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Abstract 

The imposition of Western patriarchal norms on Indigenous peoples has created strict notions of 

gender binaries that categorize individuals as either male or female. This imposed binary has 

impacted how Indigenous womxn and gender fluid people are treated within communities and 

ceremonies. Indigenous ceremonial protocols have been reshaped by Christian and colonial 

influences that have impacted traditional roles of womxn and Two-Spirits. Through an 

Otipemisiwak Two-Spirit, tribal epistemology, and an intersectional feminist framework (IFF) 

(Morris & Bunjun, 2007), this research uses an Indigenous relational methodology (Kovach 

2010; Wilson, S., 2008) of oral (digital) storytelling to explore the experiences of three Two-

Spirit womxn with gender protocols in Indigenous ceremonies. Findings demonstrate the 

complexities of multiple gendered oppressions and “otherness” of Two-Spirit womxn and how 

imposed norms and roles have created negative experiences, displacement, confusion, rejection, 

and contribute to ceremonial avoidance or an inability to heal while participating. This research 

contributes to the growing grassroots movements to create more inclusive, safe, ethical, and open 

spaces for Two-Spirit people. 
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Prologue 

This study is not intended to teach or share about Indigenous ceremonies - if you want to 

know those teachings, they must be done through offerings, commitment, and experiential 

learning. Throughout these pages, I have shared some of my teachings and stories about how to 

walk this world in a good way. I strive to do things in a good and true way and acknowledge that 

I make many mistakes. I am still only a baby in learning my traditional teachings and ceremonial 

ways.   

This research addresses the present conflict experienced by womxn and Two-Spirit 

people due to colonially imposed gender systems and the resulting impacts and changes to 

traditional Indigenous ceremonial protocols. I want to acknowledge that some of the changes in 

protocols may have been necessary and essential to many nations’ survival. Indigenous peoples 

have adapted and changed to maintain ceremonial practices even when laws were imposed on 

them that fully prevented participation in all Indigenous ceremonies. I recognize that Canada’s 

Indigenous ancestors made great sacrifices to protect our traditional knowledge, and sometimes 

this was done under the guise of Christian teachings. Although there has been considerable 

damage and disruption to cultures, Indigenous peoples continue to exist, resist and resurge, and 

we “have refused to surrender our identity” (Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 6).  The mixing of Indigenous knowledge with Christianity is a 

testament to Indigenous people’s resiliency and the collective strength to be āhkamēyimowak 

(fiercely persistent).  
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Chapter 1 - My Journey into Research  

this is where it all begins 

a world a wind away 

 whose edges ripe with new life 

a prayer an undertone 

their sound familiar 

 and long  

she’ll fast for the future 

 from the past 

 a whisper 

 violet-red-yellow-two-tone-blue 

(Proulx-Turner, 2008, p.33) 

 

Positionality: Indigenous (Métis) Two-Spirit Womxn 

Kaykeyaw nimsesak mosekina kiskitamasowen (My sisters pick up your power), Kakeyaw 

nimsesak pikskwestamaso kepikskon (My sisters claim your voice), Keyiksotowtow nehik 

keponmasitaw iestchi kamahine konik isenowak meskwa notawketaw (Remember those gone 

before us and pray for those yet to come) - A Two-Spirit womxn’s prayer song (Cree translation 

by Amanda Ribbonleg Mills, 2019). I must begin all things in prayer. 

I am an Indigenous1 (Métis) Two-Spirit2 Womxn3. I am the child of a Two-Spirit mother 

and ceremonial Elder, who raised me with her traditional teachings and ceremonies. I have an 

obligation and responsibility to pass on my mother's Two-Spirit teachings, which are woven into 

 
1 Indigenous is used as an umbrella term and refers to all First Nations, Métis, and Inuit people. Indigenous 

is used synonymously and interchangeably with Native, Aboriginal, and Indian throughout the various referenced 

academic articles.  
2 There is no one definition for the term Two-Spirit. It is a term that refers to Indigenous people’s sexual, 

gender, and spiritual identities. The term is further explained in the “Two-Spirit: Reclaiming Gender Fluidity” 

section of this thesis. See also Laing, M. (2008).  
3 A woman (used, especially in intersectional feminism, as an alternative spelling to avoid the suggestion of 

sexism perceived in the sequences m-a-n and m-e-n, and to be inclusive of trans and nonbinary womxn)” 

Dictionary.com (2021). Womxn is most often used throughout the thesis, however, it is sometimes difficult to refer 

to specific ideas without making distinctions between “women” and “womxn”. I use “womxn” as inclusive of 

transgender, non-binary, gender queer, gender fluid, agender, Two-Spirit and other people. Because the English 

language is binary and restrictive, there are certain instances where I had to distinguish between “women” and 

“womxn” for clarification – especially when taking about topics that may not include gender queer people, such as 

menstration. Although I do not wish to label anyone, I have used “women” when describing those who are cisgender 

females or when others view them as such.  
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my everyday life and being as a womxn, child, sibling, and parent. I am currently raising a 

transgender child, and I am passionate about creating a future where he, and others like us, feel 

included in ceremonies. Before my mother passed on to the Spirit World, she expressed the 

importance to always give back to our community and shared her desire for me and others, to 

continue her work in providing safe ceremonial spaces for womxn and Two-Spirit people.  

Being an urban Métis Two-Spirit person means that when I want to practice ceremony 

outside my family’s lodge, I become a guest of those who provide ceremonies in and around the 

city of Calgary. I found myself in situations where protocols did not align with my first 

teachings. This is often further compounded by a lack of understanding of Two-Spirit identity. I 

experience conflict when protocols make me feel uncomfortable and go directly against my first 

teachings, values, and practices. Instead of practicing and expressing my own ceremonial 

protocols and teachings, I have been publicly shamed and given an ultimatum to either comply 

with others' protocols or not be welcomed into their ceremony. Conversely, my family works to 

create spaces open to diverse ways of practicing ceremony for womxn and Two-Spirit people. 

Unfortunately, some ceremonies do not always provide an inclusive and safe environment.  

I have witnessed womxn and Two-Spirit people being treated differently from men in 

ceremonies. I have observed men who lead and conduct ceremonial protocols that contribute to 

further oppression. As discussed further in chapter two, this oppression is due to colonial 

influences and imposed Western constructs of gender that create gendered marginality (Strega & 

Brown, 2015).  I have also witnessed and personally experienced how gendered marginality is 

embodied, internalized, and expressed within and among womxn themselves. Strega and Brown 

(2015) state that “marginality does not protect one from internalizing dominant ideologies, even 

when those assumptions operate against one’s own best interests” (pp. 8-9). This gendered 
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marginality has led to lateral violence from women who enforce gender protocols by publicly 

shaming, berating, and excluding womxn and Two-Spirit people. These observations, 

experiences, and personal conflict are the driving force for this research.  This topic explores the 

personal stories of urban, Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn’s experiences in ceremonies.  

I honour the sacrifices and resiliency of my ancestors. I acknowledge that traditional 

ceremony exists because my ancestors worked to protect this sacred knowledge. Ceremonies 

have been maintained and adapted in order to survive the colonization of Canada’s Indigenous 

peoples and lands. I am thankful that Elders have continued to retain and pass on traditional 

knowledges and ceremonies. I wish to remain respectful of all Elders and their knowledge no 

matter how they choose to practice. 

Approaching this topic has been difficult for me because I want to honour, respect, and 

trust our Elder's current protocols. I also want to advocate for safe and inclusive spaces for 

everyone. Providing safe and inclusive spaces requires critical thinking and asking questions 

about how and why we perpetuate harmful gender binary roles or protocols, when all people 

deserve to participate in ceremonial healing, free from harm.  

Nitahkamêyimon (I am fiercely persistent / keep trying) to create inclusive ceremonial 

spaces and healing for all. I am particularly persistent about creating safe ceremonial spaces for 

subsequent generations of Indigenous youth who self-identify as Two-Spirit or sexual or gender 

fluid. Inclusion for youth could create a cultural resurgence that would break free from imposed 

colonial values and embrace original Indigenous teachings. As the child of a Two-Spirit Elder, 

parent of a gender-diverse child and as a gender non-conforming Two-Spirit community member 

in Calgary, I have a moral and ethical responsibility to create and support ceremony as inclusive 

and available to all who seek it out.   



 

 

 

18 

Oral Introduction 

I situate myself and my research question by using Indigenous oral traditions (Battiste, 

2005; Bear, 2000; Simpson, 2001; Simpson, 2004) through digital storytelling. By sharing my 

experiences and story, I offer an insight into who I am and how I approached my research to 

better understand how gender protocols impact Two-Spirit womxn’s experiences in ceremonies. 

The oral digital storytelling creates an open space for participants to do the same. As discussed 

further in chapter four (methods), this video was shared with participants before entering into a 

reciprocal dialogue and sharing individual journeys and experiences.   

Please watch my digital story at https://youtu.be/EriAsdLzvSM. 

 

Overview of Thesis 

The overall goal of this study was to create reciprocal research through relational 

accountability (Wilson, S., 2008) by providing a space and voice for oppressed and 

marginalized4 Two-Spirit community members to share their experiences with gender protocols 

 
4 “Marginalization is the process by which persons are peripheralized on the basis of their identities, 

associations, experiences, and environments… [It] is a much larger issue than cultural differences. It includes 

exclusionary and isolating aspects that are experienced and managed by those marginalized. Indigenous people have 

a history laced with inequities, and indigenous womxn have been and continue to be particularly marginalized by 

mainstream society. Although not all indigenous women are marginalized, many are not socially connected or fully 

integrated into society, creating conditions that leave some segments of indigenous society voiceless” (Dodgson, J. 

E., & Struthers, R., 2005, p. 339). 

https://youtu.be/EriAsdLzvSM
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in ceremonies. The objectives were to explore the experiences of urban Indigenous Two-Spirit 

womxn by asking the following research questions:  

1. What are the experiences of urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn with ceremony?  

2. How do gendered protocols impact these experiences?  

3. What are your calls to action? 

In chapter one, I situate myself within my research as a Two-Spirit person, child, partner, 

and parent. My positionality and experiences demonstrate my journey into research and the need 

to ask questions critically and constructively about how and why gender binary roles impact 

participation in ceremonial healing.  Chapter two begins with a brief overview of Indigenous 

perspectives of gender, gender roles and gender fluidity. By examining Indigenous languages 

and names for gender-diverse peoples, the literature demonstrates the acceptance of gender 

fluidity within Indigenous communities’ pre-contact. This literature review is followed by a brief 

history of colonization, assimilation policies and how imposed heteronormative, hierarchical, 

patriarchal, and Christian values have contributed to gender typing and ascribed gender roles. 

These impositions have disrupted Indigenous acceptance of gender fluidity and have contributed 

to the discrimination and marginalization of Indigenous womxn and Two-Spirit people.  

Chapter three further discusses the disruption of Indigenous gender identities by 

examining changes in Indigenous ceremonial protocols, including a discussion on skirt shaming, 

moon-cycle (menstruation) shaming, and displacement of Two-Spirit people in ceremonies. The 

orality review, explores how ceremonial gender protocols have changed over time. In chapter 

four, I outline the intersectional feminist framework (IFF) (Morris & Bunjun, 2007) and the use 

of a Nȇhiýaw Kiskȇýihtamowin Indigenous methodology (Kovach 2009). My methods engaged 

participants in the creation of digital stories (Lambert & Hessler, 2018; Wiart, 2020) and include 



 

 

 

20 

three levels of witnessing identified by Laub (1992) (as cited in Iseke, 2011). Chapter five 

provides details of the witnessing framework I employed. Level 1, witnessing myself through 

digital story; Level 2, witnessing “within the process of sharing testimony about” experiences 

through reciprocal dialogues with participants; and Level 3, “being a witness in the process of 

witnessing the testimonies of others” through participants’ personal digital stories. (Laub, 1992 

as cited in Iseke, 2011, p. 311). Chapter six discusses the key research findings, including an in-

depth look at self-identity and the importance of gender and sexuality acceptance of Two-Spirit 

people. Acceptance is first needed so that Two-Spirit people can fully engage in ceremony and 

are able to heal. Chapter seven provides an understanding of other perspectives and possible 

barriers to change. It offers a convergent voice, call to action, recommendations, and reflections 

on the group process. The chapter concludes with my critical reflections around language, 

privilege and responsibility, and researcher limitations. 

This study demonstrates how sharing stories and experiences with the greater Indigenous 

community can ignite critical reflection and re-consideration of our current ceremonial protocols. 

This process supports Two-Spirit womxn and other gender-fluid individuals to find safety and 

inclusion within today's ceremonies.  
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review: Background and Significance 

 

there are several gender choices… 

yet times have changed 

the shame and fear of the two-spirits 

throughout the communities today 

comes from the whites mans shame 

before and after they arrived on this continent 

(Proulx-Turner, 2008, p. 117) 

 

Indigenous Concepts of Gender: Language and Indigenous Gender Fluidity 

Prior to European contact, "Indigenous women and men were equal in their different 

roles” (King et al., 2009). Womxn and Two-Spirit people were highly valued within traditional 

matriarchal systems (Simpson, 2008).  Womxn and Two-Spirit individuals are the holders of 

ancient knowledge because they are said to have natural memorization skills (personal 

communication, lifelong teachings). Many womxn and Two-Spirit people take on the role of 

continuting the life cycle, either through birthing or child-rearing, and are therefore also 

responsible to ensure the continuity of teachings.  All other community members have a 

responsibility to protect these womxn and Two-Spirit people in order to maintain the heartbeat of 

humankind. MacDonald and Steenbeek (2015) outlined general traits and traditional women's 

roles commonly found by anthropologists in various Indigenous nations: 

Historically, women were the centre of the community and the family, gender relations 

were egalitarian, and women’s work was equally valued to that of men’s. Aboriginal 

women were responsible for the establishment of all the community norms whether they 

were political, economic, social, or spiritual. They were held in the highest regard as they 

were viewed as being closest to Mother Earth and Creation, as well as the foundation of 

the universe. Aboriginal women assumed positions of authority and were pivotal in 

decision-making regarding the social and economic organization of the community. 

Aboriginal women were also central healers and caregivers in the community, a role that 

was truly valued. (pp 38-39). 

 

MacDonald and Steenbeek’s historical information is lacking due to the stigma that 

surrounds Two-Spirit people within a Christian influenced colonial system. It is written from the 
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perspective of those who see the world in terms of gender binaries. The observations and 

explanations are only offered through that male-to-female lens. This is a common problem in 

using colonial anthropological narratives. Historical accounts of Indigneous communites by non-

Indigenous peoples are disrupted by western values, and are often left incomplete or inaccurate.  

Yet, MacDonald and Steenbeek’s information does provide an indication of how 

Indigenous communities delegated tasks. Members took on indiviutal roles that were valued 

equally, and contributed to the overall well-being of the group. The information reinforces that 

roles were not necessarily determined by gender, because women participated in all aspects of 

the community. They were not limited to one role based on their biological sex. Through 

understanding that roles were not predetermined by binary gender divisions, it is then 

comprehensible that the idea of gender itself was not historically dichotomized within many 

Indigenous nations.  

Indigenous sexual and gender fluidity was common, flexible, embraced, and could shift 

over time.   Roscoe (1998) outlined: 

The original peoples of North America, whose principles are just as ancient as those of 

Judeo-Christian culture, saw no threat in homosexuality or gender variance. Indeed, they 

believed that individuals with these traits made unique contributions to their 

communities. As a Crow tribal Elder said in 1982, ‘We don’t waste people the way white 

society does. Every person has their gift’ (p. 4).  

In fact, not only was homosexuality and gender variance not seen as a threat, gender neutrality 

was commonly observed within the languages. According to Cordero and Currans (2003), 

Indigenous peoples used gender-neutral pronouns when referring to themselves (p. 35). 
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In the traditional homelands of the Blackfoot territory where this research takes place, the 

Blackfoot people historically had seven identifiable genders (A. Wolfleg, Glenbow Museum 

Tour, personal communication, 2018). Post-contact, Blackfoot translated gender variations 

include Aawowaakii – transitioning to female; Akaowotaakii – transitioning to male; Ninaakii- 

homosexual female; and Ninowaakii – masculine female (Crosschild, 2019, p.xi). Additionally, 

Cree translated gender variations include:  Napêw iskwêwisêhot - a man who dresses as a 

womxn; Iskwêw ka napêwayat- a womxn dressed as a man; Ayahkwêw- a man 

dressed/living/accepted as a womxn, or a third gender applied to womxn and men; Înahpîkasoht- 

a womxn dressed/living/accepted as a man, also translated as someone who fights everyone to 

prove they are the toughest; Iskwêhkân- one who acts/lives as a womxn; and Napêhkân-, one 

who acts/lives as a man (Chelsea Vowel (Âpihtawikosisân), 2012, para. 22). Other terms for 

describing sexual and gender-fluid people by Indigenous nations outside of Alberta include; 

Nadleehe (Navajo), Winkte (Lakota), Warharmi (Kamia) (Lang, 1997), Hemaneh (Cheyenne), 

and Hwame (Mohave) (Medicine, 1997). My mother expressed the importance of chronicling 

past names in order to build a future and a rebirthing of Two-Spirit traditional roles. She 

determined pre-contact gender-variant terms including,  “Geenumu Gesallagee, Agokwa, 

Okitcitakwe, and Ake:skassi - only a thimble-full of our namings of ourselves in our mother 

tongues before contact” (Proulx-Turner, 2008, p. 181).  

Indigenous languages are verb-based, whereas English is noun-based (R. Bottle, Kainai 

Nation, personal communication, 2017; F. Turningrobe, Siksika Nation, personal 

communication, 2018). This difference impacts the direct translations. Because English terms are 

noun-based and binary, they do not capture the action and relationality of Indigenous gender 

terms. Indigenous languages have an enormous amount of information “encoded like a ZIP file 
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within them” (S. Wilson, 2008, p. 13). The previous English descriptions convey the most basic 

translations and consequently read as if they are tied to gender binary concepts when they are 

not.  

Settler Colonialism5 and the Impacts on Gender 

Wesley-Esquimaux & Smolewski (2004) argue that “the destruction of the social sphere 

began with the rearrangement of gender roles in Aboriginal societies and the devaluation of 

women” (p. 47). The historical deconstruction and disruption of traditional Indigenous gender 

spectrums and devaluation of women have created male/female dichotomies that do not represent 

or are inclusive of Indigenous world views and gender perspectives (Hunt, 2016). The impacts of 

imposed colonization and the hegemonic6 social construction7 of gender have disrupted 

Indigenous gender roles and equality by preferencing and privileging male-dominated, 

heteronormative8, hierarchical9, and patriarchal10 systems and structures (Lugones, 2007, p. 187). 

 
5 Settler colonialism is defined as “an ongoing system of power that perpetuates the genocide and 

repression of indigenous peoples and cultures. Essentially hegemonic in scope, settler colonialism normalizes the 

continuous settler occupation, exploiting lands and resources to which indigenous peoples have genealogical 

relationships. Settler colonialism includes interlocking forms of oppression, including racism, white supremacy, 

heteropatriarchy, and capitalism. This is because settler colonizers are Eurocentric and assume that European values 

with respect to ethnic, and therefore moral, superiority are inevitable and natural” (Cox, A., 2017, para 1). 

References to “colonialism” in this thesis refer to settler colonialism. 
6 Hegemony is defined as “an influence-based system in which the ruling class instills upon us so that we 

all exhibit similar behaviors” (Rich, T., 2016, para. 2). “In terms of gender, hegemony is used to describe the 

dominance of patriarchy; the control men have and have had over women and society” (Fandom, 2021, para. 4). 
7 The social construction of gender is built through a society’s “perception of certain [roles] as feminine or 

masculine” The gender roles are “the expression of social conditions… [which are] maintained if the gender 

segregation is regarded as normal” (Alvesson, M., & Billing, Y. D., 2003, p. 73).  Alvesson, M., & Billing, Y. D. 

(2003). Beyond body-counting: a discussion of the social construction of gender at work. In Gender, Identity and the 

Culture of Organizations (pp. 86-105). Routledge.  
8 Heteronormative is defined as “the assumption that heterosexuality is the standard for defining normal 

sexual behavior and that male–female differences and gender roles are the natural and immutable essentials in 

normal human relations. According to some social theorists, this assumption is fundamentally embedded in, and 

legitimizes, social and legal institutions that devalue, marginalize, and discriminate against people who deviate from 

its normative principle (e.g., gay men, lesbians, bisexuals, transgendered persons)” (APA Dictionary of Psychology, 

2020, para. 1).  
9 Hierarchical within a gender context is described as “women and men are not simply social groups 

neutrally distinguished from each other, but rather, are differentially ranked and evaluated according to a standard of 

masculine norms and behavior” (Fox, 2006, p. 441).  
10 Patriarchy refers to “male domination and to the power relationships by which men dominate women” 

(Millett, 1969, as cited by Beechey, 1979, p. 66)  
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These structures allow men to maintain dominance and benefit from gender inequality in their 

communities (Strega & Brown, 2015, p. 11).  

Assimilation and Christianity 

Colonial assimilation11 has resulted in imposed normative Christian values and has 

contributed to societal discrimination and marginalization of Indigenous women and Two-Spirit 

people. Imposing binary notions of gender enabled a gendered hierarchy where “women” are 

less-than, and gender fluid and queer individuals are not even included.  

Due to assimilation policies and procedures, Aboriginal women were marginalized and 

viewed as inferior to men in their communities and to white women in general, while 

Aboriginal men were seen as inferior to white men. Colonization and assimilation 

policies disrupted the traditional roles of Aboriginal women, as men began to move into 

areas that had previously been the province of women, adopting some of the white 

attitudes toward women and treating them as inferiors rather than equals. In addition, 

colonization has resulted in Aboriginal peoples becoming marginalized and feeling 

disadvantaged based on their race, gender, and class. Suppression of Aboriginal people’s 

roles has resulted from the imposition of patriarchal legislation and government policies 

based on European ideals rather than traditional Aboriginal beliefs (Macdonald & 

Steenbeek, 2015, pp 38-39). 

 
11 Assimilation is defined as “the process by which a minority population is absorbed into a prevailing 

dominant culture, and therefore, integrated into mainstream society. Assimilation results in the cultural identity of a 

dominant group being assumed while the language, education, tradition practices, values, customs, and practices of 

the other group are abandoned” (MacDonald & Steenbeek, 2015, pp. 34-35). 
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Evidence to back up these claims becomes difficult because texts available are consistently from 

a gendered lens and show how “women” have become marginalized, but do not include Two-

Spirit or gender fluid individuals, rendering them invisible.   

The residential school system, and the establishment of the Canadian Government, 

purposefully disrupted family groupings (Simpson, 2017) to “prevent the transmission of cultural 

values and identity from one generation to the next… in the process, it [Canadian Law] 

disempowered Aboriginal women, who had held significant influence and powerful roles in 

many First Nations” (Canada, 2015, p. 1-2). The loss of our teachings from women and Two-

Spirit people comes from losing their roles within our societies. The introduction of the Indian 

act imposed the legal identity “Indian” as a colonial strategy to dis-member Indigenous peoples 

from their cultural bodies (Acoose, 2016). It was a genocidal attempt to disconnect children from 

“important signifying female relations” (Acoose, 2016, p. 15). With no way to locate themselves 

through maternal relationships, Indigenous daughters are faced with an incomprehensible loss – 

of identity, place, role, and connection (Acoose, 2016). Gendering legitimizes power domination 

as “sex differences appear as a model, analogy, and metaphor for hierarchical domination” (Joan 

Scott, as cited by Lugones, in Bolz & Yanouri 2012, 07:44).  Colonial imposed gender systems 

reinforced Indigenous men’s power and roles, whereby they have often become the dominant 

holders of ceremonial knowledge and continue to perpetuate social exclusion, marginalization, 

and oppression. Women have become their “helpers,” and Two-Spirit people have lost their 

places as those who hold unique and vital roles in many ceremonies.  

Moreover, “the dualist ideals that crystallized during this period [Protestant Reformation] 

created a social climate in which women, people of color, and non-heterosexuals were assigned 

statuses in opposition to the “norm,” the white, Protestant, capitalist, heterosexual male” 
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(Cordero & Currans, 2003, p. 35). Wesley-Esquimaux and Smolewski (2004) described that 

Indigenous people were “forced to convert to Christianity and transform their morality to adhere 

to Christian ethics … New religion shaped norms pertaining to sexual behaviour and it 

influenced norms of dress, physical activities, entertainment and rituals” (p. 46). From 1867 to 

the 1950s, Indigenous people in Canada were outlawed from practicing ceremony and 

experienced confiscation of personal items, violence, fines, and imprisonment (Final Report of 

the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). They were forced to assume 

Christian religious practices because it was believed that the “European civilization and Christian 

religions were superior” to Indigenous spirituality, which was seen as “savage and brutal” (Final 

Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p.4)  The Government of 

Canada enforced these laws through a partnership with Christian churches and implemented the 

residential school system. Indigenous children were taken from their homes at the age of four 

and five and placed in Roman Catholic, Anglican, United, Methodist, and Presbyterian-run 

residential schools with the intention to assimilate Indigenous people into the white race (Final 

Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015).  

It is important to note that “in terms of gender roles, it must be observed that not only do 

gender roles differ from culture to culture, but they also change over time within a given culture” 

(Wienclaw, 2011, p. 34). Additionally, as gender roles were carried out in tribal societies, 

individuals were not delegated to behave according to gender norms by others; instead, they had 

the freedom to choose for themselves. This is not to say that there were not binary separations 

within tribal societies. There were indeed clear women’s and men’s roles, but there were also 

roles specifically for “other” genders who were perceived (as all people are) as gifts from 

Creator (Roscoe, 1998). These roles included dispute mediators, healers, singers, seers, dream 
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interpreters, storykeepers, and storytellers (S. Proulx-Turner, personal communication, lifelong 

teachings).  

