I extend the argument that what should be stressed in the advocacy 
and activism oriented towards Indigenous rights is not further bolstering of in-
ternational law but recognition of the epistemic violence which is upheld by certain 
legal frameworks. In this vein, work in solidarity with Indigenous rights should 
support practices of epistemic disobedience. It should be stated that it has not 
been the goal of this chapter to say how or by what means this disobedience 
is to be practiced, but rather to reveal the epistemic dimensions of the issue at 
hand. However, the final section of this chapter incorporates critical geographic 
insights as a means of mapping the spatialities wherein such epistemic violence 
has historically occurred, and I have implicitly suggested that one potential step 
towards epistemic disobedience might be to imagine and exchange alternative 
geographic imaginaries where different environmental knowledges may be artic-
ulated and exchanged. In other words, by highlighting the spatial logics under-
girding discourse on resource rights and international law more broadly, we can 
at once see the constraints of this geopolitics of knowledge and move towards 
a reconfigured geopolitics which favors the exchange of the inherently diverse 
environmental knowledges. Reconfiguring spatial logic in this way can generate 
political spheres wherein it is not possession, resourcification, or commodifica-
tion that is foregrounded in legal discourse, but other forms of human-environ-
mental relationality.
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Introduction
Indigenous peoples on nearly every continent have suffered the worst im-
pacts of resource extraction; corporations and governments have defor-
ested, mined, contaminated, and dewatered their lands without respect or 
recognition of their rights to their territories and resources. Indigenous 
peoples have been removed from their homelands to make room for re-
source extraction, and, in most cases, compensation has been insufficient 
and unsustainable. They continue to struggle with poverty, poor health, 
and other socio-economic problems, while multinationals, their investors, 
and colonial settler societies benefit. Indigenous peoples and allies have 
consistently raised these issues to demonstrate the need for a codification 
of their rights under international law, which eventually resulted in the ne-
gotiation of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples. Over the many decades of negotiation, articles addressing land 
and resources were often the centre of debate. On 7 September 2007, the 
UN General Assembly adopted the Declaration by an overwhelming ma-
jority. Now that it has been adopted over a decade ago, has the Declaration 
made a difference in Indigenous struggles against extraction of Indigenous 
lands and resources?

At the 2017 International Conference on the Policy Towards Indig-
enous Peoples on which this volume is based, I gave a presentation on 
the experience of the Laguna Pueblo, an Indigenous people in the south-
western United States, of thirty years of uranium mining and its long 
aftermath, through the lens of international human rights standards. I 
discussed the presence of uranium mining and nuclear energy infrastruc-
ture in the lands of the Laguna Pueblo and other Indigenous peoples in 
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New Mexico and Arizona, and highlighted the juxtaposition of Indig-
enous values with colonial mandates. One contradiction that arose in 
the midst of this juxtaposition was the way in which Indigenous peoples 
from across the world have met under colonial mandates, and the ways 
in which their status as Indigenous peoples was both denied and misused 
for the purpose of colonial domination (Lorenzo 2017). This chapter is 
adapted from that presentation.

A stated aim of the December 2017 conference in Hokkaido, titled “Pol-
icy Towards Indigenous Peoples: Lessons to be Learned”, was to “bring to 
the fore the very real, lived, and ongoing issues facing Indigenous com-
munities today” (Hiroshi Maruyama, personal communication). Present-
ers and audience had a common recognition that “the colonial era is no 
simple thing of the past; the suffering and injustices imposed upon Indig-
enous and minority communities continue today, even in the midst of a 
post-UNDRIP era.” The lived experience of Indigenous peoples continues 
to demonstrate the reality that “the inheritors of colonial systems con-
tinue to prioritize economic and developmental gain over the rights and 
well-being of Indigenous persons, despite the contrary protections grant-
ed to them by UNDRIP.” (Hiroshi Maruyama, personal communication) 
The perpetuation of injustice threatens Indigenous peoples’ human rights, 
security, and well-being, as well as their very livelihoods. This chapter sets 
out to illustrate how these connections are manifested in the extraction of 
Indigenous lands and resources.

Indigenous to Indigenous: 
A Story of  an Ambiguous Meeting
As I prepared for the 2017 International Conference convened at Ainu 
Mosir, questions arose in my mind about the experiences of Indigenous 
people who served in the Pacific during the Second World War, on both 
sides of the conflict — American Indians and Indigenous people from Ja-
pan. In particular, I thought about my uncle Bill Toledo, a Navajo (Diné ) 
Code Talker who served in the United States Marine Corps. His tour of 
duty included Bougainville in the British Solomon Islands in November 
1943, Guam in the Mariana Islands in July 1944, and Iwo Jima in the 
Volcano Islands in 1945. He was part of a secret mission to use the Diné 
language to design a code that the US Marine Corps could use to relay 
messages on the battlefield. The Japanese armed forces had broken every 
other code. Here was a Navajo man whose people had survived centuries 
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of oppression by different colonial powers, including loss of land and 
attempted assimilation through boarding schools and other government 
policies. Then, in 1941, the US Marine Corps decided to use the Navajo 
language — a language that was supposed to disappear — to design a 
code. The code was never broken and proved to be a vital element in the 
US victory in the Pacific theatre during the Second World War (Native 
Knowledge 360°, n.d.).

A number of Ainu people were present to hear our panel discussion 
“Exploitation of Natural Resources in Indigenous Communities” during 
the conference. During my presentation, I wondered out loud if Indige-
nous American men had met Indigenous Japanese men on the battlefield. 
I asked whether Ainu people were conscripted to serve in the Second 
World War and I saw heads nodding. Language barriers and time did not 
permit further conversation. So, did Ainu and other Indigenous people 
meet on the battlefields during the Second World War? Like so many 
other places in the world, it is the story of Indigenous people fighting 
battles for colonial or imperial mandates that are not ultimately meant to 
benefit them.

In an interview, uncle Bill Toledo recalled an incident in which he was 
“captured” by another American soldier, who thought he was “the ene-
my” because to a white American he “looked” Japanese, notwithstanding 
the fact that he wore an American uniform. He was marched back to a 
commanding officer at gunpoint. The arresting soldier was reprimanded 
by his commanding officer for mistreating his fellow marine. From that 
point on, each of the Code Talkers was assigned a special bodyguard who 
was to protect them from similar incidents in the future (Navajo Oral 
History Project 2015). My uncle learned about his bodyguard some thirty 
years after he was discharged, when he met his former bodyguard at a 
reunion of his marine division. They became close friends. 

This story led me to probe beyond just telling the story of Laguna 
Pueblo, and to ask what Indigenous peoples from the US and Japan, 
unbeknownst to each other, had in common. They were both fighting a 
colonial power’s war not of their own making, and were forced to battle 
against other Indigenous peoples with whom they might have had more 
in common. I am now aware that the Ainu people also experienced loss 
of land and attempted assimilation (Maruyama 2013). I believe the con-
ference provided the space to begin to ask what seemingly separate and 
disconnected Indigenous peoples had in common. As I traveled to Ja-
pan in December 2017, I could not help but wonder what a conversation 
between my uncle and an Ainu veteran might be today, Indigenous to 
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Indigenous. I see this as the beginning of a much longer conversation.
On several continents, Indigenous peoples have suffered the ravages 

of uranium mining, resulting in health crises and environmental disasters. 
Indigenous peoples have been impacted by different stages of the nuclear 
fuel cycle, from the extraction of ore to the deposit of nuclear waste. Their 
experience spans from the time in which uranium was used primarily for 
nuclear weapons to the present, in which uranium is primarily used for 
nuclear energy. Using uranium mining and the nuclear fuel cycle as focal 
points, I contextualize extraction and Indigenous peoples within colonial 
dispossession of land and resources. After a brief review of the underly-
ing colonial policies affecting the legal and political status of Indigenous 
lands, I discuss the Laguna Pueblo’s experience with uranium mining, and 
consider the potential for different outcomes raised by the adoption of the 
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UN Declaration) in 
2007, as well as other human rights instruments.

The “Legal” Foundation for Taking Indigenous Lands
and Resources: The Doctrine of  Discovery
For much of the world, the loss of Indigenous lands, territories, and re-
sources can be traced to the “doctrine of discovery” and its legacy of 
dominance. In the fifteenth century, European explorers began employ-
ing a series of edicts issued by popes, known as papal bulls, to enfran-
chise themselves the right to declare the lands in which they arrived as 
their own if the local inhabitants did not profess to be Christian. Under 
this doctrine, applied in various forms, when Christian European nations 
“discovered” lands previously unknown to Europeans, they automatically 
gained sovereign property rights in these lands (Williams Jr. 1990, 72), in 
spite of the fact that Indigenous peoples had occupied and used the lands 
for millennia. The only land rights these colonial powers chose to recog-
nize for Indigenous peoples were those of continuing use and occupan-
cy of the lands.1 Thus, a discussion on Indigenous peoples and resource 

1 In Johnson v. McIntosh, 21 U.S. (8 Wheat.) 543 at 574 (1823), Justice Marshall articulated principles 

of  the doctrine for US law:

[Indigenous peoples] were admitted to be the rightful occupants of  the soil, with a legal as well as 

just claim to retain possession of  it, and to use it according to their own discretion; but their rights 

to complete sovereignty, as independent nations, were necessarily diminished, and their power to 

dispose of  the soil at their own will, to whomsoever they pleased, was denied by the original funda-

mental principle, that discovery gave exclusive title to those who made it.
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extraction must be grounded in and prefaced with a discussion on the 
doctrine of discovery.

While the UN Declaration does not explicitly mention the doctrine of 
discovery, Indigenous advocates clearly advocated for the eradication of 
the doctrine and the policies that have been part of its legacy. On almost 
every continent today, the doctrine of discovery and its legacy are alive and 
well, often centred in government policies on Indigenous peoples’ lands 
and territories. In 2009–2010, the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issues (Permanent Forum) began its “preliminary study of the impact on 
Indigenous peoples of the international legal construct known as the Doc-
trine of Discovery” (Frichner 2010).2 The Permanent Forum summarized 
its initial findings with a paragraph on the legacy of the doctrine for In-
digenous peoples:

The Doctrine of Discovery has been institutionalized in law and policy, 
on national and international levels, and lies at the root of the violations of 
indigenous peoples’ human rights, both individual and collective. This has 
resulted in State claims to and the mass appropriation of the lands, territo-
ries and resources of indigenous peoples. Both the Doctrine of Discovery 
and a holistic structure that we term the Framework of Dominance have 
resulted in centuries of virtually unlimited resource extraction from the 
traditional territories of indigenous peoples. This, in turn, has resulted in 
the dispossession and impoverishment of indigenous peoples, and the host 
of problems that they face today on a daily basis. (Frichner 2010)

Among the Permanent Forum’s findings was a recognition that “ongoing man-
ifestations of such doctrines are evident in indigenous communities, including 
in the areas of: health; psychological and social well-being; … conceptual and 
behavioral forms of violence against indigenous women; youth suicide; and the 
hopelessness that many indigenous peoples experience, in particular indigenous 
youth.” (Frichner 2010).

In most of North America, the doctrine of discovery was employed by colonial 
powers as the primary means of seizing Indigenous lands. With the underlying 

2 Following the Preliminary study in 2010, the Permanent Forum, at its eleventh session in 2012 

(E/2012/43, para. 112) appointed a Forum member to undertake a study of  the impacts of  the Doc-

trine of  Discovery on

Indigenous peoples, with particular reference to articles 26–28, 32, and 40 of  the UN Declaration. 

The “Study on the impacts of  the Doctrine of  Discovery on indigenous peoples, including mechanisms, 

processes and instruments of  redress” was presented at the thirteenth session of  the Permanent Forum 

in May 2014 (E/C.19/2014/3).
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title, colonial powers took subsurface rights. Because the Indigenous peoples’ 
rights were limited to right of occupancy in most cases, they were unable to pre-
vent the extraction of resources. This is the case for much of Central and South 
America as well.3

The story of land status and resource extraction on Indigenous lands in the 
United States is complex. Many people have the general impression that all na-
tive nations signed treaties with colonial governments. This is not the case for 
all Indigenous peoples in the United States. Spain was the first colonial power 
to exercise the doctrine of discovery in the southwestern United States. Other 
colonial powers in competition with Spain colonized other portions of what is 
now the United States, including the Dutch, the French, and the British. In what 
is now New Mexico, Spanish colonizers claimed Indigenous lands in the name of 
the Spanish crown in the late sixteenth century. Later, land grants were “given” 
to Indigenous peoples, as well as to Spanish settlers by the Spanish crown. After 
nearly three centuries of colonial exploitation and oppression, Pueblo peoples 
collectively resisted the Spanish in the Pueblo Revolt of 1680.4 Over twenty native 
nations strategized and successfully drove out all Spanish settlers in a series of 
battles that ended after several weeks. The Spanish returned in 1692 with more 
military power but with more respect for the resistance of the Pueblo peoples.5

Today, most of the Pueblo Nations in New Mexico trace their core land hold-
ings to the Spanish land grants, even though they are substantially smaller than the 
original territories (Dunbar-Ortiz 2007).6 Nearly three-hundred years of Spanish 
colonialism was followed by a short period of Mexican colonialism (1821–1846), 
followed by US colonialism. The United States and Mexico signed the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1846, whereby Mexico ceded larger portions of what is 
now the Southwestern United States. The treaty provided that the United States 
would respect existing land grants, which included a big part of the lands of Pueb-
lo peoples. From that point until the 1940s, Pueblo peoples in New Mexico have 
continued political and legal battles to retain their lands in the face of waves of 
Spanish settler descendants and American settlers who made claims against their 
ancestral lands. Today, most Pueblo lands are held in trust by the US government. 
In most cases, Pueblo nations hold the right of occupancy, but not the underlying 
title to their ancestral lands.

4 For more information on the Pueblo Revolt of  1680 see Mexico Nomad 2020.

5 There is substantial mythology in southwest history that the Pueblos were “conquered” in 1692 

and thereafter they lived in peace with the Spanish colonizers.  In fact, a number of  Pueblo nations 

continued to resist for years after 1692.  Smaller battles occurred throughout the 1890s.

6 See also Ebright, Hendricks, and Hughes 2015; Cohen 1942.
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While Pueblo nations in New Mexico share a different legal history with the US 
government than the Navajo Nation, the legal status of their lands is similar today. 
Pueblo nations did not enter into treaties with the United States as the Navajo Na-
tion did in 1868, and the Navajo Nation did not receive a land grant from Spain as 
the Pueblos did. Despite these differences, the United States currently holds title to 
the lands of all Pueblo peoples and the Navajo Nation, in trust, and Pueblo peoples 
and Navajo Nation have a right to use and occupy the land. This land status facili-
tated the grant of leases and extraction of uranium from both Laguna Pueblo and 
Navajo Nation lands at a great profit to uranium companies.

The Pueblo of  Laguna and Uranium Mining
The Pueblo of Laguna is one of twenty present-day Pueblo nations in what is 
now known as New Mexico in the southwestern United States. The Spanish word 
pueblo in most of the names of these Indigenous nations is part of the legacy of 
Spanish colonialism. It means “village” or “town”, which is what the Spaniards 
saw when they approached these Indigenous communities in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. Although all the Pueblos have names in their own languag-
es, most people know them as New Mexico Pueblos.

Fig. 1: Location of  Pueblo Territories.
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Lagunas speak Keres, a language spoken by five other Pueblos in New Mexico, 
although they each have their own dialect. Our name for our people is Kawaika. 
Laguna Pueblo lands consist of over 533,000 acres of buttes, mountains, and high 
desert terrain in the Rio San Jose Valley in west-central New Mexico. Laguna 
people live in six distinct villages; tribal membership is about eight thousand, 
and approximately half of the membership lives on Laguna lands. Indigenous 
governance was replaced by Spanish colonial structures in the eighteenth century, 
with the head of the Pueblo government becoming a Governor. The Governor at 
Laguna presides over a nineteen-member council elected by tribal members. Each 
of the six villages elects two representatives to the Council who meet on a weekly 
basis to conduct business. 

As the United States began pursuing uranium to compete with the Sovi-
et Union in the years following the Second World War, pressure for uranium 
mining in the US increased. In 1948, the US Atomic Energy Commission an-
nounced that it would be the sole purchaser of uranium at a guaranteed price. 
This set off a uranium boom in the area known as the Colorado Plateau in the 
southwestern United States — an area spanning across New Mexico, Arizona, 
Colorado, and Utah (Brugge and Goble 2002). The US government remained 
the sole purchaser until 1971, but private companies also operated in the mines. 
In the years that followed, uranium was discovered on both the Navajo Nation 
and Laguna Pueblo lands. Mining companies approached the US Department 
of the Interior, the federal trustee for federal Indian lands, and were given per-
mission to conduct exploratory drilling. Uranium was discovered on Navajo 
lands in the 1940s, and on Laguna Pueblo lands in 1951. Because there is a 
substantial amount of literature detailing the history of uranium mining within 
the Navajo Nation,7 my focus here is specifically aimed at this history as it has 
unfolded in Laguna Pueblo lands.

In the 1950s, Anaconda Mining Company approached the leadership of La-
guna Pueblo, likely escorted by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, to get permission 
to mine uranium on Laguna Pueblo lands. In most cases, the US government 
holds the underlying title to Indigenous lands. Thus, a mining company would 
have had to seek approval from the US government, as well as some form of con-
sent from the Indigenous people involved. Laguna Pueblo is somewhat unique 
among the New Mexico Indigenous nations in that it adopted a Constitution in 
1908, and in doing so declared its right to self-govern. 1949 amendments to the 
Constitution indicate that the Pueblo leadership had anticipated the prospect of 
mining on Pueblo lands; Section 5 of the Constitution of the Pueblo of Laguna 
provided that all minerals were the property of the Pueblo, not of the person 
who holds the surface rights (Pueblo of Laguna 1949).8

7 See also Pasternak 2011; Benally and Brugge 2007; Eichstaedt 1994.
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Interviews with Laguna elders later revealed that the Laguna Pueblo Council, 
after deliberations, became convinced that allowing uranium mining on Laguna 
Pueblo lands was an important way to defend its lands. This was an important 
consideration for a community of which a large proportion of males had served 
in the US military:

Laguna people believe that all living things should be respected, ... oth-
er humans, animal life, plant life, and the land. The only time that a life 
should be taken is for survival, like hunting and picking crops for food. So 
when the Council first was asked about prospecting for uranium on Lagu-
na lands their first concern was how powerful this ore could be. We were 
told that it would be used to protect our country, and only as a defensive 
measure. Many of our menfolk had served in the wars and we wanted to be 
part of an effort to defend our lands. As long as it was understood that we 
would participate defensively, rather than attacking, we could accept this. 
(Lorenzo 2006)

Therefore, Laguna leadership determined that uranium could be extracted, but 
not processed on Laguna lands; the ore would be transported to a mill forty-five 
miles away (Lorenzo 2006).

Over a period of thirty years, the Pueblo of Laguna shifted from a largely agri-
cultural to a wage-earning lifestyle. Between 1952 and 1982, Anaconda conduct-
ed mining operations continuously, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 
Mining was conducted from three open pits and nine underground mines, the 
latter beginning in the 1970s.  At one point, the Jackpile uranium mine was the 
largest open-pit uranium mine in the world. The Anaconda company provided a 
hiring preference for Lagunas. The mining operations encouraged many Lagunas 
who were employed elsewhere to move home for work. Neighbouring Indigenous 
peoples found employment at the mine as well; by the 1980s, nearly eight hundred 
people worked at the mine. The irony is that, while employment near home was 
intended to strengthen the local community, many would agree that mining op-
erations in fact challenged the sense of community and cultural ways of Laguna 

8 Section 5 provides, in part, the following: 

All minerals in, on, or under any lands under the jurisdiction of  the Pueblo are and shall continue to 

remain the property of  the Pueblo of  Laguna and not of  the person having the right to use or hold 

the surface of  the land in, on, or under which such minerals may exist or be found. The Council shall 

have the power to authorize removal of  any such minerals with the approval of  the Secretary of  the 

Interior as long as required by law and of  the Pueblo, while all proceeds derived from the removal 

of  any minerals shall, as rapidly as the law permits, be placed in the general Pueblo treasury to be 

used for the welfare and benefit of  the general Pueblo.
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people. All the impacts on the life of Laguna people have yet to be fully realized. I 
have addressed the impacts on housing and gender relations in other publications 
(Lorenzo 2017; 2019).

Around 1980, Anaconda, then a subsidiary of Atlantic Richfield Company, de-
cided to cease operations at the Jackpile mine. Anaconda determined that market 
prices for uranium made it no longer cost-effective to continue the mining opera-
tions at Laguna. Additionally, uranium mining in other countries such as Canada, 
Australia, and Niger were less costly. After Anaconda notified the Laguna Pueb-
lo leadership of their decision, the parties reached a settlement upon which the 
mine was formally closed. Meanwhile, the Pueblo and nearby communities felt 
the direct economic impacts. After nearly thirty years of stable employment, most 
employees felt like this shutdown had occurred overnight. Economic reports fol-
lowing the shutdown reported at least fifty percent unemployment for the Pueblo 
of Laguna. It took at least a decade before the Laguna community fully recovered 
from this economic hit. A 1983 report by the Council of Energy Resource Tribes 
(CERT) documented that the shutdown and loss of jobs was associated with an 
increase in alcohol and drug abuse, as well as increased social work and family 
counseling caseloads (Lorenzo 2006).

Following Anaconda’s decision to cease mining operations, negotiations be-
tween the Pueblo, US government agencies, and Anaconda focused on questions 
of whether the mined land should be reclaimed, and, if so, who would be re-
sponsible for reclamation. The Department of the Interior (DOI) requested that 
Anaconda prepare a reclamation plan by July 1980. This multinational company 
had no experience with the reclamation of a uranium mine. In December 1980, 
the United States Geological Service, with the concurrence of the DOI, deter-
mined that approval of Anaconda’s proposed reclamation plan would require an 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). This set in motion an exchange of recla-
mation plans between Anaconda and Laguna Pueblo, as well as other government 
agencies.  In the process, Anaconda challenged the authority of the US Depart-
ment of the Interior to require that Anaconda reclaim the mine.

A Draft EIS (DEIS) that set forth six alternatives for reclamation of the mine 
was completed in February 1985. It cited three reasons for reclaiming the mine: 
(1) the site was a public health and safety hazard; (2) additional and more se-
rious hazards would develop if the site was left unclaimed; and (3) the mining 
lease terms and federal regulations required that reclamation be performed by 
the leaseholder (DOI 1985, 1–5). Governing regulations and the Department of 
the Interior’s trust responsibility to the Pueblo of Laguna were cited as the DOI’s 
authority for determining the proper level of reclamation for the mine.

Testimony during the public comment period between March and October 
1985 revealed huge gaps between the assurances given by Anaconda in 1952 and 
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the expectations of Pueblo of Laguna residents. At public hearings in Septem-
ber 1985, much of the debate centred on Anaconda’s responsibility to reclaim 
the land.  Former Pueblo Council members, who recalled Anaconda’s promises, 
urged Anaconda to live up to moral and legal obligations to reclaim the land, 
making little distinction between “reclaim” and “restore” (Lorenzo 2006).

Some Laguna Pueblo residents criticized the DEIS rejection of issues regard-
ing health and emotional impacts of mining operations on former miners and 
residents of Paguate. The DEIS predicted that, under the No Action Alternative, 
there would be between 95 and 243 radiation-induced cancer deaths in the region-
al population over ninety years. In response, a scientist from Brookhaven Nation-
al Laboratory, hired by Anaconda, contended that the upper-boundary risk was 
closer to three deaths for a ninety-year period. Still, Laguna people presented am-
ple anecdotal evidence regarding cancer-related deaths among Paguate residents 
and respiratory problems for many Lagunas who had been exposed to radon, 
demonstrating the risk was much higher than Anaconda contended.9

The final Environmental Impact Statement was completed in 1986. After 
three years of negotiations and six reclamation plans, the Pueblo of Laguna ac-
cepted a settlement offer by Anaconda for $45 million in early 1986. The Pueblo 
would use the funds to reclaim the mine on their own. In December 1986, the 
Department of the Interior issued a Record of Decision that established rec-
lamation standards. In 1988, Laguna Pueblo chartered a for-profit enterprise, 
Laguna Construction Company, to accomplish the reclamation. This tribally 
owned company hired approximately  sixty people, nearly all tribal members. 
Over time, the company developed expertise and reclaimed other sites in the 
United States. While the reclamation plan was based on a desire to return the 
land, as close as possible, to its former productive state, most Lagunas knew 
it would be impossible to restore the landscape to its pre-1952 state.  Before 
mining operations started, land south of Paguate Village had been farmed and 
used for sheep grazing; after reclamation, it could no longer be used to graze 
animals or grow crops.

Today, we know that the reclamation plan was designed more from an engi-
neering standpoint than an environmental one. It focused on removing safety 
risks from mine waste piles that still contained traces of uranium. Pits in the 
mine — the largest of which was the depth of two football fields — were filled 
to avoid ponds in the bottoms. Waste piles were contoured and sloped to avoid 
erosion and help them blend into their surroundings. The Jackpile Reclamation 
Project was completed in June 1995 by Laguna Construction Company. In Sep-
tember 2007, a Compliance Assessment was performed to determine whether 
the post-reclamation had met the requirements of the Environmental Impact 

9 Fn.14, supra.
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Statement and Record of Decision (ROD) issued in 1986. This report concluded 
that reclamation of the mine was still not complete. This report later provided 
justification for the Laguna Pueblo’s application for designation of the Jackpile 
mine as a superfund site under 42 U.S.C. Chapter 103 of the 1980 Comprehensive 
Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA) so that 
it would be eligible for remediation, which was approved in 2013.10 Currently, 
the US Environmental Protection Agency is working to determine responsible 
parties for remediation under the CERCLA. Numerous health and environmen-
tal contamination issues have arisen in the meantime, far surpassing Anaconda’s 
expert predictions from the 1980s. The Pueblo of Laguna have recently entered 
into agreements with the University of New Mexico to partner in several research 
projects assisting the Pueblo in determining pathways for transmission of radia-
tion contamination from areas impacted by the mining activities.11

Other uranium mines and uranium processing mills in the Grants Mineral Belt 
were shut down by mining companies in the 1980s, leaving a regional economic 
impact. Most people thought this was the end of uranium mining and milling in 
the area.  However, in the early 2000s, several mining companies made public 
their intentions to apply for mining leases, citing a rise in the price of uranium. 
The Roca Honda Project proposed mining in an area west of Mt Taylor, consid-
ered a sacred landscape by Laguna Pueblo and many other Indigenous peoples.12 

This led Laguna Pueblo to collaborate with four other native nations (Pueblo of 
Acoma, Hopi Tribe, Navajo Nation and Zuni Tribe) to seek legal protection for 
Mt Taylor. After years of advocacy, they were successful in getting the landscape 
designated as a Traditional Cultural Property in 2007  under New Mexico law and 
under the federal standards of the National Historic Preservation Act. Although 
this did not constitute a veto on mining, it did oblige mining companies to con-
sider cultural impacts of mining in any lease applications and required an Envi-
ronmental Impact Statement process. Since then, the five native nations have also 
used international fora to advocate for the protection of this sacred landscape.

10 The Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA), com-

monly known as “the Superfund”, was enacted by the US Congress on December 11, 1980. This law 

created a tax on the chemical and petroleum industries and provided broad Federal authority to respond 

directly to releases or threatened releases of  hazardous substances that may endanger public health or 

the environment. See United States Environmental Protection Agency, n.d.

11 See information on the UNM METALS Superfund Research Program at University of  New 

Mexico, College of  Pharmacy, n.d.

12 See information on the Roca Honda Project at Uranium Royalty Corp, n.d.
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Other Indigenous Peoples and the Nuclear Fuel Cycle
The Pueblo of Laguna is only one among many of Indigenous peoples who have 
been impacted by uranium mining and other phases of the nuclear fuel cycle. 
In New Mexico, the Church Rock uranium spill of 1979 was the single largest 
release of radioactive material in US history, but received little publicity. The 
Red Water Pond Diné community continues to suffer the impacts of the spill 
and years of uranium mining and milling (Shebala 2009). In northern New 
Mexico, Indigenous lands were taken to make space for the once secret Los 
Alamos Nuclear Laboratory, where the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki were developed (Marley and Warren 2018). Today, nearly eighty 
years later, Indigenous communities face exposure to nuclear waste from the lab 
facility and contaminated groundwater, and they cannot engage in cultural uses 
of their lands near the lab property.13 In southern New Mexico, the Trinity Site, 
where the first detonation of an atomic bomb took place in 1945, is located in 
the traditional territory of Apache peoples, and near the present-day Mescalero 
Apache Tribe’s reservation.14

Other Indigenous peoples in the United States have dealt with different stages 
of the nuclear cycle and impacts on their communities. The Spokane Tribe, whose 
Midnight Mine is now a superfund site, must address environmental and health 
issues, much like that of the Pueblo of Laguna (Kramer 2011). In Utah, the Ute 
Mountain Ute Tribe, located five miles from the last operating uranium mill in 
the United States, are fighting the expansion of the mill out of concern about 
clean air and water (Mimiaga 2018). In Nevada, the Western Shoshone Nation 
has fought the resurgence of the Yucca Mountain Nuclear Waste Repository for 
years, in addition to dealing with the effects of nuclear testing on the Nevada Test 
Site, located in Shoshone traditional territory (Solis 2019). The Havasupai Tribe in 
Arizona is actively resisting uranium mining in their traditional territory near the 
Grand Canyon (Walters 2017).  All the member nations of the Oceti Sakowin,  the 
Great Sioux Nation, are resisting uranium mining in unceded 1868 Ft Laramie 
Treaty territory, which spans across a five-state area, including the entire Black 
Hills. Several Sioux Nations in South Dakota and Wyoming are impacted by the 
environmental and health consequences of numerous abandoned uranium mines 

13 In a recent lawsuit by the State of  New Mexico against the US Department of  Energy, the state 

argues that hazardous and radioactive substances on lab property exceed [safety] standards and pose 

health risks to nearby communities and contaminated groundwater poses a long-term threat to state 

drinking water sources. The state also argues that Indigenous communities cannot  engage in cultural 

uses of  their lands near lab property (Bryan 2021).

14 See description of  traditional Apache homelands at National Park Service, n.d.
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(White Face 2014). Despite having some of the most progressive environmental 
legislation in the world, the US government continues to privilege mining compa-
nies over the health and well-being of Indigenous and other peoples.15

Indigenous peoples on other continents have also suffered the impacts of ura-
nium mining on their lands, territories, and health. In most cases, national laws 
did not accord them the right to resist mining in their territories. They seek re-
mediation for environmental damage, as they continue to suffer from harmful 
effects on their health. In Saskatchewan province in Canada, the Cree, Dene, and 
Métis Peoples have been impacted by uranium mining in or near their territories 
since the 1940s (Haalboom 2014). Other Indigenous peoples or First Nations in 
eastern Canada have resisted uranium mining in Quebec (WISE Uranium Project 
2020). In Australia, the Maralinga Tjarutja, traditional owners of lands in South 
Australia, were forcibly displaced for nuclear testing in the 1950s (Urwin 2019). 
Other peoples such as the Mirarr Gundjeihmi, must now address environmental 
and health impacts of decades of mining in the Northern Territory (Bryant 2014), 
and recently the Tjiwarl people fought the approval of a new mine in Yeeliirie 
(Phillips 2015).

In Africa, Indigenous people in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and 
Niger have much in common with other Indigenous people who have experi-
enced uranium extraction on their territories. Uranium that was used for the 
bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 came from the Congo, after 
which the United States started seeking uranium on its own territory (Atomic 
Heritage Foundation 2018). Today, the Tuareg people in Niger continue to strug-
gle for their rights in the face of years of uranium mining, which threatens areas 
sacred to them and puts their health and environment at risk (Padleckas 2020). 
Indigenous and tribal peoples in India risk loss of their territories for uranium 
mining as India has been seeking to become a nuclear power (Karlsson 2009). In-
digenous people who have worked at and live near the uranium mines at Jadugoda 
in the state of Jharkhand suffer from numerous health problems related to radon 
exposure and must contend with environmental contamination issues related to 
discharge from a uranium mill (Sagar 2018).

In all these cases, colonial mandates took priority over Indigenous peoples’ 
rights, whether it was during the Second World War, the Cold War, or in the post-
Cold War era. These and other experiences of extraction, which often involved 
gross violations of human rights of Indigenous peoples, led Indigenous advocates 
to fight for recognition of their rights to their lands, territories, and resources. 
Negotiation of the UN Declaration had high participation of Indigenous rep-
resentatives, and thus reflected Indigenous priorities. Would there have been a 
different outcome for affected Indigenous peoples with the observance of human 

15 See University of  New Mexico, College of  Pharmacy, n.d.
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rights standards in the various extraction projects? What can the UN Declaration 
offer Indigenous peoples struggling with uranium legacy issues or resisting new 
mining and other developments in the nuclear fuel cycle?

The Potential for Different Outcomes
with the Adoption of  Human Rights Standardsg
What has happened on the ground since the adoption of the UN Declaration 
in 2007? Has the adoption of this declaration and others, such as the American 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples of 2016 (American Declara-
tion), presented realistic opportunities for relief and remedies for millions of In-
digenous peoples whose human rights had been violated by extractive projects? 
Although reactions to the final negotiated texts of both declarations were mixed, 
Indigenous peoples worldwide saw this as a signal that the rights of Indigenous 
peoples could be internationally recognized and eventually incorporated into the 
legal and political regimes of nation-states. This section examines potential in the 
UN Declaration and other international instruments for recognition of Indig-
enous peoples’ rights when faced with extraction projects and different aspects 
of the nuclear fuel cycle. After some observations on the legal effect of the UN 
Declaration, three sets of rights applicable to Indigenous peoples and extraction 
are discussed: lands, territories, and resources; right to free, prior, and informed 
consent; and cultural rights.

Before we discuss specific articles of the UN Declaration, it is important to 
reiterate its place in international law. Two points deserve mention. First, the UN 
Declaration did not create a body of new or special rights, but instead established 
an international consensus for a cohesive body of normative standards for the 
rights of Indigenous peoples. “[T]he text is substantially informed by internation-
al law, the rights it proclaims are consistent with general international law and the 
development of international standards on indigenous rights is widely perceived 
as an international law project.” (Xanthaki 2009) Shortly after its adoption, S. J. 
Anaya, then UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, de-
scribed the UN Declaration as the most important of decades of global devel-
opment of standards, “encapsulating as it does the widely shared understanding 
about the rights of indigenous peoples that has been building over decades on 
a foundation of previously existing sources of international human rights law” 
(Anaya 2008).

Second, while other human rights instruments were used by Indigenous people 
before 2007 — such as Convention 169 of the International Labor Organization 
(ILO 169) — the UN Declaration clarified that these and other human rights 
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conventions applied to Indigenous peoples collectively. Thus, the International 
Convention on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), the Convention to Eliminate 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD), and other instruments, which had 
largely been applied with a Western understanding of the primacy of individual 
rights, could be interpreted and applied to Indigenous peoples as collective rights. 
Collective rights for Indigenous peoples could then be seen as necessary comple-
ments to the individual rights of their members.16

The Declaration is often described as providing an interpretive standard for ex-
isting human rights treaties by Indigenous advocates and treaty bodies alike. Since 
2007, the rights established in the UN Declaration have been used to interpret hu-
man rights treaties by various bodies. Hence, part of the “potential” lies in normal-
izing the standards provided in the UN Declaration and the American Declaration 
into human rights discourse. Since I am focusing on extractives and specifically on 
uranium mining and Indigenous peoples, this chapter focuses on the potential for 
different outcomes in the area of the nuclear fuel cycle with a growing recognition 
of the standards provided in the UN Declaration and the American Declaration.

For Indigenous peoples impacted by all stages of the nuclear fuel cycle, three sets 
of rights are referenced most often, building on the foundational right of self-de-
termination set out in Article 3 of the UN Declaration: land and resource-related 
rights, the right to free, prior, and informed consent, as well as cultural rights. The 
discussion that follows is not meant to be an exhaustive account of these rights, but 
a demonstration of how they have been employed in the area of extractives and the 
nuclear fuel cycle.

First, rights in Articles 25–29 and Article 32 regarding lands, territories, and 
resources (LTR) are often implicated in extraction projects. At the 2017 conference 
in Hokkaido, I discussed the importance of Article 25, which expresses the connec-
tion between Indigenous peoples and their lands and territories:

Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain and strengthen their dis-
tinctive spiritual relationship with their traditionally owned or otherwise 
occupied and used lands, territories, waters and coastal seas and other re-
sources and to uphold their responsibilities to future generations in this 
regard. (UN General Assembly 2007)

The term “traditionally owned or otherwise occupied and used” is critical for In-
digenous peoples who do not currently occupy their traditional territories but have 
maintained a relationship with these areas, or who only have the right of occupancy, 
as discussed earlier, as a continuing legacy of the doctrine of discovery. The respon-
sibility to future generations is also essential.

16 See discussion in Wiessner 1999, 120–22.
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Article 26 sets out rights to own, use, develop, and control LTR, as well as 
states’ obligation to legally recognize and protect these LTR. Article 27 provides 
a right to a process to adjudicate the rights to LTR, and Article 28 provides a right 
to redress and types of compensation. Article 29 addresses the right to conserva-
tion and protection of the environment. Article 29.2 specifies a state obligation to 
ensure that “no storage or disposal of hazardous materials shall take place in the 
land or territories of indigenous peoples without their free, prior and informed 
consent”. Article 32 provides that Indigenous peoples have the right to determine 
and develop priorities for development or use of their LTR.

The right to free, prior, and informed consent comprises the second set of 
rights, often referenced with the acronym “FPIC”.  Each element of FPIC is crit-
ical to the exercise of this right. Consent must be free of force, received before 
any development project begins, and fully informed and transparent. There is 
a growing body of literature on FPIC for various contexts.17 One of the battles 
fought during negotiations on the text of the UN Declaration was the need to 
acquire consent, rather than just consultation. Thus, Article 19 sets forth the state 
obligation regarding FPIC:

States shall consult and cooperate in good faith with the indigenous peo-
ples concerned through their own representative institutions in order to 
obtain their free, prior and informed consent before adopting and imple-
menting legislative or administrative measures that may affect them.

Article 10 addresses the right to FPIC before relocation. Article 32.2 requires 
that states obtain FPIC from Indigenous peoples prior to approval of any project 
affecting their LTR, especially in the utilization or exploitation of mineral, water, 
or other resources.

The third set of rights is cultural rights. As a caveat, for Indigenous peoples, 
the spiritual is essential to every right, and all land is generally considered sacred. 
In most cases, sites for proposed extraction involve especially sacred areas that 
have been protected for millennia. Sacred areas, including water sources, are 
often at risk of desecration or outright destruction in many extraction projects. 
Articles 11 and 12 set out the parameters of these rights, and Articles like 13, 
15, 24, and 31 supplement the need for protection of these rights. Article 11.1 
sets out the right to practice and revitalize cultural traditions and customs. This 
includes “the right to maintain and protect the past, present and future manifes-

17 See for example, OHCHR. 2013. Free Prior and Informed Consent for Indigenous Peoples: 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/IPeoples/FreePriorandInformedConsent.pdf; UN Food 

and Agriculture Organization. 2016. “Free, prior and informed consent: an indigenous peoples’ right 

and a good practice for local communities,” accessed at http://www.fao.org/3/a-i6190e.pdf  
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tations of their cultures, such as archaeological and historical sites, …” Article 
12 sets out rights regarding “spiritual and religious traditions, customs and cer-
emonies”, and the right to “maintain, protect and have access in privacy to their 
religious and cultural sites”. Article 13 addresses the right, inter alia, to transmit 
oral traditions and languages to future generations. Article 24 sets forth the 
right to traditional medicines, which is directly connected to the use of their 
LTR. Article 31 includes rights to the protection of traditional knowledge and 
intellectual property, both of which can be tied to Indigenous LTR.

In any given extraction project, the loss of traditional territories, protection 
for sacred areas, including water sources, and all the cultural connections en-
compassed in a people’s way of life are at stake. Even in the few cases where In-
digenous peoples consent to extractive projects on their territory, they are likely 
to assert that cultural and other rights be respected in the process.18 UN mech-
anisms have produced reports on Indigenous peoples and extractives; every 
report stresses the need to observe the right to FPIC (Anaya 2013; UN Expert 
Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 2012; Vasquez 2013). Self-de-
termination and the rights referenced above are key in any extractive project.

Potential for application and realization of these rights can be assessed in a 
number of locations, including domestic litigation and legislation; international 
litigation; and monitoring by treaty bodies.19 Since at least 2007, Indigenous 
peoples and advocates have consistently employed the normative standards in 
the UN Declaration, in multiple fora, to assert their rights, and how these rights 
should be interpreted by various legislative, judicial, and treaty bodies. They 
have articulated how the standards in the UN Declaration can help to interpret 
existing conventions or law, or to create new legislation. Thus, much of the po-
tential lies in the advocacy of Indigenous peoples themselves.

In the case of Indigenous peoples in the United States, who are engaged in re-
sistance to new uranium projects and advocacy for remediation and restitution for 
uranium legacy and nuclear energy projects, advocacy has resulted in important 
recommendations from three treaty bodies: the Human Rights Council, the UN 
CERD Committee, and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. The 
United States is not a party to ILO 169, but is a party to the ICCPR and CERD. 
The United States is a member of the Organization of American States, but not a 
signatory to the American Convention on Human Rights.

18 Bethany Haalboom, “Confronting risk: A case study of  Aboriginal peoples ‘participation in envi-

ronmental governance of  uranium mining, Saskatchewan,”(2014), The Canadian Geographer,276-290.

19 See numerous examples in United Nations - Department of  Economic and Social Affairs. 2019. 

State of  the World’s Indigenous Peoples: Implementing the UN Declaration on the Rights of  Indige-

nous Peoples.
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In 2006, the UN Human Rights Committee (HRC), reviewing United States 
reports on compliance with the ICCPR, addressed the land status of Indigenous 
peoples. It called upon the United States to “review its policy towards indigenous 
peoples as regards the extinguishment of aboriginal rights on the basis of the ple-
nary power of Congress regarding Indian affairs and grant them the same degree 
of judicial protection that is available to the non-indigenous population” (HRC 
2006, para. 37). The committee further recommended that the United States “take 
further steps in order to secure the rights of all indigenous peoples under Articles 
1 and 27 of the Covenant to give them greater influence in decision-making af-
fecting their natural environment and their means of subsistence as well as their 
own culture” (HRC 2006, para. 37). In the review of 2014, the HRC addressed 
extraction using language from the UN Declaration regarding LTR, FPIC, and 
cultural rights to further interpret Article 27 of the ICCPR:

[25] The Committee is concerned about the insufficient measures being 
taken to protect the sacred areas of indigenous peoples against desecra-
tion, contamination and destruction as a result of urbanization, extrac-
tive industries, industrial development, tourism and toxic contamination. 
It is also concerned about restricted access of indigenous people to sacred 
areas essential for preservation of their religious, cultural and spiritual 
practices and the insufficiency of consultation conducted with indige-
nous peoples on matters of interest to their communities.
The State party should adopt measures to effectively protect sacred areas 
of indigenous peoples against desecration, contamination and destruc-
tion and ensure that consultations are held with the indigenous commu-
nities that might be adversely affected by the State party’s development 
projects and exploitation of natural resources with a view to obtaining 
their free, prior and informed consent for proposed project activities. 
(HRC 2014, para. 25)

In the same year, the CERD Committee, in its concluding observations on the reports 
of the United States, cited the UN Declaration provisions on free, prior, and informed 
consent and land-related rights. The committee called upon the United States to:

(a) “Guarantee, in law and in practice, the right of indigenous peoples to 
effective participation in public life and in decisions that affect them based 
on their free, prior and informed consent; …

(c) Adopt concrete measures to effectively protect the sacred sites of in-
digenous peoples in the context of the State party’s development or nation-
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al security projects and exploitation of natural resources, and ensure that 
those responsible for any damages caused are held accountable.” (CERD 
2014, para. 24)

Committee observations in both cases reflected the arguments made by Indigenous 
peoples to the Human Rights Committee.20 Furthermore, the Inter-American Com-
mission on Human Rights has issued important decisions, which used the stand-
ards of the UN Declaration to interpret the American Convention on the Rights of 
Man.21 This too reflects the regional adoption and implementation of the normative 
standards in the UN Declaration to interpret pre-existing human rights treaties.

By articulating their rights and how they should be applied in numerous con-
texts, Indigenous peoples are building a body of law to fully realize the rights set 
forth in the UN Declaration. This is the essence of the UN Declaration’s potential. 
In many cases, it has made a difference on the ground for Indigenous peoples. In 
far more cases, these rights must be advanced to recognize and protect the rights of 
Indigenous peoples. The groundwork has been laid and it is for Indigenous peoples 
and allies around the world to continue building. Indigenous peoples now advocate 
for the implementation of these rights in the areas of climate change, human rights, 
business, and intellectual property rights.

Conclusion: Coming Full Circle 
As the body of law on human rights of Indigenous peoples expands, it is equally 
important to dismantle the doctrine of discovery in all the places where it perpetu-
ates the legacy of colonialism. Assertion of rights on Indigenous peoples’ LTR and 
FPIC are fundamental in this regard, as they can directly challenge laws, policies, 
and doctrines rooted in colonial dominance. There is potential for Indigenous peo-
ples to change the agenda of colonialism and work together on their own mandates.

As the world is beginning to recognize, it is no mystery that some of the most 
pristine and ecologically and biologically diverse regions of the world have been 

18 See CCPR IITC Consolidated Alternate Report FINAL Corrected, 13 September 2013, submitted 

by a number of  Indigenous Peoples in the United States to the Human Rights Committee, and “ Al-

ternative Report Regarding Lack of  Implementation by the United States of  Recommendation No. 29 

of  the Committee’s 2008 Concluding Observations,” IITC et al., 8 July 2014, submitted to the CERD 

Committee.

21 See Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. 2010. “Indigenous and Tribal Peoples’ Rights 

Over Their Ancestral Lands and Natural Resources: Norms and Jurisprudence of  the Inter-American 

Human Rights System,”  OEA/Ser.L/V/II. Doc.56/09.



201

under the care and protection of Indigenous peoples for millennia. Indigenous peo-
ples have much to teach the world about people’s relationship with land and envi-
ronment, as well as how to live in a community. There is potential for Indigenous 
people to change the colonial agendas of dominance. In areas of uranium mining 
and various stages of the nuclear fuel cycle, Indigenous peoples have united to chal-
lenge colonial mandates about nuclear power. Rather than meeting in ambiguous 
ways, as American Indigenous soldiers may have met other Japanese Indigenous 
soldiers on the battlefields of the Second World War, Indigenous peoples can now 
choose to meet with Indigenous agendas to assert their rights.

I close with another story about my uncle Bill Toledo. In 1993, during the Year 
for the World’s Indigenous People, he was invited to Japan by the Konica Minolta 
Company to speak to various audiences in introduction of a book on the Navajo 
Code Talkers. He and other Code Talkers were accompanied by the book’s author, 
Kenji Kawano, a photographer and friend of the Navajo Code Talker Association. 
Uncle Bill traveled with his daughter Sharon Toledo Webb. They visited institutions 
and schools and gave presentations on Navajo culture and the Code Talkers. Years 
later, he related his experiences on this trip. He spoke of his hesitation to return to 
Japan; he had concerns about how he would be received, given his role in the war. 
To his great surprise, he was received warmly everywhere he went. This time he re-
turned as an Indigenous Diné man who met Japanese people, and likely some Ainu 
people, on his terms, not under colonial mandates. His host took him to Hiroshima, 
where he visited the Children’s Peace Park. He told the audience that he said prayers 
in his own language at the site and that it was healing for him to return with prayers 
and good intentions to a place where so much destruction had taken place.

Fig. 2: Bill Henry “Willie” Toledo (photos from Sharon Toledo Webb).
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By the time he traveled to Japan, Uncle Bill knew about the dangers of uranium 
and nuclear energy. He had been working at a uranium mill in Milan, New Mex-
ico, for decades. Like many others, he suffered from respiratory illness and other 
health issues from exposure to radon. He joined the spirit world in 2016, at age 92. 
So I wonder again what a conversation between Uncle Bill and an Ainu veteran of 
the Second World War might have entailed. Indigenous to Indigenous, formerly 
on the opposite ends of the nuclear cycle — extraction and detonation — yet both 
affected by land loss and assimilation. One who was asked to use his Indigenous 
language for war, the other not.

It is time for all Indigenous peoples to come full circle and work against years 
of subjection to colonial mandates and replace them with Indigenous mandates. 
The values and priorities expressed in human rights instruments like the UN 
Declaration provide a good foundation to build upon. Indigenous peoples, living 
by Indigenous values and setting Indigenous priorities, embody the greatest po-
tential for realization of the UN Declaration on the ground. In this sense, we are 
not post-UN Declaration, but we have only just begun. 
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Introduction
The main aim of this study is to offer an analysis of the dialogue that 
takes place between physicians and Indigenous patients — in particular, 
the Indigenous youth of the Dourados Indigenous Reservation (DIR). 
My role as a medical anthropologist is to facilitate dialogue between phy-
sicians and nurses with biomedical training and the Indigenous youth 
population who go to the health posts for care. The opacity of the dis-
course between biomedicine and disease (Kleinman 1988) is the basis for 
both sides’ misinterpretations.

This dialogue is overwhelmingly confrontational and tense. The youth 
find it difficult to trust the physicians and communicate in biomedical 
terms what the doctor needs to understand to perform a diagnosis. Fur-
thermore, some difficulties arise concerning adhering to the recom-
mended treatment.

At the Dourados Reservation, typically, by the time a patient arrives at 
the health post as part of the course of treatment, the patient has already 
explored other treatment options, such as a shaman and the Umbanda (an 
Afro-Brazilian religion) and Pentecostal churches. Most of the time, doctors 
are seen as a last resort. That does not mean that Indigenous youth disregard 
these other forms of care and begin to adhere solely to clinical care. Instead, 
they continue to seek out help from these sources while receiving medical 
treatment. Within this hybrid understanding of medical and religious knowl-
edge, Indigenous youth can find the path for a cure. The purpose of the nar-
ratives they create to explain these journeys towards treatment — and my job 
as a medical anthropologist — is to “translate” bidirectionally: from doctors 
to Indigenous youth and from Indigenous youth to doctors.

Dialogue Among Indigenous Youth

and Physicians in the Dourados Reservation,

Mato Grosso do Sul

Maria de Lourdes Beldi de Alcantara
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Is it possible to build this bridge? How does one reconstruct these two 
different narratives, which share the objective to cure? I have presented 
here questions within the context of the medical anthropologist’s work and 
their concerns.

Narratives of  Illness
One day, a young man told me he had been diagnosed with severe depression. 
To him, sadness had meant something that implies consequences of having been 
bewitched, so he asked me what this diagnosis meant. Immediately I answered, 
“It is a term used by the doctors that means sadness.” He went on: “But he gave 
me this prescription.” He showed it to me. The prescription asked him to get 20 
mg of fluoxetine at the pharmacy of the DIR health post.

The conversation continued:
“Do you think I should take this?” he asks. “Do you think I may have some-

thing serious?”
I immediately answer with other questions: “Why did you go to the post?”
“Because my mother sent me, she was afraid that I could end up hanging my-

self.”
“And are you thinking about it?”
“Yes … I think a lot about my friend who hanged himself; he always appears 

to me … I miss him, and I feel very sad. A sadness that seems to come from out 
of me … when I’m walking alone, I don’t want to see anyone … I know he was 
calling me! People say I’m bewitched.

He tells me to do the same; I am very sad … I miss him a lot!
Can I tell you something? I think my mother is right; I don’t want to live any-

more. There seems to be something that tells me just to do it … I don’t know how 
to explain it …”

I ask: “Did this start happening after your friend killed himself?”
He stops thinking … And then he says: “I’m going to play soccer!”
After two days, he returns: “Can I speak to you privately?”
And so, he began his story: “That question you asked me? I’ve been thinking 

… I guess I have thought about killing myself since a long time ago.” He was 
13 years old at the time. “You know, Lou,1 I feel very sad. My mother is always 
fighting me because I am out of my home most of the time, and I don’t want to 
go to school. She calls me a bum, junkie, she speaks ugly … And that hurts a lot, 
it humiliates me!”

“What your mother says to you about school and so on is true?”

1 Indigenous youth who attend the Indigenous Youth Action (AJI) call me Lou.
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“It is, a bit; I don’t like going to school, the other boys call me bad names, and 
they laugh at me. I don’t know how to speak Portuguese properly, and I don’t have 
clothing to go to school. And I go out a lot because my mom and dad are always 
fighting. I have six siblings, and my mother has no job. The only thing I have are 
these friends that I go out with at night to drink and wander out there! Girlfriend? 
I had one, but she is with another guy now!”

He ends our conversation with these questions: “Do you think anyone likes me? 
Do you think the spell will kill me?”

He does not wait for my answer and goes away to play soccer.
On another occasion, a fifteen-year-old girl was brought in by her mother to 

talk with me. The situation is very unique because she did not come spontaneous-
ly, and her mother repeatedly explained that she had tried to kill herself!

I told the girl about where a Support Group for Indigenous Youth (GAPK) is 
based as a non-formal school and then invited her to join a photography work-
shop that was going on that day.

She stood outside observing and would not come inside, no matter how often 
the other girls asked her to come in. I did not think she would come back the next 
day. However, she began attending the workshops sporadically, absent for some 
and present for others. When I returned to GAPK, she hugged me and said that 
she was enjoying it very much. After a couple of days, she came and talked to me.

“Lou, do you remember when my mother brought me?”
I quickly replied: “Yes, of course.”
“And do you remember what she said?”
I nodded. Then, she began to explain that she had indeed tried to commit sui-

cide and that she was very sad because her boyfriend left her for a friend of hers. 
She said she wanted to die because she loved him very much and that her friend 
had been “a bastard” with her because she had “stolen” her boyfriend at a party.

I said to her: “I understand, but you need to find other things to do that you like 
very much, then bit by bit you will stop thinking about this event.”

She promptly replied: “I don’t want another thing to think about, I want him, 
and if he does not come back I’ll kill myself! My mother said that someone put a 
spell on me.”

Then I asked: “Who said that to her?”
“My mother said that it was a macumbeiro  [the name the Indigenous peoples 

use for Umbanda/Candomblé priests], and she said it was a spell for me to kill 
myself.”

I asked what she was going to do …
“I’m going to church! My mother told me to see a psychologist at the post, but I 

will not go because everyone will say that I’m there. After all, I tried to kill myself. 
And then I heard that a friend of mine went to see one but did not understand an-
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ything he said and that it did not help her at all. Medicine was given to her, but she 
did not even go to the clinic for it. It’s no use at the post; they give medicines and 
then talk to us in a bizarre way. How can I trust them? They say there is no spell.”

I asked: “But who said that?”
“My friend did!”
Cases like these two are typical. That is to say, many young men and women 

have similar experiences with the non-Indigenous doctors and nurses who work 
at the DIR health care posts. The dialogue among the Indigenous youth and the 
biomedical narratives are tense and have opacity. Both sides have a lot of noise.

As Kleinman (1988) describes, they receive similar answers regarding their 
“symptoms”, or rather, their illness, which doctors do not diagnose.

The lack of exchange means that the dialogue turns into a mere monologue. 
The dialogue never takes place since communication takes place between dif-
ferent symbolic universes, and, therefore, adherence to any type of biomedical 
treatment does not happen. “[T]he physicians have been trained to see through 
the theoretical lenses of their particular form of practice.” (Kleinman 1988, 5)

Spells in the Dourados Reservation
The spell has been serving as an explanation for all the ills that happen within 
the community. Spells have primarily been used to explain everyday problems 
within the community, such as relations with friends, partners, and family, as well 
as natural phenomena such as failed harvests. Over the past 15 years, the spell 
has also started to include problems coming from outside the community, in this 
case from the non-Indigenous community of the city of Dourados. The extreme 
transit of Indigenous peoples from RID to the city is seen as a spell preventing 
Indigenous youth from finding work.

A spell is a classification of many illnesses, and those who carry one stop eat-
ing, talking, and going to school. According to tradition, they must go to the pajé 
to revert this situation. However, this process is being given new meanings by the 
several social actors at the Dourados Reservation, such as the Indigenous shapers 
from Pentecostal Churches, the macumbeiros. The role of the pajés (shamans) be-
came undermined when their symbolic work failed. As some people at the reserve 
remarked, “Most of them do not respect the tradition. To be pajé, you must be an 
example, but most of them drink a lot.”

Indigenous peoples have started visiting Umbanda or Pentecostal churches 
because the pajé have fallen into disregard. The pajé no longer follow the tradi-
tional social rules of no drinking, maintaining a modest diet, never fighting with 
children, respecting their family, and helping their community by advising with 
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regards to health and well-being through dream visions. Nowadays, they do not 
dream anymore to reveal the spell and make something to help people affected by 
the spell. They drink too much, behave poorly towards their families, and scream 
at and fight with those who do not believe in them. They cannot expect respect 
from the community.

The dialogues between traditional religions, Pentecostalism, and Afro-Brazil-
ian religions such as Umbanda and Candomblé result from the hybrid exercise of 
spiritual help, creating symbolic narratives that can help deal with individual and 
communal problems.

Access to different spiritualities corresponds to the socio-cultural and eco-
nomic complexity that this community is experiencing, as presented above. Re-
garding the elements of this hybridity, the traditional religion has the role of cur-
ing both individual and collective malaise; however, according to stories, it no 
longer exists (except for some communities in Paraguay). Through the dream, 
the healer gives names to the newborns and removes and performs the spell, but 
they are incapable of dreaming these days. Their bad behaviour has undermined 
their symbolic status, attributing to the malaise of today’s community. Indigenous 
youth have frequently told me, “The healer does not dream anymore.”

When the Indigenous community starts to question their tradition’s symbolic 
efficacy, the spiritual necessity put together, by hybridization (Bhabha 1998), oth-
ers spiritual symbols to exercise the lack of pajés. The adherence to other founding 
spiritual symbols helps them to make sense of their difficult situation. Within 
Pentecostalism, the moment of singing and revelation are the most important 
because they show the person who had to make it. This reveal is public, and all 
the people pray to take off the spell and be cured. Within the Umbanda and Can-
domblé religions, the revelation of who cast the spell remains a secret. However, 
both Pentecostalism and the Afro-Brazilian religions have spells at the centre of 
their traditional logic.

