Different Knowings and the Indigenous
Humanities
Daniel Coleman in Conversation with Marie Battiste,
Sákéj Henderson,
Isobel M. Findlay, and Len Findlay

In the 2010–2011 academic year, an interdisciplinary group at

McMaster University planned and hosted a visiting speakers series for
the Department of English and Cultural Studies on the theme “different
knowings.” The organizing group included scholars from English, gender
studies and feminist research, religious studies, and indigenous studies,
and the series was organized in honour of the final year of the Canada
Research Chair in Diversity in Canadian Literary Cultures.1 As the various speakers came to campus, we conducted video interviews with them
and then excerpted short clips from the videos, aimed at classroom use,
that are now being posted at the Studio on Canadian Literary Cultures
website (see www.literarycultures.ca). The following interview with the
indigenous humanities group—including in this case Marie Battiste, Isobel
Findlay, Len Findlay, and James Youngblood (Sákéj) Henderson—is the full,
unexpurgated interview conducted at McMaster University with Daniel
Coleman on 23 March 2011.
1 Contributors to this group included Phanuel Antwi, Nadine Attewell, Daniel

Coleman, Amber Dean, Travis Kroeker, Rick Monture, Preeti Nayak, Simon
Orpana, Carolyn Veldstra, and Riisa Walden.
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Essentially, the speakers/video series is meant to address the question
of if and how the university can be a place of different knowings—different
epistemologies, different knowledges. While the university is commonly
understood to be a place where different knowledge systems enter into
dialogue and debate, the institutional structures of the university tend
to acculturate and conscript different kinds of knowledge into their own
existing categories for what can be known, how knowledge can be organized, and what forms of knowledge are credible and legitimate. Recent
scholarship has insisted that “there is no global justice without global
cognitive justice” (Boaventura de Sousa Santos), that “economies of credibility” (Miranda Fricker) are often dominated by “cognitive imperialism”
(Marie Battiste), which reduces our ability to perceive a “world of different
knowings” (Linda Hogan). While some scholars have called attention to
the possibilities for a “pedagogy of crossing” (M. Jacqui Alexander), and for
the importance of “cross-talk” (Diana Brydon) between Western-colonial
knowledge traditions and their “others,” other scholars have warned of
the difficulties in finding “ethical space” (Willie Ermine) wherein crosscultural and cross-epistemological dialogue might take place without the
dominant and existing systems of knowledge assimilating their “others”
into their own assumptions and protocols (Lee Maracle). The Different
Knowings series is meant to investigate the possibilities for productive
dialogue between different knowings and particularly to ask if and how
the university can create spaces for this kind of dialogue.
Of primary concern in this complex of questions is the role of the
humanities, for, as Sákéj Henderson said in a talk on the indigenous
humanities, delivered at the University of Saskatchewan on 31 March
2008, the Eurocentric humanities have been the ammunition used against
indigenous and colonized peoples throughout the colonial endeavour.
The purported lack of arts and letters amongst people who occupied
resource-rich territories during the colonial scramble for African, Asian,
and American wealth served to rationalize their colonization and indentureship within not only plantations and reservations but also within the
Eurocentric curriculum of residential and missionary schools. This, despite
the many kinds of literacy and art-making that all people have developed
around the world and throughout history. Nonetheless, the perceived
lack of humanities, as articulated by major European or Euro-American
philosophers from Francis Bacon and Immanuel Kant to Thomas Jefferson
and David Hume, provided the rationale for the enslavement, displacement, and epistemicide practised against indigenous peoples around the
world (see Gates). Indeed, as Sákéj Henderson and Marie Battiste note
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in this interview, the battle to attain recognition as humans, as “persons,”
continues in contemporary struggles of indigenous peoples today at the
United Nations. To put it bluntly, the traditional canons of the humanities
have a long record of firing cannons of inhumanity.
