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Ni’noxsola1 

In loving memory of my mom Angeline Turner and my late mother-in-law Annie 

Dawson, both of whom attended the Indian Residential Schools.2 Yet despite the brutality and 

painful circumstances with which they were raised and their challenges in life, they lived with 

dedication, love, strength, determination, humility, wisdom, and embodiment of ancestral 

teachings. 

You are my heroines. 

                                                 

1 In the bakwemkala language, which is the language of the Kwakwaka’wakw people, the word 

Ni’noxsola means wise people. It is the plural form of the word Noxsola, a wise person.   
2 The Indian Residential Schools system was a legislated assimilation policy by the federal Government 

of Canada designed to “kill the Indian in the child” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 
n.d., Historical Review section, para. 1), through which Indigenous children were forcibly removed 

from their families, communities, and cultures and placed in church-run, government-funded 
institutions. The children received no love or nurturing; instead, they were starved, punished for 
speaking their language, separated from their siblings for years, and suffered various forms of neglect 

and horrific physical, sexual, and emotional abuses. The last Indian Residential School in British 
Columbia closed in 1996 on Vancouver Island (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, n.d.). 
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Abstract 

This thesis explored the ancestral teachings regarding the roles of matriarchs and women in 

governance and leadership as a mechanism for restoring balance in Kwakwaka’wakw families 

and communities. This thesis emerged from the need to strengthen capacity in governance and 

leadership for Kwakwaka’wakw communities impacted by colonization. Participants were 

Ni’noxsola from the Kwakwaka’wakw Nation. The decolonizing, action-oriented methods used 

were ceremony as research and kitchen table conversations. Through privileging 

Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge systems this thesis contributes new knowledge to the field of social 

sciences in governance and leadership with the following findings: (a) ancestral systems locate 

women as intrinsic leaders in traditional Kwakwaka’wakw governance systems and (b) integral 

to Kwakwaka’wakw governance and leadership is the importance of both men and women. 

Recommendations call for change at the systemic level for Kwakwaka’wakw Nations for 

traditional and colonial governance, postsecondary institutions, and governments to restore 

ancestral laws that equalize Indigenous women in governance and leadership. 

Keywords: Leadership, Governance, Indigenous Women, Indigenous Communities. 
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Maya'xa̱la 

The word maya'xa̱la loosely translated means respect in Bakwemkala,3 which is the 

language of the Kwakwaka’wakw people. This thesis is written in a way to honour 

Kwakwaka’wakw epistemology and pedagogy, by framing the Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge 

within the context of ceremonial processes and story. When possible, I have used Bakwemkala 

words to honour the language of the Kwakwaka’wakw people and used Gitxsenimx words to 

honour my own identity in this thesis. I sought advice and guidance from the ‘Ni’noxsola in this 

study for the use of the words, spelling, and translations. I also recognize there are different 

dialects and spelling between the Kwakwaka’wakw communities; my intent is to honour the 

language and teachings. Every effort has been made to ensure the correct spelling, interpretation, 

and translation of these words; any errors are unintentional. 

In this thesis I have acknowledged the shared teachings and shared knowledge within the 

culture and language group; I have not intended to homogenize distinct Kwakwaka’wakw 

families and communities. Furthermore, I have respected and recognize there are unique and 

distinct roles of Kwakwaka’wakw women within their families and communities. Although I 

have used the terms Indigenous and First Nations throughout the thesis, I have done so with the 

intent to respect distinct people, culture, and histories. In this thesis, my use of the term Indian 

has been used within the context of its legal meaning under the Indian Act (1876) and is not 

intended to be offensive to Indigenous people. The term Western, depending on the context, 

refers to patriarchy, colonialism, or Eurocentric ideologies, constructs, and systems. 

                                                 

3 Some Kwakwaka’wakw people refer to their language as Kwak̓wala; however, for the purposes of this 
thesis the word Bakwemkala is used which is another term used for their ancestral language 
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Although the thesis is segmented into sections, as is standard in Western academic theses, 

I invite you, as the reader, to journey through this thesis holistically with an openness to learning 

and seeking to understand the interconnectedness and relationality of Kwakwaka’wakw people, 

cultures, and teachings. In particular, I invite readers who may be less familiar with 

Kwakwaka’wakw people, cultures, and teachings to utilize the cultural agility required to look 

beyond your frame of reference, mental models, and worldviews. As you engage through the 

sections to learn more about Kwakwaka’wakw people and cultures, I invite all readers to resist 

the urge to compare or validate Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge systems with Western knowledge 

systems, or with other Indigenous peoples and cultures. The approach is not to essentialize or 

propagate the polarity of Indigenous and Western research methodologies, epistemologies, and 

pedagogies but rather, where appropriate, honour their distinct characteristics and acknowledge 

areas where these may have confluence or alignment. 
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T’oyax’si’ nis’m4 

Xe Kwa’layu 

I dedicate this thesis to my hlgi’,5 Dallas, Morrie, Cody, and Jesse. My Sasam,6 you are 

my Xe kwa’layu,7 which means “my reason for every breath that I take.” Your unwavering love 

for me as your mother over the years, especially this past year, has kept me strong, lifted me up, 

and filled my heart with love and happiness that words cannot express. Wil’naat’ehl8 is 

fundamentally important to me and is a foundational value that I hold sacred. Life has not always 

been easy, but we continue to hold on to each other. Ansipinsxw,9 the love we share through 

pain, loss, grief, life’s disappointments, celebrations, and accomplishments has been expressed 

through our heart-to-heart talks, our moments together, our hugs, our tears, humour, laughter, 

and with those four precious words, “I love you, mom.” 

As I have watched each of you grow into adulthood, my heart has always ached that I 

never did more to help you learn about your Gitxsan and Kwakwaka’wakw cultures; however, I 

take comfort in knowing that it is never too late to learn. It is my wish that the knowledge shared 

here will help you to learn more about your Kwakwaka’wakw identity, culture, and teachings as 

well as help you understand your role as Kwakwaka’wakw men and my role as your mother.  

I love you long-time and forever—you are my whole world. 

                                                 

4 T’oyax’si’ nis’m in this context means thank you in Gitxsenimx, the language of the Gitxsan people 

5 Hlgi’ is a Gitxsenimx word; translated into English it means children. 

6 Sasam in Bakwemkala means my children. Advice and translation for this word was provided by 
Noxsola Evelyn Voyageur. Spelling for the word was obtained from First Voices (n.d.) website. 

7 Kwa’layu is singular, Xe Kwa’layu is plural. Another translation for kwa’layu is “my reason for being”. 

8 Wil’naat’ehl is a Gitxsenimx word that translated into English means family.  
9 Ansipinsxw is a Gitxsenimx word that means love. 
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Gilakas’la10 

I must first acknowledge and give thanks to the Creator and to my ancestors who have 

walked before me; their spirit and guidance have carried me through in my life’s path and this 

thesis journey. My master’s degree journey has been more than knowledge gathering; it has been 

healing and life changing. I have been blessed with the love and support of so many people, all 

of whom I am indebted to; for without all of you these pages would be empty. I apologize if I 

missed anyone. 

I will always treasure the warmth, generosity, and support I received by my 

Kwakwaka’wakw family, friends, and colleagues; words are not enough to express my sincere 

and deep gratitude for the time, knowledge, and wisdom shared with kindness, humility, and 

generosity by Audrey Wilson, Chief Makwala Rande Cook, Chief Wedlidi Speck, Chief 

Maxwiyalidzi Henry Nelson, Chief Nulis Edwin Newman and Ni’noxsola Pauline Alfred, 

Alberta Billy, Charlotte Joseph, and Gwimolas Vera Newman. Your willingness to share your 

ancestral teachings with me has truly been a gift and a privilege. I hope that I have honoured 

your words accurately in this thesis. 

I was truly blessed to have Dr. Susanne Thiessen and Dr. Catherine Etmanski as 

Supervisors who shared their wisdom, experience, and knowledge with me on this journey. Your 

support for my ideas and responsibilities as I worked to honour Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge, 

processes, and protocols was important and your respect for my Indigenous teachings was 

integral to my success in this journey. Your guidance and encouragement has been invaluable; it 

                                                 

10 In this context, the word Gilakas’la in the Bakwemkala language means thank you.  
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has helped me to broaden my knowledge and strengthen writing. I offer gratitude and honour for 

Dr. Evelyn Voyageur, respected Kwakwaka’wakw Elder and leader, who agreed to support my 

journey as External Examiner to review my thesis, whose insight and knowledge contributed 

greatly to this thesis. 

I am eternally grateful for my friends who have been in my cheering section this past 

year: Charlene Everson, Cary-Lee Calder, Danielle Mitchell, and Jessica Giesbrecht. You picked 

me up after my meltdowns, you lifted me up when I was struggling, you listened to my pain, 

rants, and frustrations, and you cared for me when I needed it most. You have become my 

family; you are my sisters, and I love you dearly. 

Thank you also to the following people for your care and support: Della Green, Josh 

Allen, Rebecca Marshall, Jen Donovan, and Kristine Chyplyk. Thank you to the faculty and staff 

at Royal Roads University and to the Dzawada’enuxw First Nation, Indspire, New Relationship 

Trust, and Irving K. Barber for your financial support. 

Gilakas’la to Al Dawson. For 33 years you were my rock; your friendship, care, wisdom, 

witty and often bratty humour, and love helped me become who I am today. Over the years, you 

have shared your Kwakwaka’wakw culture, stories, and teachings with me, which has 

strengthened my knowledge and leadership. You inspired me to share my culture with you and 

encouraged me to heal, grow, and learn more about my own family, people, and culture. It was 

an honour to have connected with you in this way, and I will cherish that forever. We had some 

tough times, in more ways than one, especially when my work and school took me away from 

you and our sons, but through it all we loved; I am forever grateful and blessed to have had you 

in my life’s journey. Gilakas’la. 
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‘Naa-mehl 

An essential practice for many Indigenous people is to locate themselves and share their 

personal stories in their writing (Anderson, 2000; Kovach, 2009). In this section, I introduce 

myself briefly, which is an important teaching and practice in my Gitxsan culture.  

My Gitxsan name is ‘Naa-mehl. I am Lax Gibuu,11 and I belong to wilps Haisimsque.12 

My Gitxsan name, loosely translated, means to tell as in messenger. My late father Magnus 

Turner was Chief ‘Wiigyet from the Giskaast clan, and my late mother, Angeline Turner, was 

our matriarch of our wilp Haisimsque, we are a matrilineal society.  I am from a Gitxsan 

community called Gitanyow; however, I grew up in Gitsegukla located in Northwestern British 

Columbia. I am the youngest in a family of eight children. I have four grown sons, and we 

currently live in unceded Lekwungen territory also known as Victoria. 

I have also had the privilege and honour of being accepted into the Dawson family and 

Kwakwaka’wakw community, who welcomed me as one of their own. My focus on 

Kwakwaka’wakw culture in this inquiry arose out of tremendous respect for my connection to 

my Dawson family, who embraced me, supported me, loved me, and over the years have shared 

their rich culture, history, teachings, and ceremonies with humility that have grounded me in my 

healing, knowledge, and leadership thus far. 

This thesis is inspired by the concept of hla’ daxgyetim hanaak, which means strength of 

a woman in my Gitxsenimx language. The concept refers to the powerfulness of matriarchs in 

Gitxsan governance. My leadership journey has brought me back to our ancestral teachings not 

                                                 

11 Lax Gibuu means wolf clan in the Gitxsenimx language. 
12 Wilps Haisimsque means house of Chief Haisimsque in the Gitxsenimx language.  
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only to strengthen my identity but also to enhance my leadership competencies from a 

foundation of culture that will make space for a stronger and more authentic self, personally and 

professionally. 

Gilakas’la, T’oyax’si’ nis’m 
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Nuyam13 ‘Nam14: Understanding the Journey 

Me: Tell me about the women’s dance that I saw, the madam. 

Makwala: The madam is a story of a young boy. It comes from the Namgis, 

about a young boy who is having a hard time. He was treated severely by his father.  

The young boy runs away to the mountain to actually commit suicide.  

We’ve got this mountain in Woss, which has quartz crystal all over it. 

He climbed up thinking he would jump off;  

then he decided to try to drown himself in the crystal glacier water. 

He did it four times, each time the quartz crystals started to stick to him. 

What he didn’t realize was that he was purifying himself of everything, 

healing each time he went to plunge himself into the glacier water.  

Crystals started to stick all over his body and he had the ability to fly. 

He flew around the world. He wanted to come back to his family.  

He would sit on the trees and fly from tree to tree. 

The spirit came to him and gave him a wonderful treasure to take back to his people. 

(R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018)15 

A paradigm shift is underway, a growing movement over the decades to locate 

Indigenous people’s culture and ancestral knowledge systems, embedded in ancestral teachings, 

such as the above-mentioned story, at the forefront of modern-day development: “as the 

                                                 

13 Nuyam in the Bakwemkala language means story. I sought advice and guidance from Chief Wedlidi 

Speck for the words and translations for Nuyam and the numbers that follow. The spelling for the word 
Nuyam was obtained from the First Voices (n.d.) website. Noxsola Evelyn Voyageur further explained 

Nuyam means legend, myth, interpretation from a dictionary from the National Museum of Man 
Mercury Series (Grubb, 1977) with the help of Evelyn Voyageur’s father. 

14 ‘Nam in the Bakwemkala language means number one, in the subsequent sections to the Nuyam ‘Nam 
the translations follow chronological order and translate to mean numbers two, three, four, and five for 

the respective Nuyam section headings. 
15 All personal communications in this thesis have been used with permission. 
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twentieth century unfolds to a new millennium, many voices and forums are converging to form 

a new perspective on knowledge. Many of these voices belong to Indigenous people who have 

survived European colonization and cognitive imperialism” (Battiste, 2000, p. xvi). This shift is 

not without its challenges; Indigenous people are faced with the polarity of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous worldviews, the inequity and lack of acceptance of Indigenous knowledge systems as 

valid or true within the dominant society, and the complexity faced by Indigenous people to 

decolonize themselves, their own families, organizations, and communities after decades of 

forced federalism, colonialism, and cultural genocide.16 Many questions arise as Indigenous 

people journey toward self-determination: Why do Indigenous people continue to perpetuate 

colonial systems and structures within our families and communities? If women were 

traditionally revered as leaders, why are Indigenous people not honouring this teaching? Is it 

possible to take ancestral philosophies and principles and apply them into a modern context? 

How can Indigenous people honour ancestral laws in contemporary governance systems? Can 

Indigenous people incorporate cultural teachings into policy and practice? This thesis was 

inspired by belief in the possibility of Indigenizing organizational systems and processes through 

                                                 

16 The summary of the final report on the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (2015) 
regarding the Indian Residential Schools describes the assimilation policy as cultural genocide, which is 
defined in the report as “the destruction of those structures and practices that allow the group to 

continue as a group” (p. 1). The report continued to assert, “States that engage in cultural genocide set 
out to destroy the political and social institutions of the targeted group. Land is seized, and populations 

are forcibly transferred and their movement is restricted. Languages are banned. Spiritual leaders are 
persecuted, spiritual practices are forbidden, and objects of spiritual value are confiscated and 
destroyed. And, most significantly to the issue at hand, families are disrupted to prevent the 

transmission of cultural values and identity from one generation to the next” (Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 1).  
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bringing back our strength and honouring ancestral teachings in governance and leadership to 

reclaim the roles of Indigenous women and restore balance in families and communities. 

In the title of this thesis, the Bakwemkala word łaʷeyasəns gayułas17 means strength 

where we come from. In this section of this thesis, I provide information regarding the focus and 

framing of the study in which I outline the significance of reclaiming ancestral teachings 

regarding the roles of Kwakwaka’wakw women in governance and leadership and explain why 

restoring balance in Indigenous communities is required. I provide the context regarding the role 

of Rande Cook, whom I will refer to by his chief name, Makwala, who supported me on this 

journey as my community partner, and how this study is of benefit to the Kwakwaka’wakw 

Nations. I provide a brief overview about the role of Audrey Wilson, Executive Director for the 

Laichwiltach Family Life Society, who was my inquiry advisor. I also present a systems 

analysis, describing the systems inherent within the inquiry including the boundaries and 

external factors of the system. I conclude this Nuyam with a summary overview of the thesis. 

I conducted this thesis to explore the ancestral teachings regarding the roles of matriarchs 

and women as leaders in the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations. I undertook this knowledge gathering 

with the aim to identify ancestral principles and practices regarding the roles of Indigenous 

women as a mechanism for restoring balance in families and communities within the context of 

leadership and governance, specifically within Kwakwaka’wakw Nations. The purpose for this 

knowledge gathering was to address change at the systems level for Kwakwaka’wakw families 

and communities, as explained next. 

                                                 

17 I sought advice and guidance from Elder June Johnson who provided the word, translation, and spelling 
for łaʷeyasəns gayułas. 
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Exploring and learning about Kwakwaka’wakw culture offered me an opportunity to 

identify and explore the reclamation of the values, teachings, and practices related to the intrinsic 

role of women as leaders within Kwakwaka’wakw Nations, which has been negatively impacted 

as a result of colonization. Prior to colonization, women were traditionally revered and upheld as 

sacred, as echoed by Chief Makwala who stated: “they were treated with utmost respect because 

they were the life-givers and nurturers of our children” (R. Cook, personal communication, 

February 13, 2018). The integral role of women and matriarchs is the strength of 

Kwakwaka’wakw Nations and is inextricably linked to ancestral teachings regarding the 

importance of balance that requires complementary and interrelated roles of men and women. 

My approach in this thesis was to privilege Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge systems, illuminate the 

strength of Indigenous teachings and practices, and create understanding about Indigenous 

perspectives of community development within the context of the integral roles of Indigenous 

women as leaders in families and community. 

My career has been dedicated to supporting Indigenous communities in strengthening 

leadership, governance, and community development. My pursuit of knowledge in this research 

topic began in 2014, when I was working with the University of Victoria, School of Public 

Administration to develop their Diploma in Indigenous Community Development and 

Governance program. During this time, it became apparent to me that the resources available to 

develop curricula specifically in the context of British Columbia (BC) regarding governance and 

community development for Indigenous people were extremely limited. The Kwakwaka’wakw 

Nations, like many Indigenous communities, are grappling with the complexity of strengthening 
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their capacity to disentangle their communities from colonial governance systems and reintegrate 

Kwakwaka’wakw traditional systems, which I aimed to support in this thesis. 

Chief Makwala supported me on this journey as my community partner and had a key 

role in sharing knowledge that is embedded in Kwakwaka’wakw ceremony. Chief Makwala is a 

traditional Kwakwaka’wakw chief from the ‘Namgis Nation located in Yalis.18 My connection to 

Chief Makwala is familial; his p̓a̱sa, which was an integral part of this thesis, was a memorial for 

his late grandmother, Florrie Matilpi, who was closely related to the Dawsons. Based on the 

Indigenous context in which I was working, my established familial connection strengthened 

knowledge gathering rather than undermining it. My family connections with my community 

partner and within the Kwakwaka’wakw nations aligns with the Tri-Council Policy Statement: 

Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, 

Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and 

Humanities Research Council of Canada, 2014) requirement to establish a connection with 

Indigenous communities,  

Engagement between the community involved and researchers, initiated prior to  

  recruiting participants and maintained over the course of the research, can enhance  

  ethical practice and the quality of research. Taking time to establish a relationship can  

  promote mutual trust and communication, identify mutually beneficial research goals,  

  define appropriate research collaborations or partnerships, and ensure that the conduct of  

  research adheres to the core principles of Respect for Persons, Concern for Welfare –  

                                                 

18 Yalis is located in the traditional territory of the ‘Namgis people, also known as Alert Bay, BC. 
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  which in this context includes welfare of the collective, as understood by all parties  

  involved – and Justice. (p. 109–110) 

Importantly, the familial connection is also aligned with the relational protocols of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw people.  

This thesis also focused on systems change at the nation level of the Kwakwaka’wakw 

culture and language group and for Indigenous people more broadly. There is no specific 

overarching chief or organization for the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations; as such, I centred the 

inquiry component of this knowledge gathering around traditional family systems within these 

nations referred to as Namima. I provide further information regarding the Kwakwaka’wakw 

Nations in the Community Partner Context of this section. Systems change requires capacity 

development; therefore, one of the aims for the outcomes of this thesis was the opportunity for 

this knowledge gathering to inform curricula for postsecondary institutions in governance and 

leadership and to provide insight and understanding for governments in their relationship with 

Indigenous people in BC. 

Audrey Wilson, Executive Director for the Laichwiltach Family Life Society (LFLS), is a 

long-time respected colleague who, as my inquiry advisor, provided advice and guidance before, 

during, and after my exploration of Kwakwaka’wakw teachings and practices. The LFLS is 

located in Laichwiltach territory, commonly known as Campbell River, and is a nonprofit society 

that provides family and community services for people of Indigenous ancestry. Audrey is 

Kwakwaka’wakw from the We Wai Kai Nation and I have found her support for me and for this 

thesis to be invaluable. 
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The change goal for this thesis was to support the journey out from colonial influences 

and colonial constructs of legislated governance imposed on Kwakwaka’wakw communities and 

Indigenous communities more broadly. Through conducting this study, I worked to support 

communities in their journey toward the development of a strengthened Kwakwaka’wakw 

nationhood from a foundation of ancestral teachings regarding the intrinsic role of matriarchs 

and women in their families and communities. Learnings from this thesis may be of interest to 

other Indigenous communities, postsecondary institutions, and governments. To achieve this 

goal, I designed the primary research question and subquestions to increase knowledge and 

understanding of Indigenous epistemologies regarding the ancestral teachings about the roles of 

matriarchs and women specifically within the Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge systems and to 

determine how this facilitates balance in families and communities as they journey toward 

strengthened nationhood. 

In conducting this inquiry, I sought to answer the following primary research question: 

How can the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations incorporate the roles of matriarchs and women into 

leadership and governance to restore balance in families and communities? I designed the 

following subquestions to support this inquiry: 

1. What is a matriarch within the context of Kwakwaka’wakw people? 

2. How do you understand the ancestral teachings regarding the roles and 

responsibilities of matriarchs and women in Kwakwaka’wakw culture? 

3. What are the principles and philosophies in Kwakwaka’wakw cultures regarding 

balance between men and women and how are these practised? 
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4. How could these principles and practices be applied to governance and leadership and 

where? 

Significance of Inquiry 

Drawing from my experience working with Indigenous communities for over 20 years, 

this thesis, focused on Kwakwaka’wakw Nations, emerged from my vision for strengthening 

capacity in governance and leadership for Indigenous communities from a foundation of 

ancestral teachings. In this section, I outline how I conducted this study with the intent to direct 

change at the systemic level and how this inquiry aligned with the vision held by Chief Makwala 

as well as the desired change he wished to see. I also describe the key stakeholders in this section 

and the beneficiaries of this study. Framed within the context of reconciliation and Indigenous 

rights, the significance of this thesis is extended broadly to include the potential for systems 

change not only for Kwakwaka’wakw Nations, but also for Indigenous communities, 

postsecondary institutions, and the provincial government. 

The challenges and changes required for Kwakwaka’wakw Nations and Indigenous 

people must be framed within the context of the broader issue of colonization and the impact of 

assimilation policies and practices of governments and churches on Indigenous people. “The 

imposition of Western governance structures and the denial of Indigenous ones continue to have 

profoundly harmful effects on Indigenous people” (Alfred, 2009, p. 25); it is for this reason that, 

through conducting this inquiry, I aimed to support change at the systems level for 

Kwakwaka’wakw people. 

Prior to this study, Chief Makwala had announced his family’s memorial p̓a̱sa for his late 

grandmother Florrie Matilpi (personal communication, February, 13, 2018). In preparation for 
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his p̓a̱sa, Chief Makwala had already recognized how colonialism has negatively impacted his 

family directly and Kwakwaka’wakw communities more broadly, resulting in challenges in the 

cultural context. For example, Chief Makwala explained, “Currently, many women have brought 

with them Western influences and values to change ceremonies in present-day potlatches and 

feasts” (R. Cook, personal communications, February 13, 2018), resulting in fragmentation of 

families and growing animosity between men and women. Additionally, Chief Makwala 

explained, “many Kwakwaka’wakw men in leadership roles have embraced western values 

displayed by arrogant self-serving behaviours and mentality in our potlatches, feasts, and 

organizations” (R. Cook, personal communication, February 13, 2018), which are not reflective 

of cultural practices and values. Chief Makwala was referring to the impacts of acculturation, 

which Valaskakis, Stout, and Guimond (2009) explained, “is the process in which people, begin 

to integrate ideals and concepts from another people and begin to incorporate aspects of those 

ideals into their own way of life, as their former way of life becomes displaced” (p. 15). The 

acculturation that Chief Makwala has described is that, internally within the Kwakwaka’wakw 

nations, families are grappling with the complexity of the shifts of evolving cultural practices; 

generations who have been raised with Western perspectives and value systems that are not in 

alignment with ancestral Kwakwaka’wakw traditions and practice, are raising questions and 

changing cultural practice. 

The problematic issues of acculturation must be understood within the wider context of 

colonization, as Alfred (2009) indicated: “Knowing the history of European colonialism in North 

America demands recognition of the damage that has been done to the vitality of our traditional 
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cultures” (p. 29).  The issues of patriarchy and intersectionality in European colonialism are 

further discussed in Nuyam Ma’ł of this thesis. 

Culture, however, is not static. It is fluid and evolving; however important to understand 

for Kwakwaka’wakw people, the foundational teachings of the ancestors, although impacted by 

colonization, remain the strength of the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations. Recognition of the strength 

and resilience of ancestral laws and practice is echoed by Alfred (2009) who indicated: “But we 

must also honour the fact that Indigenous peoples have survived: the frameworks of their values 

systems remain intact and vital” (p. 29).  Despite the negative impacts of colonialism, there is a 

growing resurgence of Kwakwaka’wakw ancestral knowledge systems and practice in 

community which must extend into governance.  As Alfred (2009) articulated, “Without a value 

system that takes traditional teachings as the basis for government and politics, the recovery will 

never be complete” (p. 26). The renewal and regeneration of original ancestral teachings of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw people in leadership and governance are critical for achieving wellness, self-

determination, and sustainable futures for their families and communities. 

For Chief Makwala, this thesis was an opportunity to engage in reflective dialogue 

regarding the impact of colonization on his family and the potlatch system and to discuss the 

change he wanted to see: “I want to decolonize my own family” (R. Cook, personal 

communication, February 13, 2018). The reclamation of the ancestral teachings regarding the 

roles of women in Kwakwaka’wakw Nations is essentially reclaiming their identities as 

Kwakwaka’wakw people and their rights to self-determination. 

Kwakwaka’wakw chiefs, Elders, and people who shared knowledge are the key 

stakeholders and are beneficiaries of the knowledge gathered through this study. Smith (2012) 
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stated, “The first beneficiaries of Indigenous knowledge must be direct Indigenous descendants 

of that knowledge” (p. 123), which encapsulates the views of many Indigenous people with 

respect to research. The preservation and documentation of Kwakwaka’wakw-specific 

knowledge and teachings through this thesis is invaluable, particularly in recognition of the 

ongoing losses of Elders and fluent speakers in the nations. Chief Makwala recognized and 

acknowledged the benefits of this thesis and stated: “The knowledge you have documented in 

your work in this thesis benefits our families and adds to our tools that we need to address the 

change we need in our own communities and in society more broadly” (R. Cook, personal 

communication, December 12, 2018). Noxsola Gwimolas echoed Chief Makwala’s words when 

she stated, “I understand what you are doing in this thesis, and I support you; we need it in our 

communities” (V. Newman, personal communication, September 22, 2018). The knowledge 

gathered contributes to the ongoing resurgence to return to ancestral teachings by reframing 

family development, community development, and governance within the context of 

Kwakwaka’wakw philosophies, principles, and practices. 

Although Chief Makwala, his family, and the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations were the key 

focus for this study, the outcomes of this inquiry may also be of interest to Indigenous people 

and non-Indigenous people who may also benefit from this thesis. My intention in this thesis was 

to provide a pragmatic, decolonizing, and solutions-focused application of ancestral teachings to 

contemporary organizational systems and governance for Kwakwaka’wakw Nations. This thesis 

may provide a framework for other Indigenous communities who may have similar goals for 

reclaiming traditional governance. As noted earlier in this section, this thesis may be of interest 

to postsecondary institutions and governments that are working with Indigenous communities to 
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support capacity development in governance and leadership, self-determination, and self-

government and to organizations that are working to promote the advancement of Indigenous 

women in leadership. 

Locating Kwakwaka’wakw teachings and practices at the centre of governance, family 

development, and community development is underscored by the era of reconciliation and the 

recognition of the rights of Indigenous people. In recent years, Canadian society has entered an 

era of reconciliation between Indigenous people, governments, and society. The Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada (2015) released a report that put forward 94 calls to action 

to redress the legacy of the Indian Residential Schools, specifically to facilitate systemic and 

societal change to bring equity for Indigenous people and communities. In 2007, the United 

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People (UNDRIP) outlined 46 articles 

addressing the rights of Indigenous people, which included the right to self-determination and 

self-government. 

This thesis addressed the important need and movement to privilege the strength and 

richness of Indigenous ways of knowing, doing, and being within the context of reclaiming the 

ancestral teachings regarding the leadership roles of women, which have been lost as a result of 

colonization and assimilation policies of the colonial governments. Indigenous women were 

leaders who provided guidance to the men. To illustrate this point, a Kwakwaka’wakw family 

member explained, “We look to our aunties, grannies, mothers, and sisters for guidance and 

knowledge; these were the roles and responsibilities of women who can recite ancestral 

knowledge” (A. Dawson, personal communication, September 18, 2017). This quote 
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encapsulates a foundational philosophy regarding the intrinsic role that women had in 

Kwakwaka’wakw governance and knowledge systems. 

Although the approach of this inquiry was women centred, inextricably linked was the 

recognition of the ancestral laws regarding the importance of balance between men and women. 

Indigenous scholar and Elder Lorna Williams (personal communication, May 25, 2013) echoed 

this balance when she stated, “Women hold up half the sky, men hold up the other half.” These 

laws have been disrupted as a result of colonization, the imposition of European systems of 

patriarchy and influences of Western values in individuals, families, and communities, as Chief 

Makwala echoed in our conversation (R. Cook, personal communication, February 13, 2018).  

The linkage of this study to Chief Makwala, his family and the Kwakwaka’wakw nations is 

further explained in the next section. 

Organizational Context 

Makwala is a traditional Kwakwaka’wakw chief from the ‘Namgis nation located in 

Yalis. For Kwakwaka’wakw people, traditional chiefs inherit responsibilities as heads of 

families, thus Makwala’s chieftainship presides over his family. In this section of the Nuyam, I 

explain and clarify the role of Chief Makwala and how this thesis aligned with his goals for his 

family. I also provide information about the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations and how I designed this 

thesis to address systemic change in the broader context of society, which includes Chief 

Makwala, his family, and the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations. 

My connection to Chief Makwala is familial; his p̓a̱sa was an integral part of this thesis. 

On February 13, 2018, I met with Chief Makwala to discuss my research and the possibility of 

including his family’s potlatch ceremonies in my study. During this meeting, I learned about his 
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goals and what he wanted to achieve. Prior to this meeting, I was unaware that my thesis had 

confluence with one of his goals, which was to restore the ancestral teachings regarding the roles 

of Kwakwaka’wakw women; his approach was to facilitate this through ceremony. Serendipity 

perhaps, however, I believe the creator aligned our work; subsequently, Chief Makwala agreed to 

support my thesis as community partner. I found Chief Makwala’s warmth, trust, and willingness 

to share his family’s box of treasures and his support for my journey to be tremendously 

generous. I explain the concept of the box of treasures later in this section. 