Indigenous Rights and Health: Legal Frameworks
The Indigenous Peoples of Brazil expand their constitutional rights and are no 
longer considered to be tutored from the Constitutional Charter of 1988. In addi-
tion to recognizing their autonomy and their original rights, they become part of 
the subordinate Indigenous health subsystem concerning health to the Ministry 
of Health. According to the 1988 Constitution,

[Health is a right of all and a duty of the State and shall be guaranteed 
by means of social and economic policies aimed at reducing the risk of 
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illness and other hazards and at the universal and equal access to actions 
and services for its promotion, protection and recovery. (Chamber of 
Deputies 2010, Title VIII — The Social Order, Article 196)

Hence, healthcare for the Indigenous population is a duty of the Union, to be pro-
vided in accordance with the Constitution and Law No. 8080 (National Congress 
1990), with the aim of achieving the universality, integrality, and equity of health 
services. Law No. 8080 provides the conditions for the provision of healthcare 
for Indigenous peoples, within the scope of the Unified Health System (Sistema 
Único de Saúde; SUS).

In 2011, the SUS set up the Special Indigenous Health Districts (DSEI), 
granting them the competence to coordinate, supervise, and execute the ac-
tivities of the subsystem of Indigenous health within the SUS in the respective 
areas of action. The DSEI relies on a network of basic care services organized 
in a hierarchical way, articulated with the SUS service network to guarantee 
medium and high complexity care. Furthermore, Decree 7508 of 28 June 2011 
issued the following specifications and definitions to the overall structure 
for implementing the clinical protocols, therapy guidelines, and health care 
networks.

There are several issues with this structure. Although cultural diversity is 
emphasized as the focal point of these programmes,2 the Indigenous popula-
tion is never consulted. The programmes do not apply the principle of “free, 
prior, and informed consent” established by the 1989 Indigenous and Tribal 
Peoples Convention of the International Labour Organization (ILO 1989). 
One clear example is the implementation of healthcare programmes that the 
Indigenous population had never been made aware of prior to implemen-
tation, much less consulted. This is the case with mental health and related 
biomedical protocols. The Indigenous health protocols stress it is important 
to “respect the practices of traditional Indigenous medicine, recognizing and 
respecting the ancient knowledge, and promoting the label between Indian 
and Western.”

Why don’t they implement intercultural health as in the document men-
tioned above? Doctors only receive medical training, without any specific re-
quirements for intercultural training. They are not adequately informed about 
the populations they are sent to serve. The curriculum and training of these 
professionals include no education focused on Indigenous culture and rights.

What stands out is the fact that these health programmes, implemented 
without listening to the Indigenous population and the physicians, results in a 

2 A wide variety of  programmes, ranging from maternal healthcare and epidemiological surveillance 

to health education and mental health programmes.
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huge misunderstanding. This way, it becomes impossible to establish a dialogue, 
with neither side able to understand the other. The opacity of dialogue carries 
so much prejudice and rejection.

What Does This Mean for Indigenous Mental Health?
In a conversation with a young woman in the village, I was asked: “Lou, 
did you know that there’s a psychologist here in the village?”

I replied, “No … what’s the use?”
“They say it’s to take care of the head problems … for those people who 

have prolonged sadness, you know? Those who try to kill themselves …”
“Well, who even goes to the psychologist?”
“Oh … I don’t know!”
After almost four months, she came back to talk with me.
“Does that psychologist know about my story?”
“Yes,” I told her. 
“So … They sent me there …”
“Because … ?”
“Oh … Because my head started to think bad things and my mother 

sent me there …”
When I asked her how it went, she replied, “She said I have depression, 

what’s that?”
I said that it was a disease of ours, the white people and that I did not 

know whether we could apply the same classification when an Indigenous 
person was sad.

“She said that if I did not take this medicine, I was going to hang myself …”
Another conversation I had with an Indigenous youth echoed similar 

sentiments.
“Lou, I’m going to the psychologist,” she told me. 
When I asked her why, she replied, “I think I’m depressed, I’m very sad, 

my head does not stop hurting…I cannot do anything.”
I ask her to define depression for me, and she promptly answers:
“When someone is sad.”
After a while she comes back:
“Lou, she gave me a drug, but I can’t find it at the health post. And it’s 

very expensive at the pharmacy…I think I’m going to the macumbeiro, the 
doctor doesn’t know anything. I’m sure it’s a spell.”

Under the dominant biomedical framework, attending to Indigenous 
youth begins with the psychologist. Often, mothers of these individuals 
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take them because, for those youth who have attempted suicide, the psy-
chologist is the last resort in the arduous process of diagnosing the illness. 
For these young people, the path to reach the psychologist is very stressful 
and stigmatizing, as it reveals to the community that this person carries a 
spell, threatening the entire community. On the other hand, these young 
people also feel curious to know who this doctor is who talks about their 
discomfort. The result, in most cases, is disappointing. This is due to sev-
eral reasons, one of the main ones being that the psychologist never talks 
about the spell and why and how someone cursed them with it. Instead, he 
calls this malaise “depression”.

Regarding adults, psychologists are better understood and in higher 
demand among women, community health workers, and teachers, rarely 
men. They need someone to listen to them, even if the two sides do not 
understand each other. For these Indigenous women, it is significant to 
have a space to talk. They generally do not request treatment with antide-
pressants, instead continuing with the same spiritual routines.

They3 told me about the good things that their psychologist had done 
for them, for instance explaining why they are “depressed” and how they 
should treat their children and husband. One woman said:

“You know, Lou, I dedicated my whole life to my children, for what? The 
psychologist told me to first take care of myself, and that I cannot let my 
children and husband rule over me … and that I must separate from my 
husband because I cannot keep picking up the pieces every time he gets 
drunk! I’m taking medicine and feeling better … taking care of myself!”

At the same time, another woman intervened and said to me:

“You know that in my house, it does not work when I tried to say this … 
my husband came upon me … I almost died. When I went to the psycholo-
gist, she told me to talk more with my children, but how? They never listen 
to me, they always run from the work they need to do in-home, only want 
to go out to do the things I don’t like…Of course, I must beat them!”

These Indigenous women look for a professional to solve their daily prob-
lems and their marital fights and with their children. However, the psy-
chologist’s biomedical prescriptions do not fit the reality of the Indigenous 
women’s lives.

3 Although I worked alongside women at the DIR, I will not mention their names and jobs as they 

have asked me to keep their identity confidential.to health education and mental health programmes.
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Biomedical Classifications of Diseases
in the Indigenous Population
One of the key public health issues under the mental health protocols are the 
high suicide and violence rates among the Indigenous peoples.

The DIR is sadly recognized for registering one of the highest rates of su-
icide among young people in Latin America. According to Alcântara (2005), 
there are several reasons for this, among which is the fact that young people are 
caught “in-between” (Bhabha 1998) a place of ephemeral negotiations between 
Western and Guarani cultures.

The Dourados Indigenous Reservation is the most populous in the country. 
Living in conditions of permanent transition, young people face constant con-
flicts both within their families as well as their social networks. The transfor-
mations of recent decades have had a strong impact on family, social, and eco-
nomic relations. As Alcântara (2005) demonstrates, along with the transition 
from the extended family to the nuclear family, socio-economic relations have 
also changed profoundly. An added complexity is the proximity of DIR to the 
city of Dourados, which the youth are necessarily obliged to visit due to lack of 
jobs in their home region.

The DIR lies between two cities: Itaporã and Dourados, the latter being 
the second largest of Mato Grosso do Sul.4 Dourados has become a place of 
basic consumption, leisure, and survival — a place of permanent transit. At the 
moment, many of the young people who attempted or committed suicide were 
more closely linked to tradition, struggling because of the difficulties they faced 
in building an intercultural dialogue.

In the last eight years, with the intensification of drug trafficking along Bra-
zil’s borders with Paraguay and Bolivia, these young people have become mules 
and consumers. Suicide rates have started to drop, although interpersonal vio-
lence has increased. Gathering from the reports I have collected, being involved 
in drugs carries a certain kind of “empowerment” for these young people:

“Lou, drugs make me feel great. I feel like a real Indian!”
“I feel that when I use them, I can do everything, I’m not afraid of anything, 

and you know the best part? People are afraid of me!”

3 Mato Grosso do Sul state is Brazil’s largest exporter of  commodities such as soybean, sugar cane, 

methanol, and pork meat. Dubbed “the barn of  Brazil”, it is where the most fertile lands are found. 

With the economic salience of  agriculture, there are constant land disputes between the Indigenous 

population and the landowners who occupy Indigenous lands, causing relatively high rates of  inter-

personal violence. It is home to the third largest Indigenous population, after the north and northeast, 

with eight ethnic groups. The Guarani population is the largest, with approximately 48,000 inhabitants 

divided into the Indigenous subgroups Kaiowá and Ñandeva.
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The Special Secretariat of Indigenous Health (SESAI) shows the following 
figures:

In the first half of 2017, there were eight recorded homicides and three su-
icides. One can clearly see the change in behaviour of these young people 
after the massive entry of drugs across the borders.

Depression and Suicide Worldwide
In a 2017 report, the World Health Organization (WHO) showed the 
alarming prevalence of depression and suicide worldwide. The report esti-
mates that in 2015, depression affected 322 million worldwide, a number 
that has risen 18.4 percent since 2005, in total amounting to 4.4 percent of 
the world population. The WHO adds that the health consequences of de-
pression are enormous. For example, depression is one of the leading caus-
es of suicide deaths, which number approximately 800,000 per year (with 
many more than this number who attempted suicide). In addition, it is the 
leading cause of people becoming incapacitated for work. Anxiety, which 
can also be ascribed to depression, appears sixth on this list (WHO 2017).

The report shows that the number of people suffering from common 
mental illnesses is increasing worldwide, especially in low-income coun-
tries. The WHO says that despite depression is reaching people of all ages 
and strata of society, the risk of being depressed increases with poverty, 
unemployment, and developments in someone’s life, such as the death of 
a relative or friend, the end of a relationship, physical impairment, and 
problems caused by alcohol or drug use.
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5 The country with the lowest prevalence of  depression in the Americas is Guatemala, where 3.7 

percent of  the population has the disorder. The country with the lowest prevalence of  depression in 

the world, according to the report, is the Solomon Islands, in Oceania, where depression affects 2.9 

percent of  the population. In addition to the United States, countries that have a higher prevalence 

of  depression than Brazil are Australia (5.9 percent), Estonia (5.9 percent), and Ukraine (6.3 percent) 

(WHO 2017).

In Brazil, depression affects a total of 11.5 million Brazilians, totaling 
5.8 percent of the population (United Nations 2017). According to WHO 
data, Brazil is the country with the highest prevalence of depression in 
Latin America and the second most prevalent in the Americas, only be-
hind the United States, with 5.9 percent of its population suffering from 
depression.5

In 2015, is it estimated that 788,000 people died of suicide. This repre-
sented almost 1.5 percent of all deaths worldwide, ranking among the top 
20 causes of death. Among 15–29-year-olds, suicide was the second-big-
gest cause of death (WHO 2017).

The Mental Health Situation of Indigenous Youth
According to the WHO, suicide is preventable, and it is imperative that gov-
ernments invest human and financial resources in suicide prevention through 
their health, social, and other sectors (WHO 2017). 

Within this suicide prevention agenda, mental health of Indigenous youth 
is an especially pertinent issue. According to data from the UN Permanent 
Forum for Indigenous Issues, Indigenous youth number about 70 million out 
of 370 million Indigenous peoples in the world (United Nations Department 
for Economic and Social Affairs 2015). This population is more vulnerable be-
cause of lack of education, employment opportunities, access to health servic-
es, and food securities, with generally higher disease and mortality rates than 
the Indigenous population in general. Their situation received special attention 
during the fourteenth session of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 
when the topic of Indigenous youth suicide and self-harm was addressed. “Our 
current reality does not reflect the necessary elements that produce physical, 
spiritual, emotional and mental health,” stated E’Sha Hoferer and Ida Ophaug 
on behalf of the Global Indigenous Youth Caucus. “We are continually faced 
by extreme poverty, loss, and rejection of identity, destruction of traditional 
languages and cultural practices,” they stressed, also pointing to examples of 
threats undermining the health and future of Indigenous youth (United Na-
tions Department for Economic and Social Affairs 2015).
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In Brazil, some normative milestones are fundamental for this construc-
tion. Among them, the definition of Indigenous peoples and communities 
as culturally distinct and recognized as such, with their own ways of social 
organization, which occupy and use territories and natural resources as 
a condition for their cultural, social, religious, ancestral, and economic 
development, using knowledge, innovations, and practices generated and 
transmitted by tradition. Likewise, since the publication of the Ordinance 
No. 2759 of 2007, which established the general guidelines for the Poli-
cy of Integral Attention to Mental Health of Indigenous Populations, the 
strategies related to psychosocial care for Indigenous peoples have been 
consolidated in the policies developed by the Special Indigenous Health 
Districts (DSEI), the Psychosocial Attention Network (RAPS), and other 
care network organizations. These policies were based on the principles 
of differentiated attention and an integral approach (Ministry of Health 
2007; 2017).

It is necessary to emphasize that, in the course of the historical process 
of colonization and land and resource dispossession, Brazilian Indigenous 
peoples have suffered strong social, cultural, and economic impacts on 
their territories and on their ways of life, which have generated deeper 
degrees of suffering, as presented above.

In fact, the interference of biomedicine in the area of mental health has 
intensified interventions in Indigenous populations, and it is clear that the 
issue of respect for cultural diversity and acceptance of other forms of 
therapeutic treatment with the holistic vision are relegated to footnotes. 
All diagnosis is not an illness but a fragmentation of the body. The conse-
quence is the medicalization of medicines. The dialogue about other con-
ceptions of disease, treatment and care is not open to discussion.

Mental disorders (particularly depression and alcohol use disorders) are 
a major risk factor for suicide in Europe and North America. However, 
in Asian countries, impulsiveness plays a more important role. Suicide is 
a complex issue involving psychological, social, biological, cultural, and 
environmental factors.

Effective Interventions
There is compelling evidence indicating that adequate prevention and treat-
ment of depression and alcohol or substance abuse, as well as follow-up con-
tact with those who have attempted suicide, can reduce suicide rates.
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6 DSEI 2005.

Protocols
It is clear that suicide prevention also requires intervention from outside 
the health sector and calls for an innovative and comprehensive multi-sec-
toral approach that includes both health and non-health sectors, such as 
education, labor, police, justice, religion, law, politics, and the media.

It is crucial to identify the key elements as necessary means to increase 
the effectiveness of suicide prevention strategies. Mental disorders are af-
fected by factors such as socio-demographic, psychological, and physical 
conditions. Mental disorders come in many forms, for example: mood dis-
orders (e.g. depression; mental and behavioural disorders resulting from 
psychoactive substance use (e.g. alcoholism), personality disorders (e.g. 
antisocial, borderline, and narcissistic behaviour); schizophrenia; anxiety 
disorders. In addition, comorbidity — the presence of two or more disor-
ders — can heighten severity (Ministry of Health 2020).

For the physicians working with Indigenous youth who are diagnosed 
with “severe mental disorders”, this refers to symptoms such as a depressed 
mood, loss of interest in life, and lack of energy. Other symptoms include 
very intense or more considerable concern and agitation or psychomotor 
retardation accompanied by psychotic symptoms like delirium and halluci-
nations (Ministry of Health 2020).

Suicide investigative report upon death6

Name: ___________________________________________________ Age: __________________________________
House:______ Town: ______________ Married?_______ How long?_____________________________
Children?____________ How many?__________ How old?_____________________________________
Lived with whom?______________________________________________________________________________
On whose land?_________________________________________________________________________________
Were there any family problems? _________________________________________________________
Family fights, misunderstandings? ________________________________________________________
Who in the family works? _____________________ Where? ___________________________________
Before death, did s/he lose his/her job? Why? ________________________________________
Did s/he have any friends? _________________________ How many? ________________________
Did s/he say s/he was sad? __________________________________________________________________
Did s/he spend a lot of time alone? _______________________________________________________
Was s/he going to school? __________________________________________________________________
If not, why?_______________________________________________________________________________________
Did s/he ask for anything for the family: trainers, clothes, hat, etc?________________
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Did the family give this to him/her?______________ Why? ________________________________
Did s/he have a boy/girlfriend?_____________ Did they fight?____________________________
Did s/he drink?_____________ How many times a week?__________________________________
When s/he died was s/he drunk?__________________________________________________________
Did s/he use drugs, which ones? ________________ How many times a week?_________
Did s/he fight with anyone?_______________ Who?__________________________________________
What is the relation of this person to him/her? _________________________________________
Was there any fighting (with physical aggression) before his/her death?________ 
Or the fight was just words?__________________________________________________________________
Is there any history of witchcraft?___________________________________________________________
Why?_______________________________________________________________________________________________
What’s the reason for this?___________________________________________________________________
Why do the family think s/he died? ________________________________________________________
Did s/he talk to anyone about wanting to die? How? _________________________________
Had s/he tried on other occasions? _______________________________________________________

How can we discuss the role of cultural diversity within this framework 
based on Western standards? The discipline that least meets cultural di-
versity parameters in its applicability is the so-called medical sciences for 
several reasons already presented here. The aim here is to build an interdis-
ciplinary and non-multidisciplinary medical training education resulting in 
different attitudes and perceptions towards biomedicine.

The Limits of Western Biomedicine
The challenge, as stated by Byron Good (2010), comes from evidence-based 
medical training through corporal signals designated as symptoms. It follows 
that the treatment will be directed to these symptoms. In this way, the pro-
tocols will evidently have these formats and this worldview. This approach 
comes from a uniform body in which the symptoms are universal results of 
the interaction between the human organism and the environment.

What if the conception of the universality of the body of the Homo sapi-
ens were conceived differently? How has this been demonstrated since an-
thropology emerged like a discipline? Do these conceptions become mere-
ly “exotic” references amidst biomedical conceptions? Here, the exotic is 
described as “popular imaginary, mysticism, crendice, ignorance”.

‘’Lou, I’m going to kill myself! And I’m scared,” she said in a choked voice.
I asked, “But why?”
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7 I want to make it clear that this problem does not occur only with Indigenous peoples but also 

within our Western universe, that is, with so-called alternative or popular medicine.

“I just got back from the health clinic and the doctor told me that my 
heart has a hole in it. They said that I cannot play nor have children and 
that I need to undergo an operation. You know this is the greatest spell, 
I’ve never even heard of this kind of spell before. I have no cure! How can 
I continue living?”

I went to the health center to talk to the doctor, and he explained to 
me that she had a mitral valve problem. He also said that this was not a 
major issue, but that she needed to rest and avoid physical activity until 
being operated on. Furthermore, the doctor told me that he saw no rea-
son why she was feeling “depressed” because he made it “very clear” that 
she would have a cure.

What can we get out of this story? Both are correct and respond ac-
cording to their cultural codes. In fact, she had a disease and needed rest, 
but if she was operated on, the chances of her getting well were high. The 
doctor told me, “I even drew a heart and showed how blood flows from 
one ventricle to another.”

However, this drawing and the possibility of having a surgical inter-
vention in which her chest would be opened had no place in her percep-
tion and comprehension of the world. This was the most powerful spell 
she had ever heard of. Knowing that the spell is one of the most serious 
causes of behavioural change, both symbolic and physical, and that the 
understanding of what was happening to her body had been the cause of 
it, how does one act as a cultural interpreter?7  

To understand this process, I propose to follow a step-by-step itiner-
ary of healing for these young Indigenous peoples. The doctor is one of 
the last people to be consulted within this “healing itinerary”. From what 
I have seen in almost twenty years living with this Indigenous popula-
tion, a young person who feels ill first receives evaluation by the relatives 
and is then given home remedies. If these remedies do not help, then they 
will look for a healer, who can be the pastor of the Pentecostal church 
or a macumbeiro. If the discomfort persists, they will turn to their final 
option: the doctor. This help is considered, even though adherence to 
biomedical treatments is low among Indigenous peoples.

On the other hand, while physicians may “tolerate” these types of 
non-biomedical treatments, they emphasize “medicine” and highlight the 
consequences of not adhering to the treatment. However, the Indigenous 
patients say that “these treatments have no effects”, because what mat-
ters is the symbolic universe that conspires against them, a consequence 
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of the spell. Good et al. (1994) explain that the patient’s question is “Why 
me?”, while the doctor will look for the causes through the symptoms.

 As Viveiros de Castro (2002) puts it, what is universal for biomedical 
thinking is that we are part of the same species: Homo sapiens. Therefore, 
we have the same body structure. This is unlike Amerindian thinking, 
where the world is populated by many species of beings, all of which have 
their own consciousness and culture. Each species sees itself as human, 
seeing all the other species as non-humans, that is, as species of animals or 
spirits, for example as jaguars (de Castro 2002).

The bodily form of each species is a form of “clothing” or “packag-
ing” that hides the internal humanoid shape. Shamans are the only ones 
who are able to assume the perspectives of species other than their own.

The common ground between humanity and animality is not, as it is 
for us, animality, but humanity itself. Indigenous myths describe a situation 
at the beginning of time in which all beings were humanoid, and how the 
beings who became the animals of today came to lose this human condi-
tion. As such, the interaction between humans and other animal species 
is, from the Indigenous point of view, a social relation, that is, a relation 
between various subjects.

Amerindian Concept of Illness
South American Amerindians share a common view about the origin of 
illness: diseases are evil individuals, particularly witch-doctors from un-
known tribes or enemies they know who abuse their extraordinary abilities 
and forcefully insert, by means of magic, an object or substance responsible 
for the illness into the body of another person. The disease is always external 
(da Costa Maciel 2019).

The Guaraní believe that the great majority of illnesses can be explained 
through the bad intentions of people with magical powers, whom they usu-
ally know. Among the Guarani-Kaiowá there is a curse called Ñe’egaraí, in 
which an individual sings along with clothes, a photo, or something else 
belonging to the intended person. This person then becomes ill or dies. Um-
banda and Candomblé practitioners have the same ritual for putting a spell 
on others. Because of this, dialogues are frequent among the two religions. 
To neutralize the malevolent effect, there is a positive prayer that can be used 
to counteract the curse: ñembóévai or tekópapá. However, this worldview is also 
in transformation, since there is evidence that dialogue with biomedicine is 
occurring, trying in some way to establish a discourse and hybrid practices.
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The ñandesy (shaman) said that I had back problems because the people 
who did not like me were keeping me from going to DIR, so I needed to 
bless myself and it was up to her to do it. She told me to sit down and began 
to sing and shake or mbaraká (a sacred musical instrument used in Guarani 
rituals). Between praying and singing, almost half an hour passed, and she 
said, “You must drink the medicinal herbs as tea” and then she would pre-
pare medicine to rub on my back. The tea I would take immediately, but for 
the remedy on my back, I would need something else, which I should buy 
at the pharmacy and come back the next day for her to prepare and rub.

I agreed, I drank the tea, and soon afterward she gave me the name of 
the remedy I would bring from the city: the cream Gelol, indicated for 
topical treatment of the symptoms of rheumatism, neuralgia (intense pain 
in the region of the lesion involving nerves), torticollis (of the muscles of 
the neck), bruises, and muscular pains (Minho Vida, n.d.).

When I arrived the next day, she squeezed the entire gelol tube into a 
bowl, mixed it with some medicinal herbs from her backyard, and rubbed 
it on my back. Clearly, one remedy does not work without the other, and 
when I asked if she could rub the Gelol only, she immediately answered:

“It will not work, because white people’s medicine alone is not good, it’s 
too weak!”

The emphasis on a more holistic treatment has been described by many 
anthropologists.  What I want to emphasize is the fact that some remedies 
can be used, but need to go through other “rituals”, such as with the Gelol. 
The same occurs in the case of illicit drugs:

“You know Lou — drugs consumed by white people are very weak, we 
remake them: just like two in one.”

Conclusion
What this article brings to the discussion is the fact that, in practice, hy-
bridity and interculturality occur among the Indigenous population of DIR. 
However, the lack of recognition of these practices by the technical person-
nel lowers the adherence to biomedical treatments. The need for a conver-
sation of the biomedical models with the symbolic universe, in this case of 
the Indigenous population of the DIR, becomes urgent. The persistence of 
the perceptions and attitudes imposed by the SUS causes these problems to 
remain unresolved or even to become further aggravated. When the empha-
sis is placed only on biomedicine with multi-sectoral practices, even with a 
multidisciplinary approach, the dialogue will not be effective.
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The concept of multiculturalism does not solve the tensions and con-
flicts that arise from the asymmetric dialogue that occurs at the negotia-
tion level with the hegemonic system. Rather, what is proposed, following 
Walsh (2012) and Tubino (2005), is the applicability of intercultural dia-
logue as a paradigmatic space of conscientization and political action, in 
the manner of Paulo Freire’s view of education (1983; 1997). It is strictly 
an educational process that goes through the attempt to make cultural dia-
logues more symmetrical, especially with regards to education.

In terms of the performance of the Western medicine hegemonic system, 
we note that there is a strong resistance to accept other therapeutic practices 
that do not fit with its model of deductive understanding and causality.

The proposal put forward means a long process of training both for 
medics and Indigenous peoples. This necessarily corresponds to a wider 
discussion of biomedical training emphasizing that, for the great majority, 
the medic is one of the last resources during the healing process, and that 
the combination of health and alternative therapeutic practices linked to 
individual spiritualities are the hallmarks of healing itineraries.

According to Good et al. (1994), a disease is not only a biological issue 
but also an experienced process in which meaning is developed through 
cultural and social episodes, which can later become a biomedical event. 
That is, the illness is a process that requires interpretation and action with-
in the socio-cultural world, which implies a negotiation of meanings in 
the search for a cure. The biological dimension is articulated strictly to 
the symptoms, or better with western etiology from the bodies, defined as 
dynamic and heterogeneous. Thus, the biomedicine dialogue must come 
into contact with the perspective of the disease as a socio-cultural process 
and accordingly analyze it as an experience.

The interpretation of the disease’s meaning arises through this process 
between perception and action. Consequently, an episode presents a social 
drama that is expressed and resolved through pragmatic decisions and ac-
tion strategies, which access kinship, religious, and biomedical networks.

As described by Byron (2010) and Langdon and Wiik (2010), the rec-
ognition of signs of disease are generally cultural signs. Once the state of 
suffering is recognized as a disease, a diagnostic process is instituted so 
that the people involved can decide what to do. Almost always, this initial 
moment occurs in the family where the members negotiate to arrive at a 
diagnosis indicating which treatment should be chosen. Once it is chosen, 
people evaluate its symbolic effectiveness.

The disease is not only a set of universal physical symptoms observed 
in empirical reality but a subjective process in which the physical experi-
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ence is mediated by culture. The body serves as a symbolic matrix that 
organizes both the physical experience and also the social, natural, and 
cosmological worlds. What the body feels is not separate from the meaning 
of sensation, that is, the physical experience can only be understood as a 
subjective reality where the body and its perception and meanings unite in 
a single experience that goes beyond the limits of the body itself. Hence, 
there are two main sources of divergence: the very nature of the disease 
and the different interpretations.

For these reasons, my proposal is to formulate polyphonic and polysemic 
protocols so that interculturality can be applied to SUS health policies. In this 
account, interculturality necessarily calls for political action because of the 
inequality of the subject’s position in the hegemonic biomedical discourse.

Is this a utopian project? Considering the hegemonic power of Western 
medicine — both in terms of knowledge and in terms of the market — 
would this be a Herculean effort? It may be, but the gaps in the system are 
there. Also, not adhering to the proposed treatments may cause the whole 
system to be questioned. In addition, access to hermetic medical knowl-
edge begins to be questioned by the broad access to the internet. These 
two processes can bring some hope for legitimizing knowledge beyond 
biomedical perspectives.



232

References
Alcantara, M.L.B. 2005. Jovens indígenas e lugares de pertencimento. São Paulo: 

EDUSP.

Bhabha, H. 1998. O local da cultura. Belo Horizonte: UFMG.

Chamber of  Deputies. 2010. Constitution of  the Federative Republic of  Brazil. 
Third edition. Brasilia. https://www.globalhealthrights.org/wp-content/
uploads/2013/09/Brazil-constitution-English.pdf.

Da Costa Maciel, Lucas. “Perspectivismo ameríndio.” Enciclopédia de Antrop-
ologia, 28 July 2019. http://ea.fflch.usp.br/conceito/perspectivismo-am-
erindio.

DSEI (Distrito Sanitário Especial Indígena). 2005. Protocolo de prevención ao 
suicidio [Suicide investigative report upon death]. Brasilia.

Freire, P. 1983. Pedagogia do oprimido. Twelfth edition. Rio de Janeiro: Paz e 
Terra.

Freire, P. 1997. Pedagogia da autonomia: saberes necessários à prática educativa. São 
Paulo: Paz e Terra.

Gasché Suess, J. 2010. La ignorancia reina, la estupidez domina y la con-
chudez aprovecha. Engorde neo-liberal y dieta bosquesina. Revista Espaço 
Pedagógico, Passo Fundo, RS, v. 17, n. 2, 279–305, jul/dez. http://www.
upf.br/seer/index.php/rep/ issue/view/273/showToc.

Good, Byron. 2010. “Medical Anthropology and the Problem of  Belief.” 
In A Reader in Medical Anthropology, edited by Byron J. Good, Michael M. 
J. Fischer, Sarah S. Willen, and Mary-Jo DelVecchio Good, 64–76. Ho-
boken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell.

Good, Mary-Jo DelVecchio, Paul Brodwin, Byron J. Good, and Arthur 
Kleinman (eds.). 1994. Pain as Human Experience: An Anthropological Per-
spective. Berkeley, CA: University of  California Press.

ILO (International Labour Organization). 1989. C169 — Indigenous and Tribal 
Peoples Convention 1989 (No. C169). Geneva, 27 June 1989. https://www.ilo.



233

org/dyn/normlex/en/f ?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_
ILO_CODE:C169.

Kleinman, Arthur. 1988. The Illness Narratives: Suffering, Healing, And The 
Human Condition. New York: Basic Books.

Langdon, Esther Jean, and Flávio Braune Wiik. 2010. “Antropologia, saúde 
e doença: uma introdução ao conceito de cultura aplicado às ciências 
da saúde.” Rev. Latino-Am. Enfermagem 18, no. 3, 459–66. doi:10.1590/
S0104-11692010000300023.

Minho Vida. n.d. “Gelol (pomada).” Accessed on 12 May 2021. https://
www.minhavida.com.br/saude/bulas/1030-gelol-pomada.

Ministry of  Health. 2007. Ordinance No. 2759. Brasilia, 25 October 2007. 
http://bvsms.saude.gov.br/bvs/saudelegis/gm/2007/prt2759_25_10_2007.
html.

Ministry of  Health. 2017. Consolidation Ordinance No. 2. Brasilia, 28 Sep-
tember 2017. http://bvsms.saude.gov.br/bvs/saudelegis/gm/2017/
prc0002_03_10_2017.html.

Ministry of  Health. 2020. “O que é a Política Nacional de Saúde Mental?” 
24 November 2020. https://www.gov.br/saude/pt-br/assuntos/saude-
de-a-a-z-1/s/saude-mental.

National Congress. 1990. Law No. 8080. Brasilia, 19 September 1990.  
http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/leis/l8080.htm.

Tubino, Fidel. 2005. “La interculturalidad crítica como proyecto ético-políti-
co.” Paper presented at Encuentro Continental de Educadores Agus-
tinos, Lima, 24–28 January 2005. http://oala.villanova.edu/congresos/
educación/lima-ponen-02.html.

United Nations. 2017. “OMS registra aumento de casos de depressão em 
todo o mundo; no Brasil são 11,5 milhões de pessoas.” 23 February 2017. 
https://brasil.un.org/pt-br/75837-oms-registra-aumento-de-casos-de-
depressao-em-todo-o-mundo-no-brasil-sao-115-milhoes-de.



234

United Nations Department for Economic and Social Affairs. 2015. “Fo-
rum puts spotlight on indigenous youth.” DESA News 19, no. 5 (May 
2015). Published online. https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/
newsletter/desanews/feature/2015/05/index.html#14722.

Walsh, Catherine. 2012. “Interculturalidad y (de)colonialidad: Perspectivas 
críticas y políticas.” Visão Global 15, no. 1–2: 61–74. https://dialnet.un-
irioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=5478661.

WHO (World Health Organization). 2017. Depression and Other Common 
Mental Disorders: Global Health Estimates. http://apps.who.int/iris/bit-
stream/handle/10665/254610/WHO-MSD-MER-2017.2-eng.pdf ?se-
quence=1.



235



236



237

There is something magical about the old forest.
The sunlight glowing among the branches.
There rests an eternity of wisdom behind every tree and plant.
Perhaps my life is like a saga among big forests and wide mountains
in the land of Northern lights.
Perhaps I live on the last outpost against the fall of
what humans call modern civilization.
Every lake, mountain, and forest have names in my language,
names that I teach my children as a guardian of Mother Earth.
I ask you to listen, listen to the sound of my life.

—Sara Ajnnak (2018)

“Our Voices Are Never Heard”: 

Towards the Realization of  Indigenous Rights

and a Healthy Life for the South Sámi in Dearna

Sagka Stångberg, Marie Persson Njajta,
Leena Huss, and Hiroshi Maruyama

Introduction
The health disadvantages that contemporary Indigenous peoples face are 
deeply rooted in structures of colonization (Karlsson 2011, 814). Colonial 
practices include displacement, relocation, ecological destruction, banning 
of Indigenous languages, assimilation, eradication of social, cultural, and 
spiritual traditions, etc. (Paradies 2016, 83–84). Colonialism has adversely 
affected the traditional relationship and ecological sensibilities between 
Indigenous peoples and the environment (Black and McBean 2016, 4–5; 
George et al. 2019, 11–12). Given that decolonization places the impor-
tance of self-determination at the centre of Indigenous policy (Nutton and 
Fast 2015, 842), the improvement of the environment — which can sup-
port the improvement of Indigenous health and well-being — requires In-
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digenous participation and control in the decision-making process (Black 
and McBean 2016, 11).

Fighting the underlying health disadvantages generated by colonial 
practices also implies fighting the heritage of forced assimilation policies, 
which have often resulted in the loss of language and culture. All of these 
factors must be registered in tandem with a totalizing system of injustice 
and dispossession. Researchers and Indigenous communities have been 
interested in what challenging this system and reclaiming language and 
culture may mean for Indigenous communities. Walsh (2018) gives exam-
ples, especially from Australia, of perceived links between language and 
culture on the one hand and health and well-being on the other. Hallet, 
Chandler, and Lalonde (2007) write about the human costs associated 
with the demise of Indigenous language and culture, reporting on data 
of youth suicides in Canada. They state that the common theme in all of 
their research efforts is “that any threat to the persistence of personal or 
cultural identity poses a counterpart threat to individual or community 
wellbeing” (Hallet, Chandler, and Lalonde 2007, 392). Grenoble (2011, 
14) writes about Arctic Indigenous languages as follows: “In the Arctic, 
as elsewhere, language vitality is linked to overall vitality of the speakers, 
their physical, mental and social well-being, and their ability to determine 
their own lifestyle, means of subsistence, and language.” Auger (2016, 10), 
reviewing original research with Indigenous Peoples in Canada and the 
United States, similarly finds that in nearly all studies, cultural continu-
ity was connected to health and well-being outcomes, such as a positive 
identity and strong self-esteem. Kirmayer et al. (2011, 89), reporting on 
observations from Canadian Indigenous communities, view revitalization 
of language, culture and spirituality as a basic source of individual and 
collective resilience. These authors conclude, “Learning about one’s lan-
guage, culture, and traditions strengthens a sense of identity and thereby 
directly counteracts the cultural discontinuity and dispossession that re-
sulted from the colonial enterprise and its aftermath.” (Kirmayer et al. 
2011, 89).

The history of the Indigenous Sámi from medieval times to the present 
is a history of colonization (see Lehtola 2015, 25–27; Persson, Harnesk, and 
Islar 2017, 22–23; Ojala and Nordin 2015, 10–12). The colonial legacy of 
governmental policies towards the Sámi can be seen in the Swedish Rein-
deer Husbandry Act of 1971, which follows previous Acts in terms of the 
right to herd reindeer. The first legislation on reindeer herding goes back to 
the Reindeer Grazing Act of 1886, which on the one hand granted the right 
to use lands for reindeer herding, fishing, and hunting to Samebys (legal, 
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financial, and administrative Sámi unions), but on the other hand dispos-
sessed the Sámi of land ownership to ensure the farming rights of settlers 
in Sápmi (Mörkenstam 2005, 437). Following the amendment to the first 
legislation in 1917, the Reindeer Grazing Act of 1928 delimited the right 
to herd reindeer to descendants of reindeer herders to limit the number of 
reindeer (Mörkenstam 2005, 438). Together with the Reindeer Husbandry 
Act of 1971, these Acts have created a division between reindeer-herding 
Sámi who belong to one of the Samebys and Sámi who do not. In 1993, the 
Sámi Parliament was established in Sweden as a symbol of the Sámi’s right 
to self-determination as a people, but the Reindeer Husbandry Act of 1971 
still regulates that a person who has a membership of a Sameby has rein-
deer herding right as mentioned before. In this chapter, we want to shed 
light on the hidden injustices that Sweden’s colonial policy has imposed on 
the non-reindeer-herding South Sámi community in Dearna, Sápmi, on 
the Swedish side of the Norwegian-Swedish border.

We also underline the long history of Sámi resistance and resilience 
against colonialism, which we will make visible later through the lens of 
the Sámi people concerned. The modern story of Sámi resistance against 
colonization and settler presence dates back to the early twentieth century 
(Lantto and Mörkenstam 2008, 30). Elsa Laula Renberg, who was born to 
a reindeer herding family, founded the South Sámi Fatmomakke Associ-
ation — the first Sámi organization in Sweden — in 1904, and organised 
the first Sámi Congress in 1917 to advocate the unification of the Nordic 
Sámi (Eriksson 2017). Because her arguments focused on the Sámi as one 
ethnic group in opposition to the more limited official Swedish view, her 
views were not accepted by the authorities at that time (Lantto and Mörk-
enstam 2008, 30). The opening day of the first Sámi Congress is annually 
celebrated on 6 February as the Sámi Peoples’ National Day (Women’s 
Museum Norway, Elsa Laula Renberg). In the 1970s, Norges Vassdrags og 
Energidirektorat’s [Norwegian Water Resources and Energy Directorate] 
plans to build a dam in Alta in Norwegian Sápmi provoked resistance by 
local Sámi as well as other locals and environmental activists (Enoksen 
1982, 36-43; Minde 2003, 87–93). Their resistance finally resulted in the 
establishment of the Sámi Act of 1987, which confers special rights to the 
Sámi in Norway, as well as the creation of an addendum to the Norwegian 
constitution in 1988 that puts the Sámi language, culture, and way of life 
under legal protection (Somby 1999, 58–59). Our chapter intends to focus 
on Sweden by exploring resistance and resilience among the South Sámi 
community in Dearna, highlighting the activities of two Sámi women in 
particular: Sagka Stångberg and Marie Persson Njajta.
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This chapter consists of three sections dealing with invisible injustices 
imposed on the South Sámi community in Dearna and the resistance and 
resilience shown by the community, centring around the relationship be-
tween Sámi health and the enduring effects of colonialism. The first section 
outlines both historical and ongoing injustices affecting the Dearna area: the 
forced relocation of Sámi from northern Sweden to the South Sámi area, the 
enforcement of a school system based on a Social Darwinist ideology, as well 
as other state violations such as water regulations and mining prospecting. 
As Kirmayer et al. (2011, 89) mentions, when re-examining the historical 
record from an Indigenous perspective, you find strength and value in acts 
of resistance. Based on this view, the second section highlights the struggle 
for the lacunae of Indigenous rights in Dearna, with special focus on the 
controversy surrounding a local mining project. The third section delineates 
the struggle for language and culture in Dearna through describing past and 
present efforts by the South Sámi to reclaim their language and culture.

Contextualization
Over the past few years, the authors of this article have collaborated in 
various ways. Both Marie Persson Njajta and Hiroshi Maruyama have 
been interested in natural resource exploitation and Indigenous rights. In 
August 2014, Maruyama first visited Dearna in connection with a com-
parative study on the impact of damming and mining among the Sámi 
in Scandinavia and the Ainu in Japan. As he became more familiar with 
the special situation of the local South Sámi population and the prevail-
ing feelings of inherited trauma and stress in their community, Maruyama 
wanted to deepen his research in cooperation with Persson Njajta so that 
he could contribute to the realization of Indigenous rights for all Sámi in 
the area. Persson Njajta wanted to make the special situation in Dearna vis-
ible to a larger national and international audience through collaborating 
in research. The cooperation between Sagka Stångberg and Leena Huss 
dates back to Huss’ research on multilingual schooling at the Dearna Sámi 
School, where Stångberg was the principal. The collaboration was further 
strengthened through a joint research project called Revitalization Against 
All Odds? The South Sámi Language in Sweden (2008–2013).1  Stångberg and 
Huss’ mutual hypothesis has been that there is a strong connection be-
tween maintenance of language and culture on the one hand, and physical 
and mental health and well-being on the other. In June 2017, Huss and 

1 The project was funded by the Riksbankens Jubileumsfond (RJ), see RJ 2008.
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Maruyama were united to make the first presentation on the same title as 
this chapter at the Ninth International Congress of Arctic Social Sciences 
in Umeå in collaboration with Stångberg and Persson Njajta. They present-
ed some preliminary outcomes of their research — including results from 
the first group discussion organized by Stångberg in Dearna — as follows: 
the non-recognition of the Indigenous rights of the South Sámi in Dearna 
makes pursuing their traditional livelihoods difficult and even illegal; the 
mine prospecting and land and water exploitation threaten the lives and 
well-being of the local people; the ongoing language shift among the South 
Sámi and the difficulty of curbing it through preschool and school are a 
concern for individuals and families.

Aims and Methods
Our aim has been to study the implementation of Indigenous rights — in-
cluding language and culture maintenance — in Dearna, as well as the con-
nections between the non-recognition of Indigenous rights and poor health 
and well-being among the South Sámi within the area. We have carried out 

Fig 1: An embroidery knitted by Marie Persson Njatja. Red, green, and blue represent her Sámi 

heritage. The pattern of  the embroidery represents her South Sámi identity.
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our research through collecting and analyzing qualitative research data of 
various kinds: interviews, group discussions, written documents, and pre-
vious studies. Interviews were held with Stångberg and Persson Njajta by 
Maruyama and Huss in June 2017, June 2018, and June 2019. Thus, the voices 
of Stångberg and Persson Njajta are heard throughout the text and form the 
backbone of our chapter. Stångberg and Njajta have also discussed the other 
two authors’ interpretations of their interviews. The research data was com-
plemented by additional interviews in October 2018 and in October 2019, 
in connection with the annual Dellie Maa Indigenous Sámi Film and Art 
Festival. The festival was established in 2015, and by 2019, it had been devel-
oped to comprise artists’ talks, films, a local Sámi art and handicraft exhibi-
tion, a children’s handicraft and art exhibition, a dance performance, as well 
as a conference with the theme “The Strength From Within” (Dellie Maa 
2019). At the festival, Maruyama and Huss, along with Stångberg and Pers-
son Njajta, made their second presentation on the same theme as the present 
chapter. The research data was further supplemented by continuous email 
correspondence between the four authors of this chapter. In addition, three 
group discussions were held during June 2017, June 2018, and June 2019 re-
spectively, in connection with local meetings organized by Stångberg. Most 
people who attended the group discussions were Sámi from the Dearna area 
who were active in the local Sámi association and willing to discuss the local 
situation of the South Sámi. Therefore, our results are not widely generaliz-
able, but nevertheless important because they highlight in some detail the 
thoughts and feelings among a group of Sámi whose fate was influenced — 
and continues to be influenced — by state policies dividing the Sámi people 
into different categories, each with different rights.

The Scene of Our Study
Our study is grounded in the locale of Dearna, called Tärnaby in Swed-
ish. It is part of the Storuman municipality, in Southern Lapland County, 
bordered by Norway to the west. As of 2018, the number of inhabitants in 
Storuman is around six thousand, and approximately 10 percent of them 
are estimated to be of Sámi origin.2 The population of Dearna is around 
five hundred. When the Swedish national minority language policies were 
launched in 2000, following a decision by the Swedish parliament in 1999 
to approve ratification of the Framework Convention for the Protection 

2 Personal communication with Sigrid Stångberg. The percentage of  Sámi given by Stångberg is a 

rough estimation, as registers of  ethnic and linguistic populations are officially forbidden in Sweden.
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of National Minorities and the European Charter for Regional or Minority 
Languages, the traditional South Sámi areas were left out of the so-called 
Sámi administrative area where the Sámi languages have a stronger status in 
the public sphere. In 2010, only after the Council of Europe had pressured 
Sweden to take immediate and innovative measures to secure the survival 
of the South Sámi language, the government expanded the Sámi adminis-
trative area with several South Sámi municipalities, including Storuman.

Historical and Ongoing Injustices Affecting
the Sámi in the Dearna Area 
The exclusive right of the state to define “Sáminess” has long been, and still 
is, the source of many problems among the Sámi in Sweden. Lantto and 
Mörkenstam (2008, 29) quote an official report from 1909 where a nomadic 
way of life was described as a prerequisite for  “good reindeer herding” and 
something that was expected of ”real Sámi”. That excluded a majority of the 
Sámi, such as those who led a sedentary lifestyle or were not dependent on 
reindeer herding. Nomadic reindeer herders were to be isolated from “civili-
zation” and given an education adapted to their living conditions. Non-rein-
deer herders and sedentary Forest Sámi, on the other hand, were forced 
by the authorities to give up their Sámi livelihoods and assimilate into the 
Swedish majority population. These views formed the basis of the so-called 
“Lapps shall remain Lapps” policy, which dominated at that time (Oscars-
son 2016, 948–451). The division created inside the larger Sámi community 
and the image of “the real Sámi” are still prevalent today. It corresponds to 
the following comment made by Persson Njajta in an interview held in June 
2017:

This stereotype presented a homogenous image of the Sámi and Sámi live-
lihoods. In practice, this meant that those who — in addition to reindeer 
herding — maintained small-scale farming and other livelihoods officially 
considered as ‘non-Sámi’ practices, lost their right to exercise their Indig-
enous rights to reindeer herding, hunting, and fishing in the area. This 
was something that the Dearna South Sámi experienced when the forcibly 
relocated Sámi engaging in extensive reindeer herding from the north ar-
rived in Dearna. The state regarded the relocated newcomers as the “real, 
authentic Sámi” in contrast to the local reindeer herders and Sámi who 
also pursued other livelihoods, such as small-scale farming, handicraft, etc. 
(Persson Njajta, interview, 2017, translated by Leena Huss)
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Today, the consequences of the state’s old view on Sáminess still prevail 
in the form of unresolved problems, such as that of Vapsten Sameby in 
Dearna, where only the descendants of the relocated North Sámi were 
granted the right to reindeer herding, fishing, and hunting. The local 
South Sámi have long struggled to reclaim their right to reindeer herding 
and other Indigenous rights, but when Sámi rights are discussed in socie-
ty, the old policies still pose hindrances to the South Sámi. For example, 
official state consultations concerning Sámi Indigenous rights are only 
held with members of the Samebys, and non-members are left outside. As 
Persson Njajta has commented, the fact that only a small percentage of 
the Sámi are taking part in these consultations could also be interpreted as 
a conscious strategy to decimate the Sámi as a people, and split and shrink 
the Sámi community on purpose. This was one of the topics taken up 
during our discussions with the local South Sámi community in Dearna. 
“Splitting” here implies that the South Sámi can also face internal racism: 
you are questioned as a Sámi if you are a South Sámi, outside the Sameby. 
A person taking part in our discussions explained: “People from outside 
ask us: ‘Which Sameby are you from?’ And we must say that we don’t be-
long to any Sameby at all. Actually we have a very strong belonging to the 
area, we have always been here, but we are constantly hearing that ‘you 
are nothing, you don’t belong anywhere’.” Another person added: “What 
does it do to a community never to be recognized even in the most min-
imal way? The only thing the people here want is basic human dignity, to 
be treated as a people, to be met with respect.” Others emphasized that 
the split caused by the state also made them invisible, which was painful 
for those affected: “The constant [process of ] making people invisible is a 
classical colonial strategy, which is here accepted even by part of the larger 
Sámi community.”

The Reindeer Grazing Convention which was concluded between Sweden 
and Norway in 1919 involved a closure of vast tracts of pastureland in Nor-
way used by Swedish herders, as well as the official definition of Sáminess 
also adapted by part of the Sámi themselves. The Reindeer Grazing Conven-
tion led to forced Sámi relocations in the 1920s and 1930s, which have had 
a strong impact on the health and well-being of the South Sámi in Dearna. 
Over the past decades, trauma, hopelessness, and other negative feelings 
have affected both old and young, and several of the interviewed persons 
have associated these feelings with the disproportionate number of suicides 
and other examples of ill (mental) health among the South Sámi in the area. 
Persson Njajta also comments that, over the years, several Sámi have left the 
South Sámi area as a result of colonial state policies, corporate exploitation, 
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and shrinking living space. The possibilities to live and practise their culture 
on their lands have become very limited. During our meetings with the local 
South Sámi in Dearna, we heard many personal accounts of families and 
individuals who had experienced discrimination and other adversities for 
many decades, caused by government policies that are still in force today.  
One person expressed her sense of hopelessness the following way: “We 
can’t use our rights or lands as we wish — although we try to continue to 
do that — we can’t develop as human beings since we are hindered. We can 
never develop because of constant struggles and threats, all our energy goes 
to conflicts, and we feel that we are inhibited in everything we try to do.”

Recently, the memory of forced relocations undertaken a hundred years 
ago in Sweden has been addressed through fiction (see Axelsson 2018; Lab-
ba 2020), film, and other media. In 2019, a television series about the fate 
of relocated Sámi was broadcast on Swedish television (Swedish Television 
2019). That same year, several seminars about forced relocations were held, 
which attracted a lot of attention. One of them, held in Dearna in connection 
with the plenum of the Sámi Parliament, was criticized publicly because even 
there, nobody touched the problem of local Sámi who had lost their rights to 
those who were relocated from the north (Sarri 2019). This issue was taken 
up in a recent court case between the original Sámi (ursamer), representing 
Vapsten Lappby (the old name of the sameby in Dearna), and the descend-
ants of the relocated Sámi from the north, the present members of the Vap-
sten Sameby  (Lycksele District Court 2020). Stångberg has been directly 
involved in the case. She recalls:

On 28 February 2020, we got the judgement from the District Court in 
Lycksele finding that we have a right to reindeer herding on the basis of 
prescription from time immemorial, and the Court judged that the Vap-
sten Lappby and the Vapsten Sameby have a joint right to reindeer herding. 
The most important thing was that it was stated that the Constitution as it 
is expressed in the Form of Government is above the Reindeer Husbandry 
Act of 1971, which therefore ceases to be in effect. Now this judgement has 
been appealed against by both parties to the Court of Appeal. We did not 
actually want to appeal it since we hoped that the conflict would be solved 
by the state, but when the Vapsten Sameby did appeal against it, we decided 
to do it as well, and to appeal for a stronger right. (Stångberg, interview, 
2020, translated by Leena Huss)

The Vapsten court case has been reported in the two leading daily newspa-
pers in Sweden, Svenska Dagbladet (Wallström 2020) and Dagens Nyheter 
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( Johans 2020). Both pointed out that the former policies in Sweden have 
resulted in a split among the Sámi. In Dagens Nyheter, the plight of the 
local South Sámi was explained through South Sámi artist Tomas Col-
bengtson and his art. As of February 2021, the case is still open. Recently, 
the Court of Appeal returned the case to the District court, with the mo-
tivation that the former judgement was not correct as it did not treat the 
question of “better right” to Vapsten Lappby as originally required. This 
case illustrates that when the state does not take Sámi rights into consid-
eration, the only solution for the Sámi is to go to the Court. It is in many 
ways a very demanding task, and the final result is uncertain. Even if the 
South Sámi win the case, will the state see to it that the problems will be 
solved in practice?

Social Darwinism and the Nomad School System
Around the turn of the twentieth century, the official view on ethnicity 
and ethnic groups in Sweden was strongly dominated by Social Darwinist 
theories, which labelled the Sámi race as inferior to the Scandinavians (Os-
carsson 2016, 945–47). The Sámi were considered to be the only ones who 
could inhabit and use the remote mountain areas in the North, unsuitable 
for agriculture. As part of a paternalistic ”Lapps shall remain Lapps” poli-
cy, a special segregative school system was created for the children of rein-
deer herders, with the aim to prevent Sámi children from becoming too 
civilized or too spoiled by modern comforts (Oscarsson 2016, 947, 950). 
During the first school years, instruction was given in a mobile school 
system — so-called wandering school huts — which moved from place to 
place, in the rhythm of the reindeer herding year. Instruction was adapt-
ed to what was deemed adequate for the children: considerably shorter 
school terms than in Swedish schools and a special focus on knowledge 
of reindeer herding life and northern nature. The conditions were harsh. 
The huts were cold and draughty and the teachers were often inadequately 
trained (Sjögren 2010, 61–63, 76). Stångberg (2016) has described her own 
experiences in the nomad school, succinctly describing how ”When I was 
eight years old I left my home and I have never come back” (Huuva and 
Blind 2016). In contrast to Sámi children from reindeer-herding families, 
children of other Sámi — a majority of the Sámi in Sweden — were treated 
differently. In this case, Social Darwinist ideas led to the view that in order 
to save these Sámi from extinction they were to be quickly assimilated to 
the majority society (Oscarsson 2016, 948). These children went to local 
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schools together with other children with the aim of making them ”proper 
Swedes”. The Sámi languages were forbidden in classrooms and school-
yards, and there was no place for Sámi culture in the curriculum. The fact 
that the local Sámi communities were split in this way — children from the 
same community going to either the nomad school or local schools — also 
strengthened the split in the Sámi community between those considered 
proper reindeer herders and other Sámi. As only Swedish was used as a 
means of instruction, the fact nevertheless remains that both school forms 
aimed at linguistic assimilation of the pupils.

Other State Violations: Water Regulations and Mining Prospecting
For many decades, the Dearna area has faced environmental threats, which 
also affect Sámi culture. Water regulations carried out in the 1950s and 
1960s form a striking example. Because of these legislations, local Sámi 
were forcibly made to leave their homes and villages and move elsewhere. 
Damming resulted in the damaging of sacred sites, the flooding of large 
pastures of land, and the loss of different kinds of artefacts and property. 
According to Stångberg, a big part of the present-day suffering is also the 
memory of loss of everyday Sámi life caused by the forced relocations: the 
loss of easy access to good shoe hoe, boats and nearby fishing waters with 
fine trout, family trips to the islands, nights in the family fishing cabins. 
All kinds of memories of loss were later transmitted to children and grand-
children, as well as the feelings of never being compensated for all the loss 
and suffering.

Another environmental issue is mining prospecting, which has been 
going on since the 1960s. Local communities have been split over this 
issue: some people see mining as a provider of new job opportunities — 
which are scarce in the area — while, from an Indigenous rights point of 
view, it is a threat to the environment and Sámi livelihoods and culture. 
If mining were to commence in the area, the old routes of the reindeer 
would be lost, and access to natural drinking water and fishing opportu-
nities would be affected. In addition to threats to the environment and 
to the Sámi livelihoods, Stångberg emphasizes that there would also be a 
threat of a more spiritual kind. If realized, a planned nickel mine would 
be opened in the neighbourhood of the old Sámi Chapel where the an-
cestors of the local South Sámi have been buried. Such burial grounds are 
explicitly protected by Article 27 of the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), but the Sámi Chapel would be greatly 
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affected by the planned mine, which would disturb the peace and sancti-
ty of this burial ground.

The Struggle for the Realization of  Indigenous Rights
in Dearna 
Marie Persson Njajta has been devoted to fighting against the above-men-
tioned large-scale nickel mining project in Rönnbäck planned by IGE/
Nickel Mountain since 2009, when she founded an organization called 
”Stop Rönnbäck Nickel Mining Project in the Ume River”.3 In order to 
understand why and how Persson Njajta and her fellow South Sámi in 
the Dearna area have been struggling for missing Indigenous rights, this 
section begins with Persson Njajta’s two petition letters submitted to the 
Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in 2015 and 2018. 
First, we present what she emphasized in her letters concerning rights, 
culture, and history, which form the intertwined core of Indigenous policy. 
Furthermore, we follow her participation in the 95th session of the UN 
Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD). Second, 
we demonstrate that she has received support from various actors such as 
the Sámi Parliament, civil society in Sweden, and key UN human rights 
treaty monitoring bodies for the promotion and protection of Indigenous 
peoples’ rights, including the Human Rights Committee (HRC), the Com-
mittee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (CESCR) in addition to 
the CERD.

Persson Njajta’s 2015 letter emphasizes the legal, cultural, and historical 
components of Indigenous policy:

1. No protection of the Indigenous rights of the South Sámi:
The South Sámi affected by the Rönnbäck project, who generally make 
a livelihood by a mixture of activities: fishing, hunting, reindeer herding, 
small-scale farming, and making traditional handicrafts, have neither the 
right to be consulted by state bodies concerned nor the right to land and 
water, because they are not part of Sameby  — Vapsten Sameby — due to the 
Reindeer Husbandry Act of 1971, which protects the rights of the Sámi who 
practise reindeer herding as a primary livelihood or reindeer herding Sámi, to 
keep their livelihood. The Act is inconsistent with the Swedish Constitution 
recognizing the Sámi as a people in 2011 and Article 1 of two International 
Covenants providing that all peoples have the right of self-determination.