However, colonial, patriarchal systems define gender as "a system of classification that 

describes characteristics and behaviors that we ascribe to bodies. We then attribute those 

characteristics and behaviors to being either masculine or feminine” (Green, 2004, as cited in 

Nagoshi et al., 2013, pp. 4-5). “Gender identity is assumed to be consistent with one’s biological 

sex where men have masculine attributes and women have feminine attributes” (Nagoshi et al., 

2013, p. 5). Western perspectives of masculinity encouraged men to take on stereotypically 

masculine tasks such as hunting, participation in war, protection, politics etc. and women were 

encouraged to take on more feminine tasks and domestic roles, such as cooking, cleaning and 

child-rearing (Wienclaw, 2011). 

Gender Typing 

Since European settlement in 1534 (Early History of Canada, 2020), colonial gender-

typing12 (Moulton, 2020) was one means that colonialism oppressed and continues to oppress 

Indigenous womxn and other Two-Spirit people. These experiences have led to absences in 

traditional Indigenous gender identities13 and their subsequent gender roles14. Gender-typing led 

to the stripping away of Indigenous women’s rights by introducing national colonial policies 

such as the Gradual Civilization Act of 1857, the Gradual Enfranchisement Act of 1869, 

followed by the Indian Act of 1876 (still in place today) and the subsequent creation of Indian 

status. Identity became determined by “patrilineal systems; by a person’s relationship to a male 

 
12 The idea that biologically male and female individuals show characteristics belonging to one gender over 

the other, as well as reinforcing behaviours in individuals to encourage them to adopt those characteristic behaviours 

(Moulton, 2020.) 
13 A person's subjective sense of their sex. Gender identity and biological sex can be discordant. 
14 The differences between males, females, and others that reflect our beliefs about how we should act, and 

the roles that we play to be accepted. 
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person who is a direct descendant in the male line of a male person. Consequently, every Indian 

woman was dependent upon a man- first her father and then her husband- for her identity, rights 

and status under the Indian Act” (Silman, 1997, p. 12). Indigenous womxn traditionally held 

power and leadership roles within their communities (Roscoe, 1998, p. 7), and the Indian Act 

prohibited women from all political activities, thus, leaving Indigenous womxn powerless. As 

Maria Lugones explains, this results from Western European society's view of gender as “an 

exclusive relation of male and female, a dichotomous relationship of power, in which women are 

the powerless” (as cited in Bolz & Yanouri, 2012). 

Two-Spirit: Reclaiming Gender-Fluid Identity 

Binary colonial gender-typing changed how gender-fluid people identified in traditional 

society. As discussed, traditional Indigenous names demonstrate the inclusivity of gender-fluid 

persons. However, the loss and disruption to Indigenous languages, traditional teachings, and 

ceremonies due to colonialism have resulted in a new English term, “Two-Spirit.”  This term has 

become pan-Indigenous and can describe one or more of an individual’s gender, sexual, and 

spiritual identity. Sometimes it refers to those who identify as having both a male and a female 

spirit (S. Proulx-Turner, Métis Nation, personal communication, life teachings). Robinson (2017) 

explained that “Two-Spirit identity is one way of reclaiming Indigenous cultural elements that 

have been damaged by colonialism” (p. 21). Walters et al. (2006) illustrated that “Two-Spirit 

identity served not only to push away white dominance but to pull together the Native 

community with a collective identity in the struggle against racism, heterosexism, and 

internalized oppression” (p. 133). There is no single unifying construct to explain Indigenous 

sexual and gender fluidity. The word Two-Spirit has become “a placeholder, a momentary 

construct that is readily contested and negotiated within Native communities… until a word is 
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created that captures the fluidity of gender and sexual identity and the interconnectedness and 

inseparability of identity with spirituality and traditional worldviews” (Walters et al., 2006, p. 

135). 

 Laing (2018) stated that “two-spirit is a complex term that is used in many different 

ways and holds many different meanings for different people” (p. 1). This differs significantly 

from Western definitions of homosexual and the historical term “berdache” often used in 

anthropological writings. The word “berdache, was applied by anthropologists to countless 

individuals and communities who did not use it themselves, ignoring contemporary sexually and 

gender diverse Indigenous communities” (Laing, 2018, p. 20). According to Alex Wilson, using 

one term, “berdache,” to describe gender-fluid peoples from a variety of Indigenous nations has, 

“contributed to today’s widespread practice of harmful generalization that two-spirit people 

existed in the same way in every nation” (as cited in Laing, 2018, pp. 20-21). An Indigenous 

person who identifies as Two-Spirit may or may not identify as one or more labels from the 

Lesbian, Gay, Bi-sexual, Transgender, Queer, plus (LGBTQ+) spectrum. 

Additionally, Robinson (2017) argued that “to fold Two-Spirit under various LGBTQ+ 

umbrellas assumes that Indigenous identity is essentially the same as identities rooted in the 

colonial sex and gender matrix” (p. 23). Western terms should remain separate and distinct from 

Indigenous people’s terms because understandings of being Two-Spirit encompasses more 

holistic concepts. For the purpose of this research, participants were asked if they self-identified 

as Two-Spirit, rather than the researcher defining the term and deciding if participants fit the 

study.  
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Gender Protocols 

Many Indigenous people have assumed colonial binary identities that do not encompass 

their traditional perspectives and worldview. (Tuhiwai-Smith, 2004). Current colonial “identities 

are embedded in systems of power based on race, class, and gender” (Lawrence, 2003, p. 4). 

Colonial systems include a hierarchical framework that perpetuate and maintain racialized 

sexism.  “Identity is a highly political issue, with ramifications for how contemporary and 

historical collective experience is understood…[Indigneous peoples] identity is always being 

negotiated in relation to collective identity, and in the face of an external, colonizing 

society”(Lawrence, 2003, p.4). These power based systems have had a destructive effect on how 

Indigenous womxn and Two-Spirit people identify and the roles they have traditionally taken.  

“Colonization has always been a gendered process…the Church in particular has very 

specifically attacked the social status of Native women as a way of undermining the power of 

Native societies in general” (Lawrence, 2003, p. 5). Racialized sexism has been internalized by 

members of the Indigenous community, where too often heterosexual men have assumed 

domineering roles over their female and gender fluid peers.  

Gendered protocols arise from forced assimilation and adherence to colonial definitions 

of gender. In particular, the Canadian Eurocentric system holds cis-gender Indigenous males in 

personally advantageous positions of dominance, ultimately leading to a lack of safety and 

inclusion for womxn and Two-Spirit members of Indigenous communities. “Constant colonial 

incursions into Native spaces generate almost unimaginable levels of violence, which includes, 

but is not restricted to, sexist oppression”(Lawrence, 2003, p.5). With the disruption of 

traditional teachings and understandings, colonial gender-typing has often become the norm 

within Indigenous ceremonial communities. Gender is now seen as binary, and the result is the 
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creation of strict gender-specific ceremonial rules, which I refer to as gender protocols within 

this study. Adherence to these rules is often expected without considering their impacts on those 

who do not fit within a binary gender spectrum. 
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Chapter 3 - Orality Review  

sitting in the doorway smoking tobacco 

my spirit self is burning 

a playfulness a 

history of two 

spirits body woman selves 

violet-red-yellow-two-tone-blue 

(Proulx-Turner, 2008, p. 28) 

 

This section relies heavily on oral knowledge passed to me by Elders. The following is an 

examination of the change in gender protocols and ceremonial roles. In my experience, asking 

questions about “changes” in ceremonial protocols has been uncomfortable and somewhat 

ostracizing for me. Based on the responses from Elders, this is a controversial topic to which I 

have observed two major themes; one, that some Elders claim that the ceremonial protocols we 

have today have always been this way, even though Christian influence is visible and evident in 

many of our practices; and two, that the traditional protocols pertaining to womxn and Two-

Spirit teachings have been disrupted due to the inability to practice them post-contact, and they 

must be reclaimed.  

When conversing with Elders in the first grouping, my experience has been one of 

aggressive top-down authority. There is no room to ask questions or critically reflect on the 

origins of gender protocols or how they may be negatively impacting the Indigenous ceremonial 

community. These Elders are most often male, but not always, and they tend to dismiss me quite 

quickly. Elders from the second grouping are almost always female and are not usually openly 

welcomed into larger Elder community meetings. I have further observed that when they have 

been included; their voices are silenced; they have been left out of community decision-making; 

their status’ as Elders has been negatively questioned between members of the first grouping.  
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The differing perspectives and practices between the two groups have created 

environments for protocol and ceremonial shaming in the form of lateral violence amongst 

Indigenous people. As a young person raised with my traditional teachings, I find this 

phenomenon heartbreaking as it does not align with what I have been taught. When it comes to 

ceremony, I was told that a trusted Elder teaches us from our nation or family how we should do 

things in a good way, and those teachings extend into a practice of non-interference as we walk 

our journey in life. Non-interference means that others do not interfere with your instructions; 

instead, they respect them and stand back to allow you to do things the way you were shown, 

even if it is different from their practice. I was taught that we are to validate others’ ways by 

following their protocols when entering their homes or ceremonies as best we can, without 

making ourselves uncomfortable. For example, I would never enter a ceremony and attempt to 

correct the Elder or say they are doing things wrong – I would be a guest of theirs and follow 

their protocol while being blessed to learn from their knowledge sharing. However, if their 

practices directly went against my first teachings, I would respectfully pass during that instance. 

It would be a common understanding that my host would also show respect and allow me this 

passing.  

Protocols and Ceremony 

Indigenous protocols are in place in our communities for essential reasons. Learning and 

understanding the meaning behind protocols is a lifetime journey that must be taken with intent 

and deep commitment. It is only possible to provide the reader with a small glimpse into the 

understanding and importance of these rules through a written form. As an active ceremonial 

participant, I have come to an introspective understanding that the purpose behind establishing 
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protocols is to teach others a lesson; usually, these lessons are meant to show you how to live 

your life tapwewin (in a good/true way).  

My late Two-Spirit mother, who was both a writer and an Elder in our community, used 

to say, “you can tell a lot about a person by the way they treat their eagle feather” (S. Proulx-

Turner, Métis Nation, personal communication, life teachings). This comment was layered and 

spoke to the importance of learning how to walk-in-relationship with all life through protocols. 

Simply stated, the rules about eagle feathers are that: we do not drop them on the ground, we 

smudge them, we hold them gently, we wrap them up with care when storing or transporting 

them, we dress them beautifully with beads or ribbons, and we never speak badly of anyone or 

swear when in the presence of an eagle feather. In this context, eagle feathers represent far more 

than just eagles; they represent all that we hold sacred. Specifically, our children, who are our 

most sacred beings.  I do not treat my eagle feathers with respect, just because someone told me 

to. I learned to treat them this way from the time I was a toddler so that I would learn how to 

treat others well. 

  As an Indigenous learner, I learn how to walk this world with tapwe (truth) in 

ceremonies. Ceremonies are holistic and steeped in protocols. They are where the community 

comes to find belonging, healing, and learning. Ceremonies provide a venue for community 

building; social, spiritual, emotional, physical, and mental support; sharing of stories with 

multiple intents such as passing on history, teachings, lessons, etc.; developing strong work 

ethic; modelling of behaviours; and understanding relationships. Ceremonies are historically 

inclusive to all. We are all connected, and it is our shared responsibility to care for everyone. 

Moreover, we are all equal; we all have gifts and abilities given to us by Creator to share with 
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others. The following section outlines the difficulties that arise with colonially imposed changes 

to various traditional ceremonial protocols and how they impact womxn and Two-Spirit people.  

Changes in Protocols 

Throughout time, ceremonial traditions and practices have transformed to include 

imposed gender protocols. Imposed gender protocols enforce how one should dress and behave. 

Gender protocols impact people's expected roles based on biological sex rather than self-

determination of sexual and gender identity. We cannot go back in time to verify how dress and 

ceremonial protocols were carried out pre-contact. However, communities must rely on the 

ancient stories of womxn and Two-Spirit people (S. Proulx-Turner, Métis Nation, personal 

communication, life teachings). My mother taught me that the traditional sexual and gender-

inclusive teachings were hidden and saved in our oral stories and songs. It is now time to bring 

Two-Spirit teachings back to our younger generations.  

Proulx-Turner (2018) openly addressed the relearning and resurgence of inclusive 

womxn’s teachings through storytelling in her book Creole, Métisse of French Canada, Me. She 

wrote:   

there is a haudenosaunee15 two-headed serpent prophecy, told to the five nations of the 

Iroquois confederacy long before the guswentah of 1664, long before the arrival of 

europeans in their boats. it is said the two heads of the giant are post-contact euro-church 

and euro-state. we have reached the years of the prophecy where one head will begin to 

eat the other. same time, the remaining head will begin to destroy itself from the inside 

out. all those who’ve been enslaved by that living head will rise up against it. distracted, 

 
15 The five nations of the Haudenosaunee (also referred to as the Iroquois Confederacy) include the 

Mohawk, Onondaga, Oneida, Cayuga, and Seneca. They later became known as the six nations after the Tuscarora 

joined them in 1722.  
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that remaining head will not notice a young boy. the young boy will make a bow with the 

hair of the clanmothers. arrows from red willow. those arrows’ true aim will fly deep into 

the heads of the two-headed serpent. the boy will climb the huge belly of the carcass, 

slice it open, and all the real people eaten by the two-headed monster will be liberated. 

there will then be a rich vitality not seen since the coming of the two-headed serpent. now 

is that time. the women are teaching the young to re-learn (pp. 69-70).  

Proulx-Turner highlights the need to overcome colonial and Christian influences by “slaying” 

colonial expectations. She explained that this will be done by womxn reclaiming and sharing 

womxn’s traditional teachings. These acts will disrupt Christianity and the gender-typing 

influences that continue to shame, blame, and displace Indigenous womxn and Two-Spirit 

people.  

The Problems with Imposing Gender Protocols 

Skirt Shaming 

Haydon-Taylor (2016) described recent strict womxn’s protocols that have been 

embraced and enforced across nations. He explained that Elders now require womxn to wear 

ankle-length skirts when attending events or ceremonies. When womxn do not adhere to this 

dress code, they often experience what he calls ‘skirt shaming.’ “Skirt shaming is when women 

who do not meet the so-called dress code are criticized for being disrespectful to tradition, and 

either asked to leave the circle or are somehow required to change their clothing to adhere to 

protocol” (Haydon-Taylor, 2016, para. 4). Haydon-Taylor further explained that this censure is 

often done publicly in front of other ceremonial participants. He claimed that for many womxn 

and Two-Spirit persons, this is not conducive to healing which is why they are attending 

ceremonies in the first place.   
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Haydon-Taylor (2016) quotes author and activist Lee Maracle who speaks to her 

teachings regarding traditional dress attire. She explains that gay womxn would not have 

necessarily dressed as womxn in traditional times. In fact, womxn were free to wear whatever 

they wanted. Maracle stated that “skirt shaming is yet another way to promote patriarchy in our 

community” (as cited in Hayden-Taylor, 2016, para.17). Leanne Simpson agreed that, “in 

rebuilding our nations and our communities, I don’t think we can afford to replicate sexism, 

homophobia and gender violence” (as cited in Haydon-Taylor, 2016, para. 15). Alex Wilson, a 

Two-Spirit Indigenous professor, further points out that: 

our traditional spiritual systems, some of which have become more conservative, [are] 

taking on very gendered and very binary approaches to spirituality that I never saw when 

I was a child. Back then, no one was demanding that women wear skirts for ceremonies. 

In my experience, Indigenous people did not regulate bodies that way. Now there are 

issues around women’s bodies that never existed before and there are very few safe 

spaces for two-spirit people (as cited by Laing, 2018, p. 64). 

I once asked a male Elder what I should wear to a ceremony he was conducting. He replied that 

it is not his role or place to tell womxn what to wear (Anonymous, personal communication, 

2018). Unfortunately, skirt shaming is not the only gender-enforced protocol that exists within 

traditional ceremonies. Another protocol centers on women’s menstrual cycles. 

Moon-Cycle (Menstruation) Shaming 

In many Indigenous cultures, menstruation has been connected to the cycle of the moon 

because it regulates both the Earth’s water and menstration cycles in human bodies. Water is 

responsible for life on earth and likewise internal reproductive organs and menstration cycles are 

responsible for human birth. These cycles run simultainiously and are connected. Naturally, in 
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English translation, the time of menstruation has been referred to as “moontime.”  Moontime is 

often regarded as a sacred time for menstrating people16 because it is a time of holistic cleansing 

(Moontime, 2020). 

It is not the focus of this project to delve into the history of menstruation; however, it is 

important to know that there is a worldwide stigma surrounding menstruation, with a history of 

negative cross-cultural taboos that associate menstruation with shame, impurity, and 

uncleanliness (Druet, 2021). “Menstruation stigma is a form of misogyny” (Druet, 2021, para. 2) 

that further perpetuates male-dominated, heteronormative, hierarchical, and patriarchal systems 

and structures that control and dominate menstrating individuals. This menstruation stigma is 

relevant to post-colonial Indigenous communities and is known as moon-cycle shaming.  

Within Indigenous communities, there are negative associations with women who are 

menstruating. It is believed that menstruating women can make others ill or bring great harm or 

be so powerful during this time that they can nullify the sacredness of ceremonial items.  

Cordero and Currans (2003) describe menstruation or “blood/moon sickness” as a time for 

women which is chaotic and uncontrollable. Their ethnography claimed that Indigenous 

women’s menstrual cycle protocols were to honour women as powerful beings and that women 

must adhere to strict rules and keep away from people and sacred objects while on their time. 

Otherwise, “she can not only bring ruin to herself but to all those close to her” (Cordero & 

Currans, 2003, p. 46). Cordero & Currans (2003) claim that men also have protocols whereby 

“husbands of menstruating women are prohibited from hunting, fishing, ceremonial dancing, 

gambling and war” (Cordero & Currans, 2003, p.48). However, these protocols are really about 

women. 

 
16 Moon cycle shaming pertains to Indigenous people who have internal reproductive organs.  
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 Moon cycle shaming can often result in ceremonial refusal because it is believed that 

menstruating people are too powerful during their moon-time. It is believed that participation in 

ceremony erases the power of sacred objects. These beliefs and protocols are under the guise that 

women are honoured during their moontime. One of my Elders response to this claim was, “if 

women are so powerful, wouldn’t ceremonial leaders want them in the ceremony? Their prayers 

and power would help heal the people” (Anonymous, personal communication, 2016).  

Within Two-Spirit spiritual teachings, I have been taught to honour menstrating people 

for their guidance and healing during their moon-time. By listening to their voices and practicing 

ceremony together, it not only unites womxn as strong healers for the betterment of communities 

but no longer shames menstrating people for a natural process that connects them to the cycle of 

the moon. Unfortunately, skirt and moontime shaming have resulted in feelings of unsafety, 

marginalization, exclusion, leading to displacement. 

Displacement 

Traditional notions of gender fluidity allowed Two-Spirit people to determine where they 

felt most comfortable sitting while in ceremonies. If a gender-fluid or female transgender person 

wanted to attend a women’s ceremony or sit with the women in a ceremony for all, they would 

be welcomed and not questioned. However, contemporary ceremonial practice and the imposed 

gender protocols are heavily influenced by heteronormative, hierarchical, and patriarchal systems 

and structures.   

Gender protocols limit Two-Spirit people's roles within binary contexts and dictate 

expectations. For example, I was once organizing a ceremony for a group of teachers. When I 

asked the Elder which protocols to share with the participants, she said that all women must wear 

a skirt. I asked her, “what if there are transgender womxn? Are they to wear a skirt and sit with 
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the women?” She replied, “No! If they were born a male, they sit with the males, period” 

(Anonymous, personal communication, November 2017). The Elder did not allow for any futher 

conversation about this, and as a result my organizing committee decided to cancel the 

ceremonial opporuntity because it would not have been inclusive for all participants. We talked 

in great length about how uncomfortable we would be to impose gender protocols based on the 

sexual organs participants were born with rather than repecting their self-identifed gender. 

Feelings of displacement and gender dysphoria17 are further compounded from these 

imposed gender role expectations that place Two-Spirit people in environments where others 

define their identities. This creates unsafe ceremonial spaces and can cause harm to Two-Spirit 

people. Practices that include gendered protocols -skirt and moontime shaming and displacement 

- have created conflict within Indigenous communities and ceremonies. 

Conflict: Colliding Worldviews 

Leroy Little Bear refers to the state of Indigenous communities as the result of “colliding 

worldviews”. The collision of the Indigenous worldview with the Eurocentric one at the time of 

colonization is where this system of conflict stems.  

Colonization created a fragmentary worldview among Aboriginal peoples. By force, 

terror, and educational policy, it attempted to destroy the Aboriginal worldview – but 

failed. Instead, colonization left a heritage of jagged worldviews among Indigenous 

peoples. They no longer had an Aboriginal worldview, nor did they adopt a Eurocentric 

worldview. Their consciousness became a random puzzle, a jigsaw puzzle that each 

person has to attempt to understand. Many collective views of the world competed for 

 
17 Gender Dysphoria refers to the psychological distress experienced when there is an incongruence between 

one’s sex assigned at birth and one’s gender identity. 
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control of their behaviour, and since none was dominant modern Aboriginal people had 

to make guesses or choices about everything. Aboriginal consciousness became a site of 

overlapping, contentious, fragmented, competing desires and values (Bear, 2000, pp. 84-

85) 

Little Bear highlights the results of lost knowledge and culture due to colonization. Colonial 

views have changed Indigenous peoples original worldviews and left us in a place where we 

need to fill in the gaps in our knowledge systems. Gaps have been filled with influence by 

colonial and Christian values and norms. Enforcement of strict binary gender protocols without 

the inclusion and reflective thought about Two-Spirit people and teachings leave us in a state of 

conflict. We have begun to compete with our community members about differing values and 

roles, instead of embracing the fluidity we once honored. 

Internalized Oppression 

Internalized racism, sexism and colonialism (Acoose, 2016) and the adoption of western 

constructs of gender and gendered protocols can lead to feelings of unsafety, lateral violence, and 

displacement in Indigenous ceremonies. Gendered protocols are a form of internalized sexism 

and are used to keep womxn down on the hierarchical ladder. These protocols keep cis-gendered 

Indigenous men in control and provide power to them within “systemic, structural, and casual 

systems of sexism and patriarchy” (Simpson, 2017, p. 92). 

Patterns of Interaction Within the Conflict System 

The devaluation of Indigenous womxn and sexual and gender fluid people who do not fit 

into colonial gender definitions and gender roles has created confusion and conflict between and 

among Indigenous community members. Particularly, the conflict is between those Indigenous 
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people who enforce, adhere to, or internalize, male-dominated, heteronormative, hierarchical, 

and patriarchal systems and structures and those who oppose these oppressions.  

Male to Female Interactions 

Known patterns of interaction within the conflict system include gendered protocols that 

are imposed by male ceremonial leaders onto their participants based on observation of their 

physical attributes. These protocols impose rules regarding, clothing, moontime and physical 

placement of womxn and other Two-Spirit people. It allows them to exploit, abuse, and degrade 

womxn (Simpson, 2017). Many of our men are hurt due to colonial trauma and the abuses 

suffered while in residential schools. Residential schooling raised them to have a cultural 

tolerance for abuse against womxn and an acceptance of male privilege (Bopp et al., 2003, p. 

53).  

Female to Female Interactions 

Within Indigneous communities, a recent phenomenon has begun to emerge known as 

lateral violence. Lateral violence, also referred to as horizontal violence, is “the organized, 

harmful behaviours that we do to each other collectively as part of an oppressed group” (J. 

Derrick, personal communication, June 19, 2019). This phenomenon is also present within the 

ceremonial conflict system. The known patterns of laterally violent interactions include women 

helpers who have internalized the sexism they encounter and then monitor and police other 

womxn in aggressive means. The result is that the behaviours of the women helpers can create 

emotional and mental harm to those being monitored. 

Two-Spirit Internal Interactions 

Responses from womxn could be varied, and this study aims to specifically explore the 

experiences and resulting impacts and internal conflict of Two-Spirit womxn. Conflict could 
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manifest as cognitive and emotional for the participants only, without the ceremonial leaders or 

women helpers being aware of it; or conflict could manifest as behavioral, where the Two-Spirit 

participants show through their actions that they are struggling with protocols being imposed on 

them (Mayer, 2010).  “If we experience these feelings in regard to another person or situation, 

we feel that we are in conflict-and therefore we are” (Mayer, 2010, p. 2).  

Transformation and Reconciliation: How do we move forward?  

When womxn’s voices are silenced for so long, the sacred teachings are pushed down 

into deep recesses for protection (S. Proulx-Tuner, Métis Nation, personal communication, 

2014). Many Elders and community members know these traditional teachings; what stories do 

we need to hear that will allow us to re-learn and understand them so that womxn can reclaim 

and affirm their identities and roles today? It is equally important that our Indigenous cis-

gendered heterosexual men hear the stories of our diverse Two-Spirit womxn.  Through hearing 

the stories, the men can also re-learn, support female and Two-Spirit role renewal, and reclaim 

womxn’s and Two-Spirit teachings.  