This thesis also focused on systems change at the nation level of Kwakwaka’wakw 

culture and language group. There is no specific overarching chief or organization for the 

Kwakwaka’wakw Nations; as such, the inquiry component of this knowledge gathering was 

centred around traditional family systems within these nations. The Kwakwaka’wakw culture 

and language group are comprised of 17 nations located in Northern Vancouver Island and 

remote locations along the Coastal Mainland. For a complete listing of the nations, please refer 

to Appendix A. A map of the Kwakwaka’wakw group of nations is in Appendix B. 

The need for this study arose from several years of working with Indigenous 

communities across BC who are working hard to come out of the Indian Act (1876) toward self-

determination and self-governance. The legislated colonial governance systems and models are 

patriarchal, paternalistic, and not conducive to the needs of Indigenous communities as echoed 

by Alfred (2009) who stated, “Indigenous governance systems embody distinctive political 

values, radically different from those of the mainstream” (p. 29). Across BC and Canada, 

Indigenous communities are working to find ways to decolonize and reclaim their original 

traditional governance and organizational systems. Like many Indigenous communities, existing 
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within each of the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations is a dichotomy of both traditional systems and 

legislated colonial systems of governance referred to as band councils.19 

This research centred on the traditional system of governance for Kwakwaka’wakw 

people. Present-day traditional systems have chiefs, which are heads of families; these positions 

are inherited responsibilities, and several families make up the nation. It must be understood that 

the structure of Kwakwaka’wakw families includes extended families unlike the nuclear 

construct of families. The families have what is referred to as a box of treasures, which are 

distinct privileges and rights belonging to the family, including names, songs, dances, masks, 

regalia, origin stories, coppers, knowledge, and ceremonies. These treasures belong only to their 

respective families and are inextricably linked to their land and territory, with strict laws and 

protocols that govern use and ownership of these treasures. 

My approach for this research is centred on privileging Kwakwaka’wakw teachings and 

practices in leadership with a specific focus on women as a mechanism to restore balance in 

families and communities in leadership and governance. This thesis illuminated the respect and 

balance between women and men that is reflected in the ancestral teachings, principles, and 

practices of Kwakwaka’wakw people, which have been the strength of their nations. The 

reclamation, resurgence, and restoration of Indigenous practices and teachings has been at the 

forefront for many Indigenous communities in community development. 

                                                 

19 Key distinctions between colonial band councils and traditional governance, although there are many 
differences, are the patriarchal models with elected leadership through a Western electoral system as 
required by the Indian Act (1876). Although traditional systems are largely matrilineal, whereas 

Kwakwaka’wakw is patrilineal with inherited positions of leadership being within the family, clan, or 
tribe on the father’s side. 
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Pragmatic principles and practices provided within this thesis, reflected through the 

ancestral teachings regarding the integral roles of women and matriarchs, may be utilized by 

Indigenous communities and organizations as a template or framework for governance and 

organizational development. These principles and practices offer a framework to include in 

professional development training and curricula that will support the goals of Indigenous 

communities to decolonize and Indigenize their organizations and to develop governance models 

and organizational systems that are reflective of Indigenous cultural and traditional practices and 

principles. 

Systems Analysis 

In order to understand the complexity and magnitude of the change this thesis aims to 

achieve, I provide the following systems analysis. I begin this section with explaining why a 

systems analysis is required and what systems thinking is followed by Kwakwaka’wakw 

concepts of systems. I use a drum as a metaphor for systems to illustrate and frame my systems 

analysis. I conclude with a discussion about Senge’s (2006) concept of leverage and how this 

systems analysis presented me with an opportunity to potentially identify a leverage point for 

change. 

According to Senge (2006), systems thinking is a conceptual framework examining the 

interdependence of complex interactions and, “seeing the interrelationships rather than linear 

cause and effect chains and seeing process of change rather than snapshots” (p. 73). A systems 

analysis uses systems thinking to examine the interconnection between elements of systems 

(Stroh, 2015).  Furthermore, a systems analysis provides the opportunity not only to identify the 

interaction between elements but also the opportunity to identify underlying structures and 
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understand forces at play (Stroh, 2015). An analysis of systems in this study locates this inquiry 

in a larger systems context; it is an opportunity to recognize and understand the complexities of 

systems impacting Kwakwaka’wakw Nations as well as the potential opportunity to identify 

areas of shared vision and common goals for addressing the decolonization and Indigenization of 

governance and leadership in Kwakwaka’wakw communities. 

Kwakwaka’wakw concepts of systems: I found an alignment of systems thinking 

theories to Indigenous belief systems of holism, although it must be understood that prior to the 

introduction of Western notions of systems thinking, Indigenous ancestral beliefs regarding the 

interconnectedness and interrelatedness of people, land, animate and inanimate, and spirituality 

has existed since time immemorial. In the Kwakwaka’wakw context, the word Nu ł Namwayut20 

means we are all one, which encapsulates the principles of unity, relationality, and 

connectedness of Kwakwaka’wakw systems in the physical, cosmic and spiritual realms. 

Similarly, Atleo (2004) shared a theory of Tsawalk, which he described as the interrelatedness of 

physical and spiritual domains and “a worldview where the universe is regarded as a network of 

relationships” (p. 118). Systems in an Indigenous context are the interconnectedness of these 

relationships and the relational aspects between and among them, which were reflected in the 

knowledge-gathering, knowledge-creation, knowledge-sharing phases of this study. 

Furthermore, Nu ł Namwayut as a foundational principle in Kwakwaka’wakw systems, 

was fundamentally important to this study. Smith (2012) echoed this important requirement by 

stating, “In Indigenous frameworks, relationships matter. Respectful, reciprocal, and genuine 

                                                 

20 Advice for the spelling of the word Nu ł Namwayut was provided by Noxsola Evelyn Voyageur. 
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relationships lie at the heart of community life and community development” (p. 125). This is 

consistent with Gergen and Gergen (2015), who stated, “What we take to be knowledge of the 

world and self finds its origins in human relationships” (p. 403). The centrality of relationships in 

an Indigenous context is further understood to include Indigenous people’s relationship to the 

land, territory, the animate and inanimate, spirituality, and the cosmos. This is a reminder that, in 

conducting this inquiry, I needed to include holistic approaches in the research framework in 

order to gather, construct, and share knowledge in a way that reflects and respects these 

relationships 

Inspired by Bronfenbrenner’s (1996) ecological systems theory circular model, I use the 

drum as a metaphor to identify elements of my systems analysis relevant to this thesis, 

illustrating the complexity of systems at play (see Figures 1 and 2).  In figure two, I have co-

located children and culture in the center to depict the high value Kwakwakwakawakw people  

place on children who are considered to be sacred gifts from the creator and the importance of 

cultural continuity for the future of their tribes. The wooden circle symbolizes the 

Kwakwaka’wakw Nation as a whole, with elements within that circle that represent the systems 

of Namima, chiefs and councils, tribal councils, community organizations, language, box of 

treasures, land and territory, and spirituality. Chief Makwala, my community partner, is a chief 

within the system of Namima.  Namima are clans and within these clans are families with chiefs, 

matriarchs, children, men, women, grandparents, and extended family members.  Also, within 

this system of Namima are my study participants Chiefs Nulis, Wedlidi Speck, and 

Maxwiyalidzi and Ni’noxsola Gwimolas, Pauline Alfred, Charlotte Joseph and Alberta Billy. 

Chief Makwala’s potlatch is located in the within the system of box of treasures.  Audrey 
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Wilson, my inquiry advisor, is located in the community organizations system, specifically the 

Laichwiltach Family Life Society. The sinew that are woven through the drum illustrate the 

interactions between the systems and represent relationality, holism, and interconnectedness of 

these elements. The next layer outlines systems that impact and interact with the 

Kwakwaka’wakw Nations, which include governments, colonial policies, the Indian Act (1876) 

and other legislation, postsecondary institutions, provincial Indigenous political organizations, 

and other First Nations. The outer layer represents the broader society, attitudes, beliefs, values, 

mental models, and worldviews. 

 
Figure 1. The drum. 

Note. Copyright 2019 Marcia Dawson. 
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Figure 2. The drum as a metaphor: elements of a Kwakwaka’wakw systems analysis. 

Note. Copyright 2019 Marcia Dawson. 

While my aim in conducting this inquiry was to bring about systemic change for 

Kwakwaka’wakw people at the nation level, I narrowed my focus to a specific potlatch hosted by 

Chief Makwala, and specific ceremonies involving women. Chief Makwala’s goals for his 

family p̓a̱sa, to plant the seed to restore respect for and reclaim the roles of Kwakwaka’wakw 

women, aligned with this thesis. As mentioned above, Makwala is Chief of his Namima, in 

which there is a broader system of Namima in the Kwakwaka’wakw Nation. 

Within the Kwakwaka’wakw communities there exists a dichotomy of Western and 

traditional governance systems. The imposed colonial system of chief and band councils21 is 

                                                 

21 Referred to in the Indian Act (1876) as band councils. 
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legislated through the Indian Act (1876),22 and these are elected term positions. Tribal councils, 

which are distinct from band councils, are also colonial systems comprised of elected chiefs from 

each of the band councils from their member nations. There are two tribal councils in the 

Kwakwaka’wakw territory: Musgamagw Dzawada’enuxw Tribal Council and the Kwakiutl 

District Council. As mentioned previously, no overarching chief or organization has jurisdiction, 

authority, or representation over all Kwakwaka’wakw people, families, or nations. The 

traditional family system, such as that of Chief Makwala and his family, does not intersect with 

the colonial system; they are separate and distinct. The band council has no authority or role 

within the traditional potlatch system, which is the traditional institution of governance for 

Kwakwaka’wakw people. Similarly, the traditional system does not have a role in the colonial 

system. 

A challenge I faced in this study was to inspire culturally based change from a foundation 

of Kwakwaka’wakw ancestral teachings that have now been subsumed within colonial systems. 

The juxtaposition of the two governance systems within Kwakwaka’wakw communities 

presented geopolitical challenges inherent in the larger issue of colonization and constrained by a 

legislative framework founded in racist ideologies. An example of this geopolitical challenge is 

the dual system of governance within a Nation creating tensions over jurisdiction and authority 

over land, resources, territory, and socioeconomic matters for the families and communities.  

While my study was not impacted by the duality of governance systems in the Kwakwaka’wakw 

Nations, the co-location of these systems of governance within Kwakwaka’wakw Nations 

                                                 

22 The Indian Act of 1876 is legislation for control and authority over First Nations people in Canada. 
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presents a complexity of challenges for the families and communities linked to the impacts of 

patriarchy, and colonial values and systems as discussed in greater detail in Nuyam Ma’ł of this 

thesis. 

Since time immemorial, Indigenous people have maintained the importance of 

Indigenous rights and self-determination; since the arrival of the settlers and colonization of this 

country, Indigenous people have worked hard over the past several decades to address self-

government and self-determination. Many Indigenous communities have been working to come 

out of the Indian Act of 1876, as evidenced by legal battles to address Indigenous rights and title 

such as the Delgamuukw v. British Columbia (1997) and Tsilhqot’in Nation v. British Columbia 

(2014) cases, through constitutional mechanisms such as the Royal Proclamation of 1763, and 

the Constitution Act of 1982, and through commissions such as the Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal Peoples (1996) and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (2015).  There is  

growing recognition, albeit slow, inconsistent an often superficial, of Indigenous traditional 

governance systems by Canadian governments. 

On February 14, 2018, Justin Trudeau, Prime Minister of Canada, issued a statement to 

announce the development of a Recognition and Implementation of Indigenous Rights 

Framework that will include “new measures to support the rebuilding of Indigenous nations and 

governments, and advance Indigenous self-determination, including the inherent right of self-

government” (para. 4). Additionally, the Aboriginal Peoples Television Network reported, 

Speaking to Assembly of First Nations-member chiefs in Regina, Wilson-Raybould said 

First Nations need to prepare for a future where Indian Act bands are done away with, 
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opening the door to more traditional governance where communities are grouped by 

nations. (Berrera, 2017, para. 2) 

Furthermore, a news article, on January 25, 2019, by Canadian First Nations Radio Network  

  reported, 

  Canada’s Minister of Crown-Indigenous Relations says that increasing First Nations  

  capacity for self-governance is the way to solve jurisdictional disputes like the one in  

 Wet’suwet’en territory.  Minister Carolyn Bennet says that by rebuilding hereditary  

 structures, a better consensus of who speaks for each nation can be made.  Bennett points  

 to the Indian Act’s imposing of elected Band Councils, splitting up larger nations, as the 

 root cause of the problem. She highlighted her government’s Nation Rebuilding Program  

 as a way to improve self-governance in First Nations communities. (Blagden, 2019,  

  para.1) 

This thesis provided an opportunity for Kwakwaka’wakw families and communities to begin the 

process for exploring ways to incorporate ancestral teachings into contemporary organizational 

systems, policy and practice, and design systems of governance based on the Kwakwaka’wakw 

principles and structures. 

As an Indigenous consultant, supporting the move to privilege Indigenous knowledge 

systems is fundamental and foundational to my work. I am working with postsecondary 

institutions to shift the narrative about Indigenous people away from the negative stereotypical 

views that are widely held by many non-Indigenous people; the negative perceptions and lack of 

understanding about the strength of Indigenous people marginalizes Indigenous knowledge 
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systems, that are not accepted as valid, within curricula and programs that are largely 

Eurocentric. Citing Delgamuukw v. British Columbia (1997), which upheld oral tradition as 

evidence, Battiste (2000) explained the struggle Indigenous scholars confront when addressing 

the lack of legitimacy of Indigenous knowledge and scholarship in academia: “If the courts are 

required to consider oral tradition, then all other decision makers should likewise consider the 

validity of oral traditions as significant sources for the distribution and dissemination of 

Aboriginal knowledge and scholarship” (p. xx). Systems, within this context of the equalization 

of Indigenous knowledges, require a paradigm shift in postsecondary institutions; this thesis aims 

to privilege Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge system and contribute to the growing body of literature 

in Indigenous scholarship . The next section discusses the potential opportunity for a leverage 

point for change (Senge, 2006). 

Leveraging for change: Senge (2006) explained the principle of leverage in systems 

thinking as “small well-focused actions [that] can sometimes produce significant, ensuring 

improvements, if they are in the right place” (p. 65). There is opportunity for the change to occur 

innately within the Kwakwaka’wakw family systems of Namima, specifically the Ni’noxsola in 

the nations, which would strengthen the decolonization process toward achieving self-

determination and self-government. By no means am I referring to the Ni’noxsola as small; in 

fact, Ni’noxsola, as mentioned previously, means wise people, and individuals are referred as 

Noxsola because they are wise and, therefore, highly respected. Senge (2006) explained that the 

ability to finding leverage points requires the ability to “understand the forces at play in those 

systems, see the underlying structures and think in terms of processes of change rather than 

snapshots” (p. 65). The knowledge of the Ni’noxsola, grounded in ancestral teachings, is 



KWAKWAKAWKA’WAKW WOMEN IN GOVERNANCE 40 

temporal, linking the past, present, and future. While some of the Ni’noxsola are also young wise 

people, many of the Ni’noxsola are Elders and becoming fewer. There is strength in ancestral 

knowledge and this knowledge lies in the hearts and minds of the Ni’noxsola.  

Overview of the Thesis 

In this section, I outlined the focus and framing of this thesis, which explored the 

ancestral roles of matriarchs and women as leaders in the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations. In 

conducting this study, I aimed to identify ancestral principles and practices regarding the roles of 

Indigenous women as a mechanism for restoring balance in families and communities within the 

context of leadership and governance, specifically within Kwakwaka’wakw Nations. I discussed 

the community partner context regarding the roles of Chief Makwala, as my community partner 

and Audrey Wilson, Executive Director for the LFLS, as my inquiry advisor. I concluded this 

section with a systems analysis.  

The remainder of the thesis is organized as follows: In Nuyam Ma’ł is a review of 

literature organized around two key themes: the interrelated roles of Indigenous men and women, 

and reclamation of ancestral teachings in Indigenous governance. In Nuyam Yudaxw, I outline 

the methodological framework and practical methods I used to complete this study focused on 

Kwakwaka’wakw-centred approaches. In Nuyam Mu, I describe the findings from the inquiry, 

which includes the stories of the Chiefs and Elders, present the study conclusions, and discuss 

the scope and limitations of the inquiry. In Nuyam Sak̓a, I outline my recommendations based on 

the findings and conclusions from the previous section. The implications for Chief Makwala, the 

Kwakwaka’wakw and for future research are also discussed in this section. The next Nuyam 

links recent literature with key concepts that have framed aspects of my thesis. 
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Nuyam Ma’ł: Journey through Literature  

This thesis aimed to privilege Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge regarding the role of women 

as a mechanism to restore the original governance systems intended by the ancestors. I begin this 

section within concepts of leadership and governance in an Indigenous context. The literature 

review is organized around two key themes: the interrelated roles of Indigenous men and 

women, and reclamation of ancestral teachings in Indigenous governance. Examining these two 

themes is multifaceted and complex, particularly given the diversity of Indigenous people’s 

cultures, teachings, and practices in family, community, and governance. These two areas of 

focus provide the contextual framework designed to create understanding regarding the 

importance of addressing change at systemic levels for Indigenous people and communities as 

indicated in this thesis.  

It is important for me to acknowledge the body of work of many Indigenous scholars and 

authors over the past decades, whose writings have been invaluable and inspirational. I stand on 

the strength of their work to address the emancipation of Indigenous people and equalization of 

Indigenous knowledge systems. In reviewing the literature, I focused on the local and 

community contexts to ensure relevancy with my thesis. 

This literature review is framed within the context of Indigenous governance and 

leadership.  There are many different concepts and definitions of leadership and distinct systems 

of governance; this next section describes, at a very fundamental level, a summary of some of the 

shared perspectives. I do not intend to simplify nor homogenize Indigenous concepts of 

leadership and governance but to provide context and understanding. 
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Indigenous leadership: Leadership, in an Indigenous context, as described by Thomas 

(2018) is about “living a life rooted in teachings” (p. 100) past, present and future. Thomas 

(2018) went on to explain that Indigenous concepts of leadership include the embodiment of 

Indigenous values and beliefs and doing their work “with a good mind and spirit” (p. 102).  

Alfred (1999) described characteristics of Indigenous leadership as grounded in traditional 

Indigenous cultures and teachings, with principles that include accountability, responsibility and 

respect, Alfred used the analogy of the relationship between drummers, singers, and dancers at a 

powwow to describe characteristics of Indigenous leadership, 

The drummers and singers give voice to the heartbeat of the earth, and the dancers move  

  to the sound, giving life to their personal visions and to those of their people.  The drum 

 prompts and paces. Drummers, singers, and dancers act together to manifest tradition  

  through the songs.  All three groups are essential and related, the role of each group being 

  to respect and represent the spirit of the creation in its own way, according to its own 

 abilities. (p. 115) 

Leadership, Alfred (1999) explained, is linked to mutual respect for the community and other 

leaders. 

 Kenny (2012) described Indigenous leadership as relational, non-hierarchal, spiritual and 

connected to the land and ancestors.  Kenny (2012) also stated that, “communities often choose 

leaders because of their integrity, their accomplishments and their specific attributes and skills” 

(p. 6).  Indigenous scholars have described that, historically, the leadership roles of Indigenous 

women are defined within the context of their specific gifts, knowledge, and skills.  Also 
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historically, the Indigenous perspectives of leadership are interconnected with traditional 

Indigenous governance systems, as described in the next section.  

Indigenous Governance: In an Indigenous context governance is described as egalitarian 

(Alfred, 1999) founded on principles of equality of gender relations, balance between men and 

women, and respect for individual freedom.  As explained by Chief Makwala, in the 

Kwakwaka’wakw context, the structures of governance are founded in their origin stories, and 

which are explained in Nuyam Mu of this thesis. Chief Makwala further explained the principles 

of governance are founded an ancestral in principles of unity, harmony, and living in service to 

families (R. Cook, personal communications, June 26, 2018).   

The social structures and Indigenous governance systems are clan and family units, and 

as Alfred (1999) explained, “[are] larger forms of organization from tribe through nation to 

confederation, all are predicated on the political autonomy and economic independence of clan 

units through family-based control of lands and resources” p. ( 49). The framework for 

Indigenous governance is inextricably linked to Indigenous teachings, values, and philosophies 

(Alfred, 1999) as well as the land and territory.  

Similarly, Bruhn (2009), in her research about Indigenous governance, outlined the 

following principles of governance prior to contact: 

1) Attunement: a principle requiring the community to maintain a keen sense of its fit  

  within the Whole. The universe is alive with interrelated forces that are manifested not  

  only within humans but in the surrounding natural world. A key task of human  

  governance is to fit and help maintain this order.  2) Responsive, responsible leadership: a 

 principles including both obligations to the community and to the living spaces it  
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  inhabits. Whether leadership is earned, learned or inherited, a vigorous leader with a high 

  moral standard is crucial to survival.  3) Harmony: a principle implying both  

  decisionmaking that seeks consensus and a web of reciprocal obligations. Good  

  relationships among member families and with neighbouring groups are imperative to 

  survival. 4) We help ourselves: drawing from the Mohawk word tewatatowie, a principle 

  stating that the people must take care of themselves and the land they live on.  It entails  

  both cohesion within the group and an irrevocable bond with the land. 5) Respect: a  

 quality required in all relationships: for leaders, in and among communities, for the  

  Creator and for plants, rocks and animals. Shunning carelessness, this principle entails  

 sanctions against acts of disrespect or inattention. (pp. 4–5) 

The principles outlined by Alfred (1999), Bruhn (2006) and Chief Makwala demonstrate that 

intrinsic to the framework for Indigenous governance are traditional teachings and values.  The 

next two sections in this Nuyam examine the literature regarding the interrelated roles of 

Indigenous men and women and the reclamation of ancestral teachings in governance. 

Interrelated Roles of Indigenous Men and Women 

I found the literature relating to the interrelated roles of Indigenous men and women 

focused on historical and ancestral knowledge and practices. Four themes emerged in my review 

of literature when examining the roles of Indigenous men and women: some of the Indigenous 

scholars articulated distinctive responsibilities and differential roles, whereas some scholars 

described more complementary less definitive roles; others described roles as transcending 

gender binaries, and the final theme discussed two-spirited people.  The literature also revealed 
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themes related to Indigenous perspectives of balance, intersectionality, and gender inequity of 

Indigenous women as a result of colonization.  

Complementary and egalitarian. The literature regarding the interrelated roles of 

Indigenous men and women revealed agreement among many Indigenous scholars who 

described the historical roles of men and women as complementary and egalitarian (Alfred, 

2009; Kenny & Fraser, 2012; Thomas, 2018; Valaskakis et al., 2009). 

Sneider (2015) authored an essay about the Indigenous theoretical and social principle of 

complementary relationships, which she defined as “the contribution of both male and female as 

necessary to create the whole, and, thus, accorded both men and women important relationships 

and responsibilities in the household and the community” (p. 63). Lévesque, Geoffroy, and 

Polèse (2016) provided a pragmatic understanding of the theoretical principle of complementary 

relationships; they explained the secondary role that women had in caribou hunting with men 

who took the lead and, conversely, midwives took control during childbirth with men doing 

supportive tasks. The complementary concept is not dichotomous (Lee, 2015; Tsosie, 2010); it is 

aligned with Indigenous teachings about connection (Monture-Agnes, as cited in Boyer, 2009) 

and is described as autonomous with integrated work roles. Thomas (2018) echoed this in terms 

of the communal and cooperative responsibilities and obligations that facilitate balance in 

families and communities. 

In some of the literature, the Indigenous scholars described the egalitarian way of life of 

Indigenous people in traditional governance through a historical context in which the roles of 

Indigenous men and women were definitive however equal and complementary. Not all 

Indigenous scholars described the roles of Indigenous men and women as definitive; in some of 
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the articles and texts reviewed, the authors explained how gendered roles and responsibilities 

shifted based on the needs of the society. 

Distinctive roles of men and women. The literature described the differential roles of 

Indigenous men and women; authors indicated that the unique and distinctive gifts that each man 

and woman had were respected (Anderson, 2000; Suzack, Huhndorf, Perrault, and Barman, 

2010; Thomas, 2018; Valaskakis et al., 2009). The literature often referred to the roles of 

Indigenous men as protectors and providers, whereas the roles of Indigenous women were often 

described as domestic. To illustrate this point, Grey (2010) indicated, “Historically, the Inuk 

woman was central to the family. She was never the spokesperson but was the silent advisor. She 

raised her family, making sure the food brought by the men was prepared and preserved for the 

days ahead” (p. 22). Similarly, Lévesque et al. (2016) echoed this view and discussed literature 

they examined about Indigenous knowledge and anthropological literature on hunter–gatherer 

societies; they indicated the literature “frequently report[ed] a division of tasks between men and 

women” (p. 69) and explained that men hunted and women prepared the food and looked after 

the children. Historically, Indigenous societies, like most societies, had a gendered division of 

labour in which women played an important and mostly domestic role; both men and women 

played leadership roles expressed through their distinct skills and specialized gifts. 

Kermoal and Altamirano-Jiménez (2016) explained this gender differentiation and 

specialization within the context of the knowledge and skills held by women that differentiated 

from men. Essentially, they argued men’s knowledge regarding access to resources was 

distinctly different from women’s knowledge of the resources (Kermoal & Altamirano-Jiménez, 

2016).  Furthermore, Anderson (as cited in Thomas, 2018) explained, “In our communities, 
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Indigenous women often held significant roles as midwives, medicine women, and traditional 

doctors” (p. 21).   Historically, the leadership roles of men and women were aligned with their 

skills derived largely within the context of balance and their gifts inherent in their gender. 

In addition to traditional medicines, intrinsic to the balance of Indigenous peoples is their 

connectedness to spirituality and relationality of all aspects of their lives. Kenny and Fraser 

(2012) echoed this and stated, “The majority of Indigenous scholarship emphasizes the spiritual 

principle of the interconnectedness of all things. This principle is important in most Indigenous 

societies and contained in Indigenous religious and spiritual belief systems” (p. 6). The 

specialized knowledge and roles of women afforded them great respect as leaders in their 

families and communities. 

Women were revered and held in high regard “because of their roles as life-givers, 

carriers of culture and tradition, caretakers of the land, healers and carriers of the language” 

(Thomas, 2018, p. 20), and “this respect was an integral part of a balanced society that respected 

laws and relationships within the larger order of the universe” (Boyer, 2009, p. 69). This is 

consistent with the views of the Secretariat of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 

United Nations (2010), who indicated traditionally Indigenous women were held in high regard, 

were respected, and had high status in many Indigenous societies. As described above, these 

authors reported women’s and men’s roles to be equally important to the future of the tribes. 

Transcending binaries. While the literature described the roles of Indigenous men and 

women as distinct and complementary, some of the Indigenous scholars indicated that roles often 

transcended gender binaries. Anderson, Swift, and Inness (2015) conducted an Indigenous 

masculinities research project in which participants shared about the roles and responsibilities of 
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men that included raising children, which historically was primarily the role of women, albeit the 

narratives shared were more in a contemporary context than historical. Similarly, Borell (as cited 

in Anderson et al., 2015) explained, “Men’s roles in land-based Maori cultures, while often read 

by outsiders as hypermasculine and focused on warfare, for the most part was shaped by 

everyone gardening, hunting and parenting the children” (p. 288). Castellano (2018) shared how 

she was conflicted about discussing only women’s contributions when the responsibilities 

between men and women shifted and alternated depending on the seasons. The notion of 

alternating responsibilities was echoed by Lévesque et al. (2016) who explained, 

Women were taught to hunt so that they would be able to cope in the event of the 

extended absence of the males. For the same reason, knowledge about medicinal plans 

was taught to men even though this domain was clearly identified with the female 

universe. (p. 71) 

Lévesque et al. (2016) explained the shifting of the boundaries between the male and female 

were necessary for survival. The discourse regarding the transcending of binary roles has linkage 

to the discourse about the roles of two-spirited people. 

Roles of two-spirited people. In literature reviewed, some of the Indigenous scholars 

also discussed, although not extensively, the differential roles and transcendence of gender 

binaries within the context of two-spirit individuals in Indigenous societies. Gray (2011) 

explained the history of two-spirited people in terms of how they were valued and respected 

citizens of their families and tribes: “First Nations did not view being Two-spirit as being 

primarily about one’s sexuality. Rather, Two-spirit were thought to embody both the feminine 

and masculine spirits and qualities and were viewed to be spiritually attuned” (p. 35). In addition, 
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Anderson et al. (2015) indicated that, congruent with scholarship, “Two-Spirited peoples were 

traditionally afforded a place to work with the gender group that was most suitable to them” (p. 

294), which aligned with Gray’s (2011) assertion that everyone had a place in First Nations 

communities.  

Sneider (2015) raised the importance of understanding gender, cultural understanding, 

practice, and relationships, and cited Maracle, a Mohawk two-spirited Executive Director in 

Ontario, who explained, 

Two-Spirited people’s spiritual orientations and closer proximity to a higher power is 

based on their unique dual composition of water and fire elements, which make them not 

only more balanced but also more connected to others in the community whose 

orientations are either water or fire (female or male). Of particular importance is the 

emphasis on personal and communal balance inherent to complementary relationships. 

(p. 76) 

Gray (2011) explained, historically, the leadership roles of two-spirited people, because of their 

male–female gifts and spirituality, included mediator or leading ceremonies. The balance in the 

roles of Indigenous two-spirited people, men, and women were disrupted as a result of 

colonization, which I discuss in the next sections. 

Indigenous perspectives of balance. Prior to colonization, Indigenous people were 

egalitarian and most tribes were matrilineal (Alfred, 2009; Thomas, 2018; Valaskakis et al., 

2009) with “gendered roles that viewed women as equal to their male counterparts (Thomas, 

2018, p. 21). Valaskakis et al. (2009) echoed the notion of balance and stated, “First Nations 

believe the eagle flies with a female wing and a male wing, showing the importance of balance 



KWAKWAKAWKA’WAKW WOMEN IN GOVERNANCE 50 

between the feminine and the masculine in the human condition” (p. 9). These authors explained 

the male–female balance is necessary for community cohesion and cultural continuity. 

(Valaskakis et al., 2009). 

The value of balance is shared across many of the Indigenous cultures evident in the 

literature examined. Sneider (2015) framed the discourse on gender and balance as derived from 

common Indigenous epistemologies and stated, “Like many Indigenous cultures, the Iroquois 

rely on a central tenet of social balance. In order to create the imbalance necessary for 

colonization, Euro-Western society first subjugated Indigenous women to patriarchal rule” 

(p. 63). Lee (2015) discussed this notion of balance and shared a Navajo principle Sa’ah Naagháí 

Bik’eh Hózhóón, which, 

represents a combination of separate male and female concepts, Sa’ah Naagháí is defined 

as indestructible and eternal being, it is male and exhibits male-like qualities. The second 

concept Bik’eh Hózhóón is defined as the director and cause of all that is good, it is 

female and exhibits female-like qualities. The two do not operate alone and apart but are 

complements to and halves of each other. (p. 214) 

Boyer (2009) explained Indigenous perspectives of balance as inextricably linked to “respecting 

the laws and relationships women have as part of First Nations law and the ecological order of 

the universe” (p. 71). The above quotes by Sneider (2015), Lee (2015), and Boyer (2009) have 

encapsulated Indigenous teachings regarding the importance of balance in roles of Indigenous 

men and women. 

Alfred (2009) spoke, albeit only briefly, about the importance of women: “We cannot 

have strong nations without strong women, and the solution is not to adopt external values 
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concerning gender relations or to impose male-defined roles for women” (p. 119). Valaskakis et 

al. (2009) echoed this issue of strong nations within the context of the impact of inequality 

between men and women on sustainability of society. What Alfred (2009) and Valaskakis et al. 

referred to is the impact of colonialism on Indigenous people. 

Impact of colonization on Indigenous women. In the literature, the interrelated roles of 

Indigenous men and women and the reclamation of balance are framed within the context of the 

historical and present-day impacts of colonialism on Indigenous people. The review of articles 

and texts revealed that much of the literature focused on intersectionality and gender inequity of 

Indigenous women as a result of colonization. 