3 The Swedish name of  the organization is ”Stoppa gruvan i Rönnbäck i Björkvattsdalen, Tärnaby”.
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2. Potential devastating impacts of the mining project on Sámi culture:
The majority of the South Sámi, who stand outside the Vapsten Same-
by, have been living on their land since time immemorial. They want 
to continue practising their own culture connected to the use of land 
and water despite all the hardships they are subjected to. The local rein-
deer herding Sámi also want to keep their livelihood. Nonetheless, the 
planned nickel mining project would put their traditional culture to an 
end and threaten the existence of the local Sámi as a whole. Against this 
background, Sweden has prioritized the extraction of minerals over Sámi 
culture, including the management of reindeer herding and other Sámi 
activities for livelihoods.
3. Historical and ongoing injustices suffered by the Sámi under colonialism:
Historically, the Sámi in the Dearna area have been affected by the colo-
nial policies and practices towards them such as racial biology research, 
confiscation of lands, rights and culture, and natural exploitation by the 
construction of hydropower dams against their will. The widespread and 
systematic exploitation of land and water has threatened not only local 
Sámi culture but also their physical and mental health. As a result, they 
have to live together with trauma caused by colonization, which is passed 
on to future generations. Those injustices imposed on them, in particular 
non-reindeer-herding Sámi and local South Sámi, are, however, being 
hidden. (Persson Njajta 2015) 

In August 2015, Special Rapporteur Victoria Tauli-Corpuz visited a venue 
for the planned mining project in Rönnbäck with Persson Njajta’s guid-
ance. In August 2016, the Special Rapporteur published a report on the 
human rights situation of the Sámi people in the Sápmi region of Nor-
way, Sweden, and Finland. While the report (Human Rights Council 2016, 
para. 48) investigated the planned Rönnbäck mine, it only mentioned the 
Vapsten Sameby and reindeer husbandry rights. Because of this omission, 
Persson Njajta submitted a follow-up report on the Rönnbäck Nickel min-
ing case to the Special Rapporteur in 2018. She argues:

We were very concerned about the fact that the Rönnbäck nickel min-
ing case was solely described from Vapsten Sameby’s perspective. All 
the hundreds of South Sámi affected by the nickel mining project were 
not acknowledged or mentioned with one single sentence. It was like we 
didn’t exist. Instead, focus was solely on reindeer herding done by the 
Vapsten Sameby. That excludes the majority of all Sámi affected by the 
case. (Persson Njajta 2018)
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Afterwards, her account participated in the review of Sweden’s report at the 
95th session of the CERD together with Civil Rights Defenders, Sweden’s 
watchdog civil rights group, to brief the situation of the Sámi people and the 
Rönnbäck nickel mining case. According to Persson Njajta, Vapsten Sameby 
also made a complaint to the CERD together with the Nordic Saami Coun-
cil, but the complaint only regards the members of Vapsten Sameby, leaving 
other affected Sámi in the area unheard. She also witnessed the CERD asked 
the Swedish government why all Sámi affected by the Rönnbäck mining pro-
ject had not been consulted in line with international human rights standards. 
The Swedish government has only been referring to the national legislation, 
which excludes non-reindeer-herding Sámi’s participation in mine planning 
processes, despite the fact that ”recent changes in the Swedish Minerals Act 
and Ordinance had strengthened the rights of the Sámi” (Koivurova et al. 
2015, 17). Furthermore, close scrutiny of the Environmental Code in Swe-
den reveals that the Swedish government has prioritised the mining activity 
over reindeer herding (Koivurova et al. 2015, 23).

Support for Remedying Sámi Indigenous Rights
in Sweden from Various Actors
The Preparatory Report from the Sámi Parliament in Sweden for the Unit-
ed Nations Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, sub-
mitted prior to Tauli-Corpuz’s August 2015 visit to Sápmi and Sweden, 
resonates with Marie Perssion Njajta’s opinions by recommending the 
Swedish government to:

Put a moratorium on all extractive industries in traditional Sámi territory 
until the ratification of ILO Convention 169 and the finalisation and 
adoption of the Nordic Sámi Convention …;
Utilize the Sámi Parliament in Sweden’s Free Prior and Informed Con-
sent (FPIC) process put forward in Minerals and Mines in Sápmi: the View-
point of the Swedish Sámi Parliament, 2014, as a model for Swedish FPIC 
legislation;
Stop the systematic discrimination and categorization of the Sámi people 
and treat the Sámi as one undivided people in all matters that concern 
them;
Respect the Sámi people’s rights to land, water, culture, health, identity 
and spirituality; in exploitation of land and water ensure that all Sámi 
concerned are included in the process;… (Bowers 2015, 3)
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The Swedish watchdog group Civil Rights Defenders (2018, 17–19) also 
supports Persson Njajta in its submission to the CERD as follows:

1. The Government should take concrete measures, in full consultation 
and cooperation with the Sámi People, to fulfil and protect Sámi access 
and rights to traditional lands, territories and resources.
2. The Government should ensure an absolute right to free, prior and 
informed consent to any matters that may affect the Sámi People, its tra-
ditional livelihoods and cultural expressions, including land exploitation 
and other use of natural resources in Sápmi.
3. The Government should take measures, in full consultation and co-
operation with the Sámi People, to resolve the legal division between 
different Sámi groups that is embedded in today’s legislation.

Furthermore, Civil Rights Defenders (2019, 11) provided a joint submis-
sion to the UN Human Rights Council supported by other citizens’ groups 
for supporting the rights of Indigenous Sámi people, urging the Swedish 
government to:

1. Strengthen Sámi self-determination by ensuring the right to free, prior 
and informed consent in legislation.
2. Take concrete measures to recognize Sámi rights to traditional lands, 
territories and resources in legislation. 
3. Make sure Sámi rights are protected in decision-making processes con-
cerning land exploitation and other issues affecting traditional lands of 
the Sámi People.
4. Take measures in consultation and cooperation with the Sámi People 
to resolve the legal discriminatory division between Sámi groups.

UN human rights treaty monitoring bodies have also supported Persson 
Njajta’s arguments in their own concluding observations on Sweden’s re-
ports. The HRC (2016, para. 39) recommends the Swedish government to 
review existing legislation, policies, and practices regulating activities that 
may have an impact on the rights and interests of the Sámi people, includ-
ing development projects and extractive industries operations, so that it 
can guarantee meaningful consultation with the affected indigenous com-
munities and obtain their free, prior, and informed consent. The CESCR 
(2016, para. 14) recommends the Swedish government to ensure that all 
Sámi — including non-reindeer-herding Sámi — enjoy equal access to wa-
ter and land, and, to that end, introduce the necessary legislative changes 
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to avoid unnecessary distinctions among the Sámi people in such access. 
The CESCR also urges that they ensure, in law and in practice, that the 
necessary efforts are made to obtain the free, prior, and informed consent 
of all Sámi people on decisions that affect them, and provide legal assis-
tance in that regard. This includes reviewing relevant legislation, policies, 
and practices that regulate activities that may have an impact on the rights 
and interests of the Sámi people, including development projects and the 
operations of extractive industries, and in particular the Minerals Act, the 
Minerals Strategy, and the Environmental Code.

Furthermore, the CERD (2018, para. 17) recommends that the State par-
ty takes measures to: enshrine the right to free, prior, and informed consent 
into law in accordance with international standards; draw up legislation to 
further protect the rights of Sámi people in their traditional lands; ensure 
in the application of relevant legislation that some groups within the Sámi 
people are not disregarded; and evaluate the implementation, outcome, and 
effectiveness of policies designed to address the problems faced by the Sámi.

As of April 2020, although there are three mining concessions in Rönn-
bäck, the mining company has not yet received the green light to proceed. 
Persistent struggles against the mining project combined with decreased 
mineral prices contribute to the suspension of those concessions in the 
Bearkoenvuemie/Björkvattsdalen river valley. Given that they are valid until 
2037, the struggle is far from over.

Meanwhile, the South Sámi in the Dearna area continue to practise and 
pass their culture on to upcoming generations. Although difficult, it is the 
only way to maintain a sense of health, as Persson Njajta exhibited with 
her resolute attitude. In 2012, she was elected as the citizen of the year in 
the county of Västerbotten. In 2017, she represented the Sámi Parliament 
in the Swedish delegation to the UN Commission on the Status of Women 
(CSW61) in New York. As of March 2021, she serves her second term in the 
Sámi Parliament, engaging in the working group for the establishment of a 
Truth Commission on the colonial abuses by the Swedish state against the 
Sámi people. She is also web producer for the Dellie Maa Sápmi Indigenous 
Film & Art Festival, as well as a professional graphic designer. She lives in 
the mountains where she passes her South Sámi culture on to her children 
Ailo and Freja, like her ancestors had passed it on to her. Her father used to 
make traditional drums. Creative expressions have always been important 
for her as a way to cope with colonial wounds and abuses.

An artwork that aptly captures these wounds is titled “Smalhtjaramme: 
Broken mirror -- The State Failed Us”. As Persson Njajta explains, this work 
aims at ending the dysfunctional cycle of colonialism “to give our children 
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a healthy future” by “giving a voice to my own story and bringing it home 
to Sápmi.”

Figs. 2 and 3: “Smalhtjaramme: Broken mirror -- The State Failed Us.”
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Persson Njajta further explains,
The mirror bears memories but does also show the present situation.
Our story is not a part of the past – it is still ongoing.
I would like the Swedish state to reflect themselves in my broken mirror.
What would they say to all Sámi children - old and young, past and present?
We all have colonial scars in the mirror. What is yours?

The Struggle for Linguistic and
Cultural Reclamation in Dearna 
The history of forced assimilation, most efficiently carried out through 
school education, not only impacts those who have experienced it first-
hand, but also the generations coming after them. Both in the nomad 
school and in other schools, the Sámi languages were forbidden and the 
clear message was that the language to be learnt and used was Swedish. Al-
though the original languages were not always lost during school years, the 
stigma attached to them by the school was so great that it deterred many 
from transmitting the Sámi language to their own children. For parents, 
it was a way to protect the children from negative experiences of discrimi-
nation that were widespread in settler society. Needless to say, this had the 
effect of depriving children of their heritage, the Sámi language, and all 
the traditions and knowledge transmitted through it. In her study on the 
assimilation and revitalization of the Norwegian coastal Sámi, Norwegian 
scholar Åse Mette Johansen claims that the children and grandchildren 
of those who had to go through assimilationist schooling actually paid 
the highest price for Norwegianization, as they landed in a “neither-nor 
identity”, which many of them have had to process later in life (2009, 195). 
They did not feel part of their Sámi community because they did not speak 
the language or know the culture, while in greater society they were still 
regarded as Sámi.

As reflected in the interviews and discussions held in Dearna from 2017 
until 2019, far-gone language and culture loss has caused an intergenera-
tional trauma, and the community is in great need of healing. The situation 
today is that those who know Sámi are children and young people who in 
recent years have received some Sámi language instruction in preschool 
and school, have participated in language immersion camps, or have had 
access to some other Sámi-language activities. Music in South Sámi also 
inspires many young people today. During our discussions, it was stressed 
that many among the parent generation know only little or no Sámi, but 



255

also among them there is a strong will to reclaim the language.4 They told 
us that this is a rather new phenomenon. The other group that knows the 
language is a shrinking group of the oldest, but among them the will to 
speak Sámi is sometimes lacking. Many of them say: “We don’t remember 
anything, we were supposed not to speak Lappish and now there is no use 
for that anymore.”

One of the difficulties in South Sámi language reclamation is the lack of 
a natural language environment where Sámi can be used and heard more 
frequently. The Storuman municipality, where Dearna is situated, is now 
part of the administrative area of the Sámi language. According to the 
Law on National Minorities and Minority Languages (Swedish Parliament 
2009), the municipality within that area has a responsibility to make visible 
and strengthen all Sámi languages spoken there. Consultations are to be 
held between the Sámi and municipal authorities, and the Sámi have the 
right to be involved in decisions that are of special importance to them. 
They are also entitled to have some influence on such decisions. Here, as 
explained to us during our discussions, the presence of both Sámi and non-
Sámi people in the municipality consultations, each with various needs, 
had initially posed some  problems. According to our interviewees, there 
had been a reluctance within the municipality to ”split the population” by 
giving special attention to the new Sámi rights, but today, politicians and 
civil servants are more attentive to Sámi issues. The reason for this, as 
expressed during our discussions, is that some of them are of Sámi origin 
and that they also want to reclaim their own languages. All in all, the basic 
problem to be overcome remains that assimilationist attitudes are still en-
trenched within the area.

Local Language and Culture Reclamation Efforts
The first author of this paper, Sagka Stångberg, has for a long time worked 
both locally and internationally towards strengthening the position of the 
South Sámi language. In the following, we will highlight some examples 
of her inspiring work.

Stångberg was one of the initiators of Åarjelsaemien Teatere (ÅST) (South 
Sámi Theater), which from its very start in 1986 was seen as a very impor-
tant tool for taking back the Sámi language and culture. Some of the plays 
touched upon Sámi political issues and local struggles. For example, the 

4 This was also a clear finding in the research “project Revitalization against All Odds? The South 

Sámi language in Sweden” (RJ 2008).
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Theater put on plays about the damming in the area and about esteemed 
Sámi activist Elsa Laula Renberg. The theater also proved to be impor-
tant for the drama activities of the local Sámi school where Stångberg 
was working as a teacher at the time. In connection to the theater, the 
Sámi library bus Gärjabusse (book bus) came into being. It was run in 
cooperation with the Norwegian Sámi centre Sijti Jarnge, on the other 
side of the Swedish-Norwegian border. Unfortunately, the theater project 
left Dearna after some years, and even the popular book bus has stopped 
crossing the Swedish border in 2019 because Swedish funding was no 
longer disbursed for the project. As Stångberg stated during our inter-
views in October 2019, this is a great loss for all Sámi, young and old, 
living in the South Sámi area in Sweden. The local Sámi school in Dearna 
can no longer easily access Sámi literature for children, and adults will 
have difficulties in keeping up-to-date with what is being published in 
different parts of Sápmi.

For years, Stångberg struggled to strengthen the status of Sámi lan-
guages through her work, first as a teacher and later as the principal 
at the Dearna Sámi School from 1980 until 2011. She also managed a 
Swedish-Norwegian language camp project that brought together South-
Sámi school children from both countries and gave them opportunities 
to learn Sámi and make friends across the border during 2008–11. Re-
cently, she has also, among many other things, organized a weekly Sámi 
language café, created language camps for adults, and volunteered as a 
mentor for individual adults wishing to learn South Sámi. In her political 
activism, Stångberg has focused on raising awareness of the endangered 
situation of the Sámi languages and far-gone language loss among the 
South Sámi. During the ten years when she was a member of the In-
digenous Delegation for the Swedish government, the then-minister of 
agriculture Annika Åhnberg, responsible for Sámi issues, gave the Sámi a 
promise about a Swedish ratification of the ILO Convention 169. A gov-
ernment inquiry was appointed to study a possible ratification, in which 
both Stångberg and the Indigenous Delegation were active. In 1998, the 
minister came to Dearna to apologize for the violations the Sámi had 
been subjected to by the Swedish state, including linguistic assimilation. 
Nevertheless, more than two decades later, in 2020, Sweden still has not 
ratified the ILO Convention. The Indigenous Delegation also worked 
for what later became the UN Permanent Forum for Indigenous Peo-
ples, and Stångberg participated in 2004 in the work of the Forum when 
language was on the agenda, making a strong statement about the endan-
gered status of South Sámi language and culture.
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Since 1990, Stångberg and several other local Sámi have worked to-
wards founding a Sámi cultural centre in Dearna. When a new cultural 
action plan for the region of Västerbotten was discussed some years ago, 
goals involving the Sámi were included. Recently, a project focusing on a 
Sámi cultural centre was finally started with the help of European Union 
funding, and permanent regional and municipal funding for the centre 
is in place today.  In June 2020, the new Aejlies Culture and Resource 
Centre recruited Marie Persson Njajta as a designer and artisan, as well 
as two other employees.

Concluding Remarks: Resilience and Resistance in Dearna
In our chapter we have described how, in spite of a long history of colo-
nization and assimilation, the South Sámi in Dearna have survived as a 
living community, fully aware of the injustices and violations that they 
have endured, and still strongly attached to their language and culture. 
The inner strength of this community is growing, as shown, among oth-
er things, by the establishment of Dellie Maa, which is the first film and 
art festival in Sweden where all filmmakers and artists are indigenous 
peoples. In the 2019 Dellie Maa, the four authors came together for the 
last time for data gathering and discussions. Through the examples of 
local activists Sagka Stångberg and Marie Persson Njajta, two of several 
active promoters of the Indigenous rights of the South Sámi, we have 
shown how individual women, against all odds, have achieved remarka-
ble goals and paved the way for others to follow. The story of the Dearna 
South Sámi so far is an example of resistance and resilience.

Examples of Sámi resistance, such as the work of Elsa Laula Renberg 
and the Alta Dam Conflict, are handed down from generation to gener-
ation in the Sámi communities, including the South Sámi community in 
Dearna, through literature and art. Elsa Laula Renberg is remembered by 
the South Sámi as the founder of the South Sámi Fatmomakke Association 
“denouncing the increasing Swedish colonization of Sápmi and advocating 
Sámi unification to struggle together” (Eriksson 2017). Tomas Colbengt-
son, who joined the Dellie Maa of 2019 along with his team of Indige-
nous artists and who is a member of the Dearna Artisans’ Association, 
sometimes evokes the image of Elsa Laula Renberg in his works. Those 
images are shifted and liberated from their particular historical ground to 
contribute to a larger collective history (Colbengtson 2019, 119). The Alta 
Dam conflict also appears in Sámi art, film, and music. At the Dellie Maa 
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in 2019, two films used images of the historical conflict. As shown here, 
resistance can be carried out in many different ways. The ways chosen by 
Stångberg and Persson Njajta combine cultural work at home and in the 
community with political Sámi activism, both nationally and internation-
ally. Both of them have dedicated most of their lives to tasks critical for 
the survival of the South Sámi culture in Dearna and beyond. In many 
ways, their work can be considered as a great success, amidst an uncertain 
situation in Dearna and a persisting threat to the future of South Sáminess.

Given that resilience is approached as a dynamic process of social and 
psychological adaptation and transformation, it can be a characteristic of 
individuals, families, communities, and larger social groups, and it is most 
strongly manifested in the face of historical and present adversities (Kir-
mayer et al. 2011, 85).  Aléx (2015, 1740) mentions that being resilient has 
been described as crucial to health and well-being, and that resilience can 
be seen as a capability influenced by and developed in different historical, 
social, and cultural contexts. All over the world, Indigenous peoples are 
fighting for their rights. International conventions and declarations may 
offer some support if they are properly implemented, but as the situation in 
Dearna shows us, this is not always the case. Therefore, the crucial thing is 
resilience among those concerned, even in times when the future appears 
grim. Instead of letting old wrongdoings and bitterness hinder their work, 
Sagka Stångberg and Marie Persson Njajta have shown resilience while 
confronting overwhelming odds. The strong South Sámi connection with 
their lands, history, culture, and language contributes to resilience in Dear-
na, as expressed in their struggle for language and culture reclamation and 
other Indigenous rights.

Indigenous health is an issue strongly tied to colonization and forced 
assimilation. The Sámi are no exception (see Sjölander 2011, Omma, 
Jacobsson, and Petersen 2012, Hansen and Sørlie 2012, Hansen 2015, Stoor 
et al. 2019). Poor physical and mental health appears in contexts where In-
digenous peoples lack self-determination, and where they are denied access 
to their Indigenous rights as described in conventions and declarations. 
A way to fight hopelessness, depression, and other signs of ill health is to 
fight back as a community and to challenge what has long been taken for 
granted by the surrounding society; to show resistance and resilience, until 
the voices of the community, such as Dearna, are finally heard.
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In my art, I reflect upon how our colonial heritage has changed
our lives and the northern landscape.
The same processes and mechanisms that affect
Indigenous peoples wherever in the world we are.
Perhaps my loss of language is the main reason
that I work with art.

—Tomas Colbengtson (2019)



260

References
Ajnnak, Sara. 2018. “The Soundscape of  the North” in Gulldalit-Can You 

Hear Me. Spotify. https://open.spotify.com/album/5KiB5P1AHYw-
BXm8eNR16sa.

Aléx, Lena. 2015. “Resilience Among Old Sámi Women.” Aging & Society 
36, no. 8: 1738–56. 

Auger, Monique D. 2016. “Cultural Continuity as a Determinant of  In-
digenous People’s Health: A Metasynthesis of  Qualitative Research in 
Canada and the United States.” The International Indigenous Policy Journal 7, 
no. 4: Article 3.

Axelsson, Linnéa. 2018. Ædnan: epos. Stockholm: Albert Bonniers förlag.

Black, Kerry and McBean, Edward. 2016. “Increased Indigenous Partic-
ipation in Environmental Decision-Making: A Policy Analysis for the 
Improvement of  Indigenous Health.” The International Indigenous Policy 
Journal 7, no. 4: Article 5.

Bowers, India Reed. 2015. “Preparatory Report from the Sámi Parliament in 
Sweden/Sámediggi/Sámedigge/Saemieidigkie/Sametinget for the Unit-
ed Nations Special Rapporteur on the Rights of  Indigenous Peoples. 
https://sverigesradio.se/diverse/appdata/isidor/files/2327/15115.pdf.

Civil Rights Defenders. 2018. “Submission for the Committee on the Elim-
ination of  Racial Discrimination’s Review of  Sweden during its 95th 
session, 23 April–11 May 2018.” Accessed 17 April 2020. https://tbin-
ternet.ohchr.org/Treaties/CERD/Shared%20Documents/SWE/INT_
CERD_NGO_SWE_30714_E.pdf.

Civil Rights Defenders. 2019. “Joint submission to the UN Universal Pe-
riodic Review of  Sweden, 35th Session of  the UPR Working Group 
of  the Human Rights Council, January 2020”. Accessed 17 April 2020. 
https://crd.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Civil-Rights-Defend-
ers-Joint-UPR-Submission-Sweden-2020.pdf.

Colbengtson, Tomas. 2019. FAAMOE. Östersund: Gaaltije.



261

CESCR (Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights). 2016. 
E/C.12/SWE/CO/6. Accessed 17 April 2020. https://tbinternet.
ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbol-
no=E/C.12/SWE/CO/6&Lang=En.

CERD (Committee on the Elimination of  Racial Discrimination). 2018. 
E/C.12/SWE/CO/6. Accessed 17 April 2020. https://tbinternet.
ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbol-
no=CERD/C/SWE/CO/22-23&Lang=En.

Dellie Maa. 2019. Sápmi Indigenous Film & Art Festival Programme 2019. 
Accessed 3 March 2021. http://www.delliemaa.nu/.

Enoksen, Ragnhild. 1982. “History of  the Alta-Kautokeino Conflict.” In 
Charta 79 (The Sámi People and Human Rights) London: Spider Web.

Eriksson, Karin. 2017. “We are Still Her: Sámi Resilience and Resistance.” 
The Henry M. Jackson School of  International Studies, University of  Washing-
ton. 19 October 2017. https://jsis.washington.edu/news/still-Sámi-resil-
ience-resistance/.

George, Emma, Tamara Mackean, Fran Baum, and Matt Fisher. 2019. ”So-
cial Determinants of  Indigenous Health and Indigenous Rights in Pol-
icy: A Scoping Review and Analysis of  Problem Representation.” The 
International Indigenous Policy Journal 10, no. 2: 1–25. 

Grenoble, Lenore. 2011. On thin ice: language, culture and environment 
in the Arctic. In Language Documentation and Description 9, edited by Julia 
Sallabank, 14–34. London: SOAS.

Hallett, Darcy, Michael J. Chandler, and Christopher E. Lalonde. 2007. Abo-
riginal language knowledge and youth suicide. Cognitive Development 22, no. 
3: 392–99. http://web.uvic.ca/~lalonde/manuscripts/2007CogDevt.pdf.

Hansen, Ketil Lenert, and Tore Sørlie. 2012. “Ethnic discrimination and 
psychological distress: A study of  Sámi and non-Sámi populations in 
Norway.” Transcultural Psychology 49, no. 1: 26–50.



262

Hansen, Ketil Lenert. 2015. “Ethnic discrimination and health: the rela-
tionship between experienced ethnic discrimination and multiple health 
domains in Norway’s rural Sámi population.” International Journal of  Cir-
cumpolar Health 74: 25125 – http://dx.doi.org/10.3402/ijch.v74.25125.

Human Rights Council. 2016. “Report of  the Special Rapporteur on the rights 
of  indigenous peoples on the situation of  the Sámi people in the Sápmi re-
gion of  Norway, Sweden and Finland.” A/HRC/33/42/Add.3. Accessed 3 
March 2021. https://www.refworld.org/docid/57cd77714.html.

HRC (Human Rights Committee). 2016. CCPR/C/SWE/CO/7/. Accessed 
17 April 2020. https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyex-
ternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CCPR/C/SWE/CO/7&Lang=En.

Huuva, Kaisa and Blind Ellacarin. 2016. ‘När jag var åtta år lämnade jag mitt 
hem och jag har ännu inte kommit tillbaka’: Minnesbilder från samernas skoltid. 
Stockholm: Svenska kyrkan.

Johans, Sebastian. 2020. “Sårig Sámisk historia med konsekvenser än idag.” 
[Sore Sámi history still has consequences today]. Dagens nyheter,  Janu-
ary 27, 2020. Accessed 3 March 2021.  https://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/
sarig-Sámisk-historia-med-konsekvenser-an-i-dag/.

Johansen, Åse Mette. 2009. ’Velkommen te’ våres Norge’: en kvalitativ studie av 
språkbytte og språkbevaring i Manndalen i Gáivuotna/Kåfjord. Oslo: Novus.

Karlsson, Lena. 2012. “Demography of  colonisation and the ageing popu-
lation: population profiles and mortality in Swedish Sápmi, 1750–1900.” 
Aging and Society 32, no. 5: 812–32.

Kirmayer, Laurence J, Stephane Dandeneau, Elizabeth Marshall, Morgan 
Kahentonni Phillips, and Karla Jessen Williamson. 2011. “Rethinking 
Resilience From Indigenous Perspectives.” The Canadian Journal of  Psychi-
atry 56, no. 2: 84–91.

Koivurova, Timo, Vladimir Masloboev, Kamrul Hossain, Vigdis Nygaard, 
Anna Petrétei, and Svetlana Vinogradova. 2015. “Legal Protection of  
Sámi Traditional Livelihoods from the Adverse Impacts of  Mining: A 
Comparison of  the Level of  Protection Enjoyed by Sámi in Their Four 
Home States.” Arctic Review on Law and Politics 6, no. 1: 11–51.



263

Labba, Elin Anna. 2020. Herrarna satte oss hit: om tvångsförflyttningarna i Sverige. 
Norstedts.

Lantto, Patrik and Ulf  Mörkenstam. 2008. “Sámi Rights and Sámi Chal-
lenges: The Modernization Process and the Swedish Sámi Movement, 
1886–2006.” Scandinavian Journal of  History 33, no. 1: 26–51.

Lehtola, Veli-Pekka. 2015. “Sámi Histories, Colonialism, and Finland.” Arc-
tic Anthropology 52, no. 2: 22–36.

Lycksele District Court. 2020. Case T 329-17, 2020-02-28. Accessed 3 
March 2021. https://www.sapmi.se/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Ly-
cksele-TR-T-329-17-Dom-2020-02-28.pdf.

Omma, Lotta, Lars H. Jacobsson, and Solveig Petersen. 2012. “The health 
of  young Swedish Sámi with special reference to mental health.” Inter-
national Journal of  Circumpolar Health 71, no. 1: 18381 – http://dx.doi.
org/10.3402/ijch.v71io.18381.

Minde, Henry. 2003. “The Challenge of  Indigenism: The Struggle for Sámi 
Land Rights and Self-Government in Norway 1960–1990.” In Indigenous 
Peoples, edited by Svein Jentoft, Henry Minde, and Ragnar Nilsen, 75–
104. Delft: Eburon Academic Publishers.  

Mörkenstam, Ulf. 2005. “Indigenous Peoples and the Right to Self-Deter-
mination: The Case of  the Swedish Sámi People.” The Canadian Journal of  
Native Studies 25, no. 2: 433–61.

Nutton, Jennifer and Elizabeth Fast. 2015. “Historical Trauma, Substance 
Use, and Indigenous Peoples: Seven Generations of  Harm From a ’Big 
Event’.” Substance Use & Misuse 50, no. 7: 839–47. 

Ojala, Carl-Gösta and Jonas M. Nordin. 2015. “Mining Sápmi: Colonila 
Hitories, Sámi Archaeology, and the Exploitation of  Natural Resources 
in Northern Sweden.” Arctic Anthropology 52, no. 2: 6–21.  

Oscarsson, Erik-Oscar. 2016. “Rastänkande och särskiljande av samer.” In 
De historiska relationerna mellan Svenska kyrkan och samerna, edited by Dan-
iel Lindmark and Olle Sundström, Band 2, 943–59. Stockholm: Svenska 
kyrkan.



264

Paradies, Yin. 2016. ”Colonisation, Racism and Indigenous health.” Journal 
of  Population Research 33, no. 1: 83–96.

Persson, Sofia, David Harnesk, and Mine Islar. 2016. ”What Local People? 
Examining the Gállok Mining Conflict and the Rights of  the Sámi Pop-
ulation in Terms of  Justice and Power.” Geoforum 86: 20–29.

Persson Njajta, Maria. 2015. About Rönnbäck Nickel Mining Project in Ume Riv-
er, Tärnaby Sápmi/Sweden. Accessed 5 March 2021. http://kvanne.nu/re-
ports/Ronnback_Nickel_Mining_Project_UN_2015_final_updated.pdf

Persson Njajta, Maria. 2018. About Rönnbäck Nickel Mining Project in Ume 
River, Tärnaby Sápmi/Sweden (follow-up report). Accessed 5 March 2021. 
http://kvanne.nu/reports/Follow-up_Ronnback_Nickel_Mining_Pro-
ject_UN_2018_final_KLAR.pdf.

RJ (Riksbankens Jubileumsfond. 2008. “Revitalisering mot alla odds? 
SydSámiska i Sverige” [Revitalization against all odds? The South Sámi 
Language in Sweden]. Accessed 2 February 2021. https://www.rj.se/
anslag/2008/revitalisering-mot-alla-odds-sydSámiska-i-sverige/.

Sarri, Thomas. 2019. “Sametingets seminarium om tvångsförflyttningar får 
skarp kritik”[Sámi Parliament seminar sharply criticized]. Sameradion & 
Svt Sápmi, 27 May 2019.  https://sverigesradio.se/artikel/7230363.

Swedish Parliament. 2009. SFS 2009:724 Lagen om nationella minoriteter och 
minoritetsspråk [SFS 2009:724 Law on National Minorities and Minority 
Languages]. Accessed 2 February 2021. https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/
dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/lag-2009724-
om-nationella-minoriteter-och_sfs-2009-724.

Sjögren, David. 2010. Den säkra zonen. Motiv, åtgärdsförslag och verksamhet i 
den särskiljande utbildningspolitiken för inhemska minoriteter 1913–1962. [The 
safety zone: Motives, suggested measures and activities in the separative 
education policy targeted at native minorities [in Sweden] 1913–1962]. 
Umeå: Umeå universitet.

Sjölander, Per. 2011. “What is known about the health and living conditions 
of  the indigenous people of  northern Scandinavia, the Sámi?” Global 
health action 2011, no. 4: 8457, DOI: 10.3402/gha.v4i0.8457.



265

Somby, Ande. 1999. “The Alta-Case: A Story about How Another Hydro-
electric Dam-Project was Forced through in Norway.” Indigenous Affairs 
1999, no. 3–4: 56–63.

Stångberg, Sigrid. 2016. “Minnen från nomadskolan i Dearna, Tärnaby.” 
In När jag var åtta år lämnade jag mitt hem och har ännu inte kommit tillbaka” 
— Minnesbilder från samernas skoltid, edited by Kaisa Huuva and Ellacarin 
Blind, 169–77.  Stockholm: Svenska Kyrkan.

Stoor, Jon Petter Anders, Gro Berntsen, Heidi Hjelmeland, and Anne Silvi-
ken. 2019. “‘If  you do not birget [manage] then you don’t belong here’: a 
qualitative focus group study on the cultural meanings of  suicide among 
Indigenous Sámi in arctic Norway.” International Journal of  Circumpolar 
Health 78, no. 1: 1565861, DOI: 10.1080/22423982.2019.1565861.

Swedish Television. 2019. “Tvångsförflyttningar — Bággojohtin” [Forced 
relocations], documentary series, shown  February 3, 2019. Accessed 3 
March 2021.  https://www.svtplay.se/tvangsforflyttningar-baggojohtin.

Wallström, Anna-Lena. 2020. “Samer mot samer i unikt rättsfall.” [Sámi 
against Sámi in a unique court case]. Svenska Dagbladet February 2, 
2020. Accessed 3 March 2021. https://www.svd.se/samer-mot-samer-
i-unikt-rattsfall.

Walsh, Michael. 2018. “‘Language Is Like Food…’ Links between language 
revitalization and health and well-being.” In Handbook of  language revitali-
zation, Leanne Hinton, Leena Huss, and Gerald Roche, 5–12. New York: 
Routledge.

Women’s Museum Norway, Elsa Laula Renberg. Accessed 21 February 
2021. https://kvinnemuseet.no/en/elsa_laula_renberg.



266

ARTIST PROFILE

• 

Najavaraq (Louise Fontain)

Whispers of  a grandmother’s lullaby. Incense burning from a seashell in the 
corner of  a room. The soft sounds of  fish being cleaned with an ulu knife. 
For Najavaraq, these are the essential murmurs of  the expansive, storied land-
scapes of  the North. Born in Sisimiut, Greenland, Najavaraq was at a young 
age deported to Denmark where she was encouraged to forget her mother 
language and homeland. Now, Najavaraq constantly engages in the art of  
sharing the fact that we may regain and reclaim stories taken from us by 
crafting stories anew. A prolific performer, poet, and storyteller, Najavaraq 
also nurtures the old and new with her family on her organic farm in Norway.

Don’t you ever forget!

Don’t you ever forget!  
Mosquito’s buzzing presence itching 

on the cheeks, eyes and ears 
the smell of  silver-brilliant trout 

the sound of  Savsannguit 
the river which flows through generations blood 

the taste of  the dried fish as amended 
from hard to greasy full of  perfection 

Siblings, uncles, cousins, grandparents 
their presence in everyday doing and being 

Sound flows softly like the tide 
constant without stopping 

the taste, the buzz which keeps the summer 
together in childhood’s 

infinite innocence

najavaraq 2017
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Fig. 2: “Connection to Nature.”

Fig. 1: “Infinite Innocence.”
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PART 3

Decolonizing Bodies: From Gendered
Exploitation to Emancipation

• • •
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Nomadic
we are without homes
but own the shame
 no identity and no space in the society (…)
a fragile community 

(Fontain 2020, 1)

Survivance . . . is more than survival, more than endurance or mere response; 
the stories of survivance are an active presence. 
 
(Vizenor 1998, 15) 

Nomadic Stories: Performative Projects

of  Amareya Theater as Processual Tools

in the Struggle for Recovery of  Identity

and Empowerment of  Indigenous Women

Katarzyna Pastuszak

Where the Story Begins
10 August 2011, Hattfjelldal, in the north of Norway, far away from the 
cultural centres of Europe. On a journey to discover Europe’s corners,1 
borderlands, remote places, where small communities cultivate their dis-
tinct culture and make their voices heard. Nature’s vast and overwhelming 
silence creates space for these voices and protects them from the deafening 
noise of the mainstream culture that buzzes in the capitals.

1 My visit to Hattfjelldal took place within the framework of  the international project CORNERS 

organised by Intercult (Sweden). The scene outlined here took place in the private yard of  Hege Dalen 

— culture animator, organiser and curator of  cultural activities, in Hattfjelldal Kommune (among oth-

ers), where she closely cooperates with the Sámi minority. 
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Up the mountain, there is a yard surrounded by wooden houses. An 
empty wooden table standing in the middle of the yard. There is a sense 
of waiting. A grey-haired woman, wearing a turquoise quilt, approaches 
the table with a metal bucket in her left hand. The woman is silent, but her 
body and her powerful presence cut through the air and speak more than 
words. She puts the bucket by the table and takes out fish, forest mush-
rooms, a wooden cutting board, and three half-moon-shaped knives of 
different size with worn-out wooden handles and unevenly curved blades. 

She takes one fish and starts cutting it with the knife, just as if she was 
standing in her kitchen and making a casual dinner. Her actions are pre-
cise, confident, and rhythmical. As the knife penetrates the flesh of the 
fish, the following words fall softly out of the woman’s mouth:

Fig. 1: Louise Fontain during her storytelling in Hattfjelldal (10 August 2011)

(Photo by Katarzyna Pastuszak).
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My name is Bodil Mette Louise Amalie Fontain, named Najavaraq by 
my Greenlandic family. I was born in Greenland. Since 1983, I have 
been living in Norway, up in the mountains — forty kilometers from 
Hattfjelldal,2 five-hundred meters above sea level, nine kilometers to the 
nearest neighbor. I am married to a farmer and carpenter Torbjørn and I 
am a mother of five children. More than fifty years ago, my relationship 
with my family, my homeland, and the nature of my hometown took a 
drastic turn.

She pauses and points to a huge black and white photo leaning against a 
small wooden dorm. In the photo, there are faces of several Inuit children 
seen close-up. The woman continues. 

“The girl on the left side of the photo is my sister — Magdalene. The 
photo was taken in 1967 when we were both sent to Denmark to learn 
Danish and become more civilized.”

Fig. 2: Louise Fontain storytelling in Hattfjelldal with a photo from 1967, documenting the 

deportation of  Greenlandic children to Denmark (Photo by Katarzyna Pastuszak).

2 Since 2000 Louise Fontain, together with her husband Torbjørn Prytz, has been running the Ny-

brot Økologisk Fjellgård (Nybrot Ecological Farm). See more: https://www.nybrot-fjellgaard.com/

kontakt-oss.
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Captivated by the extreme load of emotions embedded in Louise Fon-
tain’s performance of simple daily-life actions juxtaposed with her life sto-
ry sculpted by colonization, violence, and discrimination, I keep looking 
at her hands, her skin, her wrinkles, her lips, her whole body as it bears 
the burden of the past. I keep looking at her, and how she sees her past 
through the present.

A hidden inner landscape emerges when she speaks: expansive, vibrant, 
spreading beyond the borders of time and space. The inner landscape of 
Louise named Najavaraq by her Greenlandic family. I listen to her pain, 
and it becomes our meeting point. Pain that propels the urge to be heard 
and to reconstruct and heal oneself through performance. That was my 
first meeting with Louise Fontain. And that is where the story of Nomadic 
Woman begins.

Fig. 3: Louise Fontain storytelling in Hattfjelldal (2011) (Photo by Katarzyna Pastuszak).
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Facts
The story of the deportations of Inuit children begins with the so-called 
Eksperimentet (“experiment”).3 In spring 1951, twenty-two Inuit children, 
from 5–8 years old, were shipped to Denmark in order to be re-educated 
in a Danish school and turned into “proper” Danish citizens. Some of the 
children returned to Greenland, but despite having their own families, 
they were forced to live in the newly established Red Cross orphanage 
in Nuuk (Bryld 1998, 13–15). Other children remained in Denmark for 
the rest of their lives. Soon after the “experiment”, other initiatives were 
taken to enable the forced relocation of Greenlandic children to Denmark 
under the veil of short- and long-term re-education (Jensen 1997; Jensen 
2001; Farver 2010).4 Between 1961 and 1976, more than 1500 Greenlandic 
children and teenagers between 9 and 14 years old were sent to Denmark. 
Louise Fontain was one of them. Just like most of the relocated Inuit chil-
dren, Louise lost her mother tongue and suffered from the trauma of iden-
tity-loss caused by the separation from her family and homeland for much 
longer than officially prescribed.

Nomadic Woman: A Travelling Performative Project 
After my first meeting with Louise Fontain, I made further contact with 
her. From our conversations and a sense of mutual trust, we gradually 
formed the idea to make a performance circulating around her story. Lou-
ise responded very positively and between the summer of 2011 and the 
summer of 2012, I began collecting the performance team and drawing 

3 Eksperimentet is also the title of  the Danish drama film premiered in 2010, written and directed by 

Louise Friedberg, and inspired by a memoir by one of  the deported children Tine Bryld entitled I den 

bedste mening (“With the Best Intentions”), published in 2010.

4 The “experiment” was not a separate case, but the beginning of  other relocation/re-education 

projects, and this should be seen as one of  many aspects of  the complicated relationship between 

Greenland and Denmark. In the 1960s and 1970s, thousands of  Greenlandic children were sent to 

schools in Denmark. The project “1. prep.” from 1961 ensured that Greenlandic children could be sent 

for one year of  schooling in Denmark (Jensen 1997, 152); “Operation 80”, initiated in 1964, made sure 

that each year eighty pupils from Greenlandic schools were allowed to take an additional eighth grade 

in Denmark (the Greenlandic system ended at the 7th grade). “Operation 600”, initiated in 1965, raised 

the number of  children sent to Danish schools to 600 (Jensen 1997, 153). See also: Jensen 1997; Jensen 

2001; Thiesen 2011.
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lines of correspondence between Louise’s story and the personal stories 
of other women artists invited into the creative process, including myself. 
Among the artists that participated in the creative process leading towards 
the premiere were, apart from Louise and me, Dorota Androsz (an actress), 
Anna Kalwajtys (a performer and visual artist), Barbara Szamotulska-Dzi-
ubich (a dance therapy specialist) and Aleksandra Śliwińska (dancer, and 
core member of Amareya Theatre). The premiere of the first version of 
the performance Nomadic Woman, featuring Louise Fontain as its central 
figure, the intimate author, owner, and main subject of her own life story, 
was premiered in Gdańsk, Poland on 11 December 2012 in Club ŻAK.5

5 Nomadic Woman — concept: Katarzyna Pastuszak, Louise Fontain; direction: Katarzyna Pastuszak. 

Initial cast: Louise Fontain, Barbara Szamotulska-Dziubich, Katarzyna Pastuszak, Aleksandra Śliwińska, 

Dorota Androsz, Anna Kalwajtys.   

Fig. 4: Flyer promoting the premiere of  Nomadic Woman (2012), using a photo from 1967 docu-

menting the deportation of  Greenlandic children to Denmark (Graphic design by Anna Kalwajtys). 
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My role in the process ranged from handling the project’s logistics — 
funding, promotion, organization of the technical staff, and preparation 
of the rehearsal and performing space — to proposing main thematic lines 
and linking images and scenes that grew out of improvisations into a col-
lage-like framework of the piece.

In the process of working on Nomadic Woman there was no script, no 
play based on Louise’s testimony. I knew that my task was to facilitate a 
construction of a non-linear narrative out of Louise’s complex experience 
of colonization and recovery from it, complemented by and accompanied 
with stories that came from each of the women artists involved in the cre-
ative process. Thus, when working on Nomadic Woman, we also kept asking 
two questions that we found crucial. The first question concerned the pro-
cess-product (performance) relationship:
“How do we facilitate a creative process and compose a performance 
structure that will function as a container for the fragile living relationship 
between the story and its owner?” The second question concerned the per-
formance-audience relationship: “What language and what combination of 
fragments of the story will be able to communicate the incommunicable 
with the audience, and at the same time allow trespassing the pan-narra-
tives of colonization and decolonization?”

Instead of following the script, we followed the rule of an open creative 
process, in which “cultural equity” and “cultural humility” were our epis-
temological and methodological points of departure (Hernandez-Wolfe 
2011). Furthermore, trying to stimulate and capture a certain dialogue and 
resonance between Louise’s story and the stories of the other artists in-
volved, I proposed that we try to map our own bodies and look for bodily 
narratives of balance loss and recovery caused by a psychological or physi-
cal trauma or crisis. Through a series of rehearsals and sharing sessions, we 
were creating a patchwork of shared stories, images, photos, videos, mem-
ories, private experiences, and objects.6 Although the scope of the paper 
does not allow me to outline all of these, let me just give a few examples of 
what the elements that corresponded with Louise’s story and broadening 
the performance’s references were.

One of the artists, Barbara Szamotulska-Dziubich, brought into the re-
hearsal process her personal experience of an accident in which she was 
hit by a car, incurring serious injuries such as a broken spine and pelvis. I 
remember very well my meeting with Barbara in the summer of 2011. It 
was soon after my return from Norway and first encounter with Louise. 

6 For a thorough discussion of  the terms “cultural equity” and “cultural humility” in the context of  

decolonization, see Hernandez-Wolfe (2011).



278

At that time, Barbara was in the process of rehabilitation after the car ac-
cident. She was re-learning to walk using a metal walker. Seeing her fragile 
balance and the struggle to make one step at a time despite huge pain, I 
immediately connected this image with the image of Louise’s deportation. 
Bringing it to the level of the body, I saw deportation and colonization as 
forces that, metaphorically speaking, broke Louise’s Inuit spine and dislo-
cated her core, forcing her out of balance into a whirling space, in which 
she had to walk on “disjointed legs”. 

In the first version of Nomadic Woman from 2012, Barbara Szamotuls-
ka-Dziubich danced a very powerful and physically demanding solo using 
her walker, in which she represented the process of balance loss and a 
gradual recovery of the ability to walk on her own two feet. In one of the 
conversations, when commenting on Szamotulska-Dziubich dance, Louise 
said that “it reminds her of an image of herself as a child being taken away 
from the land where the ice is thick, solid, and safe to walk on, and located 
in warm and moist Denmark, where [she] had to learn to walk on a very 
thin ice.” 

Fig. 5: Barbara Szamotulska-Dziubich performing with her walker in Nomadic Woman, Warsaw 

(30 November 2015) (Photo by Ernest Wińczyk).
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In my personal work on finding a connection between my own life story 
and Louise’s story, I have arrived at a number of experiences that seemed 
to resonate strongly. As a child I experienced domestic violence — daily 
bread for a child born to a family suffering from alcoholism of one of the 
parents. As a teenager and a young woman, I have undergone situations 
loaded with sexual violence, including rape. Paraphrasing Elizabeth Grosz, 
these experiences left many inscriptions and transformations on my corpo-
real surface (Grosz 1994, vii). Meeting Louise, sharing my story with her, 
and entering the process of working on Nomadic Woman encouraged and 
propelled me to revisit the difficult memories from the past and look closer 
at that body of mine — its materiality, its history, its relation, as a corporeal 
exteriority, to my psychical interiority (Grosz 1994, xii). My inner process 
in which I analyzed my complicated relationship with my oppressors made 
me choose two elements that I felt corresponded with Louise’s story and 
that I felt could be used in the performance matrix.

Fig. 6: Katarzyna Pastuszak dancing under the knives, with a backdrop of  a shot from the video 

footage of  Pastuszak dancing on crutches in 2001 (Nomadic Woman, Warsaw, 30 November 2015) 

(Photo by Ernest Wińczyk).
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The first one was an installation made of sixty-six knives hanging over the 
stage, an element that bore an obvious connotation to Louise’s knife, but 
could also represent things such as male dominance, danger, anxiety, and 
broadly understood violence, as well as other phenomena such as the aurora 
borealis, as will be outlined later in the text.

The second element was my dance on crutches, which appeared both as 
the video projection and as an actual action put into a number of scenes. 
The action of dancing on the crutches was directly related to my personal 
experience coming from 2001. After having incurred a serious knee injury 
during one of the dance training sessions, I was forced to stay in my room 
in a plaster cast to help the kneecap recover. The unbearable need to move 
pushed me to find a way to dance on three — I learned to do it using just 
the healthy leg and the crutches.

As I revisited a series of self-made video recordings capturing my 
crutches-dancing moments in the process of creating Nomadic Woman, 
I saw in them a narrative of balance loss and recovery and a relentless 
struggle to walk despite having only one leg, but also an image showing 
a figure undergoing a severe crisis, which is not necessarily caused by 
physical injury but stems from loss of identity, systemic oppression, dis-
crimination, and beyond.

The scope of this paper does not allow me to enumerate all narrative 
threads that entered the performance structure but I do want to highlight 
that the “corpo-real-stories” embedded in our bodies and the scenic em-
bodiments of what we may refer to as a “body-in-crisis” that we arrived at 
in the rehearsal process turned out to correspond very strongly with Lou-
ise’s experiences of deportation and identity loss.

Louise’s story and her (real-time) storytelling, combined with the ac-
tion of cutting fish with the traditional Inuit all-purpose female knife ulu 
(also called tsakkeq in Greenlandic), became the core of the performance, 
with scenes and images revolving around it, creating direct and indirect 
correspondences.

It was especially important for us that Louise chose the real-life objects 
(such as the uluit, clothing such as the kamik — a soft boot worn by some 
Arctic aboriginal people traditionally made of reindeer skin -- and accesso-
ries like the nuilarmiut, a type of bead necklace) and documentary materials 
that she felt were necessary for the performance. In the performance ma-
trix, we also used video footage such as a documentary presenting Louise’s 
mother cutting the fish, shot by Louise Fontain in Sisimiut in 1983, and a 
video slideshow of Louise’s private documentary photos from the depor-
tation event.
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Glimpses Into Nomadic Woman
Blackout. The lights slowly fade in. An old grey-haired woman is standing 
by a small wooden table. She is holding two ulu knives in her hands. As she 
continues sharpening them — one against the other — the uluit makes a 
metal sound penetrating the space.

Behind her, on the large white screen, there is a video with an Inuit 
woman sitting on the ground with her legs spread apart. She is cutting 
a fish with an ulu knife. Colours of the video are sharp and vibrant. The 
grass is very green, white buckets standing next to her are bright white, the 
woman seems to be smiling at the camera. Her hands bathed in blood. The 
blood is dark red.

The image of the woman fades into a close-up on a fish being cut. We see only 
the hands of someone cutting the fish and the moon-shaped ulu. The body of 
the fish lies open, like an open female crotch — one that can give life.

A small girl in a red Inuit dress enters the stage with a metal bucket. She 
walks slowly. Suddenly the bucket falls on the floor. Fish fall out from the 
bucket and slide on the floor. Slimy dead fish make their last deadly swim. 
The girl peacefully collects them and brings the bucket to the table.

Now it is the grey-haired woman that starts cutting the fish. It is no longer 
just an action on the screen. The fish, the woman, the knife and the action 
are no longer suspended in the reality of the video footage. The fish smells, 
her skin makes a sound when it is being cut, the bones crack as the knife 
presses stronger.

Fig. 7: Screenshot from a documentary film (1983) made by Louise Fontain in Greenland, showing 

her mother cutting fish.
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The girl speaks: “The grey-haired woman’s name is Louise, she is an Inuit, 
and the woman you saw in the video was her mother, preparing the fish on 
the coast of Sisimiut in Greenland. The video was taken in 1983.” Contin-
uing the action of cutting the fish, Louise speaks:

When I was a child, growing up in Greenland, I was living with my 
grandmother Lovise, who lived in a small village with a hundred in-
habitants. My grandmother had ten children whom she took care of. 
Most of our daily food came from the sea. My grandfather was a great 
hunter, he was hunting from his kayak. My grandmother’s life was an 
adventure in itself, she was working hard and always had a lot to do 
— gathering firewood, picking berries, sewing clothes for all, carrying 
water from a lake in the mountains, fixing all the catch  that came from 
the wild, the animals and fish. At her house, everything was understand-
able; the fire and the animals gave food to eat, clothes to wear and the 
sky gave sun and snow, that was crucial for hunting and trapping days. 
The rhythm of everydayness was determined by nature and the seasons. 
We, children, were free to play outdoors all day or help grandma with 
her activities. My grandmother had a strong influence on my life, she 
made a lullaby especially for me, that was my own song. Since my grand-
mother’s death, I often have conversations with her in my dreams. This 

Fig. 8: Louise Fontain in Nomadic Woman (Warsaw, 30 November 2015) (Photo by Ernest Wińczyk).



283

ulu,7 I got it from my grandmother Lovise before she died in 1986. My 
grandmother never learned the Danish language, and I forgot my own 
language. And I forgot my song. When I was a nine-year old girl, I was 
forced to move from my hometown Sisimiut to Denmark and live with 
a Danish foster family. Together with other Greenlandic children, I had 
to go through a process of compulsory re-education. When I came back 
to Greenland after six years spent in Denmark, I no longer remembered 
my mother tongue. I have lost my language and I have forgotten my own 
Inuit song that was given to me by grandmother Louise... That’s where 
my search for identity, belonging, and acceptance began. Only when I’d 
moved to Hattfjelldal, did I, through the work with my hands and my ulu 
and through the contact with nature, reclaim my identity and my song.
Kangaamiormiorsuuit, kangaamiormiorsuuit, siivarsuaq pissaviuuk, isersuit isersuit, 
inequnartunnguit... 

The monologue of Louise is short yet ripe in meanings and references. 
Louise has lost her mother tongue, but she taps into her roots by the 
mere act of holding an ulu in her hand. The ulu, which has “meaning as 
a symbol of Inuit women’s economic, social and spiritual contribution to 
their culture” (Gillam 2009, 12), connects her back across many genera-
tions of women. It is a witness and marker of different passages in Lou-
ise’s life. By highlighting the contemporary significance of the ulu in her 
personal life story, Louise reclaims the ulu and “the continuity of cultural 
practices, values and beliefs across the generations” (Gillam 2009, 12). 

In Nomadic Woman, and also in her solo performances of storytelling,8 
Louise uses the ulu as a transmitter of memory and tool for practising 
the Inuit heritage, thus continuing the process of “indigenous (re)appro-
priation” of the ulu, its complex personal, cultural, and historical context, 
as well as its symbolic meanings (Gillam 2009, 14). As a tool of indige-
nous (re)appropriation, the ulu symbolically cuts through layers of silence 
surrounding Danish colonization of Greenland “to reveal the politics of 
possession” (Baudrillard 1983, 22).

The ulu is empowering Louise in her performance of reclaiming iden-
tity and becomes “an item of ‘survivance’” (Gillam 2009, 10), which, “[i]
n spite of collections made to ‘salvage the remnants’ of a ‘dying culture,’ 
is still here, as are its makers. It is a witness to the ways of making a living 
that have continued with persistence and vitality. It is a symbol of respect 
honoring the equal contributions of Inuit women that speaks to a sense 

8 Louise Fontain began making public solo storytelling performances based on her life story in 2006. 

For a detailed outline see: https://www.louisefontain.com/cv.
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of positive self-identity.” (Gillam 2009, 10) As suggested by Gillam, in 
the context of “colonial, racist and sexist attitudes … the honoring and 
celebration of the ulu could act as a symbolic catalyst for the strengthen-
ing of the identity and image of Inuit women across the Arctic, which has 
broader implications for all” (Gillam 2009, 4).

The stage’s backdrop is now covered with a projection of the photo 
taken in Denmark in 1967; the same one that accompanied Louise and 
her storytelling in Hattfjelldal in 2011. In the photo, we can see a crowd 
of Inuit children in the foreground, and just a few Danish adults far in 
the background. The text projected on the photo says: “From 1961–76, 
hundreds of skilled Inuit children were sent to Denmark to learn the 
Danish language and culture. The idea behind the project was that chil-
dren should later be prepared to be able to go to college and become 
leaders in modern Greenlandic society.”

After a moment of silence, Louise Fontain energetically walks through 
the stage, grabs the fish that had earlier been dropped on the stage by 
the small girl and walks towards the backdrop. As she reaches the large 
screen with the photo, she points at it with the hand that is holding the 
fish and continues her story of deportation:

When the train journey came to an end, we all arrived at the railway 
station. All children poured from the train onto the platform where 
the “civilized” Danish foster parents have already been waiting for us. 
The station was tall, with a tin roof high above us, and the rain was 
thudding against it. Each of us had a nametag. Anne, Amalie, Louise, 
Fredrik, Jonas, Daniel. I could hear an invisible voice saying: “A new 
life awaits Najavaraq, now you should become Mette Greenlander9 — 
a proper Danish citizen!” I was still waiting there when almost all of 
the children had gone from the crowded platform. Suddenly, I saw a 
man approaching me. He took my hand and we went to a car parked 
outside the station. We drove off in the rain, without any words. When 
we arrived at a yellow house, a middle-aged woman opened the door. 
She greeted me and took me to the bathroom. I was unable to speak. 
The tears were running down my face. The lady took off my clothes 
and helped me get into the large bathtub filled with steaming water. It’s 
hot, it’s hot, it’s hot.

9 Mette — a common female given name of  Scandinavian origin, descended from the name Margaret.
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Throughout this monologue, Louise continues making physical actions 
that suggest her entering and trying to reconstruct the three-dimensional 
places from the past — the large railway station, the house of the Danish 
foster-family, the steaming bathtub. The memories embedded in her body 
seem to come to the surface of her skin, as if she were able, through the 
work of her body and its memory, to make visible the affective and dynam-
ic relationship she still has with the physical places belonging to her past. 
What is important in this gesture of reconstructing the spatiality of the 
places related to her deportation, is the power that Louise, as the storyteller 
and the rebuilder, has over them.

Louise is editing the storytelling and performing it in real-time. In each 
performance, she enters the process of re-telling her story about the in-
visible places and narrating our relationship with them. However, since 
this storytelling is a performative process of activating the neurological 
body-mind memory, the selection and real-time editing of autobiographi-
cal events are different every time, giving Louise the freedom of choice of 
re-accessing, re-living and re-telling her past and her relationship with its 
details, together with the deviations, detours, contradictions.

The sense of heat activates the rage. Louise stands up and continues her 
storytelling, bringing us closer to the actual experience of the deportation 

Fig. 9: Louise Fontain in Nomadic Woman, as the backdrop is covered with the projection 

with the photo from 1967, documenting the deportation of  Greenlandic children to Denmark 

(Gdańsk, 2018) (Photo by Iwona Wojdowska).



286

— a call for justice, re-action, and ethical responsibility:

Far from home, with well-meaning people to teach me new man-
ners and new culture. From now on, I am forbidden to speak or even 
think in Greenlandic, I am forbidden to run and jump freely in nature. 
Now, everything must be done in due time. On the paper that my parents 
signed, it said, “The child will stay with the foster family for one year.” 
But it turned out to be forever. On the paper that my parents signed, it 
said, “No supervision will be carried over the child and the child’s foster 
family in Denmark.” Today, over fifty years later, no one wants to talk 
about it. The former Danish government and the Greenlandic society 
do not want to take responsibility for what happened. The Danish Prime 
Minister said, “It’s an unfortunate history we have together, but now it 
is time for us to the past behind us…”10 Here, in Hattfjelldal, up in the 
mountains, I was able to find closeness to nature and to regain my own 
story, although I often try to escape from it. One day I know, that while 
picking berries or cutting a fish, I will remember my mother tongue … 
one day I will find the song that I got from my grandmother Lovise.

The light changes, and the installation of sixty-six knives, which forms an 
element of the Nomadic Woman’s landscape, becomes exposed. The small 
girl (playing the role of young Louise) in a red Inuit dress walks into a 
space under the hanging knives and starts touching them as if she wanted 
to play with them, activating a clear sense of potential danger and violence 
that she might get hurt. The knives are hanging on metal strings, pointing 
down, like deadly weapons, blood-thirsty predators on a stretched leash.

On the one hand, the knives refer directly to the ulu knife that Louise 
inherited from her grandmother and uses during the performance as a 
marker of her identity and complicated relationship with her Inuit roots, 
which have been cut by the deportation. On the other hand, as Louise 
Fontain mentioned, the shape of the installation and the fact that it’s made 
of knives activates her sensorium and brings to mind the audio and visual 
experience of the aurora borealis and her hometown landscape. “I remember 
that in Sisimiut the aurora borealis used to make a sound of knives’ blades 
scratching against one another,”  said Louise during one of the rehearsals. 
But in the context of Louise Fontain’s story of deportation, the reference 
to Greenlandic landscape and the memory of it is ambiguous, both beau-

10 This is a reference to the incident from 2009, when, on behalf  of  the Naalakkersuisut (the Govern-

ment of  Greenland), the Kuupik Kleist (PM) demanded an official apology from Denmark for the “exper-

iment”. In response to the demand, then-PM of  Denmark Lars Løkke Rasmussen refused. 
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tiful and painful. If she has lost her mother-tongue and cannot speak nor 
understand Greenlandic, then every time she returns to her hometown, 
the sound of the language might be painful — the tip of a sharp knife 
approaching human flesh.