To achieve individual and collective well-being, Emma LaRocque stated that “we need 

liberation not only from the colonial legacy of the proverbial white man, we need liberation from 

our own untruths” (as cited in Acoose, 2016, p. 11). Liberation can come from sharing stories, 

community conversations, and critical reflection. In her book, she walks for days inside a 

thousand eyes: a two spirit story; my mother retells the stories of seven Two-Spirit womxn 

throughout North American history. In the end, she gives this message: 

its time for you two-spirits to come forward and learn your roles once again. two-spirit 

people are needed now. like these amazing ancestors from your past my girl, you two-

spirits will be asked to be mindful of the coming storms that will change the face of 
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mother earth forever… you’ve met so many women, their voices clear against this 

evening’s grace, their music wrapped inside them. their feet moving rhythmically down a 

road that leads inside mother earth, where air transforms to sand and water and stone, and 

thought becomes rich with leaf. each woman you’ve met here- and the countless women 

whose stories haven’t yet been told – lives inside each of us, my girl” (Proulx-Turner, 

2008 p.166).  

This study poses the question: What are the experiences of urban Indigenous Two-Spirit 

womxn with ceremony, and how do gendered protocols impact these experiences?  By 

highlighting the stories and experiences of urban Two-Spirit womxn in ceremonies, can we begin 

to re-learn our teachings and reclaim our status within our communities. It is time for the stories 

that live in each of us to come forward.  
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Chapter 4 – Methodology: The Knowledge Is Inside Us 

Theoretical Framework 

To answer the question, “what are the experiences of urban Indigenous Two-Spirit 

womxn with ceremony and how do gendered protocols impact these experiences?” I use an 

intersectional feminist framework18 (IFF) (Morris & Bunjun, 2007). IFF allowed me to examine 

the gendered and inequitable aspects of colonialism and its ongoing effects of oppression on 

Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn today. IFF’s are holistic models that are fluid and change to 

accommodate differences over time and cultural groups. This framework is well suited to work 

within an Indigenous research methodology employed by this study (to be discussed further in 

the next section). My tribal epistemology (Kovach, 2009) situates myself-in-relation to my 

research. At the same time, intersectional feminism provides a theoretical perspective in 

evaluating the different ways in which colonial relations have impacted Indigenous peoples' 

understanding of gender. Both frameworks also promote a broader perspective of the 

complexities surrounding gendered oppression and allow for the exploration of the layered 

identities womxn carry, leaving room for validating experiential sharing of multiple oppressions.  

Furthermore, IFF’s provide a critically reflexive approach to research. “Whereas 

traditional research looks at what supposed deficiencies a group or groups have that keep them 

from accessing economic and political power, intersectional feminist research asks what it is 

about societies, economies, political systems and institutions that create fully or partly excluded 

groups, what forces maintain them, and what can we do to change this?” (Morris & Bunjun, 

 
18 IFF validates and centers the voices of people with overlapping social identities. It recognizes the 

systemic discrimination and historical backgrounds that surrounds those who experience concurrent forms of 

discrimination and oppression. (UN Women, 2020). For more information see 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/6/explainer-intersectional-feminism-what-it-means-and-why-it-

matters 
 



 

 

 

47 

2007, p. 26). This research study explores the experiences of members of Indigenous 

communities with the least social, economic, and political power. IFF’s require a commitment to 

keep the research process centred around their voices and perspectives throughout the study 

(Morris & Bunjun, 2007, p. 26). This means that critical thought must be given at each step 

about who has power over the research, what influences the power dynamics, and who is 

included (or excluded) in the study. As well, the project must ensure that everyone who 

participates is heard “and that all views are respected as a source of knowledge” (Morris & 

Bunjun, 2007, p. 26).   

An IFF provides an exploratory and inductive process to research and data collection. 

IFFs define research as a learning process. An inductive approach was essential to this study 

because, to the extent of my knowledge, experiences of urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn in 

ceremonies have not been previously explored. Therefore, I could not anticipate the outcomes 

from the onset, and the research question had to be open-ended (Gabriel, 2013). Morris and 

Bunjun (2007) stated that “how the research question is framed is very important. It sets the 

stage for the project perspective. Some well-meaning projects may actually contribute to 

marginalization by being patronizing, defining people based on one characteristic, or not 

prioritising the perspectives of the people who are part of the topic of research” (p. 27). Not only 

did my research question have to remain exploratory, but it also had to “reflect the realities of a 

diversity of women” (Morris & Bunjun, 2007, p. 27). For example, I cannot determine a pre-

existing definition for ‘urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn’ and then find participants who 

meet that criterion. Instead, I had to allow for the definition to be determined from the ground up, 

through the experiences of womxn who self-identify using these terms (Morris & Bunjun, 2007, 

p. 28).     
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An intersectional feminist framework considers ways to think about power dynamics by 

asking questions about who is excluded and why, and who has access to resources and why 

(Morris & Bunjun, 2007).  After highlighting Euro Canadian/Indigenous history of racial and 

gender power dynamics, an IFF provides a lens to critically reflect on how and why Indigenous 

protocols may have changed since the time of settler contact. It also provided a lens to guide my 

critical reflexivity regarding my participants' stories and their experiences with modern-day 

ceremonial gender protocols. Using an IFF and an Indigenous methodology supported 

participants through their diverse personal stories and created a space to share our experiences 

through place, origin, and relationship.  

Lugones (2007) argued that “gender itself is a colonial introduction, a violent 

introduction consistently and contemporarily used to destroy peoples, cosmologies, and 

communities as the building ground of the ‘civilized west’” (p. 186).  Colonial gender-typing has 

led to a change in identity for Indigenous people and the protocols that are enacted. Sharing 

stories of experience opens opportunities to explore how to reclaim traditional gender identities 

and subsequent roles. With the belief that the stories and knowledge live inside all of us, this 

study moves towards invitations for critical reflections and re-considerations by the larger 

grassroots’ Indigenous community regarding the gendered protocols we insist on enforcing 

during ceremonies. This reclaiming must be done together as a community, include ceremony, 

and be intentionally inclusive of womxn and Two-Spirit Elders, for all to learn and where 

everyone belongs (M. Hart, as cited in Kovach, 2009).  

Research Paradigm 

With an intersectional feminist framework, this study employs an Indigenous qualitative 

methodology, also referred to as Indigenous Inquiry and Indigenous research framework, coined 
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by Margaret Kovach. She uses all three terms to “describe research methodologies that 

encompass tribal or Indigenous epistemologies” (Kovach, 2009, p. 21). Although Kovach’s 

(2009) Indigenous inquiry requires that specific components such as strong narrative, holism, 

and reciprocity be present, pieces of the methodology change depending on the researcher’s 

worldview and tribal epistemology. I am Otipemisiwak (Métis) with Nêhiýaw (Cree), 

Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk), Algonquin Anishinaabe (Ojibwe), Wyandot (Huron), Mi’kmaw, 

French, and Irish descent and identify as a Two-Spirit womxn. I was raised with my traditional 

and ceremonial teachings, which encompassed the original teachings of Two-Spirit Elders. I 

have also been raised in an urban setting in Alberta with Blackfoot and Nakoda influences. My 

tribal epistemology will situate myself-in-relation to my research.  

I follow Kovach’s (2009) Nȇhiýaw Kiskȇýihtamowin Indigenous methodology (p. 45) as 

we share the Cree culture, and this model is compatible with my tribal epistemology. My tribal 

epistemology is my way of knowing. My way of knowing, alongside my way of being, and way 

of doing, must be reflected in my research design. I have an Otipemisiwak Two-Spirit, tribal 

epistemology that encapsulates a non-fragmented, holistic approach that includes values, 

ceremony, place, and language at the core (Kovach, 2009). “Indigenous epistemologies are 

action oriented. They are about living life every day according to certain values” (Kovach, 2010, 

p. 62). Kovach (2009) advised that within Indigenous research, “researchers would present their 

interpretation of the tribal epistemology guiding their research, and they would each do so in her 

or his own way” (p. 64). Indigenous knowledge cannot be standardized like other methodologies 

since they are “in relation to place and person [and] how they integrate into Indigenous research 

frameworks is largely researcher dependant” (Kovach, 2009, p. 56).  
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Kovach’s (2009) model is cyclical. As an Indigenous scholar who is influenced by the 

tribal epistemologies listed previously, I also cyclically conduct my research. See Figure 1.   

Figure 1  

 

Research Paradigm: Indigenous research (conceptual) framework with Nehiyaw epistemology, 

 

Note. From “Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, conversations, and contexts” by 

Margaret Kovach (2009), p. 45”. Copyright 2009 by copyright holder.  

 

It is important to note that there are no lines or arrows within this circle model. McGregor 

et al. (2018) described this as a researcher being “nested in concentric circles of relationships” 

(p. 11), with the idea that we have relationships with knowledge just as we have relationships 

with humans, animals, and plants (Wilson, S, personal communication, 2019). Within my 

research design, each component serves as an entry point with additional entry points in-

between, inside, and outside. I can also situate myself in many places at one time. This is the 

fundamental ideology of Indigenous knowledge as a holistic concept. For example, in attempting 

to write an outline of the main ideas for this study, I was struck by the complexity that surfaced 

for me because it does not make sense from my worldview to compartmentalize ideas and 

linearly outline them. I cannot talk about one idea without talking about another. While I have 
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attempted to organize this paper with headings and sections for a narrower focus on specific 

topics, it will be noticed that I continuously come back to stories and ideas because they live in 

more than one place. And often, even when they do not mean to, “stories provide evidence of 

time, place, and social conventions” (Fraser & Jarldorn, 2015, p. 155).  

Research Design 

My Otipemisiwak, Two-Spirit, tribal epistemology is the knowledge I hold based on the 

collective natural laws of my community and myself- in-relation (Wilson, S., 2008).  I must be 

accountable to my community, and by using this methodology, I establish rigour and 

accountability and do things tapwewin (in a good/true way) (2009). In addition, as a 

Otipemisiwak Two-Spirit womxn, my traditional understanding of witnessing provides the 

structural framework for my research design.  The core of my methods uses forms for sharing 

stories to connect me back to my traditional learning tool, oral storytelling. The structural 

witnessing framework I have used was outlined by Laub (2019) (as cited in Iseke, 2013) and is 

decribed in detail in the ‘data collection’ section below.  

There are three main reasons for witnessing in community: a) the community sees us as 

human beings who make mistakes and acknowledge that we are all equal and all deserving of 

forgiveness; b) the community witnesses our personal testimony of inner reflection and sees that 

we have learned from our mistakes; c) by witnessing our learning the community now has the 

responsibility to hold us accountable to that learning in the future (Elder Teachings, personal 

communication, life teachings). Witnessing allows us to hold ourselves accountable for living 

our teachings and being the best version of ourselves. Witnessing is an integral part of 

Indigenous research, as the objective of conducting research is to learn and share knowledge. 

Therefore, we must witness others learning and allow others to witness ours – this will hold the 
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community accountable for taking action in the future. Witnessing and storytelling are intricately 

woven together as any act of witnessing will include a form of story sharing. “Storytelling is a 

central focus of Indigenous epistemologies and research approaches. Stories shared are as sacred 

as the space created when they are being shared (Lewis, 2011), and in story, there is spiritual 

reciprocity (Lewis, 2006)” (as cited in Iseke, 2013, p. 559). 

Methods 

For my thesis, I use the term "ceremonies" to be defined by my participants.  This 

research was a three-step process. First, I shared my personal oral story with my participants 

using digital storytelling as a platform. I intended to share my personal experiences and offer my 

traditional Indigenous understanding of gender and gender fluidity. I then used guided questions 

to enter into a one-to-one reciprocal dialogue with each participant. The intention was to 

facilitate critical reflection about themselves and their own experiences as Indigenous Two-Spirit 

womxn and how gendered protocols have impacted them within ceremony.  

In the second step, each participant was asked, “Is there a story you would like to share 

about your experiences as an urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn with ceremony and how 

gendered protocols impacted these experiences?” I then asked participants to create a digital 

story to orally and visually share their experience. Through this process, I worked with my 

participants to foster mutual support for social change as identified by their personal stories of 

conflict and resiliency.  In the third step, I used critical reflexivity and co-produced a digital story 

video with my participants. This video created a convergence of diverse voices that honoured, 

solidified and validated each experience as sources of knowledge. The convergence video 

includes community-based recommendations that include 1) acts of resiliency, 2) gender 

inclusivity, 3) resurgence and a 4) reclamation of inclusive and safe ceremonial practices for all.  
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Participants/Sampling/Recruitment 

Through my existing relationships and networks, I used purposive sampling (Etikan et 

al., 2016). I personally invited potential participants to take part in the research study.  Purposive 

sampling allows a researcher to deliberately invite participants depending on their personal 

qualities that relate to the study of interest (Etikan et al., 2016). More specifically, participants 

were selected based on their self-identification. Intersectional feminism requires researchers not 

to create pre-conceived definitions and allow participants to determine meaning themselves 

through the process (Morris & Bunjun, 2007). Finding participants who self-identified as 

Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn who participate (or have barriers to participation) in ceremony 

required me to have minimal pre-existing knowledge about them. I needed to be aware that 

potential participants identified themselves in this context.  Because I am an active participant in 

ceremony, I had access to possible participants that fit my study criteria. 

However, living as Two-Spirit and participating in ceremony that uses gendered 

protocols creates a “hidden population that may be involved in sensitive issues” (Etikan et al., 

2015). Two-Spirit inclusivity in ceremonies can often be a controversial topic, and potential 

participants may be reluctant to respond to impersonal research invitations. Therefore, I relied on 

snowball sampling (Etikan et al., 2015) for recruitment. Snowball sampling allowed for a greater 

level of trust, as I reached out to potential participants who had a personal connection to a 

participant with whom I had already established a relationship. Snowball sampling has been said 

to be risky because participants will suggest others similar in thought and characteristics to 

themselves however in this research, similar characteristics served the purpose of the study to 

create a convergent voice (Etikan et al., 2015).  I included three participants who:  

1. Self-identified as a womxn 



 

 

 

54 

2. Self-identified as Indigenous 

3. Self-identified as Two-Spirit or LGBTQ+  

4. Live (or has lived) in the urban community of Calgary 

5. Participates (or has experienced barriers to participation) in Indigenous forms of 

ceremony in and around the city of Calgary  

6. Had a basic understanding of how to use computers and video creation platforms 

7. Had a willingness and ability to commit to the time requirements – 1-2 hours for the 

conversational dialogue, 1 hour to review transcript or audio recording, and 8-12 hours to 

create a digital video.  

8. Were interested in sharing their voice through stories of experiences and resiliency (with 

the option to remain anonymous) as part of a convergent group to address the impacts 

that gendered protocols have.  

Using snowball sampling allowed me to “concentrate on people with particular characteristics 

who will better be able to assist with the relevant research” (Etikan et al., 2016). Additionally, 

the study intentionally remained small with only three participants. This allowed for a in-depth 

and robust exploration of each participant who represented the relevant and specific 

characteristics applicable to the study. 

Data Collection 

The data collected includes stories and experiences through personal and interpersonal 

witnessing. Witnessing is how I am accountable to the community and serves as the rigour in this 

study. There are three levels of witnessing in Indigenous pedagogy, as outlined by Laub, (1992) 

(as cited in Iseke, 2011, p. 311). The first level of witnessing is to share my own story and 

experiences with gender protocols in ceremonies. The second level of witnessing is the process 
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of sharing testimony and experiences with my research participants (Laub, 1992, as cited in 

Iseke, 2011, p.311). It consists of entering into a shared dialogue using the Conversational 

Method (Kovach, 2010). The third level of witnessing was to be a “witness in the process of 

witnessing the testimonies of others” (Laub, 1992, as cited in Iseke, 2011, p. 311). And I did this 

by watching the participant created digital stories. At this level, listeners (in this instance, the 

researcher) are encouraged to listen, learn, and apply the new knowledge they acquire (Iseke, 

2011). This framework resulted in a call-to-action to the greater grassroots Indigenous 

community, specifically to ceremonial leaders and participants. This is ongoing and continues 

after research completion. It will take place by sharing the stories with community, sharing the 

convergent voice story at conferences, workshops, community events or direct conversations. 

Please see Figure 2 for a visual reference of the data collection process. 
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Figure 2 

Research Design: Witnessing  

Note. Created by Barb Horsefall March 2020 ©. 

Level 1 Witnessing.  

Knowledge is seen as changing, contestable and constructed in particular times and 

places. Central to an Indigenous tribal epistemological framework is rejecting the stance of a 

neutral researcher and instead situating myself-in-relation to the research and knowledge I hold 

within this world (Kovach, 2009; Wilson, 2008). Further, (Absolon, 2011) described, “situating 

ourselves in our search is distinctive. Our re-search is personal. We are subjective and we want 
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to see benefit to our communities, our families and the generations to come” (p. 74). As a 

Otipemisiwak Two-Spirit womxn, I am part of the research process and as such the “approach 

requires reflexivity about personal, emotional, political, pragmatic, ontological and 

epistemological influences on research” (Mauthner & Doucet, 2003 as cited in Fairtlough, 2008, 

p. 552). My research study is a journey of witnessing where I am: reflecting on my life 

experiences and teachings; conversing with participants so we can learn from each other; 

observing personal stories to increase my knowledge and critically reflect on my coming to 

know; making meaning of our convergent voice; giving back to the greater Calgary urban 

Indigenous community in the form of a digital story and encouraging future social action.  

This study was influenced by my insider status as a Otipemisiwak, Two-Spirit womxn 

living in a predominantly Blackfoot urban center. I have participated in Indigenous ceremonies 

where the use of gendered protocols negatively impacted me, and I acknowledge that I have 

preconceived ideas about how Two-Spirit womxn could be treated better by their communities.  

Conversely, I have also been raised with traditional Two-Spirit teachings and attended 

ceremonies that were open to gender fluidity and lacked binary gender roles, which provided 

safety and inclusivity for me. I also acknowledge that I have a preference for, and the privilege 

of, attending the latter ceremonies.  

While my personal experience added to the body of research I conducted, I also had to 

explore the impact of the emotional responses I felt throughout the study. I did this by 

intentionally practicing critical reflexivity (Holland, 1999) to evaluate my own experiences with 

gender protocols in ceremonies and to determine what I value personally compared to what 

others may be valuing. I relied on my lived experiences, observations, and traditional teachings. 

Reflexivity was done by attending ceremonies, praying, and journaling my experiences, 
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memories, and dreams (where my ancestors share their stories with me) by using a research 

diary. I then reflected on these written words and started a process of understanding myself in 

this context throughout the research process. Lafitte (1957) stated that “all learning depends on 

the reflexive interpretation of one’s experience together with the experience of others” (as cited 

in Holland, 1999, p. 464). Critically reflecting on my privilages independently and later through 

conversations with others, supported my understanding of where my values come from, allowed 

me to uncover unknown biases, leading to more rigorous research overall.  Examples of my 

critical reflections are shared in detail in chapter seven.  

Level 2 Witnessing.  

I used the conversational method outlined by Kovach (2010) to create a shared story 

through conversational dialogue “as a culturally organic means to gather knowledge within 

research” (p. 42). The conversational method allows a researcher to honour oral traditions and 

place themselves as participants inside the research to create relational space, which is 

“necessary to maintain a collectivist tradition” (Kovach, 2010, p. 42). Indigenous Inquiry is 

holistic and included situating myself-in-relationship and as part of the community (Kovach 

2009; Wilson, 2008). Kovach (2010), stated that “while certain western research paradigms 

frown upon the relational because of its potential to bias research, Indigenous methodologies 

embrace relational assumptions as central to their core epistemologies” (p.42).  Deborah 

McGregor (2018) further affirmed that within an Indigenous research paradigm, “one shares 

knowledge and remains accountable to that knowledge, rather than extracts or owns it…one is 

not required to “separate” oneself from the research, but to approach it holistically, with the 

intellectual, emotional, spiritual, and physical aspects of the whole self” (McGregor et al., 2018, 

p. 296).  
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I began by reaching out with an invitation to participate to an initial possible participant 

who was identified because of a pre-existing community and ceremonial connection. They were 

emailed a letter of invitation outlining the study requirements and characteristics to self-

determine if they were a fit and notify them of the purpose and time commitment.  Participants 

were asked to contact me if they were interested in participating. I connected with interested 

parties to discuss the overall structure of the process, inform them of the types of information 

they will be asked, and review the ongoing voluntary nature of the study. After two to five days, 

if they were interested in moving forward with the research process, I scheduled a time for the 

conversational dialogue. 

As part of level 2 of the witnessing framework (Iseke, 2011), conversational dialogues 

were the process I used to share testimony about experiences with gender protocols within 

Indigenous ceremonies and to support participants in situating themselves in relation to this 

topic. Dialogues using the conversational method took approximately one hour. On-line formats 

were determined by COVID-19 public health recommendations and suggestions to ensure health 

and safety. Prior to conversations, each participant was gifted according to my traditional 

protocol with tobacco, medicines, blankets, and other appropriate gifts. Indigenous 

methodologies require research to be reciprocal and give back to participants and their 

communities (Kovach 2009).  

Due to the online format of our conversations, gifts were shown to participants through 

video conferencing and later dropped off or mailed to them. Not physically handing over gifts 

while I made my request was a strange and adapted process, not commonly done when adhering 

to traditional protocols. In this exchange (usually in person), a requesting person would hold out 

tobacco and gifts towards the person being asked. If the request was accepted and the person 
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being asked felt they could follow through, they would take the tobacco and gifts to show they 

accept, and both people would then enter into an oral agreement to proceed. There is a 

responsibility here for both parties to follow through on what has been agreed upon. The strange 

part was that my participants could not take the tobacco before we entered into conversation, and 

we had to rely on virtual symbolism. The modification is an observable sign of how Indigenous 

peoples continue to be flexible and adapt their protocols to suit the changing world.  

Upon consent, each conversation was audio and video recorded.  The conversational 

method was used to engage participants in reciprocal dialogues that evoked memories of their 

stories related directly to the study and outlined the digital story guidelines, time limits, and 

desired themes for Level 3 of the process. Conversational prompts were used to guide the 

dialogues and keep topics consistent across participants. Three themes were used to categorize 

the prompts: 1) identity, 2) ceremonies and protocols, and 3) safety and inclusion (see Appendix 

F: Sample Conversational Dialogue Guide).  

I did not transcribe audio recordings. Each participant was asked if they wanted a written 

copy of the conversation, and all of them declined, which spoke to the oral nature of how 

Indigenous people tend to communicate. The participants choice to decline written copies came 

as a surprise to me because, even though I come from an oral way of being, I still appreciate 

seeing words on a page. This was not the case for my participants, who all stated that they had a 

good idea of what they wanted to share in their video, and had no use for transcripts or a 

recording of the conversation.  

Level 3 Witnessing. 

 Level 3 witnessing is the stage in this process where I am accountable to be a “witness in 

the process of witnessing the testimonies of others” (Laub, 1992, as cited in Iseke, 2011, p. 311). 
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Once the dialogues were completed, participants were asked to prepare their testimony through 

story so that I could continue into Level 3 of witnessing. This process employed Indigenous 

scholar Jo-Ann Archibald’s (2008) Storywork Method, where participants were invited to share 

their personal life experiences through story by spending time creating a personal digital story. 

Participants worked on these independently from the researcher. They had the freedom to choose 

how they wanted to create their videos. There were no requirements on what kind of program 

they needed to use. Likewise, there were no requirements on how they chose to share, whether 

they used voice, live video, pictures, songs etc.  

Participants were not required to own any technology, although basic knowledge of 

computer skills was an asset.  Participants were provided with an iPad or tablet with a video-

making program if needed for the duration of their project creation. They were also provided 

resources to assist with creating digital stories, such as a storyboard template, how-to 

instructions, and a list of online supports. The parameters given included: a story in a digital 

format; specific themes from the conversational dialogue needed to form the basis of the video - 

must be centred around their experiences in Indigenous ceremony, or barriers to it and how 

gendered protocols have impacted them; a time limit of approximately two to three weeks for 

completion.  

Check-ins occurred via email roughly one week after the conversational dialogue had 

taken place to determine if technical support was required and continued until the digital story 

was complete. The check-ins also provided opportunities for participants to talk about anything 

else that may have come up for them from the first dialogue since reflecting.  I used both the 

conversational dialogues and the participant’s finished digital stories as my collected data, which 

I critically reflected on, using an adapted version of the seven phases of narrative analysis, 
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according to Fraser and Jarldorn (2015), to be discussed more in the next section. Through this 

process, I produced a list of common themes and unexpected findings. I used these themes as a 

starting point to enter into a group conversation with all participants to begin working towards a 

final video to complete the call-to-action.  

 Call-To-Action – A Continuation of Witnessing 

  The purpose of witnessing is to involve the community in a process where they become 

equally accountable for the new knowledge they acquire (Elder Teachings, personal 

communication, June 2015). After critically reflecting on participant videos and my own story, 

my participants and I co-created a final digital story that captured our convergent voice to share 

with the larger Indigenous grassroots community in Calgary. “Collectivity, as a way of knowing, 

assumes reciprocity to the community…and story is a legitimate way of sharing knowledge” 

(Strega & Brown, 2015, p. 53). This research intended to conduct research with the community 

and center the social unit as the primary unit of analysis rather than the individual unit  (Smith, 

2012, p. 303). It is Indigenous-centred, and its purpose is to add to our own Indigenous 

community’s body of knowledge.  

Indigenous peoples are inherently collectivist societies that socially construct knowledge 

through oration, and it is validated through group relationships (Strega & Brown, 2015).  

Archibald (2008) explained that “storytellers use their personal life experiences as teaching 

stories in a manner similar to how they use traditional stories. These storytellers help to carry on 

the oral tradition’s obligation of educational reciprocity” (p. 112). Storywork allows participants 

to become owners of their narrative, empowered by their own words and, enables people to share 

about, “how their Indigenous knowledge could be effectively used for education and for living a 

good life and to think about the possibilities for overcoming problems” (Archibald, 2008, p. 81). 
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With this in mind, participants met as a group online and worked together to co-create the final 

digital story. I engaged the participants in all levels of witnessing by having them: view each 

other’s digital stories, participate in a group conversation, engage them in all aspects of the data 

analysis process, and co-author our story.   