As the following interview with the indigenous humanities group indicates, material decolonization, material liberty, and dignity for colonized
peoples comes hand in hand with intellectual decolonization. To borrow
from Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s famous title, politics, economics, and other
structures of human interrelation cannot be decolonized without decolonizing the minds of people on all sides of the colonial relation—colonists,
compradors, colonials, colonized, and postcolonized alike. Decolonizing
the mind involves a rejection of diffusionism, the notion that knowledge
spreads one way from ancient Egypt to Greece and Rome, then Europe,
and from there to the rest of the world. Decolonizing the mind means
recognizing a wide array of knowledge systems, operating in a global “ecology of knowledges” (Santos), that, like other ecological systems, involves
interdependency, competition, and contestation, and it means learning
enough of the heritage and trajectory of different systems of knowing so
that the Eurocentric tradition cannot continue to reaffirm its totalizing
claims. Interest in and respect for different knowings means consciously
turning to different knowers as authorities and sources of knowledge. It
means a conscious politics of citation, which refuses to recite the same
authorities endlessly while maintaining motivated ignorance and silence
around alternative authorities. It means a different bibliography. And,
ironically perhaps, it means marshaling traditional tools of humanistic
studies for alternative purposes, including, as the members of the indigenous humanities group indicate in this interview, study of the ways in
which philosophies of mind are conveyed not only in the very languages
we use but even more so in the languages we tried to exterminate.
Can the university, can the humanities—beleaguered as they are in
the corporate university of the twenty-first century—be places of and for
different knowings? If they can, it will be because we have taken seriously
the insights and provocations offered in the Different Knowings video
series and especially in the interview printed here with the indigenous
humanities group. Who knows? A more robust humanities may emerge,
not so much from finding a stronger toehold in the capitalized university
but from the kind of ecological resilience that emerges in an environment
where difference and diversity are welcomed and nurtured.
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DC As a group of friends and scholars, you have undertaken a long-term
project to highlight indigenous knowledges and their dismissal or disregard
within Eurocentric thinking. Since there are so many urgent, practical concerns that press upon indigenous communities, why is the area of knowledge
such a key site for decolonization?
LF It seems to me that knowledge is important in several different respects
when one considers the operation of colonialism. One is that those who
are about to be colonized will have as part of what can be stolen from
them knowledge, including what is known to their knowledge keepers.
And so the idea of having knowledge that can be appropriated and used
in the interest of the colonizer is a huge dimension of colonization. In
addition, colonialism operates with military and economic force, both
of which have forms of knowledge attached to and applied by them that
lead to the subjection and colonization of peoples, and when that happens
there has to be a redistribution of knowledge to the colonizer away from
the colonized. So there it is: knowledge is always relevant. It has to be.
Consequently, one has to think about its source, who is claiming it, who
is disclaiming it, and the reality that if people are alienated from their own
knowledge they will more readily internalize the conditions of their own
exploitation. So colonization is all about knowledge and also about the
knowledge and ignorance evinced by the dominant.
MB Every people and all the cultures of the world come from a place.
All people are coming into the world to learn. And they learn from the
knowledges that begin within a particular place, and that place defines for a
group of people what it is, how they relate to the world, how they relate to
each other, and how they’re going to survive and live within that particular
place. So our elders in all of our stories from ancient times have offered
teachings about how we are to live in this world and then how we are to
gain that knowledge over time to continue our survival so as to live out
our purposes. And so knowledge is intricately important to every human
being who comes into the world. For indigenous people around the world,
our knowledges have been diminished in the kind of forced education
that we’ve had to be part of, not by a choice of our own, nor by a choice of
our parents and our ancestors, but because of federal policy enacted by
government. We were taken away from our indigenous knowledges about
how we should live in a human, humane way with each other and put into
a system that was inhumane. This was a forced assimilation which has
created trauma and triggers of abuse from the past. So we are at a place
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now where we recognize that the indigenous humanity that has been part
of who we are and how we know as a people is something that is being
threatened by modernization, globalization, assimilation, and education.
We are at a place where we recognize the deep erosions and cuts into our
knowledge systems and are trying to restore and renew and regenerate
our knowledges so that our children will have access to the knowledges
that we had. Fragmented as they came so often to be, they were at least
something we know was a memory of the past.
Some communities have still a lot of that available to them in the
Aboriginal languages that they speak and use and through which they
share their knowledges about how to survive: fishing and hunting and
trapping and living, and carrying with them whatever it is they understand
about the relationships with the animals and about their relationships
with each other and with their own history. So all of that is deep core
knowledge that needs to be brought to the surface, needs to be brought
not just to Aboriginal people where they have lost it because of the Indian
residential schools but, more importantly, as a guide to how we are going
to live in the future together. Recovering this knowledge is about restoring and renewing the very core of our being and what it means to honour
and exercise an indigenous humanity. And so our collaborations and our
work together in our research group has developed first a critique of the
dominant educational systems. This has entailed a critique of the institutions that have created assimilation and forced integration, and it has
been a way for us to be part of a very strong activist movement across
Canada and the world: with people in New Zealand and Australia, in Latin
America, and around the world where indigenous peoples are growing in
confidence, as well as desperation. A lot more people in China and India
and Indonesia are also following along this path.