The Polyphony of  Voices
and the Consciousness of  Hybridity
Louise Fontain is undoubtedly the intimate author, owner, and main sub-
ject of her own life story. However, her storytelling, embedded in the com-
plex matrix of Nomadic Woman, is more than an act of self-determination, 
self-discovery, and individual meaning-making. Placed onstage, interwo-
ven into the structure of a theatrical performance, her storytelling poses 
questions about itself as a communication process, a performative act, and 
a quasi-ritualized act of enacting one’s lost identity, as well as questions 
about the context from which it comes and in which it is performed. A 
closer look at the presence of Louise’s story/storytelling within the matrix 
of Nomadic Woman performance can help address the initial questions we 
posed in the creative process. It also brings about interesting observations 
that can be of value for the further development of the methodology for 

Fig. 10: Nel Melon, playing the role of  Louise Fontain as a child in Nomadic Woman (Gdańsk, 

11 December 2011) (Photo by Bogna Kociumbas).
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performing arts in the field of decolonization, empowerment, and preser-
vation of individual Indigenous cultures.

Louise Fontain’s act(s) of storytelling carried out in Nomadic Woman can 
be viewed as a polyphony of “narratable selves” that make up her complex 
nomadic identity. She introduces herself as Bodil Mette Louise Najava-
raq Amalie Fontain, born and raised as an Inuit in the village of Sisimiut 
(Greenland), where she spent the first nine years of her life in 1958–67. 
Undergoing forced relocation to Denmark in 1967, she spent seven years 
there, forced to learn and speak Danish and forbidden from using her 
mother-tongue. When she returned to Greenland in 1973, she was no 
longer able to speak nor understand Greenlandic. Since her family neither 
spoke nor understood Danish, she needed an interpreter to communicate 
with her family. After completing her university studies in Copenhagen, 
Louise settled down in Norway in 1983. In her storytelling, Louise Fon-
tain uses Norwegian, Danish, English, and elements of Greenlandic. As 
she speaks, the sounds of words form an uneven, multi-layered, and mul-
ti-textured score that reveals her ambiguous relationship with language as 
such. Using this complex linguistic mould, where accents overlap, Louise 
is reconstructing her identity.

Louise’s storytelling becomes, on the one hand, a “rich tool for jus-
tice-seeking, truth-telling, and indigenous self-determination” (Caxaj 
2015, 1) and a critical strategy to re-connect through the act(s) of storytell-
ing to Indigenous ontologies and epistemologies. At the same time, there 
is also a meta-level to Louise Fontain’s storytelling. Due to colonization, 
she is no longer able to use her mother-tongue to talk about her life. She 
has to translate her intimate childhood memories of being bound with her 
ancestors, Sisimiut’s nature, and her traumatic experiences of colonizer’s 
violence and identity loss into languages other than Greenlandic. This way, 
her storytelling becomes a space of tension between language (as a system) 
and tongue (as an organ), which is a proof of undergone oppression. Her 
struggle to tell the story strongly highlights the problematics of the tes-
timony, as well as of the theatrical representation of all forms of trauma. 
In one of the notebooks from the process of creation of Nomadic Woman, 
I found the following note I wrote trying to comprehend Louise’s experi-
ence of the learnt language in a relentless state of battle with the flesh of 
her tongue:

Can you imagine yourself lying on that table, like a fish, forever mute, 
cut wide open, disemboweled, dissected? Can you imagine that all you 
have inside, that all of your content, all of your precious identity that 
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filled your flesh with meanings is taken out by force? And can you 
imagine that apart from these precious guts and vital organs you also 
lose your mother-tongue which was being systematically cut out, bit by 
bit, with each word in the colonizer’s language you learnt one word in 
your mother-tongue disappeared. The language was eating the tongue 
and finally exchanged it with an implant. Does the colonizers’ tongue 
fit your mouth, child? Or do you hate the feeling of having it inside of 
your head and throat?11

At this moment, I am also encouraged to take a closer look at Louise 
Fontain’s voice as an object of study rather than as a vehicle for meaning. 
Citing Mladen Dolar, we might say that Louise Fontain’s voice

is like a bodily missile which separates itself from the body and spreads 
around, but on the other hand, it points to a bodily interior, an intimate 
partition of the body which cannot be disclosed — as if the voice were 
the very principle of division into interior and exterior. The voice, by 
being so ephemeral, transient, incorporeal, ethereal, presents for that 
very reason the body at its quintessential, the hidden bodily treasure 
beyond the visible envelope, the interior “real” body, unique and in-
timate, and at the same time it seems to present more than the mere 
body; … the voice … is the flesh of the soul, its ineradicable materiality, 
by which the soul can never be rid of the body; it depends on this inner 
object which is but the ineffable trace of externality and heterogeneity, 
but by virtue of which the body can also never quite simply be the body, 
it is a truncated body, a body cloven by the impossible rift between an 
interior and an exterior. The voice embodies the very impossibility of 
this division, and acts as its operator. (Dolar 2006, 69–70) 

Looking at Fontain’s storytelling from the perspective of anthropologi-
cal inquiry of voice as proposed by Jenny R. Lawy enables us to analyse 
her acts of storytelling as acts that use voice not only as performative, but 
also political agency (Lawy 2017, 194).

The space of Nomadic Woman becomes a sovereign territory — a space 
inhabited by the polyphony of Louise Fontain’s voices — in which she 
finds her sense of belonging. Since identity is performative and nomadic, 
in Nomadic Woman the stage becomes the space where a person can be giv-
en the chance to disclose systemic violence, step out from the role of the 
“victim” into the role of a fluid “nomadic-self” that “is relational, in that it 

11 K. Pastuszak. 2012. Notes From the Nomadic Process.
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requires a bond to the ‘other’ and “retrospective, in that it is fixed through 
memories and recollections, in a genealogical process” (Braidotti 1994, 
166). This “nomadic-self” is actualized and expressed through complex 
acts of performing — “a play of multiple, fractured aspects of the self” 
(Braidotti 1994, 166), travelling back and forth through a thick rhizomatic 
structure of signs, images, plateaus, and intensities that collide during the 
performance.

Fig. 11: Louise Fontain and Kika Kalicka playing the role of  small Louise Fontain in Nomadic 

Woman (Jelenia Góra, 29 April 2017) (Photo by Tomasz Raczyński).
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When asked about the impact of working with Nomadic Woman, Louise 
admitted:

It was important for me to be able to see the necessity of telling my story 
with new formulations, expressions, with not just myself, with new eyes 
to see my story in a perspective, not only historically but also bodily…to 
get a sense of belonging, where I could find new space and can start to see 
myself with new opportunities. I realized I no longer needed to keep quiet, 
I realized that I could start talking. (Fontain 2020, 2) 

When asked about her experience of presenting Nomadic Woman in her home-
town Sisimiut12 and in the capital of Greenland, Nuuk,13 Louise Fontain said:

What was forgotten and hidden, emerged .… it has become the arena 
for storytelling, it now offers a new opportunity to stand up and be-
come visible, to help others who have delved and did not speak their 
experiences of colonization .… Getting it in the public space through 
artistic processing is the only way to get it told. It was the beginning 
of putting new words on these stories that have been taboo for a long 
time. (Fontain 2020, 1)

12 Nomadic Woman was presented in Taseralik Kulturhus — Sisimiut (Taseralik Culture House), Green-

land on 27 September 2014. Cast: Louise Fontain, Katarzyna Pastuszak, Aleksandra Śliwińska, Dorota 

Androsz, Anna Kalwajtys, Magdalena Jędra, Agnieszka Kamińska.

13 Nomadic Woman was presented in Nunatta Isiginnaartitsisarfina — Nuuk (National Theatre of  

Greenland), Greenland on 15–16 March 2015. Cast: Louise Fontain, Katarzyna Pastuszak, Aleksandra 

Śliwińska, Daniela Komędera, Anna Kalwajtys, Magdalena Jędra, Agnieszka Kamińska.  

Fig. 12: Louise Fontain in her hometown Sisimiut during the first trip of  Amareya Theatre with 

Nomadic Woman to Greenland following the invitation of  Arnajaraq Støvlbæk, Director of  the 

Taseralik Cultural Centre in Sisimiut (28 September 2014) (Photo by Anna Kalwajtys). 
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Nine years have passed since my first meeting with Louise Fontain in the 
landscape of Hattfjelldal. On 10 August 2020, our performance project 
Nomadic Woman became the same age Louise was when she was deported to 
Denmark and her nomadic life began. During the nine years of its life, No-
madic Woman has travelled to numerous countries and different locations. 
Each journey made its structure morph, as we tried to resonate with the 
local context, which was especially visible in Sapporo, where we integrated 
two Ainu artists in order to reveal common tropes between Louise’s story 
and the colonization and discrimination of the Ainu, which I thoroughly 
discuss below. In each place, we also incorporated a child from the local 
community to play the role of Louise Fontain as a child, so we have had 
young performers from Poland, Turkey, Japan, and Greenland enter the 
process of Nomadic Woman.

From this nine-year perspective, it is easier for me to see the impact and 
change that Nomadic Woman brought about and will hopefully continue to 
bring. I call Nomadic Woman a performance project, but perhaps I should 
call it a form of life, in which through travelling together to different lo-
cations and through repetitive action of storytelling and performing her 
identity, Louise Fontain reconstructs herself and finds her roots both in 
the herstorical dimension of her trauma and the embodiment of her indi-
vidual emotional and spiritual landscape. Nomadic Woman can be seen as a 
nomadic vehicle for healing — a processual tool that provides safe space 
for Indigenous decolonization encompassing physical, psychological, emo-
tional, and spiritual ways of dealing with the effects of colonization.   

Out of this experience of being nomadic and travelling with her story to 
different locations, Louise Fontain created the following text:

Nomadic
we are without homes
but own the shame
no identity and space in society.…
a fragile community
—  everyone knows the same feeling of belonging to the periphery — to 
be endured
language we find along the way
in association with the other
words that make us able to withstand the call of wounds
fate
lost in life
codes which bring us closer
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some have borne the shame for a long time, right from childhood, others 
have taken it from a past life and some of us have fresh physical wounds 
that disfigured us, others feel an immediate sense of having narrowly sur-
vived and some have yet to crawl closer to approach us!
For some, the usurpation of vitality given an eternal youthfulness
and other weight life so that ageing is multiplied
so are nomadic women
without actually age
timeless we move in and out of our solidarity
painfully aware
that now we are us
otherwise
alone. (Fontain 2020, 3)

Nomadic Woman in Ainu Mosir 
1 December 2017, Sapporo. The audience is slowly pouring into the audito-
rium hall of Pirka Kotan Ainu Cultural Centre in Sapporo, northern Japan. 
Two seats have already been taken — one by an Ainu woman with long 
dark hair kept by an embroidered traditional Ainu headband (matanpushi), 
and one by a Polish woman with very short hair. Both women are wearing 
a traditional Ainu kimono called ruunpe. 

Fig. 13: Monika Wińczyk wearing an Ainu kimono, sitting with the audience as spectators enter 

the performance hall to see the revised version of  Nomadic Woman staged in Pirka Kotan Ainu 

Cultural Centre in Sapporo (2 December 2017) (Photo by Matti Aikio).
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The lively shimmer of conversations fills the room, becoming a whisper 
corresponding with the sound of two ulu knives being sharpened by Louise 
Fontain, one against the other. She is standing behind a black table stacked 
with a dozen teddy bears. Behind Louise, on the large white screen, there is 
a video of an Inuit woman sitting on the ground with her legs spread apart 
and cutting a fish with an ulu knife. The Polish woman dressed in ruunpe, 
the performer Monika Wińczyk, starts slowly approaching the stage. She 
stands next to Louise facing the audience. Louise touches the head of the 
woman, slightly changes the angle of its placement, as if trying to make an 
anthropometric investigation of the skull’s shape and its parameters. After 
a moment, the woman lays her head on the table and Louise begins the 
action of cutting her already very short hair.

Fig. 14: Monika Wińczyk and Louise Fontain performing in the revised version of  Nomadic 

Woman staged in Pirka Kotan Ainu Cultural Centre in Sapporo (2 December 2017) (Photo by 

Matti Aikio).
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We see the other woman in ruunpe stand up from among the audience. She 
starts speaking while slowly approaching the stage, holding a bucket filled 
with fish in her right hand. She speaks:

The woman with the grey hair is Louise, she is Inuit and she comes from 
Greenland. The woman in the video is Louise’s mother and the video was 
made by Louise herself, in Greenland in 1986. The woman with the short 
hair is Monika and she comes from Poland. I am Tsugumi Matsudaira and 
I am Ainu. My home and my heart are Ainu Mosir. When I was a child, I 
was adopted. My foster parents did not know that I am Ainu. But when 
I grew up, I discovered my roots and I told them the truth. They bitterly 
regretted having adopted me. But I want to be able to speak out my iden-
tity. That is why I am with you here today, to give voice to my identity. My 
grandmother used to wear clothes with long sleeves to hide the long dark 
hair on her arms. I could understand why she is doing this. Some time later 
one person told me that I should be ashamed of being so hairy all over my 
body, since this is proof of being Ainu. Hair of shame. That’s why I started 
shaving myself, erasing the hair on my body. When Louise was a child she 
also went to a foster family. She had to hide her Inuit identity, like I had to 
hide my Ainu hair under long sleeves of kimono. When she was deported 
to Denmark, her “civilized” foster parents cut her hair short saying that 
she was eating like a pig, putting her hair into the plate.

Tsugumi finishes her monologue as she puts the bucket with the fish next 
to the table and approaches the hanging knives, while Louise, still stand-
ing at the table, starts cutting the fish and telling her story. A particularly 
powerful line of tension emerges between Louise and Tsugumi — two 
representatives of Indigenous peoples who have both suffered from dis-
crimination and systemic violence. Tsugumi, in Ainu ruunpe, is standing 
among the hanging knives as if trying to understand how to manoeuvre in 
the space filled with sharp rules, whereas Louise, wearing traditional Inuit 
garments and accessories, continues cutting the fish. Let us note, however, 
that she is cutting the fish on the stage of Pirka Kotan — Centre for Ainu 
Culture, located in Sapporo, Hokkaido — in the land of the Ainu, where 
the image of the fish is strongly related to the Ainu fishing rituals that are 
still banned by the Japanese state (Hossain, Maruyama, and Charbonneau 
2018; Iwasaki-Goodman and Nomoto 2001). Louise, cutting the fish open 
with her ulu knife, is not only making a vivisection of her personal story 
but also opening up the tension between Indigenous people’s rights and 
the state policy.
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Fig. 15: Tsugumi Matsudaira from the Ainu Women Association in Sapporo performing in the 

revised version of  Nomadic Woman staged in Pirka Kotan Ainu Cultural Centre (Sapporo, 2 

December 2017) (Photo by Matti Aikio).

Now, the stage of Pirka Kotan seems to be a floating landscape inhabited 
by subjects moving in silence. The performers are moving in slow motion 
towards the backdrop onto which a video footage from the road is being 
played, giving the audience a sense of watching an ever-changing land-
scape through a train or car window. Louise Fontain is in the center of the 
stage, with her back to the audience. She is pushing a wooden table as if 
treading through the snow, relentlessly struggling to pave the way of dig-
nity and empowerment, despite the burden of colonization. Suddenly, the 
side curtain of the Pirka Kotan hall is moved to the side, exposing the large 
window wall. Monika Wińczyk, now wearing only a white dress, which 
had been covered by the ruunpe, opens the door in the sidewall and starts 
running barefoot in the deep snow outside the hall. She is running with an 
accordion in her hands, her mouth wide open and her scream being carried 
even further by the heart-ripping sounds of the instrument. Accompanied 
by the noise of the accordion, her voice becomes a complex call for making 
space for the “invisible” minorities in the dominant public discourse.

The fish is a seemingly mute yet powerful symbol. In the last scene of 
Nomadic Woman in Pirka Kotan, an exterior agent in the form of an accor-
dion carried her piercing cry for dignity.
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Fig. 16: Monika Wińczyk running in the snow outside Pirka Kotan in the revised version of  

Nomadic Woman staged in Pirka Kotan Ainu Cultural Centre (Sapporo, 2 December 2017) 

(Photo by Matti Aikio).

Interweaving the Stories of  Indigenous Women:
Nomadic Woman and the Sprouting of  New Projects
The invitation to Ainu Mosir to present Nomadic Woman14 at Pirka Ko-
tan in Sapporo, within the framework of the International Conference 
on Policy Towards Indigenous Peoples,15 encouraged me to think about 
enriching the matrix of the performance with stories rooted in the local 
context. Therefore, thanks to the support of Professor Hiroshi Maruy-
ama and Ainu Women Association Director Ryoko Tahara, we invited 
Ainu women from Sapporo into the creative process. As a result, during 

14 Nomadic Woman 2017 (Sapporo/Tokyo) — cast: Katarzyna Pastuszak, Louise Fontain, Tsugumi Mat-

sudaira, Utae Ehara, Daniela Komędera, Aleksandra Śliwińska.    

15 The International Conference on Policy Towards Indigenous Peoples: Lessons to be Learned and 

Corresponding Indigenous Workshop/Art Exhibition was held in Sapporo, Ainumosir between 30 No-

vember–4 December 2017.
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our tour in Japan two female Ainu artists performed Nomadic Woman 
— Tsugumi Matsudaira, who joined us in Sapporo, and Utae Ehara who, 
together with Tsugumi, joined us in Tokyo. Their presence allowed hid-
den stories of loss and retrieval of ethnic and personal identity of Ainu 
to become a new element of Nomadic Woman, giving us a hint that its 
structure is truly open and nomadic. It also gave birth to further joint 
projects.16

In 2018 and 2019, Amareya Theatre returned to Sapporo to continue 
strengthening the cooperation with Ainu women and empowering their 
struggle for the recovery of identity.17 The first project, entitled Ainu 
Mosir — Ainu Womb: Stories of Ainu Women, took place 6–12 October 
2018. During the herstorical workshop, a group of Ainu women,18 to-
gether with Amareya Theatre members, were experiencing their bodies 
in movement and speaking out their identity. In the sessions, they shared 
life stories and experiences, as well as elements of traditional Ainu cul-
ture, such as handicraft, the musical instruments mukkuri (plucked idi-
ophone) and tonkori (plucked string instrument), songs and dances, and 
Ainu cuisine. When sharing their life stories, they were paying a lot of 
attention to such aspects as double discrimination, decolonization, com-
munity-building, and strategies of empowerment of minorities within 
a larger socio-cultural context. In these stories, the pivotal moment for 
most of the women was “coming out as Ainu” in front of their relatives, 
friends, work colleagues, and other members of their social circle. The 
workshops also encompassed elements of body-work, such as butō and 
contemporary dance training, enhancing body-mind awareness.

16 The projects were realized in cooperation with Prof. Hiroshi Maruyama (CEMiPoS — Centre for 

Environmental and Minority Policy Studies) and Menoko Mosmos (Ainu Women Association in Sapporo). 

17 In 2018, Nomadic Woman, featuring Tsugumi Matsudaira and Utae Ehara, was presented within the 

framework of  the 4th International Conference on Bronisław Piłsudski and His Scholarly Heritage, held 

in the Museum of  Japanese Art and Technology — Manggha. The performance took place on 18 De-

cember 2018. The visit of  Tsugumi Matsudaira and Utae Ehara was made possible thanks to the support 

of  Hiroshi Maruyama and the Centre for Environmental and Minority Policy Studies (CEMiPoS), Ainu 

Women Association (Sapporo), and the Museum of  Japanese Art and Technology — Manggha (Cracow). 

18 Kimiko Naraki, Ryoko Fujioka, Yoshiko Saito, Yohko Koyama, Tsugumi Matsudaira, Utae Ehara, 

Yoko Sasaki. 



299

Fig. 17: Yoshiko Saito (foreground) is serving traditional Ainu dumplings called saito (dump-

lings made with rice and millet flour) during the second day of  the project Ainu Mosir — Ainu 

Womb: Stories of  Ainu Women (Sapporo, 8 October 2018). 

Fig. 18: Third day of  the project Ainu Mosir — Ainu Womb: Stories of  Ainu Women, from left: Tsu-

gumi Matsudaira, Tomoko Mituno, Utae Ehara, Hiroshi Maruyama (Sapporo, 9 October 2018).



300

Fig. 19: Group photo taken after the premiere of  Ainu Mosir — Ainu Womb: Stories of  Ainu 

Women, Pirka Kotan (Sapporo, 12 October 2018).

The workshop sessions were summed up with a stage performance fea-
turing Ainu women of Ainu Mosir — Ainu Womb: Stories of Ainu Women, 
presented on 12 October 2018 in the Ainu Culture Centre Pirka Kotan 
in Sapporo. The structure of the performance was rather simple, and 
included traditional Ainu dances and songs, interwoven with dance im-
provisations and fragments of texts written by the Ainu women during 
the workshop process.19

In 2019, Amareya Theatre, together with Ainu women, developed a full-
evening performance entitled (Re)verberations: Bridges Between Poland and Ja-
pan.20 This project was yet another meeting in which we sought narratives 

19 It was a decision made by all the Ainu women who participated in the process not to reveal their pri-

vate stories onstage; these stories, therefore, remained an underscore of  some of  the performance scenes 

and also fed into the matrix of  the performance (Re)verberations: Bridges Between Poland and Japan, developed 

with Ainu women in the autumn of  2019.

20 Independent Without Borders: Poland in Japan was organized by Amareya Art Association in the 

period 13 September–8 October 2019 in Sapporo, Akita, Tokyo. The project was financed from the funds 

of  the Ministry of  Culture and National Heritage of  Poland, within the scope of  the Multi-annual Pro-

gram INDEPENDENT 2017–2022, as part of  the “Cultural Bridges” subsidy program of  the Adam 

Mickiewicz Institute. The project was co-produced by Ainu Women’s Association (Sapporo), Centre for 

Environmental and Minority Policy Studies (Sapporo), Hijikata Tatsumi Archive — Keio University Art 

Centre (Tokyo), Manggha Museum of  Japanese Art and Technology (Cracow), and Warsaw University — 

Institute of  Polish Culture. 
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Fig. 20: Natalia Chylińska (left) and Tsugumi Matsudaira with the red thread in one of  the 

scenes of  (Re)verberations: Bridges Between Poland and Japan (Babylon Theatre Tokyo, 5 Octo-

ber 2019) (Photo by Tomoko Kosugi).

21 (Re)verberations: Bridges Between Poland and Japan — concept: Katarzyna Pastuszak; direction: Katarzyna 

Pastuszak; assistant director: Natalia Chylińska; cast: Kimiko Naraki, Yoshiko Saito, Kyoko Kagaya, Tsug-

umi Matsudaira, Natalia Chylińska, Katarzyna Pastuszak, Aleksandra Śliwińska; music & traditional singing 

(white voice): Natalia Chylińska; music & traditional Ainu singing: Kimiko Naraki (voice + tonkori), Yoshi-

ko Saito (voice), Kyoko Kagaya (voice), Tsugumi Matsudaira (voice); Translation: Prof. Hiroshi Maruyama, 

Makoto Shimizu, Takuya Yoshimura, Masumi Tanaka. Premiere: 28 September 2019 — Theatre Concari-

no (Sapporo); 5–6 October 2019 — Babylon Theatre (Tokyo).

from the past and the present and interweaved them with traditional Ainu 
songs and dances, as well as Polish traditional songs delivered by Natalia 
Chylińska in white voice.21

The Red Thread of  Storytelling:
Connecting Individual Stories Across Borders
The opening scene of (Re)verberations: Bridges Between Poland and Japan. The 
light slowly fades in after the initial blackout. From the thick darkness, the 
shape of a delicate female back appears. Her shoulder-blades emerge and 
move softly together with the backbone, the half-human and half-animal 
form gradually rises up from an embryo position. Finally, we see the whole 
outline of a human body (Natalia Chylińska), dressed in a half-transparent 
white costume and moving as if drifting in space, only from time to time 
reacting to randomly appearing sounds that reverberate in her body — a 
ripple of an impulse. More lights fade in and bring out the silhouettes of 
four Ainu women, exposing the backs of their traditional Ainu kimonos.
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Each of the women, in a sitting position, is inhabiting a separate irreg-
ular polygon-shaped space, cut out with light and contoured by lines of 
dark soil. After a while, one of the Ainu women rises from the ground, 
approaches the woman dressed in white, and touches her lips. She pulls a 
thin red thread from her mouth and begins gradually stretching it in space 
between the other Ainu women, until all of them are connected. The red 
thread bridges the separate islands, connects the individuals, and links the 
stories -- one story stimulates the other and breaks the dam of silence in 
the system. As the Ainu woman stretches the red thread, we hear the fol-
lowing text spoken in Japanese and Polish:

My mouth is full.
Words woven from generation to generation are seeking their way out. My 
voice is muffled.
Only the sound of bones can be heard.
Stories, like soil hills gathered through generations, are penetrating my 
body through my skin.
They are in each and every particle of my body — starting from the tips of 
my hair to each gesture that turns into a dance.  
I want to let these stories out.
I want to pull them out of my body thread after thread 
so that they can resonate and create a soundscape, 
so that I can weave my own story out of them,
so that voices of ancestors and my own voice can grow like a mountain.22

22  Polish (original, Natalia Chylińska): Moje usta są wypełnione. // Słowa utkane przez poko-

lenia szukają drogi ujścia. Zatyka mnie. // Słychać tylko dźwięk kości. // Usypane historie przesiąkają 

moją skórę. // Są w każdej cząstce mojego ciała — od cebulek włosów do gestu, który przeradza się w 

taniec. // Chcę dać im ujście. // Chcę wyciągać z siebie słowa nitka po nitce, // by mogły wybrzmiewać 

i rezonować, // bym mogła tkać z nich moją historię, // by głos przodków i mój głos wyrosły jak góra. 

Japanese (translation, Hikaru Tanaka, read by Yohko Koyama): この口にあふれんばかりの赤い

糸。// 先人の言葉が紡ぐ赤い糸。出口はみつからないままに、私の声まで奪い取る。// 骨の震えが

響くだけ。// この土は先祖が遺した物語。掻き集めれば山となり、触れれば肌を突き抜ける。// 細

胞全てを埋め尽くし、やがては髪を揺るがして 舞うかのように語りだす。// 先人の遺した伝えの数

々を今こそ外へ 解き放とう。// この身をふさぐ糸の束、一つ残らず吐き出そう。// 新たな音を作る

ため、// 私自身を語るため、// 先人と私の声とがあいまって一つの山となるために。
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Fig. 21: The red thread stretched between performers in (Re)verberations: Bridges Between 

Poland and Japan, from left: Natalia Chylińska, Aleksandra Śliwińska, Katarzyna Pastuszak, 

Kyoko Kagaya, Tsugumi Matsudaira (front) (Babylon Theatre Tokyo, 5 October 2019) (Photo 

by Tomoko Kosugi).

The red thread, potent in polyvalent references (and in intercultural ones), 
appears several times in (Re)verberations: Bridges Between Poland and Japan. It 
comes out from the mouth of a female performer and is being stretched 
between “human-islands”. It represents a hidden narrative (“Words woven 
from generation to generation are seeking their way out.”) that has been 
suppressed (“My voice is muffled.”). It also functions as a material from 
which one can weave one’s own personal story. Using the words of Natalia 
Chylińska: 

The red thread, which I take out of my mouth can be seen as a symbol of 
silent/silenced identity blocked and muffled by the process of colonization 
or by personal experiences of violence or/and cultural norms. The per-
formative situation helps unblock this muffled identity; it emerges on the 
level of the voice-over and through performers’ bodies — their gestures, 
movements, its voice, its daily and extra-daily practices. In the performa-
tive situation, by means of embodied narrative, the previously hidden iden-
tity becomes legitimized. (Chylińska 2020)
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Fig. 22: Yoshiko Saito using the red thread for sewing in one of  the scenes of  the (Re)verbera-

tions: Bridges Between Poland and Japan, Babylon Theatre Tokyo (6 October 2019) (Photo by 

Tomoko Kosugi). 

The red thread is also a clear reference to the handicraft. Let us not forget 
that through the work of the hands — the decorative embroidery needle-
work and appliqué designs — the Ainu managed to transmit their tradi-
tional culture into future generations in spite of the Japanese colonization 
and the policy of assimilation.23 We might say that there is a story behind 
each stitch. For this reason, each of the Ainu women performing in the 
(Re)verberations: Bridges Between Poland and Japan has her own connection to 
the red thread and a performative action related to it. Just like Inuit use 
of the traditional ulu knife was brought to life in Nomadic Woman, Ainu 
handicraft appeared in (Re)verberations, activating the power of Indigenous 
memory stored in the work of the hands. Thus, we might say that Ainu 
handicraft, similarly to the Inuit use of the ulu, is empowering the Ainu 
in their performance of reclaiming identity, becoming “an item of ‘surviv-
ance’ … that speaks to a sense of positive self-identity” (Gillam 2009, 10).

In another scene, Ainu performer Kyoko Kagaya approaches one of the 
soil islands onstage, and after a moment of touching the surface of the soil, 
as if caressing it, she puts her hand deeper into it and gradually pulls out a 
tangled bunch of red threads. Emerging slowly from the dark interior of 

23 Shizue Ukaji, together with other Ainu activists — Eiko Ota, Kayoko Nishida, Sanae Ueda, Nobuko 

Tsuda, Yasuko Uetake — is often mentioned as those who helped to preserve Ainu culture by revitalising 

and transmitting the technique of  Ainu embroidery.
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the soil, the threads and Kyoko Kagaya’s affectionate way of embracing 
and touching them collide with her intimate monologue:

Empty place. My body has changed.
I’m searching for traces, for remnants.
I continue sewing new patterns on my mother’s kimono.
Mother. An empty place inside me.
There is a fissure between me and my mother.
I have lost. I have lost a place, where a child could have been born.
I have lost my mother. I was adopted I have been seeking for a home for a 
long time since then.
I have lost my home. I have regained my home.
I’m sewing this new home as a pattern on my mother’s kimono.
On the kimono of the mother who adopted me, I’m sewing Ainu patterns.
I’m wearing two mothers — the Japanese foster one and the real (biolog-
ical) Ainu one.
Ainu patterns embrace me. I finally regained myself.24

The scene was inspired by Kagaya’s personal experience of being adopted 
by a Japanese foster family and her later experience of losing her womb in 
the course of abdominal hysterectomy. Thus, the red thread functions as 
the symbol of trans-generational continuity of Indigenous culture but also 
as a symbol of Kyoko Kagaya’s relationship with her mother(s), her own 
motherhood and her ethnic identity, the cultivation of which was men-
tioned as crucial for Kagaya forming her identity as Ainu.

24 Polish (original, Natalia Chylińska): Puste miejsce. Moje ciało zmieniło się. // Szukam śladów, 

pozostałości. // Wyszywam je na kimonie mojej matki. // Matka. Puste miejsce we mnie. // Między mną 

a matką jest jakaś szczelina. // Straciłam. Straciłam miejsce, w którym mogło pojawić się dziecko. // 

Straciłam matkę. Byłam adoptowana. Jeszcze długo potem szukałam domu. // Straciłam dom. Odnala-

złam dom. // Wyszywam go na kimonie mojej matki. // Matki, która mnie adoptowała. Matki, do której 

nie jestem podobna. Wyszywam wzory Ajnu. // Ubieram się w dwie matki — tę japońską i tę ajnuską. 

// Otulają mnie wzory Ajnu. Wreszcie odzyskałam siebie. Japanese (translation, Hikaru Tanaka): 元

の自分を失って抜け殻のようにここにいる // 私は何処から来たのだろう。何を残して来てたのだ

ろう。// 母が持たせたこの着物にただひたすらに刺繍する // お母さん、私は空っぽになったまま 

// 私は母から引き離され // ここがどこかもわからない。生まれた場所へも戻れない // 里子に出

されたその日から居場所をずっと探していた。// 私は我が家を失って、今また我が家を取り戻す// 

母が持たせた着物には新たな我が家を刺繍して // 育ての母の着物にはアイヌの証しを施そう。// 

命を授けてくれた母、私を育ててくれた母、二人の母に抱かれて // アイヌ模様に抱かれて、私は私

を取り戻す。 
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Fig. 23: Kyoko Kagaya in her scene with red thread, (Re)verberations: Bridges Between Poland 

and Japan (Babylon Theatre Tokyo, 6 October 2019) (Photo by Tomoko Kosugi).

In this scene, Kyoko Kagaya’s mouth is closed, while the emotionally load-
ed words of her monologue fall from the speakers. As the monologue ends, 
Natalia Chylińska sings a Polish traditional song Oj ty rzeko (Oh River) 
using the traditional white voice technique, while Kyoko Kagaya continues 
embracing the red thread and making a small dance with it. Kyoko Kagaya 
herself experienced this scene in the following way:

This distance, the fact that the words do not come from my own mouth 
but are played from the speakers, allowed me to distance myself from my 
personal story of loss and pain and to enter into a more intimate rela-
tionship with my current self. In this scene, I am embracing myself and 
embracing my inner child. I am doing it by myself, no other hands do it, 
no other arms embrace me, I do it by myself and become free from sorrow. 
(Kagaya 2019)

Kyoko Kagaya’s scene also corresponds to an earlier scene of the perfor-
mance The Museum (working title), suggesting that the “empty space” from 
Kyoko Kagaya’s monologue can also be a reference to empty graves, from 

23 Shizue Ukaji, together with other Ainu activists — Eiko Ota, Kayoko Nishida, Sanae Ueda, Nobuko 

Tsuda, Yasuko Uetake — is often mentioned as those who helped to preserve Ainu culture by revitalising 

and transmitting the technique of  Ainu embroidery.
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which the ancestral remains have been taken.25 The Museum scene under-
takes the theme of memory, cultural heritage and its ownership, and the 
role of museums in protecting and promoting Indigenous people’s cultural 
heritage. In this scene, in the video projection, documentary photos from 
Bronisław Piłsudski’s collection of Ainu artefacts, taken in the museum in 
Sakhalin, are overlaid with the lines of Tadeusz Różewicz poem in which 
the word “monuments” was intentionally changed to “museums”, result-
ing in the following juxtaposition:

Our museums
are ambiguous
they are shaped like a pit
our museums
are shaped
like a tear
moles
built our museums
under the earth
our museums
are shaped like smoke
they go straight to heaven26

These words were spoken on stage and projected on the backdrop, over-
laying the photos depicting Ainu artefacts. In the context of controver-
sies around the Japanese government’s plans to build “ethnic harmony” 
through, among others, the erection of public facilities such as the “Sym-
bolic Space for Ethnic Harmony” (Minzoku Kyōsei Shōchō Kūkan), and in the 
context of the rather delicate yet broadly-discussed issue of repatriation of 
Ainu ancestral remains, it seems very accurate to pose a question about the 
political and socio-cultural status and “shape” of the National Ainu Muse-
um, which was opened in Shiraoi, Hokkaido, in July 2020.

The “Symbolic Space for Ethnic Harmony” (Minzoku Kyōsei Shōchō Kū-
kan) officially opened on July 12, 2020. It consists of three elements: a 
National Ainu Museum (Kokuritsu Ainu Minzoku Hakubutsukan), a National 

25 For more on the repatriation of  stolen Ainu ancestral remains see: Shimizu 2018; Morris-Suzuki 

2018; Maruyama 2019.

26  The original poem by Tadeusz Różewicz: “Our monuments are ambiguous // they are shaped like a 

pit // our monuments // are shaped // like a tear // moles // built our monuments // under the earth 

// our monuments // are shaped like smoke // they go straight to heaven.” (Różewicz 1994, 73)



308

Fig. 24: Video projection with a documentary photo from Bronisław Piłsudski collection of  

Ainu artefacts, taken by Kimiko Naraki in a museum in Sakhalin, overlaid with the lines of  

a Tadeusz Różewicz poem in which one word — “monuments” was intentionally changed to 

“museums.”
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Fig. 25: Hiroko Kawakami sewing her family photo during rehearsal for (Re)verberations: Bridg-

es Between Poland and Japan (Sapporo, 22 October 2019) (Photo by Natalia Chylińska).

Ethnic Harmony Park (Kokuritsu Minzoku Kyōsei Kōen), and a Resting Place 
(Irei Shisetsu) for the remains of the dead. As highlighted by several re-
searchers, to the Ainu community, “the idea that Ainu remains are to be 
‘repatriated’ to a concrete mausoleum in a major tourism complex under 
the control of the Japanese Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport, 
and Tourism is anathema, and is indeed not repatriation at all, but merely 
the shifting of the dead from one alien space to another.” (Morris-Suzuki 
2018, 8)

Furthermore, by viewing a museum as an ambiguous space, the Museum 
scene also resonates with questions about the representation of history and 
contemporaneity of the Ainu within the Symbolic Space for Ethnic Harmony. 
At the end of this scene, we hear a young Ainu woman (Tsugumi Matsu-
daira) stating proudly, “Ainu is not a museum. Ainu is my family, commu-
nity, life. Ainu is home.” She is thus asking for a deeper understanding of 
the Ainu, not limited to a “narrow form of recognition that perceives Ainu 
identity only in the performance of traditional or neo-traditional culture in 
spaces of spectacle and entertainment set aside from the world of everyday 
life” (Morris-Suzuki 2018, 8).

One day, one of the Ainu women working with us, Hiroko Kawakami, 
came to the rehearsal of the (Re)verberations: Bridges Between Poland and Japan 
with a bunch of old photos and a box full of colourful threads that she 
dyed herself using fruits and flowers, the traditional Ainu way of dyeing. 
As she was showing us different photos and telling stories related to them, 
at a certain point she stopped and said, “I especially like this one.” She 
was holding a black-and-white photo in her hand — a photo of her family 
taken at a funeral.
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Fig. 26: “Family photo” scene of  (Re)verberations: Bridges Between Poland and Japan  (Babylon 

Theatre Tokyo, 6 October 2019) (Photo by Tomoko Kosugi).

This photo and the story behind it were the point of departure for us to 
create a separate scene in the performance — a scene that at the same 
time touched upon such issues as ancestral roots, collective and individual 
memory, disappearance, heritage, and personal narrative versus national 
narrative. We called this scene Family Photo. In this scene, the backdrop of 
the stage is covered with the video, in which we see Hiroko-san’s hands 
sewing together pieces of her black-and-white family photo and telling the 
story behind it, with a short description of each of the relatives.

While the video with Hiroko-san sewing the pieces of the photo togeth-
er and telling the story is running in the background, in the foreground, 
seven Ainu and Polish performers gather in different places on stage, 
smile, and freeze as if they were posing for a photo in front of an invisible 
camera. Are they performing (ethnic) harmony in spite of the actual state, 
symbolically represented by the “sliced” photo? 

In this scene, the past is brought into the “now” with the use of the vid-
eo recording while performers represent the action being photographed, 
thus “becoming a photo”, or “becoming the past”. Different actions take 
place simultaneously in different ontological regimes, thus highlighting the 
limits of theatrical representation of ethnicity and posing a number of crit-
ical questions — if the past of a group of Indigenous people has been torn 
into pieces like the “family photo” has been symbolically cut into pieces, 
what can we do to bring the elements of the past together, to enliven the 
ethnic bonds? If the family bonds were cut and obscured due to systemic 
symbolic or even actual violence and fear of discrimination and persecu-
tion, what kind of thread do we need to bring them together?
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In Lieu of  Conclusions
Both performances outlined and analysed here, Nomadic Woman and (Re)
verberations, focus on individual life stories and become an open space for 
voicing one’s identity and reconstructing it through performative actions. 
The goal of this work is to provoke reflection and dialogue through re-
hearsals and sharing sessions — the performances and the creative process 
that underlies them. The pretext for each performance is a human being, 
and the underscore of the performances is a fragmentary matrix of rela-
tions in which the individual travels and becomes a “nomadic” self, regain-
ing their identity through becoming visible, questioning social and cultural 
relations, and regaining ownership of their personal story.

As Amareya Theatre, we travel to borderlands to work with stories 
of Indigenous women, and together we create performances that pro-
mote hybridity and enable numerous stories from borderlands to coexist. 
When looking at our work with Louise Fontain and Ainu women from 
this perspective, I see our creative process and our performances, devel-
oped together with Indigenous women, through the lens of Pilar Hernán-
dez-Wolfe’s understanding of “borderlands”. As highlighted by Hernán-
dez-Wolfe, borderlands are:

[P]laces in between, the spaces in which border knowledge and border 
identities are constructed .... Borderlands refer to overlapping border 
spaces and the cultural representations that those of us who inhabit these 
spaces negotiate in order to exercise personal and collective agency. The 
self-awareness developed in these spaces, the embracement of our multiple 
identities as a whole, fosters the transcendence of the barriers which domi-
nant groups have imposed on us. (Hernández-Wolfe 2011, 298)

This work becomes “an act of resistance, seeking to question epistem-
ic boundaries and bring in the indigenous hidden legacy into the worlds 
dominated by those who prefer to forget, or those who view these healing 
practices as exotic” (Hernández-Wolfe 2011, 302).

Remembering the immense deep and uneven whiteness of the winter 
Sisimiut and Sapporo landscapes, I keep asking myself: Can the stage be a 
lens that enables us to see closer a tiny fragment, a thread of life, that we 
would have otherwise been unable to see in the multiplicity of signs and 
forms of the surrounding world? Can the stage, at least on the level of im-
agination, just for a moment become a plain landscape covered with fresh 
snow? From the very beginning of the performance until its very end, we 
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see this landscape morph, move, transform; we see traces left by words, 
images, gestures, voices, breaths, objects, memories, an ephemeral compo-
sition, on the edge of melting. 
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Nookimisak-Nangdowenjgewad: An Indigenous 

Grandmothers’ Initiative in Response to Sexual 

Exploitation of  Young Aboriginal Women

Janice Cindy Gaudet, Sheila Smith, Isabelle Meawasige

1 PACT-Ottawa (Persons Against the Crime of  Trafficking in Humans) is a registered non-profit 

organization founded in 2004 in Ottawa, Canada (http://www.pact-ottawa.org/). Its mission is to rec-

ognize the human dignity and promote the well-being of  all trafficked persons. This mission is achieved 

through education, support services, and policy analysis. 

Introduction
We just can’t lose another one of our girls.
—Grandmother Isabelle Meawasige, 2014

In this quote, we are awakened by an Ojibwe Grandmother’s perception 
of human trafficking. Isabelle Meawasige offers her relational worldview, 
which guided the Indigenous Grandmothers’ initiative Nookimisak-Nang-
dowenjgewad. For her and the other Grandmothers engaged in the the 
initiative, originally called Project Northern Outreach, human trafficking 
was about loss, a rupture of kinship relationality, and a lack of respect for 
the sacredness of life. 

Project Northern Outreach was part of PACT-Ottawa’s1 human traffick-
ing awareness initiatives. The initial focus was outreach in Manitoulin Island 
and the North Shore corridor. The idea came from a burgeoning relation-
ship between Ojibwe Grandmother and Elder Isabelle Meawasige (Serpent 
River First Nation, Ontario) and Sheila Smith, co-founder of PACT-Ottawa. 
PACT-Ottawa and the Grandmothers shared a vision to recognize the dig-
nity of all persons who are trafficked. The Grandmothers, however, leaned 
towards a more community-engaged approach based on their respective or-
ganizational ways, including ceremony and traditional teachings. PACT-Ot-
tawa’s approach was well-intentioned but domineering. They envisioned a 
project that would address human trafficking in Anishinaabe communities 



while building on the discrepancies identified in their Project ImPACT 
(PACT-Ottawa, 2014). Both groups were particularly concerned with ad-
dressing the findings that disproportionate numbers of Indigenous women 
are affected by human trafficking.

There is a growing body of research that directly and indirectly points to 
the problem of trafficking in Indigenous women and girls (Native Wom-
en’s Association of Canada 2014). In 2004, I (Sheila) met Beverley Jacobs, 
then President of the Native Women’s Association (NWAC), at a govern-
ment-sponsored event on human trafficking protection. Although govern-
ments in Canada were not making connections to the problem of domestic 
human trafficking back then, Beverley Jacobs was. As the lead for NWAC’s 
Sisters in Spirit Campaign, Jacobs was able to get governments to recognize 
the need for policy changes as indicated in the Campaign’s report in 2009 
(Native Women’s Association of Canada 2010). This report is representative 
of studies that have for years been showing what Aboriginal women in Can-
ada have been experiencing — namely, a wide spectrum of sexual violence, 
including human trafficking. The research includes some of Canada’s national 
commissions and inquiries, such as the 1996 Royal Commission on Aborig-
inal Peoples, the 2015 Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and the 2019 
National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women. This also 
includes academic work and United Nations reports (James 2014; Dubravka 
2019), where we continue to read that Canada is not adequately addressing the 
reality that trafficking disproportionately impacts Indigenous women.

The literature referenced above demonstrates that there is a dispropor-
tionate number of Indigenous women and girls who are trafficked. Further-
more, the reports and studies show that the root causes of this discrepancy 
are the many faces of ongoing settler colonialism. Edward Cavanagh and 
Lorenzo Veracini (2010) define the settler colonial relationship as one of 
domination by settlers over Indigenous peoples:

Settler colonialism is a global and transnational phenomenon, and as much 
a thing of the past as a thing of the present. There is no such thing as 
neo-settler colonialism or post-settler colonialism because settler coloni-
alism is a resilient formation that rarely ends. Not all migrants are settlers; 
as Patrick Wolfe has noted, settlers come to stay. They are founders of 
political orders who carry with them a distinct sovereign capacity. And set-
tler colonialism is not colonialism: settlers want Indigenous people to van-
ish (but can make use of their labour before they are made to disappear). 
Sometimes settler colonial forms operate within colonial ones, sometimes 
they subvert them, sometimes they replace them. But even if colonialism 
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2 This definition concisely summarizes Veracini’s discussion in pages 1–15 of  his book Settler Coloni-

alism: A Theoretical Overview.

3 Project outputs and lessons learned are adapted from PACT-Ottawa, “Final Report: Project North-

ern Outreach.”June 2016.

and settler colonialism interpenetrate and overlap, they remain separate as 
they co-define each other. (Cavanagh and Veracini 2010)2

Settlers are those who belong to the politically dominant group that has set-
tled on colonized land. They are those who have political power and use it to 
maintain systems that favour them and disenfranchise those whose interests 
they claim to protect, such as Indigenous peoples. Settler colonial systems 
exclude Indigenous ways of being and consequently fail to recognize the vi-
sion, roles, and responsibilities of Grandmothers within Indigenous systems.

This chapter contributes to a growing body of research as we engage in 
documenting our own lived experience as the Project Northern Outreach 
Coordinator (Cindy), Project Manager (Sheila) and Lead Grandmother (Is-
abelle). We write not to repeat that which has already been said, but rather 
to inspire hope for what is possible, especially for those who also struggle to 
unsettle colonial structures in order to live the ways of the Grandmothers. 
Too often, the dominant response to human trafficking in Canada excludes 
Indigenous knowledge, methodologies, and methods upheld by communi-
ty knowledge-keepers such as the Grandmothers. To exclude those most 
affected and closest to the problem risks not addressing the actual causes 
that propel trafficking in Indigenous women and girls. Furthermore, it risks 
repeating structures of domination by imposing solutions that do not uproot 
the primary causes.

With the problem of settler colonialism as a root cause of human traffick-
ing in Indigenous women and girls, this chapter provides an alternative ap-
proach to prevention. We offer a narrative of hope, with possibilities ground-
ed in Indigenous Grandmothers’ efforts to assert justice and healing through 
cultural approaches to human trafficking prevention. They transform the 
lens that often narrowly views human trafficking only as a crime. With a 
solely crime-based focus, state-driven solutions entrenched in Western le-
gal frameworks fails to recognize the kinship understanding of relationality, 
which Grandmother Isabelle invites us to consider in the opening quote of 
this chapter. In the sections below, we give voice to how a visiting method-
ology helped transform Project Northern Outreach into Nookimisak-Nang-
dowenjgewad, Grandmothers Taking Care. Our approach provides lessons for 
pathways forward, which we will present in the conclusion.3



4 Most attention by governments is given to addressing the demand for human trafficking, which is an 

obilgatory measure of  the Protocol. To address demand requires parties to the Protocol to entrench into law 

measures for the prosecution of  traffickers. However, less attention is given by governments to reducing supply. 

This is achieved by addressing the optional measures of  the Protocol, which are protection of  persons who have 

been trafficked, and ensuring preventative measures for those who are or might be at risk of  being trafficked or 

re-trafficked. To address the optional measures requires governments to live up to the commitments they have 

already made to ensure the human rights of  persons and communities throughout their life course.

5 Grandmother Anishinabek Wellness Model, prepared by Amikobiin as part of  the project.

Embodiment of  a Visiting Methodology
To situate us in the embodiment of visiting, we begin by privileging the 
roles and responsibilities of Grandmothers within an Anishaabek world-
view. As Traditional Knowledge Keepers, Grandmothers link us in an um-
bilical connection through our inheritance and our responsibilities to the 
seven generations to come. By fulfilling their responsibilities, Grandpar-
ents are a protective and nurturing factor against human trafficking. The 
twelve Grandmothers involved in the project identified their teachings and 
active engagement as significant ways of reducing the supply that feeds the 
demand for human trafficking (United Nations General Assembly 2000).4

Grandmother teachings go back to original instructions in how to live 
and be well as human beings. At one of the Grandmother circle gather-
ings, as documented in the training resources, Odehamik Maya Chacaby 
shared the Anishinaabe life philosophy embedded in the language through 
an analysis of Bimaatisiwin (life). “Bi comes from Spirit. Maa — here, now 
and represents what we inherit from spirit. Tis — our navel as it is the 
passage we take through all our ancestors to arrive here from Spirit. It is 
the power that women have to connect us to our ancestors, and to bring us 
forth with all our inheritance.”5  Nookimisak-Nangdowenjgewad is informed 
by Bimaatisiwin because it is about taking care of generations. As a result, 
a Grandmother-engaged approach needs to be grounded in community 
ethics, language, and protocols that hold Bimaatisiwin together. We came to 
understand that Nookisimak is about connection to spirit. This meaning of 
“Grandmother” makes it possible to understand how Nookisimak-Nang-
dowenjgewad began its life within the mind and heart of Grandmother 
Isabelle and the Grandmother Circle that she convened. Given our direct 
involvement in the project as leads, and our ongoing work with the Grand-
mothers beyond the funding period, we know and understand that docu-
menting this living experience must include our respective connections to 
our biological grandmothers, to the circle of women, and to one another.
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Situating Ourselves
In the way of respecting my relational roots and connection to the land, 
I (Cindy Gaudet) am compelled to introduce myself in relation to my 
two biological grandmothers. I belong to Auxille (Lepine) Morrison, my 
Métis grandmother. She was born in 1908, twenty years following the 
aftermath of the 1885 Métis Resistance in Batoche. She grew up in a 
Métis community, Duck Lake, Saskatchewan, and lived there until she 
was married at age sixteen. She and my grandfather created a home on a 
farm in Hoey, Saskatchewan with their ten children, and extended family 
nearby. She would have lived through the direct impacts of land loss, the 
loosening of kinship ties, and their harmful effects on Métis identity. I 
also belong to Valeda (Dupuis) Gaudet, my French-settler (with Aca-
dian roots) grandmother, born in 1891 in Joliette, Quebec. Her family 
moved to a farming community near Batoche, Saskatchewan, in the early 
1900s in an effort to build a new life, as promised by the state within the 
context of its westward expansion. When Valeda was eighteen, just after 
the political boundaries changed and Saskatchewan became a province, 
the family chose to relocate. Both of my grandmothers and their fam-
ilies would have struggled, though differently, under British practices 
and laws. There is an important distinction to be made here so as to 
not conflate the plight for justice of the Métis with the situation of the 
French settlers.

With my biological grandmothers in mind and heart, I came into re-
lationship with the circle of twelve Anishnabek Grandmothers through 
Isabelle Meawasige. Our work together began almost two decades ago 
as helpers. We were both equally passionate about Indigenous women’s 
teachings, specifically Moon Lodge teachings (Gaudet and Caron 2015). 
Working on Project Northern Outreach was a natural step in our work 
together, so I accepted Sheila Smith’s invitation to apply for the position 
of project coordinator. The relationship between the three of us has so-
lidified through years of visiting each other’s homes and communities. 
We travelled and presented together at the international women’s confer-
ence in Hyderbad, India in 2014, and at the United Nations Permanent 
Forum Indigenous Peoples in 2017 and 2019, and participated in the 
final commemoration of Walking with Our Sisters (Honoring the Lives 
of Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women) in Batoche, Saskatchewan 
in 2019.

I (Sheila Smith) am the granddaughter of Anna and Clare, both of 
whom I knew and loved before they journeyed from this world to the 



next. Both my grandmothers were of Irish descent and both were staunch 
Catholics. Clare was my maternal grandmother. On her frequent visits, 
my siblings and I could always count on her bringing gifts. They were 
small gifts, but to us they were like gold. When we visited her, our treat 
was to take a handful of coins from her top dresser drawer. This gave us 
the impression that my grandmother, who struggled to survive on her 
own, was actually very rich. When putting me and my siblings to bed, she 
would sing Too-Ra-Loo-Ra-Loo-Ral (That’s an Irish Lullaby). Grandma 
Clare was also insistent about me “pulling my weight” around the house 
as the oldest of four siblings, and would pay me a dollar to do the family 
ironing. I hated Clare for her insistence that I take responsibility, and I 
remember mumbling a lot under my breath when she would remind me 
that I was a contributor and had responsibilities in the family circle.

Anna was my paternal grandmother and I always considered her to be 
a feminist. I remember her this way because at a time when most women 
self-identified in terms of their husband, she retained her birth name. 
Anna felt strongly about education for her granddaughters and equal job 
opportunities for women. She was also a free spirit who slept late into the 
morning and stayed up reading late into the night. Grandma Anna was 
a poet and a letter-writer. We corresponded for birthdays and special oc-
casions. I remember hearing a story about her joining a group of women 
who set up their rocking chairs in the middle of the street as a protest. I 
don’t even know if the story is true, but it shapes my memory of her and 
makes me feel proud to be her granddaughter. However, I remain horri-
fied by her racist attitudes and her pride at being a descendant of United 
Empire Loyalists (today called settler colonialists).

To introduce myself through my grandmothers, I come to know myself 
as the granddaughter of two women who were each blessed and broken. 
Each taught me aspects that I love about my identity and parts that I do 
not want to repeat. When I introduce myself through my grandmothers, 
I realize that they have given me a deep sense of belonging to a legacy, 
which impels me to accept the less desirable parts of myself as I choose 
who I am becoming. 

It is amazing that the tiny ovum that becomes each one of us first 
existed inside our mother while she floated in the uterus of our grand-
mother. It therefore makes sense that our grandmothers have the power 
to see us for who we are and to empower us to become our best selves. 
But as the Anishnabeek Grandmothers teach us, we are not only con-
nected biologically as individuals to our birth mother, but through our 
Grandmothers we already belong to community, to Spirit.
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Visiting As a Way to Enact Mutuality
This project has drawn strength from the old ways of being and knowing, 
and what is now emerging in the literature of Indigenous research meth-
odology as the Visiting Way. In the Michif and Cree language, visiting is 
described as keeoukaywin or kiyokewin (Flaminio 2018; Gaudet 2019), mean-
ing a way of life that engages with ethical ways of behaving, relating, and 
treating one another and the land. The Visiting Way is understood and 
practiced within kinship-based relationship systems. For example, a group 
of Cree scholars has stated that “mâmawi-kiyokeyahk is an essential protocol 
for building and maintaining loving relationships — it invites humility 
and openness into the learning environment and establishes a focused in-
tensity and observation for learning and retaining information.” (Makokis 
et al. 2010) Métis scholars Richardson and Carrière (2017)’s research on 
Metis peoples’ experience of the child welfare system acknowledges the 
commitment of visiting in family kinship care. Visiting is a way of life 
with an aim to learn, gather and to exchange knowledge as a way to look 
after ourselves and our relatives. Visiting is about good governance as it 
responds to the emergent needs in relation to both the past and the future.   
I (Cindy) outlined the significance of visiting, land-based learning, and 
well-being in my doctoral studies. I later explored theoretical tenets and 
principles of visiting when examined through an Indigenous worldview 
(Gaudet 2019). Similarly, Métis scholar Flaminio (2019) explains the power 
of “kinship-visiting” as a process of listening, talking with one another, 
learning together, and fostering understanding in relation to one another. 
To situate ourselves through our Grandmothers means that we understand 
ourselves as part of the traditions that shaped us. We regenerate the tra-
dition as we live, and it has created us. This is an enactment of mutuality, 
which is a concept we will elaborate on below.

Visiting is a way of opening spaces to mutuality. It ensures an ongoing 
commitment to relationships that provide space for the recognition of both 
strength and vulnerability. In privileging the methodology of visiting, our 
work unsettles individualistic approaches to addressing human trafficking. 
We recognize that through visiting with one another, our work has been 
realized. By this we mean that visiting has been creative, growth-enhanc-
ing, and transformative. Anything can happen when we spend time to-
gether and remain open to each other and to our own self-transformation.

One of the attributes of the relational approach in our work is mutuality, 
a topic that was elaborated in my (Sheila’s) doctoral research (Smith 2016). 
I discuss mutuality as an experience that cannot merely be described, but 



also must be lived. Mutuality involves exchange and sharing. It requires 
hard work, and brings unexpected moments of big belly laughs as well as 
pain. The project about which we are writing has been a work of mutu-
ality. This means that as colleagues in the process and co-authors of this 
chapter, we took risks in learning from each other, taking the time to come 
to know each other, teasing each other, and treating each other as equals. 
We continue our commitment to openness and to the ongoing process of 
learning required for mutual self-transformation and reconciliation.

Mutuality creates spaces for ungraspable experiences such as peace, love, 
gratitude, joy, and reconciliation, by putting power back where it belongs. 
In this case, we aim to return and reclaim power for the Grandmothers 
who have love and respect for life. Without mutuality, there can be no rec-
onciliation. What we learned from the Grandmothers and from our expe-
rience in this work is that for reconciliation to happen, mutuality requires 
an ongoing commitment to the recognition of each person’s capability and 
vulnerability.