I found consistency within the literature regarding the pervasiveness of colonization 

resulting in the profound negative impact on the lives of Indigenous people; however, I noted 

particular emphasis that explained how Indigenous women were significantly affected by the 

arrival of the settlers. There is extensive literature regarding the marginalization and oppression 

of women (Thomas, 2018). The literature reviewed thus far echoed the denigration, degradation, 

and devaluation of women’s roles as a result of colonization and the institutionalization of 

European patriarchy in First Nations communities (Anderson, 2009; Battiste, 2000; Suzack et al., 

2010; Thomas, 2018; Valaskakis et al., 2009). Evident in the consistency of the scholarly 

literature was the recognition that Indigenous women have been fighting for equity for several 

decades (Anderson, 2000; Monture & McGuire, 2009; Thomas, 2018). Bennett (2005), in an 

annotated bibliography entitled, Aboriginal Women, Health and Healing, outlined from her 

interdisciplinary literature research a key thematic focus on colonization, racism, and the unequal 

treatment of Indigenous women. 
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Although much of the literature cited more broadly the impacts of centuries of 

colonization, Thomas (2018) and Bennett (2005) both chronicled the history of systematic 

oppression of Indigenous women through the Indian Act (1876):  

[Racialized legislation] not only stripped Indigenous women of their traditional roles, it 

imposed a form of governance that vested all power to male leadership, as a result of this, 

for the most part, the only type of leadership that gets recognized in our communities is 

the colonially rooted male leadership. (Thomas, 2018, p. 15) 

Suzack et al. (2010) discussed the dual marginalization of Indigenous women within their own 

nations and the broader society. The imposition of assimilation policies and legislated Western 

models of governance has resulted in the marginalization of the traditional roles Indigenous 

women in families and communities. Indigenous women and their roles have been devalued as a 

result of the colonial systems that are patriarchal, paternalistic, and oppressive (Suzack et al., 

2010). 

The majority of the literature reviewed articulated the problematic challenges in 

Indigenous communities rooted in colonialism that have resulted in a complexity of issues 

ranging from discrimination, loss of matrilineal rights, loss of identity and sense of belonging, 

domestic violence, family violence, and sexualized violence by Indigenous men (Gray, 2011; 

Suzack et al., 2010; Thomas, 2018). 

The literature outlined the marginalization of women in leadership roles in community by 

male-dominated patriarchal governance systems resulting in internal oppression in Indigenous 

communities in which “patriarchy is so ingrained in our communities it is now seen as the 

traditional trait” (Suzack et al., 2010, p. 3). Thomas (2018) shared her negative experiences with 
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male leadership while working with her Indigenous community and shared the colonial attitudes 

and chauvinistic behaviours exhibited by Indigenous men at meetings she attended. Alfred 

(2009) argued, “For centuries, the patriarchy imposed by Western religion and political systems 

excluded women from decision-making . . . the indigenous values of respect and balance in 

gender relations go largely unheeded” (p. 117). Thomas (2018) and Alfred (2009) encapsulated 

the tension between colonial and traditional systems of governance in their criticisms of male-

dominated leadership in colonial systems in Indigenous communities. Moreover, Anderson 

(2009) criticized men in colonial leadership roles; however, she cautioned, “You can’t paint all 

male leaders with the same brush” (p. 16) and explained that she had met many male leaders who 

were respectful and not chauvinists. 

Much of the literature is women centred, often laying blame to Indigenous men alongside 

of colonialism. In contrast, however, Thomas (2018), who cautioned about how women are 

portrayed within this context, addressed this issue: “I am convinced that laying blame on our 

men would achieve nothing and if I do so it means my work is meaningless” (p. 103). Similarly, 

Sneider (2015) and Smith (2012) echoed the problematic nature of focusing solely on Indigenous 

women and laying blame on Indigenous men that “perpetuates hierarchal dominance and 

oppression” (Sneider, 2015, p. 70). The arguments Thomas (2018), Sneider (2015), and Smith 

(2012) made about Indigenous men demonstrate the complexity of grappling with the issue of 

impact of colonization and the influence of colonial values on Indigenous people. 

Indigenous feminism. I found a dichotomy of perspectives amongst the Indigenous 

scholars regarding Indigenous feminism. I noted increasing literature by Indigenous feminist 

scholars, such as Suzack et al. (2010), Green (2017), and Anderson (2010) to name a few, who 
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closely examined issues of gender and equality in Indigenous communities. Other Indigenous 

scholars, either ambivalent or resistant to the theories and practices of Indigenous feminism, 

argued the appropriateness of applying the Western concept of feminism to Indigenous belief 

systems along with the potential contradictions between some of the definitions of feminism and 

Indigenous belief systems. To illustrate this point, Tohe (2000) stated, 

Within the Four Sacred Mountains of the Diné, lay the red canyon walls of Canyon de 

Chelly, carved by the strength of the wind and water, it is the same strength we see 

carved into the lives of the Dine women. There was no need for feminism because of our 

matrilineal culture. And it continues. For Diné women, there is no word for feminism. 

(p. 110) 

Regardless of the polarized perspectives of Indigenous feminism, the male dominance that 

resulted from colonization is not the only problematic factor in understanding ancestral teachings 

about balanced, Indigenous leadership. In some of the literature, authors explained that 

Indigenous men have also been impacted by colonization. 

Impact of colonization on Indigenous men. I found a lack of scholarly literature 

regarding the experiences of Indigenous men in leadership and governance (Innes & Anderson, 

2015). As a result, this section draws heavily from literature by Innes and Anderson (2015), 

Sneider (2015), and Lee (2015). Much of the literature reviewed referred to the historical impact 

resulting in the discontinuity of Indigenous men’s roles and their displacement in their families 

and communities as a result of imposed colonial systems in Indigenous communities. Sneider 

(2015) and Lee (2015) discussed how Indigenous men lost their role in society and explained, 

“Patriarchy paired with race-based imperialism and colonization resulted in drastic changes in 
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how Indigenous men in particular were perceived and treated” (p. 68). Sneider further explained 

how men were perceived as savages, forced to adhere to Western constructs of gender binaries, 

and make unilateral decisions in contradiction to more collectively. The literature regarding 

Indigenous men is not dissimilar to the arguments expressed by Alfred (2009), Thomas (2018), 

and Suzack et al. (2010) regarding the problematic patriarchy and colonial attitudes of 

Indigenous men. However, the literature differed in that it is framed within the context of 

impacts of colonization on Indigenous men. Colonialism has resulted in the loss of traditional 

values and the cooptation reflected in the patriarchal mindset of many Indigenous men in 

governing positions who have “assimilated into colonial systems and their corresponding gender 

violence further their patriarchal and misogynistic brand of activism and political power 

structures in the colonial state” (Sneider, 2015, pp. 70–71). As such, the experiences of 

Indigenous men extend beyond issues in governance and leadership and include social issues. 

Racial and gender bias have impacted Indigenous men in other ways as well (Innes & 

Anderson, 2015). An initiative funded by the Canadian Institutes of Health Research on 

Indigenous men, a multidisciplinary research based out of the University of British Columbia led 

by Dr. Paul Gross, entitled the Aboriginal Men’s Narratives: Reclaiming Our Lives project, 

cited, “Social indicators point to the fact that Indigenous men may be the most socially 

disadvantaged groups in Canada” (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, 2017, para. 2) and 

explained overrepresentation in the justice system, high unemployment, homelessness, and 

substance abuse as factors. This statement is consistent with my work with the BC Government 

in 2012 in the Provincial Office of Domestic Violence. I was invited to develop the Provincial 

Aboriginal Strategy for Domestic Violence and the results of my province-wide research 
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indicated the marginalization of Indigenous men as a result of lack of services specifically for 

men. Many of the Indigenous agencies reported that a significant number of Indigenous men 

experience domestic violence, often unreported. The agencies indicated their lack of training and 

resources to assist the men. This is consistent with the statistical evidence presented by Innes and 

Anderson (2015), who cited the Statistics Canada, Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics, 

Homicide Survey regarding the number of Indigenous victims of homicide in Canada by sex and 

accused victim relationship from 1997–2004, and indicated, 

There are more Indigenous men murdered than women. . . . Further to this, in Canada, 

Indigenous men were charged with homicide over four times more than Indigenous 

women, almost nine times more than non-Indigenous men and nearly ninety times more 

than non-Indigenous women. (p. 6) 

The impacts of colonization on Indigenous men are complex, multifaceted and require further 

examination and research. Indigenous families and communities agree that examining both 

issues impacting both men and women are required in order to address the social issues faced by 

Indigenous people (Sneider, 2015; Thomas, 2018). Additionally, Indigenous scholars echoed the 

need for both Indigenous men and women to restore balance. 

Reclamation of Ancestral Teachings in Governance 

Reclaiming ancestral teachings about governance is essential to reestablishing balance in 

men and women’s leadership and governance. In the previous section, Indigenous scholars 

described the egalitarian way of life of Indigenous people in traditional governance through a 

historical context in which the roles of Indigenous men and women were definitive however 

equal and complementary. I found the literature, regarding the reclamation of ancestral teachings 
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in governance, to be largely centred around three interrelated concepts: (a) reclamation of 

Indigenous women’s roles in governance, (b) systems change within the context of contemporary 

decolonization and Indigenization, and (c) behavioural change discussed within the context of 

leadership competencies and resurgence of cultural values, as mechanisms for restoring 

Indigenous nationhood. 

Reclamation of Indigenous women’s roles in governance. Restoring balance requires 

the reclamation of the roles of Indigenous women, which includes addressing the imbalance as a 

result of colonialism. Lee (2015) described the gender equity and valued contributions as critical 

aspects of social life: “Both male and female economic contributions were equally valued. Diné 

men and women participated in the political system. Many of the heads or leaders of extended 

and clan families were men, although a significant number of women too” (p. 216). Lee also 

explained working together was important for balance and for the sustainability of life. The 

notion of balance within the context of governance was often described as women holding men 

accountable: “In many tribes, women were considered to be the final word in moral authority. 

Men often held formal positions of power while the women created a strong circle of 

accountability around the more visible male leaders” (Kenny & Fraser, 2012, p. 6). This was 

consistent with the views of Indigenous scholars Thomas (2018), Suzack et al. (2010), and Innes 

and Anderson (2015). 

Indigenous women, who have been marginalized by patriarchy and colonialism, are 

working hard to reclaim their role in governance. The literature revealed the limited number of 

women represented in contemporary governance and leadership roles in Indigenous communities 

and is focused largely on legislated colonial systems such as boards and elected chief and council 
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positions. Anderson (2009), in her study about female chiefs, discussed the underrepresentation 

of Indigenous women in First Nations politics: “At the time of writing this chapter, chiefs who 

were women comprised 16 to 19 percent of the total number of chiefs in the over 600 Bands 

across Canada” (p. 100).  The female chiefs Anderson referred to were elected chiefs in the 

colonial system of governance in First Nations communities. Indigenous women, as a 

mechanism to regain balance in their communities while still being recognized for their 

traditional roles in families, have entered into colonial politics as the primary means of being 

recognized for their formal leadership. Grey (2010) described her life as an Inuit woman in 

colonial politics: “Many women are at the forefront of leading the fight for the well-being of our 

people” (p. 25). Cole (1994) conducted research of Indigenous women who were involved in 

First Nations politics or political organizations at community, national, and international levels. 

Thomas (2018) pointed out—not as a criticism of Indigenous women in leadership, but as a 

critique of colonial definitions of leadership—that the literature about Indigenous women 

focused largely on Western leadership, not traditional: “Their leadership roles are narrowly 

categorized and only formal leadership roles are recognized” (p. 32). Referring to Indigenous 

women in mainstream colonial constructs of leadership positions, Thomas discussed a gap in the 

literature regarding the traditional leadership roles of women. 

In contemporary Indigenous communities, men predominantly hold leadership roles, both 

traditionally and in colonial systems of governance and this is reflected in the literature by some 

of the scholars who argued for the need to equalize the role of Indigenous women (Baird, as cited 

in Anderson, 2009; Sayers et al., 2001) in governance and leadership roles as explained in the 

paragraphs that follow. This study focused on the resurgence of ancestral teachings to reclaim 
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the roles of Kwakwaka’wakw women in governance and leadership to restore balance; the 

concept of equity in this study is used within the context of the ancestral teachings of balance. 

As a mechanism to address this imbalance, Indigenous scholars argued for strong 

provisions to embed the protection for the role of women in governance within legislative 

processes such as the Indian Act (1876) or First Nations constitutions: 

Self-government is a prerequisite for achieving equality, human dignity, and freedom 

from discrimination, and full enjoyment of all human rights. To have good governance 

and to achieve all those objectives, especially equality and human dignity, there must be a 

strong role for women embedded in the structure of First Nations governments. (Sayers et 

al., 2001, p. 9) 

Sayers et al. (2001) argued for the protection of the role of women within existing colonial 

structures such as chief and councils and tribal councils, through legislation; however, systemic 

change within a colonial structure is problematic, as I explain in the next paragraph. 

Chief Baird (as cited in Anderson, 2009) opposed legislative changes through 

amendments to the Indian Act (1876) as suggested by Sayers et al. (2001) to address the 

imbalance of the role of women in governance. Chief Baird (as cited in Anderson, 2009) argued, 

I don’t think any tinkering under the Indian Act can accomplish much. I am a very strong 

believer of treaty negotiations because I think we have to get to the bottom of the 

structural problems and barriers that our communities face. (p. 109) 

The structural problems that Chief Baird referred to encompass the colonial structure of chief 

and council and policies of the Indian Act (1876), other legislation, and the colonial government, 

that inherently inhibit the self-government and self-determination, which she argued must be 
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attained through treaty negotiations. This issue of problems inherent within the structure aligns 

with Senge’s (1990) argument that “structure influences behavior” (p. 42); within the context of 

Indigenous communities, the colonial structures, systems, and processes are contradictory to the 

structures, systems, and processes of Indigenous people, are inherently not conducive, and by 

virtue of the colonial system perpetuate colonial values and mind sets as well as maintain the 

patriarchal system of imbalance that marginalizes women in governance. Echoed within the 

literature, and intrinsic to the movement for the balance of women’s roles in governance, is the 

emphasis and recognition of the need for decolonization and returning to ancestral teachings, as 

discussed next. 

Systems change and decolonizing Indigenous governance. The discourse on 

decolonization has evolved over the past few decades; however, two key questions remain: What 

will replace colonial systems (Alfred, 1999) and what will the new structures of Indigenous 

governance be? Indigenous communities are grappling with these questions as they work to 

disentangle colonial structures from their communities. In doing so, I recognize the extent of the 

loss of Indigenous epistemologies and pedagogies as a result of colonization. This leads to an 

understanding of the complexity and depth of the cultural revitalization required to achieve self-

determination. However, Indigenous scholars believe in the strength and resilience of Indigenous 

people and their cultures. 

Ultimately, Indigenous people have long since recognized that real systemic change 

requires the liberation of Indigenous people and the emancipation from colonial rule, as echoed 

by Chief Baird (as cited in Anderson, 2009) earlier in this review, who argued legislative 

changes in the Indian Act (1876) are not sufficient. Congruently, Alfred (2009) argued that self-
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governance achieved under laws structured by the state preserves the framework of dominance 

and power structures of the colonial government. The vision of dismantling the colonial state is 

shared by Indigenous people worldwide (Battiste, 2000); this argument is evidenced by issues 

elevated to the international level, as echoed by Boyer (2009), who stated, “Claims of Aboriginal 

Peoples in Canada have been advanced internationally since the post-World War II era” (p. 80). 

In 2007, the United Nations passed the UNDRIP containing 46 articles outlining provisions 

designed to address equity, Indigenous rights, and basic human rights of Indigenous people, 

which includes, but is not limited to, rights to self-determination and self-government. 

For Indigenous communities, the move toward self-government and self-determination 

also requires systems change internally through decolonization and Indigenization of traditional 

governance structures in contemporary society today, many of which are presently male 

dominated. In the literature reviewed, Indigenous scholars indicated that change at the systemic 

level for Indigenous communities is centred around the requirement to restore the roles of 

Indigenous women predicated on ancestral teachings, which articulated the intrinsic role of 

Indigenous women in traditional governance, as well as recognition that Indigenous communities 

were largely matrilineal or semimatrilineal (Anderson, 2009; Thomas, 2018). The rightful place 

of women in the seat of traditional governance is framed within the context of their rights as 

Indigenous people: “First Nations women are being denied their basic human rights by not 

allowing them to practice their cultural matrilineal right[s]” (Kirby, as cited in Thomas, 2018, 

p. 25). Another mechanism for incorporating the representation of Indigenous women into 

systems of governance was through formal structures: “The women’s council helps to legitimize 

women’s voices” (Chief Baird, as cited in Anderson, 2009, p. 118), indicating the power of the 
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collective voice. Conversely, Sneider (2015) argued that a method of decolonization for 

Indigenous communities is the renewal of both men and women in leadership roles, which is 

aligned with the recognition of the impacts of colonization on both Indigenous men and women. 

The literature also addressed the leadership role in colonial systems of governance. 

Sayers and MacDonald (as cited in Anderson, 2009) offered a pragmatic recommendation to 

address the issue of equal representation by examining models such as “representation by the 

percentage of female electorate or by ensuring the equal number of men and women on council” 

(p. 102). As a result of colonial influences, the move to decolonize structures of governance in 

Indigenous families, clans, tribes, and communities is complex. 

In addition to the reclamation of the roles of women in governance structures is the need 

to build the capacity of Indigenous communities to return to and implement their traditional 

family and clan systems as a whole. As Alfred (2009) explained, 

The clan or family is the basic unit of social organization and larger forms of 

organization, from tribe through nation to confederacy, are all predicated on the political 

autonomy and economic independence of clan units through family-based control of 

lands and resources. (p. 49) 

Alfred went on to discuss the collective decision-making process embedded within traditional 

systems of governance, which has been displaced and lost in many communities as a result of 

colonization. The reality for decolonizing systems in Indigenous communities is located in 

tension between restoring the egalitarian way of life, which revitalizes the complementary 

system between Indigenous men and women in traditional governance, and the imposed Indian 

Act (1876) colonial governance in communities. 



KWAKWAKAWKA’WAKW WOMEN IN GOVERNANCE 63 

In the literature reviewed, Indigenous scholars cautioned against romanticizing change to 

Indigenize and decolonize communities (Alfred, 2009; Thomas, 2018) and articulated the 

complexity of deconstructing and disentangling colonial mindsets, discussed later in this section. 

I have recognized the complex realities of decolonizing and Indigenizing governance and 

leadership in Kwakwaka’wakw communities; therefore, my approach in this thesis to privilege 

ancestral teachings was not to return to the past but rather to identify pragmatic principles and 

practices that could be applied to strengthen contemporary Kwakwaka’wakw nationhood. 

There is an inherent polarity of traditional and colonial government systems that are 

colocated within Indigenous communities and is a source of factionalism (Alfred, 2009). Thomas 

(2018) and Alfred (2009) explained this polarity and argued that not everyone in the community 

embraces, supports, or understands culture or traditional governance as some “depend on the 

colonial framework for their power, employment and status” (Alfred, 2009, p. 52). The 

intersection of colonization with the imposition of colonial systems and assimilation policies 

have resulted in colonial mindsets and values that permeate Indigenous communities, which 

requires not only social decolonization and Indigenization but also individual behaviour change, 

as I discuss in the remainder of this section. 

Truth and healing were arguably the two strongest themes that emerged in the literature 

regarding the restoration of ancestral teachings in governance. To illustrate this point, Alfred 

(2009) argued, “Reorienting leaders and institutions toward an Indigenous framework means 

confronting tough questions about the state of affairs” (p. 53). Truth was also discussed within 

the context of healing and moving forward. The ability to build strong families and nations was 

linked to the need to speak the truth about past trauma to facilitate healing and to speak the truth 
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about the real history and the teachings that have been lost. Battiste (2000) echoed this and 

stated, “The need for a decolonized context inspires Indigenous people to break their silence and 

regain possession of their humanity and identity” (p. xxix). Similarly, Wesley-Esquimaux (2009) 

proposed the following steps to decolonizing: “We need to deconstruct the historic and 

contemporary trauma we have all experienced by acknowledging its presence, speaking it, and 

then educating ourselves and our people about it” (p. 28). Within the context of good leadership, 

giving priority to healing was critical and necessary for self-determination (Anderson, 2009). 

Interconnected with the theme of truth telling was the importance of restoring Indigenous 

epistemologies and pedagogies, beginning with the children and families (Wesley-Esquimaux, 

2009). Inextricably linked to healing is replacing colonial value systems with Indigenous values, 

particularly in leadership and governance. 

Resurgence and behavioural change in leadership. Behavioural competencies within 

the context of cultural acumen and the embodiment of Indigenous values by Indigenous 

leadership was another theme in the move toward achieving ancestral systems of governance. 

Alfred (2009) echoed this when discussing a return to traditional government and argued, “A 

focused recommitment to traditional teachings is the only way to preserve what remains of 

Indigenous cultures and to recover the strength and integrity of Indigenous nations” (p. 53). 

Alfred argued the duty of Indigenous leadership is to satisfy Indigenous cultural criteria, which is 

crucial to recovery from oppression and transformation. Thomas (2018) discussed the cultural 

acumen of Indigenous leaders indicating that they are not skillsets but rather a way of life. The 

embodiment of cultural teachings, Thomas argued, provides the tools for strong leadership. 
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In other literature, restoring nationhood through everyday practice and resurgence 

(Corntassel, 2012) was another theme that emerged that is aligned with the embodiment of 

traditional teachings echoed by the Indigenous scholars. As Starblanket (2018) stated, “We have 

also seen a resurgence of community organizing and dialogue grounded in our ancestral values, 

places, knowledges and spirituality” (p. 29). Starblanket went on to explain that restoring 

nationhood involves healing and community strengthening as an ongoing way of life that 

includes relationality and a dialogic approach. 

Nuyam Summary 

In this section, I prefaced the review of literature by introducing Indigenous concepts and 

leadership. I explored literature in two areas of scholarly writings focused on Indigenous 

scholars: the interrelated roles of Indigenous men and women, and the reclamation of ancestral 

teachings in Indigenous governance. The diversity of Indigenous people is reflected in the broad 

perspectives and arguments put forth in this literature review that outlined the framework for 

understanding the vision for emancipation from colonial structures and the vision for self-

determination. The complexity of restoring ancestral models of governments is exacerbated by 

ongoing neocolonialism by the state; however, Indigenous people are rising to transform their 

communities, governance, and leadership through a decolonizing and Indigenization praxis, the 

growing recognition to locate Indigenous women at the centre of governance and respect for 

their leadership, and the importance of reclaiming balance holistically for the future and 

wellbeing of their children, families, and communities. My thesis aimed at studying and 

contributing to the growing discourse in Indigenous self-determination in governance and 

leadership.  
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This thesis focused on reclaiming ancestral teachings of Kwakwaka’wakw people, which 

locates women in places of leadership. However, this study, although it was women centred, was 

not a feminist inquiry, which I believe is an important distinction in terms of the intent and 

approach for this inquiry. In her book on Indigenous women and leadership, Thomas (2018) 

explained, “Indigenous feminism looks to addressing sexism in our communities. However, it 

too comes with limitations. These limitations, I argue could be addressed by returning to our 

traditional teachings” (p. 15). Thomas’ (2018) words encapsulate the clarity required for this 

thesis, which was not focused on addressing sexism and equity for Kwakwaka’wakw women, 

but rather on addressing the root cause, which is colonialism. As such, through this thesis, the 

participants and I aimed to decolonize and Indigenize at a systemic level in an effort to equalize 

ancestral knowledge, which holds women as sacred while maintaining the importance of both 

men and women. 

The focus on the role of women in this study was not without recognition of the 

important role of both men and women for the purpose of examining traditional governance. In a 

forum discussing the United Nations (2007) UNDRIP, Indigenous Scholar Lorna Williams of the 

Lil’wat Nation and a member of the Minister’s Advisory Council on Indigenous Women, in her 

message to the government echoed, “Women are important, not more important, not less 

important, they are important; men are important, not more important, not less important, they 

are important” (L. Williams, personal communication, September 13, 2018). While I narrowed 

the focus of this research to women, I acknowledge that the role of men in governance is also 

important. 
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The reclamation of the roles of women in Kwakwaka’wakw cultures to restore balance 

must be understood that this is not at the expense of men, which would be contradictory to 

ancestral laws and teachings. Smith (2012) explained, 

Moves to attack Indigenous culture or Indigenous men as a group are also resisted 

because for Indigenous women the issues are far more complex and the objective of 

analysis is always focused on solving problems. In the end, Indigenous men and women 

have to live together in a world which both genders are under attack. (p. 155) 

Smith’s words reminded me of a quote from Williams, who emphasized the need to remember 

that while “women hold up half the sky, men hold up the other half” (L. Williams, personal 

communication, May 25, 2013), thus emphasizing the importance of balance. 

This research was focused on privileging Kwakwaka’wakw teachings and practices in 

leadership specifically the intrinsic roles of women as a mechanism to restore balance in families 

and communities in leadership and governance. A key outcome of this thesis is to illuminate the 

respect and balance between women and men that is reflected in the ancestral teachings, 

principles, and practices of Kwakwaka’wakw people, which have been the strength of their 

nations. The next Nuyam outlines my methodology for undertaking this inquiry. 
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Nuyam Yudaxw: Pathways Through Kwakwaka’wakw Knowledge  

We are an oral society; it is written in the hearts and minds of our people. 

(A. Dawson, personal communication, January 11, 2017) 

For this thesis, I selected Kwakwaka’wakw-centred inquiry methods to honour 

Indigenous ways of knowing, being, and doing in terms of Indigenous epistemology, ontology, 

and pedagogy. A Kwakwaka’wakw-centred approach is one that stems from Kwakwaka’wakw 

philosophies and worldview and honours that the Kwakwaka’wakw people are an oral society. 

As such, I constructed an approach based on my understanding of these ancestral teachings 

coupled with my exploration of written works on Indigenous and decolonizing methodologies. 

This section begins with my theoretical framework for my Kwakwaka’wakw-centred approaches 

and practical methods for knowledge gathering and Western methods drawn from Taylor-Powell 

and Raynor (2003) for thematic analysis used. I provide an overall summary of the 

implementation of the study, which includes a description of study participants, knowledge-

gathering methods, and how the study was conducted, including information about the change 

offering, knowledge creation, validity, and ethical issues. 

The Kwakwaka’wakw-centered approach in this thesis is aligned with an appreciative 

stance derived from principles of appreciative inquiry (AI) in terms of honouring the narratives 

and strengths of Kwakwaka’wakw people, culture, and teachings. The AI philosophy is focused 

on a positive, strengths-based approach to research or change as opposed to deficit-based 

processes (Cooperrider, 2012). Although I did not strictly adhere to the AI process, my work in 

this knowledge-gathering process was aligned with this approach by looking at the strengths of 

Kwakwaka’wakw people and culture. Bushe (2005) explained, “The key data collection 

innovation of appreciative inquiry is the collection of people’s stories of something at its best” 
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(p. 1). The AI approach has characteristics that are conducive to the needs of Indigenous 

researchers who aim to address the emancipation of Indigenous people as well as the 

identification and focus on the strength and resilience of a people whose knowledge, culture, and 

teachings are pathways to self-determination. 

Although not explicitly stated, Kwakwaka’wakw-centered approach aligns with 

Kovach’s (2009) explanation that Indigenous epistemologies are action oriented and are about 

living everyday life with certain values. The Kwakwaka’wakw-centered approach is congruent 

with action research, qualitative research, and feminist research in that they all share components 

of relationality, inclusivity, and reflexivity; however, the Kwakwaka’wakw-centered approach is 

organic and has distinctive features unique to Indigenous methodologies that include the 

Kwakwaka’wakw language, ceremony, spirituality, relational accountability, and dialogic and 

experiential pedagogy intricately connected to the land. As with Indigenous research agendas, 

the Kwakwaka’wakw-centered approach is largely distinct from most dominant, Western 

approaches to research. As Smith (2012) explained, “The difference can be found in keywords 

such as healing, decolonization, spiritual, and recovery” (p. 122). Furthermore, Smith (2012) 

asserted, “We have a different epistemological tradition, one which frames the way we see the 

world, the way we organize ourselves in it, the questions we ask and the solutions we seek” (p. 

191). This statement encapsulates the distinct uniqueness of the Kwakwaka’wakw-centred 

approach. 

Honouring Kwakwaka’wakw ways of knowledge acquisition and knowledge creation 

was critical to this thesis. Epistemologically, the formal acquisition of knowledge is embedded in 
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the feast halls and the gukdzi23 for Kwakwaka’wakw people. Within these ceremonial halls, as a 

guest, I have a responsibility to witness the business being conducted through ceremony, song, 

dance, testimonies, and stories; decisions are made within these institutions in which ancestral 

laws, histories, origin stories, and practices are foundational to the transmission of knowledge. 

Oral histories are another distinct epistemological feature of Kwakwaka’wakw-centered 

approach. The narratives of Kwakwaka’wakw people are often shared through story (Kovach, 

2009; Wilson, 2008), which is fundamentally important to Indigenous knowledge systems. 

For Kwakwaka’wakw people, knowledge is temporal (Kovach, 2009; Smith, 2012; 

Wilson, 2008) and is embedded in the past, present, and future. The transmission of knowledge 

begins at a young age and is acquired over a lifetime (Wilson, 2008). Indigenous people did not 

conduct research in the same way as Western research because knowledge is sought from the 

wisdom of our Elders, from those who are culturally strong, and learning by doing. 

As a mechanism for honouring Indigenous methodology, throughout this thesis I replaced 

terms to reflect distinct approaches from Western research. When appropriate, I used the term 

knowledge gathering to replace the terms research and data collection; however, depending on 

the context, I used the terms research, study, and inquiry interchangeably. I used the term 

knowledge creation to replace the term analysis and knowledge sharing to replace dissemination. 

Smith (2012) explained, “For Indigenous peoples, there are distinctly different ways of thinking 

about and naming research. Often studies are not referred to as research although this is the 

                                                 

23 Gukdzi is a Bakwemkala word that means big house, which is a square house with one fire, where p̓a̱sa 

and feasts are hosted in contemporary times. The Gukdzi is not a longhouse which is very long and has 
more fires. 
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central core of the project activity” (p. 127). This form of naming centres and privileges 

Indigenous values, attitudes, and practices (Smith, 2012). In recognition of Indigenous beliefs 

that knowledge is not owned (Wilson, 2008), the terms knowledge holder or knowledge keeper 

are not used within the context of Western notions of ownership. 

My Indigenous research design was an iterative process that reflected the flexibility 

required to incorporate authentic Kwakwaka’wakw epistemology, ontology, and pedagogy that 

holds relationality as foundational in Indigenous research paradigms: “The emphasis on 

relational constructs emanates from Indigenous value systems that recognize the connections 

between people, past, present, and future, and all living and non-living things” (Cram, Chilisa, & 

Mertens, 2013, p. 16). Moreover, my application of this new process was breaking ground in 

applying Kwakwaka’wakw-centered approaches in a thesis requirement that is from a Euro-

Western framework of research. I utilized two primary methods to support the knowledge 

gathering for this thesis, ceremony as research and kitchen table conversations, as I discuss in the 

next section.  

Knowledge-Gathering Methods 

I used two primary methods to support the knowledge gathering for this thesis: ceremony 

as research and kitchen table conversations. These two methods reflect what Smith (2012) 

referred to as “Indigenist research” (p. 147), which is essentially research on Indigenous terms. 