And so our efforts have been to deconstruct and critique the Eurocentric humanities and their exclusions and to begin to bring forward as well
as reclaim, restore, renew, and regenerate the indigenous knowledges that
are still within our communities and some places that need to be restored
with their indigenous languages as well. In these critical and recreative
ways we seek to give our future hope and to be able to build it from within
our distinctive places.
IF Knowledge and the grounds of knowledge, the knowledge that we
get from and with the land, was a necessary part of the whole colonial
displacement story. I think one of the things that knowledge means to us
is our conviction of our accountability. And so a big part of our solidarity
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in this process is our accountability for what we know, for what we share,
what knowledges get privileged in different sites, and how, whom, and
what they impact. You know, we hear these discourses of certain kinds of
knowledges having no relevance, and that includes humanity’s knowledges
at this point historically. But we also have counter discourses at this point,
warning of the waste of knowledges but also re-posing the question of how
knowledges survive that faced all sorts of prohibitions and exclusions—not
only survive but remain key guardians of so much of our diversity in the
world, the biodiversity inseparable from linguistic diversity. And so part
of our work is, as Marie says, critiquing the exclusions, deconstructing the
power and privilege, but also celebrating that on which we depend even
though that dependency is invisible, inaudible, unthinkable to so many.
SH I guess I would answer the question by first saying that there’s a great
visible and invisible conflict going on which is built upon the realms of
knowledge versus the realms of violence and upon the question of whether
knowledge or violence will achieve the most in society. And I think that
knowledge is too vast for any one human to grasp. We just don’t live that
long to be able to grasp all the knowledges we should be able or wish to
grasp. And so knowledge has to be seen as the ultimate collaborative
endeavour of humans. It doesn’t really belong well in institutions, not
least because institutions take very small slices of knowledge and polish
the statutes of the knowledge speakers onward and onward and onward
but never expanding vertically. And so as humans who want to say we’re
educated and believe that education and knowledge should control our
society and our cultures and our behaviours, we have to learn how to
talk to each other about the goal of knowledge, not just the acquisition of
information and not an encyclopaedic version of knowledge. Rather, how
can we manifest and use knowledges to create a better society and a better
world and become a better human. And these matters are the essence of
the collaborative efforts our group is involved in, as well as many other
people that we’re learning from.
This process intrinsically involves what we call in the Aboriginal world
the learning spirit and nourishing and empowering that spirit to learn
which creates knowledge. Otherwise, we don’t have any inclination to
know, we don’t have any inclination to want to know other people, we don’t
want to expand to see how other people are oriented toward situations or
toward their world or why they speak the language they do and their world
view. All those things are magical blessings of human consciousness that
no one quite understands. But some people understand that they have to
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continue expanding that consciousness that results in knowing and results
in sort of a concept of knowledge. That’s all I think I can say.
DC You talked about the concept of learning spirit. What is learning spirit?
How is it energized and given a good place to be? A good environment?
MB In our indigenous ways of knowing, our elders have talked about how
we come into this world. The world we have left and we come from is one
in which we are in a continuous learning process. We then enter into this
body and this time and this place as a continuous learning process. But
we don’t come alone into the world. We come in with guides and supports
and help that are part of the learning spirits that come with us. And we’re
sort of learning together, but we come in with a purpose. So our guides,
our spiritual guides, are ones that are there to remind us about what our
purpose is, because we get very much interested in everything else and
we can go in all kinds of directions. But we do come to a distinctive “here”
with a distinctive purpose.