We have come to understand vulnerability as the recognition of one’s 
failure to live up to the true self one knows oneself to be, and not as a loss 
of self that makes one dependent, defenseless, or weak. We call attention to 
the kind of vulnerability that emerges from strength. Vulnerability in this 
sense means standing in honest transparency with ourselves and each oth-
er. It means that each one claims her capabilities and accepts her failures to 
live as the capable person she declares herself to be. In short, to live from 
the strength of vulnerability means that there is a consistency between 
who we say we are and how we act (Ricoeur 1995).6

There are many ways to discuss and to write about mutuality, and indeed 
many others have done so, including feminist social theorist Iris Marion 
Young (1949–2006). In this chapter, we align ourselves with those such 
as Young who understand mutuality as a corrective to well-intentioned 
domination (Young 2003). We have chosen to approach mutuality through 
an Indigenous methodology of visiting. Visiting can be recognized as a 
systemic practice of mutuality that is built into Indigenous cultures. Mu-
tuality is fundamental for an ongoing commitment to relationship, to rec-
ognizing capacities and vulnerabilities, and to identifying the teachings 
in the challenges, so that our work does not lose its potency. The story of 
how Project Northern Outreach became Nookisimak-Nangdowenjgewad 

6 For Ricoeur, vulnerability is a person’s highest capacity. Vulnerability in this sense connects to 

his understanding of  the Buddhist concept of  self-renouncement: “The Buddhist through meditation, 

enters a liberated field of  selfhood, freed of  avarice, of  the search for guarantees.” (313) Vulnerability, 

when understood in this way, opens a person to a field of  authenticity, trust, and freedom. 
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(Grandmothers Taking Care) is a story of mutuality narrated through a 
methodology of visiting.

Visiting As a Way to Share Our Lives
Although we come from the same province in Canada, we (Grandmother 
Isabelle and Sheila) first met in person in India. We were both presenting 
on a panel that had been organized by Cindy. At breakfast one morning, 
we were sharing about our lives. When I (Sheila) spoke about the work 
of PACT-Ottawa, Grandmother Isabelle expressed how much of a need 
there was for human trafficking prevention in the northern communities 
in her area. She said, “We don’t want to lose another one of our girls.” 
We spoke a little more and decided right then during that visit to make 
something happen for human trafficking prevention in the Grandmoth-
ers’ communities.

Upon returning to Canada, we (Isabelle and Sheila) started to organ-
ize. The biggest obstacles to mobilizing human trafficking prevention 
in the northern communities were a general and systemic lack of access 
for Indigenous women to fund this important work, and a failure to 
include the perspectives of Nookimisak-Nangdowenjgewad in the funding 
criteria. The funding criteria were designed within the colonial view, and 
even the initial project name, “Northern Project Outreach”,  implies a 
relationship of domination that renders invisible the central taking-care 
role of Nookimisak. At the time, I (Sheila) was doing my PhD research 
on colonialism as a root cause of the trafficking in Indigenous women 
and girls in Canada. Now, I started to witness firsthand what I had been 
learning from the literature.

Virtually all research on human trafficking in Canada points to ongo-
ing settler colonialism as a root cause of the disproportionate occurrence 
of trafficking in Indigenous women and girls (Native Women’s Associa-
tion of Canada, 2009). However, at the time of our project design, nearly 
all of the funding to prevent trafficking of Indigenous women and girls 
was allocated to government agencies or non-Indigenous groups that 
were well-established and had a track record for meeting the funding cri-
teria. Since then, there have been some attempts to address this problem 
and allocate funds to Indigenous-run groups, but mainstream systems 
are still modelled after colonial structures of domination, and continue 
to disfavour those who do the work on the ground according to systems 
not recognized by funders (primarily governments). We were up against a 



colonial system that distributed funds to those who could speak the right 
words in funding proposals, even if their work was not actually going 
to help people in the ways that were most wanted and needed (National 
Inquiry 2019; Smith 2016, Metropolitan Action Committee on Violence 
Against Women and Children 2011).8 The Grandmothers were strug-
gling to obtain funding and needed third parties to help get it for them.

The Gifts of  Visiting 
The Visiting Way produced unanticipated outcomes. Although the project 
was set for a duration of five months, delays in project approval process-
es resulted in a three-month project from January to March 2016. With 
$60,700 in funding from Public Safety Canada for PACT-Ottawa, Pro-
ject Northern Outreach offered many gifts which we describe briefly in 
this section, followed by the lessons learned. These accomplishments were 
possible because at every stage of the process, including grant-writing by 
PACT volunteers, strong mutual relationships had been established among 
enough of us to sustain the project. This does not mean that there was no 
tension. On the contrary, the visiting methodology began to transform 
colonial roles as it brought out Indigenous-settler tensions.

As we were working with the Grandmothers, living the methodology of 
visiting, we realized that the colonial relationship was not what we wanted, 
nor was it representative of what we were experiencing. We became un-
comfortable with the original vision for Project Northern Outreach, its cri-
teria, and the framework to which it was attached. We stuck with the pro-
cess because our investment in relationships through visiting transformed 
tensions into love and respect for each other. These tensions provided the 
creative energy needed to reclaim and return to Grandmother ways, and 
motivated us to do this work with purpose, supported by teachings, laugh-
ter, and ceremony, despite the darkness of human trafficking and its tragic 
impact on our communities and families.

8 The National Inquiry pages referenced here are samples of  the many references to inadequate and 

unequal funding for appropriate services for Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA persons, all 

of  whom are identified as groups vulnerable to human trafficking. The reference to Smith’s work high-

lights Canada’s 2012 National Action Plan (NAP), which was operating at the time of  the initial project. 

The NAP recognized colonialism as a problem, but did not reflect this awareness in its plan to address 

trafficking in Indigenous women and girls. 
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Gathering As a Community
The project provided assistance to a core circle of Grandmothers by con-
vening three weekend gatherings of Grandmothers from the areas of Sault 
Ste. Marie, Thessalon, and Manitoulin Island. These gatherings extend-
ed their reach to partnerships with the Sault Ste. Marie Indian Friend-
ship Center, Sault College, Sisters of Saint Joseph of Sault Ste. Marie, and 
Algoma University Powwow. The gatherings were intergenerational and 
community-centred. They provided opportunities for sharing valuable 
information that helped identify specific community vulnerabilities and 
strengths, as well as areas of collective knowledge, in order to address 
human trafficking and sexual exploitation from cultural, social, political, 
and spiritual perspectives. Based on the vulnerabilities identified and the 
current reality in the Manitoulin Island and North Shore region, the core 
working group of Grandmothers shared learnings and needs to address 
and prevent the trafficking of their young women and men. The project 
supported community engagement, training, partnership, and advocacy 
for cultural knowledge as the centre of prevention strategies.

Strengthening Capacity
Project Northern Outreach engaged the services of a Project Coordina-
tor from Ottawa (Métis), a Northern Field Assistant from Wikwemikong 
(Anishinaabe-Ojibwe), and a Head Grandmother from Serpent River (An-
ishinaabe-Ojibwe). This core team, with the support of a PACT-Ottawa 
subcommittee and the guidance of the twelve core Anishinaabe Grand-
mothers, ensured that the project’s objectives remained community-cen-
tred by supporting local networks and local knowledge, and that it was 
implemented with the values of respect, reciprocity, relevance, and respon-
sibility. The success of this project is due to a relational approach to project 
delivery and the commitment of women passionate about social justice and 
social change. Follow-ups with the core circle of Grandmothers through 
telephone calls and visits in person were led by the Head Grandmoth-
er and Northern Field Assistant. These follow-ups ensured the continua-
tion of work, dialogue, and emotional, mental, and spiritual support. The 
team also included the Project Manager and volunteers, who kept in touch 
throughout the project to provide support and dialogue as needed.

The project provided an opportunity for PACT-Ottawa to strengthen 
their own capacity, particularly in how to work in mutually beneficial ways 



with Indigenous Grandmothers. This allowed PACT-Ottawa members to 
work towards self-transformation, from simply being well-intentioned to 
gaining an understanding and respect for mutuality. As noted, PACT-Ot-
tawa wanted to help resolve the disproportionate number of Indigenous 
women and girls impacted by human trafficking revealed in the findings 
of Project imPACTis . PACT-Ottawa was also motivated by a desire to 
“help” by responding to the request by Grandmother Isabelle for more 
prevention in Manitoulin Island and the North Shore. The well-inten-
tioned help that characterized PACT-Ottawa’s initial efforts was consist-
ent with the dominant settler colonial approach to social justice that we 
are critiquing.

Although often hidden by mainstream society, well-intended actions 
focused on helping are often embedded in a settler colonial worldview. 
This means that well-intentioned helpers remain in a position of domi-
nation through protection. In her analysis of masculinist protection, Iris 
Marion Young (2003) demonstrates how protection by the “good man” is 
as much a relationship of oppressive power as is domination by the “bad 
man”.9 Young’s analysis reveals that protection or “good” power-over is 
equally problematic. For this reason, she proposes mutuality as a better 
model for critical social justice.

We find further support for the claim that benevolent care is domineer-
ing in the work of Paul Ricoeur. He writes,

I want to dwell on the festive character, in order to set it apart from the 
moralizing reduction we see already sprouting from the Stoic praise of 
“good deeds” turned into duties, a reduction that takes on the breadth we 
recognize in organized charities and caretaking institutions which legit-
imately aim to fill the gaps left by distributive and redistributive justice. 
This is not to condemn those nonprofit enterprises and institutions, whose 
social necessity is evident, and which clearly need to be attached to a broad-
er conception of justice. The problem has to do with what there is about 
the festive that escapes such moralization. (Ricoeur 2005, 244–45)

Ricoeur favours the festive nature of mutuality over the moralizing na-
ture of caretaking. He promotes ungraspable mutual benefits such as love, 
peace, and reconciliation that can result from the hard work of mutuality 
as a model for critical social justice.

9 Young’s analysis of  protection and her offer of  mutuality as an alternative relationship for social 

justice action is characterized by the relationship of  “defender-defender.” This assumes the capacity and 

vulnerability of  each party in the relationship.
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As a final reference to the critique of well-intentioned care as benevo-
lent, we look to Indian feminist scholar and activist Nandita Sharma. She 
examines anti-trafficking campaigns that involve cross-border situations, 
but her work is also meaningful to our domestic context, particularly her 
critique of well-intentioned people, whether they are involved in govern-
mental, non-governmental, or faith-based social justice efforts (Sharma 
2003). Sharma demands that they engage in self-critique when responding 
to the problem of human trafficking, and challenges corrective efforts that 
ultimately reinforce existing social structures and policies, with the impact 
of further marginalizing and criminalizing victims.

Integrated Mentorship
The existing resource material from PACT-Ottawa’s Project ImPACT was 
adapted for a two-day facilitator training session that took place in January 
2016, where the two Grandmother leads received training to deliver work-
shops. It quickly became evident that the Grandmothers’ approach to and 
knowledge of these issues could be a guiding force for revising the mate-
rial. Using an integrated learning approach, the educational information 
sessions in PowerPoint format were reworked throughout the process. The 
lead Grandmothers affirmed that it would be more effective, and cultur-
ally appropriate, that they deliver the information sessions together within 
their respective communities and at Grandmothers’ gatherings. Inspired 
by this grounded approach to information sharing, frontline workers and 
other Grandmothers also expressed their interest in being trained to deliv-
er information sessions in their own communities.

Creating Space for Community-led Awareness
The revised PACT-Ottawa PowerPoint workshop presentations were pi-
loted at subsequent community gatherings. Following this, eight com-
munity-centred information sessions were conducted in the Manitoulin 
Island and North Shore region, extending the project’s reach beyond the 
anticipated outputs. The evaluations from these sessions clearly demon-
strated enhanced awareness of human trafficking, as well as the value of 
community-based solutions and the need to address discrepancies in sys-
temic structures as part of a comprehensive human trafficking prevention 
strategy.



PACT-Ottawa’s promotional materials such as the Project ImPACT 
study, their online resources, and PACT-Ottawa cards were distributed at 
the gatherings. In addition, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) 
Human Trafficking Coordination Centre provided Youth Kits and Pub-
lic Awareness Kits which were disseminated at the two gatherings and 
subsequent information sessions.10 Participants in the gatherings began to 
integrate awareness of human trafficking in their own community initia-
tives, workplaces, schools, and families. As an example, one of the core 
Grandmothers went on to develop specific Anishinabek educational mate-
rials such as videos, posters, and cultural teachings. This information was 
disseminated through social media to extend a broader reach beyond the 
core circle of Grandmothers, and continues to be used as an awareness 
platform. A list of community-based services was compiled by the Indian 
Friendship Center, Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, and was distributed at the 
Sault Gathering to extend awareness of resources available through polic-
ing, health, and social service networks.

Community Strengths Identified by the Community
The Grandmothers and frontline workers recognized that human traffick-
ing occurs due to a breakdown in traditional governance systems embed-
ded in life stage knowledge, natural law, and cultural teachings. It is well-
known among Aboriginal peoples and researchers that this breakdown is 
due to assimilation policies such as the Indian Residential School system, 
paternalism, unjust government structures, and intergenerational trauma 
(Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 1996; Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission 2015; National Inquiry 2019). Through the Grandmother’s 
wisdom ways of centering women’s traditional ceremonies and teachings, 
Grandmothers and frontline workers identified these root causes for them-
selves by sharing their own living experiences and stories. The Anishnabek 
circle protocols and ethics are part of the Grandmothers’ taking care of 
each which is an integral part of the community care. The exploitation of 
young Anishinaabe women through the criminal activity of human traf-
ficking stems from generations of colonial structures and attitudes, which 
result in stereotyping, racism, the residential scholing system, and other 
policies and laws that disfavour Anishinabek peoples.

10 The RCMP Human Trafficking Coordination Centre website (http://www.rcmp-grc.gc.ca/ht-tp/

index-eng.htm) provides access to all training materials used by the Grandmothers. 
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Community dialogue and training evaluation input identified three pri-
orities to prevent and address human trafficking of Anishinaabek youth:

1. Making connections: advocate, educate, and collaborate on human 
trafficking and sexual exploitation issues with schools, health centres, 
police services, social services, Friendship Centers, and Chiefs and Band 
Councils. 
2. Cultural competency: strengthen cultural competency through life 
stage teachings, education about community roles and responsibilities, 
and cultural bundles. 
3. Culturally specific tools: develop Anishinaabe-centred educational 
material and presentations that reflect the human trafficking reality from 
an Aboriginal perspective and incorporate research emerging from and 
by the community.

Creating Anishinaabe Educational Material
In response to the needs identified by the community, Anishinaabek con-
sultants were hired to rework the “train the trainer” educational material 
initially provided by PACT-Ottawa, as well as the adult and youth infor-
mation sessions. They were invited to create educational material that re-
flects the Aboriginal reality according to research on human trafficking 
and sexual exploitation, through the framework of Anishinabek living 
knowledge and cultural values. The final Grandmother gathering as part 
of this project once again brought together the core circle of Grandmoth-
ers, Anishinaabek youth, and community women to review and contribute 
to the final development of a revised training manual. The new educational 
material extends its reach to educate about human trafficking and sexual 
exploitation through an Aboriginal lens. It further communicates how cul-
tural knowledge can effectively disrupt the cycle of violence against young 
women and men.

Growing an Anishnabek Grandmother Bundle
A bundle is considered to be a collection of sacred items. In in this case, 
the bundle itself can work alongside the community in their efforts to 
address human trafficking and sexual exploitation from a multi-layered 
perspective. With each Grandmother gathering, the bundle grew. One of 



the Grandmothers shared her Healing Staff, which became known as the 
Nookomis Mkwa Ogitajaa Kwe Healing Staff, at the Grandmother gatherings. 
The Healing Staff danced with the Grandmothers at the Algoma Univer-
sity Powwow. The Staff was made by Alison Recollet Simon (Balance of 
Fire Staff Woman). At the Powwow, three Grandmothers spoke of the 
project objectives and of their roles and responsibility as a community to 
prevent and address human trafficking and sexual exploitation. An hon-
our song followed, and the Grandmothers, along with other community 
members, joined in this ceremonial dance on the Powwow grounds. This 
was an occasion to honour the missing and murdered Aboriginal women 
and to receive teachings about potential connections to human trafficking. 
After the drums stopped beating, the Grandmothers stood in a line, and 
members of the community lined up to receive blessings and in turn give 
their own blessings. We estimate that this event alone reached five hundred 
community members.

A Talking Stick was offered to the PACT-Ottawa Project to help 
with the process of awareness and direction. The Talking Stick was 
made by Kirk Mishibinijima (Simon) of Wikwemikong unceded Indian 
Reserve #26. The Talking Stick was donated by Nookomis Alison Rec-
ollect-Simon (Balance of Fire Woman, Bear Clan). During one of the 
gatherings, the Talking Stick was offered to Sheila Smith, co-founder 
of PACT-Ottawa and Project Manager, representing ongoing relational 
responsibilities and the value of listening to women’s stories and voices.

Sharing the Lessons Learned 
When children have hardship times, it is recorded against you as par-
ents by the Children’s Aid Society (CAS). Parents need support, too, 
for when our children are trafficked. We need to re-educate and ground 
our youth’s spirit. Our teachings need to be out there.
—Alison Recollet, Anishinaabe Grandmother, June 2016

In this section, we share lessons learned in order to help improve future 
collaborations and policy development. As was acknowledged by Cana-
da’s 2019 National Inquiry of Missing and Murdered Women, funding 
remains an issue when it comes to addressing human trafficking and 
sexual exploitation of Indigenous girls and women.

332



333

Strengthening the Anishinaabe Knowledge System
This is important work. We are getting back our bundles and that is sacred 
work …. Our men forgot their roles to protect and to provide. We must 
also include our men in this work.
—Genny Jacko, Anishinaabe Grandmother, June 2016

A trafficking prevention strategy grounded in cultural and community kin-
ship systems would be the most cost-effective approach, both in terms of 
human suffering and monetary costs. From an Anishinaabe perspective, it 
is important to create learning spaces for youth and their families. Empow-
ering all family members was a consistent theme, as part of a communal 
way of life that involves the honouring of roles and responsibilities based 
on specific life stages. Empowerment must be supported through a learn-
ing-by-doing and learning-by-listening model. PowerPoint presentations 
are valuable educational tools, but in an Anishinaabe cultural context, 
teaching and learning also occur through the telling of cultural stories 
and ceremonies. It is important for organizations that offer funding to be 
aware of cultural differences when developing their educational approach 
and measuring its success. Diverse views of how awareness of human traf-
ficking should be promoted were brought out in the circle. Within Indige-
nous communities, luring and grooming for human trafficking can happen 
in very different ways from Western communities. Therefore, human traf-
ficking prevention needs to be approached in ways that may not be familiar 
within a mainstream Canadian context.

Listening to Community Experts
Community members, such as Grandmothers and frontline workers, are the 
experts in their own communities. Project Northern Outreach exceeded its 
deliverables and results because of the relationships formed. It is impera-
tive that helpers (such as funders, volunteers, and collaborators) continue to 
trust Indigenous communities to empower themselves to enact preventative 
action plans and strategies based on their own knowledge systems. The for-
mal roles of Northern Field Assistant and Head Grandmother were vital in 
engaging participants, both Grandmothers and frontline workers, through 
appropriate cultural protocols such as visiting and offering tobacco.11 For 

11 Tobacco offerings are a cultural protocol recognizing the knowledge and teachings being request-

ed. They are a part of  the spiritual teachings and laws of  relating.



projects like this that focus on cultural relevance, it is essential that an 
Aboriginal woman who is at least minimally connected to the commu-
nity be the Project Coordinator. To help address problems arising from 
differing worldviews, it would be helpful if non-Aboriginal partners, 
volunteers, and helpers be trained in understanding settler colonialism 
before engaging in these types of projects. Settlers often need clear in-
struction on what is expected of them in an Indigenous cultural context, 
which can add emotional labour for the project leads. Mutuality does not 
happen overnight.

Picking Up Our Bundles
We need to know each other’s truths and understand each other. We 
are in that time in the world today, there is powerful energy in every 
kind of movement. It is challenging us to move forward, to pick up our 
bundles and take over in governance, politics, and healing. 
—Alma Jean Migwans, Anishinaabe Grandmother, June 2016

Given that Grandmothers are respected as experts and authorities in An-
ishinabek communities, it is important that honorariums reflect their values 
of lifelong learning and experience, just as professional training and higher 
education are respected and valued in a Western context. There is still wis-
dom to be gained and struggles to be had in developing projects involving 
partnerships between non-Aboriginal organizations and governments on 
the one hand and Aboriginal communities on the other. A Western lead-
ership approach can often unintentionally dominate by needing to “help” 
and “protect” the Aboriginal communities, rather than work with them. 
When this happens, Aboriginal representatives will often tend to avoid ex-
pressing their needs, and come across as defensive. Finding ways to bridge 
the gap between Western and Indigenous views requires critical self-reflex-
ivity for all parties involved.

Taking the time to open and close in prayer and in ceremony, led by the 
Nation whose territory one is on, is an important aspect of Indigenous 
leadership as it situates the process in relation to the gifts and Keepers 
of the land. It is also important to consider the potential of a decoloniza-
tion approach for projects that focus on settler colonialism as a root cause 
of human trafficking in Indigenous communities. Human trafficking and 
sexual exploitation are often discussed in the context of the spectrum of 
violence against women, sexual abuse, and domestic violence. It can be 
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difficult to pull these apart, and it is often not helpful to do so, as this can 
deflect from feeling and engaging with what is right in front of us.

Assuring Physical and Cultural Safety 
The Indigenous women, girls, and youth deserve a chance at life with-
out being exploited for sex. 
—Grandmother Isabelle Meawasige, June 2016

Culturally safe spaces, protocols, and practices as defined by the Grand-
mothers were fundamental to the process of mutual learning. Cultural 
safety involves a consideration of cultural context and cultural knowledge, 
the teachings and instructions embedded in the language. The participants 
were particularly grateful for the presence and lead role of the Northern 
Field Assistant, who spoke in their language and presented the material in 
a manner that could be felt and understood from within an Anishnabek 
worldview. The Grandmothers know their own unique strengths and chal-
lenges — as well as the historical and contemporary context — and there-
fore have particular insight into solutions.

Projects with and for Indigenous communities need to be culturally de-
signed, and participants should be invited into the process by community 
leaders who know the community well. If the invitation to Grandmothers 
and frontline workers to gather had come from an organization that was 
unknown to them, like Public Safety Canada or PACT-Ottawa, the project 
would most likely not have been as successful. A physical meeting space 
that reflected Anishinaabek values, the serving of excellent quality food, 
and considerations for physical, psychological, emotional, and cultural 
safety created the conditions for deep conversations and the exceeding 
of deliverables. Also essential, and in line with cultural protocols of shar-
ing, was the inclusion of two presenters. Grandmothers expect to work 
in pairs, often with one another and with their helpers, as part of their 
organizational ways of assuring continuity of learning, mentorship and 
knowledge transmission.

Reflecting Together as Part of  Responsible Research 
As sisters we were responsible for teaching each other what we learned. 
My gramma taught me how to live, about the land, about men, about 



plants, and how to take care of them and to make them grow.
—Roberta, Anishnaabe Grandmother, June 2016

One area of disruption of colonial impositions is reflected in the changing 
of the project’s early name, “Project Northern Outreach.” As mentioned 
earlier, this name conjured the image of a “saviour-saved” relationship. 
While engaged in the project, we realized that this name did not reflect 
who the participants were, nor their worldview. Neither did the process 
itself adequately reflect the power of the Grandmothers, and the fact that 
Indigenous women can take care of themselves because they know what 
they need (Metropolitan Action Committee 2011). The renaming of “Pro-
ject Northern Outreach” as “Nookisimak Nangdowenjgewad” reflected the re-
spective roles of the Grandmothers and PACT-Ottawa in relation to the 
project. This name shift also allowed for the conception of an alternative 
approach involving the self-empowerment of Indigenous women.

The Visiting Way was foundational in this shift and in the creation of a 
new narrative for all of us. Taking the power back and placing it where it 
belongs, Bimaatisiwin, highlights Grandmother life knowledge as the wis-
dom way for being and living well. “Some of us have forgotten the old 
ways, but it is the old people who hold the old language that remember 
the power of the Grandmothers. So a lot of my work is re-telling the old 
Ojibwe Creation stories. Part of our old woman teaching is to bring all 
those pieces back together because the community got broken. Our job is 
to maintain order in our communities and to remember that the language 
is living. It is alive” (Grandmother Isabelle Meawasige, March 2, 2021). A 
Grandmother’s social justice, wisdom and wellness model is about bring-
ing all those pieces together back into balance. With this vision at the 
heart of Nookimisak-Nangdowenjgewad, we need not necessarily focus on the 
contrast between “settler-ally” and “Indigenous” in our work together, 
although this critique has its place. Our mutual respect for the Visiting 
Way did not emphasize these dichotomies. In light of our experience, we 
propose a return to learning of our Grandmother lineages. What does this 
relationship teach us about ourselves and who we are in relation to Bimaa-
tisiwint? How can they help us to begin with our mutual responsibility to 
the land, and to one another? 

The wisdom way forward is the gift of the Grandmothers. It is the gift 
of critically examining our sense of belonging and our respective roles 
and responsibilities. When we belong to “bi”, we belong to the spiritual 
connection our Grandmothers pass on to us. In this way, as human beings 
we can work in solidarity towards restoring balance and assuring that new 
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generations of earth keepers know they belong to “earth grandmothers” 
and “spiritual grandmas”, as Kim Anderson’s (2010) research reminds us. 
With this knowledge, we can return to the Grandmother wisdom ways of 
reciprocal relationships as part of our kinship systems, including non-hu-
man relations. Kim Anderson’s Grandmother research points to kinship 
connection in her interview with Grandmother Jan Longboat: “Our 
grandmother the moon looks after the waters, from the biggest waters to 
the littlest waters and the tides. And so our grandmother [is] etisoto — what 
that means is our grandmother will always take care of us because she’s 
there orchestrating the waters and life.” (Anderson 2010, 26) Nookimis-
ak-Nangdowenjgewad kinship worldview disrupts the one-dimensional view 
of our Grandmothers by recognizing kinship relationality as part of a col-
laborative leadership that is lived and expressed uniquely in each cycle of 
life (Anderson 2010; Anderson 2011).

Part of the Grandmothers’ work in human trafficking is about empow-
ering people in their own way, giving and responding to what is needed in 
the moment. It is about connection to spirit. This means trying not to pre-
dict what will happen or determine in advance how to respond to specific 
situations based on a political agenda. The Grandmothers’ work is a re-
sponse rooted not in individual knowledge, but rather in a deeper knowing 
that is accessed through the mutuality of visiting and being visited.

A mutual form of relationality unsettles beliefs and attitudes about loss 
of culture, and the dominant narrative that Aboriginal people must “get it 
together” before they can be trusted. As an Indigenous, I (Cindy) learned 
how important it is to value and respect our knowing despite the intergen-
erational aches we feel deeply and other things that we feel we have lost. As 
a settler, I (Sheila) learned that there is work to be done in unpacking the 
incomplete narrative of our role in Indigenous-settler relations, which is 
also attached to settler loss of identity. For these reasons, it was important 
to us to share the gifts of our learnings in an effort to remain grounded in 
relationality and humility, with accountability and commitment to the work 
that deepens us and continues beyond the completion of the initial project.

This is part of our life work. We have each, in our respective areas as 
members of broader communities including academia, the United Nations, 
and several NGOs, remained actively engaged in this Nookimisak-Nang-
dowenjgewad work. The Grandmothers, too, have furthered their own work 
by organizing bridge walks, educational sessions on Human Trafficking, 
Returning Home ceremonies with women who have been trafficked, 
shawl-making and honoring ceremonies for Grandmothers. They contin-
ue visiting with one another, actively supporting young Aboriginal women 



in their healing journeys, and speaking out in community, national, and 
international forums. In 2019, they created a non-profit organization Kii 
Ga Da Waak Nookimisak (Grandmother Council). This allows them to 
govern themselves in their own ways, including financially.

When we were engaged in mutually respectful relationships, we rec-
ognized that there were design elements of the project that had started 
off as choices. But in the process of visiting, because mutuality gifted us 
with love, care, and belonging, it became clear that visiting is not a choice. 
It has become the new normal in our work together. Through a visiting 
methodology, choices have become imperatives. Visiting is a way of life 
that revives the old ways that are part of us, and are therefore at the heart 
of our well-being (Gaudet 2019).
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ARTIST PROFILE

• 

Antonie Frank Grahamsdaughter

Fig. 1: The Buffalo Head, an object from Manitoba in my uncle’s possession used in ceremonial dance.

How do we come to know ourselves, when the stories of  our families and 
places have been scrubbed away by the label “Other”? For activist and 
visual artist Antonie Frank Grahamsdaughter, we must employ all of  our 
senses to reorient our histories and contemporary landscapes. Her work is 
a simultaneously grounding and radically unsettling mixture of  visual me-
dia. Through documentary and archival film, photography, installation, and 
uncompromising debate, she unearths the roots of  memory and heritage 
which have never disappeared despite distorting practices of  whitewashing 
and erasure. She has been the recipient of  a number of  accolades, including 
a 2016 recognition as one of  the leading innovative film pioneers by Eu-
ropean Women’s Video Art (EWVA), and was awarded “best director” at 
the Toronto Alternative Film Festival for her 2019 film Uprising. She has 
initiated several exhibitions with Indigenous film and art. She also writes 
continuously about Indigenous issues. Recently, she has been working with 
her family to unravel her family history. She is now working on a script 
based on the material for a fiction, a poetic personal film about the family, 
colonization, and whitewashing.



345

Fig. 3: My grandmother Thelma. Thelma was the person in the family who had preserved and practised the indigenous 

peoples’ knowledge of  medicinal plants, ceremonies, and survival in the wilderness.

Fig. 4: My father William Allan, born in Toronto (Metis/ Oijbwe/ Scottish). He was very involved in the culture of  

Indigenous peoples, and aware of  the political situation and racist oppression of  indigenous peoples. He also fought for 

the land rights of  the Indigenous peoples. He spent all his free time in the wilderness hunting with Indigenous friends.

Fig. 2: My grandmother Thelma and my aunt June. Manitoulin Island, Ontario.
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Te Tiriti o Waitangi and Prostitution Reform

in Aotearoa New Zealand: An Overview

Fern Eyles, Jade Kake

1 Tangata whenua: “people of  the land,” can refer to Māori in general, or as a specific group associated 

with a specific area.

Introduction
Prostitution within New Zealand is heavily gendered and racialized — 
overwhelmingly women, and disproportionately Māori. There is no history 
of prostitution in New Zealand pre-contact, and overrepresentation within 
the industry, as well as the poverty of options for many Māori women, can 
be directly linked to colonization.

Since 2003, New Zealand has operated under a full decriminalization 
model, with minimal regulation and very little enforcement. The Pros-
titution Reform Act was passed in 2003 by a slim parliamentary margin 
and amidst considerable controversy. Despite Māori women being dis-
proportionately represented among those in prostitution, no specific con-
sideration was given to the appointment of tangata whenua1 representation 
throughout the legislative development and review process. Since New 
Zealand’s model has come to be touted as world-class, it is important to 
establish issues in process and implementation — not only for Māori, but 
also where this model impacts international Indigenous communities’ sov-
ereignty or dissent.

In this paper we will consider the relationship between colonization 
and prostitution, providing a brief history of prostitution in Aotearoa (New 
Zealand). The development of New Zealand’s prostitution legislation will 
then be considered through the lens of the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and Te Tiriti o Waitangi, an 
international agreement signed between Māori rangatira (tribal leaders) and 
the British Crown in 1840. Finally, we will examine the current legislation 



2 Taitapu: “Golden Bay,” an inlet at the top of  the South Island.

3 Iwi: extended kin, sharing a common ancestor and ties to territory.

4 For a discussion on the topic, see: Petrie 2015.

5 Prostitution requires the intersection of  multiple points of  power, compelling those to engage in 

what they would not normally voluntarily engage in in order to gain the means to live. The structural 

withholding of  those means is a key component. 

in terms of contravention of UNDRIP and breaches of Te Tiriti o Waitan-
gi, the latter of which will be considered in the forthcoming Mana Wāhine 
Waitangi Tribunal kaupapa inquiry.

History
Aotearoa was first visited by Europeans in 1642, with Dutch explorer Abel 
Tasman’s voyage through Taitapu2 resulting in fatal hostilities between his 
crew and local Māori (Salmond 1991, 78–82). It would not be until 1769 
that Europeans returned, with Captain James Cook arriving in October 
(Salmond 1991, 119), and Jean-Francois-Marie de Surville arriving two 
months later (Salmond 1991, 299). There is no history of prostitution in 
New Zealand pre-contact: early accounts show the prostitution of women 
appearing with the onset of interaction between European whalers and 
traders and local iwi3, whereby goods were exchanged for sexual access to 
Māori women and girls (Belich 1996, 152).

The existence of slavery,4 social acceptability of premarital sexual rela-
tions, and the offering of sexual service as hospitality — in the hopes of 
producing ties — was widespread enough to preclude prostitution prior 
to contact (Eldred-Grigg 1984, 29; Kehoe 1992, 98).5 The latter two were 
extensively noted among initial European travellers — much to their de-
light (Elder 1932, 49). Because Pākeha (“white” or European) men’s ear-
ly interactions with local women followed a steep learning curve, where 
poor behaviour could be met with lack of trade, if not lethal retribution 
(Rusden 1883, 100), restrictions were rapidly placed (Kehoe 1992, 142). 
Virginity was not highly regarded except in the context of ritual or alli-
ance (Ballara 2003, 399), but high-ranking women were generally off-limits 
(Kehoe 1992, 122), particularly those betrothed or married (Kehoe 1992, 
144). Despite Pākehā men offering goods for sexual service, there was no 
initial obligation (Eldred-Grigg, 1984, 30), and the Pākehā presence in local 
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6 Russell, Bay of  Islands.

waters allowed relations to become relatively long-term and familiar.  Ships 
docked for three weeks or so at a time, with women spending much of that 
time on board (Belich 1996, 152), and receiving a fixed price — a musket 
per girl, and often trinkets or clothing. The arrangements ended when 
the ship sailed (Ballara 2003, 366). Europeans with more static ties often 
entered into what resembled a form of temporary if not out-right marriage 
(Belich 1996, 152).

Europeans did not initially have the entire upper hand, with sexual re-
lations informed by Māori men’s approval and class inequalities.  Accounts 
do not differentiate between war captives and free women, and this may ex-
plain contradictory reports of the nature and extent of intercultural sexual 
relations (Petrie 2015, 156). Several Pākehā men chose to integrate and mar-
ry, providing valuable connections between iwi and European traders, and 
Māori women reportedly had their experiences tattooed (Kehoe 1992, 109), 
implying there was, at least initially, some level of social status to be gained 
for women.  Despite the relatively equal initial sexual relations (between 
cultures, if not gender), European demand generated increasingly complex 
power dynamics between Māori and settlers, as well as among Māori.

Until 1835, most migrants were itinerant sailors, whalers, convicts, and 
missionaries — the latter sometimes with families (Dalley and McLean 
2005, 69–70). By 1839, over one thousand predominantly male Pākehā had 
permanently settled (Crosby 1986, 248), and Kororareka6 became known as 
the “Hell Hole of the Pacific” for its lawlessness and the proliferation of 
white men’s vice (Belich 1996, 154). 1840 saw the signing of the Treaty of 
Waitangi, which gave British subjects legal rights in Aotearoa. “Land wars” 
would begin two years later over the sale of land to settlers, resulting in the 
extensive, organized, and prolonged confiscation of Māori land, and alien-
ation of iwi. This, coupled with the New Zealand Company promoting the 
country as “the Britain of the South”, offering land parcels of questionable 
legality to married men of means, and offering free fares to married la-
bourers, incentivised and increased family immigration (Ward 1928, 439). 
However, Aotearoa would firmly remain a nation of bachelors until the 
First World War (Levesque 1981, 133).

With Pākehā men’s constant demand, and loss of both land and sub-
sistence, as well as the increasing desire for weapons and textiles among 
Māori, exchanges turned to contractual obligations, leading some chiefs to 
organize prostitution as an income for the tribe — including at least one 
tribe raiding neighbouring iwi for women (Eldred-Grigg 1984, 30). Where 
slaves and unmarried women of lower class had been available (Kehoe 



7 “[B]ut now even the fathers offer their daughters for prostitution on such terms as they can make 

with Europeans for sums or articles of  barters. In the places that have not been frequented by Euro-

peans, at the River Thames for instance, the chiefs would not allow their daughters to prostitute them-

selves, but only the slaves.” (Ensign McCrae, 1821, cited in Kehoe 1992, 121)

8 Pre-contact population estimates vary (around 200,000 is generally accepted), but colonization 

brought a rapid decline and by 1840 there were under 90,000 Māori, around 60,000 by 1858, and 40,000 

by the 1890s.

9 Whānau: “extended family”, the primary economic unit of  pre-colonial society.

1992, 120–22), the prolonged and expanding contact with Pākehā sexual de-
mand produced “a grimmer form of the sex industry, which could involve 
greater male control, multiple partners rather than temporary marriage, a 
single price (which went to Māori men), ‘very little girls’, and, increasingly, 
slavery” (Belich 1996, 153).7

By 1881, there were roughly half a million immigrants permanently set-
tled (Belich 1996, 279), and interest in Māori women’s activities decreased as 
Pākehā women flooded the prostitution market (Kehoe 1992, 147).  Settlers 
had rapidly reached a critical mass that allowed both physical and political 
power, and daily colonial life no longer necessitated interaction with a rapidly 
declining Māori population.8 The systemic alienation of Māori from kinship 
systems, land, and means of subsistence triggered a rural-to-urban migration 
which forced many to move into paid employment within settler society and 
away from whānau9 support systems.  This reinforced the broader aims of the 
colonial project’s land seizures through land depopulation, while also provid-
ing the growing urban economy with a much-needed surplus labour force. 
However, colonial society had limited roles intended for Māori women (Mi-
kaere 1994) — including within the sex trade itself (Eldred-Grigg 1984, 390).

Composition
The demographics of prostitution are divided along racial and gendered 
lines — those in prostitution are much more likely to be women, and Māori. 
Comprising around 7 percent of the population, Māori women represent 31 
percent of those in prostitution (Abel, Fitzgerald, and Brunton 2007, 61). 
Māori women are five times more likely to have entered the industry un-
der 16 than Pākehā, and twice as likely to have entered at ages 16 and 17, 
with the rate of entry under 18 at almost one-third (Abel et al. 2007, 67). 
Underage entry, which can generally be attributed to prior sexual abuse, ac-
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tive recruitment by an “intermediary” (pimp or groomer), and lack of social 
and familial support and economic options (Thorburn and de Haan 2014, 
17–19), is strongly correlated with long-term participation, with street-based 
workers in particular hinging exiting on “turn[ing] their life around” (Abel 
et al. 2007, 88). Māori women are more likely to be “employed in high-risk, 
lower-paid venues than...Pākehā women”, such as street walking, where 63 
percent of participants report Māori ethnicity (Jordan 2005, 33, 61). While 
this disparity can be partially attributed to perceived flexibility compared to 
managed settings (such as brothels), women working streets are more likely 
to spend longer than five years in the industry, more likely to have entered 
prostitution under 16, less likely to have industry mobility, and more likely 
to accept goods in lieu of payment, indicating a lower negotiating power, 
increased power imbalance in which men have access, and an unwillingness 
of the managed sector to employ Māori (Abel et al. 2007; Prostitution Law 
Review Committee 2008, 34–35). 

Available demographics show a consistent overrepresentation of Māori 
women in prostitution, although estimations for the sex industry rely heavily 
on sampling of major urban centres. The proportion of Māori living in New 
Zealand’s three major centres of Auckland, Christchurch, and Wellington 
is less than the national average of 15 percent, and this may skew numbers 
towards private and managed sectors, as well as towards Pākehā participation 
— impacting the way both advocacy and policy is approached and imple-
mented. Homelessness (especially in urban settings) — which Māori dis-
proportionately experience (Amore et al. 2013, 40) — has been linked to 
“survival sex” (Greene, Ennett, and Ringwalt 1999, 6–9). Internationally, 
rural areas have been linked to increased exploitation of children (Gragg et 
al. 2007, 27). Higher rates of government reliance outside of main urban set-
tings (Ministry of Social Development 2019, 4–5), as well as lack of organ-
ized industry, make it likely that prostitution in more rural settings follows 
international and historical trends in which prostitution is predominantly 
informal. However, prostitution is predominantly seen as an urban phe-
nomenon (Scott et al. 2006, 151–52), leaving prostitution in the countryside 
pathologized and underestimated by both governmental and NGO service 
providers, as well as participants within prostitution (Mattley et al. 2015, 74).

Decriminalization
Although prostitution itself was not illegal, the criminality of surrounding 
activities made it functionally impossible for those involved to operate with-



in the law (The Justice and Electoral Committee 2002, 52). Organized 
support for reform began solidifying in the 1980s, with funding provided 
as part of a national AIDS/HIV plan being made available to groups such 
as the New Zealand Prostitutes Collective (NZPC). This funding allowed 
NZPC to focus on legalities, public health standards, and other structural 
issues within the industry. Unlike other workers’ unions, the NZPC was 
established as a Trust, rather than as an incorporated society, and is not 
required under New Zealand law to publish its membership list. While a 
list of current Trustees is not publicly available either, its founding Trustees 
are Catherine Healy, Saskia Voelker, Kathleen Beswick, and Jan Robinson. 
By the 1990s, NZPC had settled on decriminalization as a model, and 
its implementation was supported at a political and community level. In 
1997, representatives from interest groups (including the Maori Women’s 
Welfare League, NZPC and AIDS Foundation) as well as individuals from 
the wider community formed and held the Women’s Forum in Welling-
ton to work on a bill. The NZPC was not established as a kaupapa Māori 
(Māori-led and Māori-centric) organisation, but does claim Māori mem-
bership and has at times been represented by Māori spokespeople (such as 
Takatāpu/Transgender Advocate Ahi Wihongi).

The subject of decriminalization was raised in parliament by successive 
MPs, before being introduced as a private member’s bill in 1999 by Labour 
Party MP Tim Barnett ( Justice and Electoral Committee ( JEC) 2002, 56). 
The bill’s stated aims involved safeguarding human rights, the promotion 
of health and safety standards, and a working environment “conducive to 
public health”, protecting both workers and children from prostitution-re-
lated exploitation ( JEC 2002, 1–2), as well as specifically repealing pro-
hibitions on soliciting in public. There was no provision for funding, or 
establishment of, organisations to assist exiting.

In 2000, the bill reached its first reading before being referred to the 
Justice and Electoral Committee, which provides commentary and direc-
tion on a range of issues, especially legal and constitutional issues. The 
Committee produced a report in 2002 with recommendations including 
clarifications in terminology ( JEC 2002, 7–10), right of refusal ( JEC 2002, 
17), retention of benefit entitlements ( JEC 2002, 18), and a post-implemen-
tation review process to report specifically on:

the impact of the legislation on the number of sex workers and other 
matters relating to sex workers or prostitution; desirability or otherwise 
of introducing limits or controls on the location and conduct of pros-
titution or licensing of sex workers or persons who operate businesses 
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of prostitution; nature and adequacy of the means available to assist sex 
workers to avoid working in or exit the sex industry; need for further 
amendments, including repeal of the legislation. ( JEC 2002, 27)

With these recommended amendments, the bill passed — by one vote — 
to become the Prostitution Reform Act 2003, receiving its first review re-
port in 2008. In their 2008 report, the Prostitution Law Review Commit-
tee recommended that further review be undertaken in 2018 (Prostitution 
Law Review Committee 2008, 168), but at the time of writing this review 
has yet to be initiated.

Prostitution’s size and composition pre- and post-decriminalization 
(2003) are difficult to assess due to reliance on cumulative police data 
(Prostitution Law Review Committee (PLRC) 2008, 30), and an over-
estimation issue in the first post-decriminalization study (PLRC 2008, 
33–34). Although there is clear fluctuation post-decriminalization, di-
rect comparison is only available for Christchurch (PLRC 2008, 29–30), 
where a slight increase in workers and change in work settings is noted 
(PLRC 2008, 35).

Development of  Legislation: Issues in Process
The 1990s saw an increased push for decriminalization, which led to the 
introduction of the private member’s 2000 Prostitution Reform Bill. It 
reached its first read before being reviewed and amended by the Justice and 
Electoral Committee. Despite recognizing Māori women’s disproportion-
ate involvement ( JEC 2002, 55), relatively vulnerable position ( JEC 2002, 
34), and projected increase in participation once legalized ( JEC 2002, 52), 
the nineteen committee members — five of whom were women, and three 
Māori — did not recommend specific tangata whenua consultation or pro-
visions (such as reference to Te Tiriti o Waitangi or tangata whenua appoint-
ments to the review committee). The amended Bill became the Prostitu-
tion Reform Act 2003.

These problems continued when the law was reviewed in 2008. The 
Prostitution Law Review Committee was comprised of eleven appointees. 
While issues arose surrounding nomination weighting — two were nom-
inated by the Minister of Commerce, both of whom managed or owned 
brothels, but only one by the Minister for Women’s Affairs — no appoint-
ment was made by the Minister for Māori Development, or in fulfillment 
of the government’s obligations under Te Tiriti (if a nomination was made 



at all) (Prostitution Reform Act 2003, cl 9O; Prostitution Law Review Com-
mittee 2008, 74–76).

Although the the Justice and Electoral Committee’s 2003 report made 
note that “[v]arious submissions commented on the number of indige-
nous people involved in the sex industry … suggest[ing] there is a dispro-
portionate involvement of Māori” (Prostitution Law Review Committee 
2008, 54), the Prostitution Law Review Committee appears not to have 
found this to be of concern. It has failed to work closely with tangata when-
ua, seek input from the Minister for Māori Development (Prostitution 
Law Review Committee 2008, 5), or utilize comparative studies to mean-
ingfully assess and mitigate impact on Indigenous communities, despite 
this issue being brought forward by at least two members of Parliament 
(Nanaia Mahuta and Edwin Perry).

Members of Parliament (MPs) were permitted to exercise a conscience 
vote, in which individual members are permitted to vote in accordance 
with their own personal views rather than in line with the party po-
sition. Māori MPs who voted in favour included Georgina Beyer (La-
bour, Wairarapa), Mahara Okeroa (Labour, Te Tai Tonga), Mita Ririnui 
(Labour, Waiariki), John Tamihere (Labour, Tāmaki Makaurau), Metiria 
Turei (Greens, list) and Tariana Turia (Labour, Te Tau Hauauru). Those 
who voted against included Donna Awatere-Huata (ACT, list), Ron Mark 
(NZ First, list), Pita Paraone (NZ First, list), Winston Peters (NZ First, 
Tauranga), Dover Samuels (Labour, Te Tai Tokerau) and Georgina Te 
Heuheu (National, list). The Act passed in Parliament by a single vote.

Nanaia Mahuta, then-MP for Tainui and current Minister for Māori 
Development and MP for Hauraki-Waikato, voted against the bill. Her 
concerns included the inability of the proposed legislation to protect 
Māori women in the industry, who are more likely to be engaged in 
street-based prostitution, the failure of decriminalization to mitigate the 
impact of prostitution on Indigenous communities internationally, and 
the discrepancies between the age of legal consent and the minimum 
age of 18 for participation in sex work, as set out in the bill (later Act) 
(Mahuta 2003).

When I look at the communities that I represent and when I talk to 
Māori women who are in the industry, they bring up the issue of harass-
ment when they engage in this type of activity. There is no protection, 
and this bill will not provide it, either. When they ask for payment first 
when they are out in a car somewhere or when they are down an alley, the 
simple fact of the matter is that nothing in this bill will help them. How 
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can I say that this is an opportunity to provide protection for those who 
are most vulnerable in the sex industry? (Mahuta 2003)

Then-MP for Wairarapa Georgina Beyer was integral to the passing of 
the Act. As the only member of Parliament to have experience in the sex 
industry, Beyer supported the bill, stating,

If I had had a law like this to protect me and give me some teeth for 
redress when I was 16 and 17 years old — even on entering into the sex 
industry — then I might have been spared the five or so years I spent 
in that industry. Barriers would have been created against people who 
would coerce those under 18 to enter the sex industry in the first place. 
I support this bill for all the prostitutes I have ever known who have 
died before the age of 20 because of the inhumanity and hypocrisy of 
a society that would not ever give them the chance to redeem whatever 
circumstances made them arrive in that industry. (Beyer 2003)

Her speech, and that of Luamanuvao Winnie Laban, then-MP for Mana who 
represented a conservative Christian perspective, were particularly influential 
in determining the outcome of the vote. But in a 2013 speech, Beyer stated 
“[those in support of the 2003 Act] were naive [in] liberalising prostitution” 
(Weekes 2013), and called for further legislative reform to address the ongo-
ing issue of street prostitution (Taylor 2013). Beyer’s comments were made 
amidst a campaign to clean up street prostitution in Hunter’s Corner, Papa-
toetoe, during which time it was reported that girls as young as 13 were en-
gaged in street prostitution in South Auckland, in areas with predominantly 
low-income Māori and Pasifika populations.

While submissions were made by a range of stakeholders — including the 
Māori Women’s Welfare League, who submitted in support of the proposed 
legislation — failure to appoint tangata whenua representatives at a govern-
ment level, let alone through existing direct Treaty-based relationships at an 
iwi level or through representative organizations such as the Māori Women’s 
Welfare League, constitutes an immense oversight on the part of government.

Addressing the Prostitution of  Indigenous 
Peoples through UNDRIP 

Indigenous women’s position as hyper-sexualized commodity is de rigueur 
under colonialism, with men’s sexual access seen as a right due to the inter-



section of femaleness and indigeneity (Monchalin 2016, 179–82; Smith 
2003). Demand was historically met through abduction, slavery, traf-
ficking, as well as “frontier wives” — the surplus of women produced 
through a combination of destruction of Indigenous land and communi-
ty, laissez-faire trade, and deception.10 This undoubtedly coloured many, 
if not most, descriptions and interpretations of Māori women, their rel-
ative positions, and their actions.  The power dynamics between sexes 
within this sphere — both among Māori, and Māori and Pākehā — cer-
tainly became apparent, as is suggested by comparatively consistent re-
porting.11

Research in different regions has explicitly linked rural-to-urban mi-
gration of Indigenous peoples to an extreme poverty of options (United 
Nations 2008), producing “a huge urban labor pool available for labor 
exploitation generally as well as for the prostitution of women and chil-
dren” (Fairley and Lynne 2005, 2). Similar patterns can be found in most 
colonized areas (Frances 1994, 29), with contact introducing women as 
commodity, before ignoring their increasingly marginalized position due 
to colonization as “nature” or “choice”.

There is solid ground through which to argue a large portion of pros-
titution occurs in violation of Article 6 of the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (United Nations General Assembly 1989), and Articles 31 
and 33 of the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimi-
nation Against Women (United Nations General Assembly 1979). Less 
accepted is its contravention of the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UN General Assembly 2007), particularly 
Article 21 and 22. New Zealand — along with three other settler-colo-
nial nations, Canada, Australia, and the United States — voted against 
UNDRIP. New Zealand tentatively reconsidered its position three years 
later, deeming the document “aspirational”, but with no real bearing on 
domestic law.

10 Sometimes these were community endorsed unions in attempts to create inter-cultural bonds and 

improve declining material conditions resulting from colonial encroachment and enterprises.

11 The authors do not have the space to explore this here, but colonial reports were not wholly the 

product of  eighteenth- and nineteenth-century prudery and racial condescension. Europeans could, 

and did, recognize and articulate exploitation, sexual relations, and abuses of  power by their own hands. 

For discussions of  these, see: Mason, Michael. 1994. The Making of  Victorian Sexuality. Cambridge: 

Oxford University Press; Englander, David. 1998. Poverty and Poor Law Reform in Nineteenth Cen-

tury Britain, 1834-1914. Harlow: Longman; Frost, William. 1980. The Quaker Origins of  Antislavery. 

Norwood: Norwood Editions.
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Some First Nations communities — particularly in Canada — have 
made reference to UNDRIP when discussing prostitution and its neg-
ative impact on Indigenous women and communities. But the relevant 
articles themselves are narrow, requiring it to be defined by trafficking, 
exploitation, or age. Contravention is very difficult to argue when (i) 
prostitution is legal and legitimized, and (ii) laws around trafficking are 
almost non-existent. This is a grey area under New Zealand law, where 
procuring someone underage is not deemed to be trafficking or rape; in-
stead this is treated separately and carries a maximum sentence of seven 
years, following the pattern established with seven years for grooming 
— neither of which is commensurate with the twenty years’ maximum 
sentence for trafficking, twenty years maximum for rape, or even ten for 
failing to protect a child or vulnerable adult. 

Prior to the introduction of the Crimes Amendment Act 2015, the 
New Zealand definition of trafficking within the Crimes Act 1961 con-
sidered trafficking as a transnational offence with no explicit reference to 
exploitation.  This excluded the trafficking of adults and children domes-
tically for the purposes of prostitution. New Zealand has previously been 
criticized internationally for its failure to adequately address this issue, 
with specific reference made to Māori and Pasifika children trafficked 
domestically and forced into street prostitution (United States Depart-
ment of State 2014). The Crimes Amendment Act 2015 was introduced 
partially in response to this criticism, in order to bring New Zealand’s 
legislation more closely in line with international law. The insertion of 
Section 98D into the Crimes Act 1961 removed the requirement for traf-
ficking to involve the crossing of international borders (Thorburn 2017, 
81), but the amended definition does not explicitly address the issue of 
domestic trafficking. Given that domestic trafficking disproportionately 
impacts Māori, the lack of internal trafficking laws contravenes Arti-
cles 17 (protection of Indigenous children from economic exploitation) 
and 22 (ensuring that Indigenous women and children are guaranteed 
protection against violence and discrimination) (United Nations General 
Assembly 2007).

To begin understanding the implications of the prostitution of Māori 
women under UNDRIP, it is necessary to provide some context to Te 
Tiriti o Waitangi. New Zealand essentially stated that domestic law and Te 
Tiriti supersede international agreements regarding Māori. In this case, 
lawmakers are applying disparate and colonial law to a scenario where 
Te Tiriti should be the basis, while also contravening two ratified UN 
documents (CRC and CEDAW) and one “aspirational” one (UNDRIP).



Providing Context to the Te Tiriti o Waitangi 
Te Tiriti o Waitangi was signed in 1840 as an international agreement be-
tween Māori rangatira12 and representatives of the British Crown as sov-
ereign states, and is considered by many to be Aotearoa/New Zealand’s 
implicit constitution. The Treaty was written in both te reo Māori13 and 
English, the former of which was signed by the majority of Māori signa-
tories. The Treaty articulated an ongoing and equal relationship between 
the Chiefs of the Confederation of the United Tribes of New Zealand (on 
behalf of all Māori) and the Queen of England (on behalf of the settler 
population). There are numerous interpretations, but in essence (as un-
derstood by Māori), the Treaty was intended to be a mutually beneficial 
agreement that aimed to protect the rights of Māori to their lands, forests, 
fisheries, and treasures, enable British settlers to establish settlements and 
laws for their own people, and support commerce and trade between the 
two groups.

In 1975, the Waitangi Tribunal was established as “a permanent com-
mission of inquiry that makes recommendations on claims brought by 
Māori relating to Crown actions which breach the promises made in the 
Treaty of Waitangi” (Waitangi Tribunal 2018). When the Tribunal was 
established, legislation only allowed for new claims to be brought before 
the Tribunal. This did not include any historical breaches of the Treaty. 
Crucially, in 1985 the Crown ruled that the Tribunal was able to ret-
rospectively consider claims back to the signing of the Treaty in 1840. 
The Te Tiriti o Waitangi claims settlement process is important as it has 
increased recognition of the rights of Māori and reinforced the ongoing 
relevance of the Treaty.

Although many arguments have been made in terms of human rights 
abuses (Farley 2004; Leidholdt 1993), the prostitution of Māori women 
has seldom been framed as a Te Tiriti o Waitangi issue. Article 2 provides for 
the unimpeded rights of Māori to self-determination, and under Article 
3, the government has a clear social responsibility “to recognise where 
disparities exist between Māori and non-Māori, and to attempt to address 
them to the best of its current ability” in order to ensure that Māori have 
the same access to equality of outcome as non-Māori (Barrett and Connol-
ly-Stone 1998, 11). The government’s failure to appropriately consult Māori 
in the development of prostitution legislation, and to adequately protect 

12 Rangatira: Chiefs (male or female), possessing leadership status.

13 te reo Māori: the Māori language..
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Māori rangatahi14 (considered taonga15 within Te Ao Māori16) from exploita-
tion and trafficking constitutes a breach of Article 2. The lack of appropri-
ate response to the overrepresentation of Māori women among prostituted 
women — specifically through the passing of the Prostitution Reform Act 
2003 — can be considered a breach of Article 3.

 

The Mana Wāhine Kake Claim (Wai 2717)
As the Waitangi Tribunal district inquiries into historical claims are ap-
proaching their conclusion, the Tribunal’s focus has shifted to consider 
thematic and contemporary claim issues (Crown actions or omissions post-
21 September 1992). The Kaupapa Inquiry Programme, launched in April 
2015, provides an opportunity for thematic grievances of National signif-
icance to be heard before the Tribunal, which may include both historical 
(grievances arising prior to 21 September 1992) and contemporary claim 
issues. The Tribunal identified “Mana wāhine and mana tāne”17 as one of 
eleven inquiry areas within the initial memorandum, with an indicative 
scope of issues based on current registered claims, including “discrimina-
tion against women” and “services for women” (Waitangi Tribunal 2015). 
Although new historical claims cannot be considered, several historical 
claims currently before the Tribunal contain elements specifically relating 
to women, and it is likely many of these will be aggregated through the 
Kaupapa Inquiry. A further memorandum was issued in 2019 (Waitangi 
Tribunal 2019b), including Appendix B (Waitangi Tribunal 2019c), setting 
out the order in which inquiries will be considered.

Six inquiries are currently underway — The Military Veterans Kaupapa 
Inquiry, The Health Services and Outcomes Kaupapa Inquiry, The Marine 
and Coastal Area (Takutai Moana) Act Inquiry, The National Fresh Wa-
ter and Geothermal Resources Inquiry, The Housing Policy and Services 
Kaupapa Inquiry, Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement - Stage 2, and the 
Mana Wāhine Kaupapa Inquiry, which commenced in 2020. The national 

14 Rangatahi: Younger generation, youth.

15 Taonga: Treasure, anything prized — applied to anything considered to be of  value including so-

cially or culturally valuable objects, resources, phenomenon, ideas and techniques.

16 Te Ao Māori: The Māori world.

17 Power and authority afforded to women, power and authority afforded to men
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12 Rangatira: Chiefs (male or female), possessing leadership status.
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Māori Women’s Claim (Wai 381) was submitted to the Tribunal in 1993 on 
behalf of the Māori Women’s Welfare League and all Māori women, and is 
the precursor to the current Mana Wāhine inquiry.