It is essential to express that the participants own their videos. They signed consent for 

my ability to view it, quote it in a paper, and include a link to their video in my written thesis. 

Participants advised me on what they would like to see as outcomes for the study and how to 

action those outcomes. Participant guidance is part of holistic and reciprocal Indigenous 

research, and as such, the participants must have shared ownership of the outcomes. Therefore, 

the research process must remain flexible, and this framework was fluid and open to change. 

This project required a significant time commitment. Participants were asked to consider this 

commitment and their work and life balance before participating in the study. In the spirit of 

Indigenous reciprocity, they were offered an honorarium of $100 for sharing their story and were 

given a second gift after participating in the group work.  

 

Data Analysis: Critical Reflexivity Through Narrative Analysis 

“we reflexively examine our life stories to better know ourselves, to figure out how the world 

works, and to find our place within a complex web of relationships. We give voice to where we 

are located, and where we are going through the telling of our stories” 

(Tanaka, 2016, pp. 13-14) 

Using critical reflexivity through narrative analysis provided a formal opportunity to 

study my reactions (Fraser & Jarldorn, 2015, pp. 162-163) to sharing and hearing the experiences 

of other Two-Spirit womxn in ceremony. Data was in the form of my personal reflections in 

journal records, conversational dialogue recordings and participants' digital stories. Both Levels 

1 and 2 of witnessing provided the data that I used to analyze and served two distinct outcomes.  
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First, I analyzed the changes within myself from Level 1 reflexive witnessing to Level 2 

witnessing through conversational dialogues. I asked myself a series of questions about what I 

learned from the conversations because “the subjects of research must be meaningfully involved 

in research processes; and that critical reflexivity, especially about researcher positionality, is a 

necessary component of socially just research” (Strega & Brown, 2015, p. 3). My reflexive 

questions included: What are the issues addressed by the participants? What is my relationship to 

these issues? What do I want to understand moving forward? Whose interests do I think are 

being served by the research question being asked (and how it is being asked)? And how am I 

personally sustaining systems of inequality in ceremonies? (Strega & Brown, 2015, p. 23). 

Reflecting on these questions ensured I was working towards a research process that remains 

anti-oppressive and does not harm my participants or the Indigenous community (Kovach, 2009; 

Strega & Brown, 2015).  

Second, I conducted a focused review of the participants’ digital stories by adapting the 

seven (overlapping) phases of narrative analysis, according to Fraser and Jarldorn (2015): 

(1) Hear the emotions—not just those expressed by participants but those felt 

(expressed, repressed or ignored) by researchers too, at the time of the interview and 

in subsequent replaying. 

(2) Transcribe the interview material—even if a professional transcriber is used, 

researchers need to pay close attention to the clustering of talk, delineation of 

sentencing and grammatical and emotional signage. 

a. (2) was adapted to fit an Indigenous oral methodology. Instead of 

transcribing, the recording was listened to over and over. 
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(3) Interpret individual transcripts (adapted to audio recording)—carefully analyze 

each participant’s transcript in their own light, in relation to their own specificities, 

idiosyncrasies. 

(4) Scan across different domains of experience—including those relating to the 

intrapersonal, interpersonal, cultural and structural. Be careful not to inadvertently 

fixate on only one dimension of the person’s stories. 

(5) Link the personal with the political—this includes noticing references (explicit or 

latent) to popular or dominant discourses.  

(6) Look for commonalities and differences among participants—literally undertaken 

by comparing and contrasting participants’ experiences and methods of conveying 

and constructing those experiences. 

(7) Write academic narratives—recognize the differences in style, format, purpose and 

function between academic and personal stories. Researchers take authorial 

responsibility for the production of academic narratives (p. 155).  

I then co-created a final digital story that weaves my voice together with the participants' 

voices to create a convergent voice to share with the greater Indigenous grassroots community. 

Convergence does not mean that we all share the same experiences or necessarily have similar 

needs “while storytelling can be used to achieve consensus, narrative research is not necessarily 

about reaching agreement” (Fraser & Jarldorn, 2015, p. 155). Instead, it is about empowering 

those individuals whose voices are often silenced by oppression by highlighting their stories as 

valid sources of knowledge. McGregor et al. (2018) reminds us that “as a researcher, sharing 

findings or research results often takes the form of story” (p. 245). The intent of creating a 

convergent voice video was to create a medium for marginalized womxn to share their 
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experiences while also protecting them from further lateral violence in the community by 

allowing them the choice to remain anonymous. This study aims to demonstrate to Two-Spirit 

womxn that they are not alone and provides a message that our voices have increased influence 

together.  

 Mobilizing the video by sharing through multiple platforms will make it accessible to 

mass audiences and encourage others to consider the impacts of colonial gender protocols on 

Two-Spirit womxn; hear stories of resiliency and consider changes that would meet the needs of 

all who take part in ceremony; take action to be more inclusive within ceremony and create safer 

spaces. This outcome will ensure that my research will be reciprocal. Video stories can create 

powerful images that stir emotion and ignite conversations.   

Ethical issues 

I included four ethical considerations in my methodology including: 1) the research needs 

to be in line with Indigenous values; research must be tapwewin, done in a good/true way to give 

it validity; 2) there must be some form of community accountability, check-ins with Elders and 

other Indigenous students and scholars; 3) the research must give back and benefit the 

Indigenous community in some way; and 4) the researcher must be an ally or relation and do no 

harm (Kovach 2009, p. 48).  

This study addresses topics that pose harmful risks to participants’ emotional wellbeing. 

Every effort was taken to limit these risks and care for participants holistically. The risks include 

emotional distress or potential emotional triggers as participants recalled a time in their life 

where others negatively impacted them because of imposed colonial gender protocols. Before 

conversations took place, a list of both mainstream and Indigenous external support services was 

shared. These supports included mental health support phone numbers, emotional regulation 
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practices, use of traditional medicines for protection and grounding, and opportunities to attend 

healing ceremonies (Appendix G: Emergency Community Support List). In some instances, I 

reached out after the interview to follow up with potential emotional distress. 
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Chapter 5 – Witnessing the Stories of my Sisters: There Are No Closets in Tipis 

A fundamental responsibility of using an Indigenous research methodology is to have 

“relational accountability,” or in other words, be accountable to my relations (Wilson, S., 2008, 

p. 77). Indigenous research must include “building relational accountability into the knowledge 

exchange” (Wilson, A., as cited in Laing, 2018, p. 66) taking place between researcher and 

participant. These relationships must honour and make space for the “quiet thoughts and beliefs” 

(Tuck, 2021, Aims of Indigenous Research section, point 2) of those in our community. A 

powerful way to do this is to create processes where community voices can be heard directly 

through traditional oral practices. Tuck reminds us that “creating and maintaining respectful and 

mutually beneficial relationships between researchers and Indigenous communities is of utmost 

importance, in part because Indigenous peoples have sometimes been mistreated and misled by 

academic researchers in the distant and recent past” (Tuck, 2021, Relational Accountability 

section, para. 1). Relational accountability also includes sharing ownership and decision-making 

power about what happens with the knowledge shared.  

I have been accountable to my relations throughout this research project through the use of 

my Otipemisiwak, Two-Spirit, tribal epistemology, and by utilizing both a witnessing structural 

framework and narrative inquiry.  Within this chapter, the Witnessing Framework is initiated. It 

includes Level 1: witnessing myself through digital story and sharing my knowledge with 

participants. Level 2: being a witness within the process of sharing testimony about experiences 

by engaging in reciprocal conversational dialogues, and Level 3: being a witness in the 

testimonies of others through watching participant digital stories (Laub, 1992, as cited in Iseke, 

2011, p. 311).  
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Conversational dialogues were video recorded. Instead of transcribing the interviews, I 

listened to the stories multiple times, following the narrative analysis framework. The process 

was similar to when we listen to Elders re-tell stories over and over as children. Using this more 

traditional method, I was able to hear each story from multiple perspectives based on when I 

listened (time of day, week, month) and what was currently happening in my life. Our lives 

impact and affect what we hear when we listen to others – sometimes we miss essential aspects 

because we focus on one element of a story based on how we are feeling on a particular day.   

I then summarized the stories in written form and sent them back to each corresponding 

participant for review. Participants were invited to edit the words as they wanted, and in some 

instances, we were brought back together to dialogue further on specific topics. These new ideas 

were added in a way that felt right for the participants, and I promised to work with them to edit 

their sections until they determined it was wholly accurate and complete. All participants 

expressed that the process was relational and felt their voices were heard.  

Summaries of conversational dialogues read somewhat like an interview transcript.  This 

format is intentional because I created space for my participants to share their voices 

authentically and give equal weight to all ideas discussed. While reviewing each dialogue, ten 

major sections were naturally identified. Summaries reflect a linear and consistent format in all 

sections, where headings are used in the same sequence even though each conversation did not 

necessarily occur in that order.  By chance, each participant shared three stories of experience.  

From the onset, I did not feel that reciprocal dialogues would be enough to provide multiple 

benefits to all – participants, myself, and the greater Indigenous community.  I believed there 

was an opportunity to offer a space through digital storytelling for participants to share their 

stories, untouched by me, that would provide further relational accountability and ethical rigour. 
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In particular, participant digital stories held me accountable to phase 4 of the seven phases of 

narrative inquiry, scan across different domains of experience and do not fixate on only one 

dimension of the person’s stories. This process provided insight into data that was free from 

being themed into topics I deemed important and instead highlighted the actual voices of each 

participant. Personal digital storytelling also provided a sense of protection for participants from 

their perceived fears about backlash from the community because they did not have to identify 

themselves. Digital storytelling also offered opportunities for participants’ self-empowerment by 

giving them the freedom to share their own images, sounds, written words, and physical voice. 

Participants have remained the owners of their knowledge and continue to be equal decision-

makers about how it will be shared. 

It is important to note that I had, to some extent, a pre-existing relationship with all three of 

my participants before the research study took place. This factor, combined with how I situated 

myself into the research process as an equal participant, created an insider role. I have to assume 

that because of my insider status, my participants shared differently with me than they may have 

with a researcher who was a stranger to them. Because a level of trust was already present, it can 

be determined that our conversations were more profound. It is possible that participants shared 

more personal information with me than they would have otherwise. It was clear throughout the 

process that I will not take without giving back. We are equal participants exchanging 

knowledge that is to be shared with our greater community with an intentional call for action. 

Level 1 Witnessing: Witnessing Myself Through Digital Story  

As a Métis, I wish to situate myself orally in a culturally appropriate context through 

Level 1 witnessing, as discussed in chapter 4. This video was shared with participants before 

entering into a reciprocal dialogue. By sharing my experiences and my own story, I offer insight 
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to my community about the harmful impacts of gender protocols in ceremonies. Through 

creating an open space for others, I become an ally for others to do the same. I invite you again, 

to watch my digital oral story at https://youtu.be/EriAsdLzvSM.  

 

Level 2 Witnessing: Witnessing Within the Process of Sharing Testimony About 

Experiences 

For each participant, this research journey began with them witnessing my personal story, 

followed by both of us entering into a reciprocal dialogue. The purpose was to reciprocally share 

our experiences as Urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn in ceremony. These conversations did 

not live only in the context of ceremony. They became inclusive of our holistic lives. Therefore, 

much time was devoted to positioning ourselves as urban, as Indigenous, as womxn, and as Two-

Spirit. The conversations included identity, sexuality, binary notions of gender, how ceremonial 

protocols and the colonial system impact us. It is important to share how these womxn self-

identified, how they were raised, how they came to ceremony, and how being Two-Spirit shapes 

their experiences.  

Sister #1 – Alycia - The Medicine Is Inside Me 

Identity - Age, Nation, Family, Connection to Culture. Alycia identifies herself as a thirty-

seven-year-old mixed-blood Cree womxn. Her father is Cree, Sioux, and Irish and a descendant 

https://youtu.be/EriAsdLzvSM
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of Chief Mistawasis; signor of treaty 6. Her mother, who raised her as a single parent, is non-

Indigenous with Swedish and French ancestry. She explained that she grew up with an atheist 

worldview, proud to be Native, but practiced no religion or spirituality. Alycia said that her 

mother described the reason for not attending church as “if some great spirit in the sky of a man 

thinks I need to get down on my knees and thank him for everything I did, that will never 

happen.” However, Alycia said she was still connected to her Indigenous culture through 

attending powwows and community gatherings.  

Meaning of Two-Spirit. Until recently, Two-Spirit was not a term Alycia had used to 

describe herself. She felt that the definition of this term was reserved for womxn who led 

ceremonies or those who were transgender. With this definition in mind, she did not feel like she 

represented the group. As an Indigenous womxn who identifies as bisexual, she is coming to see 

that the word Two-Spirit does include her. When asked more about her identity as Two-

Spirit/bisexual, she described that she is not explicit about this identity. However, she does not 

justify it to anyone; rather, she quietly lives it without shame. She described in detail how she 

views her Two-Spirit identity as a fluid spectrum of masculine and feminine. Below is a visual of 

her description. 

Figure 3  

Alycia’s Two-Spirit Fluid Identity Spectrum 
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Note. Designed by Barb Horsefall based on an oral description from Alycia Two Bears on 

August 26, 2020 ©. 

Ceremony Attended – First Teachings. Alycia said that she mainly attends sweatlodges 

when practicing ceremony, which she attended for the first time when she was pregnant with her 

oldest child. The following experiences come from her time in sweats. As a Cree womxn, her 

first teachings and the protocols she abides by are Cree-centered. Alycia described two 

significantly different types of ceremonial environments. Safe and unsafe.  

First Ceremonial Experience. Alycia said the first time she attended a lodge she 

immediately surrendered to spirituality. The ceremony was a place of safety and was not 

exclusionary. There were no clothing protocols and no dictated places or ways to sit. It included 

laughter and being surrounded by womxn. And despite the trauma and heartache that people 

came in with, she felt everyone was safe to express all their emotions, and those emotions were 

properly released while participants were well taken care of. Each person's identity was valued, 

tended to, and cared for, and there was no need for it to be externally validated. The overall 

message was “trust your own sense of identity.” This first sweatlodge ceremony was found with 

Elder Sharron, a Two-Spirit Elder who also happens to be my mother. This is one reason Alycia 

became a participant in this study, through our pre-existing relationship. Alycia and I discussed 

in depth how ceremony felt unconditionally safe with Elder Sharron. We talked about the void 
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that we felt after she went home to the spirit world and our journeys to find equally safe places to 

continue to practice ceremony, inclusive of Two-Spirits.  

Other Ceremonies. Alycia described her ceremonial experiences outside of Elder 

Sharron’s lodge as different and felt that she had to move through steep “learning curves" to 

show up properly for ceremony. These other lodges were less inclusive and required her to 

adhere to much stricter gender protocols.  

Encountered Gender Protocols. When asked about specific gender protocols that 

Alycia has encountered, she spoke to the ones that created displacement for her. These included 

protocols about dress, showing emotion, physical placement, and forced conformity.  

Skirts. Alycia said a common protocol that caused discomfort was being told what to 

wear. She has been told to wear a skirt or dress in order to participate.  She stated that “men 

don’t ever have to change how they come into ceremony, whereas womxn do, they have to wear 

skirts, cover their ankles and knees.”  She felt this practice was very Roman Catholic and 

included gender binary terms rather than providing a scale for where a person may fall in their 

identity. She was very explicit that to her knowledge, this is not part of any Indigenous 

traditional teachings. She was further frustrated that what she feels is Christian influence is not 

acknowledged in our ceremonial communities.  

Displaying Emotion. Alycia also shared a story about being told not to show emotion or 

cry. In the Two-Spirit sweat she attended, a recurring teaching was that water is our first 

medicine and to cry is healing. However, in her later experiences outside of Elder Sharron’s 

lodge, she was told to stop crying and that whoever she was crying for did not appreciate it. She 

said she complied but that it greatly impacted her ability to heal, which was the reason for 
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attending the ceremony. Experiencing emotional monitoring led Alycia to consider other ways 

she was forced to conform to teachings that directly went against her original ones.  

Placement Protocols and “Outing Yourself.” Alycia reflected that outside of Elder 

Sharron’s lodge, she is always made to sit on the womxn’s side. She feels rules enable the Elders 

to assume a “cultural gatekeeper” role where her identity as a Two-Spirit is determined for her. 

Elders required her to “out” herself if she wanted to challenge the strict physical placement 

protocols. She spoke extensively to the negative and layered impact this had. “You have to out 

yourself to someone who may be homophobic” in a place where this “may not be a space for 

you.” 

On the other hand, she said once ‘outing’ herself, she is sometimes tokenized, and Elders 

assume what is included in her Two-Spirit identity and often ask her to share teachings that she 

does not have. “We go for guidance and then may become teachers. We are expected to teach 

Two-Spirit even when we don’t have those teachings”. She said this is a form of “othering,” and 

she is often left not knowing how to respond. She warned that this could quickly lead to 

experiences of lateral violence.  

Responses to Experiences. Additionally, Alycia spoke of the impacts of various 

instances of forced conformity with no options to pass. She often feels she must “bite her 

tongue,” which creates inner tension, anger, and frustration. Alycia said she does not speak to 

this while attending ceremony because she believes it is “simply not [her] place.” Instead, she 

explained that she mentally prepares to “go with the flow.” She said that although she has had 

positive experiences overall, she recognizes that some spaces have created negative experiences 

and feelings of unsafety for her. The negative experiences have made lasting impacts and have 

created barriers to her continued participation through her intentional choice not to return. Alycia 
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believes that people “should be able to show up in ceremony how you want to be, not how you 

are told to be.”  

In response to these negative impacts, Alycia has found adaptive methods to avoid 

feeling uncomfortable by consciously making safe decisions for herself. The example she 

provided was that she conforms when she wants to and maintains her free will by always driving 

herself so that she can leave ceremony at any time.  Alycia acknowledged that this is not ideal, 

and she feels compliancy should not be mandatory. She also admits that she is sitting in a place 

of privilege and wonders about the impacts on those community members seeking ceremony 

who do not have access to personal transportation and rely on a community bus or others to 

attend. Alycia questioned - “what if I didn’t have that accessibility? What if I relied on 

community transportation and there is conflict, and then I would be stuck there in an unsafe 

place until it is over?” She said that other people’s adaptive method might be not to attend 

ceremony at all. Alycia spoke of the deep respect she has for all Elders and ceremonial leaders 

and that she would never feel it is her place to correct anyone. Still, she was explicit that when 

processes are not inclusive, it does not create safety for participants, and when people don’t 

return, it means they are not getting the healing they need.  

She said knowing the healing power of ceremony sometimes outweighs the negative 

impacts she experiences on her identity. Overall, Alycia is firmly grounded in her identity and 

feels she does not need to justify it to anyone. She has a strong foundation in her understanding 

of ceremony.  

“I mean, so ideally, no, I don't think anybody should ever have to feel like that or do that 

or be complicit to access ceremony like that. But I'm also at an age and a place where I've 

had enough ceremony that was good to me that I know, like, I'm OK without it. I'm not 
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somebody who's new to ceremony and seeking out, and like…almost like that 

desperation of like, trying to link to somebody, to something, to feel connected. I already 

have that connection; it's always going to be with me; it's not going anywhere. So, as I try 

and seek out new ceremony, new lodges, I don't have to say yes out of desperation, and 

that's comforting to me…I know all the medicine is inside me.” 

Sister #2 – Sarah - Fear Interrupts What We Can Get From Ceremony 

Identity- age, nation, family, connection to culture. Sarah identifies herself as a thirty-

seven-year-old urban-born womxn with an identity that is “ever-evolving.” Her paternal 

grandmother was from Eskasoni First Nation on Cape Breton Island in Nova Scotia and raised 

by adoptive non-Indigenous fishermen and coal miners in Glace Bay. Due to feelings of shame 

and looking noticeably different from her adoptive siblings, Sarah’s grandmother did not 

acknowledge her Indigenous identity. Sarah’s father, who did acknowledge both his Spanish and 

Indigenous roots, did so only at a whisper. In Sarah’s family, her Indigenous heritage was often 

joked about as a negative attribute, as if it caused her and her siblings to be “wild.”   

Sarah’s mother’s side of the family is Irish, originally from Northern Ireland.  Sarah knows 

a lot about her mother's lineage, and her family values are predominantly from an Irish 

worldview. Sarah herself was born in Calgary, but soon after her birth, the family returned 

to Ontario, where she was raised. Summers, however, were spent with her dad’s family in Nova 

Scotia, where she remembers growing up on and living off the land alongside her grandparents. 

Even though she feels her grandmother resisted her Indigenous Identity, 

Sarah believes her grandmother’s teachings were very much connected to her Indigeneity, such 

as digging for clams, blueberry picking, and fishing. 
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Interestingly, although Sarah spoke in-depth about her ancestors, she did not specifically 

identify herself with any particular labels. Sarah was able to naturally observe this about herself 

and mentioned that viewing my oral story inspired her to question, “what is it that I am hesitant 

to claim? And why is that?... There is a point where you have to recognize that you have 

a responsibility within this to claim your identity and not just hide where you are safe”. Upon 

reflection, Sarah described her identity as a holistic concept that includes ties to her ancestors 

and the land while disconnected from notions of Western gender binaries.  

Meaning of Two-Spirit. Sarah also reflected that she resists labels about 

her sexual orientation. She said this is often confusing for others, who once knew her married to 

a man, but now know her in a relationship with a womxn. She feels others in her life want to 

label her and fit her into a box. However, within the Indigenous community, friends have 

responded differently. They take the time to get to know her and observe without labels. She 

described it as the community holding a mirror up for her and asking, is this what you see 

reflected? She said these people use the term Two-Spirit, which resonates with her, and she has 

come to see herself reflected in this term even though her understanding of it, much like her own 

sense of identity, is ever-evolving.   

For Sarah, being Two-Spirit feels like a balance of male and female energy within her, 

which does not directly connect to sexuality. She describes it as dynamic and explains she feels 

she is being pulled towards both the masculine and the feminine in different ways and 

times. And while still reluctant to label herself, she quietly accepts and loves the term Two-

Spirit because she feels she has space to figure herself out under that term.     

Ceremonies Attended: First Teachings. Throughout our conversation, Sarah drew her 

experiences from smudging ceremonies, tobacco ceremonies, sweat lodge ceremonies, and 
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overall traditional ways of life. Sarah’s understanding of ceremony is that it lives holistically in 

all parts of her life. It was clear through her sharing that she considers being in the sugar bush, 

harvesting fiddleheads, fishing, and many other practices as ceremonial, and it is here that she 

observes and learns many of our traditional teachings.    

Sarah recalled that she did not attend formal ceremony until she was a teenager. For her, 

protocols and ceremonial understandings were and are learned by tracking and observing how to 

do things. She said, once in ceremony, she becomes fully in an observational state to determine 

how to act, sit, and be. Because she received no direct teachings during childhood, she feels she 

is trying to “grab onto all this learning in the second part” of her life. She explains it as an 

overwhelming amount to learn, and she feels that while in community, she is constantly “trying 

to figure out what the hell to do.” Conversely, she also appreciates that there is no stand and 

deliver teaching method in Indigenous practices and highly values that there is only 

observation.   

First ceremonial Experience. Sarah’s first formal ceremony was back home 

with an Anishinaabe Elder who taught her how to smudge. She recalled,  

“When I think back to when I first started learning and my interactions with my first 

Anishinaabe Elder, I took everything. I was so depleted almost of any kind of culture 

that I was just grabbing desperately at anything. Like there's a void and you connect 

with so much but your heart’s sad, like aching to be filled up with knowledge, and 

affirmation of your identity”.    

Identity and how Sarah comes to know herself within a cultural and gender context were 

recurring focal points in our conversation. Finding answers about her identity was an underlying 

foundation in all of Sarah’s shared experiences.   
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Sarah said the first time she attended a sweat lodge, she felt present and was taken by 

the positive impacts on her spirit, body, and emotions. She described it as an experience that 

allowed her mind to “take a back seat when normally it is in the front seat.” She said she learned 

so much from that experience and felt she had gone through a rebirth by shedding, cleansing, and 

cathartic release. This first sweat lodge was found with a local urban Indigenous program. These 

were run by a male Elder whose wife was always in attendance. While Sarah recognizes the 

importance of continuing to practice ceremony, there have been several experiences with gender 

protocols that have impacted her feelings of inclusion and safety.   

Other ceremonies. Having been in the West for several years, Sarah expressed that there 

have been a lot more opportunities for her to participate in ceremonies while here. She has 

attended four Cree-style sweat lodges with the abovementioned local urban Indigenous program. 

She has attended one other Cree-style sweat lodge with a well-known urban Calgarian female 

Elder and has since been invited to participate in Blackfoot-style sweat lodges but has not yet 

done so. These lodges all included strict gender protocols, which Sarah has complied with in 

order to attend.   

Sarah described that her ceremonial experiences can sometimes feel safe, but that most 

often, there is always an undercurrent of fear present because she is not able to fully come to 

ceremony as her true self.   

Fear interrupts what we can get from ceremony. I am not able to get into my spirit and 

get all the gifts that the ceremony can give me because I'm constantly playing a role 

that doesn't necessarily suit me. It's like, I'm, you know, more or less going with the 

flow, and I'll wear [a skirt], and do the things, and sit in the spot, and sing the songs for 

womxn, and do all those things. Yet always have [my] kind of thought process 
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checking back and being like, am I doing it right?  Am I doing it right cuz it doesn't 

come naturally?  

There is one ceremony where Sarah does not feel this fear, and that is in tobacco 

ceremonies with a Piikani Elder whom she works closely with through her employment. Sarah 

and I met professionally, and I have also experienced tobacco ceremonies with this Piikani Elder. 