So we end up finding along the path different kinds of inspiration that
help us to keep on our path, to keep with new ideas and creativity, and
other things like that. But those are a part of this learning path and part of
the learning spirit that comes with us, as well as the learning spirits that
are with us. So now what happens is we go through school, go through
life, encountering many places in which there were traumas, abuse, triggers of all kinds of memories past, cell memory that creates the kinds of
learning that will diminish us, bring us more into ourselves and less open
to outside influences that maybe will help us. Such encounters can be
ways to engender a condition in which we would forget what our purpose
is. You know that some people commit suicide, while others may go into
other kinds of self-medication, alcohol and other things that hide their
learning spirit and purpose for being here. But along that path, we need
to find ways to help people to nourish their learning spirits, to be able to
say, “You’re here for a purpose. Let’s help you find that purpose. Let’s help
you to build upon that purpose and find ways to nourish it.”
And so in the work that we did with the Canadian Council on Learning, one of the thematic areas was nourishing the learning spirit. And in
that, as lead for that particular area, we’ve been worried. I mean working
with people, especially those who are in adult education, who are working with young people who have not made it through school. They have
had many places where they shut down, where they thought they were
stupid and lacked all the other kinds of capacities to complete what they
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would like but yet within those places they say, “I want to be. I want to
do. I have this vision for myself.” And it is there that they need to find a
way to understand what’s happened to them and how that system has created, seemingly perpetually and inescapably, a damaging and discouraging
condition for them. This is a soul wound that has been experienced by
all indigenous peoples who have been impoverished, who are oppressed,
who have lived in racialized environments where racism diminishes them
and their families and their people as a whole. And it is inside that soul
wound that we begin to find a place to nourish those learning spirits in a
whole lot of ways which go back to the memory of their people, go back to
finding the inspiration within their own self, within their own ceremonies,
and so on. This always is about cleaning and clearing the old discourses
and finding the one from within that is the one for this life.
So it’s a lifelong process of being with and as a learning spirit, a process that goes through to multiple iterations of loss that needs to then be
recovered. And we achieve such recovery by recovering our languages,
recovering our teachings with elders, recovering the kinds of knowledges
that come from within a culture and build upon relationships with each
other, restorative and regenerative kinds of things that we can really begin
to build on. In this way we can create or help to build human beings by
enhancing their capacities. Not build them from scratch or according to
some dominant or fashionable design, but enhance what they already have
and where they want to go.
DC Learning spirit: I’m struck by a possible connection to previous writings
where you’ve talked about how indigenous languages are often verb-oriented
and verb-based. Eurocentric languages tend to be more noun-oriented. We
talked about knowledge first, and now we’re talking about learning spirit.
Does one seem more verb-like, more a set of activities? I wonder if you want
to comment about what that means for what we think knowledge and learning are. What are the relationships between these “things”?
IF This is something that Marie and I have talked a lot about. Grammatically, the English language is not strictly noun-based. The minimum
requirement for a sentence is indeed a verb. So what does that tell us?
That it is not built into the nature of the language, but it is built into the
ways the language has been experienced, has been learned and communicated. I think one of the things that certainly working with Marie and
Sákéj has made me very aware of is that difference between knowledge
as process and as product or outputs. I’m thinking of research contexts
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where it is things that are being looked for and valued. It is a question of
“What are your outputs, rather than what was the important learning in
the process?” And that’s where learning spirit has been such an enabling
part of rethinking how I think about knowledge and what’s going on in
knowing and knowing in relationship. And working with communities
in the north, I’ve certainly found that learning is about being on the land,
and it is about learning from the land in ways that I never could have got
on my own. And that’s where the learning together and reflecting on the
assumptions of different languages and the ways that we articulate them
in practice is a very important part of the story.
SH I guess when we had succeeded in getting into college (in my case as
a young man), my whole generation, for example, finally wandered into
philosophy courses through the accidents of counselors and things like
that. The teachers started asking questions that had never really occurred
to us in our indigenous consciousness and even our school: about how
do you know and what’s your purpose in life. And we took that with us as
sort of a phenomenology of something we experienced in the classroom
that made a little sense to us in so many ways. But we never dealt with it.
We talked about all the European guys who had written books and how
they disagreed among themselves, as if finding the Eurocentric meaning
of life would help us in some way.
So we’re at the Sun Dance, and I remember we asked the Arrow Keeper
the question. And we had a terrible time phrasing it in our language, but
we finally asked him, “Well, what’s the purpose of life?” We didn’t have
a good word for purpose; we had a good word for life but we had to use
the life processes and modify it in a way it hadn’t been done comfortably
before, because it was a new sort of concept. And it took a while for him
to understand it. And eventually he said, “We only come here to dream.