Grounded in Kwakwaka’wakw epistemology and pedagogy for gathering and sharing 

knowledge, this section explains the philosophical and conceptual framework for the methods 

utilized to explore the questions for the inquiry. 
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I designed the primary research question and subquestions to increase knowledge and 

understanding of Indigenous epistemologies regarding the ancestral teachings about the roles of 

matriarchs and women specifically within the Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge systems and how 

this facilitates balance in families and communities. I explored the following primary research 

question: How can the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations incorporate the roles of matriarchs and women 

into leadership and governance to restore balance in families and communities? I utilized four 

subquestions to support this inquiry:  

1. What is a matriarch within the context of Kwakwaka’wakw people? 

2. How do you understand the ancestral teachings regarding the roles and 

responsibilities of matriarchs and women in Kwakwaka’wakw culture? 

3. What are the principles and philosophies in Kwakwaka’wakw cultures regarding 

balance between men and women and how are these practised? 

4. How could these principles and practices be applied to governance and leadership and 

where? 

Congruent with Kwakwaka’wakw ways of knowing, being, and doing, I utilized the 

phrases ceremony as research and kitchen table conversations as methods to gather knowledge 

for the study. I derived the concept for the first method, ceremony as research, from 

Kwakwaka’wakw worldview and praxis. Ancient Kwakwaka’wakw pedagogy involves the 

sharing of oral histories, stories, and knowledge through conversations often while sitting around 

the kitchen table, where sharing of food was an essential practice. This Indigenous method has 

confluence with what is referred to in western research as the kitchen table conversations 

method. A resource developed by Reconciliation Canada (nd.) described this approach as an 
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informal meeting in a home in which participants discuss a topic with no set agenda. I discuss 

both methods in more detail in the next sections.  

Method: Ceremony as research. Ceremony as research refers to gathering knowledge 

that is embedded in ceremony and is integrated with the Indigenous epistemological and 

pedagogical concepts of learning by doing. Not to be confused with Wilson’s (2008) Research is 

Ceremony concept, which is described as engaging or following the process of ceremony, this 

distinctively Kwakwaka’wakw method required participation in a p̓a̱sa. A key distinction 

between ethnography and this Kwakwaka’wakw method of inquiry in a p̓a̱sa was my 

requirement to actively, when appropriate, participate in ceremony and p̓a̱sa activities, whereas 

in ethnography or research by outsiders is primarily observation of the ceremony. In the 

ceremony as research method, I had an obligation to listen, learn, and witness the ceremony; the 

aspect of obligation is distinct in and of itself. The term witness does not mean observe; in a 

Kwakwaka’wakw context, it is part of the oral tradition of documenting the business being 

conducted, it means that as a guest in the p̓a̱sa I have a responsibility to actively listen, remember 

the ceremonies and the knowledge shared, and be able to pass on this knowledge.  

The spiritual and healing aspects of the ceremonies are also distinct features of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw method: “The ceremonies are spiritual and not just a great dance or 

performance” (R. Cook, personal communication, February 13, 2018), and, as explained by 

Chief Wedlidi Speck, the songs and ceremonies in the p̓a̱sa shift people from a secular state of 

being to a spiritual one (W. Speck, personal communications, September 20, 2018). Furthermore, 

inextricably linked to the spiritual aspect of the method, a fundamental distinctive characteristic 

of this method is the researcher’s intricate knowledge and understanding of Kwakwaka’wakw 
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ethos and Indigenous worldview at linguistic, physical, cognitive, and spiritual levels. This 

method has confluence with what Atleo (2004) described as the theory of Tsawalk, which he 

explained as, “physical and unseen powers, all variables must be related and the universe is 

regarded as a network of relationships” (pp. 117–118). The ceremony as research method also 

has linkage with Wilson’s (2008) concept of research is ceremony, as the author drew parallels 

with the process for research with the journey in ceremony in terms of raising people’s 

consciousness. Finally, another characteristic of the Kwakwaka’wakw ceremony as research 

method had, within the context of this study, an action-oriented cultural resurgence intention. 

Method: Kitchen table conversations. The kitchen table conversations method included 

learning from the stories of Ni’noxsola in this study. In an Indigenous research context, 

conversations are culturally appropriate and build relationships (Kovach, 2009; Stroh, 2015; 

Wilson, 2008). Kovach (2009) argued that the conversational method is congruent with 

Indigenous methodologies for gathering knowledge based on oral storytelling: “Indigenous 

scholars, within and outside the Canadian context have referenced the use of story, through 

conversation, as a culturally organic means to gather knowledge within research” (Bishop, as 

cited in Kovach, 2009, p. 42; see also Thomas, 2018). Western research also includes 

conversational methods and kitchen table conversations; however, Kovach (2009) posited that in 

an Indigenous framework the conversational method has the following distinct characteristics: 

• it is linked to a particular tribal epistemology or knowledge and situated within an 

Indigenous paradigm; 

• it is relational; 

• it is purposeful (most often involving a decolonizing aim); 
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• it involves particular protocols determined by the epistemology and/or place; 

• it involves an informality and flexibility; 

• it is collaborative and dialogic, and 

• it is reflexive. (p. 43) 

The characteristics of an Indigenous conversational method described by Kovach, are essential to 

the kitchen table method utilized in this study. 

To illustrate the significance of story, Corntassel (2012) explained, “Indigenous 

storytelling is connected to our homelands and is crucial to the cultural and political resurgence 

of Indigenous nations” (p. 137). From kitchen table conversations flow storytelling predicated on 

Indigenous ways of knowing, doing, and being. As Battiste (2000) argued when referencing the 

Delgamuukw v. British Columbia (1997) case,  

If the courts are required to consider oral traditions, then all other decision makers should 

likewise consider the validity of oral traditions, including oral dissemination within 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities, as significant sources for the distribution 

and dissemination of Aboriginal knowledge and scholarship. (p. xx)  

Although I chose to use the phrase kitchen table conversations as a name for the method, when 

appropriate and preferred, the Ni’noxsola sat to converse wherever they were comfortable in 

their homes. In the next sections, I provide specific information detailing the inquiry participants 

and how the study was conducted. 

Inquiry Participants 

I honoured cultural protocol to respect Kwakwaka’wakw epistemology and pedagogy 

when identifying participants for the study. I enlisted the help of Audrey, my inquiry advisor, to 
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identify a list of potential participants, and then selected eight individuals from this list. In the 

ceremony as research method, participants included Chief Makwala and his family, specifically 

those that conducted ceremonies involving women. In the kitchen table conversation method, the 

participants included Chiefs Nulis, Wedlidi Speck, Chief Maxwiyalidzi, and Elders Charlotte 

Joseph, Gwimolas, Alberta Billy, and Pauline Alfred. While Chief Makwala was also a 

participant in the kitchen table method, the family members who conducted the ceremonies in 

the potlatch were not included and did not participate in the kitchen table conversation method. 

The criteria for selecting from the list included people with strong ancestral knowledge of 

Kwakwaka’wakw culture, ceremonies, teachings, and practices regarding the role of matriarchs 

and women as well as the importance of balance. As such, to take part in this research, 

knowledge of traditional Kwakwaka’wakw governance models was important. For 

Kwakwaka’wakw people, these are typically the Ni’noxsola, Elders, and Chiefs. 

As part of relational practice, accountability, and the important protocol of 

acknowledgement of their contributions and knowledge shared with me, I asked the participants 

for permission to be named in this thesis. The following participants granted this permission, 

with some preferring to use their Kwakwaka’wakw names: Ni’noxsola Pauline Alfred, Vera 

Newman referred to as Gwimolas, Alberta Billy, Charlotte Joseph, Chief Rande Cook referred to 

as Makwala, Chief Wedlidi Speck, Chief Henry Kaudie Nelson referred to as Maxwiyalidzi, and 

Chief Edwin Newman referred to as Nulis. When speaking about the Elders and Chiefs 

collectively, I have referred to them as Ni’noxsola, which means wise people, and individually 

referred to as Noxsola, singular; as such, I have used these terms as appropriate to replace the 

word Elder or Elders; however, the words Ni’noxsola and Noxsola do not translate to the word 
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Elder and there is no word for Elder in the languages of the Kwakwaka’wakw people. They are 

used to reflect Kwakwaka’wakw language of the respect for their wisdom inherent in the words 

Noxsola and Ni’noxsola.  The method for selecting the Ni’noxsola has confluence with the 

western term sampling method. 

Sampling method. In Western research, the data collection method used in this study is 

referred to as the purposeful and purposive sampling techniques. Purposeful sampling method is 

culturally appropriate due to the relationality requirement in Indigenous research. As Kovach 

(2009) articulated, “Having a pre-existing relationship with participants is an accepted 

characteristic of research according to tribal paradigms” (p. 51). I used the criterion sampling 

technique, as a purposeful sampling strategy; this is a nonrandom method that involved the 

deliberate choice of a participant (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016; Tongco, 2007). The criterion 

sampling tool involved selecting participants on predetermined criteria based on their knowledge 

and experience that meets the goals of this inquiry (Etikan et al., 2016; Tongco, 2007). Similarly, 

in purposive sampling, “participants are deliberately selected because they are most likely to 

provide insight into the phenomenon being investigated due to their position, experience, and or 

identity” (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 96). These sampling methods aligned with Kovach’s 

(2009) argument for choosing participants, which “suggested within qualitative studies that 

research participants be chosen for what they can bring to the study as opposed to random 

sampling” (p. 51). In the Kwakwaka’wakw context, purposeful sampling and cultural protocol 

inherently include relationality. 

Chief Makwala, as my community partner, provided the approval for the box of treasures 

from his family’s p̓a̱sa to be included in my thesis. As a follow up to the p̓a̱sa, Chief Makwala 
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agreed that we would meet to discuss the knowledge embedded in ceremony, and by virtue of 

this process Chief Makwala was also a participant in this study. Chief Makwala’s family 

members who conducted specific ceremonies were also participants; however, I only observed 

their ceremonies and they were not interviewed. To embody the teaching of balance in my 

inquiry, the participants included four men and four women; four of each gender were 

determined due to the significance and importance of the number four in Kwakwaka’wakw 

teachings.24 It was serendipity that four were Elders and four were Chiefs. 

Inquiry advisor. As mentioned in Nuyam ‘Nam, Audrey Wilson, my inquiry advisor, 

provided advice and guidance before, during, and after my knowledge-gathering and knowledge-

creation phases of the thesis. Audrey is a long-time respected colleague, and I approached her 

out of respect or her connection to and knowledge of Kwakwaka’wakw culture and people, her 

understanding of issues related to governance and community capacity strengthening, her 

familiarity with Royal Roads University requirements for thesis students, and her capacity for 

confidentiality. Audrey is from the Laichwiltach people comprised of Wei Wai Kai (Cape 

Mudge), Wei Wai Kum (Campbell River), Walatsam (Salmon River), and Kwiakah (Philips 

Arm) Nations, which are part of the Kwakwaka’wakw culture and language group. She brought a 

wealth of knowledge to this thesis, not only regarding the culture and people of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw Nations but also knowledge of Indigenous capacity strengthening in 

organizational development. The next section details how my knowledge-gathering methods 

with the participants were put into practice.  

                                                 

24 Kwakwaka’wakw people believe the number four is representative of the cycles in life (e.g., the four 
seasons and the four directions) among many other beliefs related to the number four.  
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Study Conduct 

Upon obtaining ethical approval, I held a meeting with Chief Makwala to discuss the 

inquiry within the context of this thesis and his p̓a̱sa. This thesis had confluence with Chief 

Makwala’s goal to restore the ancestral teachings regarding the roles of Kwakwaka’wakw 

women; his approach was to facilitate this through designing a ceremony specifically to 

emphasize the important role of women in Kwakwaka’wakw cultures and through sharing other 

ancestral ceremonies that demonstrate respect for women. I sought advice regarding any 

protocols that I should follow before, during, and after the ceremonies. Importantly, I also sought 

advice regarding ways that Kwakwaka’wakw epistemology and pedagogy could be honoured in 

a meaningful and respectful way in this study. 

Exploring ancestral teachings about Kwakwaka’wakw matriarchs and women required 

carefully constructed, sensitive, and culturally appropriate inquiry questions and approaches to 

ensure respect for cultural protocols and teachings regarding knowledge gathering in the 

Kwakwaka’wakw contexts. I sought guidance from Audrey for this study regarding the questions 

designed and approaches to knowledge gathering and knowledge creation. Audrey provided 

advice and guidance in terms of identifying Elders and Chiefs for me to approach for the kitchen 

table conversations, as well as cultural protocol in terms of appropriate gifts for the participants. 

She was instrumental in connecting me with one of the Elders whom I spent time learning from 

for this study. I met with Audrey to review and discuss my findings, conclusions, implications, 

and recommendations. 

In terms of sequencing, the ceremony as research was the first method, followed by 

kitchen table conversations. During the ceremony as research I gathered knowledge through 
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notes taken during the p̓a̱sa. The Indigenous method of knowledge transmission and acquisition 

at potlatches typically does not include note taking. The respectful way of learning is through 

listening, watching, and doing; however, for the purposes of this study, Chief Makwala 

suggested note taking so that I could discuss my learning with him afterward. 

In the ceremony as research method, I did not interview the participants who conducted 

the ceremonies. Anonymity was not possible because I knew the identities of the individuals who 

conducted specific ceremonies. Chief Makwala was not required to announce nor explain to the 

guests about this research given that the guests were not participants. 

I applied knowledge gathering using the ceremony as research method during the p̓a̱sa to 

only specific ceremonies related to the role of women, which Chief Makwala listed, and his 

family members conducted these ceremonies. The p̓a̱sa involved approximately 400 guests, 

many of whom also participated in other ceremonies; however, they were not included in this 

study. Chief Makwala explained the study to his family. I obtained consent verbally from the 

family members who participated in the ceremonies related to the role of women; no signed 

consent forms were required as approved in my university ethics protocol. At the p̓a̱sa, Chief 

Makwala’s mother and aunts greeted me and then directed a family member to seat me with the 

family to ensure that I could see the ceremonies for my research. During the p̓a̱sa, Chief 

Makwala explained to the guests about the ceremonies, their significance, purpose, protocols, as 

well as the teachings, which I captured in my notes. I observed the movements in the ceremonies 

and noted these in my notebook. I then held a series of meetings with Chief Makwala, who lives 

in Victoria, to discuss the knowledge gathered from the p̓a̱sa. 
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I invited the Ni’noxsola to share knowledge in this study in a culturally appropriate way 

by visiting with them. The relational concept of visiting in an Indigenous context requires me to 

spend time with the Elders or Chiefs. This was done in a way that my visit did not start with an 

agenda or an ask. I engaged first in casual conversation and authentic connection as well as 

stayed for a long visit to listen to stories and conversations. Kovach (2009) explained that for 

stories to be shared there must be trust, and trust requires a preexisting relationship. If trust does 

not exist, the process of creating one must occur. Additionally, I followed Kwakwaka’wakw 

protocols for respectfully asking the Ni’noxsola for advice and sharing knowledge. I have 

appended a script to Appendix C of this thesis. 

I visited most of the Ni’noxsola in July. I had initially planned to visit the Ni’noxsola in 

June; however, there were a few deaths in the Kwakwaka’wakw Nation, so out of respect for the 

losses and funerals, I postponed my visits. The first Noxsola was Charlotte Joseph. I invited her 

by telephone to participate, and I travelled to Campbell River to visit her. The second was 

Noxsola Alberta Billy, who also lives in Campbell River. I invited Chief Wedlidi Speck in 

person when I saw him at a feast in K’omoks territory; I travelled to Courtenay to meet with him, 

with follow-up meetings in Victoria and Courtenay. I invited Chief Maxwiyalidzi by phone, and 

I travelled to Alert Bay to meet with him. I also invited Chief Richard Dawson by phone to 

participate; however, due to health reasons he was unable to participate. I invited Noxsola 

Pauline Alfred by phone. Although I had met her previously, she did not remember me. Noxsola 

Pauline Alfred lives in Yalis; for this reason, I had to “cold call” her for the invitation. I was 

conflicted about this and agonized over it. During the phone call she asked sternly, “Who is your 

family?” I explained and she replied, “All you need to do is tell me who your family is, then I am 
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okay with this.” I visited with Noxsola Pauline Alfred in her home in Yalis. I invited Noxsola 

Gwimolas in person. I travelled to the Elders’ gathering in Duncan to find her. I asked her if her 

husband Chief Nulis could also participate. They live in Yalis; however, they were staying in 

Victoria temporarily, so I picked them up to visit me at my place in Victoria. I have a long 

relationship with Gwimolas; however, Chief Nulis did not know me. Although Chief Nulis 

agreed to participate, at the outset he expressed concern and distaste for researchers who “come 

take our knowledge then we never hear from them again” (E. Newman, personal communication, 

July 17, 2018). I listened to his concerns and answered all his questions and reconfirmed his 

interest and consent to participate.  

Congruent with Kwakwaka’wakw protocol, I ended each visit with my presentation of a 

small gift. The advice I received was to give a small gift, something meaningful from the heart, 

and something they could remember me by. I gave fresh seasonal berries, Purdy’s chocolate, 

because there is no Purdy’s store near where they live, and also Hatley Castle tea and mug from 

Royal Roads University so that they could remember that this study assisted me to receive my 

graduate degree from Royal Roads University. For many Indigenous people, sharing a meal or 

snack together is an important aspect of visiting; when I spent time with the Ni’noxsola, we 

shared a lunch, dinner, or tea, and berries as we talked and visited. As explained by Chief 

Makwala, food is not only nourishment for our bodies, it is also spiritual, it is good for the mind, 

body and spirit (R. Cook, personal communications, December 12, 2018).  

After spending time with the participants, I began to ask my inquiry questions. Saldaña 

and Omasta (2018) articulated that conversations can be considered an interview. The 

conversational interviews I conducted had characteristics of the Western method of a 



KWAKWAKAWKA’WAKW WOMEN IN GOVERNANCE 83 

semistructured interview. I began with general conversation to develop a rapport with the 

participants and then presented an overview of the thesis and the questions once I felt they were 

comfortable. This allowed for a more organic and natural approach to the oral storytelling and 

narratives that followed. I used active-listening skills and, inherent in the method, I 

coparticipated in the conversation. 

I supported the conversational method with audio-recordings with the permission from 

each of the Noxsola, to respect Indigenous ways of learning and listening, which is also more 

respectful and conducive to the kitchen table conversational approach. I then transcribed and, 

where appropriate, themed the audio-recordings. In cases in which the Bakwemkala language 

was used in the conversations, rather than use an intermediary to translate, I met with the 

participant for the translation as required and sought their advice for the spelling if the words 

were used in this thesis. 

I had anticipated that respecting Indigenous languages would be a key challenge in my 

research. Knowledge is embedded in the Bakwemkala language of the Kwakwaka’wakw people 

and Indigenous languages are not Western languages (Kovach, 2009). Language barriers existed 

because I am not Kwakwaka’wakw and do not speak nor understand the Bakwemkala language. 

Additionally, inherent within the process for communicating the findings is the challenge of 

articulating into written form cultural knowledge that is oral and often not translatable into 

English.  Thankfully, Chief Makwala, Audrey and the Ni’noxsola were very understanding in 

assisting me with this challenge.  

One of my postproject commitments involves returning the audio-recorded conversations 

to the individuals who shared knowledge as a mechanism for the preservation of 
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Kwakwaka’wakw knowledges. The audio-recordings will be gifted back to the individuals and 

families to thank them for the privilege of sharing their box of treasures and as part of my 

commitment to accountability. 

Relational accountability (Wilson, 2008) required me to ensure that Chief Makwala has 

ownership of these recommendations. During meetings together, we held discussions within the 

context of his role, position, and influence about ways in which the recommendations are 

meaningful to him and his family as well as his perspective in terms of the relevancy of the 

recommendations to his respective nation (‘Namgis). I sought advice in terms of ways the 

Kwakwaka’wakw group of nations can be approached with this thesis. 

The change that this thesis aimed to achieve was to illuminate ways in which ancestral 

practices and teachings could be incorporated into organizational systems, processes, and 

policies at the governance, leadership, and program levels of society. To achieve this, I examined 

the ancestral roles and responsibilities of matriarchs and women in Kwakwaka’wakw families 

and communities to identify principles and practices in leadership and governance. 

Chief Makwala shared similar goals and aspirations regarding the roles of matriarchs and 

women in Kwakwaka’wakw communities, and this was reflected in his approach and ceremonies 

in his p̓a̱sa in May. He recognized and acknowledged the importance of restoring balance 

between men and women within families and communities and understands the complexities 

associated with this vision for this change: “I can present the ceremonies and messages in my 

potlatch; however, it is not my place to ask them to change. It is up to them to take what they 

have learned” (R. Cook, personal communication, April 13, 2018). Chief Makwala’s words echo 

my culturally appropriate approach for this thesis and are aligned with Wilson (2008), who 
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posited, “Knowledge in itself is not seen as the ultimate goal; rather the goal is the change that 

this knowledge may help to bring about” (p. 37). What Chief Makwala referred to is the 

important teaching that change must come from within as well as the important protocol 

regarding the appropriateness of engaging in a change process with other families and 

communities. 

Upon completion of the inquiry, I discussed the findings with Chief Makwala as well as 

Audrey and the Ni’noxsola. I have developed a postgraduation plan to present the findings to the 

board of the LFLS and to the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations at the Tribal Council level for their 

consideration. I anticipate that the learnings and recommendations from this thesis will be 

relevant, meaningful, and useful for the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations and families in their 

continued journey toward self-determination and self-government; the next steps will be up to 

the Kwakwaka’wakw families and communities to accept and embrace this study to journey 

toward ancestral values in governance. 

Knowledge Creation 

This section of the Nuyam refers to data analysis and validity of the study. I begin this 

section by describing Indigenous perspectives and concepts of validity and reliability, followed 

by a detailed description regarding my methods for analyzing the raw qualitative data and how I 

arrived at my findings, conclusions, and recommendations. 

I utilized my notes and audio-recorded information from the ceremony as research and 

kitchen table conversations for knowledge creation. Wilson (2008), when he discussed how 

Indigenous research paradigms must be reflected in all stages, stated, “Rather than the goals of 

validity and reliability, research from an Indigenous paradigm should aim to be authentic or 
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credible” (p. 101). This statement emphasizes the importance that validity in an Indigenous 

context requires the voices and understandings of the participants to be reflected in the analysis. 

In the Kwakwaka’wakw context, the validity, reliability, trustworthiness, and credibility 

of the knowledge gathered is also derived from the participants selected. Chief Makwala, 

Audrey, the Ni’noxsola in this study are highly respected within their families and communities 

in the Kwakwaka’wakw territory. Many Kwakwaka’wakw and other Indigenous people have 

tremendous respect for their voice, integrity, and wisdom; their support for this thesis was 

significant in terms of endorsement and credibility of knowledge. This has also been critical to 

the change process that I aimed to achieve through conducting this research. 

Knowledge is also acquired spiritually and from a collection of relationships, which 

formulates what Wilson (2008) referred to as one aspect of research is ceremony. To illustrate 

how knowledge can be acquired through a spiritual level, I will share a story. As a child I recall 

visiting with an Elder who did not speak English. I would sit for hours listening to him speak 

Gitxsenimx, and, although I do not speak my Gitxsenimx language and had difficulty 

understanding the spoken words, at a spiritual level I understood; this experience has shaped my 

deeper understanding of Indigenous knowledge acquisition and knowledge creation. 

This phase of knowledge creation included my knowledge from lived experiences. 

Wilson (2008) referred to this as nonlinear logic that “involves our whole life learning leading to 

an intuitive logic and way of analysis” (p. 116). Locating myself in this knowledge gathering 

meant including my knowledge in this phase of the study and recognizing that “research 

ceremony is grounded in community [and] I am an integral part of the community too” (Wilson, 

2008, p. 123). Connectivity in the relationality of Indigenous knowledge gathering honours my 
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identity, my relationship with the participants, and my connection to community in this study, 

which are important aspects of trustworthiness and credibility in an Indigenous context. To 

mitigate researcher bias, I used reflexivity to examine my influence on my data and discussed 

these with Audrey, my inquiry advisor. 

The Kwakwaka’wakw-centered approach in this study has confluence with Western 

theories of triangulation (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018) and member checking (Tracey, 2010). 

Triangulation, described by Saldaña and Omasta (2018), “involves considering data from at least 

three different sources to help ensure more dimension to the data, this might mean interviewing 

three separate individuals about a phenomenon” (p. 99). Tracy (2010) explained that the premise 

of triangulation is if two or more sources land with the same information then the conclusion is 

more credible. My study engaged and gathered knowledge from eight Kwakwaka’wakw 

members through eight different interviews with shared understandings described later in this 

thesis. In an Indigenous context, triangulation has confluence with the temporal nature of 

Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge systems and the recognition that knowledge is passed on from 

generations (Thomas, 2018). 

Member checking is a practice that provides space for additional data and reflection by 

“allowing for the sharing and dialoguing with the participants about the study’s findings and 

providing opportunities for questions, critique, feedback, affirmation and even collaboration” 

(Tracey, 2010, p. 844). Subsequent visits were required in September and October to review the 

information with the Ni’noxsola to clarify and confirm the accuracy of the knowledge in terms of 

how I had understood, interpreted, and captured the information. I discussed the findings, 

themes, and recommendations that flowed from the knowledge gathered from his p̓a̱sa with 
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Chief Makwala, and I set up a series of meetings with Audrey to discuss the findings and themes 

from the kitchen table conversations and recommendations. 

The process for knowledge creation initially began with the transcribed audio-recordings, 

which I condensed and organized to put aside the components of the conversation that were not 

relevant to the study. Kovach (2009) explained, “Data can be coded, emergent themes grouped, 

while transparently indicating that it is not an Indigenous epistemological approach to data 

analysis” (p. 35). Although I began by seeking themes within the knowledge I had gathered, I 

soon realized that I needed to look at whole systems and relationships, rather than breaking down 

the cultural knowledge. Upon reflection, after several weeks of grappling with the thematic 

process, I recognized that I was conflicted about deconstructing Indigenous knowledge into 

themes, which diminished the essence of the knowledge. I also recognized that while listening to 

the audio-recordings, there was richness in the voices, tones, and emotions that could not be 

captured in the written word. I then realized two approaches were required for the two different 

methods of knowledge gathering. 

For the ceremony in research method, in which knowledge embedded in ceremony was 

examined, the knowledge creation required articulating the findings within the context of 

ceremony. What this meant was that in order to capture the spirituality, emotion, and essence of 

the knowledge embedded in ceremony, I employed a narrative approach to create a visual image 

of the ceremony to invite the reader into the consciousness of Kwakwaka’wakw ethos. 

The wealth of knowledge along with the richness and complexity of the information 

shared during the kitchen table conversations required a multimethod approach for coding and 

organizing the data in my thematic analysis process. To assist in organizing the data, I applied a 
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combination of methods using in vivo coding (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018), Indigenous categories, 

and word repetitions identifying metaphors or analogies. Saldaña and Omasta (2018) defined in 

vivo coding as “a method that uses the participants own language as a symbol system” (p. 121). 

Ryan and Bernard (2003) explained that identifying categories in Indigenous research involves 

identifying local terms or specialized vocabulary. I also used values coding (Saldaña & Omasta, 

2018) to identify values related to the inquiry topic and process coding (Saldaña & Omasta, 

2018) to identify mechanisms for principles and practices in Kwakwaka’wakw governance. 

Saldaña and Omasta (2018) explained that values coding are the “attitudes, values or beliefs that 

the participant overtly states” (p. 128) and process coding identifies action and interaction. I 

utilized what Taylor-Powell and Renner (2003) referred to as organizing into emergent 

categories, which involved looking at ideas and concepts without preconceived themes or 

categories. Importantly, I analyzed the themes to identify the ways in which the knowledge 

shared is connected, interconnected, and interrelated. 

Ethical Considerations 

Related to the issue of knowledge gathering and knowledge creation was the issue of 

ethical approval in the Kwakwaka’wakw context. In my Gitxsan culture, I have been raised and 

taught to understand that strict laws exist regarding our responsibilities for the protection of 

intellectual and ancestral property rights, especially knowledge located within and belonging to 

specific families. As described above, I followed the required Kwakwaka’wakw ethical 

guidelines and protocols for permission to use, share, and refer to their knowledge, ceremonies, 

and the box of treasures. I recognized and acknowledged that I am privileged to have the 

knowledge shared with me. Article 31 in UNDRIP (United Nations, 2007) stated, 
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Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain, control, protect, and develop their cultural 

heritage, traditional knowledge, and traditional cultural expressions, as well as the 

manifestations of their sciences, technologies, and cultures, including human and genetic 

resources, seeds, medicines, knowledge of the properties of fauna and flora, oral 

traditions, literatures, designs, sports and traditional games, and visual and performing 

arts. They also have the right to maintain, control, protect, and develop their intellectual 

property over such cultural heritage, traditional knowledge, and traditional cultural 

expressions. (p. 11) 

The knowledge captured in this thesis is included permission of the individuals who shared the 

knowledge and is not owned by me or by Royal Roads University. I am aware that as part of this 

process for granting a degree, my thesis will be published online and available both through the 

Royal Roads University Library and the Canada-wide thesis portal. I am also aware that I am the 

copyright holder of the thesis, and I have been transparent with my participants about this. It 

must be understood that copyright is distinctly different from ancestral rights and intellectual 

property rights in an Indigenous context, which means I do not own the knowledge shared with 

me—it belongs to the families who shared the knowledge. 

An ethical consideration in the gathering and creation of Indigenous knowledge is the 

integral role of Indigenous languages as foundational to Indigenous knowledge. For 

Kwakwaka’wakw people, words in their respective languages cannot always be translated into 

English, for there is no equivalent. As such, I found it challenging to put the knowledge into 

written word; translations risk changing the meaning, thus changing the knowledge that is rooted 

in our ancestors. I worked closely with Chief Makwala, Audrey, and the Ni’noxsola who assisted 
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in translating the knowledge into English, when possible. When no suitable English word could 

be found, I worked to accurately describe the context, meaning, and intent as a mechanism to 

preserve the ancestral knowledge embedded in the word or phrase. 

The following core elements have been summarized from the Tri-Council Policy 

Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (Canadian Institutes of Health 

Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and 

Humanities Research Council of Canada, 2014): 

• “Respect for Persons recognizes the intrinsic value of human beings and the respect 

and consideration they are due. It encompasses treatment of persons” (p. 6) and their 

data or material as well as the “moral obligations to respect autonomy and protect 

those with developing, diminished or impaired autonomy” (p. 6). 

• “Concern for Welfare means that the researchers and REB [research ethics board] 

should aim to protect the welfare of participants” (p. 8). This includes adequately 

assessing “risks and benefits associated with their participation in the research” (p. 8). 

• “Justice refers to the obligation to treat people fairly and equitably” (p. 8), including 

addressing issues of vulnerability and imbalance of power.  

In this study, I achieved respect for persons through transparency and accountability. For many 

Indigenous people and communities, research has been a negative experience. Tuhiwai-Smith 

(2013) echoed this and stated, “The word itself, ‘research, is probably one of the dirtiest words in 

the Indigenous world’s vocabulary” (p. 1). Additionally, Kovach (2009) referred to “smash and 

grab” (p. 29), in which the research has benefitted the researcher not the people being researched. 

As an insider (Kovach, 2009; Wilson, 2008), my Gitxsan moral and ethical obligations required 
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me to conduct my inquiry in a trustworthy and ethical way as well as with transparency and 

integrity. I ensured relational accountability and transparency were foundational in all aspects of 

this study. I provided clear information in plain language for the participants. I offered 

information to enable participants to provide free, informed, and ongoing consent and I checked 

back with them in-person during the knowledge gathering and member-checking, to make sure 

they understood consent, particularly for the Elders. Although I had selected participants based 

on their knowledge and capacity to participate, my moral and ethical process was to ensure that 

they were capable of communicating and making the decision to participate, share knowledge, 

and if they so wished, withdraw their participation and knowledge at any point without 

explanation, reason, or consequences. 