He provides participants with the freedom to choose what to wear, how to sit, and what to share. 

Additionally, there is never a fear of asking questions.  In our conversation, we remarked 

how safe and welcoming his ceremony feels for us both.  

Encountered Gender Protocols. When asked about specific gender protocols that Sarah 

has encountered, she spoke to many that created feelings of confusion and discomfort and led her 

to reflect on her sense of identity. Overall, Sarah’s reflection on gender protocols sent her on a 

journey of self-discovery where she contemplated protocols about dress, her own conformity and 

obedience, and feelings about acceptance. Because Sarah views ceremony as a holistic part of all 

aspects of life, much of our conversation about protocols centred around observations about how 

community roles are gendered in general and less about specific instances of a particular 

‘ceremony.’ She began sharing observations she has made while living 

in various communities of Canada.   

Binary Gender Roles. As a teenager, Sarah began to spend time with her Anishinaabe 

Elder and his wife in Georgian Bay. She observed that their roles seemed equal, and they did 

many of the same tasks. She then spent time in Cat Lake Reserve, a very isolated fly-in reserve, 

where Christian influence has been maintained, and Indigenous spiritual practices are just 

beginning to re-awaken. Here, she did not notice any distinct male and female roles, except that 

if important news were to be shared with a family, the grandmother would receive the 
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information.  Even though there were womxn who wore skirts, Sarah recalls that traditional land-

based tasks, such as moose hunting, were taken up by the whole family, regardless of gender.    

Sarah remarked that having been in both the East and the West allowed her to see 

that gender roles are “jarringly distinct here” in the West. Sarah further elaborated on gender 

expectations and how she has found herself perpetuating gender norms through considering the 

roles men and womxn tend to take up here around Calgary versus what she had been taught back 

home as a child.   

“Even talking about plant teachings right, I've even said this to people looking for plant 

teachings. It's like typically a female thing, right, and I'm like, where did I pick that 

up?  I have to always loop back and be like, why am I asserting this because, you 

know, like, if I think about my dad... I learned a lot about plants through him... I'm 

like, so why now that I'm here on this land do I think, oh, that's a womxn thing, and I'll 

only ask a womxn to share those things? Because to me, it would make sense that 

anybody who just has those gifts could be sharing that”  

However, her views are also growing and changing. She sees there are many teachings from 

which to choose what is a good fit for her.   

“For the first part of when I was working with Elders and community, I would just take 

everything in stone, like OK, this is the way. And then when I started to move 

around, cuz before I lived here in Calgary, I lived in BC. I realized the Stolo did things 

differently, and that was my first kind of like, abrupt realization of seeing the 

commonalities, but also recognizing that I don't have to take everything that is my first 

teaching, as the teaching I’m going to follow”.    
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Throughout our conversation, both Sarah and I recognized that a common observable 

practice here in Calgary is that womxn go to women and men to men to ask for guidance, have 

questions answered, and to learn from. We both spoke about how awkward this can sometimes 

feel when we feel drawn to Elders and knowledge keepers outside our shared gender identity. 

Two-Spirit peoples are often understood as balanced male-to-female, female-to-male, or are not 

defined within a binary gender context. This balance is a fundamental difference between Two-

Spirit and non-Two-Spirit peoples.  

Most heterosexual ceremonial Elders here in the western prairies balance themselves in 

life with a spouse of the opposite gender, and those partners balance them in ceremony. Common 

practice is that the Elders, working as partners, take on gendered responsibilities when 

supporting the community. Male Elders provide teachings to men, and female Elders provide 

teachings to women. Two-Spirit people are balanced within themselves. Therefore Two-Spirit 

Elders can lead alone (balanced) or choose to have a partner. Still, the partner does not play a 

role in offering gender balance. Likewise, Two-Spirit community members, who are gender-

balanced or are genderless, may not feel that accessing only male or only female teachings fits 

for them. Because heteronormative protocol practices are currently more common, it leaves 

Sarah feeling confused and disoriented when she feels drawn to a male Elder that she would like 

to spend time learning from. Equally, she feels relationships can feel forced and unnatural with 

some female Elders, who she is supposed to be connecting to organically, but not.  

Skirts. Sarah defined for herself that protocols mean the “routines, roles, and ways of 

being that are expected by an Elder or community and not always explicitly stated in 

words.”  Before attending the urban Indigenous program sweats, she was provided with a list of 

protocols for womxn, which included: must not be on their moontime, must be wearing a skirt, 
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must not show shoulders or bare parts of the chest, must sit on the left side, must only crawl on 

your knees, should bring food, should bring a gift, should bring tobacco, and don’t interfere 

with the bringing in of the rocks.    

In particular, not having a choice about wearing a skirt was concerning for Sarah. She 

said there was “no space for a conversation about no skirts, it was just, this is the way it is.  Men 

are going to go in, in their shorts and their, you know, bare tops, and the rest of us are going to be 

all covered up type of thing.” Although there was no conversation, a female employee from the 

program hosting the ceremony did explain why skirts needed to be worn. She explained that 

womxn wear skirts so that mother earth will recognize us. The skirt symbolizes the tipi, and it 

touches the ground so that mother earth can feel the womxn walking. She also warned that 

womxn should only let people into their “skirt tipi’s” if they are comfortable with them. Sarah 

interpreted this as a nod to protecting her sexuality. She said she did not connect to this teaching 

personally. “I thought the teaching around mother earth knowing you are there by your skirt 

didn’t land on me very well because I was like, she knows I'm here.  Like if I sat on the land 

and took a moment to get into a good place of where I'm not just in my mind like she knows I'm 

here.”    

Although the teaching did not land for her, it did cause her to contemplate why she 

may choose to wear a skirt, and again she connected it back to her journey of self-discovery with 

her Indigenous identity. “I think I don't connect it [a skirt] to being an essential need to tell 

mother earth or Creator who I am.  It's more of like because I struggle with identity so much, it's 

more like an identifier for me” Sarah said the real reason she would choose to wear a skirt is to 

let other Indigenous people know that she is Indigenous too. She explained by telling a beautiful 

story of a womxn who once went fishing and watched how a man beside her caught and gutted a 
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fish. It was through watching this man’s actions that she realized they were from the same 

nation. For Sarah, wearing a skirt or pair of beaded earrings becomes the tool she uses as an 

identifier of Indigeneity, “for me, the skirt is kind of like me claiming a bit of a space as opposed 

to equating it with my gender.”  

Interim, Sarah continues to wear a skirt when she feels it is expected of her. She 

described herself as someone who wants to obey the rules and appease people and feels guilty or 

embarrassed when she does not. And while wearing a skirt does not always feel like the best 

representation of her identity, she is still willing to wear one if it means access to teachings and 

building relationships with Elders. To date, skirt-wearing is not a barrier to attending ceremony 

for Sarah, but it has created discomfort.   

Homophobia. While being mandated to wear a skirt is frustrating and uncomfortable for 

Sarah, it is not enough to create a definite barrier to attending ceremony. Homophobia, 

however, is a distinct barrier to her attendance. As previously mentioned, Sarah has been invited 

to participate in other sweats but has not yet chosen to attend.  During a visit, Sarah’s Métis 

Elder expressed that she had a deep grandmother's love for her. The Elder said it was from this 

love that she wanted to share that other Elders in the community will not accept Sarah if they 

know she is gay. The Elder listed a few specific Elders she wanted Sarah to walk carefully with 

and strongly advised her not to come out to them. Sarah said one of the male Blackfoot Elders 

that had invited her to their lodge was included in this list. Therefore, she has chosen safety over 

ceremonial experience and has not attended any Blackfoot ceremonies to date because she is not 

willing to go somewhere where she is not accepted.  Sarah was significantly grounded in this 

choice compared to her mixed feelings about wearing skirts and stated that the most significant 

barrier around homophobia in ceremony is that nobody is talking about it.   
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Upon deeper reflection, Sarah contemplated homophobia in general and how society has 

created visual identifiers for LGBTQ people to signify safety in classrooms, shops, and other 

public spaces. She likened this to ceremony, saying that because people are not talking about 

Two-Spirit inclusion, she can only feel safe if she knows other Two-Spirit people attend or there 

are visual markers that let her know she will be accepted for who she is.   

When you see somebody else is like you, you're like, OK, maybe this is an OK place to 

be.  It kind of makes me a little more brave or a little more safe feeling and stuff like 

that.  But I think a barrier is just like an unknowing like you're not really sure what you can 

share about yourself, you're not really sure what they see in you. I think the beautiful thing 

about people mentioning to me, you know, talking about being Two-Spirit, is like, that 

there's something they see in me that I'm not telling them…we need some kind of 

messaging to the community that says this is safe for you to be here and to be who you are.  

Homophobia creates additional barriers for Sarah to attend ceremony because she does not 

feel she can bring her spouse. Sarah believes that as someone who can pass for a cis-gendered 

straight womxn, she can attend ceremony and find “a” place for herself even if inside of her it is 

not the right fit. However, she says that there is a definite lack of choice for someone who is 

more non-binary or a womxn who presents more masculine. This factor creates displacement for 

Sarah as she does not feel she can share her ceremonial life with her spouse.   

Lauren, she's part of my life, and she is on a journey with me. You know she's so 

fascinated by everything I'm doing. In my work, everything I'm doing in my life, what I'm 

reading, she's really with me. But like I couldn't [bring her to ceremony].  I don't know of a 

ceremony I could bring her to because she's very androgynous but really more identifies 

with like the male side of things in terms of like the comfort zone and who she is. I could 
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never, I don't know, I wouldn't be able to bring her because I don't feel like as much as I can 

fly under the radar, it kind of breaks my heart that I couldn't bring her into a sweat where 

she would be able to be who she was. In order to protect her, I wouldn't even introduce 

that [idea].  

Sarah expressed the intense anger she feels regarding the homophobia both her and her spouse 

have experienced and said it makes her want to “flip all the tables” and, at the same time, knows 

this is their life. She is hopeful that the Elders will listen and consider her experiences to create 

more inclusive spaces. “If we were going to send a message to the Elders that currently run 

these ceremonies, I think that's huge for them to hear that I don't feel like I can bring my spouse 

because there are no options, because my spouse identifies more male and wouldn't feel 

comfortable sitting with the womxn and she wouldn't wear a skirt.”   

Responses to Experiences. In response to the negative impacts of gender protocols, 

Sarah has found adaptive methods to avoid feeling uncomfortable by finding peace in personal 

ceremony such as smudging. She said the only time she feels like she is getting all of herself is 

when there is no one else around. “Personal smudge is the one time I am there – in spirit! – my 

own being- and I can silence the chatter” This allows her to let go of her inner narrative 

that is constantly checking herself and questioning if she is doing things “right.” Unfortunately, 

Sarah still believes that others may be “getting more out of ceremony” than her because they can 

be there as themselves.   

Sarah also believes that attending feel-good ceremony means choosing to go to places 

where you have friends and relations and can show up as your true self. She also feels that 

including before and after social interactions are necessary. The Elder’s messages to her have 

been that once people are in ceremony together, they become family. Sarah struggles with this 
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idea when social interactions are rushed, and the participants still feel like strangers to her. She 

feels best when she has a pre-existing relationship with at least the Elder running the ceremony, 

and the ceremonial community is open and welcoming.  

Sister #3 – Danielle – I Present This Way Because It’s Easy and I Am Rewarded for It 

Identity- Age, Nation, Family, Connection to Culture. Danielle identifies herself as a 42-

year-old Métis/Michif and Settler Canadian womxn.  She describes her cultural identity as a 

“liminal space” or an “in-between space – neither one nor the other.”  Her extended family 

spreads across Canada’s Métis homeland, with her mother’s roots connected directly to the Red 

River Settlement. They are descendants of Cuthbert Grant. Following the Battle of Batoche, 

Danielle’s maternal family fled to the United States and went into hiding while the Canadian 

Northwest Mounted Police were actively persecuting the Métis people. In 1902 her family 

returned and settled on scrip land in the Cypress Hills. Danielle’s father’s family is originally of 

German descent but came to Canada from Ukraine and settled in Saskatchewan. Her paternal 

family founded the Balgonie Colony.   

Meaning of Two-Spirit. Danielle has always identified as queer but may not have 

consciously recognized it due to her Catholic upbringing and education.  She felt there was no 

space or language offered to her that allowed her to speak to her identity. Instead, she spent a 

great deal of time rationalizing her feelings about her sexuality to fit into mainstream 

heterosexual ideals. In her mid-twenties, she married a man. When they eventually divorced, 

Danielle described feeling “shook to her core” because she felt she had accepted and done 

everything “right” to fit into the mainstream narrative, and in the end, it did not accept her. 

However, once being emersed in University, Danielle began to discover new language and safer 

spaces to explore her true identity.  



 

 

 

89 

Danielle revealed that she had grown up in a family that perpetuated and enforced 

heteronormative values. While she explored her identity, she came to realize that she had held 

onto feelings of self-contempt and internalized misogyny.  Throughout our interview, Danielle 

clearly articulated how she has let go of the misogynistic thoughts that once invaded her sense of 

self-identity. She said she understands that it is not her that is not “good enough” rather, it is the 

concept of “womxn’s roles and the ideas of patriarchal ownership” that continue to be the 

problem. Danielle reflected on how, in the past, she had held onto these imposed ideas of 

womxn’s roles and what a womxn should be. Danielle expressed that she believes that, as a 

society, we use imposed language from the colonizers, which functions to erase people’s 

identities that live outside of a western binary perspective. These concepts sculpted her into who 

she “should” be instead of who she is. As she moved forward, she began trying to define herself 

outside of this narrow binary parameter and realized that she feels she is neither “woman” nor 

“man.”  Although Danielle still feels that society pressures her to pick one because, as she sees it, 

society only understands an individual by defining them through a gender binary.  

The word Two-Spirit is not necessarily the term Danielle would choose to use for herself. 

Although she did feel she fit the parameters of this study, Danielle also expressed that the label 

“Two-Spirit” has a cultural component to it that she feels shut out from. Due to wanting to live 

on the land where her ancestors are historically from, she found herself transitioning from place 

to place and consequently, she is always left feeling like an “outsider.” Combining this 

transiency with her fair skin, white name, and academic persona causes Danielle to feel like 

ceremonial leaders perceive her as not having ceremonial knowledge or experience. She believes 

this “ups the level of enforcement of protocols that [she is] subject to.”  For her, this has created 

a reluctance to take up the term “Two-Spirit.” 
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Ceremony Attended – First Teachings. Danielle has participated in many different 

ceremonies throughout her life, including talking circles, harvesting medicines, pipe ceremonies, 

sweats, and Sundances. While living in Calgary, Danielle began to participate in sweat 

ceremonies with Elder Sharron. There she was not forced to define any part of her identity and 

never applied a Two-Spirit label to herself. She recalled that the sweat community provided her 

with a safer space to grow and critically reflect on how she was engaging society in gender 

binaries. Once leaving Elder Sharron’s circle and moving to Winnipeg, participation in ceremony 

has been drastically reduced because of Danielle’s feelings of being an “outsider.”  

Other Ceremonies. While Danielle has become more comfortable in her femininity and 

most days presents as a woman, using female pronouns, she still feels disconnected from 

community ceremonies because of notions of gender binaries.  She also feels her gender identity 

has become oppositional and does not want to impose her worldview on the sweatlodge 

ceremony. She perceives protocols to be very gendered, and this gendering has pushed her away 

from ceremony, leaving her isolated from the Indigenous Two-Spirit community. After leaving 

Elder Sharron’s lodge, she explained she has not been able to find the space that allowed her to 

both be who she is and participate in ceremony the way she once had.  

Moreover, it is not just gender binaries that have left her feeling disconnected from 

ceremony. She highlighted other barriers, such as self-doubt, that contribute to her disconnection. 

In particular, Danielle expressed feeling like she has “imposter syndrome” and attributes it to her 

academic work. She said she is decolonizing digital spaces but lacking land-based ceremony, and 

for her, “land is a huge part of understanding Indigenous ways of knowing.”  

Encountered Gender Protocols. When asked about specific gender protocols that she 

has encountered, Danielle compared them to the “enforcement of purity culture.” She believes 
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gender protocols have been internalized in Indigenous culture, and shame and sanitization have 

been added into our stories through Christian influence.  When I sent this summary back to 

Danielle for review, she reflected on the words she used here. It was important for her to give 

more context to what she meant in using this language. She added: 

It’s that I believe that a big part of colonization was the way that Euro Canadian 

anthropologists, writers, sociologists, etc. took traditional stories that held instructions on 

how we (are) relate(d) to each other, how we live together in a good way, and sanitized 

them by removing sexual and body-based humour, by imposing gendered language (s/he 

instead of “that one”), by retelling them in a way that made them “fanciful myths for 

Christian children” and in doing so created a cultural shaming of adults that believe in 

these myths, these ways of knowing and being. For example: To believe in the Rougarou 

is considered akin to belief in the boogie man, rather than a way of understanding the 

necessity of a life’s practices of moderation and respectful indulgence. 

Danielle believes that an imposed settler colonial framework exists within our current Indigenous 

communities, which determines if a womxn is worthy of respect. She described it as settler-

colonial Christian factors “back in a new mask with the same effects” and claimed that it creates 

an insider/outsider dynamic for Indigenous womxn. This unwritten framework expects a “good 

Indigenous womxn” to attend ceremony, gather medicines, bead and sew, and wear a floor-

length ribbon skirt when smudging or in ceremony. Most importantly, Danielle stated: “it 

permits and encourages othering and devaluing of womxn who: participate in (or are not 

proficient in) female-gendered tasks and responsibilities (ceremonial or otherwise), have 

multiple or queered intimate relationships, and struggle with addictions or mental health.”  All 
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these factors seem to be associated with wearing a skirt whereby the “good Indian womxn” 

wears it to signify that she is walking this good way.  

Danielle further reflected that she thinks our society has gone from having colonially 

imposed ideas of “good Indians” to an Indigenous perspective of “good Indians,” which we 

maintain and uphold through community social policing. She explained that we have taken up 

colonial values and mixed them with our traditional teachings, allowing lateral violence to 

manifest itself systemically within our communities. Danielle wanted to be clear that she 

believes behavioural boundaries and protocols are important, but that they also need to be 

coherent with people's own identities. She said in her experience, leaders are assertive about their 

strict gendered protocols, and she is often told, “this is the way that it is, and you will comply.” 

Danielle shared two stories with me to put these statements into context. They included protocols 

about dress and moontime and led to lateral violence and victim-blaming. 

Story #1- Skirts “A ubiquitous indicator of Indigenous femininity.” Danielle first told a 

story about her attempt to attend the Christi Belcourt, Walking With Our Sisters exhibit. This art 

exhibit showcased hundreds of moccasin tops (vamps) made by Indigenous womxn across 

Canada to represent Missing and Murdered Indigenous womxn and Girls (MMIWG). This story 

particularly resonated with me because my mother had a similar experience, and as a response, I 

chose not to attend the exhibit myself.   

Danielle explained that she wanted to view the exhibit but understood that they had set up 

a woman’s protocol around it, making it a requirement for womxn to wear a skirt. Danielle stated 

that she could not do it. It wasn’t because she never wears skirts, but that the message implied 

that her not wearing one would make her seem disrespectful. Danielle only chooses to wear a 

skirt when it is done from her positionality. Danielle explained that even even though she has, 
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spent time educating others about the way that the mistreatment of Indigenous womxn is 

tied to the mistreatment of land and the modification of society, and culture and people 

that comes with an extractive resource and settler-colonial context…I couldn’t bring 

myself to put on a fucking ribbon skirt, just so I could walk through this exhibit. One of 

the biggest problems is that by imposing these protocols on people, we say you are worth 

more if you act this way.  

 Danielle does not believe that wearing a skirt equals higher worth. She said this pressure to 

conform is part of the “reason womxn are going missing! Because womxn don’t act the way that 

settler-colonial society expects them to act”. Danielle said that our queerness is built into us as 

Indigenous people, and historically there is an openness about sexuality. In our current colonized 

place, skirt protocol is trying to reinforce safety and belonging but instead producing the 

opposite message, “if you do not comply - you are not welcome.”   

Unfortunately, the impact of this skirt requirement meant that Danielle did not get to 

view the exhibit because she chose to remain true to her personal protocols and values.  Overall, 

the exhibit intended to bring people together to share a message about the traumatic state our 

Indigenous sisters are in because of violence and create a space to love and care for our womxn. 

But how do we include our community of womxn in this if some of them are turned away? 

Danielle clearly stated the obvious contradiction in this. As part of our reciprocal dialogue, I 

shared my mother’s story with Danielle.  

My mother’s story was similar to Danielle’s. Only while Danielle had previous 

knowledge about the skirt protocol and was able to choose not to attend, firmly grounded in her 

values, my mother had no prior knowledge. She had full expectations to be welcomed into the 

space as herself. However, once there, they let her know she could not view the exhibit unless 
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she followed the skirt protocol. My mother broke down. She was ushered to the back room of the 

exhibit in tears and told why a skirt was essential to wear, why it is tradition, and why she could 

only go in if she respected all the missing and murdered womxn by complying to put on a skirt. 

They offered her a skirt to borrow and held it there in front of her. My mother responded that 

skirt-wearing is not one of her teachings. She shared some of her Two-Spirit teachings with 

them, hoping they would learn that other protocols also need to be respected. But they would not 

hear her, and she left heartbroken, not able to view the beadwork and pay her respects to the 

memory of the womxn we have lost. I remember my mother telling this story, and I could see the 

tears well up in her eyes once again. It was not just that she was not allowed to walk the exhibit 

like the other womxn; she was not allowed to show up as herself and knew that others would not 

be able to show up as themselves. There was no space made for them to be accepted in their 

gender and sexual identities. She seemed to ruminate on this, and it greatly impacted her. She felt 

distraught that she could not change the exhibit coordinators' minds to be inclusive and accepting 

of Two-Spirit people and allow them space to walk true to themselves.  

Danielle added that it remains important to speak out and continue to re-tell our stories 

and that change will only come if we push back and use language that encourages discourse. 

Terms such as “lateral violence” could cause people to shut down because no one wants to be 

labelled violent. Danielle and I both came to understand that we need to find a balance in our 

language that is both direct and truthful and allows people to hear the message without becoming 

defensive. Danielle felt it was important to continue to use terms such as lateral violence when 

speaking to systemic ideas and not about any one person in particular.  

Danielle used the word “oppositional” to describe herself and considers this word 

valuable because it allows her to  
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challenge the way that we do things and think about things in a turned-over way. If you 

change the lens, or the box, or the perspective, or the way that you approach something, 

you have a better understanding, like you can see it from multiple angles. And I think that 

that’s an important role. 

In her experience, she has only observed other Two-Spirit’s come to ceremony as womxn who 

follow women’s gender protocols. Danielle has never seen Two-Spirit womxn enter ceremony in 

anything other than a skirt except at Elder Sharron’s lodge. In reflection, Danielle highlighted, 

“there is value in living a life that is consciously in relation with identity,” it is valuable to 

reconstruct and re-learn our ideas about gender.  

Story #2 – Victim Blaming (fear-based enforcement). Danielle’s second story recalls a 

time when protocol led to harm rather than protection.  During her time as a student, she went 

sage picking with the Native student center at her University. Before this, she had harvested 

medicines dressed in her jeans and boots, always following basic reciprocity protocols. However, 

this group insisted that she wear a skirt in order to participate. Initially, Danielle felt 

uncomfortable and felt wearing a skirt in the bush was impractical because it is hard to move and 

constantly gets caught on things. But after some thought, she decided to comply and joined the 

group to go harvesting. While there, she stepped on an underground wasp’s nest, which filled her 

skirt full of wasps. Daniele was stung about six or seven times before she could eventually get 

her skirt up and the wasps out. The result was that she had to take multiple types of 

antihistamines, and doctors considered epinephrine to bring down the swelling she had endured 

for days. She now swells every time she gets stung. Danielle said if she had stood by her 

personal teachings and refused to wear a skirt, then she most likely would have seen where she 
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was stepping, or the very least been able to run away from the wasps and only be stung once or 

twice.  

Additionally, on Danielle’s ride home, one of the womxn told her that “bad things happen 

to us when we don’t properly embrace our identities.” Danielle recalls that she has had a number 

of Indigenous womxn in esteemed community positions that reinforce this victim-blaming 

mentality. For instance, she was told that her husband was cheating on her because she washed 

her laundry with his. The womxn said it’s “because a womxn’s energy is too powerful, and if 

you wash the men’s laundry with it, it makes them promiscuous.” Ultimately Danielle is to 

blame for her husband’s infidelity, and he does not need to take responsibility.  

Danielle concluded that victim-blaming has been a constant message in her interactions 

with Indigenous womxn, and she sees it as restructured patriarchal purity culture rather than 

traditional Indigenous knowledge and ways of being. Ultimately these experiences have changed 

the way Danielle attends ceremony. She described that these protocols are problematic in 

allowing us to live in our identity and stop us from participating in community events and 

ceremonies. Danielle claimed, “now I understand what it costs me to follow protocols when I am 

uncomfortable,” and she is no longer willing to settle for anything less than showing up as her 

true self. However, part of this cost is that Danielle is not currently attending ceremony.  The 

frustrating realization that she does not have a ceremonial space to be herself in brought her to 

tears.  