You know that in the spirit world and in the other worlds we have many
other lives and many other consciousnesses in translation. But when we
come to this earth realm we only come here to do what you can’t do in
the spiritual world and that’s dream. We come here to dream. And all of
our culture, all of our ceremonies, are all a dreamlike stance that we talk
about as reality.”
Well, reality is not his word but we talk about it as being concrete but
not structured in dreams. But that conversation sort of turned my head
around, in that dreaming had never been mentioned by the European
greats. They had already looked to reason as the salvation and as somehow explaining their experience. But the Arrow Keeper understood that
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we came here to dream and that our central spirit, as Marie said, is one
of animating and enabling this learning spirit. And that was a key insight.
Some indigenous peoples teach that you have to have three other kinds
of life cycles before you’re allowed to come to the life cycle of earth and
this kind of environment.
And that reminded us of our older battles, and especially the Cheyenne
struggle with doing a dictionary which was supposed to be required for
first- and second- and third-graders. It was supposed to be an English/
Cheyenne dictionary, but no one thought that alphabetizing something
was a good way of organizing knowledge. However, that was the way the
Eurocentric teachers and principals and educators said we had to do it.
And we hit a profound point at one time with the linguists who were doing
all this. And they said, “Well how come a duck is še’še and a rattlesnake is
še’šenovôtse? The words are the same but when you put it in alphabetical
order,” they said, “what’s the relation? They all have the same root word.
So how does that happen?” And we didn’t have the slightest idea. We were
taught this. We were parrots. We did the naming process just like our
elders and families taught, and that’s all there was to it.
So we had to go ask the elders, and the elders thought it was a delightfully delicious question and carried on for a long time with the linguists
but wouldn’t tell them the answer, saying, “Well you’re a linguist. You tell
us what you think the difference is.” And we knew that, you know, when
we go and ask an elder a question the first thing they want to know is,
“Why do you want to know this?” You have to tell them why you want to
know because that’s our rituals of knowledge: what’s asking this question
and who’s asking this question? And many times the answer really is, “Just
a learning spirit that comes upon you and you get curious about something.” But finally we went to a major linguistics conference where all the
anthropologists and linguists were. The elder said that he would explain
the difference between the word “bird” and the word “rattlesnake” and
what they had in common. But he only wanted to do it once. He was an
old man. He didn’t want to repeat it a hundred times, but he would do it
at this linguistics conference. And we knew he was setting up the linguists.
So that’s the way it transpired, and what it comes down to. He said, “I’ve
been asked to address this question by our linguists about the relationship
between the word ‘duck’ which is še’še and the word ‘rattlesnake’ which
is še’šenovôtse.” And he says, “They want to know what’s the relationship
there.” And he says they’ve been very creative in trying to develop relationships but they haven’t got close. He says the whole word (še’še), the
whole root word refers not to anything that exists in your mind. It exists
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from observation. When a bird walks on the earth, which is unusual for
birds, they make this side-to-side kind of movement on the earth (demonstrates with hand motion). And he says that’s why we call them še’še,
because that’s their movement on earth. Earth is the reference point for
the knowledge. And he says that when you look at a rattlesnake, and all
snakes in general but a rattlesnake in particular, it makes the same kind of
movement on the earth (demonstrates with hand motion), but it does it
much lower, and so that’s why you have the novôtse at the end of še’še. It
just says it’s right against the earth, not on top of it like a bird. And he said
but there’s no real word for that movement, that the word, the concept is
a movement, not a noun.
And that’s the original insights from which we started thinking that
everything in our language is like that. It’s reference to motion and movement. It is not the object defined by any artificial name but defined by the
movement. So if you see the movement and duplicate it in our language,
you’ll know exactly what the things are doing. And that’s the relationship
expressed in most indigenous languages when they start thinking about
it. Language is all about motion, and we don’t have in this generation
good categories for talking about our language. We haven’t developed an
external language of experts to say why we do certain things in different
indigenous languages. Generally we just use the English concept of a verb,
an action orientation or movement, to characterize how our language is
set. Now linguists have a much more complex way of saying it, but no
one can spell it and very few want to talk like that about the language.