Concern for welfare was fundamentally important to this study. I recognized, respected, 

and understood that concern for welfare took into account the following: 

Welfare consists of the impact on individuals of factors such as their physical, mental and 

spiritual health, as well as their physical, economic and social circumstances. Thus, 

determinants of welfare can include housing, employment, security, family life, 

community membership, and social participation, among other aspects of life. (Canadian 

Institutes of Health Research et al., 2014, pp. 7–8) 

I had anticipated that the dialogue regarding the reclamation of the roles of Kwakwaka’wakw 

women included that the conversation may bring up memories, some painful from systemic 

experiences, such as the Indian Residential Schools, for the Ni’noxsola; however, this did not 

occur. I gave consideration to the time of day, length of time, location, and accessibility of the 

kitchen table conversations to ensure that the Elders and Chiefs were not negatively impacted. 



KWAKWAKAWKA’WAKW WOMEN IN GOVERNANCE 93 

To obtain verbal consent in clear, plain, and culturally appropriate language, I discussed the 

risks and benefits of the research with the participants. Please refer to script in Appendix C.  

The ethical requirement for justice encompassed fair and equitable treatment in terms of 

respect and concern, which included addressing issues of vulnerability of the participants and 

any situations that are referred to an imbalance of power or power over (Canadian Institutes of 

Health Research et al., 2014). Elders, by virtue of their age as seniors, are considered 

vulnerable; as such, in this study, I ensured that they were not burdened in any way and ensured 

there was equal benefit. To assist me in determining whether the Elders and Chiefs had the 

capacity to give their voluntary consent, I spent time having casual conversations, which 

provided me with the opportunity to determine their cognitive ability and mental capacity to 

understand the conversation and issue of consent. I avoided mistakes made by past researchers 

within the context of this research by discussing directly with the Ni’noxsola any issues related 

to burden and benefit. Issues related to power were nonexistent with Chief Makwala, Audrey 

Wilson, or Ni’noxsola. As I am Gitxsan, not Kwakwaka’wakw, and I am not employed, 

contracted, biologically related, or in an authority role or relationship with any of the 

participants, there was no risk of abuse of power or harm to the participants in this inquiry. 

For culturally appropriate reasons, confidentiality agreements were verbal with Chief 

Makwala and Audrey; as such, to respect Kwakwaka’wakw oral traditions and Indigenous ways 

of doing, the participants also did not sign any forms for this study. Oral tradition, Kovach 

(2009) explained, was upheld in the 1997 Delgamuukw v. British Columbia case in which the 

“Supreme Court of Canada ruled that the oral testimony has the same weight as written 
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evidence” (p. 95). A script has been appended to this document in Appendix C. I provided a 

copy of the script to Audrey, Chief Makwala and participants. 

Nuyam Summary 

Through applying Kwakwaka’wakw-centred approaches to knowledge gathering, I 

utilized two methods: ceremony as research and kitchen table conversations. Study participants 

included Chiefs Makwala, Nulis, Wedlidi, Maxwiyalidzi, as well as Elders Charlotte Joseph, 

Gwimolas, Pauline Alfred, and Alberta Billy. These Ni’noxsola offered their insight, knowledge, 

and advice in the knowledge-gathering methods and knowledge-creation components of this 

study. The analysis of the knowledge, validity in the Kwakwaka’wakw context required  me to 

review the information with the Ni’noxsola; in the western context this is referred to as member 

checking (Tracy, 2010) to ensure accuracy and appropriateness in how the knowledge was 

described. Ethical considerations included the importance of ownership of the information and 

concepts shared as well as the importance of reflecting participant voices in the thesis. In the 

next Nuyam, I provide the findings, conclusions, and recommendations  which were discussed 

with Chief Makwala, Audrey Wilson, and Ni’noxsola. 
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Nuyam Mu: What was Heard and Learned 

In this Nuyam, I detail what I heard and learned from the knowledge gathering; 

throughout the remainder of this thesis, I refer to Ni’noxsola who shared knowledge in this 

study: Ni’noxsola Pauline Alfred, Vera Newman referred to as Gwimolas, Alberta Billy, 

Charlotte Joseph, Chief Rande Cook referred to as Makwala and his family, Chief Wedlidi 

Speck, Chief Henry Kaudie Nelson referred to as Maxwiyalidzi, and Chief Edwin Newman 

referred to as Nulis. As a mechanism for honouring and respecting Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge 

systems, I have framed the findings from the cultural knowledge that participants shared in 

Kwakwaka’wakw ceremonial processes and storytelling. I present linkages to the inquiry 

question through reflective narratives within the section outlining my conclusions. I conclude 

this Nuyam with a discussion on the scope and limitations of the study. 

I designed the primary research question and subquestions to increase knowledge and 

understanding of ancestral teachings about the roles of matriarchs and women, specifically 

within the Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge systems, and to determine how this facilitates balance in 

families and communities as they journey toward a strengthened nationhood. 

In conducting this inquiry, I sought to answer the following question: How can the 

Kwakwaka’wakw Nations incorporate the roles of matriarchs and women into leadership and 

governance to restore balance in families and communities? I designed the following 

subquestions to support this inquiry: 

1. What is a matriarch within the context of Kwakwaka’wakw people? 

2. How do you understand the ancestral teachings regarding the roles and 

responsibilities of matriarchs and women in Kwakwaka’wakw culture? 
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3. What are the principles and philosophies in Kwakwaka’wakw cultures regarding 

balance between men and women and how are these practised? 

4. How could these principles and practices be applied to governance and leadership and 

where? 

Study Findings 

The ceremony as research method examined the knowledge embedded in ceremony; 

therefore, the approach I have chosen for this section is to frame what I witnessed, what I heard, 

and what I learned within the context of ceremony. I witnessed several ceremonies involving 

women during the p̓a̱sa, which began in the morning and ended 16 hours later. I have selected 

four ceremonies as part of the focus of this thesis. I identified these ceremonies during Chief 

Makwala’s family p̓a̱sa as well as in conversations postpotlatch with Chief Makwala and the 

other Ni’noxsola to learn more about the knowledge embedded in ceremony. I will share the 

lessons learned from the second method, the kitchen table conversations, as condensed 

summaries through story, to honour the voices of the Ni’noxsola. Both approaches integrate the 

knowledge shared across the methods and participants to reflect the holism, connectivity, and 

relationality of Kwakwaka’wakw ways of knowing, being, and doing. 

Ceremony as research. As previously noted, I selected four ceremonies for this thesis. I 

summarize these ceremonies in this section using story following the protocols and laws of the 

p̓a̱sa. The centrality of ceremonies within Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge systems is embedded in 

the p̓a̱sa hosted by families in the gukdzi. Ceremonies are an intrinsic component of the box of 

treasures, many of which are sacred, rooted in ancestral laws, and foundational in traditional 

Kwakwaka’wakw governance.  
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The diversity of the families is fundamentally important to acknowledge and recognize in 

this thesis. Noxsola Gwimolas echoed this and stated, “It’s important to know that we’re not all 

the same” (V. Newman, personal communication, September 22, 2018). Moreover, Audrey 

Wilson, my inquiry advisor explained, “Even though we are all the same people, how the family 

comes out with the box of treasures is very different” (A. Wilson, personal communication, 

September 20, 2018). The box of treasures is unique and distinct to each family; although the 

ceremonies in the feasts and p̓a̱sa share similarities, they are conducted differently. 

The ceremonies described in this thesis are shared with the permission, advice, and 

guidance of Chief Makwala, Audrey, and the Ni’noxsola who supported this thesis as 

community partner, inquiry advisor, and participants. The Ni’noxsola shared the teachings of the 

ceremonies through story, which often shifted between historical understandings to 

contemporary practices depending on the context, indicative of temporal nature of 

Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge systems and pedagogy that span generations. 

Variations of the stories are linked to the rights of the families; therefore, explanations 

about the ceremonies often differ and vary. For this reason, the Kwakwaka’wakw people have 

respect, as echoed by the Ni’noxsola in this study, for the different variations of the details in the 

stories: “We can’t say, ‘Oh, that’s not how we do it.’ It’s not our place to talk like that” 

(V. Newman, personal communication, September 22, 2018). It is understood that these 

variations do not negate the significance of the teachings; the foundational principles and 

philosophies embedded in the ceremonies remain strong. 

Ceremonies are often long and the explanations are equally lengthy; therefore, the 

descriptions provided here have been condensed: “The ceremonies and the teachings behind 
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them take several years of learning over a long period of time. They are interconnected and 

interwoven; one ceremony can be your entire thesis” (R. Cook, personal communication, 

October 1, 2018). I have made every effort to reflect the meaning as accurately as possible and I 

have been careful to ensure I have not misrepresented the ceremonies. Embedded within the 

rituals and practices of these ceremonies are laws of the Kwakwaka’wakw people, which are 

interconnected with spirituality, language, land, and territory, all inextricably linked to their 

identity, governance, and sustainability for future generations. 

The four ceremonies selected, part of the t̕seka, which are “winter ceremonial dances 

where red cedar bark is used” (V. Newman, personal communication, September 22, 2018) 

include the 1) mourning songs ceremony, 2) the red cedar bark ceremony, 3) the hamat̕sa 

ceremony, and 4) the tuxw’id. Although performed and described separately, these ceremonies 

are interconnected through a complex system of interrelated origin stories located within the 

Hamat̕sa25 and the Winalagalis26 societies:  

Ceremony 1: Mourning songs. 

It is the highest honour to be standing there.  

They are there to show that life will go on as  

long as we have matriarchs and strong women. 

They have a significant role in the cycle of life. 

(R. Cook, personal communication, October 1, 2018) 

                                                 

25 Hamat̕sa are part of the secret Hamat̕sa society. These individuals are usually the first born; a Hamat̕sa, 
an inherited high-ranking position in the family, is groomed for leadership and is usually next in line to 

become chief. The Hamat̕sa originates from Rivers Inlet and only a few families have the rights to do 
this.  It was acquired by some of the families through marriage.  

26 The Winalagalis society refers to the warrior society.  Individuals in this society are male or female and 
their positions are inherited.    
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Honour and respect for loved ones who have joined the ancestors is a foundational 

practice for Kwakwaka’wakw people. Chief Makwala’s family p̓a̱sa was a memorial potlatch for 

his late grandmother Florrie Matilpi. In feasts and potlatches, it is customary to begin with 

mourning songs, prior to the commencement of the ceremonies: 

The fire in the middle of the gukdzi crackles, voices in the room begin to hush as four 

women quietly arrive onto the ceremonial floor wearing their button blankets and are 

seated in front of the singers. The sound of the drumming sticks on the log quiet the last 

of the trickling conversations. The singers are all men; sitting at the log, they begin to 

sing the mourning songs. We sit quietly to pay respects to our loved ones who have joined 

our ancestors. We honour those who have walked before us and we mourn them, as we 

listen to the melancholy songs tears trickle down as we remember the love, strength, 

beauty, wisdom, and grace of our matriarch, whose presence is both missed yet felt as we 

gather. Four songs are sung and as the fifth song begins, the women stand to shake the 

sorrow and dance gently. The drumming stops; the women return to the back room, 

signalling the end of the mourning songs, only then can the ceremonies begin. 

Knowledge embedded in ceremony: Mourning songs. Chief Makwala, Audrey, and 

Ni’noxsola have shared the following ancestral teachings regarding the importance of the 

mourning songs prior to commencing the ceremonies in the p̓a̱sa. The following are condensed 

and paraphrased summaries of teachings they shared regarding the ancestral practice of the 

mourning ceremony. 

Mourning songs are an important part of the potlatch system; Noxsola Pauline Alfred 

explained the significance of the mourning songs and stated, “Mourning songs went on forever 
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when I was growing up. It wasn’t just four songs, that’s how important it is” (P. Alfred, personal 

communication, September 22, 2018). Chief Makwala further explained the significance of the 

4-day mourning practice: 

My gran said, in the old days, it was only 4 days you were allowed to mourn; it was 

intense mourning. She explained that this was to focus on life and not hang on to grief. 

There is twice in your life that ochre is put all over you, once after you were born then 

when you died. We believe in reincarnation. We believe the spirit never dies, so when a 

baby reaches 10 months we know the spirit has found a place again, so that’s why when 

we mourn it is so easy. We know they are still with us, so when we do our potlatch 

everything is a close spiritual connection. We know they are with us at the potlatch. [The 

late] Glenny Johnson, Tom Dawson, Lily Dick, and Effery said this too; these are 

teachings from the old people. (R. Cook, personal communication, October 1, 2018) 

This women-only ceremony locates the Kwakwaka’wakw women central in this mourning 

ceremony; the four women seated on the ceremonial floor are acknowledged as leaders within 

the context of their role as life-givers and linked to the circle of life. Additionally, the healing 

powers and spiritual gifts the women have are acknowledged in this ceremony to mourn loved 

ones who have recently passed on as well as the ancestors. The potlatch is integral to the 

traditional Kwakwaka’wakw governance; this ceremonial law dictates that the potlatch does not 

begin without this ceremony and is demonstrative of how the role of women is inextricably 

linked to the governance of the Kwakwaka’wakw people. 

The mourning songs, explained Noxsola Pauline Alfred, are “to wipe your tears and then 

you can do your business” (P. Alfred, personal communication, September 22, 2018). Chief 
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Wedlidi Speck, echoed this and stated, “It is really important; it signals that we are ready to 

begin now” (W. Speck, personal communication, September 20, 2018). Chief Wedlidi Speck 

went on to explain, 

We’re saying that the women’s power is important in the whole ceremony. It creates a 

sacredness in the container of the whole potlatch. It’s making the energy of the air clear 

so that we can do what we need to. (W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018) 

Chief Makwala explained, 

The reason why it’s women is because it is the highest honour to be standing there. They 

are matriarchs and noble women. They are there to show that life will go on as long as we 

have matriarchs and strong women. They have a significant role in the cycle of life, even 

the mourning songs talk about strength and moving forward. It’s the host saying thank 

you to the women, and that is why we do that before we start anything. (R. Cook, 

personal communication, October 1, 2018) 

Chief Maxwiyalidzi explained that women have a different energy from men: “They have 

a healing calm spirit about them; energy comes from our hands. Men can’t do that because we 

don’t have that energy” (H. Nelson, personal communication, July 9, 2018), so when they hold 

their hands facing toward the dance ceremony, they are sending healing energy for this. Audrey, 

my inquiry advisor, explained, “In a feast it is only the last fourth song that is sung” (A. Wilson, 

personal communication, September 20, 2018). The fourth song is to symbolically wipe the tears 

and let go, to allow healing, and importantly to carry on and move forward. 

Ceremony 2: Cedar bark ceremony. 

The cedar bark is the most sacred,  

that’s why it’s done first, that’s  
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 how important it is.  

(P. Alfred, personal communication, September 22, 2018) 

The cedar bark ceremony follows the mourning songs; it is a sacred ritual that signals the 

beginning of the sharing of the ceremonies in the box of treasures: 

The gukdzi is silent; four chiefs enter the ceremonial floor. They cross towards the front 

entrance and turn in a circle towards their hearts as they exit. The chiefs return holding a 

ring of cedar bark. There is a slow quiet tempo of the drumming as they move around the 

fire, turning in unison at each corner while holding the cedar. Standing majestically in 

the middle of the ring is a woman wearing a button blanket. The drumming stops. The 

chiefs move in a circle around her. A hamat̕sa dressed in black emerges from the back 

room; his face is black and he is holding a ceremonial dagger. The chiefs stand still as 

the drumming starts. The hamat̕sa paces around the fire looking at them; he turns in each 

corner and approaches the chiefs and matriarch with the knife, moving around her four 

times. The drumming stops—silence. He symbolically tries to break the cedar motioning 

his hands in the air to chop down. The drumming begins and he paces again, faster each 

round. The tempo of the drumming is faster and now frantic. He screams as he raises the 

knife above his head and lowers it onto the cedar. The chiefs lay the cedar on the ground. 

The matriarch walks out of the circle. Strands of cedar are handed out to the guests in the 

p̓a̱sa. 

Knowledge embedded in ceremony: Cedar bark ceremony. In this section, I present a 

condensed paraphrased summary of the ancestral teachings about the cedar bark ceremony as 

shared by Chief Makwala and the Ni’noxsola in this thesis. 
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Cedar is very sacred to the Kwakwaka’wakw people; therefore, prior to sharing the 

knowledge embedded in the ceremony, the Ni’noxsola reminded me of the distinct teachings 

before they began to speak about the cedar bark ceremony. The Kwakwaka’wakw have different 

stories about this ceremony originating from how they inherited it into their family: 

The reason every family has their own origin story is because of their ancestors, some 

come from the sky, some from the ocean, and so on, and each ancestor brought different 

gifts and laid the foundation for each family and that’s where their ceremonies come 

from. (R. Cook, personal communication, October 1, 2018) 

This reminder is a show of respect for other families and that the knowledge they share is not the 

only story and teaching regarding the cedar bark ceremony. 

Referring to the matriarch in ceremony, Chief Wedlidi Speck explained, “She is in the 

middle; they are cutting her out” (W. Speck, personal communication, September 20, 2018). 

Chief Wedlidi Speck went on to explain, “She’s the one that owns it; she brings the ceremony to 

the people” (W. Speck, personal communication, September 20, 2018). Chief Makwala echoed 

this: “It has to be the eldest woman; she is that matriarch of the family” (R. Cook, personal 

communication, October 1, 2018). The matriarch role is central to the cedar bark ceremony. 

Noxsola Pauline Alfred explained, “The cedar bark opens the box of treasures” (P. 

Alfred, personal communication, September 22, 2018). She noted the significance of the 

sacredness: “The cedar bark is the most sacred. That’s why it’s done first. It is used on your 

body, that’s how important it is. The eldest has to live a clean life, because she is touching the 

cedar” (P. Alfred, personal communication, September 22, 2018). Noxsola Gwimolas explained 

the sacredness includes spirituality of the ceremony: “Granny taught me to just watch, no one 
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should be talking because of the spirit. It is the supernatural; it is really important” (V. Newman, 

personal communication, September 22, 2018). Sacredness and spirituality are interconnected in 

the cedar bark ceremony. 

Chief Wedlidi Speck further explained the meaningfulness and role of the spiritual 

ceremony: “It contributes to knowing that we have moved from ordinary space to spiritual space, 

a sacred space” (W. Speck, personal communication, September 20, 2018). Chief Wedlidi Speck 

went on to explain, “So our thinking needs to change” (W. Speck, personal communication, 

September 20, 2018), linking back to his comment about changing from ordinary to spiritual 

space. Additionally, Noxsola Pauline Alfred explained, “Once that cedar comes in, even the 

chief’s voice changes. We are all the same after that” (P. Alfred, personal communication, 

September 22, 2018). Chief Makwala echoed this and stated, “It’s more than words; it’s more 

than ceremony. It is our connection to the spirit. It is our connection to life itself. All our 

ceremonies extract the spirit” (R. Cook, personal communication, October 1, 2018). The role of 

the cedar bark ceremony is significant for the entire p̓a̱sa. 

The Ni’noxsola explained the symbolism of the cedar bark ceremony and how it is linked 

with to the story of Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’, a cannibal supernatural being that lived at the north 

end of the world. Chief Makwala explained, 

In one story, the medicine man wrapped the house in red cedar bark; once the boys were 

in there, Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’ could not break through it. This is a metaphor. All the 

evil spirits, all the anger can’t break through the purity, goodness, and kindness. 

(R. Cook, personal communication, October 1, 2018) 

Chief Makwala further explained the symbolism of the ceremony: 
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When a woman gave birth to a baby, a cedar mat was under her, so the red cedar bark is 

that blood; it’s that protection. It represents all the purity, the goodness, life’s most 

strongest connection, so when she is sharing it, she is sharing to the people, and we wear 

it. It protects the knowledge. (R. Cook, personal communication, October 1, 2018) 

The interconnectedness of the importance of women with the sacredness of the cedar is 

interwoven in the narratives shared by the Ni’noxsola. 

Ceremony 3: Hamat̕sa. 

She’s giving him that knowledge, helping him to be a leader;  

everything that we want a great leader to be is all coming from her.  

(R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018) 

Following the cedar bark ceremony is a hamat̕sa initiation ceremony. Here I provide a 

partial description of the four-part ceremony; the p̓a̱sa cannot start without the hamat̕sa: 

The low sound of the whistle can be heard; it is the madzi. A young boy appears. He 

looks to be about 5 years old. He is Chief Makwala’s son. The young hamat̕sa initiate is 

covered in hemlock boughs, “Hap! . . . hap!” he hollers, crouched low, his bare feet 

touching the dirt floor of the gukdzi. He moves slowly, despite the tempo of the drumming 

on the log. The powerful voices of the singers do not drown out the cry of the young 

initiate. Walking and moving with him are four hamat̕sa, their faces covered with black 

markings. Chief Makwala joins his son. The tempo of the drumming becomes seemingly 

frantic as the hamat̕sa initiate moves in a frenzy and turns at each corner of the gukdzi. 

The attendants hold him as he runs wildly around the fire. The attendants pause and 

circle around him, shielding him from view. After four times around the fire, the initiate 

emerges from behind the blankets of the attendants. His hemlock boughs now removed, 
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he wears a cedar headpiece and cedar rings on his wrists, ankles, and across his chest. 

He dances upright with arms extended and hands shaking. He is joined by a young girl 

wearing a button blanket and apron. She is the hiliga̱x̱ste’; she is his sister and Chief 

Makwala’s daughter. She moves backwards while she leads the hamat̕sa. As she dances 

in front of him, her hands move as if she were feeding him, as they move around the fire. 

Knowledge embedded in ceremony. Hamat̕sa. In this section, I present a condensed 

paraphrased summary of the ancestral story about the hamat̕sa and hiliga̱x̱ste’,27 and ceremony 

conducted in the gukdzi, as shared by Chief Makwala and the Ni’noxsola in this thesis. 

The hamat̕sa is high-ranking amongst the Kwakwaka’wakw people: “You have to be a 

hamat̕sa to be a chief, that is why the eldest is being groomed, because he is going to be a chief 

one day” (W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018). There are many stories of the 

hamat̕sa and are connected to Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’. 

In one version of the origin story, as Chief Wedlidi Speck explained, the hiliga̱x̱ste’ is the 

“older sister in the village who got lost and ended up married to Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’; she 

would feed corpses to the cannibal” (W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018). Four 

brothers went hunting and came across the house with the red smoke. It was the house of 

Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’ and saw their sister inside. They devised a plan to rescue her, but they 

were interrupted by Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’; however, they each had medicine given to them by 

their grandmother that saved them from the cannibal. They told their father, who dug a hole in 

                                                 

27 A hiliga̱x̱ste’ is a female who dances with the hamat̕sa and is an important part of the hamat̕sa initiation 

ceremony, which is also an initiation for the hiliga̱x̱ste. A hiliga̱x̱ste’ is an inherited position in the 
family and is usually the eldest.  
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his house and filled it with hot rocks and covered it with a cedar mat. When 

Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’ arrived, the father invited him in for a feast. He pretended to kill his sons 

but used dog intestines to trick Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’ into believing they belonged to the sons. 

Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’ believed him and sat where the guests sit in the house. Unbeknownst to 

him, Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’ fell in the hole, burned up, and became black flies and mosquitos. 

The daughter was returned. She took them back to the house of Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’ 

and brought all the gifts back: “She trained people about how to use the gifts and so from that 

day on, the oldest son, or back then it could have been the eldest daughter, becomes the hamat̕sa” 

(W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018). Speck continued on to say, “She plays a 

whole role in apprenticing the new chief in a spiritual way” (W. Speck, personal communication, 

June 7, 2018) when explaining the role of the hiliga̱x̱ste’ with the hamat̕sa. 

Prior to the ceremony, the hamat̕sa initiate spends 4 days in the forest: “In the old days it 

used to be 4 months. He becomes wild. The men keep an eye on him from a distance” (P. Alfred, 

personal communication, July 9, 2018). Chief Makwala explained, 

To be a hamat̕sa, you are groomed from an early age. You are brought to the forest. You 

bathe and you cleanse. He is being groomed to give thanks, to fast and to let go of 

everything. It’s to take you away from everything, out of society, and let go of 

materialism, everything you thinks that matters. Where it is just you and the creator, so 

you are in direct contact with life and death, and it’s between just you, the creator, and 

life itself, so when you step into the bighouse, you become the protector because you 

have been through all the teachings. (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018) 
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In the ceremony, the initiate is wild from being possessed by the cannibal spirit of 

Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’ during his 4-day fast in the forest, Chief Maxwiyalidzi explained: “I 

guess it would be the hiliga̱x̱ste that would look after him when he was out there. In the old days, 

she would carry a corpse and entice him into the house” (H. Nelson, personal communication, 

July 9, 2018). What Chief Maxwiyalidzi has explained is that the hiliga̱x̱ste takes care of the 

hamat̕sa initiate, which is symbolized in the contemporary ceremony. In the first stage of the 

ceremony, the hamat̕sa is wild and she is taming him. She symbolically lures him with a corpse 

and then through the process of the four stages of the ceremony, the hamat̕sa initiate gradually 

becomes tame. 

There are other hamat̕sa in the ceremony who remain on the outer area of the ceremonial 

floor following the hamat̕sa initiate. These hamat̕sa that guide him in the ceremony are referred 

to as attendants: “They’re guiding what’s going on the floor so nobody gets hurt. They take care 

of the hamat̕sa” (V. Newman, personal communication, July 18, 2018). Chief Makwala echoed 

this role of the attendants and stated, 

Everything on the floor is monitored by the hamat̕sa. Those are deep teachings as well. 

That’s why it’s the eldest boy who is being groomed. He’s gonna be chief one day. He’s 

a protector. His whole life, he goes through all those teachings and everything because 

one day when he steps into that role of being a chief, he’s done all that work, so he knows 

what it means to put his people first. The hamat̕sa put everyone first. That’s why they 

look after the floor. (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018) 

The hemlock in the ceremony was for the purposes of cleansing the cannibal spirit of the young 

initiate: “It’s to clear the energy, then they put cedar on him, now he’s connected to the cycle of 
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life; it’s spiritual and he’s going through the transitions” (R. Cook, personal communication, 

October 1, 2018). Chief Makwala’s explanation discussed the transition and transformation from 

wild to tame, the role of the hiliga̱x̱ste in this process of the ceremony is discussed next. 

Through the process of the four-part ceremony, and with the help of the hiliga̱x̱ste, the 

hamat̕sa becomes tame and becomes part of the hamat̕sa society. Noxsola Pauline Alfred 

explained this as follows: “The woman’s role is to nurture the hamat̕sa when he came home, to 

take care of him; she knew what he needed” (P. Alfred, personal communication, July 9, 2018). 

Noxsola Gwimolas stated, 

The woman is the one taking care of the hamat̕sa; she’s the oldest. I guess they actually 

carried the corpse back then. Her hand movements, she’s feeding the hamat̕sa. It 

symbolizes that. Now-a-days sometimes they carry the copper to show the strength of 

your family. (V. Newman, personal communication, July 18, 2018) 

In one part of the ceremony, when the hiliga̱x̱ste comes out, the hamat̕sa does not look at her. He 

does not make eye contact with her. Chief Wedlidi Speck explained this further: 

He never looks at her because she’s the one in the beginning who enticed him into the 

house with a child corpse and now she’s got a copper, but he’s still not looking at it. He’s 

not attached to it. He’s free to be who he is. (W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 

2018) 

Chief Makwala explained, “She’s giving him that knowledge, she’s bringing him back to 

society, helping him to be a leader. Everything that we want a great leader to be is all coming 

from her” (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018). Chief Makwala spoke about the 

hiliga̱x̱ste feeding the hamat̕sa the copper in the ceremony and went on to explain that the copper 
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represents the hiliga̱x̱ste feeding the knowledge to the hamat̕sa, symbolizing the transitions of 

life and leadership. 

Chief Maxwiyalidzi explained that in the hamat̕sa ceremonies by the Dzawada’enuxw 

tribe28, women have a critical role in a ceremony that is done before the arrival of the hamat̕sa 

into the gukdzi: 

Before the potlatch, we invite one woman from each tribe. They put a neck ring over her, 

and a headpiece on her, and she just stands in one spot and dances. Then they take that 

neck ring off and take that headpiece off and go to the next. They do that four times, and 

each time the singers sing a song from each tribe. The ring and headpiece goes on the 

hamat̕sa; they are putting their healing powers into it when they stand like that to dance, 

and so the ceremony starts the healing for the hamat̕sa when they dance. (H. Nelson, 

personal communication, July 9, 2018) 

While each tribe may have variations to the hamat̕sa, the leadership roles of the hamat̕sa and the 

hiliga̱x̱ste remain the same. 

The hiliga̱x̱ste is also an initiate in the ceremony. Upon completion of the taming of the 

hamat̕sa, they are both stood up and given their names. Historically, the training and mentoring 

of the hiliga̱x̱ste occurred in a variety of ways, one of which included the coming-of-age 

ceremony. This ceremony was done for all girls transitioning from childhood to womanhood. 

Noxsola Pauline Alfred explained, “Four women spend time with her. They are grooming her. 

                                                 

28 The Dzawada’enuxw tribe refers to Dzawada’enuxw First Nation 
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They all had a role to groom her into womanhood” (P. Alfred, personal communication, 

September 22, 2018). Ni’noxsola Pauline Alfred and Gwimolas both explained the importance of 

the readiness of the eldest daughter for the role: “If she’s not ready, culturally, they go to the next 

daughter or a cousin” (P. Alfred, personal communication, September 22, 2018). Training of the 

hiliga̱x̱ste is unique to each of the families. 

For Noxsola Gwimolas’ family, she explained that the hiliga̱x̱ste training included 

spiritual cleansing with the hamat̕sa: “They went out to the valley, they fasted, and went into the 

water; they did it together with the hamat̕sa” (V. Newman, personal communication, September 

22, 2018). For Chief Makwala’s family, the teachings for the training of the hiliga̱x̱ste are 

embedded in the story of Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’: 

The four brothers went hunting and came across the house with the red smoke belonging 

to Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’. There was a girl in the corner; her legs had been turned into 

tree roots. She was embedded in the floor and she couldn’t move. The four brothers 

rescued her. That is a long story. When they saved their sister, she passed on the 

knowledge from everything she witnessed from all those years with 

Baxwbakwalanuksiwe’, his wife, and children. All the hamat̕sa society came from her. 

She was that knowledge bringer. It’s about passing that story and knowledge to the young 

girl. This is the knowledge that is being passed down from mother to daughter and day-

to-day life. (R. Cook, personal communication, October 1, 2018) 

Makwala’s story is to explain that the training and mentoring of the hiliga̱x̱ste occurs from a 

young age and is ongoing, as with the hamat̕sa. 
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Audrey, my inquiry advisor, explained that the role of the hiliga̱x̱ste is over the lifetime 

of the two individuals: “I am the hiliga̱x̱ste for my brother. My role is to support him in 

everything he did in life. He is now the chief and my role is to still be there” (A. Wilson, 

personal communication, September 20, 2018). The hiliga̱x̱ste is the constant that supports him 

through the process in his leadership. 

Ceremony 4: Tuxw’id. The tuxw’id is one of the ceremonies from the Winalagalis 

society. Winalagalis is the warrior spirit: 

Her voice sounds beautiful as she enters the ceremonial floor. Singing a song, she turns 

left towards her heart. She’s wearing hemlock on her head, around her wrists, and 

ankles. She stands in front of the singers near the log, raising her hands slightly higher 

than her shoulders, palms upward. Her hand movements mimic an up-and-down wave 

while she says, “Oooop, oop, oop, oop, oop.” The singers say something, taunting her, 

but this does not faze her. As the drumming begins she dances with a limp, back and forth 

in front of the singers. The singing stops and she repeats the motions saying, “Oop, oop, 

oop.” She does this to produce the długwe’, a treasure. Once it appears she leaves the 

ceremonial floor. 

Knowledge embedded in ceremony: Tuxw’id. 

Women bring treasures, they bring gifts. 

(V. Newman, personal communication, September 22, 2018) 

In this section, I present a condensed paraphrased summary of the ancestral story and 

teachings about the tuxw’id as shared by the Ni’noxsola. 
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In ceremony, Chief Wedlidi Speck shared, “One thing that is really important is that all 

our tuxw’id are female. She’s the warrior” (W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018). 