The Mana Wāhine Kake Claim (Wai 2717 2018) specifically looks at the 
Prostitution Reform Act, as well as provisions within the Crimes Act relat-
ed to trafficking. An initial statement of claim was lodged with the Waitan-
gi Tribunal in February 2018, with an amended claim filed in August 2018 
(Wai 2717 2018).  The claim provides a brief summary of the current leg-
islation, summarizes the demographics of those in prostitution (demon-
strating overrepresentation of Māori women within the sex industry), and 
outlines the breach of Crown duties under Articles 2 and 3 of Te Tiriti o 
Waitangi. These include failure to consult appropriately with tangata whenua 
in the development and review of legislation under Article 2, and failure 
to address disparities between Māori and non-Māori under Article 3, as 
evidenced by the overrepresentation of Māori women engaging in prosti-
tution, especially street-based prostitution, and entering underage. Finally, 
the claim identifies redress sought through the following specific recom-
mendations: changes to the appointments process to the Prostitution Law 
Review Committee so that there is a Treaty-compliant representation of 
wāhine Māori, full review of the Act by an appropriate panel, amendments 
to the Act to remove inequality of outcomes, and proper addressing of 
domestic sex trafficking through the legislative reform process.

A claim lodged by Ahi Wihongi on behalf of themself, Gender Minor-
ities Aotearoa, takataapui, and Māori women sex workers (Wai 2843) also 
touches on the Prostitution Reform Act 2003,18 focusing on the dispropor-
tionate representation of Māori sex workers in soliciting convictions prior 
to 2003, as well as the failure of the Act to expunge historical convictions 
(Wai 2843 2018). The claim recommends that the Crown reform existing 
legislation or introduce new legislation to expunge historical soliciting con-
victions, support transferring the provision of Māori women’s services along 
with funding and technical support to Māori women, and return to them all 
decision-making relating to Māori women at both local and national levels.

The Mana Wāhine Kaupapa Inquiry (Wai 2700) commenced in 2020. 
A number of individual claims (including The Mana Wāhine Kake Claim 
Wai 2717) have been registered and grouped with other claims to form 
the inquiry. The Waitangi Tribunal appointed Judge Sarah Reeves as the 
presiding officer for the inquiry in December 2018, and the tribunal panel 
for the inquiry — including Dr Robyn Anderson, Kim Ngarimu and Dr 

18 Prior to 2003 prostitution was not illegal in New Zealand, however Section 26 of  the Summary 

Offences Act 1991 made it an offence to offer sex for money in a public place.
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Ruakere Hond — in August 2019 (Waitangi Tribunal 2019c). The inquiry 
has been broken down into three themes19 as part of the next stage of the 
inquiry, which involves gathering evidence (Waitangi Tribunal 2019a).

The research process will be a collaborative process involving claimants 
and requiring a casebook review and a commission for further technical 
research. The research will be collated into a collection of reports, and 
distributed to all claimants prior to the commencement of hearings. The 
Tribunal released the chief historian’s pre-casebook discussion paper for 
the inquiry (Wai 2700 #6.2.1 2020) in July 2020. The purpose of the paper 
was to assess the extent of existing evidential material, identify any gaps, 
and propose how these gaps can be addressed. A research committee has 
also been formed to direct further research as part of the inquiry. 

At the hearings, the claimants and the Crown present their opening submis-
sions, evidence, and closing statements. The first and second week of tūāpapa20 
hearings for the Mana Wāhine Kaupapa Inquiry (Wai 2700) were held in Feb-
ruary 2021, with the third week scheduled for July 2021. After the hearings are 
completed, the Tribunal panel will write a report detailing their findings and 
outlining recommendations to the Crown. Although the recommendations 
are non-binding, the Crown is required to take these into account.

Potential outcomes include significant legislative and policy reform for 
the wāhine Māori, and the allocation of resources to wāhine Māori-led ser-
vices. This could mean a programme of Treaty-compliant legislative re-
form, which would see the reconfiguration of the Prostitution Law Review 
Committee and a full review of the Prostitution Reform Act. Another po-
tential outcome is appropriations and funds becoming available for cultur-
ally appropriate services (including exiting services) delivered by hapū,21 iwi, 
and mataawaka22 organisations.

19 Theme 1: Protection of  the role, status and knowledge of  wāhine Māori, Theme 2: Equity and 

disparities in outcomes and well-being for wāhine Māori, and Theme 3: Representation and access to 

leadership, governance and decision-making roles for wāhine Māori (Wai 2700 #6.2.1 2020)

20 Foundational

21 Hapū: kinship group, clan, tribe, subtribe consisting of  a number of  whānau sharing descent from 

a common ancestor.

22 Mataawaka: Māori living within a rohe who are not mana whenua (tribal groups who hold

authority over land and natural resources within a defined territory).



Conclusion
As the Mana Wāhine inquiry progresses, it will need to demonstrate that 
the Prostitution Reform Act 2003 has prejudicially affected Māori women 
and is inconsistent with the principles of the Treaty of Waitangi. This will 
require a fundamental rethinking of the relationship between colonization 
and prostitution, and a serious examination of the ongoing cultural and 
social viability of the sex industry in a post-colonial environment. Because 
it is not enough to address social inequalities under a framework that puts 
industry and growth before people, a re-evaluation of cultural priorities 
is needed. Additionally, a restructuring of interactions is required. Com-
munity accountability needs to be centred with an understanding of the 
attitudes that prostitution relies on and fosters.  Both structural and com-
munity-based changes must recognize prostitution as antithetical to Māori 
women’s sexual autonomy, emphasize the human rights it violates, and the 
social and economic cost it places on participants.

Legislation surrounding trafficking could be strengthened by explicit-
ly extending its definition to include domestic recruitment and transfer of 
adults and children for the purposes of exploitation. The purchase and sale 
of those underage could also be addressed as trafficking through reforming 
the Prostitution Reform Act 2003 and introducing appropriate sentencing.

Policy should place an emphasis on disincentivizing purchase. Although 
legally prohibited from actively encouraging beneficiaries to accept em-
ployment within the sex industry, Work and Income New Zealand does 
consider sex to be legitimate work for the purpose of receiving and re-
taining government benefits. The Ministry of Social Development could 
address this at a policy level by implementing a living wage and increased 
social housing with static rent. The Ministry of Justice could draw on learn-
ings from restorative justice in the development of policy, disincentivizing 
purchase by holding buyers accountable for perpetuating economic and 
sexual inequalities at both a personal and community level.

Culturally appropriate and discrete exiting services must be implemented 
at the community level by community-based organizations that can address 
the unique position women within the industry have when trying to navi-
gate government services, housing, and employment, as well as provide ac-
cess to substance-rehabilitation, counselling, and community support. This 
points to potential leading roles for iwi, hapū, and mataawaka health and so-
cial service providers, with services delivered through a Whānau Ora frame-
work and given the support of the local District Health Board. Overall 
responsibility for policy-setting should remain with the Ministry of Health.
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Craft and Nonviolent Resistance — Manifestation 

of  Nonviolent Resistance in the Mochila 

Iku Women’s Craft

Stefania Castelblanco Perez

Design, Objects, and Meaning
According to Alfredo Tenoch Cid Jurado, all objects are carriers of cultural 
connotations that, depending on their nature, have a communicative effi-
cacy of social values (Cid Jurado 2002, 2). An object can act as a narrative 
medium with the ability to communicate the environment and the techno-
logical and cultural conditions under which it has been produced. When 
analyzing the process of producing objects in detail, the roles played by 
the physical environment (the material world) and the social environment 
are paramount, since these elements are the specific cultural context that 
motivates their creation.

Mahatma Gandhi and the Concept
of  Nonviolent Resistance
The relation between social resistance and textile making was probably 
addressed for the first time by Mahatma Gandhi. According to Mario 
López-Martínez, Gandhi’s ethical-political philosophy (“Satyagraha”) is 
based on social and economic conscience, direct action, civil disobedience, 
and self-governance in the framework of the principle of non-violence 
(“Ahimsa”) or “do no harm”. The “Satyagraha” is accompanied by the prin-
ciple of “swadeshi”, which makes reference to development and local social, 
political, and economic welfare. The “swadeshi” revendicates self-sufficien-
cy and economic autarchy through local artisanal practices. From a Gan-
dhian perspective, self-sufficiency depicts a morally and ethically correct 
economy which is distant from the interests of the colonial market.



López-Martínez proposes three situations in which social resistance can 
manifest itself: 1) the fight against colonial domination, 2) the fight against 
authoritarian, dictatorial, and totalitarian regimes, and 3) the claim for de-
mocracy, citizen rights and freedoms, international solidarity, ecology in 
defense of nature, and a better world. The author explains that the dom-
ination of European imperialist powers was a strong determinant in the 
mobilisation of social resistance groups across the world. These three sit-
uations set out by López-Martínez are very accurate when analyzing some 
of the points of convergence between nonviolent resistance and the Iku 
knitting practice of the mochila.

Nonviolent Resistance in the Iku Mochila
and Women’s Craft 
The mochila arhuaca is how traditional bags made by Indigenous Iku wom-
en are commonly known in Colombia. The Indigenous name that the Iku 
assign the bags is tutu. The term Arhuaca/Arhuaco was originally coined by 
Spanish colonists to designate the region where the Iku live, but has since 
generalized and no longer carries a pejorative load. The term mochila is a 
Spanish word used to describe this type of bag. In this investigation, I will 
refer to the Indigenous people by their pre-colonial name Iku, and I will 
refer to the bag as the mochila or “mochila Iku”.

According to Tania Harrod (2018), craft has been marginalized in 
cultural discourse due to difficulty verbalizing it. Written knowledge is 
more valued, “but craft is dependent on knowledge that is tacit, practi-
cal, or embodied, learned from watching other people practicing a skill” 
(Harrod 2018, 15). Mochila knitting is a traditional Iku craft exclusive to 
women, taught to girls from an early age by mothers, grandmothers, or 
other women in the community. The mochila-making process plays an 
important social and cultural role.

In Colombia, craft has been a source of knowledge, and has served as an 
expression of particular ways of living and thinking, and practicing in dif-
ferent Indigenous communities. In the contemporary globalized context, 
where culture and lifestyles are becoming more and more homogenized, 
small communities such as the Iku conserve at least part of their heritage 
and ancestral knowledge through craft, in particular mochila knitting.

According to the official census institution DANE (2020), in 2018 
nearly two million Colombians of the total population of approximately 
48 million considered themselves Indigenous. According to the National 
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Indigenous Organization of Colombia (ONIC), there are 102 Indigenous 
peoples distributed in the national territory, although only 87 of them 
are officially recognized by the Colombian state. As ethnic minorities, 
Indigenous communities in Colombia, including the Iku, have historically 
been subject to persistent attacks, not only against their territories but also 
against their traditional cultures, beliefs, and forms of organization.

In pre-colonial times, the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, located in 
northeastern Colombia, was inhabited by the Tayronas Indigenous peo-
ple. With the arrival of the Spanish, the Tayronas were practically exter-
minated, although there were some who found refuge in the mountains 
of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, where the Kogui, the Wiwas, the 
Kankwamos, and the Iku, who are all the descendants of the Tayronas, 
lived in relative isolation until the last decades of the nineteenth century. 

Since the beginning of the 20th century, the Iku people have suffered 
the consequences of external interventions by colonizers, farmers, and 
foreigners. A crucial incident that affected the Iku’s struggle for self-gov-
ernance was the installment of a Capuchin mission sent out from Bogota 
in 1916, during which Iku women were prohibited from conducting tra-
ditional activities, such as knitting. The existence of the Iku people has 
continued to be threatened by illegal armed groups, conflicts with the 
government over the use of their territories, and frequent clashes between 
their cultural practices and that of the “modern Western world”. Notwith-
standing the above, the Iku have been able to maintain their traditional 
weaving activities as an expression of their material culture.

According to a report conducted by La Misión de Apoyo al Proceso 
de Paz en Colombia (MAPP-OEA), in 1983, after sixty-six years of in-
vasion, Indigenous authorities, together with the community, took over 
the facilities of the Capuchin mission by peaceful means and forced the 
missionaries to leave their territory definitively (MAPP- OEA 2008, 47).

But in addition to the Catholic mission, farmers and violent armed 
groups have also threatened Iku lands. Since the 1980s, illegal armed 
groups have performed hundreds of armed incursions into the territo-
ries of the Sierra Nevada. The United Nations Office for Human Rights, 
together with other organizations that monitor the human rights situ-
ation in Colombia, continue reporting the threatening and killing of 
Indigenous people defending their territory and culture. As reported 
by El Observatorio del Programa Presidencial de Derechos Humanos y 
DIH (2014), 2,509 Indigenous victims of forced displacement were reg-
istered between 2003 and 2008 in municipalities inhabited by the Iku. 
This was a period of great conflict in the recent history of Colombia due 



to the dramatic military offensive set forth by former president Alvaro 
Uribe Vélez.

Despite these violent threats, the Iku have always used pacifist resist-
ance methods in defence of their territory and culture. In 2001, during 
incursions into Iku territory, the paramilitary armed group AUC, Auto-
defensas Unidas de Colombia (United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia) 
retained, interrogated, and tortured several Iku with the aim of spreading 
terror and expanding its area of control. The Indigenous community, in 
response to this wave of violence, conformed to pacifist mobilization and 
formed a search commission to find and release the captives (MAPP-OEA 
2008). In several instances, following the expulsion of armed groups from 
their territories, Iku leaders and members of the community would travel 
directly to where guerilla groups were concentrated to demand repara-
tions for their victims (MAPP-OEA 2008).

The deployment of megaprojects and other forms of extractivism 
promoted by the national government and foreign enterprises have also 
been challenging for the Iku. In 2006, the Iku actively opposed the con-
struction of the Multipurpose Port Brisa S.A., built in sacred territory in 
Mingueo-Dibulla (Guajira). They have also opposed the construction of 
the Besotes Dam (IKARWA) in Valledupar (Cesar), and the Ranchería 
River Dam in La Guajira (Rodríguez-Ramos 2014).

Despite colonial meddling, violence, forced displacement, and threats to 
their territory, the Iku are one of the most engaged communities in Colombia 
in the survival of their culture and in defense of the rights of nature. 

According to Juliana Duarte Muñoz (2018, 81), shortly after the expulsion 
of the Capuchins, the Iku were able to rescue their traditions despite the lack 
of resources. The community, now in charge of educational decisions, began 
a process of acculturation and revitalization of cultural elements, such as knit-
ting baskets and mochilas. Muñoz explains that elders and parents actively 
participated in knowledge transmission of animals, farming culture, and crafts 
production to children.

The conditions under which the mochila knitting practice was performed 
under the Catholic mission has been largely unexplored. However, according 
to the Iku artisan Seynari Torres, in addition to the prohibition of language and 
use of traditional customs and textiles, craft activities such as mochila knitting 
and tapestries weaving were also prohibited. She explains that many Indige-
nous women who were educated in the Capuchin mission ended up without 
speaking the language and without knowing the traditional artisanal heritage. 
She adds, however, that continuing to inhabit ancestral territory has made their 
children and their grandchildren, little by little, recover traditional knowledge.
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Mochila knitting survived and remained an exclusively female profession. 
The bags are still considered material narratives of the Iku women’s way of 
thinking, describing the relationship between the Iku and their natural en-
vironment. Maintenance of the practice is one example of the Iku people’s 
nonviolent resistance, and how its materiality contains implicit messages of 
cultural resistance.

To understand in detail how nonviolent resistance manifests itself in the 
knitting practice carried out by Iku women, the following analysis will focus 
on three dimensions: 1) the mochila arhuaca as a craft process and practice, 2) the 
survival and transmission of knitting knowledge, and 3) the implicit resistance 
meanings and political role of the knitting practice.

The Mochila Craft Process and Practice
For the activist, Iku leader, and Bogota council member Ati Quigua, “it 
is not possible to grow without serving Mother Earth”. The term Mother 
Earth is common among Indigenous people in Colombia in reference to 
nature. The traditional designs and shapes of the mochila represent the Iku 
view of nature and “is the place where the Iku/Arhuaco woman expresses 
her thoughts and reflections”. Quigua explains that the fibers used for the 
mochilas traditionally come from natural materials of local origin such as 
wool, cotton, or fique (Figure 1). After being properly prepared, they are 
wound on the spindle to finally start the process of knitting with the needle.

Fig 1: Iku Indigenous leader Ati Quigua (Photo by Ati Quigua).



Geometric Shapes and Symbolism
According to Armando Aroca Araujo’s previous studies about mochila 
symbolism, sixteen traditional knitted figures have been identified, with 
each geometric shape referring to an element of nature. The sixteen knit-
ted figures that Aroca called “traditional” have survived contact with other 
cultures and cultural threats that have impacted the craft practice during 
the last century.

The Museum of Ethnography in Gothenburg has a vast collection 
of mochilas Iku and other artifacts that were introduced to Sweden in 
1916 by the writer Gustaf Bolinder, after his first trip to Colombia in 
1914–16.

It is revealing how both the mochilas and the handicraft tools stored in 
the museum looked before the Capuchin invasion into Iku territory. They 
are very similar to the contemporary mochila, as some of the traditional 
knitted patterns can be identified in either one. Table 1 shows some mo-
chilas with these “traditional” knitted patterns and their meanings. These 
mochilas have been stored in the Museum of Ethnography since 1916.
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According to Indigenous artist and leader Seynari Torres Izquierdo, the 
patterns that have survived the passing of time are the graphical elements 
in contemporary Iku knitting. Seynari tells the story of Iku Naboba, the 
first woman who existed before the light. She left knitted mochilas for her 
descendants to replicate. These traditions are reproduced through craft 
and help preserve their culture and worldview. According to Seynari, the 
white  mochila Iku has a sacred connotation and is used by the mamos, or 
spiritual leaders of the community. There are also special mochilas used 
for safeguarding and protection (Figure 2).

When observing the mochila carefully, its graphical lines may reveal the 
shape of an animal, a tree leaf, or a sacred being. This relation between the 
environment, sacred beings, and the symbolic world materialized in the 
mochila communicates the Iku worldview in its entirety. This exemplifies 
what Jurado calls the communicative aspect of objects: the importance of 
the physical and social environment in analyzing the making of objects 
(2002, 2). A specific cultural context motivates the creation of objects, and 
in the case of the Iku knitting practice, the natural environment of the 
Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta plays an important role.

Fig 2: Artisan and Leader Iku Seynari Torres together with mochilas Iku - Contemporary mo-

chila with Kumbiru motif  (Photo by Seynari Torres).



According to the Iku way of thinking, each bag contains a special 
meaning. Its materiality contains religious meanings of protection, the 
process of gestation of the woman, as well as images of the environment 
that may have been present during production. Its value is given not 
only by the long process required for its design and creation, but also by 
its symbolic power. The materialization of symbolic cultural meanings 
is expressed not only through the shape of the object, but also through 
the materials, as well as the size and colours.

For example, a mochila may have eight woven hoops along the bag 
that represent the process of gestation. The use of colour could also 
indicate how traditional the bag is. Aroca (2007, 132) indicates that the 
traditional bag would consist of the alternation between two colours, 
and may have a certain number of hoops or “turns” to represent gesta-
tion. However, due to the process of deculturalization, it is not always 
possible to find that representation. This implies a gradual loss of cul-
tural identity due to intrusion from one culture to another, which pro-
duces changes in the pattern, or of the traditional parameters, that give 
the figures recognizable form over time.

Even the circular constitutive shape of the mochilas has a symbolic 
meaning: it represents the Mother Earth and the great Cosmic Mother, 
origin and end of everything that exists. It is said that the mochila is 
the extension of the uterus of the individual mother and the Cosmic 
Mother, as well as a denotation of planet Earth (Aroca 2007). All of 
these symbolic meanings, represented geometrically, endow the mochi-
las with non-material attributes that are uncommon in mass-produced 
objects.

Tools and Materials
Nowadays, Iku mochilas are knitted with traditional and non-traditional 
materials. The natural origin of the materials remains an important part 
of the mochilas. The traditional materials used by Iku women were cotton 
and fique, since these could be provided by the ecosystems of the Sierra 
Nevada de Santa Marta. Due to environmental change and the shortage 
of raw material in some regions of the Sierra Nevada, Iku women have re-
sorted to other materials in order to continue producing their craft objects 
(Aroca 2007). Women used to obtain cotton from their own crops, but 
over time they have abandoned this work and begun to acquire it commer-
cially in speck, which they later spin.
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According to Ati Quigua, the traditional colors used in the bags are nat-
ural tones made with pigments extracted from endemic plants. The color 
yellow stems from the peel of a certain plant, while darker colors originate 
from roots and seeds that are manually processed. She argues that locally 
produced cotton is preferred. Unfortunately, the introduction of transgenic 
cotton to Colombia has contaminated local varieties of cotton in the Sierra 
Nevada region.

Torres explains that the fabrics of her culture are currently made with 
different materials, including synthetic and processed threads, natural fib-
ers from the Maguey plant (Figure 3), and processed threads from sheep 
wool. According to her, neutral colors such as grey, black, white, and 
brown are most often used when utilizing sheep wool. Notwithstanding 
the above, she explains that the colors are changing now due to the use of 
processed threads from external markets.

Fig. 3: Maguey plant in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta (Photo by Stefanía Castelblanco).



The tools used for knitting the bags are still the traditional wooden carrum-
ba, needle, and huso (spindle). The archive of the Museum of Ethnography 
in Sweden stores samples of these tools dating from 1916 (Figure 4). The 
needles used back then were made of wood, bone, and metal (Figure 5). 
Currently, metal ones used the most.
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Fig. 4: Carrumba and huso dating from 1916 (Sweden, Etnografiska Museet).

Fig. 5: Bone, wooden, and metal needles dating from 1914–16 (Sweden, Etnografiska Museet).
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Transmission and Survival of  Knitting:
Practice Knowledge
The role of women in Iku culture is highly esteemed. Traditional Iku law 
is reflected in collective thinking and oral tradition, which is built and 
replicated in all beliefs, myths, customs, social behavior, games, and activi-
ties. One of the activities considered most important in Iku traditional law 
regards Kunsumana A’mía (the women’s way of thinking and wisdom). From 
an early age, girls are educated by their mothers in the craft of knitting, 
thereby learning techniques, structures, and symbolisms that will allow the 
culture to reproduce and remain distinct in the world (Aroca 2007).  Ati 
Quigua points out that she learned how to weave from a very young age, 
and that she inherited this knowledge from her maternal line through her 
great-grandmother, grandmother, and mother. Likewise, she highlights 
the importance of the Cancurbas, schools of female wisdom of which she 
has been a part and where women prepare for community and spiritual life. 
At the Indigenous school in Nabusimake, the Iku capital, knitting is part 
of the curriculum, and each semester the students must knit a bag to be 
donated to the educational institution. Seynari Torres explains that in the 
Iku community, people grow in the midst of knitting, and learning occurs 
almost imperceptibly. It is natural to the territory and is present in the 
feminine sphere. “You don’t learn to be an artisan, you simply are, it starts 
between seven and ten years of age.”

The survival of the knitting practice means the survival of the Iku Indig-
enous culture itself, since it is through this activity that ancestral wisdom 
and Indigenous values are transferred from one generation of women to 
the next. The woman is the one who keeps and transmits valuable knowl-
edge and protects it from being lost, not only through oral transmission, 
but also through a material culture reflected in the mochila knitting prac-
tice. According to Ati Quigua, one of the most important challenges in 
the survival of the artisan tradition is not only the fight for their ancestral 
territory and the intellectual protection of the Indigenous knowledge, but 
also the fight against violence against women.

Although it might seem that globalization poses an imminent risk of 
extinction of the traditional ways of production, certain beliefs and tradi-
tional crafts, such as the knitting practice, have been able to maintain tra-
ditional functions of communicating ancestral knowledge while also pro-
viding job opportunities producing objects rich in symbolism, distinction, 
and personalized references. These are attributes that industrial products 
do not offer.



In the Iku worldview, the elements of nature provided by the Sierra Ne-
vada are traditional materials, which the artisanal practice must maintain. 
According to Torres, without the processed and artificial threads, knitting 
bags does not harm the environment:

When we use natural plant materials such as maguey fibers, when it is 
stained with our fruits we are not harming the environment […] they 
fulfill their function, they can disappear and they do not harm Mother 
Earth, [nor] to the environment. (Seynari Torres, telephone interview, 
September 17, 2020)

Although new materials and design patterns have been introduced in the 
production process, this material and technical diversification seems to 
respond not only to an economic interest, but also contributes to the main-
tenance of craft knowledge. For the Iku, crafts have acquired economic 
functions and have served as a means of subsistence and dignity. Artisans 
find in it a way to survive while reproducing and taking pride in their 
culture; thus, crafts become a means of subsistence, and at the same time 
transmit valuable knowledge of these peoples.

According to Aroca, the geometric patterns that the Iku use in their 
knitting have updated. Many figures that are knitted today are the product 
of both commercial demand and the innovativeness of a new generation 
of weavers (Aroca 2007, 30). However, the fact that traditional patterns 
produced over a hundred years ago under the context of repression can still 
be found today may indicate that the knowledge transmission processes of 
the mochilas have been successful.

The commercial interest that the mochilas have currently acquired has 
allowed this ancestral activity to become a way of subsistence for women 
of the Iku community, whilst keeping the traditional activity alive. The 
mochilas are now available for purchase at craft trade sites on the inter-
net such as lamochilaarhuaca.com, or in important craft fairs such as “ex-
poartesanias” in big cities like Bogotá, far from where they are originally 
produced. 

Through their craft, Iku women have not only claimed self-sufficiency 
and economic autarchy as well as local and artisanal ways of making, but 
they have also found a form of self-expression whilst claiming the right to 
difference and multiculturalism in a globalized world. It is interesting to 
observe how nonviolent civil resistance according to the Gandhian philos-
ophy could manifest in the practice of the women Iku knitting through the 
fact that it is a local artisanal activity that has endured over time, surviving 
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historical difficulties such as violence, forced displacement, and cultural 
impositions by the majority culture.

For future research, it would be enriching to investigate whether the 
knitting practice has been impacted by the forced displacement of Iku to 
environments different from their places of origin. In what ways has the 
new social and physical context changed the design and meanings of the 
mochila, for example, in an urban context such as Bogotá?

Implicit Meanings and Political Functions
of  the Iku Women’s Knitting Practice 
Gene Sharp’s theory of nonviolent action (1973) proposes an extensive 
list of actions that citizens may take in order to reduce the power, au-
thority, and legitimacy of a repressive force or opponent. Nonviolent 
actions are performed by nonviolent resistance groups and maintained 
over time despite violent oppression during conflict. Mochila knitting is 
a form of silent resistance that has been maintained not throughout one 
conflict or one period of time, but during several conflicts that have oc-
curred in Iku territory as a result of structural violence, land struggles, 
religious intrusion, or forced displacement. In a country such as Colom-
bia with deep structural conflicts, these are still constant threats that do 
not cease, but instead continue to endanger Indigenous communities.

Although the knitted patterns in the mochilas do not have explicit re-
sistance messages, they do carry resistance meanings that stem from the 
fact that the traditional symbols behind these patterns are a reproduc-
tion of social, ecological, and cultural values. “Equality” can, for exam-
ple, be identified in the symbolic meaning of one of the knitted patterns 
that represents “the creation of the world.” This pattern is a geometric 
shape that symbolizes the creator of the world as a being part man and 
part woman, alluding to both as necessary elements in the world’s ori-
gin. Similarly, ecological meanings can be seen expressed in the recog-
nition of planet Earth and its fauna and flora as essential foundations 
when it comes to maintaining a natural balance. Both the important 
role of men and women and the respect for the rights of nature are key 
elements in the Iku’s worldview, and these meanings are constantly re-
peated orally and graphically through knitting. They are replicated by 
Iku women orally when teaching the mochila-making process to girls 
and other women, and graphically in the mochila’s materiality through 
different knitted patterns.



An important collective dynamic can also be identified in knitting as 
the transmission of knowledge is conducted by oral tradition, and requires 
a collectivity to survive. In other words, knitting requires a strong group 
affiliation among women who practice it, and a collective dynamic that 
produces social cohesion.

Ati Quigua explains that the knitting practice helps new generations learn 
their history as “each stitch helps to maintain tradition”. She adds that this 
is a natural practice that reinforces social ties. For her, weaving is a commu-
nity affair where the Kunsumana A-mia (women wisdom) is reproduced, and 
it is the graphical and practical resource by which the woman expresses her 
affection through her doing, thus helping the knowledge survive.

The fact that this activity is carried out regardless of the complex social 
and economic circumstances whilst producing social cohesion makes the 
practice of knitting contain an implicit political message of resistance.

The Iku knitting practice, in terms of materiality and meaning, can be 
considered a “design”, “craft”, and “artistic” form of resistance that, due 
to the difficult social circumstances in which this activity has been car-
ried out, can also be seen as a silent resistance.  This silent resistance acts 
against the oppression of Indigenous peoples by colonial forces. More spe-
cifically, it addresses the first and third components of claim and conflict 
typology of resistance proposed by López-Martínez (2013, 46–49),  “the 
fight against colonial domination” and “the claim for democratic and citi-
zen rights and freedoms, for international solidarity, for ecology in defense 
of nature and for another possible world.”

The mochila knitting practice’s strong relationship with sustainability 
and the environment is reflected in the fact that Iku craft processes take 
into account nature not only as a source of inspiration, but also as an im-
portant characteristic of production. This relationship can be found in the 
preference for materials that originate mainly from the local environment. 
The respect for nature and the concern for future generations are para-
mount to all others for Iku activists, mamos, and Iku indigenous women 
leaders. Materials provided by the environment are encouraged because 
they are less detrimental to the local ecosystems, and best represent Indig-
enous traditions. 

These craft objects and their creation processes have a strong political 
and ecological message that is much needed when it comes to rethinking 
the materiality that surrounds us. This ecological tradition is one of the 
main reasons why I was interested in studying the technical and social 
processes of indigenous Iku crafts. As an artisan, political scientist, and de-
signer myself, especially of bags and other objects made from second-hand 
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materials and natural fibers, the importance of the material’s origin has 
been a primary theme when it comes to creating, either from design or 
craftsmanship traditions. This research is also nurtured by my own per-
sonal knowledge, as the analysis done in this chapter surely reflects my 
own way of thinking, namely that objects created in small amounts and 
in an artisanal way are those that contain more meaning and are less det-
rimental to the environment. Craft objects implicitly and explicitly tell us 
about the social and natural environment in which they were created. Nat-
ural fibers and second-hand clothes are made from the materials abundant 
in the environments where I live. These materials are the ones I resort to 
the most when creating objects, as they have so much to tell us about the 
social and physical context within which they were created. 

Conclusion
The mochila knitting practice performed by Iku women could be under-
stood in terms of nonviolent resistance at different levels since it is an 
artisanal activity that has taken place during an extended period of time, in 
the context of oppression by a colonial, cultural, political, economic, and 
religious force.

The Mochila Iku is an example of nonviolent resistance since it claims 
economic self-sufficiency and autarchy, as well as local and artisanal ways 
of making. This resistance has been performed silently, and is reflected in 
the mochilas’ materiality and meaning. The Iku’s cosmology is expressed 
in symbolic geometric patterns, colours, and materials, and the production 
process is full of political and social meaning. The persistence of this craft 
is an example of the peaceful resistance of Indigenous women, who share 
a collective worldview and are in charge of maintaining the material and 
socio-political culture of their people.

The different social and cultural influences that have permeated Iku cul-
ture are reflected in their craft, which is easily seen in the use of new materi-
als, the adjustments of the geometric design motifs, and in the knitting pro-
cess itself. These adjustments allow the practice to adapt to new dynamics.

The external influences that have permeated the traditional process of 
mochila making, such as the Capuchin invasion, forced displacement, loss 
of territory, commercial production, and beyond, have provided the moch-
ila new symbolic and utilitarian functions. New dynamics in the produc-
tion of modern Iku crafts has brought new economic actors and interests.

The mochila knitting craft has conserved some of its constitutive ele-



ments while also adapting itself to new scenarios. The traditions are trans-
forming and interacting with forces of contemporaneity.

It is important to continue studying the role of crafts and of materials 
in the making and the construction of meanings in terms of social change. 
As Tanya Harrod comments, “Craft is a key activity to confront problems 
on gender and global development.” (Harrod 2018)

The fact that these craft objects are capable of communicating messages 
of a political and ecological nature differentiate them from mass-produced 
objects. The mochilas Iku are valuable not only for their communicative 
ability, but also because they adhere to sustainable production methods. 
The production process of the mochila continues to take into account the 
important role of nature and the proper use of the available resources. 
These attributes are extremely important for the designer/practitioner to 
take into account, especially now that we are all facing the common chal-
lenges of the climate crisis and ecological catastrophe.

Analyzing objects that have been able to resist, persist, and adapt to 
modern and contemporary demands, and thus emerge as objects that rep-
resent cultures with utilitarian, social, ecological, and political functions 
is an important study topic for the design discipline. The holistic study of 
these objects may reveal whether they may continue fulfilling utilitarian 
and social-political functions in the present and in the future. It seems that 
depending on their resistance capacity in a holistic sense, they may remain 
part of the future material and symbolic world.

The Iku women’s mochila knitting practice functions as peaceful resist-
ance against threats that stem from the majority culture and ever-changing 
contexts. This is a social resistance connected with sustainability and the 
local environment, and a cultural resistance in which the Iku’s worldview 
and traditional symbolism persists at the same time that new meanings and 
functions are adapted. Indigenous craft has much to offer for the study 
of the design of objects as an expression of social and adaptive resistance.
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Lena Stenberg   

Fig. 1: “Nomad.”

Fig. 2: “Mobilitet.”

Lena Stenberg’s work 
brings forth multidimen-
sionality both conceptu-
ally and materially. The 
topics of  nature, culture, 
and identity inform her 
sculptures of  everyday life, 
which aggregate quotidian 
materials to form enlivened 
narratives of  journeys to 
and from her homeland of  
Årosjokk, a small village 
about 50km north of  Kiru-
na in Sweden. 
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Fig. 4: “Natur.”

Fig. 3: “Safely on Tour.”

Recently, Stenberg has emphasized photography as a medium for displaying 
the forms of  gathering which are unique to northern Fennoscandian land-
scapes.  As her visual narratives are grounded in the Sápmi Kola Peninsula – 
in the borderlands of  Sweden, Finland and Russia– her lens speaks to histo-
ries of  colonization, contestation, and the subtleties of  human movement.  
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Education and Birthright:

Lessons from Small Indigenous Schools

in the Americas

Elizabeth Sumida Huaman

Introduction: The Question of  Birthright 

In the world of today it has become important to know who we are, 
where we come from and what we are born with. There is a felt need to 
know our roots and to belong to some place that we call home. But as 
well as being concerned about identity and our place in society there is 
also the question of birthright. Do we have a birthright or has it been 
denied, suspended, removed, or is it in doubt that we ever had such a 
thing? (Mead 2016)

In Tikanga Māori: Living by Māori Values, Hirini Moko Mead recounted cul-
tural philosophies and practices embodied by tikanga Māori,1 which Jus-
tice Durie described as “proper or meritorious conduct according to ances-
tral law” (Durie 2016). According to Mead, renewed interest in the 1980s 
for discussing and documenting tikanga Māori emerged from the popular 
(mis)use of Māori cultural protocols named in te reo (the Māori language), 
among other concerns. Through generations of co-existence among Māori 
and pakeha (European settlers) in Aotearoa (New Zealand), Māori knowl-
edge directly related to ceremonial protocols and daily behaviour had been 
suppressed by settlers with difficult ramifications for Māori people. Mead’s 
work, along with that of other Māori scholars and generations since, pro-

1 I do not italicize Indigenous words. This is part of  a scholarly movement across Indigenous liter-

ature and research to make a statement about normalizing Indigenous words in daily speaking and in 

writing. Why should Indigenous words be viewed as foreign and highlighted amongst English words? 

I credit my colleague Māori scholar Huia Tomlins-Jahnke in 2015 of  Massey University for issuing this 

challenge.



vides the contemporary foundations of Māori cultural, linguistic, and po-
litical revitalization.

As a non-Māori person, I do not venture to offer an explanation of 
tikanga Māori — this is not my goal. Instead, I open this chapter with 
inspiration gained from Mead’s work. First, tikanga Māori represents the 
spiritual and cognitive depth of Indigenous knowledges. Mead and other 
contemporary and historical Indigenous scribes and orators — Guaman 
Poma de Ayala (Quechua), Handsome Lake (Haudenosaunee), and Ed-
ward Benton Banai (Ojibwe) — remind us that Indigenous peoples did 
not haphazardly organize our communities, nor were we merely lucky to 
somehow survive over generations. Indigenous peoples established struc-
tures of governance and law and critical strategies for how to live within a 
particular environment. Second, there are people within Indigenous com-
munities who are doing the difficult work of nurturing knowledges that 
direct Indigenous peoples how to live properly with each other and the 
beings on this earth.

As Mead asserted, there is a need for people to know who they are and 
where they come from, and in coming to know, there is an inescapable 
agenda of responsibility or how to be here in this place, which refers to that 
which is given — both what we inherit and what we give in return. Mead 
referred to this as kaihau-waiū, “the attributes gained through your moth-
er’s milk”, or birthright. For Māori, these attributes were sets of supra-bi-
ological, social/kinship, and spiritual inheritances. As Indigenous peoples, 
we might then think of knowledge of one’s history, people, and purpose as 
part of the birthright of every living being. Importantly, Mead noted that 
birthright is the responsibility of parents, relatives, and the individual to 
“maintain and cherish” while fending off loss or damage by others. Today, 
Indigenous peoples continue to observe this tension due to the impacts 
of coloniality on our lands, our social and political institutions, and our 
bodies and minds (Mignolo 2009; Quijano 2000; Tlostanova and Mignolo 
2012). In such circumstances, Mead’s questions are decisive. We must ask 
ourselves about the state of our birthright: Do we have a birthright? What 
constituted birthright in the times of our ancestors? What does it look like 
today? Has it been denied, suspended, removed, and, if so, to what effects 
upon individuals, communities, and the world around us?

In this chapter, I frame Indigenous education as a resolute mechanism 
of reclaiming birthright, including the foundational knowledges and related 
language-based cultural practices that Indigenous ancestors held for their 
descendants. Indigenous educators worldwide have already made considera-
ble strides to resist formal schooling as an instrument of coloniality while of-
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2 Small Indigenous school is in reference to schools serving less than 100 students. The designation 

is also used in relation to small schools that re-envision mass education and defy neoliberal agendas 

through transformative curricula and pedagogies. See Critical Small schools: Beyond Privatization in New York 

City Urban Educational Reform (2012) listed in the references section.

fering viable approaches that re-envision education as spaces and processes 
towards protecting and revitalizing Indigenous epistemologies and cultural 
practices (Battiste 2000; Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua 2013; Kawagley 2006; Smith 
2003). Drawing from qualitative Indigenous research methodologies, I high-
light examples of this movement in discussions with three small Indigenous 
schools in distinct geographies.2 Located in Peru, the United States, and 
Canada, these schools exemplify community-based educational design that is 
focused daily on reclaiming Indigenous knowledges in spite of tensions with 
mainstream standards of educational achievement. Next, I describe themes 
that characterize each school through the voices of school founders who 
underscore a common principle that drives their purpose — the (re)centring 
of the natural world as educational mandate. I argue that through Indige-
nous worldviews, small Indigenous schools challenge dominant discourses 
of rights and resource protections stemming from state-centred ideologies 
and human arrogance, and that ultimately, in the age of the Anthropocene, 
Indigenous educational endeavours enrich our collective understanding of 
how we might teach for the healing of our world today.

Indigenous Knowledges and Rights:
Intersections and Departures 
I begin by discussing my positionality as a Wanka and Quechua person 
and by introducing two interconnected themes: relationships mediated 
through place, and the idea that the perpetuation of birthright knowledge 
cannot be taken for granted.

In 2000, I was a researcher on an all-Indigenous research team based 
in northern New Mexico. Under the tutelage of Pueblo scholars, I gained 
critical exposure to theories and practices of Indigenous community-based 
education. For example, I observed how Indigenous community members 
and Indigenous and non-Indigenous educators were drawing from local 
cultural practices to build curriculum in Indigenous-serving schools. Our 
project was part of a network of other Indigenous sites, including Diné and 
Alaska Native partners.

This work was very personal. Growing up, I had gone to mainstream 
schools where I learned to perform according to dominant expectations. I 



3 The presence of  Indigenous knowledge systems questions dominant European assumptions re-

garding what is knowledge and how knowledge is used (such as, towards what purposes). I also see 

Indigenous knowledge systems as values-oriented, observant of  the physical and metaphysical world, 

and concerned with practical application of  knowledge and skills exercised. For more information on 

Indigenous knowledge systems, see Barnhardt, R and A.O Kawagley (2005).

did not learn about Wanka and Quechua history but was taught that Indig-
enous people were primitive and uncivilized, and that European coloniz-
ers brought order to the chaos of a brutal “New World”. However, what I 
understood from my own family members was quite different. Since I was 
very young, I was told that we are a great and interconnected people across 
the Andes who mastered astronomy, architecture, engineering, agriculture, 
medicine, and the arts, but that much had been destroyed by the Spanish. 
Generations of my own family had been farmers and weavers, historians 
and storytellers, healers and herbalists, leaders and lawmakers, and more 
recently, teachers, attorneys, agronomists, and medical doctors. Working 
with Indigenous educators validated that we did not have to choose be-
tween suppression of identity and advancing professionally. Schooling 
could be something different from what had been forced; our greatness 
was not in our past.

During this time, I met Angayuqaq Oscar Kawagley, Yupiaq scholar of 
Indigenous knowledge systems.3 I treasured him — he had a sweet smile 
and laughing eyes, and he was a humble yet powerful speaker with a way of 
choosing each word to convey great meaning. He wrote my recommenda-
tion to graduate school in 2001. I will not forget what he said after reading 
my statement of purpose, as his words have served as a reminder of the 
commitment that Indigenous education requires and what is at stake when 
we falter. 

This kind of work is needed to make understanding of harmonious living 
and life shared to make this world safer for cultural diversity and biodi-
versity. Our younger generation don’t have a mastery of their own Native 
languages and that of English, they are caught in the grip of confusion 
and drifting aimlessly in a world that they never made…  (e-mail com-
munication 2001)

I had set out to study how land-based cultural practices constituted Indige-
nous education, and Angayuqaq’s work remains tremendously important in 
this pursuit. Raised by his grandmother in Bethel, Alaska, he described his 
childhood as so beautiful — until he was taken away to school. His stories 
of juxtapositions experienced through the trauma of a system that made 
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4 Over time, communities developed sophisticated ways of  caring that we can still access despite co-

lonial impositions like the legacies of  Indian Residential Schools. Based on the 2008 Indian Residential 

Schools Settlement Agreement (IRSSA), which acknowledged the history of  the 86,000 First Nations, 

Métis, and Inuit children placed in residential schools, Canada organized a Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission, releasing its report in 2015. In 2017, Trudeau issued an apology to Indigenous peoples for 

the nation’s part in their abuse and cultural and language loss. 

Indigenous children ashamed of their identities made me think very deeply 
about educational policy and design. Not only were his personal narratives 
compelling, but he had also carefully accumulated understanding of the 
Yupiaq knowledge system, including ecological philosophies central to sci-
ence, history, and social studies. In his book, A Yupiaq Worldview: A Pathway 
to Ecolog y and Spirit, now in its second edition (2006), he shared how his 
people thrive in their environment and how these ways of knowing can 
inform schooling for all children:

Yupiaq thought holds that all creatures, including humans, are born 
equal. This does not imply that all functions or jobs of the creatures are 
equal but, rather, that each does its job equally well. All human beings 
are equal as they have been endowed with consciousness, thus having the 
ability to develop culturally, intellectually, and morally, each in its own 
way. (Kawagley 2006, 16)

In his proposal for nature-mediated education, he emphasized the idea of 
“teaching through the culture”, whereby Indigenous environmental prac-
tices serve as learning contexts and content, simultaneously reinforcing 
human relationships with the world around us through purposeful culti-
vation of values. Kawagley wrote that humans are not apart from or above 
nature, but that we are instead participant observers in the universe.

I think of Kawagley often — his was the work of rebuilding education 
and envisioning another way forward. I think he would be happy to know 
that Indigenous scholars have continued to write about Indigenous knowl-
edges as inextricable from education. For example, Ojibwe scholar Leanne 
Betasamosake Simpson explained, “Indigenous education is not Indigenous 
or education from within our intellectual traditions unless it comes through 
the land, unless it occurs in an Indigenous context using Indigenous process-
es” (Simpson 2014, 9). This is a critical pronouncement — Indigenous education 
is Indigenous precisely because of connection to place and the knowledges 
and practices that establish and maintain relationships in this place. Our 
knowledge is our birthright, but the sharing of that knowledge is a gift borne 
by responsibility that often persists under threats.4 Thus, while Indigenous 



5 According to Indigenous scholars working with the United Nations on matters pertaining to this 

Declaration, the increasingly preferred way to refer to the document is “UN Declaration” and not UN-

DRIP as is more commonly written. See the work of  June Lorenzo for more information and for the 

way she references the document: https://repository.usfca.edu/ijhre/vol3/iss1/3/.

knowledges and education are endangered in a world of implacable develop-
ment projects and the pursuit of progress, the call for Indigenous people is 
clear — recover, maintain, and protect our knowledges and be steadfast in 
upholding the responsibility to receive and share the gift.

Dominant Rights Discourses and Indigenous Rights Education
The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UN 
Declaration)5 is a compilation of comprehensive articles based on years of 
Indigenous consultation and leadership. However, the language and prac-
tice of rights outside of international law and policy networks is conten-
tious, and important questions remain regarding theory and application of 
individual and collective rights (Holder and Corntassel 2002), the intersec-
tions and tensions between Indigenous self-determination and gender (such 
as violations against Indigenous women) (Kuokkanen 2012; Lorenzo 2019), 
and even the appropriateness of the term “rights” given its European ety-
mology and ideological roots. For example, Tsalagi scholar Jeff Corntassel 
(2012) argued that being Indigenous (as a way of asserting identity and re-
sisting coloniality) requires Indigenous peoples to recognize how the state 
has co-opted discourses. Namely, “rights” require state recognition, “rec-
onciliation” decentres Indigeneity, and referencing Indigenous ecologies as 
“resources” shapes our homelands into economic commodities. Corntassel 
advocated for reframing rights as responsibilities, reconciliation as resurgence, 
and resources as relationships (2012, 91–92), which is a call to not only re-
think how we name ideas in English but also reconceptualize discourses ac-
cording to Indigenous worldviews and languages. Kanaka Maoli education 
scholar Julie Kaomea does this work through her presentation of kuleana, 
a Hawaiian term signifying “rights”, “privilege”, “concern”, and “responsi-
bility”. Part of the richness of kuleana is not just that it emerges from the 
Kanaka Maoli worldview but also that the distinctions between its forms 
are based on context — time, place, and the interactions between kama‘āina 
and hoa‘āina, respectively “children of the land” (i.e. the Kanaka Maoli) and 
“friends of the land” (i.e. the visitors who should also care for the land).

In terms of education, our concern as educators and researchers be-
comes how rights — presently constructed and reimagined — are taught. 
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Since the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in the 1940s, there have 
been a series of pragmatic versus dialectic educational approaches which 
now comprise the field of human rights education (HRE) (Ely-Yamin 
1993). One focus in HRE to date has been to consider HRE goals as sub-
jected to curricular demands, whereby educators identify common charac-
teristics of HRE related to educational and social outcomes — cognitive, 
affective, and action-oriented. (Tibbitts 2005; Bajaj et al. 2016). However, 
HRE is evolving, and key principles today include education as human 
right, education with human rights, education about human rights, education 
through human rights, and education for human rights — where these may 
be singularly utilized or practiced in concert with one another (Bajaj 2011). 
Building on her work with schools in India, Monisha Bajaj more recently 
proposed transformative human rights education (THRED), which makes 
a community-based link with human rights pedagogies in- and out-of-
school and aims to close the gaps between rights and the daily realities of 
students and educators (Bajaj, Cislaghi, and Mackie 2016). Relatedly, HRE 
scholars bridging pragmatism and idealism are posing critical questions 
regarding the role of agency in HRE, its enactments, and its evolution — 
within schools, communities, the state, and the “goodwill” of state actors 
(Tibbits and Katz 2017).

My work has attempted to introduce to HRE Indigenous knowledge 
systems — the interconnected networks of ways of knowing and do-
ing that extend across and encompass environment, economy, technology, 
governance, health, and education in Indigenous communities (Sumida 
Huaman 2018) — in other words, the structures and institutions that com-
prise Indigenous communities and the epistemologies that inform them. I 
have argued that, when Indigenous communities reclaim education based 
on our knowledge systems, we invariably challenge dominant rights dis-
courses while reconfiguring the purpose of learning towards Indigenous 
self-determination and environmental stewardship. I call this Indigenous 
rights education (IRE) (Sumida Huaman 2017), a heuristic stemming from 
reflection on what Indigenous communities prioritize as vital elements 
required for honouring ancestral places and considering the universe as 
shared. In other words, Indigenous rights education re-centres good rela-
tionships and prioritizes restoration of broken relationships among living 
beings. Founded by local Indigenous knowledge systems, IRE offers ap-
proaches to educational design and pedagogy with, about, through, and for 
Indigenous knowledges.

Essential to this proposal is distinguishing between the discourse of 
human rights and related education for development approaches (for ex-



6 For capabilities approaches to education see Nussbaum, M. 2003. “Capabilities as Fundamental 

Entitlements: Sen and Social Justice.” Feminist Economics 9, 2–3: 33–59. 

ample, capabilities),6 which centre the human through the person and their 
entitlements, and Indigenous knowledges that define purpose of being in In-
digenous languages and according to Indigenous worldviews, which are 
never disconnected from place and the relationships required to be here. 
Thus, to refer to human rights without consideration of the world around 
us is a misnomer. We are not entitled to the things we have constructed or 
taken, and this belief is at odds with the material realisms of human social 
and economic systems today. Hence, there is great tension for how to be 
Indigenous and act properly in a global economy that does not value this 
way of thinking (Merino 2016).

Although Indigenous knowledges affirm that rights are not human-cen-
tric (which is the thinking and action that characterizes the Anthropo-
cene), these teachings have been obstructed by conquest. As a result, In-
digenous peoples worldwide struggle to simultaneously gather knowledge 
while building educational programmes within communities where not all 
Indigenous peoples are invested. Fundamental to Indigenous knowledges 
is acceptance that life, too, is a gift — ours and all species’. We conduct 
ourselves properly so that we may have the privilege of returning this kind-
ness to the world around us. This makes a full, rich, and good life, which in 
Quechua is sumaq kawsay, a worldview popularly taken up as a banner for 
alternative development in Andean nations (Gudynas 2011; Merino 2016; 
Villalba 2013). However, how to honor sumaq kawsay or other Indigenous 
worldviews in education practice remains a major challenge facing educa-
tors and policymakers. The remainder of this chapter addresses how three 
small Indigenous schools in the Americas address this task today.

Tsi ni yu kawli ho:tu, Kusi Kawsay, and Niigaane 
In 2011, I organized a research project with small Indigenous schools in 
Canada, the United States, and Peru. During the previous decade, I had 
worked on in- and out-of-school initiatives on culturally-based curricu-
lum development, youth and language revitalization, and social impacts 
due to environmental shifts. As a comparativist, I sought to address the 
lack of Indigenous leadership in comparative and international education 
research and programme development where Indigenous and minoritized 
populations are treated as subjects of study rather than as agents of social 
transformation.
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Based on relationship building with Indigenous communities, I had 
established long-term commitments with Indigenous nations, including 
the Onyota’aka (People of the Standing Stone) of the Oneida Nation of the 
Thames, part of the Haudenosaunee or Six Nations of the Iroquois whose 
homelands spread throughout the eastern part of North America, south-
western Ontario, Canada, and into the midwestern United States. For 
years I had admired Tsi ni yu kwali ho:tu (“learning place” in the Oneida 
language), a school established by Onyota’aka traditional chiefs,7 cultural 
leaders, and families who built a log schoolhouse in the community in 
order to teach ceremonial knowledge that had been diminishing with the 
passing of each spiritual leader. As explained by co-founders and brothers 
Bruce Elijah and Howard Elijah, Tsi ni yu kwali ho:tu was not accountable 
to provincial policymakers or indebted to Canadian government funding, 
but was instead supported by the traditional chiefs. A mixed group of 
about two dozen students would gather in the large main room of the 
school for lessons, play lacrosse in the nearby field during breaks, and trav-
el together to local places to gather medicines or materials for ceremonial 
items. Teachers, like lead teacher Lo:t^t Honyust, were hired based on 
their cultural knowledge, language abilities, and the upstanding character 
of their person.

Among my runakuna or Quechua people, I had begun visiting Kusi 
Kawsay (“happy life”), whose establishment reflects the highest aspira-
tions for students by school founders. Located in the Sacred Valley of the 
Inkas in the region of Cusco, Peru, Kusi Kawsay is part of a landscape of 
contrasts — Inka archaeological sites, Quechua homes, and farm fields, as 
well as former hacienda plantations where Quechua people were forced to 
labour under the descendants of the Spanish. Additionally, communities 
are currently encountering extractive industry, mass tourism, and the pro-
liferation of foreign-owned businesses. The school had been built by hand 
by co-founders Roman Vizcarra and Rene Franco Salas and their families, 
and the adults and children of the region. Constructed using local adobe 
and natural materials, the school blends into its environment rather than 
upsetting it, surrounded by ancestral Inka farming terraces in use to this 
day. At the start of the study, the school served approximately one hun-
dred students. The curriculum was based on the Andean calendar, which 
reflects the Quechua ecological cycles and Quechua cosmology. As such, 

7 Haudenosaunee nations adhere to a traditional chief  system of  leadership. In Canada, this rep-

resentation is not synonymous with elected leadership or Band Council. It is not my intent to impart 

cultural knowledge (which would not be respectful as I do not speak for the communities), and no 

further description is relevant or appropriate in this space. 



8 After the completion of  data collection, the school underwent major restructuring, and its found-

ing Director, Leslie Harper, is no longer affiliated with the school. The school remains in operation 

today, and changes were the result of  administrative decisions at the larger school level.

9 In other writing, I have argued that traumas  —  Indian Residential or boarding schools in the Cana-

da and the U.S. or hacienda (plantation) labor and extractive industry in Peru are not singular events that 

traumatize Indigenous people but a continuous pattern of  coloniality and the nationalized oppression 

of  Indigenous peoples. 

lessons and activities reflected the daily and ceremonial lives of students 
and their families in the region.

In 2012, I visited Niigaane Ojibwemowin Immersion school at Gaa-za-
gaskwaajimekaag, Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe, in northern Minnesota in 
the U.S.8 At the time, Niigaane had shifted full administrative control to 
the larger school system on the Leech Lake reservation, Bug-O-Nay-Ge-
Shig (“Bug School”). Although students were situated in modular class-
rooms, Niigaane was surrounded by tall pines, lakes, and endless sky. As a 
language immersion school, instructors, resident Elders, and students were 
expected to engage with each other and their coursework only in Ojib-
wemowin (Ojibwe language). Students were addressed using their Ojibwe 
spirit names rather than their English names. Subject areas were taught in 
Ojibwemowin, resources and materials were written in the language, and 
there were written and verbal philosophical reminders of proper behaviour 
and Ojibwe values throughout the school spaces. Leslie Harper and Adri-
an Liberty, two of the original co-founders of the school, met with me. 
I learned that Niigaane, like Tsi ni yu kwali ho:tu and Kusi Kawsay, had 
been established by families — community members of different genera-
tions who strived to create a healing, revitalizing, and positive educational 
experience for their children and grandchildren. In their own way, each 
school offered this wish in order to counter multiple traumas experienced 
within their families.9 

From 2012 to 2014, I collected data and shared it back with the schools. 
The perspectives of seventeen Indigenous educators and co-founders in-
form the ideas presented in this chapter — seven individuals from Kusi 
Kawsay, six from Niigane, and four from Tsi ni yu kwali ho:tu. Their words 
capture the centrality of Indigenous lands and knowledges, thus reframing 
rights discourses aligned with Indigenous languages and worldviews. Al-
though I utilized ethnographic approaches to data collection (for example, 
semi-formal interviews, participant observation, and member checking) 
and publish in academic venues with the permission of the schools, the 
research paradigm that informs this work is based on Indigenous research 
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methodologies (Atalay 2012; Chilisa 2012; Deloria 1991; Johansson-Fua 
2014; Kovach 2009; McKinley and Smith 2018; Oliveira and Wright 2016; 
Smith 2012). Research is not “Indigenous” simply because the study in-
volves Indigenous participants or is conducted by Indigenous researchers 
(Sumida Huaman 2019). Rather, Indigenous research methodologies are 
concerned with power, representation, ownership, accountability, and so-
cial justice in, through, and as an outcome of research with Indigenous 
populations. Indigenous research calls us to interrogate the utilities of re-
search and to re-evaluate its benefits for Indigenous individuals, commu-
nities, and institutions for as long as they require it.

Lessons from Small Indigenous Schools: Ecology
Among the reasons each school founder can cite for the creation of their 
school, there are two prominent and intersecting sources — the motiva-
tion to reclaim what has been disrupted due to colonial violence and the 
ongoing oppression of Indigenous peoples (including resulting lateral vio-
lence) and the aspiration to build something different, something beautiful 
for future generations. Seminal to this work is knowledge of place, land, 
and relationships, which requires living in ecological practice.