But you know it’s a different structure of knowing that’s embedded in the
language that’s related to a deeper cosmology and knowledge system that
literally goes to the centre of the earth and to the stars. But the reference,
the reference point is the earth and what lives in the earth lodge in all of
our languages and how things are conducted. So that’s the way I know
the learning spirit.
LF I would answer that question about verbs and nouns first by honouring
the tact in the use for the McMaster series of the title different “knowings.” Knowings is the participial noun which incorporates dynamic verb
process while recognizing that there is more than one of those knowings,
and that those knowings maybe have been or can be frozen at moments
that can push them toward substance or process, but that they are poised,
I think informatively, maybe even poetically, between those two categories.
When I was a graduate student, my whole thinking was changed dramatically by reading Benjamin Lee Whorf’s essays about the Hopi collected in
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Language, Thought, and Reality (1956). That was when I first encountered
the distinction boldly made and adroitly maintained between noun-based
languages and verb-based languages. I swallowed it hook, line, and sinker.
Now, having taught and been a member of the grammar police in university for many years, I would like to soften the distinction just a little and
not espouse an essentialist position whereby one language is aligned with
substantives and another is aligned with verbs.
The illustration I would give is the following: the temptation is always
there to shift the language toward one of its instruments or properties
rather than another, because that fits with the dominant cultural code or
marker of the language or the nation or the community. The word I would
choose is the word “curriculum.” This word comes from the root that
means to change, to move, to flow. A curriculum can either be available
to you as something that flows, a set of distinct or convergent processes,
or a curriculum can be available to you as a set of texts, a set of substances,
a collection of commodities, dare I say. And between those two interpretations, it seems that language is a place of communication and a scene
of temptation. You will want to push its possibilities toward something
that comforts you rather than toward something that challenges you, as
a persistent feature of how we use language. But I do think that the reputation, even the rap, that English has got as substantive, noun-based is
because of the triumph of the commodity rather than the social conditions of its production in the cultures that promoted and spread English
as a world language. For me, then, the alliance with the noun is in fact an
alliance with property regimes, commodification, and value systems that
are threatened by any kind of dynamic that escapes from the structures
of Lockean ownership into a world such as the one that Sákéj and Marie
have been evoking for us here today.
MB If there was a group of people sitting around a table, half of them
indigenous speakers, the other half English speakers and they collectively
experienced something and then went away quickly, they might then be
asked, “What did you see? What did you experience?” The English speakers
would begin to draw upon their language to explain what they saw, to say
it was like: it looked like such and such, and you know it appeared to be
thus. And they would use words that they could draw on to describe as an
experience, a collective experience, so that they could then say, “We share
this knowledge of what it is we saw.” And in instances like that no doubt
they would draw upon nouns: it was a man, it was a woman, it was a thing,
it was light, it was dark you know, and so on. However, the indigenous
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speakers would draw upon their language and their experience and their
knowledge too, but they would accurately describe what it was they saw
from within their language and would have a shared experience with that
because the indigenous languages have a plethora of both prefixes and
suffixes that allow a verb, which is a very minuscule part, to be absolutely
animated in all its variety by both its prefixes and suffixes, plus a noun of
some kind. Accordingly, they could produce an animated depiction like: it
has so many of such and such that it is so long and very x. When you read
such a depiction you might very well say, “What could that possibly be?”
And yet you know a basket that sits in a museum has a word for what it is
called, and that word has thirty-eight letters devoted to the particularity
of that basket. And so it really is with indigenous languages. Yes, they use
nouns, but basically it isn’t like the short little “tions” that just take a verb
and you throw “tion” on that to somehow make it into a noun [laughter].
Rather, it is a whole, very descriptive language base that allows you to draw
upon multiple layers of modalities and analogies and epistemologies and
so on to arrive at an awareness of something that is very complete and
accurate and requires a far more dynamic way of embodying this.
This makes such a language very fluid and very able to describe things
that are very new, that happen and as they happen. And so when people
are talking about what someone did, and they tease them about it, they
can actually capture what they did in terms of multiple animating metaphors and so on. It is hilarious to put that onto a new person, a child or a
baby or someone who is intoxicated or someone who always thinks they
know best. And with such teasing, testing animated depictions, people
laugh hilariously all the time about their processes of communication and
interpretation. And that’s because they are able to capture such newness in
the language in everything they say. And that seems a very different kind
of connotation than trying to draw upon English language with all of its
multiple linguistic inputs from Latin to Anglo-Saxon to Celtic to all those
other kinds of languages that are brought together in an imperial world
language. So it is quite a different capacity and effect within an indigenous
language and linguistic community. I would say that indigenous languages
have nouns too, but the key is how we put the experience of perception
and depiction together within a relational language that really brings out
immediacy and distinctiveness and out and out helps people to understand
more deeply what people are thinking and feeling.