When describing the ceremony, he shared, 

There’s a woman who comes out and she’s singing her song. That’s her power, and then 

she says, “Oop, oop, oop,” and someone says, “What is this oop, oop, business?” and 

they keep trying to taunt her. She never responds to them, stays in her strength, and when 

something comes up, it goes whoosh! That’s her power. Nobody can take you away from 

your power. It’s you giving it away, so it’s kind of like when you are really centred, 

people can say things, do things, it just runs off your back because you have never given 

up that place, and so women are teaching us through that dance. (W. Speck, personal 

communication, June 7, 2018) 

Chief Makwala explained the significance of the tuxw’id to the Kwakwaka’wakw people: 

It’s our oldest dance within our whole Kwakwaka’wakw. It was the first one where the 

person wandered into the forest, singing and waiting for a response back from the forest, 

and all the gifts we have from the spirits, from the trees, from everything, from the 

underground world to the heavens, all echoed through the forest. And that’s when that 

girl comes out and she goes, “Oop, oop”; she’s asking for that power, and that’s why 

she’s wearing hemlock, to show the connection. (R. Cook, personal communication, June 

26, 2018) 

The Tuxw’id is about the women’s gifts, referred to as treasure. Noxsola Gwimolas explained, 

“She’s trying to tell everyone that she has a gift. Her treasures come to her after four times” 

(V. Newman, personal communication, September 22, 2018). She went on to explain, “Women 
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bring gifts. She dances with a limp because she uses so much energy to prove to us that she has a 

treasure to show us” (V. Newman, personal communication, September 22, 2018).  The Tuxw’id 

ceremony is demonstrative of the women’s strength and gifts they bring to the people. 

The role of the Tuxw’id is primarily a woman, as Noxsola Gwimolas explained: “I’ve 

never seen a man do it” (V. Newman, personal communication, September 22, 2018). Chief 

Wedlidi Speck explained, “Leadership comes from personal strength. If you have the training 

that allows you to have strength, it is exhibited through the Tuxw’id. The training comes from 

the warrior society” (W. Speck, personal communication, September 20, 2018). Chief Speck 

further explained, “It’s the whole teaching around learning your song, then dancing your song, 

and then bringing your treasure out with your song” (W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 

2018). The gifts the women receive spiritually during the ceremony are distinct and unique to 

their ancestors; the gifts are symbolic of wisdom, strength, and power. 

Kitchen table conversations. 

And so, when I think about our women and their role,  

every step of the way, whether it’s ceremonial, governance, 

 talking about property, talking about names, dancing, singing, training 

 they had a role. 

(W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018) 

In this section, I weave the findings from the narratives of the Ni’noxsola together to 

honour Kwakwaka’wakw epistemology, pedagogy, and importantly, the relationality of 

Kwakwaka’wakw people and interconnectedness of their knowledge systems. Integration of the 

narratives is also a mechanism to capture the ethos of the Kwakwaka’wakw people. The many 

hours I spent in kitchen table conversations with the Ni’noxsola, Chief Makwala, and Audrey 

resulted in rich knowledge and wisdom shared regarding the roles of Kwakwaka’wakw women 
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in leadership and governance and restoring balance in families and communities. I have 

condensed the narratives and organized them into interconnected themes through story. Past 

tense is often utilized; however, it is not intended to generalize the experiences and practices of 

some of the Kwakwaka’wakw families who may currently honour these teachings. I organized 

the findings in this section into the following six themes: 

1. Women were revered in Kwakwaka’wakw society. 

2. The Ni’noxsola described Kwakwaka’wakw women in governance. 

3. Kwakwaka’wakw women were knowledge holders and advisors. 

4. Kwakwaka’wakw women supported cultural continuity. 

5. Kwakwaka’wakw women played a central role in family and community 

development. 

6. The Ni’noxsola shared important teachings on balance. 

I discuss each of these themes in depth in the next section, drawing from what I heard and 

what I learned from the Ni’noxsola in this study. As with the previous section, I refer to the 

names of the Ni’noxsola whose shared knowledge about the roles of Kwakwaka’wakw women 

in governance and leadership:  

Theme 1: Women were revered in Kwakwaka’wakw society. 

My gran said women are raised with such high regard,  

even my grampa saw that. He said they are so noble.  

(R. Cook, personal communication, October 1, 2018) 

The Ni’noxsola in this study consistently echoed the reverence that the Kwakwaka’wakw 

people held, historically, for the women within their families and communities. While reverence 

is not specifically a role of the women, this section highlights and emphasizes the importance of 
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ancestral teachings regarding how Kwakwaka’wakw women were held in high regard. This 

section frames how reverence was demonstrated through ceremony and aligned with the stories 

shared by the Ni’noxsola. 

There was a great deal of respect for Kwakwaka’wakw women within their families and 

communities as explained by Noxsola Alberta Billy: “Women were held in high esteem. I don’t 

know about other cultures, but that’s what I remember” (A. Billy, personal communication, June 

8, 2018). The primary reasons why women were revered were largely centred around their gifts 

and strengths: At a very fundamental level, women are considered important to the tribes 

because they are the life givers, who brought the gift of children, which are precious to the 

families and tribes. However, this was not the only reason for the importance of women. 

As explained by the Ni’noxsola in this study, the strength of women was demonstrated by 

the gifts they brought through marriage, referred to as a dowry.  When women married, the gifts 

they brought to the marriage are in the form of rights and prerogatives from her family’s box of 

treasures.  These gifts, which are which are inextricably linked to lands, territories, and 

resources, by virtue of the rights and prerogatives that are gifted to the man, are for their children 

and are now in his box of treasures; this practice is what the Kwakwaka’wakw refer to as the 

strength of a women and afforded them great respect. 

The Kwakwaka’wakw men acknowledged the unique gifts that only women had in terms 

of their spirits and healing powers. The strength of women included the tremendous wisdom and 

active leadership they had in the transmission of knowledge, language, and cultural practices in 

everyday life and in governance, which are inextricably linked to family and community 

development. It was understood that women brought balance to the roles of Kwakwaka’wakw 
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men, their families, and communities. I elaborate on each of these concepts in subsequent 

thematic components in this section of the thesis. 

Respect and honour for the women are embedded in the ancestral laws of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw people through ceremony and rituals. When discussing ceremony, Chief 

Makwala explained, “That’s why women sit noble; they are always gracefully placed. Men do all 

the work. We are doing the work for them” (R. Cook, personal communication, October 1, 

2018). Chief Wedlidi shared, “When women are dancing, we are saying to the chiefs, we respect 

and look after your wives. We see that they are noble, and we know that they have strength. We 

are honouring them as life givers” (W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018). Indicative 

within these ceremonial practices is the importance of women to Kwakwaka’wakw people. 

Honour and respect for women is a key distinction between men and women in the p̓a̱sa 

and in ceremony: “That’s why women weren’t allowed to be hamat̕sa, my gran said, why would 

we allow a woman to crawl around on the floor like that. It’s disrespectful and disgraceful to a 

woman. Women don’t do that” (R. Cook, personal communication, October 1, 2018). When 

discussed with Makwala, he acknowledged that there is a growing lack of understanding by 

generations raised with a western lens, and he explained that this ancestral teaching and practice 

must be understood through an ancestral lens that teaches respect and reverence for 

Kwakwaka’wakw women who are held in high regard by the men (R. Cook, personal 

communications, January 18, 2019).  To illustrate this point, Chief Makwala further explained, 

In Kingcome, they had a female hamat̕sa to keep the hamat̕sa name alive because there 

wasn’t a son. She didn’t go through the same stuff. She wasn’t allowed to dance with the 

men. She was placed in a chair, and she sat in front to show how noble she is, and that 
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was to show that she’s higher than that. (R. Cook, personal communication, October 1, 

2018) 

Chief Makwala further explained, 

That’s why we placed women so high, way above us. We were doing the work. We held 

them up. That’s why within ceremonies women don’t speak; men are speakers because 

we are like the slaves to our women. We hold them in such high regard that they don’t 

have to speak. (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018) 

Kwakwaka’wakw placed high value on honour and respect. Therefore, the manner in which 

women were revered in ceremony was demonstrative of how critically important it was to treat 

women with reverence. 

Theme 2: The Ni’noxsola described Kwakwaka’wakw women in governance. 

Historically, women have always had a place. 

(W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018) 

The concept of governance must be understood within the context of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw people, which originated from their ancestors. As such, I briefly explain this to 

provide context. Historically, in some families, women have held chief roles; however, this 

varied depending on the way in which it was inherited through their system, which was the eldest 

born of the eldest. 

The origins of Kwakwaka’wakw governance is through their ancestors who were 

spiritual and supernatural beings: “Our ancestors came down, took their costumes off, and 

became human” (W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018). This is further explained by 

Chief Makwala who stated, “Our origin stories, our governance, our structures, our societies, we 

mimicked the animal kingdom, the sea kingdom. There’s the eagle seats for all the chiefs but the 
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heads are actually the houses” (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018). Chief 

Maxwiyalidzi explained, “Our tribes have several namima, clans is the word I guess, so in their 

hereditary system, it would get passed on from the oldest, to the oldest, to the oldest” (H. Nelson, 

personal communication, July 9, 2018). Chief Wedlidi Speck echoed this teaching: “So the first-

born child, whether it was male or female, would become the eagle chief. You see, that’s 

disappearing with patriarchy today” (W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018). Since 

time immemorial it has been the Kwakwaka’wakw law that the eldest inherits the role of the 

chief. 

For the most part, the evolution of Kwakwaka’wakw governance saw changes in the 

structure of the chief system: “The clan chiefs displaced the eagle chiefs, and started to take 

those eagle chief positions away from women. I think that’s the moment women lost their voice 

in our culture but, historically, they’ve always had a place” (W. Speck, personal communication, 

June 7, 2018). Chief Maxwiyalidzi shared, 

We had ladies that held positions as well; there were seats or positions that were 

designated for ladies. Aunty Effery held potlatches. I know my Auntie Emily Baker held 

a position that was from her father Alex Nelson; so yeah, we did have ladies that had 

positions. (H. Nelson, personal communication, July 9, 2018) 

The contemporary system of traditional Kwakwaka’wakw governance is largely and primarily 

men serving as chiefs, and typically only chiefs can host a potlatch, as explained by Noxsola 

Gwimolas who stated, “Women are not chiefs in our culture, our role is to lift up the chief” (V. 

Newman, personal communication, July 18, 2018). Lifting up the chief was also within the 
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context of status or high-ranking chieftainship, which I briefly explain in the following 

paragraphs in terms of how this is linked to the women. 

The high standing of a chief in the Kwakwaka’wakw context is unlike the Western 

understandings of status or rank. An entire thesis can be completed to explain the distinction 

between the two world views; therefore, a simplified understanding about the concept of 

standing is described to provide context prior to centring the focus on the role of women related 

to this discussion regarding traditional governance. 

In the Kwakwaka’wakw context, a chief’s standing is not about rank, prestige, or material 

wealth, nor is it power or authority. A chief’s standing is strengthened by his ability to take care 

of his family and give to others, which is the essence of the potlatch system. Chief Nulis stated, 

“Our culture is to uplift your family—you uplift your children, you uplift your family, you uplift 

your community. That is what our culture is all about” (E. Newman, personal communication, 

July 18, 2018). Chief Makwala echoed this when discussing his role and approach as chief: 

You bring people in to raise them up and show how much you really love them and care 

about them. It’s not about you. You are not the centre. You are giving back to your 

people; where you have given everything that you can emotionally, spiritually, 

physically, materialistically, you’ve given all that you can give, that is the greatest 

feeling. That’s who you are. That’s what I did at my potlatch. I felt so amazing because I 

actually followed my gran’s teachings. (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 

2018) 

The strength in a chief’s standing is encapsulated in Chiefs Makwala and Newman’s words that 

explain how chiefs are in service to their families and communities. Chief Wedlidi Speck 
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explained, “The man is being gifted ceremony from the woman. In our culture we ask how a 

woman can bring strength to our family. It is through ceremony” (W. Speck, personal 

communication, September 20, 2018). The dowry is not a payment it is a gift of treasures linked 

to governance. 

The Ni’noxsola explained that in a marriage the women bring strength to the chief 

through the dowry, which uplifts the chief and strengthens the standing for the children, as 

explained by Noxsola Gwimolas: “Women bring gifts; the dowry is for the children” (V. 

Newman, personal communication, July 18, 2018). For Kwakwaka’wakw people, sacred gifts in 

the box of treasures in the form of rights, prerogatives, and responsibilities are important: 

In the old days they had arranged marriages, they wanted a matriarch, they wanted rights, 

names, anything to do with our culture. The woman passes it over to the man, so that’s 

how it goes. If you are really big chief woman then you even give your husband a chief 

name. (P. Alfred, personal communication, July 9, 2018) 

It was the strength of the women that brought rights and strength to the chief, for their children, 

therefore the role of women was important and critical to governance. 

In addition to the strength they brought, it was primarily Kwakwaka’wakw women who 

led the preparations for the potlatches, harvesting of traditional foods and traditional medicines. 

Their leadership was integral to the success of the potlatch, as explained by Noxsola Charlotte 

Joseph: “It was the women that did all the work to prepare for the potlatch; they did everything, 

and they did all the harvesting” (C. Joseph, personal communication, June 8, 2018). This is 

significant when considering governance for the Kwakwaka’wakw people in terms of knowledge 

of the resources, traditional lands, and territories. Chief Wedlidi Speck further explained this by 
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stating, “If you owned the food in historical times that meant you had a good relationship with 

the river, with the land, everything, and so they came to you in abundance” (W. Speck, personal 

communication, June 7, 2018). Chief Makwala also explained, 

All of this knowledge [about the lands and resources] was kept by the females. [They] 

were the ones that oversaw all of this, because they were the ones grooming the children. 

The men were the ones who were acting. They were out using their physical strength to 

do the hunting or trapping or whatever it may have been at the time. Everyone played a 

significant role. (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018) 

Audrey explained, “Kwakwaka’wakw women were and are responsible for harvesting and 

preparing traditional medicines” (A. Wilson, personal communication, October 1, 2018), which 

is inextricably linked to healing. The roles of women were varied and diverse; however, as 

knowledge keepers, women were integral to the traditional system of governance. In 

contemporary traditional governance, the role of the women is to provide advice, knowledge, and 

guidance to the chiefs and to inform decision making. 

Theme 3: Kwakwaka’wakw women were knowledge holders and advisors. 

The women were knowledge keepers, and always kept out chiefs in line, 

 always stood beside them; the chief was the one expressing the words,  

but the women were always guiding him. 

(H. Nelson, personal communication, July 9, 2018) 

The Ni’noxsola in this study shared that keeping a record of decisions, transactions, and 

business conducted in the families is primarily the role of the Kwakwaka’wakw women. Noxsola 

Gwimolas emphasized, “The woman’s role is record keeper, so it’s very important” 

(V. Newman, personal communication, September 22, 2018). This was echoed by Chief Nulis 
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who explained the importance of the information that was kept by the women in his family: 

“Women keep the record. My granny had all the names and the naming rights” (E. Newman, 

personal communication, July 18, 2018). Chief Makwala explained that women were the main 

recorders and that men did not have these roles. The roles of women as record keeper and 

knowledge keeper are inextricably linked to their roles as advisors and decision makers within 

their families. 

Women had important knowledge that informed the decisions made by the chiefs. Chief 

Makwala explained how his grandmother Florrie never attended the Indian Residential Schools. 

She was hidden by her grandfather and travelled with him underground during the potlatch ban: 

“When he was potlatching from village to village, they were the ones recording everything he 

was doing. She was obtaining all this information” (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 

2018). Chief Makwala went on to explain the significant impact his granny had in his 

chieftainship before and after her passing: 

Even in my past potlatch, that’s where I really felt it. I had to dig deep, because she 

wasn’t there anymore. She wasn’t beside me for me to go to for every moment and to 

have these conversations. I was all by myself. She did everything. She was right beside 

me. Everything I needed, she was that knowledge. (R. Cook, personal communication, 

June 26, 2018) 

Women provided not only advice and guidance but also informed decision making; however, 

many Ni’noxsola in this knowledge gathering echoed that “following advice of women is no 

longer practised in many families” (W. Speck, personal communication, September 20, 2018). 

This practice has been impacted by Western values and mindsets within some of the families. 
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The Ni’noxsola explained the shift in the role of women in contemporary practice. Chief 

Nulis stated, “Women should give you the record; today, it’s not like that. People claim they 

have books, ledgers” (E. Newman, personal communication, July 18, 2018). Noxsola Gwimolas 

shared, “What I saw growing up is all the older ladies that were the ones who guided their 

nephews or their sons. Now people don’t want to listen to their ladies” (V. Newman, personal 

communication, July 18, 2018). Similarly, Chief Maxwiyalidzi expressed his concern regarding 

this change: 

One more thing I want to say about the matriarchs. We, as men, we, this generation, it’s 

like there’s this attitude that we don’t need to listen to the ladies. That tells me that they 

haven’t been taught, because we always have to have that balance, and they are the ones 

that are the record keepers. Men can’t do anything without them. That is part of their role 

as well; they keep the men in line. (H. Nelson, personal communication, July 9, 2018) 

Chief Maxwiyalidzi explained that as a young child he recalls how he witnessed that women 

were present in chiefs’ meetings: “It wasn’t just men, their wives would come as well” (H. 

Nelson, personal communication, July 9, 2018). The wisdom and knowledge of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw women goes beyond advice to the chiefs and includes cultural continuity, as I 

explain in the next section. 

Theme 4: Kwakwaka’wakw women supported cultural continuity. 

Growing up, we learned by watching and doing;  

your mother taught you, your granny taught you. 

(C. Joseph, personal communication, June 8, 2018) 

The Kwakwaka’wakw women were the primary teachers and mentors in their families 

and communities. This is evidenced by the memories shared by the Ni’noxsola, who talked about 
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how knowledge was acquired and taught to them from a very young age by their mothers, 

aunties, grannies, and other women in the village, as explained by Noxsola Alberta Billy who 

stated: “We were taught when we were kids by my grandmother in our family, our songs and our 

dances, and of course they didn’t speak English. They always spoke our language. I was maybe 6 

or 7. I will be 77 in August” (A. Billy, personal communication, June 8, 2018). Noxsola Pauline 

Alfred echoed the role of women in cultural continuity: “It really falls on the women to teach the 

culture” (P. Alfred, personal communication, July 9, 2018). Grandmothers had a significant role 

in cultural continuity. Chief Nulis recalled, 

I grew up with my grandmother. I spoke my language all my life. I’m 92 now. The 

women, the grannies, they seemed to be the teachers; they were the ones that gave you 

advice and how to live your life. We had to sit at the table and granny would tell us 

stories. (E. Newman, personal communication, July 18, 2018) 

The central role of women in teaching the children the culture and language was very specific for 

many families whose aunts and grandmothers took responsibility; knowledge and language 

transmission was a very important and intentional practice for Kwakwaka’wakw people. 

Training and mentorship of women was also very intentional, and this was evident with 

the coming-of-age ceremony for young Kwakwaka’wakw girls in the transition from childhood 

to womanhood. The Ni’noxsola all shared stories about the coming-of-age ceremony, which was 

done privately in the home and sometimes the coming-of-age ceremony is held at feasts or 

potlatches, depending on the family. Chief Maxwiyalidzi explained, “The young girl would be 

secluded during the training by four matriarchs and respectable women to provide counsel for 

her” (H. Nelson, personal communication, July 9, 2018).  Noxsola Pauline Alfred echoed this 
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and said, “There were four women that went to see her day after day” (P. Alfred, personal 

communication, July 9, 2018). Chief Makwala explained the significance of this mentorship and 

training: 

It was 16 days that she had to be by herself; they wore their button blanket and the 

coppers were all placed under their bed or around their bed or they slept on fur skins so 

that the coppers were always surrounding them. They would record on coppers how 

many days, and you can see this in the museums now; look at the back and they actually 

have markings. It was just the noble women that were allowed in the room to speak with 

her. Everything happened at night. They’d sit and talk all night. During the day it was 

nothing, but at night it was all about knowledge. My gran said that was everything that 

she had gone through. (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018) 

Noxsola Evelyn Voyageur explained that during four days, the young girl sat in darkness (E. 

Voyageur, personal communication, February 11, 2019). During the coming-of-age ceremony, in 

addition to the mentoring, the young girl begins the process of learning and recognizing her 

nobility. 

Young girls, through the coming-of-age ceremony, learned about their importance as 

explained by Noxsola Pauline Alfred who stated, “They really groomed you and pampered you” 

(P. Alfred, personal communication, July 9, 2018). Chief Makwala further explained: “They are 

not allowed to feed themselves. They are fed by noble ladies. It’s not their mother. It’s their aunt 

and grandmother; they feed them because they are noble” (R. Cook, personal communication, 

June 26, 2018). The ceremony in the feasts or potlatches is symbolic of the privately held 

training undertaken by the young girl. In contemporary times, the mentorship provided to the 
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young girls reflects modern teachings; however, historically, the advice and guidance included 

advice on womanhood and motherhood. 

Theme 5: Kwakwaka’wakw women played a central role in family and community 

development. 

The women, again, are the backbone of our society;  

they took care of everything. They took care of you,  

when you became a woman from a child; 

 they took care of you when you were a baby;  

and they took care of their husbands and community. 

(A. Billy, personal communication, June 8, 2018) 

Kwakwaka’wakw people placed high value on family, especially children and women, 

who had a central role in family and community development. The Ni’noxsola shared memories 

about how it was the women who raised the children and organized activities in the community, 

while the men worked, often out on the land. 

For Kwakwaka’wakw families, the Ni’noxsola explained that it was the aunties and 

grandmothers who took on the responsibility for raising and teaching the children as echoed by 

Chief Makwala,  

Well, my understanding, just from what I have witnessed and I remember the stories from 

my granny Ethel, she said they weren’t directly raised by their own parents. We shared 

big homes, so it was multiple families. It was always aunts that raise nobility. It was your 

grandmother. It was never directly your mother. My granny said the same thing. Her aunt 

raised her. (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018) 

As indicated by the Ni’noxsola in the knowledge they shared, cultural continuity and the 

transmission of language are interconnected with children, families, community, and the land. 
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For Kwakwaka’wakw people, children were considered precious and important for the 

future of the tribes. Chief Nulis emphasized this important teaching: “Don’t forget our children. 

They are important to us. They are the future” (E. Newman, personal communication, July 18, 

2018).  For this reason, for the Kwakwaka’wakw people, women were revered as life givers.  

Linked to the importance of children was the importance of family.  Echoed consistently, 

the Ni’noxsola shared how it was women who strengthened families and held them together. 

When talking about women and families, Noxsola Pauline Alfred stated, “It’s just really strong 

that the women hold it [family] together” (P. Alfred, personal communication, September 22, 

2018), and Noxsola Gwimolas said, “Women keep the family together” (V. Newman, personal 

communication, July 18, 2018). Similarly, Noxsola Alberta Billy noted, “Women maintained the 

family structure within the community” (A. Billy, personal communication, June 8, 2018). In 

addition to raising children, the women were the ones who helped in community, harvesting, and 

taking care of preparations for potlatches. 

Ni’noxsola shared their memories of women organizing activities in the community 

designed to help and care for other. Ni’noxsola Pauline Alfred, Charlotte Joseph, and Alberta 

Billy shared their memories about how women in the community organized themselves to care 

for the community. Alberta Billy shared,  

I remember growing up in my village, how everyone just helped; it was our way of 

living, just going out helping with the families, making sure the kids all had clothes. 

There was no social services. We just knew that we were supposed to help. (A. Billy, 

personal communication, June 8, 2018) 
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Women’s roles brought stability and sustainability for families and communities. They brought 

balance, also an important ancestral teaching, which is the final discussion in this findings 

section. 

Theme 6: The Ni’noxsola shared important teachings on balance. 

The Dzunuk̓wa is the wild woman of the woods;  

when you put the Dzunuk̓wa mask  

on when you become chief, and you utter the Dzunuk̓wa cry, 

 what it’s saying now is that you, as a male,  

have brought the two energies together,  

and your leadership will be guided by that. 

(W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018) 

The Ni’noxsola shared teachings about the importance of balance in various aspects of 

the conversation. In most discussions, balance was discussed within the context of women 

bringing balance to men in the Kwakwaka’wakw governance system. Chief Wedlidi Speck 

echoed this: “A women’s role is really important because without her we would not have a 

system in place” (W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018). Chief Makwala explained, 

Balance needs to be harmonious, brings harmony; it needs to be in a way that people 

understand and incorporate teachings from the female. Colonization has ruined our 

potlatch system. Colonization has introduced Western idea of wealth, so men started to 

potlatch solely based on their own rank and started not to recognize the balance that the 

females played within that. (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018) 

Chief Makwala discussed how early research did not capture the important role of women and 

the balance they brought to the Kwakwaka’wakw governance system: 
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There’s nothing about women when you are reading or researching, from Boas29 or 

others, of the roles they played within the potlatch. Everything I know is because of the 

oral history through my grandmother. (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018) 

Chief Makwala’s point regarding the gap in historical records are another example of how 

problematic colonial written records can be and the importance of oral history and stories passed 

down from generation to generation. 

When the Ni’noxsola shared stories of learning about culture, it was always with the 

recognition that, while women were largely responsible for teaching, they also learned from both 

the men and the women. Noxsola Alberta Billy stated, “Like with the grandparents, the old 

people, they were so connected to each other, both men and women, they were very close” (A. 

Billy, personal communication, June 8, 2018). The teaching of balance was also within the 

context of the strength of family and community interconnected with nature, spirituality, cultural 

teachings, and symbolism. 

The teaching of balance is symbolized in various aspects of the culture. As Chief 

Maxwiyalidzi explained, “The sisiyutł is [the] symbol of balance. It teaches us you can’t have 

too much of one thing or the other . . . maybe if we diagrammed it that way [motioning] that’s 

male and female. We can’t exist without that balance, right?” (H. Nelson, personal 

communication, July 9, 2018). Chief Wedlidi Speck explained the symbolism in a story about 

the sun and the moon, one of the crests in his family: “So that, to me, is the whole notion of 

equality amongst gender, right? It showed you how important it [crest] is and we have to make 

                                                 

29 Franz Boas was a non-Indigenous anthropologist in the mid to late 1800s who documented extensively 
the cultural practices of the Kwakiutl and Kwakwaka’wakw people. 
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sure that those roles between men and women are really solid” (W. Speck, personal 

communication, June 7, 2018). Chief Wedlidi Speck explained about the fire in the middle of the 

gukdzi: “The fire is the soul. It has a man and a woman. They each have a name; she provides 

the warmth and he provides the light” (W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018). Chief 

Wedlidi Speck’s words emphasized the importance of balance and the distinct roles of men and 

women. 

When I inquired about balance and the roles of women in the potlatch, I noticed there 

were no women sitting at the log as singers. The Ni’noxsola explained how the potlatch system 

honoured the specific gifts and energies of the men and the women. Women were honoured and 

revered as life givers and knowledge holders with specific energies. Men had a specific energies 

and roles in the p̓a̱sa as well. For example, Chief Makwala explained, 

Most of the songs are so sacred you are tapping into the spirituality of where they come 

from, and we believe that it is the deepness of the male voice to draw out the spirit from 

whatever society. They say it echoes in the male body. The spirit is taking over the 

singers and channelling through them. You’re supposed to shake the house with the deep 

rumbling sound of the singers. That’s why we sing unified with one log, and that’s why 

it’s all the males. It’s that intention. (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018) 

Chief Maxwiyalidzi went on to say, “We know that we needed each other. We knew our roles” 

(H. Nelson, personal communication, July 9, 2018). The roles of men and women were clearly 

defined with respect for their distinct responsibilities, gifts, and abilities. 
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Study Conclusions 

Intricate knowledge systems of the Kwakwaka’wakw people elucidate the linkage 

between ancestral teachings and historical practices regarding the role of Kwakwaka’wakw 

women in governance and leadership and how their ancestral system facilitates balance for their 

families and communities, which has been the strength of their nations since time immemorial. 

The time I spent with Chief Makwala, Audrey, and the Ni’noxsola was immeasurable. 

The conversations were richly imbued with warmth, generosity, and wisdom. It was apparent to 

me that, at the outset, the Ni’noxsola who participated were interested and supportive of my 

thesis. It was during my subsequent conversations to discuss my writing with each of them that 

they became even more engaged and passionate about the role of their knowledge and wisdom in 

this thesis and recognized the meaningfulness and usefulness of this study to their families and 

nations. Consistent with the appreciative stance and strengths-based approach of this thesis, it is 

from the gift of the knowledge shared by Chief Makwala, Audrey, and the Ni’noxsola that I offer 

the following conclusions that answer my inquiry questions and are framed within the context of 

principles and practices. 

Four principles. The following are four principles of governance and leadership derived 

from the teachings of Chief Makwala, Audrey, and the Ni’noxsola: 

1. Ancestral systems locate women as a significant component in traditional 

Kwakwaka’wakw governance systems. 

2. Kwakwaka’wakw women are revered as leaders in family and community. 

3. Intrinsic to the strength of Kwakwaka’wakw governance and leadership is the 

importance of both men and women in families and communities. 
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4. Ceremony, oral history, and story are interdependent knowledge systems that 

formulate Kwakwaka’wakw laws that are the strength of Kwakwaka’wakw people. 

Four practices. The following are four practices of governance and leadership derived 

from the teachings of Chief Makwala, Audrey, and the Ni’noxsola: 

1. The roles of Kwakwaka’wakw women and men are very distinct to respect and 

honour the gifts, energy, and spirits that each have that are fundamentally important 

and inextricably linked to the strength and sustainability of the Kwakwaka’wakw 

families and tribes. 

2. Historically, the transmission of Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge was very intentional 

and a strict practice. 

3. Governance of Kwakwaka’wakw people was from a foundation of values of honour, 

respect, unity, and harmony that were largely taught by women, however, not 

exclusively. 

4. The ancestral laws of the Kwakwaka’wakw people, although embedded in the 

ceremonies in the p̓a̱sa, were importantly a way of life within their families and 

community outside the ceremonial halls of the gukdzi. 

The interconnectedness of the principles and practices in Kwakwaka’wakw governance 

are indicative of the relationality of Kwakwaka’wakw people and Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge 

systems. As such, the following section weaves together the discussion on principles and practice 

as a mechanism to illustrate and honour the holism of Kwakwaka’wakw culture and the 

connections between the concepts and teachings. 
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Principles and practice.   My inquiry sought to identify ancestral teachings regarding 

the role of Kwakwakwakawakw women in governance and leadership as a mechanism to restore 

balance in families and communities.  In the results of my knowledge gathering, the ancestral 

teachings in the ceremonies and in the oral stories of the Ni’noxsola confirm traditionally 

Kwakwaka’wakw people were an egalitarian society that recognized women as integral to the 

traditional governance system locating them alongside the chief or head of family. As introduced 

in Nuyam Ma’ł, women are an intrinsic component part of Kwakwaka’wakw traditional 

governance; their leadership role in families and communities inherently systemically locates 

women in the governance of the families, resources, cultural and intellectual property rights, and 

in the responsibilities of traditional territories (Thomas, 2018).  The study revealed that 

historically Kwakwaka’wakw women, as leaders in their families, were responsible for the 

socioeconomic welfare of their families and tribes, sometimes specifically responsible and 

sometimes alongside the chief. 

The study confirmed that matriarchs in the Kwakwaka’wakw context are the eldest of the 

eldest and have distinct positions and roles within their families  which are confirmed by the 

laws of their ceremonies and oral stories. Women and matriarchs seated in the governance of 

their families and tribes is not new knowledge for the Kwakwaka’wakw people; ancient 

ceremonies and oral histories, which have been passed down since time immemorial over the 

generations, have consistently articulated the laws of the ancestors in terms of how the 

Kwakwaka’wakw people organize and govern themselves and how they sustain the strength of 

their system for the future of their tribes. In the literature, Valaskakis et al. (2009) framed this 

within the context of the role of woman in facilitating sustainability of society. The ceremonies 
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of the families formulate the laws of the Kwakwaka’wakw people and reinforce the teachings 

about the role of women in leadership. 