Displacement. Community members have advised Danielle to tell ceremonial Elders that 

she is Two-Spirit so she can begin to find her place. However, even though Danielle defines 

herself as queer, bi-sexual, non-monogamous, and other labels, she still believes she does not fit 

into the idea of “what womxn should be” and therefore feels disconnected from the Two-Spirit 
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community. She reflects that it could be due to gender protocols and not having the time to 

explore spaces where she may fit. She expressed her desire to connect to the Two-Spirit 

community, stating that so much of the work she does “is rooted in building understanding 

between communities.” Danielle feels that the liminal space she exists in as both a settler 

Canadian and a Métis person demands that she do this kind of work. She believes the work 

would be better grounded if she could participate in ceremony. There is conflict between “the 

queerness of her person” and the gendered protocols of the ceremonies. “They butt up against 

each other in a way that keeps [her] out.” And she is left doing this work without community 

guidance.  

The lack of community guidance increases Danielle's criticism, leading to a further 

increase in her sense of “imposter syndrome,” which leaves her relying on digital spaces rather 

than land-based learning to gain traditional knowledge. She is left feeling isolated from land-

based ceremony, which is devastating because she understands that land is a distinct part of 

building an understanding of Indigenous people and the inherent relationship with the land.  

Responses to Experiences. Danielle has learned that Two-Spirit people must find their 

own ways to create safe space. “There is a lot of homophobia in Indigenous communities as a 

result of colonial violence and trauma, and it often carries over into ceremony…it’s not just 

homophobia…it’s a phobia of non-conformity.” To be included, you may need to “out” yourself, 

and the response is a gamble. The space may not be free of homophobia, and there may be a 

need to leave once you have made yourself vulnerable. Danielle, who does not wish to be in an 

unsafe space, needs to find out before attending a ceremony if it is queer-friendly to avoid 

discomfort and potential lateral violence. One way Danielle has done this is to look at the 

language included on the invitation (for public sweats, advertised through schools and other 
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organizations). She says that posters must look welcoming and state that homophobia will not be 

tolerated. She said these ceremonial spaces are ideal because they offer safety for LGBTQ 

people and become helpful spaces for allies to learn respect for all people.  

Danielle determined that if she cannot find a queer-friendly ceremony but is in desperate 

need of healing, she will prepare to present herself as a cis, straight female. Presenting this way 

is not her common practice as it creates further feelings of displacement.  Her ideal ceremony 

would only ask participants to practice general protocols that offer choices based on how 

participants self-identify and not include any gender-specific protocols. Danielle said that by 

holding onto our current gender protocols, we extract personal information about womxn, such 

as our moontime cycles, which leaves us in vulnerable positions where others gain the ability to 

police us. Furthermore, we push away our teachings of non-interference. Non-interference is the 

framework for learning from others, observing other ways of knowing, and being ourselves 

within our relationships. She said that for her, there is conflict between cultural protocols and 

personal protocols. We all come to be in relationship with ceremony, the land (space), the 

ceremonial leader, and Creator. She remarked,  

I am part of that relationship too, and must honour myself…Each individual carries 

lessons, and by honouring yourself in ceremony, you’re learning to value the knowledge 

that your life is creating.  And in being in relationship with your community in ceremony, 

you teach other people to honour that too. And I worry that holding onto protocols too 

tightly, we push that learning away. 

Honouring herself means being able to show up as her true self safely. Therefore, the impact of 

gender protocols for Danielle is that she is currently not attending ceremony with others.  
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Level 3 Witnessing: Being a Witness in the Process of Witnessing the Testimonies of Others 

- Participant Digital Stories 

In the second part of Level 2 of the witnessing framework, participants were invited to share 

their experiences using digital storytelling. This option provided the rigour needed to keep me 

relationally accountable to my participants and share their voices through their own means with 

academia and the greater Indigenous community.  

Participant #1 – Alycia. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PtRwKG5FUN8 

 

Alycia begins her video with self-identity and uses her Cree language. She speaks to what 

safety feels like for her and that she had found it with Elder Sharron. Within that feeling of 

safety, she contemplates who she is as a Two-Spirit womxn.  She speaks to how her 

understanding of her identity has shifted and the influences of those shifts. Then she moves into 

memories of unsafety. She directly points out that protocols that enforce ribbon and skirt 

wearing, sitting locations and positions, and emotional monitoring harm her. She reflects and 

responds with statements such as “this is not who I am, I will not be told otherwise, and it is not 

my job to teach others why.” She grounds herself, much like she did in her conversational 

dialogue, that she is free to choose where she goes and if she stays or leaves. She again comes 

back to identity and claims that if she is not free to be herself – free from a gender binary and an 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PtRwKG5FUN8
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enforced presentation of a “version” of herself that is untrue, she will not attend. She deliberately 

reminds the viewer that searching for ceremony is the path for many urban Indigenous peoples. 

As we are searching within the city, we need to remember that the medicine is inside us. Images 

include her poetry, words of empowerment, articles she has written, and pictures of her family. 

The video shows how outspoken and passionate she is about the topic. The sound of her voice is 

poetic, and the songs are prayer songs sung by Elder Sharron. Her message is direct. There is no 

mistaking where she stands on the issue, and she is displaying how she pushes back and stands 

up for what she believes in. She is firm and grounded in who she is in her identity. 

Participant #2 – Sarah. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rwHrO3gismE 

 

Sarah begins by describing her journey. She does not disclose her identity or any details that 

could identify what she is directly referring to. You could only fully understand this video if first 

given context. She explains that she is searching for others like her, and when she cannot visibly 

see them, she moves into hiding herself and paying attention to how she should behave, act, and 

dress to fit in and remain “unnoticed.” The imagery shown reflects her message of continually 

searching for something through landscapes that draw the viewer's eyes into the distance. She 

speaks of “towing the line” and “following the course” presumably, this is determined for her, 

and she feels she is rushing to get there but finding herself lost. She brings herself back to her 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rwHrO3gismE
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grandmother and grounds herself to express her need, “if only there was a space for me to feel 

whole.” Sarah’s voice is gentle and calming throughout the video, and in the background, she 

sings a song. The video has a storytelling feel to it, where the viewer is guided to imagine her 

rushing about to grab her moccasins but still feeling dizzy and lost. Although the video is short, 

the impact is significant, and the viewer is left feeling a yearning for place. Sarah’s message is 

more in-direct than Alycia’s. Sarah is in a place of searching – a personal journey – and not yet 

ready to go into the world and fight. She is moving slowly but ready to consider what she is 

comfortable claiming about her identity and responsibilities. 

Participant #3 – Danielle. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vt2z739TZlY  

 
 

Danielle begins her video by highlighting the many facets of her identity and then 

parallels this with place (Calgary) and the many names and ways Calgary is identified. It is a 

beautiful example of how we come to see people, places, and things from multiple perspectives 

and how language changes accordingly. She then walks us through other places where she feels a 

connection and the places her family has come from. She speaks to how these places hold her 

spirit and connect her to her ancestors. The fiddle music and the images of the infinity flag 

remind the viewer that she is grounded in her Métis roots. She then shares her journey into 

ceremony, the roles she has taken on, and how ceremony has led her to help others in the 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vt2z739TZlY
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community. There is a jarring shift from beautiful connection and freedom to a discloser of how 

strict gender protocols and monitoring has created “a smaller circle” for Danielle. There is a 

feeling of loss, and the viewer is left feeling Danielle’s heartache about not having a place in 

ceremony. The last image of a path leading to water is powerful. It seems to represent Danielle’s 

fluidity and shows that she is still searching into the distance for something. There is a paradox 

feeling for the viewer between the still water and its enormity. It produces a feeling that is both 

calming and overwhelming.  

Summary 

The most apparent difference between the participants' reciprocal dialogues and what they 

chose to share independently through personal digital stories was a focus on their identity rather 

than specific impacts of gender protocols. While they still spoke to the impacts, there was a real 

sense in all three stories of longing for acceptance within their gender identities and sexualities 

and a need to find their places within ceremony. This realization changed the course of the 

project from an assumed simple call-to-action for Elders to stop using gender protocols to 

acknowledging and speaking about the complex factors surrounding the impacts of gender 

protocols. These impacts are founded on a need for community and ceremonial acceptance of 

gender and sexual identities and cultural resurgence of Two-Spirit teachings. Once gender and 

sexuality acceptance is addressed, changes to protocols should begin automatically. Had I not 

invited participants to share their personal stories, free from the limits of my conversation guide, 

the underlying catalyst for community change and healing may not have been identified.  
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Chapter 6 – Findings: “Heal. So We Don’t Have Another Generation of Trauma Passing 

Itself Off as Culture” 

-(Instagram quote, author unknown, February 23, 2019) 

Identity - Did Sky Womxn name herself?   

According to my family’s oral history, the world as we know it began when Sky womxn 

fell from the sky. The animals gathered to help Sky womxn, who was an unidentified being. The 

animals had no expectations, no judgements, and no protocols. Sky womxn decided how they 

would walk in this new world, how they would interact with the other beings, and how they 

would raise their child. In this process, they began to create their identity. We are all responsible 

for creating our self-identity. It is the core of who we are. From there, we begin to attach our 

values. From our values, our norms and customs are developed in relationship with others. 

Sometimes we are free to explore who we are as soon as we are born into this world; other times, 

people attempt to mould and define our identities for us. In the latter instances, self-identity can 

become a journey of exploration and questioning long into adulthood. As a researcher, I set out 

to hear the personal experiences of Two-Spirit womxn with gender protocols in ceremony. While 

I did hear these experiences, none of them came without first discussing personal identity. 

Thomas King said, “the truth about stories is that’s all that we are” (King, 2003, p.1), and I 

believe that we begin all our stories by grounding ourselves in our identities.   

Identity must be self-determined, but there are generalizations that people within Western 

society tend to commonly make. For instance, when linking the three participants and myself, I 

could generalize parts of our identities. We are all similar in age, we are all mixed-blood 

Indigenous and Caucasian, and when it comes to sexuality, none of us have specific gender 

preferences for choosing our partners. Using mainstream language, people may place labels on 
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us, such as bi or pansexual. But these generalizations encompass identities that live in a box and 

may be easily checked by others when they observe us. Throughout this study, what became 

abundantly clear is that all four of us know there is much more context to each of our identities 

outside those boxes and none of us wish to be labelled by common generalizations.   

When I asked the participants about their experiences with gender protocols, I was 

consistently redirected by them to discuss their identities as Two-Spirit people first. They wanted 

to discuss what it meant for them and how they felt pressure to label themselves or allow others 

to label them based on a binary gender spectrum. Self-identification was not the focus of this 

study. Still, it became the foundation for our critical reflection on how we experience gender 

protocols. Therefore, self-identity had to be discussed in great depth. It became essential to seek 

out the language needed that defined each of us personally and situate ourselves within, or 

outside of, the context of gender and sexuality.  

Conversations of self-identity moved us away from sharing experiences in ceremony and 

into a more holistic look at our personal experiences as Two-Spirit beings in general. Alex 

Wilson claimed that we must challenge the “entrenched binaries and hierarchies related to 

gender and sexuality” (as cited in Laing, 2018, p. 61). Wilson described that in Cree culture, “our 

language does not gender people, but of course we have descriptive terms for “man” and 

“woman.” The existence of those words does not mean that we only acknowledge two genders in 

general. Rather, they are terms that mark specific gender positions on a continuum” (as cited in 

Laing, 2018, p. 61). This teaching caused me to wonder, did Sky Womxn name themself? Or did 

someone else label them “woman”? Was their name adapted when the story was told in the 

English language? All four of us are journeying to discover where we position ourselves on this 

continuum and to break free from the pressures of binarizing our gender and sexual identities. I 
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discovered that this is the first step in addressing gendered protocols within ceremony. We must 

first know and accept ourselves, and then we can begin to introduce who we are to others and 

find our places within the community.   

After addressing the needs of the participants to identify gender and sexuality for 

themselves and acknowledging that the use of Western language and definitions were 

problematic throughout the study, I was able to proceed with conversations about the 

participant's experiences with gender protocols and their impacts.   

Experiences of Gender Protocols  

Conversations with all three participants were similar. They first talked about their 

identities as being somewhat imposed by others because they presented outwardly as cis-gender 

females. There was a natural connection then to protocols regarding gender roles. Throughout 

the reciprocal dialogues, recurring experiences with specific gender protocols were shared that 

could be grouped into the following themes: enforced gender roles based on gender presentation, 

skirt requirements, moontime restrictions, and emotional monitoring.  

These recurring experiences caused participants to feel: anger, sadness, shame, 

displacement, and fear. Participants felt anger and sadness because they observed a difference in 

treatment between men and womxn that they felt was unfair. They felt shame, because their 

movements and behaviours were monitored and policed. They felt displaced, because their 

identity was assumed and people imposed gender protocols based on observations. And finally, 

participants felt afraid to talk about their experiences and fearful to accurately identify 

themselves to others. These experiences were further layered with what participants called 

“victim-blaming,” and they spoke in-depth about the barriers to participating and the inability to 

fully heal while in ceremony because they could not present their identities truthfully. 
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Anger and Sadness 

Participants felt angry and sad when they were monitored during ceremony. They stated it 

did not feel fair because the male participants were not monitored. Men were allowed to greet the 

Elders and show respect while womxn were ushered away to put on a skirt. It made the 

participants angry and sad because they felt invisible and worthless. Participants expressed 

feeling like they were less of a person unless they were wearing something specific. As if a skirt 

defined their worth.  

Shame 

 The participants reported being monitored and told exactly how and where to sit. They 

recalled feeling shamed if they did not comply, wheras they observed that the men were allowed 

to sit however they were comfortable. Particiapants said being monitored made them feel like 

womxn are the only causes of harm in ceremonies. To be told that their “womanly energy” is 

harmful, but that “manly energy” is not, felt unjust. And to be told it is because women are more 

powerful, felt like a shameful excuse to continue enforcing restrictions on only womxn – not a 

blessing to be thankful for. 

Displacement 

Participants felt displaced when they were told what to wear or how to sit because no one 

asked them about how they self-identify. Their identity was assumed. This made them feel 

closed off because they had the impression that people do not want to know them. They 

repeatedly expressed that they felt as though they do not have a “place” in the circle where they 

fit, and they did not feel like they belong.  
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Fear 

The participants shared stories of how gender protocols created fear and made them feel 

blamed for the bad things that happened to them for non-compliance, such as upsetting the 

spirits, being cheated on, or being stung by wasps. Additionally, participants spoke about their 

encounters with, and fear of, homophobia and instances where they felt pressured to “come out” 

and risk other expected harms, such as being treated negatively and being rejected from 

ceremony entirely. 

Overall, participants confirmed that these instances of enforced gender protocols and 

forced conformity could be identified as values belonging to the colonial Western patriarchal 

system in combination with a history of heavy Christian influence. To their knowledge, rules and 

protocols pertaining to specific binary genders – male and female only - are not traditional 

practices.   

Impacts of Gender Protocols  

Personal 

The participants infered that how they self identity is unimportant to others. Participants 

expect that when they attend ceremonies, they will be forced to comply with gender protocols 

based on their physical appearance. When taking part in ceremonies, participants felt a recurring 

diminished sense of self, leading them to feel as though they are invisible. In some instances, 

participants wish to remain invisible so that they do not bring attention to themselves as “other”. 

Part of this, is fearing that they will seem disrespectful to the leader(s) by bringing attention to 

the impacts of being mis-labeled.  The perceived threat of becoming visible, is that in doing so, 

they risk homophobic responses and would no longer feel a sense of belonging.  
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Functional 

There is a deep contrast between the participants personal and functional impacts. Whereas 

the personal impacts create a diminished sense of self and feelilngs of invisibility causing a 

reluctance to become visible, the functional impacts highlight how remaining invisibile could 

cause other harms because participants are not presenting as true versions of themselves.  If 

participants cannot be themselves in the ceremony and it leads to anger, sadness, shame, 

displacement, and fear, then they cannot be present in the moment. To heal, we must let go of the 

thoughts in our heads – our egos- and be present in the moment to connect with Creator. If 

participants are not present, they cannot connect spiritually. The overall threat for Two-Spirit 

participants is that they will not be able to engage fully in the healing process they need. Not 

being able to heal presents a huge functional dilema, as all people need healing to move forward 

and grow. Healing allows a person to become the best versions of themselves and live their best 

lives. The pervieved threat of remaining invisible, is that in doing so, they will not be able to be 

fully present in the ceremony and cannot improve themselves through a culturally appropriate 

means.  

Relational 

The primary purpose for ceremony is healing. Secondary purposes include connection to 

land, teachings, and social interactions. Ceremony fulfills a large socialization aspect for 

community members. Some teachings I have been given say that once you hold knowledge it is 

your responsibility to share it, inclusive of the whole community regardless of who participants 

are. In many current cerermonial spaces, ceremonial leaders and their helpers are not supporting 

healing to their full potential because they are not using inclusive language and reflecting on the 

impacts of gender roles for gender and sexually diverse participants. By not being fully inclusive 
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and accepting, leaders are limiting Two-Spirit participants’ ability to get the holistic (mental, 

emotional, physical and spiritual) healing they need.  Without inclusive language and protocols, 

Two-Spirit participants are not connecting to the land, teachings, or people while in ceremony, 

leaving them feeling displaced from their community’s ceremonial circle and also limiting them 

from living up to their full potential.  

Community 

Historically, Indigenous communities have been collectively run systems where each 

person in the community is valued and is believed to have a specific role and purpose. Vine 

Deloria Jr. (2006) described Indigenous communal living as a biosphere. He claimed that if each 

individual: human, animal, and plant, operates at “its maximum positive potential” then the 

community “should produce a fruitful and fulfilled planet if every creature does its best to fulfill 

all its possibilies” (p. xxx). Through this lens, it is the responsibility of each person to live up to 

their full potential and contribute to the overall well-being of the group. We are all connected.  

When we enter into ceremony, we draw on our traditional teachings which cannot be 

separated from how we used to live as a collective society. The teachings are entrenched in our 

ways of knowing, being, and doing. When we shift away from practicing acceptance of all 

people, we stray from our traditional teachings. Being connected, means how we feel about and 

choose to act in a situation has effects on the whole community. Therefore it is our responsibility 

to mindfully engage with others and be inclusive of the whole community to be effective.  

Responses to Gender Protocols 

Participants reported a variety of responses, including: participating while being 

emotionally harmed, avoidance, compliance, disclosing self-identity, and pushing back or refusal 

to comply. Problems were both mental and emotional for the participants only, without the 
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leaders being aware of the conflict, and behavioral, where the participants displayed discomfort 

with protocols through their actions. I assume that many Elders are in a state of conflict with 

Two-Spirit participants without even knowing they are. 

Specifically, Alycia said her responses depend on the day and how she is feeling, but 

overall felt she should get to choose how she presents herself physically and being told to 

comply makes her want to resist. She stated that men don’t have to change and that, ultimately, 

skirt-wearing is a Roman Catholic practice, although this is never acknowledged in ceremony. 

Sarah said she feels uncomfortable wearing skirts and other gender conformity practices, such as 

only being able to reach out to women for learning and spoke to how it did not necessarily reflect 

who she was. She does, however, regularly comply while keeping quiet so that she can feel like 

she is acting appropriately, which contributes to her overall sense of belonging. Danielle said that 

she resists being told what to wear and how to act based on gender, so much so that it often 

limits her participation in ceremony because she is not willing to give up her decision-making 

power.   

The most impactful story was hearing Sarah talk about how she is so fixed on appearing 

as if she follows all the rules that it limits her spirit from feeling connected to the ceremony itself 

and taking part in the healing process. Sarah is not the first person I have encountered who is 

unable to participate in ceremony as themselves. However, until my conversational dialogue with 

her, I had not reflected on the idea that the lack of completely being yourself while participating 

could lead to an inability to heal.   

There was a common feeling for all participants that enforced gender protocols, whether 

emotional, physical, or mental, caused them to feel as if they could not heal while in ceremony. 

This barrier to healing directly correlates to feelings of acceptance and influences the rate of 
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participation. See Figure 2, where the visual continuum shows that as feelings of gender and 

sexual identity acceptance increase, so does participation in ceremony and the participants’ 

ability to heal. Likewise, a lower acceptance rate can cause feelings of rejection and fear, leading 

to non-participation, avoidance of ceremonial participation, or conformity to gender protocols 

that cause varying levels of discomfort and possible harm. Those who situate themselves in the 

middle of the spectrum and choose to “out” themselves either risk being unaccepted and fall 

back down to one of the lower levels or become accepted in their true gender and sexual identity 

and feel safe enough to begin the healing process. 
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Figure 4  

The Gender and Sexuality Acceptance Scale 

Note. Created by Barbra Horsefall, March 4, 2021© to show the correlation between gender and 

identity acceptance and participation and ability to heal in traditional Indigenous ceremonies. 

 

Additionally, gender acceptance is a holistic need and should not just be argued for in 

relation to ceremony. When I showed this visual to my transgender son, he reflected that the 

spectrum reminded him of his experience in other parts of his life outside of ceremony. For 
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example, he said he could easily replace “participation in ceremonies” with “participation in 

school” and “ability to heal” with “ability to learn.” This parallel further confirms that we need 

to release our notions of gender binaries in every aspect of our community because it will allow 

us to move away from the influences of colonization, Christianity, hierarchy, hegemony, and 

patriarchal systems and allow us to fully take part in society and reach our individual potentials.   

Unexpected Finding   

An unexpected research finding was the practice and impact of emotional monitoring. 

Alycia recalled instances where she was told, by male ceremonial leaders, not to cry because 

“the sprits don’t “appreciate” crying.” While I do not see this protocol as directed explicitly at 

Two-Spirit people, it is linked to gender. It was addressed as a harmful practice and further 

impacted the participants' ability to heal while in ceremony. The disclosure that some male 

leaders emotionally monitor female participants caused me to reflect on and draw from my own 

teachings and experiences to increase my understanding of where this could have originated 

from.   

As previously mentioned, I grew up in the sweatlodge with a Two-Spirit mother who 

taught us that water is our first medicine, and that crying will heal us. She said, “never be afraid 

to cry, it is a letting go of sadness, and the tears will help wash it away.” As a result, I often 

heard others crying in the lodge. Later in life, when I met my Cree spouse, I could see that he 

became visibly upset when I cried. When I asked him about this, he said that he never saw the 

women in his family cry, and to him, a strong Cree womxn shows no emotion. Over the years, as 

we discussed this, we began to understand that the pattern of not showing emotion originates 

from our relatives’ experiences in residential schools, where children survived unspeakable 
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abuses by managing to bravely hold their heads up, disconnected from emotion.  (Williams, B., 

as cited in Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 20). 

One of our elderly female family members who attended residential school avoids 

discussing her experiences and rarely cries or hugs. Her face most often presents a flat affect 

unless there is humour, then she laughs a lot, and her whole face lights up. I think about the 

stereotypes of Indigenous peoples in old movies where we are shown as “stoic” and “stern-

looking.” Lack of showing emotions is not a traditional practice but, in many ways, has become 

part of our current communal identity. A lack of emotion is not necessarily a terrible sign 

because it also speaks to the fact that we are, and continue to be, survivors of colonialism and 

attempted cultural genocide. This lack of emotion can be seen as a direct biological result of 

experinceing mass trauma and as a coping mechanism.   

Stories from our Elders offer insight on how Indigenous womxn were affected by the 

abuses they suffered in places such as residential schools or foster homes. An Anishinaabe friend 

of mine travels with his Elderly mother who attended residential school to share her experiences 

with others. I have listened to their presentation a few times, and it is an example of how 

residential school survivors can experience emotional detachment because of the unfathomable 

childhood trauma they endured. The Elder shares an experience of speaking her language and 

being harmed by a nun for it. Her focus remains on the most positive aspects possible. She 

describes details of being allowed into the nun’s room, a privilege that no other student had, and 

being able to see how the nun had placed her furniture and other belongings. As she recalls these 

images, her son fills in the story's gaps as to how she was harmed, why she was in the room, and 

the long-term mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual effects. The story is difficult to hear 
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because the Elder endured significant physical abuse. What astounded me the most was how the 

Elder coped by emotionally detaching herself from the painful memories.   

Both examples show instances where Indigenous womxn avoid emotion as a coping 

mechanism. It is not simply because they believe that if they do not express the hurt, they will 

not have to feel it. In many cases, the pain is too much to bear and the trauma they experienced 

as children has produced psychological damage. “There is extensive evidence that trauma in 

early life impairs the development of the capacities of maintaining interpersonal relationships, 

coping with stressful stimuli, and regulating emotion”(Schore, 2001, p. 208). Emotional 

regulation or detachment is a biological result of early childhood neglect, abuse, malnourishment 

(Schore, 2001), and other trauma Indigneous peoples have faced while attending residential 

schools. They are not healthy coping practices. Children “who experience chronic relational 

trauma too frequently forfeit potential opportunities for socio-emotional learning during critical 

periods of right brain development” (Schore, 2001, p. 209), leading to a “lack of adaptive 

capacity, an incapacity to shift strategies in the face of environmental 

Demands” (Schore, 2001, p. 210). 

These unhealthy coping strategies are not needed within safe spaces such as traditional 

ceremonies. However, emotional detachement is present because of the ongoing detrimental 

effects the abuse has had on the brain function of residential school survivors, and the continuing 

effects of intergenerational trauma19.  As described by the participants, the lack of showing 

 
19 Intergenerational trauma is defined as, “trauma experiences [that] are often transmitted across 

generations, affecting the children and grandchildren of those that were initially victimized” (Bombay et al., 2009, p. 