Of the three schools, Tsi ni yu kwali ho:tu is the oldest at this work. Es-
tablished in 1987, lessons started out in a barn and then a vacant home on 
the Oneida reserve until the school was built by community members on 
the land where it currently stands. Co-founder Howard Elijah recounted 
the history of the community’s struggles but described the current opti-
mistic moment:

There is a re-emergence of our culture in our community. The younger 
people want to know who they are. They want to know about their his-
tory. They want to be proud of who they are and that’s not happened 
just in our community. That’s happening in all communities. So for our 
community, it’s really important to us that we keep the ceremonies going. 
We keep our medicine society going that takes care of our people because 
what we’re finding is that everybody talks about Western concepts, West-
ern society. And what we have studied in recent years is the diseases our 
people are getting. They are getting diabetes. They are getting heart dis-
eases. They are getting cancer. They are getting all the sicknesses because 
of the food that they eat. That’s what it comes down to — environment, 
what society out there is doing to our land to our water, to our earth and that’s what 



causing all these sicknesses … The reality is that we have to educate ourselves 
to eat healthier, to plant our own food, to be in control of our own lives, 
and that’s what brought us health in the first place. (Howard Elijah, interview, 
2013, my emphasis)

Howard pointed out that Oneida relationships to land consist of spiritual 
connections that are apparent through what people (and other living be-
ings) on the land consume. Understanding what is happening to the en-
vironment and community control of food production has clear physical, 
mental, emotional, and spiritual health implications for Oneida people. 
Also expressing broader political and economic concerns, Kusi Kawsay 
co-founder Roman Vizcarra stressed that the growing disconnection be-
tween humans and our environment served dominant purposes. He asked 
me rhetorically what it meant if, in a global capitalist order, communities 
like ours had no purpose for or interest in participating in capitalism and 
mass consumption: 

A lot of people, they want Indigenous culture as a museum piece. That’s 
okay and beautiful, we are all proud of that. But when the mummies 
start talking again, they have a problem. See? Again, I want to [make] 
very clear that if something makes us very strong here, it’s that we are 
re-evaluating the ancestral calendar … It has to do with agriculture. 
Because we are an agro-centric culture. So when we take all that, we will 
come back to the language of nature, that has been expressed in that way here 
for thousands of years. And that’s all. (Roman Vizcarra, interview, 2013, 
my emphasis)

According to Roman, mainstream society enjoys Indigenous people as col-
ourful adornments, snapshots of a distant past. However, when Indige-
nous people reject this role and demonstrate that they are willing to fight 
for land and environmental protection because it is in our worldview to do 
so, this sentiment goes against the trajectory of so-called progress and na-
tional development and is viewed as insurgent. Kusi Kawsay co-founding 
member Carlos Franco Salas deepened this sentiment and personalized the 
meaning of ecology:

The thing about ecology, in reality, is our ancestral culture, all of this. 
Without calling it as such — the word “ecology” didn’t exist in our lan-
guage — [our ancestors] were very ecological, one hundred percent, be-
cause culture was based in respect. Ultimately, it’s respect. That’s where 
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everything falls. Everything that our culture deals with, in one single 
word, is respect. And when you respect, automatically you do not need 
to define “ecology” because if you respect the plant, you feel its being, 
and you are not going to be destroying it or killing a little bird just for 
fun, which is normalized — or littering trash, plastics, contaminating 
the rivers because this is a living being. In other words, how could I do 
that? Where is my respect? She gives me water through her rivers, the 
plants grow, and as gratitude I throw trash on them? I couldn’t. When 
you understand that all of this is respect, then without understanding the 
word ecology, you are doing ecolog y because you are respecting everything. (Carlos 
Franco Salas, interview, 2013, my emphasis)

As a way of being, Quechua knowledge directly informs individual com-
portment and emanates from understanding what living within a particu-
lar environment requires, which is unified with values that embody feel-
ings and produce actions — to live harmoniously with and protect the 
living world, instead of destroying it. The vast Quechua landscape and 
human ability to care for — and be cared for by — the environment de-
pended upon this way of being for generations. Co-founder of Niigaane 
Leslie Harper expanded this notion by reflecting on the contemporary ex-
periences of Ojibwe people — where deep appreciation of ecology is not 
limited to rural regions.

We want to place [language] in a contemporary setting that is useful. 
We want to prove those people are wrong, saying, “It’s never got me 
anything in my life, only holds me back,” “I could never get a job with 
that” —  that was a big one, you know — economic loss — because lots of it 
ties in to politics of poverty and that rapid economic shift, rapid cultural 
shift that happens in communities worldwide … Again thinking, “What 
are you going to be — a bunch of bilingual Ojibwe speakers in lands and 
woods?” “How are you going to take care of your family?” And we de-
cided that no, our goal is multilingual people who know who we are so that we don’t 
feel ashamed so that we can operate and fulfill that part of us … All the Ojibwe 
are very strong, this is very apparent in cultural teachings and cultural 
practices. Why should I have to put that aside when I interact with any 
educational setting in the community? Why should I put that aside when 
I go to the grocery store, put that aside when I go to a show, when I go to 
the doctor, when I go anywhere. You know I am trying to be what I am 
not … There has got to be a place that we can have ourselves. (Leslie Harper, 
interview, 2013, my emphasis)



Leslie argued that Indigenous educators have a responsibility to think 
about the multiple spaces where our children will set foot and the tools 
they will need to carry with them, especially language/s. She also recalled 
the difficulties that emerged when her own community members were 
sceptical of the value of Ojibwemowin in a country that demands Eng-
lish-proficient workers, and where schooling is still viewed as a promise of 
guaranteed social and economic mobility. The inherent value and utility of 
Ojibwemowin and all that the language expresses had been separated over 
time. Something can be of value, perhaps sentimentally, but not considered 
useful, and Indigenous knowledges, cultural practices, and languages are 
constantly facing this question — whether or not, where, and how they 
“fit” in a world defined by what is produced and consumed within the 
global economic marketplace. However, as Leslie contested, Ojibwemowin 
is embodied, mobile, and expansive, and Ojibwe people have the ability to 
reclaim its value and to (re)imagine its utility.

Lessons from Small Indigenous Schools: Identity 
All three schools were well aware of the challenges regarding the value of 
Indigenous knowledges, and they pointed to benefits that they believed 
transcended economic wealth, such as the positive identity development 
of Indigenous students. Previous generations had gone through dehuman-
izing schooling experiences, and co-founders themselves had experienced 
dislocation from languages and cultural practices. They were concerned 
with what the institution of schooling represented in terms of assimilation 
to normative expectations and impacts to children’s potential. At Tsi ni yu 
kwali ho:tu, teacher Lo:t^t Honyust stated:

That’s kind of the way that I look at the education out there: there’s all 
these square pegs and you have to conform to their system, and if you 
do that, you’ll fit in … but what happens if you don’t fit? I remember 
that when I was a kid, I had this toy and that’s what it was. It was like 
a red and blue ball and had these yellow shapes, and I had to find out 
what shape to put in each one ... That’s kinda the way that I look at the 
children. Children aren’t the same. Every child is different, and you 
can’t force this child here, maybe that star shape, to fit in that square 
hole. The only thing that is gonna fit in there is the one that is square 
shape … So, we can’t do that to children because they have their own 
gift. The Creator sent them here for a reason, for a purpose, and I guess 
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it’s a philosophy or belief that our job here as their parent or whoever 
is to try to identify those gifts — what is the kid, a star shape or square 
shape? What is he? So he can find his place in that world. And so that’s 
what our job is. Here it isn’t to try to take that star shape and make them 
into square shape or make them into a circle. Let them be a star, let them 
be a circle, let them be square, let them be who they are and help them to nurture 
their gifts. (interview with Lo:t^t Honyust 2013, my emphasis)

The notion of children’s gifts and purposes figures prominently in under-
standings of student identity. At Niigaane, co-founder and teacher Adrian 
Liberty also referred to gifts when he described the clash between main-
stream education and Niigaane’s pedagogy and the Ojibwe philosophies 
related to why and how they teach.

We’re following the school setting that has been proven not successful, 
this American education system, and for some reason we always want to 
model something after a programme that doesn’t work. We need to step 
up and look at what would we do. How would we teach? ... Everybody 
has been through this system, and that’s all they think education is … 
When we first started, kids would go home and say we’d played all day, 
and parents would call and say, “Oh my God, what are they learning?!” 
I’m like, that’s exactly what I want [my students] to feel. I want them to 
feel like they are playing all day … if we listen to them, they will tell you 
what they are struggling with and what they are ready to learn and what 
they are interested in. To me, children need to drive their education, not 
the teachers. We’re there to guide them, to strengthen them in the gifts 
that they’re born with ... We seem to forget where our children are com-
ing from, and I’m talking in that spiritual aspect. They’ve come gifted with 
things, and they have a task to do, and they are given a job to do. Our job is not to 
shape them into something that we need. Our job is to help them develop what it is that 
they need and what they’re supposed to do. And I think education [schooling] 
kind of screwed that up. (Adrian Liberty, interview, 2013, my emphasis).

Both Adrian and Lo:t^t refer to their respective cultural teachings that 
describe the birth of children who come with gifts already bestowed — 
discussed earlier in this chapter as what Mead referred to as a “bundle of 
attributes” (Mead 2016). They challenged the role of schooling and the 
hierarchy of teacher-student interactions that has been historically charac-
terized by what Brazilian scholar Paulo Freire called “banking education”, 
expert teachers depositing (Western) knowledge into empty heads (2005). 



At Kusi Kawsay, co-founder and music and art teacher Carlos also ex-
pressed a more child-centred approach to education that considers humans 
in development with the world around us. 

It’s very lovely that some families have come, parents themselves, to 
say “thank you because our children have taught us how to live better” 
…. that for me, and I believe for the entire school association, is lovely 
because unfortunately no school teaches the child through values … all 
of the values are ancient, and you have to focus very much on values. 
We are proud because we are giving to the children what was never 
given to us [in school] … the custom is normal that … the child lives 
like an adult, not like a child, does not enjoy their childhood as their 
nature requires … and that has consequences. From that comes conflict, 
suffering, self-destruction, vicious cycles of destruction, and death. And 
this is not just an issue here in Pisaq or in Cusco or in Peru, it is like this 
worldwide. So sometimes, I do not see Kusi Kawsay as solely recuper-
ating our Andean culture but recuperating the life of the human being 
because we are arriving at an ugly extreme where we have forgotten how 
we should be, what is humanity really … our work is not only cultural 
but also to recover the real life of a human being, how they should live, 
how they should live together with everything that surrounds us, with 
all life. (Carlos Franco Salas, interview, 2013) 

Too often, Indigenous cultural practices are viewed as static and incapable 
of or resistant to change; when in reality, senses, adaptation, innovations, 
and creativities are characteristics that Indigenous peoples have employed 
to persist through genocide and linguicide. Carlos also added that people 
adapt knowledge and traditions, which is the hard work of Indigenous ed-
ucators — to be observant of the world around us and to steadily reassess 
our approaches and actions.

Lessons from Small Indigenous Schools: Happiness
The final theme that I discuss here is happiness, which speaks to the ques-
tion of purpose in education. Just as Leanne Simpson’s definition of In-
digenous education revolutionizes education by returning it to place and 
Indigenous thought processes and orientations, Tsi ni yu kwali ho:tu, Nii-
gaane, and Kusi Kawsay recognized the limitations of formal schooling 
and shared what they believe matters most:
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I got my grade in twelve, and I went to Europe in college, so I got that 
education out there but that’s not what makes me who I am today or drives me, 
or that’s not what I identify with as being my education. I think it was part of my 
life that I went through, that it helped to form me who I am today, that’s 
helped me to understand where I needed to go, and so in that regard 
it did help me, you know, in some ways, but everything that I learned 
coming here helped me much more. I think again going back to residen-
tial school and colonized thinking that generation that raised children 
that to believe that in order to be successful you have to go out there, 
you have to get your education, you have to get a job, a good paying 
job and raise your family and all that kinda stuff and that’s fine. That’s 
alright to do but what I was talking with the kids today is your spirit you 
know… you know it can address your intellect, your education, you can 
go out there, and you can be the smartest person out there but you are 
not gonna be happier. Your spirit isn’t happy. (Lo:t^t Honyust, interview, 
2013, my emphasis) 

Lo:t^t recognized Western formal education in his own development — 
schooling conveys knowledge that can be used by Indigenous peoples to 
understand the issues that matter to us through history, science, maths, 
language arts, political science, anthropology, and so forth. Lo:t^t’s own 
journey had been to gain a Western education and to then return to his 
home community in order to immerse himself in his cultural practices. In 
his case, schooling provided the skills and experiences needed in order to 
make the choice to return home towards his own fulfillment — schooling 
offered mobility, and Indigenous education offered liberation. Likewise, 
Leslie Harper of Niigaane shifted the main purpose of Niigaane away 
from material and economic gain while also acknowledging that material 
needs are real.

And I was taught about all strengths, you know, it was ingrained in me 
that we have those strengths, even though we might be cash poor right 
now. Right here today, we’re amazing. We’re amazingly powerful. We 
had that, we had that kind of energy and those kinds of correlations and 
all of that political knowledge for centuries. Why did we drop it? Why did 
we drop it? (Leslie Harper, interview, 2013, my emphasis)
 

Leslie noted that what small Indigenous schools do exceptionally well is 
to base their work on strengths — of place and community togetherness, 
cultural teachings and practices, community-member teachers, allies, and 



students. At the same time, she also challenged Indigenous peoples to 
think about our legacy and agency. In her view, the strength of sovereign 
Indigenous nations to sustain their ways of life is perpetuated through 
their knowledges and languages held within the people. The power of 
what is within us was echoed by Kusi Kawsay co-founder Roman Vizcarra 
through his recollection of the significance of the name Kusi Kawsay:

Happy life. A quality of life. We call that sumaq kawsay. What is success-
ful? Why do we live? What is the ultimate goal? It’s being happy. And 
… you cannot be happy if you deny who you are. If you deny, if you don’t have 
pride in yourself — to have pride in yourself, you need to have pride in 
your ancestors and your traditions. So traditions … are so important for 
us. But they’re only a tool to be happy. The ultimate thing for me is to be 
happy, because I saw also people that know the traditions, or they think 
they know the traditions, because they know the forms. But they’re not 
happy. And there might be traditions that need to be changed. Because 
circumstances have been changed. Because if they don’t make me hap-
py, why? … So for us, it’s very functional. And that’s what we want. To 
enable [us] to be happy, you need to live with dignity. You need to have 
respect for yourself, and you need to claim respect for yourself when you 
give respect. (Roman Vizcarra, interview, 2013, my emphasis)
 

Roman outlined key points regarding happiness as a goal. Happiness is 
not a nebulous sensation but results from knowing who you are, and part 
of knowing who you are is learning the knowledge of your ancestors, and, 
most importantly, why they practiced as they did — not merely following 
tradition without a deeper grasp of why cultural practices are significant. 
This learning process is intertwined with dignity, respect for others, and 
self-respect — collectively contributing to one’s belonging to a place, a 
people, and a belief system that is meaningful in this world.

Conclusion: Looking Around, Back, Within, and Ahead
Tsi ni yu kwali ho:tu, Niigaane, and Kusi Kawsay underline vital perspec-
tives regarding what small Indigenous schools in the Americas do and why. 
Through discussions of ecology, identity, and happiness, they point out 
distinctions between centuries of dominant schooling for Indigenous peo-
ples and initiatives towards re-creating schooling deliberately as Indigenous 
education. These schools are imperative, especially as we witness Indigenous 
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ecologies hammered by exogenous development projects, climate change, 
social dysfunctions, and political and economic disempowerment. These 
schools function while confronting the demands of universalizing national 
(and international) standards of achievement that often label Indigenous 
children as underachieving and their families, lives, and places of origin 
as projects to fix, escape, and overcome. Despite these perceptions, there 
are things that small Indigenous schools do very well. While reflecting the 
vitality of relationship between places and people, they also offer significant 
lessons in a troubled world.

1. Small Indigenous schools are place-based. They necessarily pay attention 
to place and keenly and profoundly understand their geography and 
location, which are not the same thing but refer to terrain and stand-
point. They build infrastructure using local materials, and they fit into 
their environments without creating imposing structures that disrupt 
the world around them, such as large concrete or glass behemoths into 
which migrating birds crash.

2. Small Indigenous schools use local knowledge as the curricular foundation and 
explicitly define what they hope their children come to know. They set learning 
goals and determine how knowledge is structured and imparted based 
on their ecological-cultural calendars, seasonal activities that include 
observation of nature, and what all species do during these times. Stu-
dent learning and assignments are linked to practicing co-existence with 
the world around them and include seasonal food gathering, medicinal 
gatherings, offerings and prayers.

3. Small Indigenous schools use cultural values as their foundation for behaviour and 
what they hope their children embody or come to be. They emphasize comport-
ment of all those involved with the school — from the way students are 
greeted and addressed to hiring practices and staff conduct, to how stu-
dents are disciplined through caring actions from educators and peers, 
bringing them closer to their own feelings, the land, and cultural prac-
tices of intervention and healing (rather than excluding or isolating).

4. Small Indigenous school teachers are largely from the local community. Most 
teachers have kinship and cultural ties to the communities where the 
schools are situated, which means they know the families of students 
and participate in cultural activities as community members. Addition-
ally, whether or not teachers are directly from the surrounding area, 



they live in and invest monetarily and non-monetarily in the communi-
ty. Teachers are or become relatives to the children and act accordingly. 
They know the families or work hard to get to know them. Teachers 
not directly from the community are asked to constantly learn about 
the community and students and their families, but they are provided 
with explicit and regular opportunities to do so and to become part of 
our places.

5. Small Indigenous schools are rooted in Indigenous self-determination. They make 
decisions, often independent of and in resistance to regional, national, 
and international normative and structurally violent standards. This is 
especially evident as they aim for political and cultural autonomy and 
self-sufficiency in multiple ways — from funding sources, meals/nutri-
tion plans for students, to the very curricular materials in the Indigenous 
language that they oftentimes must develop themselves. They will resist 
the Euro-hegemonic and mainstream status quo (of mass consumption 
and consumerist culture), and this causes tension between them and the 
state and, at times, the local community, which may fear repercussions 
from the state. Small Indigenous schools exercise agency towards lib-
erating practices and policies, and they sacrifice stability because of it.

Small Indigenous schools have emerged as a response to the violence of 
coloniality, particularly through the systematic enforcement of institutions 
that define and regulate what constitutes knowledge and how that knowl-
edge is transmitted. The Western invention of formal schooling reflects 
industrial goals, which as Angayuqaq Kawagley used to say, is antiquat-
ed and failing us all. Small Indigenous schools (re)envision schooling as 
Indigenous education that is place-based, conducted in relation to values 
like respect that are held for and practiced with one’s environment, and 
distinctly connected to Indigenous epistemologies and ontologies. Schools 
like Tsi ni yu kwali ho:tu, Niigaane, and Kusi Kawsay dispute normative 
ideas of human rights and the right to education, and challenge us to ask 
if in this time of rampant ecological change and destruction, especially on 
Indigenous lands, we can be compelled to rethink the meaning of rights 
and the purpose of education for Indigenous peoples as determined by Indig-
enous peoples. Their work shifts our focus towards recognizing and reclaim-
ing birthright and shaping the responsibility to protect and nurture it. 
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Rethinking Amejo Through Language Policy 

Analysis in the Ryukyu Islands International

and Indigenous Perspectives 

Madoka Hammine

Introduction 

Living with colonialism is not easy, especially once you realize that there is 
colonialism embedded and internalized in your daily life. I grew up in the 
Ryukyus, where the US military presence has been debated since Okina-
wa’s reversion to Japan in 1972. The presence of America has been visible 
in everyday life. For instance, people around me often use the term amejo to 
describe a young Okinawan woman who likes to date male members of the 
US military. The term often implies a negative image, which is rooted in 
historical incidents in the Ryukyus. In 1996, a twelve-year-old Okinawan 
girl was raped by three servicemen in Okinawa, and in 2016, a young 
Okinawan woman was raped and murdered by a former marine. The issue 
is often described as a part of an Okinawa problem resulting from the 
militarization of the islands (see Johnson 2019; McCormack 2018; Shibata 
2013). Behind the discourse of labeling those women as amejo, there is an 
underlying perception that women date Americans for money or to escape 
the poverty in their local communities on the islands in Okinawa, which 
has been discussed in a recent book by Akemi Johnson, Night in the Ameri-
can Village ( Johnson 2019). She used data from her ethnographic fieldwork 
to describe the complexity of the identities of Okinawan women by using 
voices of different individuals, including anti-base protesters, women who 
date and marry American men, and Okinawans whose family members 
survived the Second World War. Growing up in the Ryukyus as a woman 
born in the late 1980s, I lived with the presence of the American base; 
hence, I was — and still am — surrounded by women who were labeled 
amejo by society.



1 Ryukyuan languages have been treated as hōgen or dialects of  Japanese, although recently, there 

has been a shift to view them as Ryukyuan languages in their own right (Heinrich, 2012; Mashiko, 2011). 

In this paper, I follow the terms defined by UNESCO to describe vernacular languages traditionally 

spoken in the Ryukyus. 

2 Uchinānchu is one terminology used by local Okinawans to describe themselves; on other islands, 

people use different terms to describe themselves. However, this term could possibly exclude people on 

other Ryukyuan islands, such as Miyako, Amami, Yonaburni or Yaeyama. 

3 In informal communication, currently, people in Okinawa predominantly use a linguistic variety known 

as Uchinaa Yamatoguchi, a variety of  Japanese with influences from Ryukyuan languages (see Zayasu, 2017).

There is another issue around languages and stigma in the Ryukyus — 
until I moved to study in Tokyo, I did not know that I was Indigenous. 
I found out I was Indigenous when I applied to myself the international 
standards of Indigenous peoples such as the United Nations Declaration 
on the Right of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). I did not know that there 
were Indigenous languages1 in my home islands until I read some academic 
articles and books. I was educated to be a Japanese and to speak Japanese 
at school (see Hammine 2017). Being Indigenous was not a visible option 
for me when I was growing up. As my experience tells me, the ideolo-
gy of monoethnic, monocultural, and monolingual Japan has been used 
to build an imagined community called “Japan” (Anderson 1983). Such 
ideology was used as a national imperative to assimilate minorities and 
Indigenous populations within the national border since modernization 
in the late nineteenth century (Oguma 1998; Weiner 1997). Although the 
Japanese state has never explicitly recognized the Indigenous identity of 
the Ryukyuan people or acknowledged the detrimental consequences of 
its assimilationist policies, Okinawan (Uchinānchu)2 identity as Indigenous 
people gradually emerged from the recognition of the post-Second World 
War influence of international human rights law and the implications of its 
potential domestic application within Japan (Siddle 2002; Yokota 2015). 
Along with the international human rights movement, UNESCO’s rec-
ognition of six Ryukyuan languages as endangered languages of Japan in 
2009 has brought more attention to Ryukyuan languages both among the 
Ryukuans and internationally (Moseley 2010). Within the last decade, there 
has also been a positive change in language attitudes as well as awareness 
of the Ryukyuan languages.

The current study examines language policies in the Ryukyus, concerning 
multilingualism around Indigenous Ryukyuan languages, Uchinaa Yamatogu-
chi,3 standard Japanese, and English. I examine the following research ques-
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tions: 1) How do language-in-education policies in the Ryukyus deal with 
Indigenous Ryukyuan languages? 2) To what extent are Ryukyuan language 
rights protected in accordance with international law? 3) How do local peo-
ple react, perceive, and interact with language policies in the Ryukyus?

I first highlight the history and ideology of monolingualism language 
policies in Japan, which privileged certain languages over others. I then 
examine local language policies through a lens of language planning and 
policy ethnography by discussing whether local language policies exist to 
create ideological or implementational spaces for Ryukyuan languages (see 
Hornberger et al. 2018). I draw on Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic domina-
tion (Bourdieu 1991) as well as perspectives from literature on language 
rights (Phillipson and Skutnabb-Kangas 2017). I conclude this chapter 
with a suggestion for combining Indigenous and international perspec-
tives in language planning in the Ryukyus.

Background
The Indigenous Ryukyuan languages are spoken on the Ryukyu Islands, 
a chain of islands in the southwest region of Japan (Figures 1 and 2). 
The Ryukyuan language family consists of at least five distinct languag-
es (Amamian, Uchinaaguchi/Okinawan, Miyakoan, Yaeyaman, Dunan/
Yonaguni) traditionally spoken in the Ryukyu. Within each linguistic va-
riety, there are different sub-varieties of Ryukyuan. Different Ryukyuan 
languages and some of the dialects spoken by Ryukyuans are not mutually 
understandable (Figure 2).

4 Different sources cite the numbers of  Ryukyuan languages differently. For instance, Ethnologue 

cites eleven languages including the Kikai language, the Kita Amami language, the Minami Amami 

Language, the Tokunoshima Language, the Okinoerabu Language, and the Yoron Language (see more 

in Arakaki and Shimabukuro 2016).

Fig. 1: Ryukyu Islands (Shimoji and Pellard 2010).



During Japan’s modernization period, the ideology of a monolingual, mon-
ocultural, and monoethnic nation was a strong imperative to nation-build-
ing. In the attempt to become a modern nation, Ryukyuan languages were 
considered an obstacle to national unity (Heinrich 2012; Oguma 1998). 
Hence, after the annexation of the Ryukyu Kingdom in 1872, Japanese be-
came the standard language in public domains, such as education and leg-
islation; however, people continued using Ryukyuan languages in domains 
such as religion and art. The Japanese national government used educa-
tion as a way to assimilate Indigenous languages, cultures, and populations 
within the national boundaries (Frey 2013; Hammine 2019; Heinrich 2012; 
Maher 1997; Ogawa 1995).

Assimilation of Ryukyuan languages initially concerned matters relat-
ed to education. At schools, hōgen-fuda (a dialect-tag) was introduced to 
punish Ryukyuan pupils for speaking Ryukyuan, which continued until 
the 1940s (see Kondō 2008). Learning in their own languages is not only 
about language rights but also the effectiveness of learning. As UNE-
SCO notes aptly, “learning in children’s own language results in better 
achievement than does learning in a language the child has not mas-
tered.” (UNESCO 2016, 2) The fact that assimilative educational policies 
caused Ryukyuan children to be detached from their mother tongues 
has resulted in the language endangerment of Ryukyuan languages. This 
may also be related to the existing educational gap between Okinawa 
prefecture and mainland Japan: the educational achievement of pupils 
in Okinawa prefecture has been ranked below average ever since the 
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introduction of educational achievement tests in Japan (Murakami 1994; 
Murakami, Mochizuki, and Tsuji 2014).

The assimilation of Ryukyuan languages was not imposed by the Jap-
anese people single-handedly. It was also Ryukyuans themselves who 
sought and chose to speak Japanese, while abandoning their local lan-
guages (Hokama 1971). Because standard Japanese as prestigious linguis-
tic capital is associated with economic capital as well as cultural capital 
(Bourdieu 1991), this “choice” has to be analyzed from historical, polit-
ical, and economical perspectives. After the Second World War,5 Okina-
wa was under the post-war interregnum of the American army until its 
reversion to Japan in 1972. Okinawa still contains 75 percent of all US 
troops stationed in Japan, and military land occupies 20 percent of its 
entire land area. During this post-war US occupation, the American gov-
ernment tried to evoke Ryukyuan identity by introducing Ryukyuan as a 
means of instruction in school, which was rejected by local Okinawans 
themselves (Clarke 2015; Hokama 1971). It was the Ryukyuan people 
themselves who chose to pursue a Japanese identity by reverting to Japa-
nese. Perhaps, after being colonized by two nations, Japan and America, 
it was considered a better choice to abandon their Indigenous languages 
and speak Japanese in order to become Japanese. Perhaps, Ryukyuans 
were eager to escape discrimination, ostracism, or marginalization, fear-
ful of being treated as second-class citizens by the Japanese (see also 
Clarke 2015; Oguma 1998).  The abandonment of local languages affect-
ed the language attitudes toward Indigenous languages as well as older 
Ryukyuan speakers’ decision to choose Standard Japanese in order to 
succeed in society. However, language attitudes of younger generations 
have changed positively, especially in the last decade (Ishihara 2016).

The US military presence and colonial legacy’s influence on the iden-
tities of people in Okinawa is also clear in English language education. 
As part of modern-day Japan, Ryukyu mandates that English be taught 
within the compulsory school curriculum. Shibata’s (2013) analysis of the 
self-identities of English language teachers in Okinawa reveals that Eng-
lish language education in mainland Japan differs from Okinawa’s. Eng-
lish is seen as a language with high economic value in Japan, whereas in 
Okinawa, the English language is complexly related to Okinawan identity 
as Okinawans live with the U.S. military presence on their land: some 
learners reject English, whereas others learn English as a way to escape the 

5 The Battle of  Okinawa was a major battle of  the Pacific War fought on Okinawa island by the 

United States Army against the Imperial Japanese Army. It is sometimes described as the Typhoon of  

Steel as a metaphor to explain the brutality of  the war among the local populations.



poverty of Okinawa (Shibata 2013). As Norton (2008) shows, the choice to 
speak a particular language is often related to what people are allowed to 
do, rather than what people choose to do. The choice to speak a particular 
language is often influenced by the socioeconomic background of Indige-
nous groups, who often have to choose acceptance by the majority so that 
they can pursue “a better life” economically, culturally, and linguistically. 
The choice to speak a particular language relates to identities of people, 
which are negotiated socially, economically, and politically.

Methodology
In his language planning and policy (henceforth, LPP) research, Hau-
gen (1959, 8) originally defines language planning as the activity of 
preparing a normative orthography, grammar, and dictionary for the 
guidance of writers and speakers in a nonhomogeneous speech com-
munity. Cooper (1989) expands the scope of language planning beyond 
the top-down, macro-level contexts to encompass bottom-up and mi-
cro-level efforts (see Hornberger et al. 2018). Tollefson (1991) incor-
porates power, social structure, and ideologies into language policy re-
search through his multilevel historical-structural analysis of language 
policy to clarify how language planning contributes to and reinforces 
inequality of languages (Tollefson 1991). The recent development of 
LPP research has shifted research perspectives from the mere dichoto-
my of the top-down or bottom-up approach to a polynomic or multilay-
ered view of language policy and planning embedded in societal power 
relations. Moreover, the LPP research framework increasingly includes 
views of social actors by investigating how policies are interpreted, em-
bedded, and acted upon.

In order to capture a polynomic and multilayered picture of LPP 
research, this study employs a research methodological framework that 
views LPP ethnographically (Canagarajah 2006; Hornberger and John-
son 2007; McCarty 2015). The three aspects of ethnography — seeing, 
looking, and being — applied to LPP research enables researchers to 
view language policies as a situated sociocultural process: the practices, 
ideologies, attitudes, and mechanisms that influence people’s language 
choices in pervasive everyday ways (McCarty 2015). I employ the eth-
nographic methodology of LPP to describe and understand complex 
processes of power relations by examining how policies are construct-
ed, interpreted, and acted upon. My perspective as a researcher who 
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is an Indigenous insider also enables me to reveal social changes and 
power relations in LPP in the Ryukyus (see Smith 2008).

International Perspectives:
International Standards and Domestic Policies 
Since 1609, when the Ryukyu Kingdom (established in the fifteenth 
century) came under the partial control of the Satsuma Domain, Okina-
wa has either been the victim of Japanese aggression or neglect. It is 
of Japan, yet not of it. The Ryukyu Kingdom was officially integrat-
ed into the modern Japanese state in 1879, subjugated and Japanized. 
The island of Okinawa was sacrificed in 1945 during the Second World 
War, during which it became the scene of the Battle of Okinawa. After 
enduring nearly thirty years of occupation by a new colonial master 
— the United States — the prefecture now shoulders the burden of 
an excessive military presence, while remaining the poorest region of 
Japan (Siddle 1998). Human rights discourses of the post-war era, along 
with global movements for civil rights, have gradually pushed Indig-
enous populations in Japan to raise their voices for their Indigenous 
rights. Indigenous groups in Japan are increasingly challenging the ide-
ology of homogeneity in order to make spaces for their languages and 
cultures in Japan (Heinrich 2018b; Ishihara 2016; Martin 2011; Uzawa 
2019). Despite the lack of state recognition and support for Indigenous 
languages, Ryukyuans have been increasingly engaged with language 
activism and language revitalization.

However, the issues related to Indigenous movements in the Ryuky-
us are problematic. Although self-identification has been one of the 
criteria for a group to be recognized as Indigenous internationally as 
defined in UNDRIP, Indigenous identities are sometimes denied by the 
Ryukyuans themselves. For instance, in Tomigusuku,6 a city in Okina-
wa, the council submitted a comment stating that “We, Okinawan 
people, do not identify ourselves as Indigenous. If they perceive us as 
Indigenous without us knowing it, it is an extreme problem. [...] We re-
ceive the same quality of peace and happiness as Japanese. If we claim 
rights as Indigenous, it creates further discrimination by differentiating 

6 It is worth noting here that the same city published Shimakutuba Dokuhon [Community Language 

Reader] of  Tomigusuku City in 2015. This book included five different linguistic varieties of  Okinawan 

spoken in the city.



7 The original Japanese is as follows: 私たち沖縄県民の殆どが自分自身が先住民族であるとの

自己認識をもっておらず、県民の知らないところでこのような勧告が出されているのは甚だしく遺

憾であると言わざるをえない。私たち沖縄県民は米軍統治下の時代でも常に日本人としての自

覚を維持しており、祖国復帰を強く願い続け、1972 年（昭和 47 年）5 月 15 日祖国復帰を果た

した。そしてその後も他府県の国民と全く同じく日本人としての平和と幸福を享受し続けている。

それにもかかわらず、先住民の権利を主張すると、全国から沖縄県民は日本人ではないマイ ノリ

ティーとみなされることになり、逆に差別を呼びこむことになる。

Okinawans as a non-Japanese minority in Japan” (translated from Tomi-
gusuku City 2015).7 The denial of Indigeneity by some of the Ryukyuans 
themselves is partly due to the image of Indigenous people as primitive or 
inferior, and Ryukyuan people do not wish to identify themselves as such 
(Hammine 2019). The denial of self-identification as Indigenous might 
also be the result of “welfare colonialism”, which was strategically used by 
the state to inculcate a Japanese identity, extinguishing Indigenous knowl-
edge and debasing the foundation for claims to an independent Indigenous 
identity (Frey 2013). The denial of indigeneity resulting from historical 
assimilation of Indigenous identities often hinders the successful imple-
mentation of language revitalization currently in the Ryukyus.

There are voices that question the term “language revitalization” ap-
plied to the Ryukyuan context. According to Arakaki and Shimabukuro 
(2016), although many Ryukyuans currently have positive attitudes to-
wards Ryukyuan languages and revitalization, some do not consider the 
necessity of language revitalization, and believe that it is impossible (see 
Ishihara 2016). In particular, Ryukyuan languages are still often viewed 
as less valuable than standard Japanese, even by traditional speakers. For 
these populations, language revitalization is not a priority. Moreover, one 
day, during my fieldwork, I was talking with Okinawan researchers at the 
University of the Ryukyus. They expressed some concerns about the use 
of the term “language revitalization” in Ryukyuan contexts where, in their 
view, Ryukyuan languages had never been vital in the past. The Ryukyuan 
languages have been always seen and treated as something below standard 
Japanese, and after the annexation of the Ryukyu Kingdom, Ryukyuan has 
frequently been treated as hōgen (dialects) of Japanese. They explained that 
in such a situation in which our languages have never been vital, it sounds 
odd for them to see the term “revitalization” used as if Ryukyuan ever 
once flourished (fieldwork note, 2017–20).

Another problem related to the emerging push for the reformulation 
of Uchinānchu (Okinawan) identity as Indigenous is that of the diversi-
ty within different Ryukyuan identities. The Uchinānchu identity, when 
used in the World Okinawan Movement, such as Sekai no Uchinānchu 
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Taikai, possibly implies and reflects the essentialist view of one single 
Okinawan identity. Different language communities in the Ryukyus, for 
instance, have different terms of self-identification (for example, yaima 
pitu, the people of Yaeyama, when referring to local populations who 
are Indigenous to the Yaeyama Islands). Moreover, the mere adoption of 
language revitalization could possibly bring issues with speakers of Uchi-
naa-Yamatoguchi, Ryukyu-substrate Japanese in which Okinawan-accented 
Japanese is combined with insertions of well-known Okinawan lexemes 
(Anderson 2019; Zayasu 2017). The excessive focus on traditional speak-
ers of traditional Ryukyuan Indigenous languages through language re-
vitalization projects carries the possibility of excluding Uchinaa-Yamato-
guchi speakers, labeling them as “less valuable” speakers (fieldwork note, 
2017–20).

The above examples show us that simply adopting “indigeneity” de-
fined by international standards could lead to essentialized types of Indig-
enous identity (for example, Uchinānchu should speak the Okinawan lan-
guage, should play Sanshin, and must oppose the American military base). 
The term amejo, possessing negative connotations when used by many 
local Okinawans, demonstrates one example of marginalizing women in 
Indigenous communities. Those women might have chosen to identify 
themselves with American men for the sake of economic benefits. The 
concept of Indigenous identity should not exclude those women who are 
already marginalized within Indigenous Ryukyuan communities by labe-
ling them as women who date Americans to escape Okinawa. Because 
the English language and standard Japanese is the language of “success” 
to get access to better jobs at the base, these women do not learn Indig-
enous Ryukyuan languages. In fact, Shibata (2013) revealed that English 
language acquisition in the Ryukyus is often seen negatively due to the 
presence of the US military base. The results of her research suggest that 
English language teachers in Okinawa resist identifying Americans as a 
model of native speakers of English because of their Okinawan identity 
and negative perception of the militarization of Okinawa (Shibata 2013).

Including women who are called amejo in Okinawa into multiple Indig-
enous identities means including those who pursue acquisition of Eng-
lish, a language with higher capital, with Indigenous awareness. Bringing 
self-awareness of the multilingual reality of our own island could be a 
way to understand and redefine ourselves. Indigeneity should be under-
stood and incorporated not by criticizing those who are labeled as amejo, 
but by creating language policies that allow the choice of wanting to 
learn Ryukyuan languages in addition to standard Japanese, English, and 



other languages. Thus, it should be okay to learn and speak Indigenous 
Ryukyuan languages at the same time as English and standard Japanese. 

Because the concept of a single Indigenous identity can enhance an es-
sentialist view of identity, Indigenous peoples sometimes deny their own 
indigeneity. In such situations, “Indigenous efflorescence” might be a use-
ful concept to adopt (Roche, Maruyama, and Kroik 2018, 5). The term 
was first coined by Jack Goldstone, who originally deployed it in a study of 
early modern economic history as a necessary, but lacking, binary opposite 
to crisis (Roche, Maruyama, and Kroik 2018). The term “efflorescence” 
has been adopted in Indigenous studies and carries several connotations: 
economic prosperity, human flourishing, cultural creativity, and surprise. 
Efflorescence, as defined by Roche, Maruyama, and Kroik (2018), is used 
to refer to the under-studied phenomenon of the multisided demographic 
and cultural flourishing of Indigenous peoples. Furthermore, it is a con-
cept that provides us with a critical outlook on the present — the historical 
moment in which “the native” was supposed to have disappeared — and 
provides leverage against simplistic narratives of both decline and pro-
gress. By rethinking revitalization with a critical awareness as I described 
above, multiplicity, diversity, creativity, and surprise as embedded within 
the term efflorescence could provide important insights into multiple fu-
tures within Indigenous communities. I argue that this concept of efflores-
cence rejects the many layers of marginalization that Ryukyuan language 
communities face: it rejects the marginalized status as Ryukyuans within 
Japan, the label of single “indigeneity”, the revitalization of languages, and 
the stigmatization of those who are involved with the US military base.

Conclusion and Outlook
In the introduction of this article, I used the example of amejo to explain 
what it is like to live with colonialism. Women, sometimes my friends and 
perhaps even I myself, choose to be amejo for different reasons. The term 
amejo itself implies the colonial legacy of the Ryukyus, putting these women 
inside a spiral of stigmatization and marginalization. In this example, the 
very existence of the term demonstrates that the language endangerment 
of Indigenous Ryukyuan languages not only relates to languages but is 
also often related to societal inequality, discriminatory language policies, 
and power relations (Hornberger et al. 2018; Tollefson 1991). The example 
of Ryukyuan women being labeled as such reflects that the language en-
dangerment of the Ryukyus is also related to their economic situation: to 
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escape from local poverty, for those women, it is better to speak English. 
In my earlier life, I chose to study English to “become” like Americans 
who lived on the other side of the fence, speaking another language. I 
considered English a prestigious language, while not even knowing that 
the languages spoken within my family were endangered. Needless to say, 
language policies in the Ryukyus have to be supported by the national gov-
ernment based on international standards of Indigenous language rights. 
However, these policies need to form an instrument that can create a space 
for amejo women that allows them the choice of wanting to learn Indige-
nous Ryukyuan languages as well.

Indigenous Ryukyuan languages, having been traditionally labeled as hō-
gen, were still considered “dirty languages” or “the languages of the poor” 
when I was in school (Karimata 2001). Although previous research has 
proven language attitudes towards Indigenous Ryukyuan languages have 
changed in the last ten years (Ishihara 2016), the situation in the Ryuky-
us rests with what Bamgbose (1991) calls an inheritance situation, where 
the colonial experience continues to shape and define postcolonial prob-
lems and practices. The ideologies that privileged the dominant cultures, 
customs, and languages continue to imperil language policies around In-
digenous languages in the Ryukyus today. Local prefectural government 
plans (for example, the Community Language Dissemination Promotion 
Plan) treat language as a part of culture, without implementing language 
and education rights of people in Ryukyuan language communities. Cur-
rent language policies in the Ryukyus do not mention rights as guaranteed 
by international law, including the principles of Articles 13, 14, and 15 of 
UNDRIP, which describe the notion of Indigenous knowledge; the rec-
ognition of the devastating effects that systems of colonization have had 
on Indigenous knowledge, especially through the vehicle of schooling; the 
simultaneous recognition of the need for modern education in achieving 
the political and economic aims of Indigenous peoples to further their 
own autonomy and self-determination; and recognition of the need and 
desire to bring more congruence between traditional ways of knowing and 
modern knowledge practices as epitomized by the school.

As a learner and a speaker of two of the Ryukyuan languages myself (see 
Hammine 2017), Ryukyuan language learning is an organic, creative, and 
social process in a space that provides unique opportunities to (re)establish 
the foundation that brings positive social changes, not only for Ryukyuan 
language learners who are learning the language but for Japanese society as 
well. Through Indigenous language learning, my perspective broadened, 
meeting people from other Indigenous language communities. A safe 



space is necessary to open up new possibilities to reconnect with the past 
by revisiting Indigenous cultural practices and language while creating 
new opportunities, which could be connected to cultural capital or eco-
nomic capital (see Uzawa 2019 for the case of Ainu). A space of learning is 
a place to engage with unspoken questions and doubts relating to Ryukyu-
an culture and identity, such as why some of us deny our indigeneity, and 
how to bring further social change in linguistic inequality embedded in 
language policies.

I argued that even when following international agreements, Indigenous 
frameworks promote an essentialist view of policy that does not match the 
diverse reality of Okinawa, where there are diverse individuals, Indigenous 
communities, and intersecting identities, such as women, Americans, and 
mainland Japanese. Simply applying international Indigenous frameworks 
from outside risks excluding the already marginalized, such as those who 
deny indigeneity, those who are called amejo for their “choice” of speaking 
English, and those who belong to other Ryukyuan language communities, 
such as Yaeyama or Miyako. Therefore, the discourse on Indigenous iden-
tity should be carefully engaged.

By using LPP ethnography as a research methodology, I revealed mul-
tiple voices on the ground, including those of local people of different 
Ryukyuan language communities, of women who are labeled as amejo, of 
those Ryukyuans who deny indigeneity, and of researchers who question 
the term revitalization as applied to the Ryukyus. As an alternative way 
of explaining the events in the Ryukyus, I adopted the term “Indigenous 
efflorescence” coined by Roche, Maruyama, and Kroik (2018). This entails 
a more future-oriented and process-oriented approach to contemporary 
emerging “revitalization” research of Indigenous culture and languages. 
I suggest that language policies in the Ryukyus be examined from more 
future-oriented and multilayered perspectives that consider the reality of 
the Ryukyus to avoid further marginalization of the already marginalized 
individuals or groups within diverse Ryukyuan language communities. 
With the presence of the US military base and assimilative national lan-
guage policies that leave no space for Ryukyuan language acquisition or 
the development of Indigenous identity, colonization in the Ryukyus has 
become a part of everydayness for us, as the term amejo suggests. To include 
voices of those individuals who reside within invisible colonial systems, 
language policy in the Ryukyus needs to be reconsidered not only based 
on international human rights standards but also on internal Indigenous 
perspectives. Conversation and dialogue will be a key factor to achieve 
such a future.
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Creating Modern Sámi Identity

in Contemporary Literature

Satu Gröndahl

Introduction 
Contemporary Sámi literature emerged on a larger scale during the 1970s, 
when the ethnic mobilization started among Sámi cultural workers and 
politicians (Lehtola 2004, 95). Today, there are several Sámi authors who 
live in urban environments and thematize the relationship between young 
Sámis who have grown up in cities and the traditional Sámi community 
and identity (Ahvenjärvi 2017). The Sámi identity has often been described 
as a relatively solid entity, consisting of certain identifiable markers. Mikael 
Svonni, for example, has mentioned the following markers for “Sáminess”: 
the Sámi are people who have their own land, their own language, their 
own livelihood, history, traditions, culture, and their own way of living 
in society (Svonni 1996, 108). Vuokko Hirvonen (2008, 114) on the other 
hand, has noted that language is the most important criterion in the Nor-
dic definitions of who is a Sámi.

Veli-Pekka Lehtola (2004, 9) has underlined that Sámi culture has 
changed greatly in recent decades and that Sámi identity has developed 
in new directions, in response to modern influences and viewpoints. Fur-
thermore, in her study on female Sámi activists’ relation to Sámi ethnici-
ty, Marianne Liliequist (2017, 184) has pointed out that the Sámi identity 
has to be “continually reconquered”. In Sweden, Norway and Finland, 
a Sámi is officially defined as a person of Sámi origin who identifies 
themselves as a Sámi and “either has Sámi as their first language or has 
at least one parent or grandparent who had Sámi as their first language” 
(Lehtola 2004, 10).

In this paper, I will discuss novels written by two contemporary Sámi 
authors who have their roots in, and identify themselves as, members of 



the Sámi people. Annica Wennström (born in 1966) spent her childhood 
in Holmsund, an area close to Umeå, and her family comes from the Ran 
and Gran Sámi villages. She now lives in Stockholm. Her family belongs 
to the South Sámi group and has been the target of linguistic and social as-
similation policies for over two generations. Ann-Helén Laestadius (born 
in 1971), on the other hand, belongs to the North Sámi group and her fam-
ily comes from Kiruna, northern Sweden. Laestadius lives in Stockholm, 
too. Neither of these authors learned the Sámi language in their childhood 
home. While Annica Wennström’s parents did not master the Sámi lan-
guage, Ann-Helén Laestadius’s mother wanted to protect her by not trans-
mitting the language to her, as the Sámi language was heavily stigmatized 
during her childhood (Lindström 2017).

My materials for this paper consist of five novels. First, I will analyse 
Annica Wennström’s Lappskatteland: En Familjesaga [Lapp Tax Land: A 
Family Saga] (2006). Second, I will analyse Ann-Helén Laestadius’s quad-
rilogy of youth novels SMS Från Soppero [SMS Text from Soppero] (2006), 
Hej Vacker [Hi Beautiful] (2010), Ingen Annan är Som Du [Nobody Else Is 
Like You] (2011), and Hitta Hem [Back Home or Finding Home] (2012).

All these novels deal with questions of self-identity when living in a 
situation between one’s own group and the majority, as well as in between 
different languages. One interesting question is how the minority language 
is described in relation to the self-identity of the young protagonists.

My theoretical framework is embedded in sociology of literature and so-
cial psychology. Based on this, I read and interpret the literature in relation 
to societal and political structures. The relationship between modernity 
and the individual “self” has been analysed, for instance, by Anthony Gid-
dens in Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age (1991). 
Giddens argues that “high” or “late” modernity is a post-traditional order, 
which is characterized by increasing institutional reflexivity; globalization 
has been linked with extensive consequences for personal life on an indi-
vidual level. According to Giddens, this means that the self has become a 
“reflexive project”, sustained through a revisable narrative of self-identity.

Giddens describes self-identity as a self-narrative about the individual’s 
past and their history: “[Self-identity] is the self as reflexively understood 
by the person in terms of her or his biography.” (Giddens 1991, 53) An 
individual with a reasonably stable self-identity has a constant feeling of 
biographical continuity, which he or she is able to “grasp reflexively, and 
to a greater or lesser degree, communicate to other people” (Giddens 1991, 
54). With reference to Ronald D. Laing, Giddens states that the ontologi-
cally insecure individual tends to display certain characteristics, such as the 
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lack of a consistent feeling of biographical continuity and discontinuity in 
temporal experience. Time might be comprehended as a series of “discrete 
moments”, and no continuous “narrative” can be sustained. The individual 
may also “fail to achieve an enduring conception of her aliveness”, or fail 
to develop or sustain trust in her or his own self-integrity, and feel morally 
empty (Giddens 1991, 53–54).

Next, I will refer to Annica Wennström and Ann-Hélen Laestadius’s de-
scriptions of self-identity, especially how the young protagonists reflect on 
their “self-narrative”. As Giddens underlines, a person’s identity is not to 
be found “in behaviour, nor — important though this is — in the reactions 
of others, but in the capacity to keep a particular narrative going” (Giddens 
1991, 54).

Connecting Spatial and Temporal Locality
The plot in Annica Wennström’s Lappskatteland: En Familjesaga deals with 
a hidden and suppressed family history, and the protagonist’s attempts to 
obtain information about her family and ancestors. All her life, she has felt 
that her parents are hiding something, and experienced a diffuse otherness 
and guilt.

The narrator — whose name is actually never mentioned in the novel — 
comments several times that her family history is incomplete and that the 
only temporal context she knows about her family is the present. Preserv-
ing and sustaining a “self-narrative”, the basis for a positive self-identity, 
should include an understanding of temporal dimensions; the past, the 
present, and the future. Without having a believable or at least acceptable 
notion of how we have become what we are, and of where we are going, the 
construction of self-identity will be incomplete and there is no possibility 
of placing ourselves in the ongoing biographical narrative. As Giddens has 
put it, identity presumes continuity across time and space, “but self-identi-
ty is such continuity as interpreted reflexively by the agent” (Giddens 1991, 
53). The narrator in Lappskatteland is considering her perception of her 
family’s positioning in a temporal vacuum, in the present: 

Som om min familj inte ägde något annat sammanhang än samtidens. Isolerade från 
historien…
As if my family did not possess any other context than the present time. 
Isolated from history...  (Wennström 2006, 17)1

1 Translations from Swedish and Finnish are made by Satu Gröndahl.



One day, the protagonist finally finds confirmation that she is of Sámi ori-
gin. When she discovers a woven pair of shoe ropes, typical traditional Sámi 
handicraft, in the attic of her mother’s house, the secret of the family starts 
to fall into place. The young woman decides to make a journey to northern 
Sweden, with the intention of finding her relatives and obtaining information 
about the family’s past. The protagonist travels to the north several times, 
and during these trips she acquires information about five generations of 
her mother’s family. Her grandfather’s grandmother Njenna appears to hail 
from Fatmomakke, from where she migrated with her unborn child to Skel-
lefteå. The alienation from the Sámi community had begun four generations 
ago, when a settler raped Njenna and she left her family, obviously because 
of the shame but also because her beloved, Aanta Nahkese, abandoned her. 
The construction of the spatial history, discovery of places where the protag-
onist’s ancestors had lived, overlaps with the construction of the temporal 
narrative about the family’s history. At the end of the novel, the protagonist 
has compiled a coherent narrative of her past. The journeys to Sápmi and 
the travelling itself can be seen as the most important actions through which 
the protagonist restructures her family history and her own “self-narrative”. 
But discovering and juxtaposing the chronological incidents of the family 
history does not automatically lead to the protagonist herself becoming part 
of the narrative. The narrator feels alienated and even develops difficulties in 
keeping up an emotional relationship with her own mother, who had learned 
to deny her ethnic background.

Ann-Helén Laestadius’s protagonist Agnes also frequently travels to Sáp-
mi, specifically to Soppero, the village where her mother was born. In order 
to improve her “Sáminess”, Agnes has to overcome the geographical dis-
tance and make the Sámi spatiality part of her own self-narrative. In the first 
novel of the quadrilogy, she strongly feels the discrepancy between the two 
geographical spaces of her life, Stockholm/Solna and Soppero:

Tårarna vällde upp i hennes ögon igen när hon insåg att hon inte hörde hemma någon-
stans. Hon kände att hon var same men i Solna gick det inte att vara en och här i 
mammas hemby fick hon inte heller vara same. Vad var hon då?
Tears came into her eyes again when she realized that she did not belong 
anywhere. She felt that she was a Sámi, but in Solna it was not possible 
to be one, and here in mum’s home village, she was not allowed to be a 
Sámi either. What was she then? (Laestadius 2007, 105)

Nevertheless, the feeling of being spatially dislocated, without an under-
standable identity, disappears gradually as Agnes visits her mother’s village 
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regularly and becomes acquainted with the local habits and Sámi language.
For Agnes, internet and text messages form an important platform to 

consolidate different spatialities. She is continuously chatting with her Sámi 
friends, especially her boyfriend Henrik who lives in Soppero, and she learns 
some Sámi through writing to him. Moreover, she starts studying Sámi. In 
order to encourage and form “Sáminess” as a part of her identity, Agnes is 
actively developing new practices and routines in her everyday life.

Defectors and Fake Sámis
Both Wennström’s and Laestadius’s novels connect to the ongoing debate 
about the Sámi without status, for example, people not included in the 
election list for the Sámi Parliament.2 During the past few years in Finland, 
there has been intense discussion about so-called “forest Sámi’”, whose 
descendants did not learn the Sámi language and who are left outside the 
official definition of Sámi. When the Sámi language has not been spoken 
in three generations, and if the connection of parents or ancestors to Sámi 
cannot be proved by official documents, the person ends up outside the 
national definition of Sámi (Sarivaara, Määttä, and Uusiantti 2013, 110).

In Finland, some descendants of Sámi have explained that they would 
not even dare to make known that they are of Sámi origin out of fear of 
harassment. “It is like declaring war [to speak about one’s Sámi identi-
ty]. There are so many obscurities and conflicts in this matter” (Sarivaara, 
Määttä, and Uusiantti 2013, 110).3 Many descendants of Sámi experience 
anguish and stress because they are acknowledged by neither the author-
ities nor the Sámi community. One informant in a survey of forest Sámi 
in Finland mentioned: “Right now, I am sort of a crossbreed. A kind of 
bastard.”4 (Sarivaara, Määttä, and Uusiantti 2013, 110)

The protagonist in Lappskatteland mentions that she feels like a “defec-
tor” and “a fake Sámi” (Wennström 2006, 50). In Laestadius’s quadrilogy, 
Agnes is also called a fake Sámi “who is Sámi when it is convenient” and 
“a part-time Sámi” (Laestadius 2007, 99; 2011, 220). These humiliating 

2 Erika Sarivaara defines Sámis without status as persons who 1) are descendants of  Sámi family; and 

2) who are not mentioned in the election list of  the Sámi parliament (Sarivaara, Määttä, and Uusiantti 

2013, 102).

3 “Se tuntuu niin kuin sodanjulistukselta. Tähän asiaan liittyy paljon epäselvyyttä ja riitoja.”

4 “Tällä hetkellä mie olen joku sekarotuinen. Semmonen sekasikiösoppa.”



attributes reveal a negotiating process of “Sáminess”: who is to be a Sámi, 
and who possesses the right to define boundaries for the “authentic” Sámi-
hood. Does it depend on living in the core areas of Sápmi — speaking the 
language and being a reindeer herder — or might the definition of Sáminess 
include even persons without these markers or attributes? The protagonists 
in Wennström and Laestadius’s novels are aware of the hierarchy between 
different Sámi groups and languages. The South Sámi area and the South 
Sámi group are seen by many as linguistically and ethnically assimilated, as is 
the case of the protagonists. This is described in terms of otherness:

Sydisarna, det var sydsamerna, de som bodde längre söderut i Sápmi, ända ner mot Idre. 
Många a dem hade förlorat sitt språk och var egentligen, som Agnes, samer utan språk.
Southerners, the South Sámi, were those who lived further south in 
Sápmi, down towards Idre. Many of them had lost their language and 
were really, like Agnes, Sámi without the language. (Laestadius 2011, 33)

The characteristics of individual identities and biographies are construct-
ed, and vary culturally and socially (Giddens 1991, 55). A person’s name is 
a primary element in their biography. The practices of social naming differ 
between cultures, as well as the relationship between name and kin rela-
tions, and whether or not names are changed at certain stages of life (Gid-
dens 1991, 55). The fact that the protagonist in Lappskatteland has no name 
is a telling indication of identity loss. She is situated in no-man’s-land, be-
tween “Swedishness” and “Sáminess” — between the living and the dead. 
However, the namelessness of the protagonist can also be interpreted as a 
status of transition; the self is actually in the making.

One trait of a negative self-identity is that the person subjects their be-
haviour and thoughts to constant self-scrutiny, a feature that can be found 
both in Wennström’s protagonist as well as in the behaviour of Laestadius’s 
Agnes. They are constantly thinking about their identity and positioning in 
relation to “Sáminess”, sometimes in an obsessive way. Giddens underlines 
that the outcome of this kind of scrutiny is “a feeling that the living spon-
taneity of the self has become something dead and lifeless” (Giddens 1991, 
54). Wennström’s protagonist connects thoughts of her identity to feelings 
of being of less value, worthless:

Tom. Hela tiden var jag rädd att förlora något. Men vad? Vad hade jag att förlora? 
Det fanns ingenting att ta ifrån mig. Men jag visste. Nära-livet-upplevelsen lät mig 
inte komma undan. Egentligen hade jag alltid vetat. Gång på gång förlorade jag 
känslan av att vara värd någonting. Hur det nu är möjligt att förlora någonting man 
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inte har. Ett värde, ett egenvärde. Varför var jag värdelös?
Empty. All the time, I was afraid of losing something. But what? What 
did I have to lose? There was nothing to take away from me. But I knew. 
Close-to-life experience did not let me escape. Actually, I had always 
known. Continually, I lost the feeling of being worth anything. How it 
is possible to lose something you do not have. A sense of worth, self-
worth. Why was I worthless? (Wennström 2006, 43)

The feeling of worthlessness is intimately connected to the term “inner 
deadness”: an inability to block off impinging dangers, incapacity to sus-
tain a protective “cocoon” which filters daily life, and dangers that threat-
en the integrity of the self (Giddens 1991, 53–54).

A feeling of being worthless and its negative impact on the individual’s 
self-identity is also described as personality traits of both of the protago-
nists’ mothers. Wennström’s protagonist’s mother Karin is characterized 
as extraordinarily shy and mousey, someone who always “stayed in the 
shadows, bowed her neck and agreed. There was something there. She was 
short of breath. Scared to death”5 (Wennström 2006, 175). Even Agnes’ 
mother is described as a victim of bullying; her relatives say that she began 
to “shrink” when she was bullied at school because of her Sámi back-
ground (Laestadius 2010, 68). Escaping, melting in, and “blending with 
the environment” have also been defined as indications for a person whose 
integrity and self-identity are threatened (Giddens 1991, 55).

The protagonist in Lappskatteland alludes several times to her and her 
family’s condition in terms of death and emptiness. When she travels to 
the north, the Sámi community does not welcome her, a young woman 
living in Stockholm, not knowing the Sámi language and without exact 
knowledge of her ancestors and family. Persons like her are met with sus-
picion and they are not included in the ethnic community:

När jag kom till Karasjok upptäckte jag att jag var död. Det var ingenting som ja 
hade räknat med. Tvärtom. Jag hade förväntat mig en sorts hemkomst.
When I came to Karasjok I realized that I was dead. This was something 
I had not reckoned on. On the contrary. I had been looking forward to 
a sort of homecoming. (Wennström 2006, 15)

The young girl and her family are outsiders, their history has been taken 
away from them, and they have become “living dead” and strangers:

5 “Karin ställde sig alltid i skuggorna, böjde på nacken och höll med. Det fanns någonting där. Hon 

kippade efter andan. Livrädd.”