The centrality of the role of women in the mourning, cedar bark, hamat̕sa, and tuxw’id 

ceremonies, among other women’s ceremonies, is demonstrative of the meaningfulness and 

powerfulness of women for Kwakwaka’wakw people in ancient teachings, as well as the 

tremendous respect for them. As discussed in Nuyam Ma’ł, women were revered and honoured 

as life bringers for their knowledge, wisdom, and leadership (Boyer, 2009; Thomas, 2018), and I 

explain this further in the next paragraph. 

Within the context of the mourning, cedar bark, and tuxw’id ceremonies, women are 

recognized as life bringers who brought the gift of children, who are considered sacred and 

critical for the future of the tribes. Thus, women are considered integral to the cycle of life 

(Thomas, 2018). As discussed in Nuyam Ma’ł, however, it must be understood that these 

ceremonies are demonstrative of the recognition of special gifts women bring that only women 

have, which men do not have, and that there is a great deal of strength in the role of the women 

in families and in community (Anderson, 2000; Suzack et al., 2010; Thomas, 2018; Valaskakis et 

al., 2009). Implicit in the mourning ceremony is the perspective that Kwakwaka’wakw women 

were revered and honoured. Implicit in the cedar bark and hamat̕sa ceremonies is the 

significance of the matriarch in the system of governance for the Kwakwaka’wakw people and 

the need for both men and women in leadership. 

The integral role of Kwakwaka’wakw women in governance is embedded in the 

ceremony of the hamat̕sa through the role of the hiliga̱x̱ste. Inherently within this ceremony is 

the recognition and acknowledgement that both the hamat̕sa and hiliga̱x̱ste are elements of 
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Kwakwaka’wakw governance; the hamat̕sa is the future chief and the hiliga̱x̱ste is the matriarch 

or noble woman. The leadership role of the hiliga̱x̱ste in feeding and taming the hamat̕sa is 

symbolic. The action of feeding him is symbolic of the hiliga̱x̱ste teaching him to be a leader and 

symbolic of the role of women providing advice, guidance, and knowledge in governance. 

Through her powerfulness as a woman, she brings healing to the hamat̕sa and taming the 

hamat̕sa from the wild is symbolic of the personal growth and the development of leadership 

competencies. Introduced in Nuyam Ma’ł is the discussion by Wesley-Esquimaux (2009) and 

Anderson (2009) regarding leadership and healing. Essentially, the roles of the matriarchs and 

noble women in the ceremonies are indicative of their leadership in families and traditional 

governance. 

The knowledge shared by the Ni’noxsola answers my inquiry question about the 

reclamation of the roles of women to store balance in families and communities.  The Ni’noxsola 

shared stories about the ceremonial laws of the Kwakwaka’wakw people that reinforce the 

importance of balance. While the role of women is significant, there is also the important 

teaching of the need for balance in the family and tribal systems. Inherent in the hamat̕sa 

ceremony is the interconnectedness of the hamat̕sa and the hiliga̱x̱ste; their roles are intertwined, 

both are required in order for this ceremony to be conducted. Thus, the ceremony emphasizes a 

message and teaching regarding the importance of the leadership of both men and women, which 

has confluence with the notion of the theoretical and social principle of complementary 

relationships discussed by Sneider (2015) in Nuyam Ma’ł. 

The ancient system of Kwakwaka’wakw governance has evolved over the years with a 

shift in the role of women. The devaluation of Kwakwaka’wakw women in leadership and 
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governance must be framed within the larger issue of historical and present-day impacts of 

colonization. As discussed in literature, the imposition of legislated colonial government systems 

on First Nations people dislocated and marginalized Kwakwaka’wakw women as leaders as well 

as traditional governance (Anderson, 2009; Battiste, 2000; Suzack et al., 2010; Thomas, 2018; 

Valaskakis et al., 2009). As introduced in Nuyam Ma’ł, colonial values permeate the hearts, 

minds, and behaviours of many Indigenous people, including the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations as a 

result of the assimilation policies of the federal government and churches, such as the Indian 

Residential Schools and banning of the potlatch, resulting in the marginalization of ancestral 

knowledge systems and the hegemony of Western knowledge systems and values (Alfred, 2009; 

Suzack et al., 2010; Thomas, 2018). 

Key distinctions exist between Kwakwaka’wakw and colonial governance systems. As 

discussed in the literature, colonial governance, largely informed by the church and Christianity, 

are patriarchal that locate men in positions of dominance and authority (Alfred, 2009; Suzack et 

al., 2010; Thomas, 2018). Inherently, the hierarchy systemically locates patriarchy as the 

framework for the governance system; the elected leadership positions are historically and 

predominantly men. The hierarchal system establishes different levels of importance of 

individuals within the governance system with power and control as foci. Conversely, 

Kwakwaka’wakw governance is egalitarian and originates from ancestral and supernatural 

beings that emulate the natural laws of the various kingdoms such as the animal and sea 

kingdoms. Leadership are inherited responsibilities where Chiefs are spokespersons and are in-

service to their families and tribes; leadership of women is held sacred alongside the chief and 

they are not subordinate to the chief. Guided by ancestral laws embedded in ceremony and oral 
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history, the foci of leaders in Kwakwaka’wakw governance, as discussed in Nuyam Ma’ł, is to 

preserve and support the strength of the family and the tribes, which includes the territory and 

resources (Anderson et al., 2015) for the future of their tribes. 

As introduced in Nuyam Ma’ł, the discussion regarding the reclamation and restoration 

of Kwakwaka’wakw women in contemporary leadership roles and in government will require 

systemic change but importantly will require healing (Anderson, 2009; Thomas, 2018). For 

Kwakwaka’wakw people, women were and are believed to have the gift of healing energies as 

well as qualities and abilities that men do not have; these teachings have been preserved in 

ceremony and oral history. Inherent within many of the ceremonies is the critical role of women 

in leading and facilitating healing; pragmatically, the women achieve this through cultural 

continuity, their gifts, and their medicines. 

The literature reviewed did not discuss specifically the roles of grandparents in cultural 

continuity; however, it was implicit in the discussion regarding transcending gender and 

alternating gender roles (Castellano, 2018). The transmission of knowledge, although facilitated 

by both grandparents, aunties, uncles and parents, was largely the responsibility of the women. 

Cultural continuity was very purposeful and intentional for the Kwakwaka’wakw people. It was 

a strict practice and a way of life. Chief Makwala and the Ni’noxsola shared memories of being 

seated at the feet of their grandparents and shared recollections of the teachings of their 

grandmothers and aunties. Systems were in place that located women as primary teachers of the 

children from a young age. Misconceptions and colonial mindsets devalue the important roles of 

women as stay-at-home moms with responsibilities for raising children, cooking, and cleaning, 

which are often spoken with patronizing tones of minimizing the importance of these roles in 
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life. For Kwakwaka’wakw people, however, the role of women to raise children was the most 

important and sacred, for it was this role that groomed leadership, ensured early language 

acquisition, allowed for the intentional transmission of knowledge, and instilled important 

values. 

Cultural continuity was a foundational practice of the Kwakwaka’wakw people that was 

embedded in their way of life. The intentionality of cultural practices whether it was the coming-

of-age ceremony or storytelling meant that the rights, obligations, and responsibilities of 

Kwakwaka’wakw people were taken very seriously; the role of women in the recording and 

passing on the knowledge was and is critical practice for the sustainability and future of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw people. The continuity of ancestral teachings was embedded in the way of life 

for Kwakwaka’wakw people who embodied the values of honour, respect, unity, and harmony in 

everyday responsibilities, decisions, and practices, whether it was the ceremonies of the p̓a̱sa or 

outside the gukdzi in their families and community. 

The conclusions of this study outlined in this section provide the foundational framework 

of principles and practices that can be applied and, in varying degrees, already apply to 

contemporary Kwakwaka’wakw governance, their Namima.  Ways these can be applied are 

framed within the context of the recommendations described in Nuyam Sak̓a.  

Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry 

The scope of the knowledge gathering is discussed in this section along with factors that 

contributed to the limitation of the inquiry. There were two parts to the scope of the inquiry, with 

the first being Chief Makwala’s family potlatch, where I used the ceremony as research 

methodology focused on ceremonies that specifically included women. The scope also included 
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kitchen table conversations with four Elders and three Chiefs for a total of eight Ni’noxsola. The 

Ni’noxsola were from their respective Kwakwaka’wakw Nations. There was tremendous 

strength in my study in terms of methods; however, during the journey, I recognized the 

limitations. 

The limitations of the inquiry were factors that I identified in hindsight. It occurred to me 

in the fall, after Chief Makwala’s family potlatch in May 2018, that I could have considered 

including more than one potlatch in my thesis, which would have provided me with increased 

visibility to the diversity of the women’s ceremonies within the different family box of treasures. 

It was only in September that I learned that Chief Maxwiyalidzi, one of my thesis participants, 

had a potlatch planned for the October long weekend, and Chief Makwala’s brother Billy Cook 

followed afterwards. These two potlatches would have been an opportunity for me to further 

examine the knowledge embedded in ceremony, identify additional women’s ceremonies and the 

different variations in the ancestral knowledge. 

Listening and not interrupting when someone is speaking or telling a story is an important 

cultural protocol for many Indigenous people and an important practice, particularly when with 

Elders and Chiefs. My ability to ask probing questions or questions to ask for clarification was 

limited as a result of this important respectful practice. After the first two interviews, I learned to 

mitigate this by making notes of my questions and then carefully finding ways to ask for 

clarification in a manner that respected the organic flow of the conversation, as opposed to 

reverting to an interview style approach. 

The study was women centred and designed to capture ancestral knowledge regarding the 

role of Kwakwaka’wakw women in governance and leadership and how restoring their roles 
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would facilitate balance. The study was not centred on nor did it capture the role of 

Kwakwaka’wakw men. Therefore, the questions were specifically regarding the women, which 

limited the learning in terms of the balance between men and women. The study captured 

information regarding balance; however, a more fulsome dialogue that incorporated the roles of 

men would have supported and deepened the dialogue on restoring balance. 

In terms of what was learned and what I would do differently, were I to repeat this study, 

I would follow my intuition in the design phase of the study. I had initially wanted to incorporate 

a Kwakwaka’wakw method of learning by doing as well as create a video. I had the opportunity 

to participate with a Kwakwaka’wakw family to help with traditional food preservation, in which 

elements of ancestral teachings were embodied and practised through learning by doing. I feel 

that would have been a powerful contribution to the study that supported the knowledge shared 

by the Ni’noxsola regarding the way of life. The videos would have captured the knowledge of 

the Ni’noxsola in a manner that that privileges their voices and reveals the profound strength, 

powerfulness, and spirituality of ceremony and storytelling as epistemology and pedagogy. 

The limitations discussed in this section did not have any impact on the inquiry or its 

outcomes. Had I been able to address the limitations listed, it would have provided greater depth 

and breadth of the already rich knowledge and information shared and gathered. 

Nuyam Summary 

Historically, Kwakwaka’wakw women were seated in governance. They were respected 

and revered as leaders in their families and tribes. The findings in this study confirm what the 

Ni’noxsola already knew—that ancestral teachings, which locate women alongside the chiefs in 

Kwakwaka’wakw traditional governance, are rooted in the ceremonial laws and oral histories of 
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the people since time immemorial. The findings also concluded that restoring balance within the 

Kwakwaka’wakw family and tribes requires a return to the system put in place by the ancestors. 

The findings in this study add to the growing body of literature regarding the equalization of 

women as leaders in Indigenous communities who have been marginalized as a result of 

colonization (Anderson, 2009; Battiste, 2000; Suzack et al., 2010; Thomas, 2018; Valaskakis et 

al., 2009). The findings also added to the growing and emergent literature regarding the 

reclamation of ancestral teachings in Indigenous governance (Alfred, 2009; Battiste, 2000; 

Corntassel et al., 2018; Thomas, 2018). In the next Nuyam, I outline the recommendations about 

ways in which Kwakwaka’wakw Nations can continue the work to bring their strength back, 

restore balance, and return to the ancestral teachings regarding the roles of women in governance 

and leadership. 
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Nuyam Sak̓a: The Path Forward 

We’re bringing our strength back 

(R. Cook, personal communications, June 26, 2018) 

In this section, I outline the recommendations based on the findings and conclusions 

presented in the previous Nuyam as well as the organizational implications, including plans for 

moving the recommendations forward and implications for not moving forward. I conclude this 

Nuyam with a discussion on implications for future inquiry. The recommendations provided are 

within the context of the primary inquiry question: How can the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations 

incorporate the roles of matriarchs and women into leadership and governance to restore balance 

in families and communities? The recommendations also address the following four 

subquestions: 

1. What is a matriarch within the context of Kwakwaka’wakw people? 

2. How do you understand the ancestral teachings regarding the roles and 

responsibilities of matriarchs and women in Kwakwaka’wakw culture? 

3. What are the principles and philosophies in Kwakwaka’wakw cultures regarding 

balance between men and women and how are these practised? 

4. How could these principles and practices be applied to governance and leadership and 

where? 

Ancestral Teachings in Governance and Leadership: Study Recommendations 

This section is organized into two subsections to share recommendations derived from 

my conversations with the Ni’noxsola followed by recommended actions more broadly created 

in response to what was heard and learned in this journey. The first set of recommendations from 

the Ni’noxsola are entitled “Self-Determination: In Their Own Words” and the second set of 
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recommendations are entitled “Systemic Change: Towards Ancestral Teachings in Governance 

and Leadership.” The recommendations outlined here are not a panacea of solutions but rather a 

starting place and steppingstone to enhance the growing discourse in the journey toward equity 

for Indigenous people and knowledge systems. 

Self-determination: In their own words. 

We’re trying to decolonize;  

we’re trying to change our mind-frame  

of the way we’re thinking in this Western society. 

(R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018) 

As Indigenous people, we believe that we have the solutions to our own circumstances. 

Given our history, now more than ever, self-determination is fundamentally important for the 

way forward. These statements are congruent with the discussion introduced in Nuyam Ma’ł by 

Chief Baird (as cited in Anderson, 2009) on self-government. By virtue of their philosophy of 

maya’xala, the Kwakwaka’wakw believe change cannot be imposed. In keeping with this 

important teaching, the following recommendations are from the Ni’noxsola in this study. I 

captured these recommendations organically throughout the kitchen table conversations through 

reflective dialogue as they shared their stories about their families and tribes. 

The voices of the Ni’noxsola reflected throughout this thesis are presented out of respect 

for and acknowledgement of their knowledge. It is important that Indigenous people see 

themselves in the report (Kovach, 2009). Chief Nulis, when talking about his experiences with 

past researchers, shared, “I said to them, you used our Indian people to do your research and then 

you pushed them aside and then you became the experts” (E. Newman, personal communication, 

July 18, 2018). The recommendations must be meaningful and relevant to achieve the shared 
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vision required to facilitate change. As Senge (2006) articulated, “The practice of shared vision 

involves the skills of unearthing shared pictures of the future that foster genuine commitment and 

enrollment rather than compliance” (p. 9). In keeping with Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge 

systems, I have used story to share recommendations in their own words. 

Sipping on his coffee, Chief Makwala thoughtfully reflected on my question about the 

change this thesis aimed to bring and his vision for his family and potlatch. He then replied, “So 

when you are saying, can we be the change? Can we change? That passing of knowledge is the 

change. All this is change” (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018). Chief Makwala’s 

words about the dialogic process that enables and facilitates families to undertake change echoed 

what Freire (1970) discussed in terms of dialogue as a transcendent means to liberation. 

Similarly, I discussed the dialogic process to facilitate change in Nuyam Ma’ł. Throughout the 

morning, as we engaged in conversation about the role of women in governance and leadership, 

Chief Makwala circled back to the discussion about change and within the context of 

decolonization he shared the following: 

So it comes back to that question, well how can you change your family? Well, I want to 

decolonize my family then. I don’t want my family to be Westerners and think that way, 

and carry all of what the mamatla30 brought to us, where it’s looking at strengths and 

honouring strengths. That’s the change I want to see. (R. Cook, personal communication, 

June 26, 2018) 

                                                 

30 Mamatla is a Bakwemkala word for non-Indigenous people; specifically, it means white man. 
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Chief Makwala, reflecting on ways in which the change may occur, stated, “The teachings need 

to come back into the home” (R. Cook, personal communication, June 26, 2018). This has 

confluence with the literature about truth telling beginning with the children (Wesley-

Esquimaux, 2009), and when we discussed the potlatch, he stated, “The children need to see us 

working together; [this] will bring the philosophy back into the bighouse” (R. Cook, personal 

communication, June 26, 2018). Chief Makwala’s words reflected the conversation I had with 

the Ni’noxsola, who recognized the complexity of the challenges faced as a result of colonialism; 

however, they always gracefully, thoughtfully, and warmly offered ideas for their own solutions. 

Chief Nulis leaned back as he reflected on our discussion about the knowledge embedded 

in ceremony and the role of women in governance and stated, 

There’s so much difference in what we do today from the way our ancestors did it. We 

seem to have forgotten what our culture is all about. It was put in place by our ancestors, 

designed to be used to uplift our community, to uplift our people, and to uplift our 

children. (E. Newman, personal communication, September 22, 2018) 

Chief Nulis further stated, “You don’t just practice your culture in the bighouse; it’s a way of 

life” (E. Newman, personal communication, September 22, 2018). Chief Nulis’ statement is 

aligned with literature regarding the embodiment of cultural teachings (Thomas, 2018); he 

explained how this was reinforced in the gukdzi: “All the Chiefs encouraged the people to be all 

together. I remember Chief Moody talking to the whole community about how to work together” 

(E. Newman, personal communication, September 22, 2018). Noxsola Gwimolas echoed this 

statement: “The old people weren’t afraid to speak up. You don’t see that anymore” 

(V. Newman, personal communication, September 22, 2018). Reflecting on their words, I made 
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notes about how this practice could be brought back, both in and outside the gukdzi in terms of 

raising greater awareness and understanding about the role of Kwakwaka’wakw women in 

governance and leadership. 

Chief Maxwiyalidzi, sitting relaxed and comfortably in an armchair, echoed the 

importance of the teachings in the p̓a̱sa: 

I think our next step that we can take as a people is explaining what these particular 

dances mean. I think we are doing a good job teaching people how to dance, but we have 

to go that extra step further to get them spiritually in tune. It helps you in life and how 

you walk that path. In earlier times, the potlatch would last weeks and go on for a long 

time and tell stories. Now we just show a dance, then we show another one, two seconds 

later. We forget the meaning of what we’ve just seen or we don’t even know the meaning 

of what the dance represents. (H. Nelson, personal communication, July 9, 2018) 

What flows from Chief Maxwiyalidzi’s word is the need for intentional teaching that includes 

deepening the understanding of ancestral laws and practices. 

 Chief Maxwiyalidzi, when discussing the roles of Kwakwaka’wakw women in 

governance, stated, “We need to continually educate about the Namima. We assume too much,” 

and, as he reflected upon the roles of the Kwakwaka’wakw women, he stated, “We don’t know 

what those roles are because we don’t talk enough about our roles” (H. Nelson, personal 

communication, July 9, 2018). I reflected on Chief Maxwiyalidzi’s words and thought to myself 

how it would have normally been taught to us from a young age, and it would have been just part 

of our lives, how we grew up and how we were raised. 
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Noxsola Charlotte Joseph shared a memory of how the late Chief Tom Dawson brought 

her late father Charlie to all the potlatches as a child. Chief Makwala echoed this memory and 

shared how his late granny Florrie was brought to all the potlatches as a young girl by her 

grandfather. As I reflected on these stories I thought about the p̓a̱sa that I had attended this spring 

and fall and remember how it was mostly adults as guests in the gukdzi with very few children. 

Noxsola Alberta Billy spoke softly as she shared her memories from her childhood and 

then as a mother, and reflecting on her memories of her late daughter Ruth: 

Culture was so important when we were having children; it was important to my 

grandmother to teach me and my siblings and cousins. We all remember going into her 

little home and her teaching us to dance and sing and drum. It was important for our 

children. My eldest daughter Ruth brought culture back in the day school with the little 

ones, and she always called on the Elders to help her, because that’s how things are 

taught from one generation to the other. (A. Billy, personal communication, June 8, 2018) 

Noxsola Alberta Billy’s story is aligned with the discussion in the literature regarding the role of 

women as carriers of culture and language (Thomas, 2018). Instilling values, understanding 

roles, learning traditional governance, and participating in potlatches must begin from childhood 

to replicate the pedagogy of the Kwakwaka’wakw people put in place by the ancestors. I reflect 

on the importance of the annual “play potlatches” hosted by the children in the remote 

Kwakwaka’wakw community of Kwikwasut'inuxw Haxwa'mis (Gilford Island). 

Noxsola Pauline Alfred paused for a moment as she considered my question about what 

can be done to restore ancestral teachings and replied thoughtfully, “It would be alright to have 

cultural workshops to talk about how it is supposed to be” (P. Alfred, personal communication, 
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September 22, 2018). Chief Maxwiyalidzi also suggested a continuation of organized gatherings 

with Elders: “I think the Elders conferences that have been held in the past in Kingcome 

functioned really good for teaching us, so I think stuff like that should occur more often” 

(H. Nelson, personal communication, July 9, 2018). As I listened to Chief Maxwiyalidzi, I 

reflected on how inspirational, empowering and healing that must have been. 

Chief Wedlidi Speck spoke about the importance of healing and shared how his journey 

to heal his trauma was through culture. His words reminded me of a conversation I had with 

Chief Steven Point, during his tenure as the Lieutenant Governor of British Columbia, who 

stated, “Healing needs to happen for our people in order for change to happen. We can change 

our future, we can” (S. Point, personal communication, December 1, 2008). As introduced in 

Nuyam Ma’ł, healing through culture needs to happen alongside of systemic change (Battiste, 

2000; Wesley-Esquimaux, 2009). 

Systemic change: Toward ancestral teachings in governance and leadership. 

Without her, we would not have a system in place. 

(W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2018) 

This next section outlines recommendations focused on change at the systemic level for 

Kwakwaka’wakw Nations and Indigenous people more broadly. The recommendations are 

framed within the context of the UNDRIP (United Nations, 2007) as well as within the context 

of reconciliation (Truth and Reconciliation Canada, 2015).   Cognizant of the geopolitical 

diversity of the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations, the recommendations are not intended to homogenize 

the distinct needs of their families and tribes. I use examples to illustrate the strength of systems 

and approaches that I have visibility to; I recognize that within the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations 

many other strength-based examples exist. I discussed the recommendations outlined with Chief 
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Makwala and Audrey to ensure they were pragmatic, actionable, relevant, meaningful, and 

appropriate. The recommendations will not address all tensions and challenges but instead offer 

points of entry for facilitating systemic change. Drawing from what was learned from the 

Ni’noxsola in this study, in this next section I outline four broad interrelated recommendations 

with key actions, as respectful offerings for creating change: 

1. Systemically reframe governance in Kwakwaka’wakw communities to include 

women in traditional and colonial governance systems. 

2. Develop a culturally based, capacity-strengthening, and nation-building resource to 

reclaim ancestral teachings about the role of women in governance and leadership. 

3. Work with postsecondary institutions to work toward a paradigm shift in governance 

and leadership training through invigorating Indigenous epistemology and pedagogy. 

4. Pursue support from the BC provincial government to acknowledge 

Kwakwaka’wakw governance by supporting systemic change that will bring equity 

for Kwakwaka’wakw women. 

I discuss each of these recommendations in greater detail in the subsections that follow. I 

also outline key actions to achieve systemic change toward equity for Kwakwaka’wakw 

knowledge systems that locate women at the centre of governance and leadership, which will 

restore balance in families and communities and strengthen nationhood. 

Recommendation 1: Systemically reframe governance in Kwakwaka’wakw 

communities to include women in traditional and colonial governance systems. The role of 

women must be embedded in the system of governance and models to reflect ancestral laws that 

locate women in the seat of governance for Kwakwaka’wakw families as well as in legislated 
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governance such as chief and council positions and nonprofit boards. Restoring the roles of 

Kwakwaka’wakw matriarchs and women in their rightful place as leaders and in governance is 

an ancestral right.  Within the context of Indigenous rights, as cited in Nuyam Ma’ł, Thomas 

(2018) argued, “First Nations women are being denied their basic human rights by not allowing 

them to practice their cultural matrilineal right[s]” (Kirby, as cited in Thomas, 2018, p. 25). 

Reframing current understandings and practice in governance to include the integral role if 

women is a fundamental component of decolonization and critically important for self-

governance. 

This rights-based discourse has confluence with the Sayers et al. (2001) discussion on 

self-governance: 

Self-government is a prerequisite for achieving equality, human dignity, and freedom 

from discrimination, and full enjoyment of all human rights. To have good governance 

and to achieve all those objectives, especially equality and human dignity, there must be a 

strong role for women embedded in the structure of First Nations governments. (p. 9) 

Consistent with the literature, the ancestral teachings of the Kwakwaka’wakw people clearly 

locate women in the seat of governance alongside of the chief, which brings balance to the 

family and system (Thomas, 2018; Valaskakis et al., 2009).  

For many of the Kwakwaka’wakw Chiefs and their families, the reclamation of women’s 

roles in governance and leadership will mean having conversations regarding the role of the 

matriarch and women in the family. To facilitate this conversation, Noxsola from the families, 

and where appropriate from the community, can be called into the family meetings to begin the 
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process to learn historically the role of women, discuss ways to embed this in their family, and 

pass the teachings on to later generations. 

Another mechanism to incorporate the role of women in the traditional Kwakwaka’wakw 

governance system, Chiefs and families may wish to consider explore establishing themselves 

more formally as a Nation of Namima, such as an Office of Traditional Kwakwaka’wakw 

Chiefs, or an Office of Kwakwaka’wakw Hereditary Chiefs, organized as a collective of 

Namima. The formal structure of this office will provide opportunity to access resources for 

capacity development to support their research and strengthen and develop their governance 

structure to include their women in all aspects of their governance. As discussed in Nuyam Ma’ł, 

this will also provide the power of the collective voice (Baird, as cited in Anderson, 2009) and 

increase the opportunity for governments to meet with the Namima more formally. 

In the literature, Sayers et al. (2001) recommended that the role of women be structurally 

embedded in First Nations governments, which is aligned with the following recommendation 

for First Nations communities to explore the opportunity to redesign their elected system of 

governance. As mentioned in Nuyam ‘Nam, in addition to the Namima, the Kwakwaka’wakw 

First Nations communities have colonial governments, legislated under the Indian Act (1876) 

through the federal government; the leadership selection in the chief and council system is 

through an election. This Western governance system can be changed in two ways: through a 

Self-Government Agreement or Band Custom code (Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, 

2016). First Nations communities that have a self-government agreement require a community 

constitution, which outlines the governance structures and leadership selection as well as 

delegation of jurisdiction, authority, and law-making processes over matters pertaining to the 
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nation (Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, 2016). In a constitution applying a self-

government agreement, the composition of the governance model is determined by the nation, as 

opposed to prescribed and imposed by the federal government under the Indian Act (1876), 

which provides the nation with the opportunity to embed women in their governance structure. 

A majority of First Nations communities operate with a chief and council system of 

government. First Nations communities have the option of creating a Custom Band code 

(Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, 2016) to define the governance model and leadership 

selection within the laws, regulations, and policies of the Indian Act (1876). The Custom Band 

code presents the opportunity to apply a variety of ways to incorporate women into the 

composition of the council. Suggested examples include a seat for women alongside and equal to 

the elected chief position or alternatively establish seats for women on council or perhaps 

establish a women’s council with advisory and decision-making powers that are closely aligned 

with the council. This recommendation has confluence with the work of Sayers et al. (2001), 

presented in Nuyam Ma’ł; these authors recommended examining the colonial model to 

incorporate equal representation of Indigenous women. 

Nonprofit boards may also redefine their constitution to incorporate ancestral laws 

regarding the role of women in governance to create seats protected within the governance 

documents to ensure the role of women. Systemically embedding the role of women not only 

replicates ancestral teachings but also shifts the governance toward a strength-based model and 

balance. An example of change that has been embedded in the system is the representation of 

Māori people in the New Zealand government. Humpage (2018) explained, “[The] mixed-

member proportional (MMP) representation system, which, in turn, saw an increase in the 
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number of electorate seats made available to Indigenous Māori in the New Zealand Parliament” 

(pp. 257–258). While for the Māori people this occurred on a national scale, for the 

Kwakwaka’wakw tribes, nations, and nonprofit organizations this would need to occur at a 

community-based level. Embedding the role of women within the colonial systems of chief and 

council and boards will protect the role of women in this leadership role, regardless of the 

change in elected or nominated leadership within those structures. 

An alternative to the system change for colonial constructs of governments in First 

Nations communities is to cocreate a system of governance that includes both the traditional and 

elected governance models to find ways to coexist in community and include the role of women 

within these governance structures by virtue of their role within the traditional system. The 

cogovernance model could also consider the development of a women’s council as part of their 

structure, as discussed next. 

Kwakwaka’wakw women may wish to formalize a women’s council or group either 

within their respective traditional tribal groups such as the four tribes of the Musgamagw 

Dzawada’enuxw people and replicate ancient practices of the women: “Women have secret 

societies too. That’s their power, the gifts that they have; they always come from the women 

before them, so carry that wisdom” (W. Speck, personal communication, June 7, 2019). In 

Nuyam Ma’ł, Chief Baird (as cited in Anderson, 2009) indicated that the power of the collective 

voices of Indigenous women through formalized structures provide opportunity to legitimize 

their voice. In Nuyam Mu, Ni’noxsola Alberta Billy and Gwimolas recalled how women formed 

women’s associations in the community; it is this concept that has inspired the organic 

movement I created called 100 Indigenous Aunties, designed to bring back ancestral teachings 
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about women as leaders in our communities and powerfulness of women when they gather. For 

more information about this movement, please refer to the video link provided in Appendix D of 

this thesis. 

The key actions under this recommendation align with Indigenous rights as described by 

Articles 3, 4, and 5 in UNDRIP (United Nations, 2007): 

Article 3: Indigenous peoples have the right to self-determination. By virtue of that right 

they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and 

cultural development.  

Article 4: Indigenous peoples, in exercising their right to self-determination, have the 

right to autonomy or self-government in matters relating to their internal and local affairs, 

as well as ways and means for financing their autonomous functions.  

Article 5: Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain and strengthen their distinct 

political, legal, economic, social and cultural institutions, while retaining their right to 

participate fully, if they so choose, in the political, economic, social and cultural life of 

the State. (pp. 8–9) 

Recommendation 2: Develop a culturally based, capacity-strengthening, and nation-

building resource to reclaim ancestral teachings about the role of women in governance 

and leadership. This recommendation proposes the development of a competency-based 

leadership training resource created from a foundation of Kwakwaka’wakw principles and 

teachings that incorporate ancestral laws, which locate women in leadership roles within family, 

nations, and communities. The resource can be piloted with a single Kwakwaka’wakw Nation 

and then expanded to be implemented across other interested Kwakwaka’wakw Nations. The 
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resource may be offered as a template for Indigenous nations and organizations as well as non-

Indigenous organizations to use for their training or to develop or customize their own resources. 

Building on the recommendation by Chief Maxwiyalidzi, the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations 

could embed the role of Ni’noxsola into their governance system through annual Elders 

gatherings that involve men, women, and youth; this could be similar to the Musgamagw 

Dzawada’enuxw gathering called Melk’wala: To Remember, at which the wisdom of the Elders 

was shared in the bighouse in the Bakwemkala language as a mechanism to honour 

Kwakwaka’wakw principles of intentionality and cultural continuity. A video of the Melk’wala 

gathering is in Appendix E. 