6). For more information see, Bombay, A., Matheson, K., & Anisman, H. (2009). Intergenerational trauma: 

Convergence of multiple processes among First Nations peoples in Canada. International Journal of Indigenous 

Health, 5(3), 6-47. 
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emotions has become part of some ceremonial environments and protocols. In some instances, 

enforced emotional restraint is passed down through the generations as if they are supposed to be 

our teachings. Again, much of our ceremony today continues to be impacted by imposed 

Christianity and Western colonization. And like Alycia says, we are not talking about it. Instead, 

we continue to show respect to our Elders, as we have been taught, by listening to them – which 

is a foundational teaching and needed. However we are not reflecting on where the protocols and 

rules come from.  When we do not talk about their Christian influence or how they were born 

from a response to mass trauma, we begin to change our old teachings, see our stories 

differently, and mistake our current practices as our original ones.   
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Chapter 7 - Call to Action: Kitahkamêyimonaw (we persevere) 

"being i am two spirit and i am still learning my role, there are so many diversions along 

the way to keep us from our true role in life, our obligation to grow into the Elders we're meant 

to be. i am maturing now, and even though i sometimes feel like i'm twelve years old, i know 

there're people who look to me for guidance and witnessing"  

(Proulx-Turner 2008, p. 5) 

 

I, along with my participants are Two-Spirit community members who have attended various 

ceremonies in and around the City of Calgary. As the researcher, I took the role of both listener 

and contributor within the project. This project has been a journey of what I have called 

witnessing, reflection, and convergence through story. I began by witnessing myself through 

sharing a digital story, situating myself and explaining why this project was important to me and 

inviting participants to share their experiences. I then became a witness in the process of sharing 

testimony through conversational dialogues. Finally, I became a witness in the process of 

witnessing the testimonies of others through watching participants’ personal digital stories. 

These three levels of witnessing caused me to move into a deep reflection on how I could begin 

to motivate Elders to create more inclusive and safe ceremonial spaces.  

I propose a call-to-action to ask ceremonial leaders to 1) consider and reflect on the language 

and  gender protocols they maintain, and 2) work to make their ceremonies more inclusive and 

safer for all participants. I suggest they can do this by being curious, open, and more accepting of 

how people self-identify. They can learn new language that supports a wider variety of gender 

and sexually diverse identities. They can reflect on how our Indigenous languages and old stories 

recognized and accepted gender fluidity. Leaders may be motivated by hearing the experiences 

of urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn with ceremony and how gendered protocols impact these 

experiences. I will share these experiences through a convergent voice video made with my 
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participants. The hope is that it will foster deeper insights for all those involved, and promote 

understanding and future acceptance of all people within ceremonies.  

The call-to-action is intended to be inclusive of the whole ceremonial community which 

includes: the ceremonial leaders and their helpers who provide the ceremonies and maintain 

adherence to the needed protocols; the regular participants who attend ceremonies to support the 

community through praying for themselves and others and; Indigenous urban Two-Spirit people 

who wish to (fully) participate. It may also include other urban Indigenous or non-Indigenous 

community members who are not currently participating but may in the future. They are 

observing and listening to those who are participating.  

Understanding Other Perspectives 

Elders/Leaders  

The ceremonial leaders most likely feel that it is significantly important for them to adhere to 

the proper protocols they way that they were taught. It is believed that there is a reason for doing 

things a certain way and the protocols provide lessons on how to live in a good way. The leaders 

would not want to stray away from practices that constantly reinforce ancestral teachings.  

Helpers  

It is important for the helpers to do as the Elders and ceremonial leaders ask them to do, 

which shows that they have the utmost respect for them. They have a responsibility to make sure 

others learn how to show respect at all times as well. Part of teaching respect comes from 

following the protocols set out by the Elder or ceremonial leader. Helpers would feel distraught 

if participants refused to follow the protocols asked of them. In fact, they could perceive protocol 

refusal as a great disrespect to both themselves and to the leaders.  
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Regular Participants  

Most participants would find it important to know what to expect when they attend a 

ceremony. Regular participants would feel that familiarity and consistency are significant factors 

in putting them at ease. Regular participants would want to contribute to the overall creation of a 

positive community, as ceremony also fulfills a social aspect for Indigenous peoples. They 

would make it a priority to share their knowledge with others, to assist them know what to expect 

to feel at ease. This would reinforce the desire for consistent and familiar protocols. Having the 

familiar protocols challenged or changed could create discomfort and confusion for regular 

participants.  

Urban Indigenous 2S Participants  

The Urban Indigeous Two-Spirit participants desire to be accepted. They want to feel like 

they have a place in community where they belong. They want to be respectful of cultural 

teachings and of the Elder or ceremonial leader. They do not want to be seen as creating a 

problem or issue. They are there to pray for themselves and others and want to find a way to do 

that.  

Other urban Indigenous or non-Indigenous community members (not currently participating)  

Others, who are not currently participating in ceremony may be waiting to see if it is 

okay for them to attend. Hearing the experiences of others would be significant, positive or 

negative, to give them a sense of what they could expect and when and where may be a good 

time or place to do so.   

Barriers and Resistance to Change 

“on the other side are the correlatives for a balanced life: education, process & ceremony” 

(Proulx-Turner, 2008, p. 37) 
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From the onset of this research, this project seemed relatively simple, gender protocols 

harm people. If leaders could only just be “more inclusive,” Two-Spirit people would begin to 

feel more comfortable and participate more in ceremony. Realistically, expecting community 

members to receive this message and take action is more complex after considering possible 

barriers or resistance to change.  

There could be a reluctance for ceremonial leaders (particularly male leaders) and their 

helpers to give up their sense of power within a system that provides them with privilages. 

Maintaining control over others through imposing gendered protocols is one coping mechanism 

that men use to survive and sustain their gendered benefits within the larger Western society. 

Simpson (2017) calls for Indigenous men to: 

see that they have been targeted by white men working strategically and persistently to 

make allies out of Indigenous men, with clear rewards for those who come into white 

masculinity imbued with heteropatriarchy and violence, in order to infiltrate our 

communities and nations with heteropatriarchy and then to replicate it through the 

generations, with the purpose of destroying our nations and gaining easy access to our 

land (p. 93)     

As previously discussed in chapters two and three, Indigneous peoples face intersectional 

oppressions. Being Indigenous puts us at a societal disadvantage where we are placed on a lower 

level on the colonial hierarchical ladder. Having a hierarchical power system imposed on us has 

created further oppressions such as internalized racism, sexism, and homophobia that was not 

historically present in our communities.  In my experience, oppression often leads people to feel 

as if they need to conform to the group in power and ostracize those who are not, so they can feel 
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a sense of belonging. In this type of system it means that only a few hold positions of power and 

the rest do not. Power therefore is connected to conformity and becomes something to protect.  

So, why then would people concern themselves with changing something that strays 

away from conformity?  As Sarah highlighted, some urban Indigenous people feel disconnected 

from their cultural traditions, and when they do find that ceremonial “place,” they will work hard 

to fit in. I can imagine how it feels for cis-straight women who find their place within ceremony 

when they put on that beautiful ribbon skirt - a visual identifier for cultural belonging -and 

instantly experience acceptance. But for those who would experience dysphoria from wearing a 

skirt, this protocol which serves to enhance belonging, has the opposite effect, and causes more 

harm than help for Two-Spirit people. Gender protocols ask Two-Spirit people to change 

themselves to fit in with the group instead of creating an open space where all people can find 

belonging as their true selves.  Currently, enforcing collective gender and sexual norms creates 

feelings of ease for those who fit into the binary, and the norms do not make space for those who 

fall outside the binary spectrum.  

This reflection reminded me of a recent conversation I had with one of my good friends, 

Michelle. She has a child with autism. She struggles with sending messages to the community 

requesting support with advocating for their needs.  She recently reviewed a study that claimed 

gender dysphoria appears to be more prevalent in the autism spectrum disorder community than 

in the neurotypical one (Coleman-Smith et al., 2020). Furthermore, “many on the Autism 

spectrum do not subscribe to the prevailing binary definitions” (Freed, 2021, para. 2). Michelle 

has observed that behavioural therapy is often provided to children with autism to help them 

better understand social norms. Michelle argues that those social norms are inclusive of gender 
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binaries and could serve to invalidate children who feel gender dysphoria (M. Finley, personal 

communication, March 9, 2021).   

As I imagine having conversations about my research with some ceremonial leaders, I 

anticipate that there might be some unwillingness to reflect on the impact of their protocols, 

because they have the utmost respect for how they have learned their practices and would not 

feel comfortable making changes. They may assert that they will continue to do things this way, 

because they have always been done this way, regardless of whether that is a true statement and 

without critically reflecting on their decision. This could cause ceremonial leaders and their 

helpers to hold onto the belief that the purpose of binary gender protocols is more important than 

their participants’ feelings of safety and acceptance. This belief could then lead ceremonial 

leaders to feel an aversion to listening to the experiences of others, and create a general lack of 

empathy.  

Regardless of the many barriers we Two-Spirit womxn may encounter, it is important 

that Kitahkamêyimonaw (we persevere). Throughout this process, I have personally moved from 

a place of fear into self-empowerment. When I began, I was reluctant to label myself Two-Spirit. 

Through a journey of coming out –– to my family, the community, my Elders –– I have moved 

into a space where I am more truthfully representing my authentic self by reclaiming language 

and releasing myself from gender concepts that cause me harm. I am working to share this 

language with others to become more inclusive of all people. I am questioning where I sit in 

places of privilege and responsibility and considering what actions I might take next in 

contributing to sharing, teaching, offering, and building ceremonial places for an inclusive, 

diverse, and accepting community. I am grounded through the process of sharing my original 

teachings. I am empowered by other research that can confirm our traditional gender fluid ways. 
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I will continue to actively advocate that we continue to increase acceptance of peoples’ gender 

and sexual fluidity and discontinue using strict gender protocols by reflecting on where they 

originate and how they harm people in our community. And I am not alone in my advocacy. The 

storywork video that my participants and I created is our call to action. Our hope is that 

ceremonial members may be motivated to reflect on their practices of inclusion and exclusion by 

hearing the experiences of urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn with ceremony and how 

gendered protocols impact these experiences  

Developing our Convergent Voice 

To prepare for the group work with participants, I created agendas and a PowerPoint 

presentation to share during our online gathering.  I scheduled two initial group meetings. In the 

first meeting, I felt it was important to introduce them to each other and develop a level of 

comfort and relationship. I achieved this by using an icebreaker question, “what is your favourite 

way to spend your free time?” I thought this question would help participants share something 

about themselves and give them a glimpse of who each other are. I then shared The Gender and 

Sexuality Acceptance Scale from chapter 5 and the table What is Needed to Create Safe and 

Inclusive Ceremony?  that I made, based on reviewing the recommendations from participants 

given through our conversational dialogues. Within the table, I added an additional column to 

include my ideas that reflected how I had been influenced in my learnings since beginning the 

project. Each row loosely connected the suggestions from each participant to represent their 

unique contribution as well as their shared perspective. This format provided groupings of four 

suggestions per row.  From them, I created a theme heading for visual ease and determined if all 

themes needed to be addressed equally, or if there was a need to prioritize some over others. The 

themes found included: identity acceptance, comfort, socialization, holistic care, visual 
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markers/no self-disclosure, clear expectations, gender-free spaces, flexible roles, non-violence, 

and other.  

Table 1 

What Is Needed to Create Safe and Inclusive Ceremony 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Created by Barb Horsefall on March 10, 2021©, based on responses from conversational 

dialogues with participants which took place between August 2020 – November 2020.  
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I then offered an option for each participant to share a few words about their digital story 

before we watched them as a group. We watched the digital stories in the same order that I 

conducted the interviews in, beginning with participant #1. We took time after each one to share 

our initial thoughts and comments. The conversation was then opened to review our thoughts 

from both the table and the videos. To support the discussion, I provided a few provocations such 

as “what did we notice?” “what were the similarities or differences?” and “what was 

unexpected?” I took notes on a shared screen as the group discussed. See Table 2 for those 

comments.  

Table 2:  

Discussion  
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I closed the meeting by asking, “is there a collective message that comes to us naturally?” 

Participants summed up what they felt were the main concepts they wished to share and naturally 

delegated parts to themselves to take away and work on. Their summary included:  

● Just because people follow gender protocols doesn’t mean they are comfortable or 

feeling safe. The message they receive is: if you differ, we won’t accept, protect, 

or welcome you. People comply because the cost of isolation is too great 

(speaking specifically to community-led formal ceremony). 

●  Skirts/Shawls, Moontime, Placement. 

● Longing for inclusivity/space/openness (on a path). 

● Urban spaces impact our identities – contemporary feminism, multicultural 

liminal spaces, intersections of identity. 

These questions allowed participants to consider the most important messages to share 

with the greater community about how to create safer and more inclusive ceremonies for Two-

Spirit people. I asked them to come to the next meeting prepared to share what is most important 

for them. I also asked them to bring any visual, audio, or written artifacts that could assist with 

sharing their messages and that could be used in our convergent voice video.  

During our second meeting, we used a sharing circle to begin offering our ideas for what 

could be included in the video. Two participants came with written pieces they wanted to be 

included, and they became the foundation for how we framed the video. We used a storyboard to 

map out the ideas and delegated tasks, such as who would send me certain songs, images, 

memes, etc., that were not already brought to the meeting. I took on creating the actual video and 

created a WhatsApp group chat to all share ideas, photos, audio and provide constant feedback 

while I began the first draft. We also agreed to meet one more time to review the first draft 
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together. The first draft was well accepted by participants who gave a few new suggestions, and I 

revisited the draft to work on the edits. Once complete, I shared the final draft with participants 

through email, and they offered their feedback for edits through the WhatsApp chat before I 

finalized the video. We agreed that unanimous approval would be needed before adding the 

video into the thesis and sharing it with the greater Indigenous community. Unanimous approval 

is essential because we are all equal participants, and all voices need to be heard accurately.  

Call-to-Action: Sharing Storywork with Community 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dSwjGVC9jyo  

 

 

Reflections 

The final video was a convergent voice; however, all the individuals' personalities 

remained present: Danielle's ability to seamlessly parallel her messages with relatable concepts – 

in this instance, food; Alycia's expressive use of poetry mixed with her unapologetic stance; and 

Sarah's humble way of conveying humility and vulnerability through spoken words and song. 

Even though we have all had various experiences, we agreed on the overall messages easily 

because we shared the same sense of loss, longing, and disconnection. Throughout the video 

creation, I wavered back and forth on whether I should be including more of my own voice or 

ideas. I eventually decided that I had spoken more than enough throughout the written portion of 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dSwjGVC9jyo
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this project. And because I had gathered the data, organized it and shared it back with the group, 

I felt that my ideas had already influenced and penetrated the group thought enough. We talked 

about my contributions at length during our meetings, and the participants were open to whatever 

I decided. They agreed that they felt my voice was present even if I chose not to speak. In the 

end, I felt it was best to offer more space for the voices of my participants to be heard, and I 

included myself in the video by contributing to group conversations, adding my personal images, 

and lending my voice for an honour song.  

My presence is observable in the finished video. The viewer is taken on a five-minute 

visual journey connected to one of Calgary’s urban ceremonial places, the Nose Hill Sun Wheel. 

The viewer symbolically becomes part of the journey as they join me in walking the path of a 

Two-Spirit womxn searching for safe and inclusive ceremony.  I am the image walking and 

finding my way, while my participants use their voices to share experiences and make 

recommendations.  Viewers hear how we, Two-Spirit womxn, feel disconnected. They learn 

what we need and what can be done to create more inclusive ceremony, and they are offered a 

poetic glimpse of what safe ceremony can look like. Images of all four of us are included to wrap 

us into one holistic convergent voice. 

Critical Reflexivity   

It was necessary to narrow my research topic to allow a dedicated focus on the impacts of 

gender protocols in ceremony. It is also imperative to highlight those harmful experiences with 

enforced gender protocols are not exclusive to ceremonial spaces. Enforced gender roles are 

found in all aspects of our society, and it would be naïve to suggest that we should just ask others 

to “let them go.” This call to action ultimately requires us to rethink and relearn the cultural and 

societal norms we continue to perpetuate that surround our notions of gender binary 
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expectations. Therefore, I continue to reflect on what I have learned in this process regarding the 

language we use, the personal privileges I hold and how I respond to them, and the glaring need 

for holistic and intersectional inclusion throughout our society. While making space to hear the 

voices of those often silenced, I realized I, too, need a space to contemplate and share my own 

critical reflections. I naturally process my reflections by sharing my thoughts through 

conversations with others, writing, and telling stories.   

Language 

“as pronouns, once these are balanced, a person is balanced” 

(Proulx-Turner, 2008, p. 25) 

 

I was surprised by the words we chose to use throughout our conversations that continued 

to place us into binary male, female, masculine, and feminine labels. To me, the impact of 

colonial language and the erasure of traditional understandings of gender fluidity is evident and 

observably alive. This research project aimed to reclaim traditional concepts of gender fluidly, 

and even though we shared this purpose, we still unconsciously placed ourselves into western 

binary labels and described many of our attributes and characteristics as masculine or feminine. 

While we did seem to think along a spectrum of more female or less masculine, it was clear that 

the colonially imposed gender system is well ingrained in our everyday thinking. It took an effort 

to walk outside of it, back into the gender and sexually fluid world our ancestors walked in. By 

recognizing this, I can now intentionally and continuously practice moving outside of the 

western binary gender system by changing my language when communitcationg with others. I 

can also share these ideas with the greater Calgary urban Indigenous community to support 

others in moving forward with intention. Intentionally moving from binary language into gender 

fluid language will support the initial steps in Two-Spirit people’s journeys to find ceremonial 

inclusivity.   
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Privilege and Responsibility  

“as every good reporter knows: each person has two sides” 

(Proulx-Turner, 2008, p. 3) 

 

It is imperative to step back from myself intermittently and reflect on the privileges I may 

have and how they affect my thoughts, choices, and behaviour. Much like acknowledging bias, 

acknowledging privileges, and the responsibilities that come with them, are equally important. I 

want to acknowledge my privileges and how they impacted and continue to impact this research 

project.   

I am fully aware of how my heterosexual marriage, self-presentation, and ability to pass 

as a cis-straight female protects me from lateral violence and homophobia. Because of these 

privileges, I face less fear when I speak about gender and sexual fluidity and push back on 

gender roles. I often sit in a place where I can take on a gender and sexuality justice warrior role 

and have found myself making grand yet naïve judgements. While sitting with privilege, I have 

felt empowered to use my voice to make change, speak up when I feel it’s needed, and feel 

relatively safe when I do it. I feel safe because I do not observably represent the people I am 

speaking on behalf of.   

A womxn I work with shared her wedding experience with me. Being Christian and an 

active participant in her religious community, her wife wanted to have their marriage ceremony 

at the church.  They were told that they could not be married in the main cathedral and had to use 

a backroom. At this time, the couple felt it was a “win” for inclusivity because they had 

permission to marry in the church as themselves. I, on the other hand, saw this as a great 

injustice! Part of my privilege is that I have never faced this obstacle, and it left me naïve about 

this couple's lived experiences. I wanted to go charging in and demand justice. I wanted them to 

behave the same. I ingenuously wondered why they did not. Instead, these womxn were much 
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quieter and more careful. They have lived experiences with homophobia that I will most likely 

never encounter. Targeted experiences with homophobia impact our choice in coping 

mechanisms and responses. There are no correct responses to gender and sexuality injustices.   

My conversations with this couple led me to self-reflect on the quick judgements I have 

made. Reflection has caused me to revisit my place of privilege constantly. My participants 

further opened my eyes to how I sit in places of privilege in various other aspects of my 

everyday life. I have never had to walk in the community afraid; to hold my partner’s hand, show 

public displays of affection; or enter shops. My participants' stories led me to think about all the 

small steps I may have missed while I was so busy being a justice warrior. I missed the visual 

cues I could have offered at our own lodge that would signify acceptance; I missed the ways I 

could have used language in the many emails and invitations to ceremony I have sent that would 

have implied gender and sexuality safety. And yet, I have come to understand that it is not my 

sole responsibility to provide a safe ceremony for gender and sexually fluid people. I can begin 

to build on these small markers for inclusivity and role model for others who also provide 

ceremony, on how to accept people as they are and let go of strict gender protocols.   

The stark awareness of the privileges I hold caused me to repeatedly question my role 

throughout this research project. I questioned if I was the right person to be doing it, if I would 

serve it well, and if I really had a right to speak in this context. I have not landed in a place where 

I feel like I could say yes to any of those questions – but I have stayed the course thinking, at the 

very least, perhaps I am opening a space for someone more appropriate to build on what I have 

begun.   
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Researcher Limitations  

It has not gone unnoticed that the way the parameters of this study were set up fell into 

western notions of binary forms of gender. I set out looking for participants who identified as 

womxn. This language choice greatly limited my study by excluding the voices of those who do 

not identify as womxn but do identify as feminine Two-Spirit. Realizing that I may have 

(mis)labelled my participants and myself was challenging to digest halfway through the study, 

yet I had already determined my parameters.  I felt remaining in the initial paramaters would 

support significant transparent reflections of growth regarding my coming to understand the 

importance of language.  This journey has given me a much more significant undersanding of the 

power that language has, that I did not have at the onset. As someone who identifies as gender 

non-conforming, I see the grave shortcomings in the initial language chosen for this study.  I had 

some deep conversations about the many definitions of gender. I questioned how I could be 

doing a study to push back on notions of binary gender while also contributing to furthering the 

western definition. I acknowledge that I separated male and female throughout this study, and it 

is a problem. If I could go back and change anything, it would be to change womxn to “womxn, 

non-binary, agender, genderqueer or simply just Two-Sprit beings.” 

Conclusion 

Parsons and Harding (2011) expressed that “for too long, the voices of those whose lives 

were, and continue to be, impacted by colonialism have not been attended to well enough” (p. 5). 

This research study aimed to invite those voices to speak out and create a story to share with 

their community members regarding the impact of colonial gender protocols. “Indigenous stories 

and pedagogies offer the possibility of Indigenous peoples in communities presenting and re-

presenting Indigenous knowledges (Iseke, 2010, 2011; King, 2003; Kovach, 2009)” (Iseke, 2013, 
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p. 560). This research invited Indigenous people to realize decolonization authentically by 

supporting creating safe and inclusive spaces that break away from colonial rule. We have the 

opportunity to “achieve the re-strengthening of our people as individuals so that these spaces can 

be occupied by decolonized people living authentic lives. This is a recognition that our true 

power as Indigenous people ultimately lies in our relationships with our land, relatives, language, 

and ceremonial life” (Alfred & Corntassel, 2005, p. 605). “Indigenous peoples are engaging in 

research that is developed by and for our own communities and reflects Indigenous knowledges 

and empowers ourselves (Absolon, 2011; Dei, 2011; Denzin, Lincoln, & Smith, 2008; Kovach, 

2009)” (Iseke, 2013, p. 560). Indigenous people must work together, share their voices, and 

reclaim our old teachings; as my mother's spirit reminds me, the knowledge is inside us (Proulx-

Turner, 2008).  
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Appendix A: Data Collection Timeline 

1. Invite participants 

2. Participants are asked to contact me if they are interested in participating. Upon 

receipt of their expressed interest, I will reply with a description of the research process, 

copy of the consent and list of community supports and resources.  

3. Schedule an interview time. A secure online meeting request will be set through 

GoToMeeting.  

4. Meet with participant 

a. Offer gifts and tobacco (virtually, and later mail to them) – get verbal consent to 

enter into a reciprocal dialogue.  

b. Review informed consent and sign. 

c. Watch researcher digital story – level 1 witnessing. 

d. Conduct conversational dialogue (record session) 

e. Offer participant: community resource list, tablet, movie making app, instructions 

and provide due date. (tablet to be left at doorstep) 

f. Ask participant to suggest another participant.  

5. Check in with participant – one week after interview 

a. Provide copy of interview video recording. 

b. Answer questions. 

c. Offer further conversational dialogue if needed. 

d. Offer technical support and if needed schedule working dates. 

6. Collect Data 

a. Pick up tablet (from doorstep) and completed story.  
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b. Provide honorarium by mail. 

c. Invite participant to work with other participants in last stage of digital story 

making. 

d. Have participant sign waiver to use their photos, voice, video as needed.  

e. Conduct Narrative Analysis. 

7. OPTION A: Collaborative Digital Story Making (depending on decisions of the 

participants) 

a. Schedule 3 group meetings 

i. Online Meeting #1   

1. introduce participants, allow for relationship building and sharing 

2. watch each digital story together 

3. using the 7 steps of narrative analysis – identify: different domains 

of experience, link the personal with the political, and look for 

commonalities and differences among participants 

4. ask participants to consider what is most important to them to 

share with the community 

ii. Online Meeting #2  

1. begin storyboard and discuss what the participants want to include 

in the digital story (pictures, text, audio, etc.)  

2. researcher will write a script depending on the planning of the 

participants 

iii. Online Meeting #3  
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1. create basic digital story with participants, record audio, insert 

pictures, etc.  

2. sign consent forms for all audio, photo, and written items included 

in the digital story. 

b. Researcher puts digital story into finished form 

OPTION B: Researcher Digital Story Making 

a. Using narrative analysis researcher completes a final digital story that is 

representative of the group 

 

8. Participant Review – to ensure participant voice is accurate and everything is shared 

with permission 

a. Share convergent voice digital story with participants 

b. Make any necessary revisions as per their request 
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Appendix B: Letter of Invitation 

Experiences of Urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn with Ceremony: A Journey of Witnessing, 

Reflection, and Convergence through Story  

 

Dear [Prospective Participant],   

 

You are invited to be part of a research project that I am conducting. Your name was shared with 

me by [Referee name] as a prospective participant because [reason they were chosen as a 

prospective participant here]. 

 

I would like to introduce myself. My name is Barbra Horsefall and I identify as Métis. I was born 

and raised in Calgary, Alberta.  

 

The objective of my research project is to is to explore how gendered protocols impact Two-

spirit Indigenous womxn's experiences in traditional sweat lodge, pipe, and other ceremonies.  