Och vad kunde jag egentligen begära, inte ens min egen familj var beredd att minnas. 
Vi gick omkring som vålnader i vår egen historia. Döda till och med för oss själva. 
Inte ens med möda kunde vi minnas oss.
And what could I actually ask for, not even my own family was ready to 
remember. We went around as ghosts in our own history. Dead even to 
ourselves. Not even with effort could we remember ourselves (Wenn-
ström 2006, 63).

Denial of one’s past and of factual events that the person is aware of leads to a 
scattered and non-trustworthy self-identity, ultimately to “death”.

Body and Behaving 
Bodily expressions — such as facial expressions and other gestures — and 
day-to-day praxis also provide contents of “contextuality or indexicality”, 
which is the condition of everyday communication within a group (Gid-
dens 1991, 56). Giddens underlines that learning to be a competent agent 
in reproduction of social relations is to be able to “exert a continuous, and 
successful, monitoring of face and body” (Giddens 1991, 56). Social inter-
action between the protagonists in Wennström’s and Laestadius’s novels 
and “authentic” Sámi shows that the protagonists are not automatically 
considered by others to behave correctly. The protagonists are aware that 
they should avoid lapses of bodily control and behaviour.

Wennström’s protagonist is told several times that she does not fit in the 
current image of the Sámi: “The language would give you reliance, and also 
your appearance. You have that against you, so it is even more important 
that you can speak Sámi”6 (Wennström 2006, 50). The protagonist is blond 
and blue-eyed, and she is very much aware of her physical “disadvantages”. 
Both her grandfather and mother had blue eyes, which they inherited from 
the settler who violated her great-great-grandmother Njenna.

Unlike the protagonist in Lappskatteland, Agnes in Laestadius’s novels 
“looks like a Sámi”, which the Sámi community admits. But many of the 
villagers point out that she does not have the practical skills expected from 
Sámi women, such as reindeer herding, cooking, and sewing Sámi clothes, 
nor can she speak the language. Agnes doubts her “Sáminess”, and for the 
most part, she feels uncertain whether she has the right to regard herself as 
a Sámi. When she is wearing her cousin Kristin’s traditional Sámi women’s 
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frock, this notably improves her identity as Sámi. Even Kristin’s apprecia-
tion and admiring glance confirms her belonging to the Sámi community. 
When Kristin mentions that the frock suits Agnes and she “really looks 
like a Sámi”, Agnes replies, “It might be because I am one.” Kristin smiles, 
and says “Indeed, you are! (Laestadius 2007, 132).

A person’s identity is not found indexically in her behaviour, clothing, 
skills in languages or social codes, but in mastering specific attributes or 
markers that can support a particular self-narrative that an individual is 
processing. Agnes’s “making ethnicity” forms a concrete action, a con-
scious choice to show and communicate her identity to the Sámi commu-
nity as she wears the frock at her grandmother’s birthday party. She comes 
out and claims to be acknowledged as a Sámi.

Conclusions
Since the Nordic countries ratified the European conventions on nation-
al minorities and national languages (throughout the 1990s and 2000s), 
several authors with a background rooted in these minority cultures have 
published novels with a focus on the specific societal situation of their 
community, scrutinizing the group’s history and the younger generation’s 
relationship to it. There also seems to be a trend to modify and widen the 
concepts of “belonging”, “identity”, and “self-identity” among these mi-
norities. Nevertheless, I would not necessarily describe this trend with the 
terms “hybridity” or “hybrid identities” commonly used in postcolonial 
studies. To my mind, it seems that Annica Wennström and Ann-Helén 
Laestadius are presenting identity constructions that can simply be de-
scribed as inclusive and widened perceptions of what it means to be a Sámi.

Annica Wennström’s and Ann-Helén Laestadius’s novels are also chal-
lenging the borders of the collective identity of their groups. The protago-
nists who lost or never learned the group’s language are demanding a place 
in the ethnic community. The novels speak for a widened and more open 
collective Sámi identity, which includes the Sámis living in urban environ-
ments, and even those who do not speak the Sámi language. The minority 
language is described as a source of proudness and empowerment, even for 
those who have lost their language.

It might be seen as a paradox that the self-identity of the protagonists 
also consists of negative attributes and the absence of certain attributes, but 
this absence has become a part of their self-identity, adapted through the 
reliability of the self-narrative. The protagonists are also aware of the 



changeability and conceptuality of self-identity. As the protagonist in An-
nica Wennström’s Lappskatteland puts it:

Jag ärvde ett förhållningssätt. En syn på världen som skiljer sig. Men så fort jag har 
försökt att gripa tag i skillnaden glider den mig ur händerna. Jag har till och med 
tvivlat på min egen varseblivning. Att jag inbillat mig allt det outsagda men levda.
I inherited an attitude. An approach to the world that differs. But as 
soon I have tried to embrace the difference, it slips out of my hands. I 
have even doubted my own senses. Thinking I had imagined all that was 
unspoken but experienced. (Wennström 2006, 282)

Wennström’s Lappskatteland and Laestadius’s quadrilogy end with the pro-
tagonists’ reflections on their self-identity. The feelings of their self-iden-
tity are both robust and fragile, but the sense of their self-identity seems 
to be elucidated and enriched. The narrator in Lappskatteland reflects in 
a subtle way about processing her past, and points out that even though 
feelings of emptiness and alienation are still there, her “self” has become 
more stable:

Död är jag väl fortfarande. Man går inte och återuppstår så där utan vidare. Även 
om jag känner hur jag blivit påtagligare. Fastare i konturerna. Det är inte helt 
sorglös känsla, men ändå behaglig.
I think I am still dead. You do not go and resurrect without further ado. 
Even though I have become more substantial. More solid in outline. It is 
not completely an easy-going feeling, but pleasant anyway (Wennström 
2006, 280).

The name of the fourth and final book in Laestadius’s suite is indicative 
when it comes to processing identity and longing for a community: “Back 
Home” or “Finding Home” (Hitta Hem). The protagonist Agnes com-
ments on some occasions that after starting to learn the Sámi language 
and becoming familiar with Soppero and the Sámi community, she is now 
“back home.” Her boyfriend Henrik also confirms her feeling of having 
a trustworthy self-identity by commenting: “I think, he said, that you 
are the only person I know who is exactly the same with everybody and 
everywhere” (Laestadius 2012, 316). Agnes succeeds to communicate her 
life-story to other people in a reliable way, and she has reached the kind of 
self-identity she feels satisfied with.

Both Annica Wennström and Ann-Helén Laestadius are writing about 
protagonists whose self-identity has been processed in a profound, even dis-

456



457

tressing, way. There are changes in their reflexive biographies, which lead 
to improved self-knowledge and generate activities that help them keep a 
“self-narrative” that seems reliable and trustworthy to people around them 
as well. In the end of the novels, the protagonists have acquired enough 
self-regard and integrity to maintain the feeling that the “self” is “living” 
and that it can be reflexively controlled by them. Nevertheless, the way to a 
reliable self-identity and reflexive self-narrative has not been easy, and the 
protagonists really had to “reconquer” their own narratives of their past 
(Liliequist 2017, 184).
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Significance of  Greenlanders’ Choice of  Language: 

A Vase of  Flowers Cut in Foreign Places

Arnaq Grove

Introduction 
In the beginning of the thirteenth century, the Inuit came to inhabit 
Greenland as the latest of several cultures to arrive from the west. They 
arrived in small groups of a few families in communities of primitive 
communism. With their culture and technology, they could subsist inde-
pendently in the Arctic, mainly as hunters of sea mammals. They had a 
shamanistic religion. Their language belongs to the languages of the Es-
kimo-Aleut language family, which are not mutually intelligible. Eskimo 
has two branches, the Yupik of South Western Alaska and Inuit, which 
are to some extent mutually intelligible. In Greenland, there are three 
main dialects of Inuit: Kalaallisut (West Greenlandic), Inuktun (Thule di-
alect), and Tunumiisut (East Greenlandic). Only Kalaallisut has a stand-
ardized orthography.

At this time, the Norse from Scandinavia had been farming sheep in 
South West Greenland for two hundred years. The Inuit and the Norse 
did trade with each other, but the climate became colder, and by the mid-
dle of the fifteenth century the Norse had disappeared. After some three 
hundred years, in 1721, the Norwegian Lutheran missionary Hans Egede 
(1686–1758) arrived on a mission to bring Christianity to the Greenland-
ers. By principle of the Lutheran missions, it was crucial that one should 
know the word of the Bible before their conversion was accepted. As a 
result, Hans Egede began to make a Greenlandic orthography to trans-
late and transcribe the texts. The next step was to educate some men as 
catechists to teach the Greenlanders how to read the religious Greenlan-
dic texts, and check that they studied enough before conversion. Eventu-
ally, other men and women were educated as readers and teaching moth-



ers, respectively (Gad 1972, 29). These local reading teachers would for 
their part learn some Danish, but they would also teach the Danes how 
to speak Greenlandic; generally, only Greenlandic was spoken, with reli-
gious terms now added to it.

Danish was not the only language of foreign people living in Green-
land. A few years after the Danish mission, a pietistic mission arrived 
from Germany called the “Moravian Brethren.” They were lay people 
who settled in little communities of Germans to attract Greenlanders to 
join. The Moravian Brethren required strong compliance and obedience 
of the members of the congregations in all aspects of their life. 

Beside the missions, trade with the population was initiated with the 
purpose of financing the Danish mission (Gad 1969, 60–61). The Green-
landers traded the trane oil from their game to buy useful things, as well 
as alcohol, coffee, tobacco and other stimulants, from Europe. The of-
ficers in charge of trade had to learn Greenlandic. Some of them married 
Greenlandic women, and had children who would speak Greenlandic. 
Greenlandic now had terms for the traded goods. Except for trade and 
the religion, the Greenlanders were generally supposed to continue their 
own way of living, as their culture did not need changes to deliver the 
trane to the new colonies on the coast.

A few years later, a seminary was established in Copenhagen to teach 
Danes Greenlandic so that they could become missionaries (Gad 1972, 
27). The colonial system needed bilingual Danes, but Greenlanders did not 
need to learn Danish; Greenlanders only had to master the hunting and 
production of trane oil. 

After the colonies were established, however, it was soon debated wheth-
er the native language Greenlandic was the best choice for the Green-
landers. These discussions about the language were closely connected to 
considerations about whether Greenlandic culture was an impediment or 
an advantage to development of the colony. The discourse proposed sub-
stituting Greenlandic with a language like Danish, which was implied to 
be a more useful, practical language for civilized people. This was under-
pinned by a narrative of “progress”: the faster, the better. On the contra-
ry, many Greenlanders had felt left out and alienated when their world 
changed too fast, and they would have preferred to take a more active part 
in shaping their environment more in accordance with their own culture. 
Here, we have two distinct viewpoints, the first one laden with the ideol-
ogy of progress, which in theory would welcome diverse languages and 
give respective populations access to knowledge from around the world 
— although this never was the case in Greenland until the Second World 
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War. The other view is situated in a language’s respective local culture, and 
is based on the acknowledgement of the importance of native language for 
the continued development of a culture, its perspectives, and knowledge.

The progress narratives that accompanied the colonial project coincided 
with a larger Enlightenment rationale. Enlightenment principles, as they 
originated in Western Europe, assume reason as the foremost value, and 
proponents of Enlightenment endow themselves with privileged abilities 
to critique and oppose what is perceived as superstition and ill-informed 
prejudice. Central to the Enlightenment doctrine is the supposed univer-
sality of the principles it espouses; therefore, many colonial projects have 
justified the eradication of other cultures along these lines.

Counter to the progress-based Enlightenment narrative, essentializing 
forms of nationalism are another extreme common to locales with colonial 
history, and are built off of static, “traditional” depictions of local cultures. 
They may turn fascistic or even aggressive towards other nations, and are 
seen as a complicit in many wars. In Greenland, now and then, somebody 
who expresses the need for supporting Greenlandic language or culture 
may risk being mistaken for a germ of an essentialist or fascistic mindset. 

But such national essentialism was never a conspicuous issue in Green-
land. From the very beginning, Greenlandic nationalism was coupled with 
Enlightenment, the difference from universalism being that the Green-
landers would not just take over a copy from the external world, but only 
take what they could envision as suitable to Greenlandic culture, and inte-
grate these changes in their own way.

Such ideas were common among the Greenlanders at the start of the 
twentieth century, and will be explained as the Greenlandic catechist and 
poet Henrik Lund (1875–1948) expresses his understanding of his nation-
alistic feelings. This notion of Greenlandic nationalism is the basis for the 
education of Greenlandic interpreters; cultural bridging is a very big part 
of their profession, and the Greenlandic students must rely on their own 
discussions to approach a satisfying form for professional interpretation in 
Greenland.

Enlightenment
Around the end of the eighteenth century, Enlightenment ideas approached 
Greenland. Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) expressed this spirit as follows: 
“Enlighten the people generally, and tyranny and oppression of body and 
mind will vanish like evil spirits at the dawn of day.” (Forman 1900, 155) 



Former authorities like religion and kings should be criticized by human 
reason and experience. This attitude appeared in two shades: some of the 
colonists envisioned it in a version open to integration into Greenlandic 
realities, but others had an ethnocentric conviction that European civiliza-
tion was the optimal solution, and therefore should also be universalized 
in Greenland.

Either way, the choice of language became a pressing issue. It seems that 
literacy was close to being achieved at the start of the nineteenth century 
(Frandsen 2016, 52). Additionally, Greenlandic had developed a lexicon 
for religious concepts and new goods from trade. But the Danish lan-
guage was already fully equipped to cope with knowledge from and about 
“developed” nations, and so the question of teaching Danish was raised 
(Gad 1972, 45–46). The outcome of these discussions on “enlightening” 
the Greenlandic population was to establish seminaries for the catechists 
to systematically enhance educational level, but the Napoleonic Wars hit 
Denmark thoroughly and halted development in Greenland for many years 
— it was not until 1845 that the first two seminaries were finally found-
ed. The one in Nuuk was called Ilinniarfissuaq  (“The Great Educational 
Place”), and its Teacher Training School still exists today as a part of a 
university (Kleivan 2001, 23–24).

Midwives
Although Denmark recovered slowly after the Napoleonic Wars, one impor-
tant new element was introduced to Greenlandic society: midwives. Røn-
sager (2002) has provided a thorough account of the role of midwives in 
Greenlandic society, which will inform the present study. In the 1820s, it was 
recognized that there was a great need for midwives not only because of high 
child mortality, but also to meet a vital need in a healthcare system in which 
Danish-speaking doctors had to treat dispersed, mostly Greenlandic-speak-
ing patients. Thus, midwives were selected from Greenlandic women, and 
became a kind of Greenlandic-speaking healthcare workforce, sometimes 
even as lay doctors (Rønsager 2002, 65–67). Often the midwives would be 
the first channel of the healthcare system for any given patient. They some-
times acted as interpreters, as they had to convey Western knowledge of 
prevention and treatment to their countrymen in Greenlandic, in both small 
settlements as well as colonial centers (Rønsager 2002, 75–76).

As students, they apprenticed at a doctor’s office, and when they began 
the job, they each received a textbook written both in Greenlandic and 
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Danish. By the time they were given the opportunity for regular education, 
these women became the first Greenlanders to obtain it in Denmark, and 
the first to graduate in 1849. Their education made extensive demands of 
their Danish capabilities, and therefore servants of Danes and Greenlandic 
women married to Danes who already had some knowledge of the Danish 
language were chosen as students. When bacteria were discovered to cause 
many diseases, a level of Danish became necessary to understand what bac-
teria was and what they could mean to births, and it took some years before 
new midwives were trained again (Rønsager 2002, 71–73). 

In short, midwives formed the backbone of Greenland’s healthcare sys-
tem. They had much in common with the catechetical institution; both had 
to cover a shortage of European officials in Greenland, and their Green-
landic language made it easier to convey the understanding of new con-
cepts to other Greenlanders (Rønsager 2002, 76).

The language barrier and educational barrier were eventually overcome, 
and this could not have been possible without involving Greenlanders. A 
strong pragmatism had put the midwives at the forefront of this develop-
ment. Worries about Greenlandic as a language and Greenlandic culture 
as incapable of adopting and integrating concepts of a modern world were 
being resolved by the Greenlandic midwives themselves.

A Nation Born by Publishing
In contrast to universalistic Enlightenment thought aimed at assimilating 
all people in the world to the same civilizational ideals, in 1785, the German 
philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder pointed to the influence of geography 
and history, specifically writing about climate and tradition. In short, these 
philosophies influenced predominating doctrines of environmental deter-
minism, positing that cultures are products of environmental conditions. 
He mentions Greenlanders as an example: “The Greenlander who hits the 
whale, hunts the reindeer, kills the seal, is a fisherman and a hunter, but com-
pletely differently than the negro who catches fish or the Araucanian who 
hunts in the Andes desert” (translated from Herder 1965, 301). In this way, 
people around the world group together as nations according to their com-
mon cultures. Romantic nationalism during the first half of the nineteenth 
century gave attention to people’s sentiments pertaining to the values and 
ideals of their national culture, paving the way for devotion to the nation.

This cultural understanding of nationhood has its roots in German ro-
manticism (Dansk Institut for Internationale Studier 2006, 39), but soon 



spread to Denmark, eventually arriving in Greenland through Danish 
colonists. One of these colonists was missionary Peder Kragh (1794–
1883), who stayed in Aasiaat from 1818 until 1828. In addition to reli-
gious texts, he also translated other Danish texts into Greenlandic, and 
the Greenlanders borrowed these handwritten texts and books, copying 
them by hand to read aloud to others. Kragh even transcribed Greenlan-
dic oral narratives (Kleivan 2001, 23). But his attitude was not typical. 
Because Danes who believed in their own cultural superiority did not 
have much regard for the Greenlanders’ values (Rendal 2006, 14–23), 
few knew of the Greenlandic legends and tales before, although Green-
landers cherished them as connections to the lives of their ancestors and 
mythical figures, their beliefs, and their community’s way of life. 

All the handmade copies demonstrated that a printing press in Green-
land would be a radical improvement towards promoting information, 
entertainment, enlightenment, and civilization. But besides the lack of 
a press, dialects varied from place to place, and yet another impediment 
was that most authors had their own ways of spelling. In 1851, Samuel 
Kleinschmidt (1814–86) standardized Greenlandic, both grammar and 
vocabulary, and completed an orthography (Kleivan 2001, 24). His re-
search on the Greenlandic language recognized that it was essentially 
different from the Indo-European languages (Gad 1953, 190). 

In 1857, two printing presses arrived in Nuuk. Books to be used at 
the seminary Ilinniarfissuaq were published, and in 1861, Hinrich Jo-
hannes Rink (1819–93) began printing a periodical magazine Atuagagdliu-
tit (“Your Reading”). It brought translated literature from abroad, stories 
from various parts of Greenland, news, and debate posts, allowing read-
ers to become acquainted with other parts of Greenland as well as the 
outside world, historically and geographically. These texts showed that 
Greenlandic was capable of putting many new kinds of concepts into 
new words and integrating them into Greenlandic culture.

Rink believed that the self-esteem of the Greenlanders had gradually 
been lost because the Danes had completely ignored the values of the 
Greenlanders. In line with the Romantic Nationalists, he believed that 
the collection and recognition of Greenland’s legends and myths was 
essential to restore the Greenlanders’ self-esteem (Rendal 2006, 14).  In 
Southern Greenland, he had the highest position in the Royal Green-
landic Trade Company, which was also delegated administration of the 
colony, and ordered officers at other colonies in Greenland to collect 
material for the publications to be subsequently distributed. He had deep 
respect for the original form: although the language was now standard-
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ized, he wanted the collected material to be as authentic as possible, true 
to the dialects.

Modern Economy
Until the start of the twentieth century, Greenlanders provided the seals 
and blubber for trane oil while the trade company took it to the European 
markets to sell, and there were no imminent economic needs for much 
change in traditional seal catcher culture. Around the turn of the century, 
more and more Greenlanders found themselves in other occupations, like 
those formerly occupied by the Danes such as at trade, the school system, 
and the church, or in new businesses like sheep herding (Sørensen 2006, 
42). In 1916, an extraordinary increase in sea temperature suddenly set in, 
and the catch of fish rose tremendously (Sørensen 2006, 37). The Green-
landic nation had begun to move into the future.

Few Greenlanders were able to speak Danish like the catechists, who of-
ten served as interpreters. They were catching up with the Danes while still 
well-rooted in Greenlandic culture. The idea that Greenlanders could gov-
ern Greenland themselves without the colonial government in Copenhagen 
was well on its way. By that time, seal trane for lamps was getting replaced 
with oil and incandescent lamps. It became obvious that a new and more 
diverse economy was needed, alongside new education for future businesses. 
Literature was already available in the language of the colonial power, Dan-
ish. This raised a debate between different opinions on the future roles of 
the Greenlandic and Danish languages, as well as their respective cultures.

Assimilation or Integration:
A Vase of Flowers Cut in Foreign Places
Catechist Mathias Storch (1883–1957) provides one opinion. In 1914, he 
published the first Greenlandic novel “A Greenlander’s Dream”, set in the 
Greenland of his time, rife with pettiness, corruption, violence, and cheat-
ing. Storch draws a powerful picture of alienation: a man tells the protag-
onist Pavia that he plays insane because he cannot face life the way it has 
come to be. It is a science fiction novel: Pavia falls asleep, dreaming that 
he wakes up in Greenland two hundred years later. He sees neat houses, 
clean roads, and busy Greenlanders on their way to work, of which there 
are many kinds. In the port he sees large ships owned by Greenlanders — 



actually, no Danes appear in the novel — and he sees fish, coal, and blub-
ber. In the future, Greenland has become a Denmark with Greenlanders 
instead of Danes; because he thought that the Greenlanders’ own culture 
had failed, it was discarded, so the Greenlanders have obviously uncritical-
ly imitated and copied Danish civilization (Wilhjelm 2008, 510–12).

On the contrary, Storch ś colleague Jonathan Petersen (1881–1961) 
would not dismiss all of Greenlandic culture: he envisions a society where 
Greenlanders are educated, and also qualified to sort out what is advanta-
geous from what is disadvantageous for Greenlandic development. The 
society will still be based on catching, but Greenlanders eventually adopt 
new values if these comply with the national culture. He seems not to 
conceive the old mindset as a closed and rigid frame, but rather the corner-
stone from which Greenlanders can manage all the new opportunities and 
threats from the outside world. He sees the Danish language as a way to 
enhance the Greenlanders’ outlook, and then, when qualified, finally take 
over the Danes’ positions in society. (Wilhjelm 2008, 515–16).

Henrik Lund shares Jonathan Petersen’s views, yet he also elucidates 
his own reasons and feelings about the selection and integration of ideas 
from the surrounding world. He states several essential points regarding 
what should characterize Greenlandic identity. First, he sets a common 
background of language and history. Then, he states the responsibility to 
participate in a common strive for the nation: to sort among what the 
modern world may offer and see what could serve the Greenlandic nation, 
instead of copying whatever comes around. Finally, he feels affiliation to 
traditional culture, despite it being regarded as “primitive” by many Danes, 
but also by Greenlanders such as Storch. (Wilhjelm 2008, 512–13, 531–33).

According to Lund, learning and adopting new ideas should not be 
done uncritically. He writes, “Real life cannot just be a copy.” (translated 
from Wilhjelm 2008, 532) Nevertheless, Lund found all contemporary 
endeavours superficial, aimed only at giving an impressive appearance. 
“For this reason, the Greenlanders must in a way almost be compared to 
a vase of flowers cut in foreign places.” (translated from Wilhjelm 2008, 
532). They look fine, but they are cut, without root, so they are dead, and 
not growing; the superficial impression that other people get does not 
really matter.

From these few remarks of Henrik Lund, I would like to explain how 
I understand him. I think he understands culture and its roles as a broad 
set of norms for values and understandings to determine praxis in a com-
munity. People are born and raised in a culture; therefore it influences 
their perceptions, feelings, and self-esteem from early on. 
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The native language is entangled with the culture because it is the tool 
by which individuals discuss their values and understandings of the cul-
ture, either to uphold these values or critically reflect on them. Through all 
such discussions in the community, the culture’s concepts are negotiated, 
becoming sharper and more precise. But if somebody’s language skills are 
poor, the values and understandings in a community will appear vague or 
ambiguous to them, and they will begin to feel less connected with the 
community, which could lead to stigmatization and alienation.

Besides linguistic competency, identity and feelings also play a crucial 
role. Admonitions and arguing during a child’s upbringing have a deep 
impact on its feelings and experiences, helping the child shape its sense 
of identity. The individual can, through their first language, develop a so-
phisticated ability to exchange perceptions with others. The term “mother 
tongue” expresses the native language’s deep relationship with the individ-
ual shaped through upbringing.

All together, these elements of culture and mother tongue make up an 
intricate, holistic system. The interdependencies of the elements in this sys-
tem can make it hard to predict the huge unforeseen side effects that even 
small changes sometimes have. Therefore, you may very well conceive the 
dynamic behaviour of changes in culture as ecological. Changes should be 
introduced experimentally, iteratively, cautiously. Without too much inter-
ference from external contexts, culture will usually provide regularity to 
make life in a community less erratic and people feel safe and at home. 

If a different culture enters the community, an individual will be a stranger 
to this new set of norms, not just because they do not speak this culture’s 
new language, but also because of the navigation necessary between the two 
different systems. When such problems emerge at a foreign culture’s entry, 
the community may choose either to reject one of the competing cultures, or 
alternatively to try to integrate them, selecting elements from each. Mathias 
Storch was ready to dismiss the Greenlandic culture as the old and failed 
one. Conversely, a total essentialist rejection of influence from Danish cul-
ture would be reactionary. Positioned between these two attitudes, Jonathan 
Petersen and Henrik Lund would step by step, but based upon their own 
Greenlandic culture, consider elements of both cultures, deciding what to 
dismiss and what to accept and absorb, while the Greenlanders gradually 
become more acquainted with new features of European culture. This way 
the Greenlanders would gradually approach modernization. 

If the Greenlanders using their mother tongue could decide for their 
future themselves, and debate the reforms of their traditional culture using 
that culture’s own terms rather than external “universal terms”, we would 



have a foundation for the debate I would call “Greenlandic reason”. 
In debating these terms, the Greenlanders would become active and 
responsible members in this process of changing their norms, main-
taining “real life” throughout the modernisation of their culture, as 
was Henrik Lund’s intention. If others take control, or if changes hap-
pen too quickly, values and understandings will mix into a chaotic 
rupture; life becomes strange, the community not a home as before. 
Thus, the Greenlanders will feel uncertain about their decisions and 
become passive, incapable of retaining their initiative, independence, 
and self-esteem — in other words, they lose their “real life”. For the 
main part of the population the mother tongue is crucial in the devel-
opment process, not only to declare identity, but also to avoid confu-
sion, as so-called universal ideals for civilized culture will appear alien 
in a different culture.

I have tried to present above how I understand the strong affection 
Henrik Lund had for his own culture, the original Inuit culture of the 
Greenlanders. But even though his culture meant so much to him, he 
was not dogmatic about it either. He and Jonathan Petersen wished for 
cautious progress towards modernization, but neither regarded any par-
ticular feature as an essential element of Greenlandic-ness, and as the 
world changed and Greenland challenged by new opportunities and 
demands, any element of Greenlandic culture could be the object of 
critical consideration. For example, traditionally Greenlanders held the 
seal catchers in the highest reverence, and accordingly a prejudice was 
held against Greenlanders taking other professions. Nevertheless, as 
more and more Greenlanders began getting other kinds of jobs. Henrik 
Lund and Jonathan Petersen shared on the one hand this traditional 
esteem for the catchers, but on the other hand they realized that since 
the world was changing, other occupations could bring new skills and 
strengths to the Greenlandic nation (Wilhjelm 2008, 513–14). In this 
case, the Greenlanders would, by and large, still keep a life much like 
the old that they cherished so much. 

In this manner Henrik Lund and Jonathan Petersen saw ways for 
change and progress in Greenlandic culture in accordance with tradi-
tional Greenlandic values; I will call it “Greenlandic reason”. Henrik 
Lund’s basic idea was that since the Greenlanders shared strong feelings 
for their traditional culture and had a common background, they had a 
good foundation for understanding each other and working towards a 
common perception of how they should adapt to the modern world, so 
that they could eventually agree on a future they could be happy with.
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Greenlandic reason is not universalistic, simply because it does not 
make sense to base thinking on Greenlandic values outside the scope 
of Greenlandic culture. In spite of being an affectionate nationalism, 
it is not hostile, nor meant to trespass into foreign domains. It differs 
from a universalistic approach in that it aims at keeping the continu-
ity of the local culture, contrary to the universalistic, which breaks 
the continuity in order to align the local culture with the rest of the 
world. Unfamiliar with this foreign civilisation proclaimed to be uni-
versalistic, the local population becomes unable to take part in shaping 
their future. They loose initiative, get passive, and become “zombies” 
— and are easily suppressed by the imperialistic, colonial power that 
proclaimed the universality of its civilisation. Robert Petersen (1928–) 
initially states his respect for the values of any culture, the colonial 
culture included. But he argues that if the colonizer’s set of values are 
introduced claiming their universal validity — that is, as the best way 
of civilization — it may do tremendous harm. He writes, 

In connection with economic and social problems, it is often omitted 
that the colonial power itself created several problems. It exported its 
own values, its own knowledge, religion, and organizational system, 
which in the colonized area effectuated dissolution of the original 
indigenous norms. These new values need not be bad in themselves 
but their impact on the social, economic, and intellectual systems — 
not least the religious ones — might well create several problems of 
their own. Many colonial powers introduced specific cultural ideas as 
if they were universal values. (Petersen 1995, 122)

National romanticism is central to Petersen, as well as Henrik Lund 
and Hinrich Johannes Rink in that they see the importance of national 
culture and people’s affection for it in society. They do not consid-
er nationalism hostile. Henrik Lund and Jonathan Petersen embrace 
their culture, with its values and prejudices, but they do not protect 
them as dogmas. They are open-minded, too, and want to learn, for 
example, the Danish language as a bridge to the rest of the world. One 
may even conclude that their version of national romanticism stands on 
the shoulders of the Enlightenment, but with room for understanding 
the reality of different cultures and nations, thereby forming a more 
“modest” Greenlandic reason that reigns only in the limited scope of 
discussions about the local culture of the colonized rather than claim-
ing universality. 



The Danish Language as Compulsory in Schools,
Absent of Teachers
The first sign of a new era was in 1905, when new acts were passed to re-
form schools. The focus on religion was loosened to make room for other 
school subjects. The law also proposed that a Danish teacher should be 
employed in Greenlandic schools to develop this part of school education 
(Sørensen 2006, 23–24).

Originally, the Danish language had not been of any use to most Green-
landers, except for people who worked with the Danes or had Danish fam-
ily members. However, because new professions started to become avail-
able and many of these required Danish language skills, Danish language 
education was becoming more desirable. Danish lessons in school became 
compulsory by law in 1925, with the purpose of preparing Greenlanders 
for independence (Sørensen 2006, 44). The ministry had problems finding 
Danish teachers to go to Greenland, but as requests from Greenland con-
tinued, it finally answered that Danish teachers would have troubles edu-
cating children who did not understand Danish at all, and that effectuation 
would thus require evaluation on an experimental basis. The ministry was 
aware that in schools, it was one thing to learn a language as a “foreign” 
language, and another to use a foreign language as “instruction” language 
— in other words, language not as the subject of teaching, but as the lan-
guage used to teach other subjects.

Far more optimistic was Knud Rasmussen (1879–1933). Returning from 
Alaska 1925, he held a speech in the Danish Parliament claiming that using 
English as the instruction language in schools for Inuit children had ap-
peared to be successful, and that, in his opinion, this was the only way for 
the Eskimos to survive (Sørensen 2006, 45–46).

But Svend Frederiksen (1912–76) was not convinced by Knud Rasmus-
sen’s impressions. He refers to an American scientific survey that con-
cludes that the education of the Eskimos in Alaska has been a total failure, 
because nothing in these schools for Inuit in Alaska related to the culture 
of the pupils (Frederiksen 1939, 5). Teachers could not give insight into 
Eskimo culture because they knew nothing of it. With materials marked 
by the ethnocentricity of Western civilization, it was hard to obtain a point 
of contact with the children. 

Augo Lynge (1899–1959) was an example of a unique form of Green-
landic nationalism, suggesting the abolition of the Greenlandic language 
altogether. In 1938, he wrote that the Danish language should take over in 
Greenland instead. This was immediately met with protests. A prominent 
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Greenlander from a Greenlandic council involved in the local government 
had two objections, the first that Greenlanders would loose the language 
that connected them to the other Eskimo people, and second that Green-
landic would be excluded from the family of civilized languages. Another 
member remarked that Greenlanders prioritized their country, their lan-
guage, and then Denmark, in that order (Sørensen 2006, 61). The many 
reactions to Augo Lynge clearly showed that Greenlanders of all kinds 
were concerned about the fate of their language, and made clear to many 
Greenlanders how much their language meant to them and their identity.

Decolonization, Equality, and Danization
While Denmark was occupied by Germany during the Second World War, 
Greenland was under US occupation. After the war, the decolonization 
process began in the United Nations, and Denmark changed its constitu-
tion in 1953 to declare that Greenlanders were Danish citizens with equal 
rights. Before this declaration, a new school law was passed in 1950, which 
was supposed to make the Greenlandic school a copy of those in Den-
mark in nearly all respects, from its organization to its curriculum. Dan-
ish lessons were introduced and eventually further added as “experimental 
schemes, reducing the presence of Greenlandic in the curriculum” (Berth-
elsen 1979, 30).

With the new curriculum, many Greenlandic catechists were considered 
unqualified and consequently replaced by Danish teachers. Up to as much as 
two thirds of all employed teachers were Danish, and all of them had hardly 
had any knowledge of Greenlandic (Larsen 1992), but came to Greenland 
with the belief that with Danish as the language of instruction, pupils would 
learn both the subjects of the lessons and the Danish language. In 1967, a 
new law made these changes permanent (Berthelsen 1979). The result, nev-
ertheless, was generally the reverse: students did not learn much Danish, and 
consequently not much else. Implementation of equalization had appeared 
to be a Danization. This failure and that the Danization had implied decline 
of Greenlandic competences among the Greenlanders because of the lack of 
teaching Greenlandic was a tremendously disappointing experience among 
the Greenlanders. It became the task of new politicians to address this ex-
perience: “A new generation of politicians has emerged, and the time will 
come to take measures against the 1960s equality policy. Development based 
on Greenlandic conditions is desired.” (my translation, Berthelsen 1979, 36) 
This is the basic idea of the new regulation, also called “Greenlandization”.



Danization did not extend to seal catcher areas where the school’s task 
was to impart general knowledge to children while keeping interest in the 
catcher profession alive. These schools made special arrangements in the 
subject “catcher education”, but had no major changes, and differences 
between urban and rural areas deepened (Berthelsen 1979, 29).

Degeneration of the Greenlandic Language
At the time the 1967 school law for Greenland was about to be adopted, 
Nikolaj Rosing (1912–76) was elected to the Parliament of Denmark as 
one of two Greenlandic members. In a 1972 interview for the Green-
landic radio station KNR (Kalaallit Nunaata Radioa), he said that both 
Greenlandic and Danish colleagues told him that many young Green-
landers had lost interest in learning or reading Greenlandic, and a good 
deal of them read it badly when leaving school. The prestige of Green-
landic had receded.

He explained ideas to reinstitute the Greenlandic language, and advo-
cated that Greenlanders should cherish their language and take care that 
it is used correctly. For this purpose, he proposed that an association be 
formed to help to achieve these goals and pass on the language that the 
Greenlanders have inherited to their descendants. Members of the asso-
ciation would correct children and even professionals when they make 
errors — of course in a proper manner. And they had to remember that 
Greenlandic would be very strange and unknown to anyone who had not 
grown up with it.

The association would support efforts to describe Greenlandic words 
properly: dictionaries would be equipped with better and more detailed 
descriptions and explanations, including how meaning depends on the 
context. Although such initiatives might have seemed unnecessary, these 
tasks would likely become difficult over coming generations. The same 
applied to the other major Greenlandic dialects Tunumiisut (East Green-
landic), Inuktun (Qaanaaq), and the subdialects of Kalaallisut (West Green-
landic) as well, since they could become extinct.

The association was responsible for inspiring people all around Green-
land to take on such tasks, such that regions and settlements would have 
their own associations and local collectors taking initiatives instead of 
waiting to perform delegated tasks. The association would support them 
financially or add their respective regional words and expressions to its 
publication.
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In October 1985, six years after the introduction of the Greenlandic 
home rule, language decline seemed to be persisting. The radio station 
KNR transmitted a broadcast, this time in a series on language issues, to 
monitor and debate the development and status of the Greenlandic lan-
guage. The participants were all Greenlanders professionally occupied 
with the Greenlandic language.

KNR had been aware of listeners’ criticisms of the use of the Greenlan-
dic they heard on the radio. Their colleagues at the radio, some of them 
young Greenlanders, student assistants, even educated teachers, often had 
poor knowledge of Greenlandic vocabulary and grammar. The language 
ability of people from various segments of the population had become 
worse, and people all over the country worried about the youth’s lacking 
knowledge of older words. The broadcast was supposed to give examples 
from present-day language use to demonstrate its deterioration — that it 
was more than just language change — and the fact that many people 
had turned their back to Greenlandic media because it had become too 
demanding for them to understand.

The participants discussed the kind of errors they had observed. Since 
the majority of written Greenlandic texts are translated from Danish texts, 
including news and public communication, Danish grammar and syntax 
often happen to contaminate Greenlandic translation, frequently making 
it difficult to understand. When a Danish word has more translations de-
pending on the context, the translator may choose the wrong translation, 
thus changing the meaning (Grove 2007; Frederiksen and Olsen 2017, 12–
14). Because Greenlandic media, broadcasted as printed, were not spared, 
they became a serious threat to Greenlandic (Grove 2007).  At the same 
time that Greenlandic was deteriorating, it was supposed to take the par-
amount role of a main language and means of communication among the 
Greenlandic-speaking part of the population. Hans Lynge (1906–88) had 
once stated that Greenlandic was developed enough to serve a nationwide, 
deeper dissemination of information and culture (Lynge 2006, 129). But 
today, it no longer fulfilled this purpose satisfactorily.

As it became more widely recognized how lexically as grammatically 
flawed Greenlandic had become, a new orthography was introduced in 
1973. The old spelling of Samuel Kleinschmidt was regarded as too diffi-
cult because it not only relied on pronunciation, but also on grammatical, 
etymological, and morphological conditions. The new orthography, on the 
other hand, depended only on the pronunciation, so if you could hear a 
word’s pronunciation, you could also write it without further knowledge of 
the word and its form.



Language Policy and Status Conference
The ubiquitous worries about Greenlandic led the Home Rule Govern-
ment to plan a language policy to reinstate Greenlandic as it was before 
Danization. In July 2000, it set up a working group, Arbejdsgruppen for Sprog-
politisk Redegørelse, to arrange a conference and make recommendations, and 
during the “Status Conference” of January 2001, the working group came 
with several proposals. However, in a report a few months before the con-
ference, it appeared that the working group found that the Greenlanders 
anxieties about the language’s extinction were groundless and only pre-
liminary, leading the group to assure that it would avoid planning for the 
survival of the language: “The working group finds that the Greenlandic 
language is no longer in danger of extinction. This should be considered 
in the planning for the future” (my translation, Arbejdsgruppen for Sprog-
politisk Redegørelse 2001, 26). They did not consider problems with the 
quality of Greenlandic either, since it “has never been the subject of sci-
entific mapping” (my translation, Arbejdsgruppen for Sprogpolitisk Rede-
gørelse 2001, 30). The university did some language research, but although 
the quality of Greenlandic, which had alarmed the purists and media users 
most seriously, had obviously never caught sufficient interest to warrant its 
research. 

The working group’s recommendations had two parts, and the second 
did list some options to support the Greenlandic language and its cost. But 
they stressed that the first part was almost without cost. As the working 
group did not see any reason to spend resources reinstating the Green-
landic language, the members of the working group turned their focus 
away from language status and policy to culture, and stated that there was 
enough Greenlandic culture and identity at the time, explaining that “a 
very large part of both public and private cultural funds has been allocat-
ed to strengthen, for example, body theatre, memoir literature, traditional 
music, and tradition-preserving visual art ... The same applies largely to the 
Greenlandic identity” (my translation, Arbejdsgruppen for Sprogpolitisk 
Redegørelse 2001, 14–15). Their inclinations towards language experiments 
were rather unspecific: “Public cultural resources must be prioritized so 
that Greenlandic language experiments and outlook are given priority over 
cultural maintenance activities” (my translation, Arbejdsgruppen for Sprog-
politisk Redegørelse 2001, 14). A lack of concern over language quality and 
interest in language experiments conveyed the view that breaking language 
norms of the language was desirable. However, incorrect language use gave 
rise to paramount anxiety and annoyance among the Greenlanders. 
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The working group presented the Greenlandic culture of old as the en-
emy of the recommended cultural policy, and even adults seemed too bur-
dened with the past to be “contemporary” enough: “The culture of chil-
dren and young people must take precedence over the adults. This holds 
especially true for KNR, which must be encouraged to increase efforts to 
produce a contemporary and linguistically stimulating broadcast for the 
children” (my translation, Arbejdsgruppen for Sprogpolitisk Redegørelse 
2001, 15). Here, their proposed cultural agenda is instigating the Govern-
ment to meddle in the public service radio channel, marginalizing the cul-
ture of a substantial part of the Greenlandic citizens, especially the parents 
and grandparents of the young generation. But such an attitude would not 
only be a risk for the continuity of Greenlandic culture, but also for the 
cohesion of the Greenlandic Nation. Efforts to avoid dealing with Green-
landic culture, thus turning back against it, could make a deep cleavage 
between the generations — between the past and the future — and turn 
the Greenlanders towards alienation. The cultural policy recommended 
at this point appears to aim at radically erasing Greenlandic culture to 
achieve a modernity absolutely cleansed of ethnic residuals. This reinven-
tion of the Greenlanders without any background shall instead be based 
on experimenting.

The working group found that the biggest cultural challenge at that 
time was to assert the Greenlandic culture “in competition with sizeable 
international culture such as American film and Danish popular period-
ical magazine culture” (my translation, Arbejdsgruppen for Sprogpolitisk 
Redegørelse 2001, 15). Against such a criterion, Greenlandic identity, lan-
guage, and culture do not fit, and should be erased from the consciousness 
of coming generations. At this point the group finally left their vague con-
cept of modernity and provided a more specific direction and shape. Hen-
rik Lund’s “real life” lost to the globalized commercial culture-industry.

Education
Some maintained that more Greenlandic lessons meant that the Green-
landers’ abilities in Danish had become too weak, and that without Dan-
ish or English the Greenlanders themselves would be left behind by the 
accelerating development in the rest of the world, which could result in a 
need for an external workforce speaking other languages. Karen Lang-
gaard writes: “The more the young generations become monolingual in 
Greenlandic, the harder it becomes for them to reach a level of education 



that matches what is required for the current society to function. Con-
sequently, the import of foreign workers could threaten Greenlandic yet 
again, and chances that Greenlanders would govern their own society will 
be reduced.” (my translation, Langgaard 2004, 223). She also stresses that 
Greenlanders suffered a loss when Danish teachers left Greenland again. 
In all these years, many Greenlanders learned Danish as a second language 
— mostly through informal self-study — while now it must be learned 
through formal classroom teaching (Langgaard 2004, 221).

Yet Mette Larsen-Lyberth (2006, 88) responded that to almost all Green-
landers, Danish had always been a foreign language. Larsen-Lyberth does 
not think the Greenlandization was harmful, and points out that students 
born in 1981–82, when Greenlandic Home Rule had just been established 
and Greenlandization began, have an advanced secondary education rate 
of 30.8 percent, while the rate was only 1.4 percent for students born in 
1959, when Danization was at its highest. Neither does Larsen-Lyberth 
agree that Greenlandization gave Greenlandic high prestige. Ironically, 
she can refer to exactly the same fact as Langgaard did, the job market: be-
cause Danish skills lead to a better education with more job opportunities, 
they promote development (Lyberth 2006, 86).

All sides agree that Danish and English are indispensable from a prag-
matic point of view. However, until recent years, Danish was also an ob-
stacle on the way to higher education. To be admitted to university, you 
must pass the exams of three classes of the Greenlandic upper-secondary 
school (gymnasium). Until 2012, upper-secondary school followed Dan-
ish standards, which included Danish lessons following the Danish cur-
riculum, focusing on Danish literature and presupposing Danish mother 
tongue level. The foreign language pedagogue Anne Holmen saw in 1997 
that by aiming at this level at the Greenlandic Gymnasium, any deviation 
from the Danish standards was regarded as lack of competence. Greenlan-
dic students experienced these lessons as very demanding, but neither very 
useful nor rewarding. Their Danish classmates did much better. Neither 
teaching nor evaluation took into account that the preconditions of the 
Greenlandic students was so different, so they were left with the feeling 
that they were inferior because they did not meet expectations (Larsen-Ly-
berth 2006, 68–69). 

Two contrasting views on education could be discerned: that either 
Danization or Greenlandization had gone too far. Those opposing Green-
landization found that Greenlandic culture as it had been was a consid-
erable obstacle to development, and they did not see any fatal threats to 
Greenlandic. Furthermore, like Langgaard, they anticipated that Green-
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landization will inhibit education and increase the need for qualified for-
eigners, taking Greenland out of the Greenlanders’ hands. Those who be-
lieved Danization had gone too far claimed that the opposite party’s views 
on the drawbacks of Greenlandization are speculations, and that the facts 
do not support their anxiety.

Langgaard views the role of the Greenlandic language in Greenlandi-
zation politics as a symbol for the Greenlanders’ identity in a postcolonial 
context, with a growing significance inasmuch as economic realities impede 
national independence (Langgaard 2004, 216). She mentions Storch and 
Jonathan Petersen’s highlighting the need for Danish, but she neglects Pe-
tersen and Henrik Lund’s demands for the Greenlandic language as more 
than just an identity marker. Greenlandic culture and language should be 
the base for the debates about Greenlandic future. These discussions may 
embrace the interdependencies between areas like cultural norms, people’s 
feelings and perceptions, organisational forms, technological opportuni-
ties, and foreign languages. A substantial part of the population is still 
rooted in Greenlandic culture, so the mother tongue is the crucial tool for 
progression and reason, so that Greenlanders can maintain their integrity 
and “real life” in the process. Greenlandic is the key, not an obstacle in the 
way, nor a symbol for dreams with a dubious future.

Case Study: Health Care Interpretation
Danish employees still pervade the Greenlandic administration, often in 
superior positions, and in the healthcare area they constitute the majori-
ty of the doctors. Thus, Greenlandic clients and patients usually have to 
be accompanied by an interpreter. Education of professional interpreters 
began as training of a few months’ duration in the 1980s, but today, the 
University of Greenland Ilisimatusarfik has a programme for translation and 
interpreting, which includes a course for healthcare interpretation that I 
have been teaching since 2012 (Ilisimatusarfik, 2016; Grove and Larsen, 
2020, 157–90).

Interpreter Qualifications and Cultural Asymmetries
In the Greenlandic healthcare system, the majority of patients speak Green-
landic, while the majority of doctors speak Danish. Originally, these cultures 
were as different from each other as they could get: small hunter-gatherer 



communities versus complex Western civilization. Today, there is the Dan-
ish, urban, upper-middle class doctor facing a Greenlandic catcher or fish-
erman from a small, remote settlement. Neither has much idea of the life or 
mind of the other. The Danish doctors typically only stay in Greenland for 
a short time, and do not get the chance to gain an insight into their patients’ 
language and culture, or into the conditions they live in like Greenland’s 
geography and infrastructure.

Because of the immense cultural gap, a lot of things discussed could be mis-
understood during consultation. The interpreter is typically the person who can 
detect when this is the case, and then intervene and help manage a cultural 
mediation. Thus, their education should contribute to qualify them for this role.

Other questions for culturally related norms deal with appropriate behav-
iour and ethics of interpreters, their gesture and body language, use of gaze, 
speed of the conversation, and turn of talk. One rather important thing is that 
the interpreter can handle the lack of Greenlandic terminology in an apt man-
ner. Greenlandic does not have terms for many specific medical concepts.

Some essential cultural aspects relate to the focus of the consultation. Pa-
tients and doctors have different expectations of each other (Curtis 2001, 91), 
and patients may not succeed at getting through all their questions (Curtis 
2001, 138). The need for cultural mediation is extremely significant in making 
the patients more involved and active in the design of their cure. Aagaard 
and Borg (2018) found that a cure is often hard to get through for the patient 
since it collides with their everyday life. Hospitalization is such an example: in 
Greenland, a patient will likely be hospitalized in a city very far away from their 
family. The doctor could have chosen alternative cures which may be less ef-
fective or take more time, but may nevertheless suit the patient’s way of life. If 
consultations involve patients in the design of their cure, patients would have 
the opportunity to describe their everyday lives and what matters to them, so 
that the doctor could help them consider various treatment options (Aagaard 
and Borg 2018, 12–13, 15–16). For the interpreter to be an intermediary, giving 
a broad picture of the worlds, values, and priorities of the patient and doctor to 
each other, is to bridge the wide gap between exceptionally different cultures, 
and must be considered a demanding cultural mediation.

Pedagogy and the Determining Factors
for Greenlandic Healthcare Providers
The Greenlandic healthcare interpreter is required to carry out more 
than just the swift and unnoticed delivery of accurate translation be-
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tween speakers of two different languages. No literature exists yet on in-
terpretation in the unique Greenlandic context, and to provide students 
the necessary knowhow, their education must rely on itself. Ironically, 
the students themselves are in a good position to give an understand-
ing of this complex cultural interaction. They are bilingual and bookish 
Greenlanders, and with this background they have good insights into 
both cultures and their complex cultural interactions, albeit this knowl-
edge is very unevenly distributed among them. Thus, our students are in 
the centre of the teaching as well as learning. And we shall find the way 
to extract and present their insights so far as they are relevant to serve 
their education. To this end, we apply two pedagogies for the course, 
one for mutual dissemination of skills between students with different 
backgrounds and experiences, and another for evaluation of an interpre-
tation, and they are both applied combined in role-plays simulating an 
interpreted consultation. 

Role-play
Given their prior notion of what healthcare is today, students set up 
a scene where they take turns playing roles, simulating cultural en-
counters with stereotypes as they still appear today, which are not so 
different from earlier days. For example, a Greenlandic patient who 
can speak his own language, but poor Danish, sits opposite to a Dan-
ish-speaking doctor who does not understand nor speak the patient’s 
language. Both are rooted in their own culture. Thus, our training of 
professional health dialogue interpretation should respond to the de-
mands of the actual conditions.  Most patients are newcomers from 
smaller towns or settlements without much schooling: they do not have 
a good grasp of the Danish language and culture, and appear typically 
withdrawn. The Danish doctor opens the consultation with, “Hello, 
how can I help you?” The situation reflects a doctor and a patient who 
must have an interpreter in order to understand each other. In this clear 
picture of the encounter between the two languages and cultures, we 
can see that the education programme must be set up so that both the 
patient’s and doctor’s needs can be met. In modern Greenland, a large 
part of the population, including the many that describe themselves as 
bilingual, will still need an interpreter in a highly specialised context 
such as healthcare. 



Translanguaging
Before performance and evaluation, the students elaborate and rehearse 
the role play themselves using translanguaging. Translanguaging can be 
used in a class where the students have varying degrees of proficiency in 
several different languages while learning and working with a subject mat-
ter. Whenever those who speak find that their own language is not under-
stood and does not meet their needs in some situation, they try another one 
from their repertoire of other languages available that they find best suited 
in the situation; not necessarily verbal communication, but also signs, ges-
tures, pantomime, drawings, and so on. Thus, many different languages 
are brought together in a class as a resource, not a barrier (García and 
Kano 2014, 261). In our course, the languages concerned were Greenlan-
dic, Danish, and English. English was typically the language that students 
used to find information online.

To follow the pedagogy of translanguaging, the teachers will transfer their 
agency to the students, so that they can always decide for themselves how 
to communicate. This is a key point of translanguaging: not to interfere, 
but rather leave decisions to those trying to bridge the language gaps in the 
specific situation (García 2009, 233). Delegating agency to them is, in total, 
what will appear most effective and rewarding. It is not the teacher standing 
at a distance, but those who are involved close to the activity and have the 
best knowledge of the situation, who could make the optimal choice on how 
to proceed. This way, every student’s choice of language is free. 

With translanguaging, students learn from each other. It is an advantage 
if the competences in the languages and fields related to the content of the 
teaching are unequally distributed among the students (García 2009, 225). 
That is generally the case among Greenlandic students. The content of 
their remarks is not likely to be linked to only one language, and an irreg-
ular distribution of skills in the classroom will mean that participants can 
learn from each other.

Translanguaging promotes a deeper understanding of content since many 
of the issues will be articulated in multiple languages, which obviously is an 
advantage for an interpreter. It develops one language in relation to another. 
It also promotes integration in a classroom between those who are emergent 
bilinguals and those who can take full advantage of their bilingualism. In 
addition — and this is where I think the great benefit of this pedagogy in our 
course lies — the students know a lot about both Danish and Greenlandic 
culture, but usually their knowledge is unevenly distributed, so everybody 
enhances their understanding in this field as a result.
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Evaluation without Fixed Standards
Dialogue interpreting is a complex activity to analyze. It continuously 
draws upon many different contributing abilities and skills of the inter-
preter, which are difficult to understand and define, and also interact in 
complex ways. The significance of a skill may typically change when the 
context changes — for example, a skill of knowledge of psychiatric terms 
has a high value when the consultation concerns a psychiatric disorder, but 
not so much in other consultations.

Van Lier (2010, 4) conceives all linguistic communication as ecolinguis-
tic because it has such an overwhelming complexity of interdependencies. 
For this reason, he does not believe that any linguistic communication can 
be assessed by the same fixed norm, or that there is a test standard with 
universal validity capable of covering all contexts. On top of that, he sees a 
danger that such standards cause the participants, observers, and assessors 
that attended the performance to neglect their own experience and person-
al impressions, and instead just follow the standard. He argues that such a 
standard test system largely circumvents the actual individual perception 
of the quality that he finds is all-important for the assessment. Therefore, 
if we reject standardized tests as assessments of competence in an unwieldy 
and complex context, it remains to rely on our own experiences to evaluate 
our competence.

Role-playing can satisfy such an approach. After the role-play, every eval-
uation panelist’s impression of the interpretation performed are discussed. 
From this discussion, each participant can expect to obtain a nuanced and 
multi-faceted analysis regarding the Greenlandic-Danish culture interface 
from a panel of unmatched expertise. At each evaluation round, the stu-
dents share their common pool of expertise and apply it against their un-
derstanding of this culture interface in the Greenlandic consultation. To 
articulate and discuss their insights, the panel members must be open and 
also look beyond the prominent Greenlandic trait of keeping oneself back. 

Localized and Subjective Approaches
In interpreter education and the scope of patients that professional inter-
preters mediate, you can recognize Henrik Lund’s concept of nationality, 
Greenlandic-ness, in the development of a modern Greenland.

Today’s culturte is much more diverse than a hundred years ago, since 
Greenland itself is more diversified, and every Greenlander’s cultural pro-



file is yet another composition of elements from Inuit and Western culture. 
Our students’ Greenlandic-ness is not as “pure” as Henrik Lund’s time, 
but at evaluation panels, they add to a picture of the interplay between re-
lated feelings, norms, and understandings of “the world” of the healthcare 
consultations in modern Greenland, such that Greenlanders may profit 
from Western medicine and Danish doctors. Practising various role-plays 
and the subsequent evaluations, this picture becomes better and better. 
The students will be professional interpreters employed to help to ensure 
citizens of all the corners of the Greenlandic society their equitable bene-
fits of healthcare.

The students’ understanding of the interpretation in a Greenlandic con-
sultation cannot be found and copied from abroad, so they rely on discus-
sions that take place during the evaluations of role-plays. We could only 
have acquired so many essential comments on our training by retrieving 
our local knowledge.

Concluding Thoughts
Faced with the universal ideals that Enlightenment had for civilization 
were cultures that characterized different population groups around the 
world. The Greenlanders felt affiliated to their own culture, but it clearly 
suffered under the colonial conditions. National Romanticism did not see 
the values   of the Enlightenment as elevated above national cultures, and 
had an eye for the stories and myths that were essential to cultivating cul-
ture. In Greenland, old narratives were distributed everywhere through 
oral traditions, while periodicals brought articles about the rest of the 
world, its literature, history, and geography. The national romanticism in 
Greenland showed faith in the Enlightenment, but not in the fact that one 
could just let the cultural basis of a population perish.

In the beginning of the nineteenth century, some Greenlanders believed 
that their own culture had failed and that they should copy Danish culture 
and language instead. Strong reactions showed how much Greenlandic 
meant to most Greenlanders. But there was broad agreement for teaching 
classes in Danish in school. Catechists Henrik Lund and Jonathan Petersen 
venerated traditional Greenlandic culture, but believed that Greenlanders 
as a nation must learn from the rest of the world. It was crucial, however, 
that they controlled development themselves based on their own culture, 
otherwise they would become dependent copies. I have tried to point out 
that the Greenlandic mother tongue is crucial in this process, because de-
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velopment this way is essentially managed through discussions of cultural 
related matters.

With decolonization after World War II, the Greenlanders gained equal 
rights as Danish citizens.  Danization brought Danish into the school at 
the expense of Greenlandic, with most of the teachers coming from Den-
mark as well. The result was that young people began speaking Greenlan-
dic full of errors, eventually losing interest in the language. In response, 
the Greenlanders demanded Greenlandization, restoring the Greenlandic 
language’s prominence, but there were also those who thought that Green-
landization could become a threat to education in Greenland, with some 
even suggesting that the Greenlanders should completely forget tradition 
and totally turn to the globalized world. 

At the University of Greenland, Ilisimatusarfik, education programs are 
generally aimed at Greenlandic society, such as interpretation in the health 
sector. As Greenland’s cultural situation is very unique, you cannot obtain 
knowledge from the outside world — you must utilize your own knowl-
edge. This is done by training the students using role-play. During the 
preparation of the role-play, each student is at all times completely free in 
their choice of language. After their performance, using their insight into 
both Danish and Greenlandic culture, they must evaluate it based on their 
own experiences and discuss their immediate impressions. In this discus-
sion, where linguistic nuances are of great importance, the students are 
happy to choose their mother tongue, Greenlandic. This is partly shown 
by Henrik Lund’s emphasis of the crucial importance of one’s own cultural 
foundation in one’s own cultural context, and of the fact that the mother 
tongue has a special significance, not at all as an exclusionary marker, but 
as a basis for development in national unity in the face of globalization.
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