The key actions under this recommendation are aligned with Indigenous rights as 

described in UNDRIP (United Nations, 2007): 

Article 11: 1. Indigenous peoples have the right to practise and revitalize their cultural 

traditions and customs. This includes the right to maintain, protect and develop the past, 

present and future manifestations of their cultures, such as archaeological and historical 

sites, artefacts, designs, ceremonies, technologies and visual and performing arts and 

literature. 2. States shall provide redress through effective mechanisms, which may 

include restitution, developed in conjunction with indigenous peoples, with respect to 

their cultural, intellectual, religious and spiritual property taken without their free, prior 

and informed consent or in violation of their laws, traditions and customs.  

Article 13: 1. Indigenous peoples have the right to revitalize, use, develop and transmit to 

future generations their histories, languages, oral traditions, philosophies, writing systems 
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and literatures, and to designate and retain their own names for communities, places and 

persons. (pp. 11–13) 

Recommendation 3: Work with postsecondary institutions to work toward a 

paradigm shift in governance and leadership training through invigorating Indigenous 

epistemology and pedagogy. A paradigm shift in academic systems requires vigorous 

investments in Indigenous thought and knowledge systems in terms of the resources required for 

structural and systemic changes. As Battiste (2000) noted, “The challenge for postcolonial 

educators is to transform education from its cognitive imperialistic roots to an enlightened and 

decolonized process that embraces and accepts diversity as normative” (p. xxix). The 

development and delivery of Indigenous programs and courses in governance and leadership 

should be base-funded by postsecondary institutions as a commitment to innovation and 

reconciliation. To avoid a pan-Indigenous approach, the curricula should begin with 

Kwakwaka’wakw epistemology and pedagogy that has already been captured in this thesis in 

terms of the Indigenous thought and transformative praxis that locates women in governance and 

leadership. Additionally, to support the development of this curricula, Royal Roads University 

Leadership Program may consider hosting or partnering with the University of Victoria’s School 

of Public Administration, Vancouver Island University, and North Island College to host an 

island-wide Indigenous governance and leadership forum to establish a think tank of Indigenous 

scholars that include Kwakwaka’wakw Elders and leaders to discuss, identify, and cocreate 

academic articles, journals, and resources that can be used in the curricula. 

The key actions under this recommendation are aligned with Indigenous rights as 

described by Articles 14 and 15 in UNDRIP (United Nations, 2007): 
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Article 14: 1. Indigenous peoples have the right to establish and control their educational 

systems and institutions providing education in their own languages, in a manner 

appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and learning. 2. Indigenous individuals, 

particularly children, have the right to all levels and forms of education of the State 

without discrimination. 3. States shall, in conjunction with indigenous peoples, take 

effective measures, in order for indigenous individuals, particularly children, including 

those living outside their communities, to have access, when possible, to an education in 

their own culture and provided in their own language.  

Article 15: 1. Indigenous peoples have the right to the dignity and diversity of their 

cultures, traditions, histories and aspirations which shall be appropriately reflected in 

education and public information. (pp. 13–14) 

Recommendation 4: Pursue support from the BC provincial government to 

acknowledge Kwakwaka’wakw governance by supporting systemic change that will bring 

equity for Kwakwaka’wakw women. The Ministry of Indigenous Relations and Reconciliation 

can work with the Namima of the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations to build their capacity for 

strengthening and establishing the role of Kwakwaka’wakw women in governance alongside of 

the traditional chiefs. 

For several decades, municipal, provincial, and federal governments have recognized 

only the legislated chief and councils for First Nations communities and elected chiefs who 

formulate the provincial political Indigenous organizations such as the First Nations Summit, 

Union of BC Indian Chiefs and the Assembly of First Nations. Traditional chiefs along with 

women leaders have been marginalized by all levels of government as a result of colonialism, 
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and only recently have begun to be recognized by these governments (R. Cook, personal 

communication, December 12, 2018). 

True reconciliation and acknowledgement for the rights of Indigenous people is the 

inclusion, recognition, and acknowledgement of traditional Kwakwaka’wakw governance system 

that includes both chiefs and women whose authority, responsibility, and jurisdiction over their 

families, tribes, communities, territories, and resources have existed since time immemorial 

handed down to them from their ancestors. As a starting place, financial resources may be 

provided to support an island-based meeting in a bighouse to meet with Kwakwaka’wakw 

Namima to begin the dialogue, which must include Kwakwaka’wakw women. Topics could 

include principles for the relationship between the Namima and government, resources for 

strengthening the capacity of the Namima to meet on nation-to-nation and government-to-

government levels. I recommend that this be a tri-partite meeting that includes federal and 

provincial governments to address jurisdictional requirements and responsibilities. 

Governments can also work with the Kwakwaka’wakw Namima the address complex 

issues related to harmonizing traditional and colonial governments co-located in their 

communities and strengthening the capacity of the Namima to include, who have been impacted 

by decades of patriarchy and colonization, to internally reconcile, repair, build and strengthen 

their traditional governance and include the role of women. Tremendous work needs to be done 

to identify ways for traditional teachings and ancestral laws can be applied as the foundational 

framework for traditional governance in a contemporary context in an increasing complex 

society. Examples include strengthening their capacity to develop law making and decision 

making structures and methods informed by ancestral principles and processes as well as a 
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constitution that outlines their systems to address their economic and social wellbeing, 

accountability and transparency and healing – all from a foundation Kwakwaka’wakw laws, 

teachings and practices, including the role of Kwakwaka’wakw women in these systems and 

structures.   

The key actions under this recommendation are aligned with Indigenous rights as 

described by Articles 18, 19 and 20 in the UNDRIP (United Nations, 2007): 

Article 18: Indigenous peoples have the right to participate in decision-making in matters 

which would affect their rights, through representatives chosen by themselves in 

accordance with their own procedures, as well as to maintain and develop their own 

indigenous decision-making institutions.  

Article 19: States shall consult and cooperate in good faith with the indigenous peoples 

concerned through their own representative institutions in order to obtain their free, prior 

and informed consent before adopting and implementing legislative or administrative 

measures that may affect them.  

Article 20: 1. Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain and develop their political, 

economic and social systems or institutions, to be secure in the enjoyment of their own 

means of subsistence and development, and to engage freely in all their traditional and 

other economic activities. (pp. 15–16) 

Organizational Implications 

This section of Nuyam Sak̓a describes the next steps for implementing the four 

recommendations within the context of organizational and leadership requirements for change, 

the system impacts for change, and implications for not implementing the recommendations. 
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Also discussed in this next section is the Kwakwaka’wakw-centered approach and epistemology 

that examined knowledge embedded in ceremony as a mechanism for privileging ancestral 

knowledge systems as well as the contribution this thesis makes to scholarship and literature in 

Indigenous governance and leadership. 

Implementing the four recommendations calls for a multifaceted approach that will 

require engagement of multiple organizations and governments. At the outset of this thesis, I 

recognized that the Kwakwaka’wakw principle of maya’xala must be followed, as echoed by 

Chief Makwala and the Ni’noxsola. The study cannot be imposed, nor can the approach to fix or 

change be dictated; rather, communities must be inspired to embrace change toward a common 

vision. The outcomes of this thesis align with the trajectory of the decolonizing and Indigenizing 

journeys of many Indigenous nations who are working toward self-government and self-

determination over their own families, communities, and tribes. As Battiste (2000) noted, 

“Dismantling colonization to create postcolonial state is an unfolding vision for Indigenous 

people worldwide” (p. xxv). I conducted this study with the aim to support that work. 

Ultimately, one of my goals in undertaking this research was to present the results of the 

study to Kwakwaka’wakw Tribal Councils and interested individual Kwakwaka’wakw Nations, 

the LFLS Board, interested urban Aboriginal agencies, and First Nations communities. There is 

potential opportunity for me to present this to the Royal Roads University School of Leadership, 

University of Victoria School of Public Administration, North Island College Aboriginal 

Education Department, and the Ministry of Indigenous Relations and Reconciliation for their 

consideration. 
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Leadership implications for First Nations chief and councils (also referred to as band 

councils) will require an openness and willingness to shift their mindset of their current 

understanding of governance. The framework for band governance is embedded in the Indian 

Act (1876) resulting in the complexity of incorporating ancestral systems within a colonial 

construct. Furthermore, there will be resistance from some councils, either from individuals or 

collectively, as a result of the influences of colonial value systems as explained by advisor 

Audrey when discussing the recommendations: “There are many council members who do not 

practice our culture and do not understand the ancestral teachings” (A. Wilson, personal 

communication, November 7, 2018). However, during the journey for this thesis, I have had the 

opportunity to speak about my research with several Kwakwaka’wakw traditional and elected 

chiefs who are interested and have shared that this thesis has confluence with their goals for their 

nations and councils. Identifying leaders and organizations who are already interested in creating 

this paradigm shift will be the path of least resistance and will optimize successful 

implementation. The Kwakwaka’wakw Namima, to restore ancestral teachings regarding the role 

of women, may solidify and demonstrate their commitment through the ways of their ancestors 

in the gukdzi. The councils may solidify their commitment through a band council resolution, a 

memorandum of agreement, or a declaration. 

North Island College (NIC) has already contracted me to create several courses in the 

Certificate of Aboriginal Leadership program recently launched in September 2018. I am 

currently developing the course in governance and incorporating the learnings from this thesis to 

create culturally relevant and culturally responsive curriculum. Leadership at NIC has 

demonstrated significant support, flexibility, understanding, and interest in responding to the 
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needs of the First Nations communities within its catchment region for leadership training and 

has demonstrated the embodiment of reconciliation in the development of the courses and 

program. To illustrate this point, NIC has demonstrated commitment by including the Aboriginal 

Leadership Certificate in the Aboriginal Strategic Service Plan (North Island College, 2017). 

Next steps for the NIC to consider are to base fund the program and to continue developing 

culturally relevant curricula across a range of governance and leadership topics. 

Following presentations to postsecondary institutions regarding the findings of this thesis, 

the next steps include discussions regarding the advancement of Indigenous knowledge systems 

in program offerings and discuss opportunities to cocreate change. Leadership at other 

postsecondary institutions will require a commitment to a decolonizing approach as well as a 

commitment to implementing UNDRIP (United Nations, 2007) for true reconciliatory processes 

to be realized in Indigenous education. This will require a shift in resource allocation, in the 

mindset in academia, and in some cases in power and control. Essentially, a starting place for 

this leadership change is the political will required: “Our ability to create new and better 

organizations is limited only by our imagination and collective will” (Bushe, 2005, p. 2). Change 

in postsecondary institutions to base fund culturally responsive programs is critical for both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous learners who are working to address the complexities in 

governance and community development for Indigenous people and communities. Privileging 

Indigenous knowledge systems in postsecondary institutions expands the breadth and depth of 

scholarship that will benefit all learners and fosters innovative practices from a foundation of 

Indigenous ways of knowing, being, and doing that has been the strength of Indigenous people 
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since time immemorial. Next steps for the postsecondary institutions to consider include a 

commitment in their institutional plans and to embed the paradigm shift through systems change. 

The Ministry of Indigenous Relations and Reconciliation has an interest in the 

equalization of Indigenous women who have been marginalized in society; therefore, this thesis, 

which addresses the reclamation of Kwakwaka’wakw women in governance and leadership to 

restore balance in communities, will be of interest. Ministry of Indigenous Relations and 

Reconciliation is the lead agency addressing the issue of murdered and missing Indigenous 

women, girls, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer individuals. Furthermore, the 

Ministry of Indigenous Relations and Reconciliation is the only ministry in the BC government 

with a Minister’s Advisory Council on Indigenous Women who provides advice to the Minister 

on issues related to Indigenous women in BC.  Next steps I will need to undertake is to request a 

meeting with the Minister and a request to present to Minister’s Advisory Council on Indigenous 

Women to discuss ways to advance the work in this thesis with possible considerations for 

supporting the capacity development recommendation or piloting a change project with a 

Kwakwaka’wakw community. 

This thesis is a steppingstone to the larger systemic changes that can happen within the 

Kwakwaka’wakw Namima, Indigenous families and community organizations, postsecondary 

institutions, and governments. Undertaking this change requires the political will to be bold 

enough to enact paradigmatic change that will shift the consciousness and hearts of society. Not 

undertaking these recommendations will result in the status quo for Indigenous women, families, 

and communities. For many of the Kwakwaka’wakw Namima, change will be slow and many 

women will continue to be excluded from family and tribal business and decisions, and 
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Indigenous women will continue to fight for representation in governments that are male 

dominated. Postsecondary institutions will continue to offer Eurocentric course curricula that are 

not conducive to the needs of Indigenous people and communities. Governments will perpetuate 

the marginalization of Indigenous women in families and communities and inherently locate 

women as subordinate to men by virtue of the patriarchal colonial system. 

The systemic impact these changes will have on Kwakwaka’wakw women will not only 

result in the equalization of their role within their Namima but also begin the process to restore 

balance in their families and Kwakwaka’wakw governance as intended by ancestral teachings, 

practices and systems. Healing is an outcome of systemic change as the Kwakwaka’wakw 

journey toward ancestral values, away from colonial values and mindsets, as they reclaim their 

ancestral teachings. The systemic impact on postsecondary institutions and governments will be 

realized over time as they unpack the dialogue on decolonization and journey to understand ways 

to achieve true reconciliation and implement UNDRIP (United Nations, 2007) from an 

Indigenous perspective. 

While the foci of this thesis was aimed at equalizing Kwakwaka’wakw women in 

traditional governance and leadership roles within their families, nations, and communities and at 

equalizing Indigenous knowledge systems, the thesis also generated new ideas that redefine 

governance and leadership that shifts to a new way of working with Indigenous people. The 

hegemony of Western constructs of governance systems are challenged within the context of the 

rights of Indigenous people through the emergence of discourse about ancestral systems that are 

clearly distinct and do not reflect colonial systems. Revealed within this research are intricate 

Indigenous knowledge systems that encapsulate the interrelated concepts of spirituality, 
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ceremony, and story that profoundly root the governance of Kwakwaka’wakw people in ancient 

epistemology and pedagogy that transcends the human thought and consciousness. The ancestral 

knowledge of the Kwakwaka’wakw tribes that guide their governance, are embedded in their 

origin stories, the p̓a̱sa, ceremonies, and spiritual transformation that formulate their laws, 

protocols, and responsibilities for social order, social systems, and tribal sustainability. 

Kwakwaka’wakw women cogovern alongside the chiefs and are intrinsic connections between 

the Indigenous knowledge systems and governance systems for the families and tribes. Ancient 

knowledge is illuminated to reveal new understandings that change the way the wider society, 

within the context of this thesis, as well as postsecondary institutions and government work with 

Indigenous people. 

Emerging amidst the paradigmatic hegemony of Eurocentric research are Indigenous 

research paradigms. My knowledge-gathering methods were in and of themselves innovative, as 

I incorporated Kwakwaka’wakw-centred epistemologies and worldview into the field of 

research; essentially, the Kwakwaka’wakw-centred approach contributes to the growing field of 

Indigenous research. By working closely with members of the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations in this 

study, the Ni’noxsola and I established unique and innovative methods framed in Indigenous 

paradigms that honour Indigenous worldview and praxis separate from dominant Western 

methodologies. Ultimately, the development and implementation of Kwakwaka’wakw-centred 

paradigms and methods privilege Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge. Battiste (2000) echoed this and 

stated, “The writings seek to move beyond the existing Indigenous experience of colonization by 

liberating Indigenous thought, practices and discourses rather than by relying on existing 



KWAKWAKAWKA’WAKW WOMEN IN GOVERNANCE 167 

Eurocentric or colonial theory” (p. xix). Essentially, Kwakwaka’wakw-centred knowledge 

gathering is breaking new ground to contribute to this new era of social science research. 

This thesis has provided new knowledge that may influence changes in policy and 

practice for Indigenous and non-Indigenous organizations, postsecondary institutions and 

governments. Kovach (2009) explained, “Indigenous frameworks have the potential to improve 

relevance in policy and practice within Indigenous contexts” (p. 13). Research creates policy, 

which in turn generates programs; this statement encapsulates the opportunities for this work to 

inform policies and practice in Indigenous community organizations. The rich knowledge that 

has been acquired and shared can shift the practice and policies of governments and educational 

institutions in ways they understand theory and practice in Indigenous leadership, governance, 

and community development. 

This thesis provides a resource for postsecondary institutions to develop culturally 

responsive, culturally relevant programs and curricula for Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

learners. Kovach (2009) and Wilson (2008) both argued the merits of making Indigenous 

literature available to non-Indigenous people, not only to facilitate understanding but also to 

equalize and locate Indigenous knowledge alongside Western knowledge. 

My journey to explore the roles of Kwakwaka’wakw women as leaders and matriarchs 

was the basis for identifying principles and practices of Indigenous women as leaders in 

community development; this study illuminated the strength and resilience of Indigenous people, 

the richness of Indigenous teachings and cultures, and privileged Indigenous knowledge systems. 

The knowledge captured in this study is a glimpse of the depth and breadth of the ancestral 
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teachings of the Kwakwaka’wakw people with tremendous more opportunity to learn more in 

this area of governance and leadership as discussed in the next section. 

Implications for Future Inquiry 

This thesis provides new knowledge in the following four areas, which can be further 

explored: (a) ancestral knowledge embedded in songs, (b) ancestral Kwakwaka’wakw 

governance system, (c) role of Kwakwaka’wakw men in governance and leadership, and 

(d) promising practices in Kwakwaka’wakw Nations working toward ancestral governance 

models. Opportunities for exploring further knowledge in these four areas will support the 

journey toward self-determination and self-government for Kwakwaka’wakw people and 

Indigenous people more broadly. 

Knowledge embedded in ceremony is a critical and integral component of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge system that was examined in this study, specific to the roles of 

women in governance and leadership. There is opportunity to deepen the knowledge in ceremony 

by examining the knowledge embedded in the songs, many of which accompany the ceremony, 

in terms of governance and leadership. The songs in the feast halls and the p̓a̱sa formulate the 

oral history and are inextricably linked to many ceremonies, origin stories, and stories. 

Chiefs Makwala, Wedlidi, and Maxwiyalidzi contextualized their conversations 

regarding the role of the matriarch and women in governance and leadership by sharing briefly 

the origins of Kwakwaka’wakw governance rooted in supernatural beings and animal kingdoms 

as well as how governance is inextricably connected to the land, resources, and territory. Rich 

knowledge can be gained from exploring further the early origins of Kwakwaka’wakw 

governance that includes ancestral origin stories, the eagle chiefs, and the Namima. 
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The roles of the chief as well as the role of men within the community are fundamentally 

important to Kwakwaka’wakw people, demonstrated in many of the ceremonies, which can be 

explored further to identify and reclaim teachings regarding their roles which have been 

impacted by colonization. 

The journey toward self-determination and self-government for Kwakwaka’wakw people 

is not new, and the reclamation of the ancestral rights has been ongoing since the arrival of the 

settlers and colonization. Various components of governance pertaining to the land, resources, 

territory, and governance models have been addressed by some of the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations 

who are working hard to come out of the Indian Act (1876), to incorporate different aspects of 

ancestral teachings to inform their processes, systems, and models. It will take time to fully 

realize changes at the systems level for the Kwakwaka’wakw Nations to shift the paradigm from 

colonial systems; however, there is opportunity to explore and share across communities some of 

the promising practices being undertaken to Indigenize and decolonize their governance models, 

tools, and systems. 

łaʷeyasəns gayułas: Thesis Summary 

Me: Tell me about the women’s dance that I saw, the madam. 

Makwala: The madam is a story of a young boy. It comes from the Namgis, 

about a young boy who is having a hard time. He was treated severely by his father.  

The young boy runs away to the mountain to actually commit suicide.  

We’ve got this mountain in Woss, which has quartz crystal all over it. 

He climbed up thinking he would jump off;  

then he decided to try to drown himself in the crystal glacier water. 

He did it four times, each time the quartz crystals started to stick to him. 

What he didn’t realize was that he was purifying himself of everything, 

healing each time he went to plunge himself into the glacier water.  
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Crystals started to stick all over his body and he had the ability to fly. 

He flew around the world. He wanted to come back to his family.  

He would sit on the trees and fly from tree to tree. 

The spirit came to him and gave him a wonderful treasure to take back to his people. 

I reflect on Makwala’s story. 

I think about how the father could be the colonizer and the boy is Indigenous people. 

The harm the father inflicted on the boy was 

assimilation inflicted on Indigenous people; 

the trip to the mountain and crystal water symbolize healing. 

The quartz crystals are gifts that made the boy fly; he was free. 

The quartz crystals could be symbolic of the cultural teachings and ceremonies.  

Free to be Indigenous, the boy returns home.  

He is returning with the gift of ancestral teachings,  

culture, and ceremony to the family and community. 

The spirit gave him a wonderful treasure to take back to his people. 

łaʷeyasəns gayułas is about returning to ancestral teachings to restore the balance in 

families and communities for the Kwakwaka’wakw people. Historically, Kwakwaka’wakw 

women were the strength of their families and tribes and cogoverned alongside of the chiefs. The 

women were not subordinate to the chiefs, as typically understood in a Western context of 

governance. The Kwakwaka’wakw women were and are integral and intrinsic to the strength of 

the chief and importantly to the strength of the family. 

The knowledge embedded in ceremony confirm the ancestral teachings of the importance 

of the leadership of both men and women in the Kwakwaka’wakw families and tribes. 

Embedded within the origin stories and ceremonies in the box of treasures are the laws, 

obligations, prerogatives, rights, and responsibilities of the Kwakwaka’wakw people; inherent 

within these ceremonies is the respect and honour the Kwakwaka’wakw people have for their 
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women, the life givers, the knowledge holders, the advisors, the teachers, and nurturers that 

brought strength. 

Echoed consistently from the Ni’noxsola in this study was the need to return to ancestral 

teachings to restore balance. Colonization and policies of assimilation has negatively impacted 

the balance. The Indian Residential School has left a legacy of harm and colonial mindsets that 

fragment Kwakwaka’wakw families and communities as well as Indigenous people more 

broadly. The ban of the potlatch, a central system of governance for the Kwakwaka’wakw 

people, displaced and marginalized the role of the women in families and communities as a result 

of the loss of cultural continuity. łaʷeyasəns gayułas is about bringing back the strength of 

women into their rightful place as leaders and in the governance of their families and 

communities and restore the balance. As a steppingstone toward this change, the Ni’noxsola 

offered early ideas for change in their conversations and this thesis offers four recommendations. 

Framed within the context of the UNDRIP (United Nations, 2007) and reconciliation 

(Truth and Reconciliation Canada, 2015), the four recommendations put forward in this section 

are designed to address change at the systems level for Kwakwaka’wakw tribes, postsecondary 

institutions, and governments. In addition to addressing equity for Kwakwaka’wakw women in 

leadership, this thesis privileges Kwakwaka’wakw knowledge systems and adds to the body of 

scholarly literature that aims to equalize Indigenous people and Indigenous knowledge. 

The changes proposed in this thesis are pragmatic, optimistic, ambitious, and innovative. 

Implementation of the recommendations in this thesis will require political will, a commitment to 

the rights of Indigenous people, and the courage to step boldly to create new narratives for the 

lives of Indigenous people. Change is slow and does not happen at a pace that we want it to, but 
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each time we step forward to work toward a common vision, change will happen. This thesis was 

very personal for me, and I have a deep commitment to work with Indigenous communities to 

see these changes come to fruition. 

Gilakas’la. 
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Appendix A: List of Kwakwaka’wakw group of Nations 

• Kwaguʼł 

• Mama̱liliḵa̱la 

• Na̱mǥis 

• Ławitʼsis 

• A̱wa̱ʼetła̱la 

• Da̱ʼnaxdaʼx̱w 

• Maʼa̱mtagila 

• Dzawada̱ʼenux̱w 

• Ḵwikwa̱sutinux̱ 

• Gwawaʼenux̱w 

• ʼNakʼwaxdaʼx̱w 

• Gwaʼsa̱la 

• G̱usgimukw 

• Gwatʼsinux̱w 

• Tłatła̱siḵwa̱la 

• Weḵaʼyi 

• Wiweḵʼa̱m 

Note. From The Kwakwa̱ka̱ʼwakw Tribes by U’mista Cultural Centre, 2018. Retrieved from 

https://www.umista.ca/pages/kwakwakawakw-tribes  
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Appendix B: Map of Kwakwaka’wakw Territories 

 

Note. From Our Land by U’mista Cultural Centre, 2018. Retrieved from 

https://umistapotlatch.ca/notre_terre-our_land-eng.php Copyright 2019 by U’mista Cultural 

Centre. Reprinted with permission.  
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Appendix C: Consent and Confidentiality 

Note: This script was read out and discussed with each of the participants. A copy was provided 

for their records; however, they were not required to sign. 

Name of Thesis: Noxsola: Reclaiming the Roles of Kwakwaka’wakw women in Governance 

Student (Researcher): Marcia Dawson 

Thesis Supervisor: Susanne Thiessen 

Second Supervisor: Catherine Etmanski 

School: Royal Roads University, Victoria BC 

Community Partner: Makwala, Chief Rande Cook 

Advisor: Audrey Wilson, Executive Director, Laichwiltach Family Life Society 

Yo, weeksas (Hello, how are you?) Gilakas’la (thank you) for making time to meet with me. I 

will share with you why I am here. Before I start, I want to check in with you if it is okay that we 

do this in English or if you prefer to receive this information in the Bakwemkala language? 

Because I do not speak Bakwemkala, I will need someone to translate for me. 

My name is Marcia Dawson, I am Gitxsan and a member of the Dzawada’enuxw nation. My 

Dawson family is from U’kwanalis village along the Gwa’yi river (Kingcome Inlet). 

I am a student at Royal Roads University completing my Master of Arts in Leadership. I am 

doing a thesis to gather knowledge about the ancestral teachings of roles and responsibilities of 

Kwakwaka’wakw women. I use the term gather knowledge instead of the word research to 

respect our ways as Bakwems (First Nations people). The goal of this thesis is to learn what the 

principles and practices are about the roles of women in leadership and governance and how this 

brings balance to families and communities. I will be doing this thesis by learning from the 

ceremonies at Chief Rande Cook’s p̓a̱sa. Rande has already agreed to this and has given me 

permission. Audrey Wilson from Laichwiltach will be my advisor. I have a thesis supervisor who 

is Susanne Thiessen, she is Bakwem with ancestry from Haida Gwaii. My second supervisor’s 

name is Catherine Etmanski, she is not Bakwem, her ancestry is originally from Poland, 

Scotland, Ireland and the Netherland) however it will only be me that will be doing the 

knowledge gathering. 

I will also be doing this by visits with Chiefs and Elders in their homes to have conversations. 

I will be spending time to learn from at least six Chiefs and Elders in the Kwakwaka’wakw 

nations including yourself. You have been chosen for your knowledge of Kwakwaka’wakw 

teachings. My research to collect knowledge is approximately from May to August of this year 

(2018) and then I will be writing a thesis about what I have learned, which is due January 1, 

2019. 
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I would like to visit with you to spend time together and hear about your knowledge and stories, 

I would like to learn about the teachings about the roles of women and the importance of balance 

in families and communities. The time we spend talking about this will be anywhere from one to 

four hours, depending on your availability, the amount of time you have and your needs. If you 

prefer to speak in your traditional language to share the knowledge this will be honoured. 

Because I do not know Bakwemkala, I will need someone to help me by translating during the 

visits. 

I am required to keep the knowledge confidential and not disclose your identity in this thesis 

including your name. Any details which might identify you will not be shared outside of this 

thesis except with Rande and Audrey. Information will not be shared with other Chiefs, Elders, 

or any other participants. 

With your permission, I would like to audio record our conversations as a way for me to refer 

back to the knowledge you have shared when I am writing my thesis. The audio recordings will 

be transcribed and will be returned to you along with the audio recording when I am completed 

my thesis. The notes and audio recordings will be kept locked up in my home office. 

At any time before, during, or after the visits you have the right to change your mind to 

participate in this study or decide that you do not wish to share any information. You may end 

the conversation at any time. Any information shared up to that point will be included with your 

permission or it will be removed if you ask me to not include it. You do not need to provide a 

reason or explanation and there will not be any consequences. 

During the conversations, if you get tired, thirsty, hungry, physically uncomfortable, have any 

medical or other needs that you need to be taken care of during the visits we can take a break or 

stop at any time. If while you are sharing information that may come from your memories and 

any emotions arise, we can pause and I can invite a family member to comfort you. With your 

permission, we can also start and end the visits with a prayer, song or ceremony as a way of 

taking care of our wellbeing, spirits and doing this in a good way. 

By sharing your knowledge with me in this thesis, the benefits to you include preserving 

knowledge for your family. The knowledge recorded will be returned back to you and your 

family for your records, use and keep for future generations. The knowledge shared in the thesis  

may be used to benefit your family in ways that you find relevant and useful. The learnings and 

recommendations may also be useful for your nation for training and strengthen their capacity in 

their organization and governance. The thesis that is shared widely will highlight the strength of 

Kwakwaka’wakw people and teachings and demonstrate the importance of this knowledge in 

replace of or in addition to Western knowledges. 

The information and knowledge you share will be organized into themes in my final thesis. I will 

meet with you again to ensure that I have captured the information accurately and appropriately. 

I will share these themes back with you and share my thesis with you. After my thesis is 

complete and I have my master’s degree, I would like to author a book using the information 

learned from this thesis. I am hoping that this book will help create culturally relevant courses at 

colleges and universities. I would also like to create training workshops for First Nations 
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communities, governments, and other organizations. Where I have opportunities, I would like to 

do presentations at conferences using the learnings from this thesis. 

As Bakwems (First Nations people) I was taught the importance of ownership of the knowledge, 

stories, and information you share. I am honoured to have you share with me important 

knowledge and know that I am very privileged. I recognize that some of the information may be 

specific to your family and box of treasures. I will honour that the knowledge belongs to your 

family and I understand and respect Kwakwaka’wakw laws about the use and protection of this 

knowledge. 

Do you have any questions about the purpose or the process? Is there anything else you would 

like me to clarify? 

If you have any concerns about your treatment or rights in this thesis, you can contact Catherine 

Etmanski. Here’s her phone number. (Hand them a slip of paper with the contact information 

written on it: Catherine Etmanski, Royal Roads University, [telephone number].) 

Your consent to participate can be provided verbally or if you wish, you may sign a consent 

form, however, signing a form is not required. A copy is provided for you to read and keep. 

Do you provide consent to participate in the visits where we will have kitchen table 

conversations to share knowledge? � Yes. � No 

Do you consent to the audio recordings? � Yes.  � No 

I would to take photographs of you during the visits. These photos may be used in the final 

thesis, the book that I plan to write and in PowerPoint presentations for workshops and 

conferences. 

Do you consent to have photographs taken of you during this study? � Yes.  � No 

In my thesis, I would like to include quotes and excerpts of information from the knowledge you 

shared. Do you consent the use quotes and excerpts expressed by you to be included in the 

thesis? � Yes.  � No 

Gilakas’la 

 



KWAKWAKAWKA’WAKW WOMEN IN GOVERNANCE 187 

Appendix D: Video 100 Indigenous Aunties 

 

The image above is taken from the 3-minute inspirational video titled 100 Indigenous Aunties, 

which can be seen at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wg1Ce8b4ymE 

Note. From 100 Indigenous Aunties, by M. Dawson, 2015. Retrieved from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wg1Ce8b4ymE Copyright 2019 by M. Dawson.  
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Appendix E: Melk’wala To Remember Video 

 

The image above is taken from the 46-minute video titled Melk'wala: To Remember, which can 

be seen at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W5sbINgkqkw 

Note. From Melk'wala: To Remember, by Musgamagw Dzawada’enuxw Tribal Council, 2014. 

Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W5sbINgkqkw Copyright 2019 by 

Musgamagw Dzawada’enuxw Tribal Council. Reprinted with permission.  

 