The topic interests me as a Two-spirit womxn who actively participates in ceremony. Too often 

have I experienced ceremonial spaces that have not honored and accepted womxn and Two-spirit 

people as they are. My mother was a Two-spirit ceremonial Elder in our community whose life 

work was to create safe spaces in ceremony for womxn and LGBTQ people. I aim to continue 

her work through this research project. Your participation is greatly appreciated and by sharing 

your experience, you can help guide the identification of key issues, needs, and priorities for 

Indigenous Two-spirit womxn within ceremony and contribute to traditional gender resurgence 

in our traditional practices.  
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My research project will consist of a one-hour conversation with you where I will ask you a set 

of open-ended questions that will guide you in considering your personal story about your 

experiences in ceremony as a Two-Spirit person. You will then be invited to create a personal 

digital story for me to witness. I will provide you with a tablet, video making app, and 

instructions as required. I will be the only person to view the digital story, leaving you 

completely anonymous, unless you choose to participate in a final collaboration with other 

participants. I estimate the time commitment for creating a digital story to be between 8 and 12 

hours. The invitation will ask: Is there a story you would like to share about your experiences as 

an urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn with ceremony and how gendered protocols impact 

these experiences? Your story, along with other participant stories, will inform the creation of a 

final digital story that will demonstrate our “convergent voice” about our experiences in 

ceremony. You will have the option to either collaborate with other participants in creating this 

story, or you can choose to have me create it myself with your final review. In addition to 

submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a master’s degree 

in Humanitarian studies, I will also be sharing my research findings with the grassroots urban 

Indigenous community in Calgary. You may choose to remain completely anonymous 

throughout the entire process. You will receive $100 honorarium for your time. If you are 

interested in participating or wish to find out more about this research project (including a list of 

interview questions), please contact: Barbra Horsefall by email a xxxxxxxxxxxxxx or by 

telephone at xxx-xxx-xxxx. 
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This project is part of the requirement for a Degree in Conflict Analysis and Management, at 

Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by 

contacting either:

 

Dr. Jennifer Leason 

Assistant Professor at the University of 

Calgary, 

Faculty of Arts,  

Department of Anthropology & 

Archaeology 

Phone: (xxx) xxx-xxxx 

 

Dr. Marnie Jull 

Program Head at Royal Roads University, 

School of Humanitarian Studies, 

Conflict Analysis and Management Program 

 Phone: (xxx) xxx-xxxx  
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Appendix C: Research Consent Form 

My name is Barbra Horsefall, and you are invited to participate in my research project, 

Experiences of Urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn with Ceremony: A Journey of 

Witnessing, Reflection, and Convergence through Story. I am a graduate student in the Master’s 

of Conflict Analysis and Management program in Humanitarian Studies at Royal Roads University. 

If you would like more details about something mentioned here, or information not included here, 

you should feel free to ask. Please take the time to read this carefully and to understand any 

accompanying information. 

The purpose of this study is to explore the personal experiences of Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn 

who have participated in Indigenous ceremony to understand the impacts that gender protocols have 

on their sense of safety and inclusion. I hope that the project will challenge the greater Indigenous 

community to rethink current gender protocols by considering your experiences as a Two-Spirit 

womxn in ceremony and, as well, empower you to use these new stories to find belonging within 

current ceremony.   

As a participant you will be asked to take part in a one-to-one dialogue with the researcher, 

discussing your experiences related to your participation in traditional Indigenous ceremonies. The 

interview will be approximately one to two hours and take place online due to the current covid 19 

crisis, in order to comply with social distancing. Each interview will be audio and video recorded to 

capture the dialogue in full. During the dialogue process, notes may be taken to enhance the data 

transcription process. You will be asked how you would like to be identified throughout the project 

at the beginning. Recordings will be kept on an external drive for security purposes, encrypted, and 

locked by the researcher. At the end of the dialogue, you will be invited to spend time in the 
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following weeks on your own, or with the researcher if technical assistance is needed, creating a 

personal story using digital storytelling. 

The dialogues will be saved and reviewed by the researcher and sent to you to use as a guide for 

completing your digital story. Check-ins will occur via phone or email to determine if technical 

support is required. This should occur roughly one week after the interview takes place and 

continue until you complete your digital story. The check-ins will also give us a chance to talk 

about anything else that may have come up in the first dialogue since reviewing the interview, or if 

there is anything else that you would like to add or include. You will also advise on what you 

would like to see done with the project as far as outcomes. 

You are not required to own any technology, although basic knowledge of computer skills is an 

asset.  The researcher can provide you with an iPad or tablet with a movie making program if 

needed for the duration of your project creation. You will also be provided a list of resources to 

assist you with creating digital stories. This project requires a significant time commitment on your 

part. Please consider this commitment and your work/life balance before agreeing to participate in 

the study. In the spirit of Indigenous reciprocity, you will be offered an honorarium of 100$ for 

sharing your story.  

Your digital story will become the “data” in this research project. The researcher will use the 

information in the digital stories to complete a written component about the impacts of gender 

protocols as well as complete a final digital story that shares a convergent voice of the researcher, 

yourself, and other participants, based on what was learned and observed from the digital stories. 

This digital story will be created with the intent to share it with the greater Indigenous community 

to ignite possible future actions. Although creation of the final digital story is intended to share 

your experiences with others, your personal identity will remain anonymous. Should the researcher 
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want to include some of your footage in her video, written consent will first be obtained after you 

understand which exact parts she will extract. You are under no obligation to agree. You will 

remain the owner of your video, and the researcher will not share it in the future unless otherwise 

decided by you. You may share or destroy your completed video as you see fit.   

Participation in this project is completely voluntary, you may decline to participate in the study, 

you may decline during the study, you may decline to answer any of the questions, and you may 

withdraw from the study at any time up to the point in which the research has been completed and 

the thesis is ready for submission. Should you agree to participate, you will be asked to provide 

your age, where you are from, where you grew up, and your cultural identity (i.e.: Nehiyaw, Métis, 

etc.). You will also be asked how you would like to be identified throughout the project.  

There are options for you to consider if you decide to take part in this research. Please review each 

of these options and choose Yes or No:  

I wish to remain anonymous:           

Yes ð   No ð 

I wish to remain anonymous but consent to sharing my identity with other participants   

Yes ð   No ð 

I wish to remain anonymous, but you may refer to me by a pseudonym:     

Yes ð   No ð 

The pseudonym I choose for myself is: 

______________________________________________________ 

You may use my quotes for sharing and dissemination purposes:      

Yes ð   No ð 
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I agree to participate in one or more interviews and agree to be audio and video recorded for this 

study:  

Yes  Please Initial 

No  Please Initial 

The risks may include emotional distress or potential emotional triggers as you recall a time in your 

life where you were negatively impacted by others who enforced gender protocols onto you. The 

questions relate specifically to your experiences in Indigenous ceremony. A list of external support 

services is attached in case anything should arise. The researcher may choose to reach out after the 

interview to follow up with potential emotional distress.  

Only the researcher, and her supervisor will see or hear any of the answers to the questions from the 

dialogue and audio/video recordings. You own all the data related to your narrative until such a 

time where you deem the contract complete. Once completed and published, information from the 

published works may be used in future research projects with the purpose to further build the 

knowledge base within the Indigenous community. All documentation will be archived in a secure 

data base and kept strictly confidential. If you should choose to withdraw from the study all 

information will be destroyed accordingly.  

The Royal Roads Research Ethics Board has approved this research study. If you have questions 

regarding your rights as a research participant, please contact the Office of Research Ethics at 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx; x-xxx-xxx-xxxx ext. xxxx.  

Your signature on this form indicates that 1) you understand to your satisfaction the information 

provided to you about your participation in this research project, and 2) you agree to participate in 

the research project as outlined above. In doing so, you are not waiving any legal rights. You are 
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free to withdraw from this research project at any time. You should feel free to ask for clarification 

or new information throughout your participation.  

Participant’s Name: (please print)  

 

________________________________________________________________________________

____________ 

Participant’s Signature:  

 

__________________________________________________________________Date:_________ 

Please provide your contact information (e-mail address, or phone number) 

 

 

If you have any further questions or want clarification regarding this research and/or your 

participation, please contact: 

Barbra Horsefall, (xxx) xxx-xxxx, Email: xxxxxxxxxx or 

Dr. Jennifer Leason, University of Calgary, (xxx) xxx-xxxx Email: xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
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Appendix D: Video, Audio, and Photo Release Form 

 

VIDEO, AUDIO, AND PHOTO RELEASE FORM 

 

 

I give the researcher of the “Experiences of Urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn 

with Ceremony: A Journey of Witnessing, Reflection, and Convergence through Story” 

research project: Barbra Horsefall from Royal Roads University, permission to publish the 

materials and images shared in my digital story, in print, or electronic format for research 

purposes – for example, excerpts to be used in the researchers final digital story, shared on social 

media platforms such as YouTube or a website, or shown during presentations or conferences 

about the research. I release all claims against the University with respect to copyright ownership 

and publication, including any claim for compensation related to use of the materials.  I hereby 

give all rights to the selected appearances below,  made by me in the interviews, digital story, or 

personal photos and the right to use my audio and visual image to share the findings of this 

research project. 

 

I consent to the storage and sharing of all parts of my digital story                                      

Yes ð    No ð 

OR 

ð Select clips (please provide description or time codes) 

______________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________ 
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ð Select photos 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

ð Select voice 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

ð Select songs 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

ð Select written components 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

  _________________________                           ______________________________ 

   N A M E          (please print)     S I G N A T U R E    

  

  __________________________________ 

     D A T E 
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Appendix E: Identity, Video, Audio, and Photo Release Form for Group Work 

GROUP WORK - IDENTITY, VIDEO, AUDIO, AND PHOTO RELEASE FORM 

 

I give the researcher of the “Experiences of Urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn with 

Ceremony: A Journey of Witnessing, Reflection, and Convergence through Story” research 

project: Barbra Horsefall from Royal Roads University, permission to: 

Share my identity (name, contact information, etc.) with other participants of the research study 

for the purpose of working as a group to create a convergent voice digital story.    

 Yes ð        No ð 

Share my whole digital story with other research participants        

 Yes ð        No ð 

OR 

I consent to share select clips of my digital story (please provide time codes)      

 Yes ð        No ð 

I consent to share select photos from my digital story (please describe photos)      

 Yes ð        No ð 

I consent to share select voice clips from my digital story (please provide time codes)     

 Yes ð        No ð 

I consent to share select songs from my digital story (please provide titles)     

 Yes ð        No ð 

I consent to share select written components from my digital story (please provide quotes)    

 Yes ð        No ð 
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I release all claims against the University with respect to copyright ownership and publication, 

including any claim for compensation related to use of the materials.   

 

 

  _________________________                           ______________________________ 

   N A M E          (please print)     S I G N A T U R E    

  

   

__________________________________ 

     D A T E 
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Appendix F: Interview Script 

Experiences of Urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn with Ceremony: A Journey of 

Witnessing, Reflection, and Convergence through Story  

 

The purpose of this study is to explore through story how colonial gender protocols 

impact urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn in traditional ceremonies The objective is 

to empower the most marginalized members of the Indigenous community by using their 

individual stories of experience, to create a convergent voice. The goal to produce a video 

that can be shared with the greater Indigenous community to support future action work in 

rethinking colonial gender protocols to create more inclusive ceremony for all. There are three 

levels of witnessing present in Indigenous pedagogy which will create a framework for this 

study (Iseke, 2011). The first level is to witness my own experiences with gender 

protocols in ceremony. The second is to enter a shared dialogue, which will take the form of 

this interview.  And the third is to witness the testimony of others which will be in the form of 

participant’s individually created digital stories and the creation of a final story for the larger 

community to witness. Witnessing is how I am being accountable to my community and serves 

as the rigour in this study. The research question is: What are the experiences of urban 

Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn with ceremony and how do gendered protocols impact these 

experiences? 

 

**Disclaimer** The interview questions are a preliminary guide. I anticipate that there may be 

changes (additions and revisions) as the research and conversations progress. 
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Interview Questions  

Introduction: Setting the stage  

1. Tell me about who you are as an Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn? Your identity and 

worldview.  

● Age  

● Gender identity – definition of Two-spirit?  

● Nation, ancestry, land  

● Who raised you? What and who has shaped your worldviews?   

  

2. Please tell me about the ceremonies you have attended  

● Type – sweat, pipe, Sundance  

● Location  

● Ceremonial practices align with where you come from (e.g. if you 

are Cree, do you attend a Cree ceremony) or do you attend the ceremonies of 

other nations?  

● Is it actively sought out?  

Protocols  

3. Tell me about the protocols you are asked to follow specific to your gender identity in 

regard to dress, where you are placed and what you can touch.  

● Explain feelings – discomfort, displacement, unsure  

● Barriers in participation?  
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4. Have you ever felt you had to conform to a norm that you don’t consider expressive of 

your gender?   

● E.g.) Pretend to be someone you are not? Gather with a gender 

you don’t identity with? Take on a gendered role you don’t identify with?  

4A. What was the impact on you?  

● Describe feelings  

● Negative? Positive?  

Safety and Inclusion  

5. What does inclusive ceremony mean for you as an Indigenous Two-spirit womxn?  

● Treatment by others  

● Welcome, included?  

● Ability to represent true self.  

  

6. What does ceremonial safety mean for you as an Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn?   

● What does safety look/feel like?  

● The needs/wants that create safety?  

Open Invite to share story:  

Is there a story you would like to share about your experiences as an urban Indigenous Two-

Spirit womxn with ceremony and how gendered protocols impact these experiences? If you are 

willing, please use this conversation to guide you in creating a digital story.  

Thank the participants for joining me on this storytelling journey.   
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Justification  

I have chosen to create a guide to facilitate a reciprocal dialogue with participants which follows 

Indigenous Methodology. A parallel Western term would be a semi-structured interview with 

mostly open-ended questions. To create consistency and employ rigour, I will ask the same 

general questions to each participant. This will also help to establish a 

uniform guide for my participants about what it is I am looking for, for them to share in their 

digital story. This interview will ignite reflection for participants and allow them time and space 

in dialogue to consider what they want to include in their individual videos.   

 

1. I asked this question to understand how the participants identify themselves culturally and 

sexually. There are various ways Indigenous people identify with no standard identity, this is 

also the case for Two-Spirit definitions – there are various ways to understand what this might 

mean. I want to be clear as it will influence the rest of the answers in the interview. For 

example: participants may identify as a womxn but also transgender. This information would 

help me to understand in the following questions, why a protocol would have an impact on them 

– such as a biological male who identifies as female being asked to sit with men, which directly 

relates back to the research question of how protocols will affect safety and inclusion. Further, I 

may want to compare similar experiences, such as experiences with 

specifically Cree participants or bi-sexual participants. It also situates the participant to the land 

they come from and there are many high context understandings that come from this culturally.   

 

2. This question will allow me to understand the kind of ceremonies the participants may talk 

about. Ceremonies are varied and this will provide context. I will be able to refer back 
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specifically to the type of ceremony they are talking about when I get to the questions about 

protocol and may be able to probe better based on known protocols specific to a certain type of 

ceremony. I think participants will share not only about types but also where they are located, 

the nation/tribe that it comes from and more about the Elders/leaders of that ceremony. It would 

situate me with the traditional teachings of a particular group or territory as they vary. It may 

also elicit sharing about choice in where they attend, if they have choices available. My research 

question explores how protocols impact the participants – I will need an in-depth understanding 

of the protocols attached to specific types of ceremony.    

 

3. I am asking this hoping to hear about how notions of binary gender roles are limiting or harmful 

to Two-Spirit womxn and how colonial gender roles have merged with our traditionally 

historical protocols. I think participants will share negative experiences and it will help the study 

to create space to hear these negative experiences and encourage community members to 

critically think about why we are enforcing them. This question is the foundation of the study 

and will likely take the most time. Within conflict, parties need to feel heard and understood 

before change can become transformational. This question will create an opportunity for 

participants to be heard. Which will meet one objective of the study: to empower the 

participants.   

 

4. I want to know if these participants feel they must act in a way that does not represent how they 

feel on the inside. I imagine I will hear stories of times when womxn had to sit on a side of the 

room or lodge that they did not think they belonged simply because they are biologically one 
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sex, and it may have made them feel like they don’t get to be their true selves. This will provide 

data on the actual impacts of protocols – central to my research question.   

 

5. I want to know how things could be different if they do not feel included, and what 

suggestions would they have to make ceremony more inclusive. If their answer tells me they do 

feel included, then what is it that makes them feel that way. Positive or negative, I would be 

looking to use responses as suggestions for ceremonial leaders to think about actioning more 

inclusive ceremonial practices in the future which is the goal of my research.    

 

6. The intent for this question is the same as question 5, but in the context of safety.   

 

Open invite: This an opportunity for the participant to share a story of their choice. This story 

will be shared by a digital storytelling platform also of their choice. They may choose to begin 

discussing ideas for this within the interview/reciprocal dialogue. I want to witness their 

experience without parameters. This is a common practice within Indigenous dialogue. 

We don’t tend to ask questions, rather we free share through story and the “lessons” come in the 

form of a story of some kind. This could be a personal or a traditional legend. I want to remain 

steadfast to my Indigenous methodology and epistemological framework with this 

invitation.  With that in mind I will only be providing a guide for what I would hope they could 

address – experiences in the contexts of gender, protocols, ceremony, and Two-Spirit teachings.   
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Appendix G: Emergency Community Support List 

Hope for 

Wellness 

helpline 

24/7 Helpline offering 

crisis intervention and 

counselling for 

Indigenous people  

https://www.canada.ca/en/indig

enous-services-

canada/services/first-nations-

inuit-health/health-

promotion/mental-health-

wellness/first-nations-inuit-

hope-for-wellness-help-

line.html  

If you're experiencing emotional 

distress and want to talk, contact 

the toll-free Hope for Wellness 

Help Line at 1-855-242-3310 or 

the online chat 

at hopeforwellness.ca open 24 

hours a day, 7 days a week. 

Indigenous 

Mental 

Health 

Alberta Health Services 

(Sheldon Chumir Health 

Centre)- offering 

counselling to youth, 

adults and families, and 

psychiatry support to 

Indigenous clients  

https://www.albertahealthservi

ces.ca/findhealth/Service.aspx?

id=1017002&serviceAtFacility

ID=1046041 

403-955-6645 (Intake) 8am-4pm 

 

Clients can self-refer for 

services. There is also a walk-in 

intake service available every 

Thursday from 9am to 12pm. 

Address: 7th floor, 1213 4 Street 

SW 

Elbow River 

Healing 

Lodge 

The Elbow River Healing 

Lodge offers a full range 

of primary care services 

and specialist services. 

This includes traditional 

healing approaches, 

health promotion, disease 

prevention, curative care, 

rehabilitative care, and 

social resource advocacy 

(supportive care). 

https://www.albertahealthservi

ces.ca/findhealth/Service.aspx?

id=1009201 

(403) 955-6600 

Indigenous 

Suicide 

Prevention 

Centre for Suicide 

Prevention  

https://www.suicideinfo.ca/res

ource/indigenous-suicide-

prevention/  

 

https://www.crisisservicescana

da.ca/en/ 

Call 1.833.456.4566 | Text  4564

5 

May 4th, 2020:  Due to heavy 

internet traffic caused by the 

COVID-19 pandemic, all online 

support services, including 

CSPS text, are being affected. 

To reach a responder, call CSPS 

voice support at 1-833-456-

4566. 

Government 

of Canada 

Indigenous Mental 

Health Links  

 

https://www.canada.ca/en/indig

enous-services-

canada/services/first-nations-

inuit-health/health-

promotion/mental-health-

wellness.html  

 

 

https://www.crisisservicescanada.ca/en/
https://www.crisisservicescanada.ca/en/
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Appendix H: Digital Story Instructions 

“Digital stories can be used as a research method and as a tool for community engagement. A 

digital story tells a story. BUT it can also be used as a research method, to gather and analyse 

diverse perspectives and individual experiences, and as a community engagement tool, giving 

people who may not otherwise have a voice the opportunity to share their experiences with a 

wide audience.  It can be particularly engaging for youth or marginalized individuals or groups 

who may have a harder time getting their stories heard. The PROCESS of creating a digital story 

can just as valuable as the PRODUCT. The process of story-creation can allow people to reflect 

on and learn from their own experiences and the experiences of others”. 

- Introduction courtesy of Dr. Sarah Fletcher, ResilienceByDesign Innovation Lab, Royal 

Roads University 

Digital storytelling is an increasingly popular format, where you combine text and images – as 

well as your own voice and/or music – to form a short, digital movie.  These short digital movies 

often contain a strong message and personal narrative from their creators.  For this research 

request you are asked to compile your own digital story.  In other words, your task is to use 

digital storytelling to introduce yourself by sharing your experiences with gendered 

protocols while participating in traditional ceremony. 

Digital stories are usually 3-5 minutes long. If you prefer to write out what you will say in the 

video, it is recommended that you keep your script to about 500 words. Photographs and music 

can convey emotion and help the audience visualize the story you are telling. If you are 

considering sharing your finished story with others, avoid using images taken from online 

sources and try to include your own personal ones. If a photo from the internet is used, please 

provide the link(s) where it was retrieved. 
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If you are including people other than yourself in your video, you must get their consent.  

Attached is a sample consent form. 

I recommend using iMovie. Click the link for step-by-step instructions of how to create a movie 

on a tablet.  IMovie Instructions. If you are well versed in digital creation, please use any 

platform that you are most comfortable with. I am available to support with technology at any 

time, just email xxxxxxxxxxx or call (xxx) xxx-xxxx. 

Online Digital story resources: 

Digital storytelling: A tutorial in 10 easy steps 

DigiTales Storymaking Steps 

Digital Storytelling Apps: 

iMovie 

Apps for Digital Storytelling 

Glogster 

Adobe Slate 

Moovly 

Windows MovieMaker 2020 

Camtasia 

ExplainEverything 

Video Tutorials: 

How to use Storykit, Sonic Pics, StoryRobe  

SAMHSA How to Create a Storyboard for Your Digital Story  

Basic Steps to Digital Storytelling – covers copyright consideration

https://www.howtogeek.com/234077/how-to-make-a-movie-with-imovie-on-an-iphone-or-ipad/
https://www.socialbrite.org/2010/07/15/digital-storytelling-a-tutorial-in-10-easy-steps/
http://www.digitales.us/resources/digitales-storymaking-steps/
https://support.apple.com/en-ca/imovie
https://sites.google.com/site/digitalstorytellingwiththeipad/apps-for-digital-storytelling
http://edu.glogster.com/
https://spark.adobe.com/page/2qRgl/
https://www.moovly.com/
https://www.videowinsoft.com/videowin-movie-maker.html?gclid=Cj0KCQjwwr32BRD4ARIsAAJNf_2x3hkIR6k2mNBDgk-ifsj8HojBwTVZS588RB9RxbjZuEdbJS6DuoMaAls7EALw_wcB
https://www.techsmith.com/video-editor.html
https://explaineverything.com/
https://sites.google.com/site/digitalstorytellingwiththeipad/app-tutorials
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dTWEFYRAKJA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gVFJVBcG_7Y
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Appendix I: Consent to use video, photo and audio – for participant use 

CONSENT TO VIDEOTAPE, PHOTOGRAPHY AND AUDIOTAPE 

 

 

I, _________________________________________________________,  

 

hereby authorize the Experiences of Urban Indigenous Two-Spirit womxn with Ceremony: 

A Journey of Witnessing, Reflection, and Convergence through Story research project, to 

take videotape, audiotape or photo images of  

 

__________________________________________________________(self, son, daughter, 

etc.). 

 

 

_________________________________________________________, (print name of 

participant) 

 

to be used for digital story creation. 

 

It is understood that I may request an opportunity to view the videotape or  

photographs, and that I have the right to request that the images be destroyed. 

 

 

Please check if you are okay with your story or image being: 

 

o Shared with the researcher and their supervisor only 

o Shared with anyone 

o Stored on You tube site * 

o Stored on XXXX website ** 

o Used to promote the project or the resources associated with it 

 

* Please note that posting stories on YouTube exposes participants to a certain amount of risk, as 

stories can be freely shared, stories are open for all to see, in perpetuity, and that these sites store 

information on US-based servers. Risks will be minimized as efforts will be made to ensure no 

sensitive, personal information is presented in stories that are posted to these sites. The 

advantage of YouTube is that it increases the accessibility of the stories, increasing their 

audience and potential impact. 

** Information and stories stored and on the XXX website will remain in full control of the XXX 

and can be taken down at any point if requested.  

 

 

 

Signature of the Participant 

 

______________________Date 
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Appendix J: Digital Storyboard Template 

 

IMAGE #1 

SCRIPT: 

 

 

 

 

MUSIC/EFFECT: 

 

 

IMAGE #2 

SCRIPT: 

 

 

 

 

MUSIC/EFFECT: 

 

 

 

 

REPEAT AS NEEDED…. 
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Appendix K: Participant Group Meeting Agendas 

March. 17th, 2021 

4-5pm 

 

4-4:15  Introductions – participants introduce themselves to each other.  

● Name, Nation, other 

● What’s your favorite way to spend your free time? 

 

4:15- 4:40 Review each digital story 

● Participants can choose to share a few words about their videos first 

Alycia  

Sarah  

Danielle 

 

4:40 – 5 Discussion of videos:  

● Review themes - a look at the table created.  

● What did we notice? Similarities? Differences? Unexpected? Add to 

table… 

● Is there a collective message that comes to us naturally? 
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March. 18th, 2021 

4-5pm 

 

4-4:05  Welcome back! 

 

4:05- 4:50 What messages should be shared - circle process:  

● Share ideas, images, sounds, words, etc.  

Alycia 

Sarah  

Danielle 

Barb 

…Repeat 

 

4:50 – 5 Review of plan  

  Next steps – tasks, review date, etc.  
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