DC There’s a kind of mobility or energy or even tension in the formulation
that designates the activities and aims of your group. I think you have someDifferent Knowings | 153

times called it the catachresis of the indigenous humanities. I’ve heard you
talk about the kinds of violence the traditional Eurocentric humanities are
capable of, both within their own and in their contact with other cultures.
So how does that history relate to the project of the indigenous humanities?
Do you want to talk about the process of coming to the formulation of the
indigenous humanities? How did this become a useful formulation for the
kind of work that you’re wanting to do?
SH I’d like to start. The expression “indigenous knowledge” was created
in the very late 1960s in the un forums, when all of us were trying to collectively talk about our traditions, our teachings that had been passed
down to us as indigenous people to the Great Assembly of mostly Eurocentric representatives of the member states of the un. And when we
talked about indigenous knowledge, there were a lot of questions from the
state representatives about just what that was. That became important to
us because whenever we found those gaps in the Eurocentric pantheon
of rationality, we figured it was an important moment. But then when we
asked ourselves, “What is indigenous knowledge?,” everyone said, “Well,
it’s what we know. It is what we’ve learned from our folks and our parents
and our uncles and things like that.”
And then the secondary question became: Why did all the polished
diplomats and statesmen ask us so many questions about this as if it was
new? And that brought forward the big concept of Eurocentric thought,
namely, how it has an inability to deal with something new outside of its
older categories and why it used analogy and metaphor and other things.
But we started thinking about that seriously, mostly on our plane flights
home, or on our way to meetings, and we had many discussions inside
our caucus, the indigenous caucus, about how we were going to portray
in words a key part of our being and becoming. “Indigenous knowledge”
was the expression we eventually came to to validate us. We just started
describing it as a knowledge system different from the other knowledge
systems of the world, from Buddhism, Hinduism, Confucianism, Eurocentrism, and some of the African languages which were more indigenous
than the ones the colonizers were using. The original access was via the
colonized/decolonized distinction, or the colonizer/colonized distribution of what they know and how they know it. They had developed some
strange wording about ours being women’s knowledge. At other times it
was poor people’s knowledge and different kind of vernaculars in the Eurocentric academy. And we had to work through that as a knowledge system.
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But the task before us and the human rights commissions was defining
our humanity; or, in the modern parlance, answering the question: Are
we a people under the human rights covenants? And nation states were
saying, “No. You’re not the right kind of people. You’re the wrong kind of
people.” You know we knew about the debates in the Vatican and the early
modern Spanish government about whether the newly found people of
South America were humans or not humans. They had a big debate on
that, and we knew also about the human status of Indians in Canada. Until
1951 we were really non-persons. A person was defined in the Indian Act
and Interpretative Act as anyone other than an Indian. So we were the
official non-persons. So our whole discourse was one asserting that we’re
humans, and we deserve human rights as well as anyone else. We deserve
the protection of the human rights laws as well as anyone else. But that led
us directly into a battle with them about whether we were human. This
was, you know, a devastatingly terrible ritual of them, as the state parties’
delegates, saying “You’re not a human.” And we would look around and
ask, “Which one’s he talking about?” [laughter] We couldn’t believe that
they were talking about us. But we weren’t going to let them get away with
that with our sisters and brothers and all that stuff, so we just had to take
humiliation by the Eurocentric mind. Whatever category it was, we were
too dark or too light or too this or too that, or too male or too female.
All their categorical constructs led us to articulate our humanity and
start to articulate it as part of indigenous knowledge. We first articulated indigenous science because that’s where the battle began. Did our
knowledge qualify? Was our knowledge scientific? And we finally proved
to the world scientists that it was. But then we switched. There was an
argument brewing all along about the concept that we’re indigenous and
we’re humans, and we just unified that by saying we’re indigenous. There
is a thing called indigenous humanities, which is what we think humans
are doing from our teachings, and what we think human nature is, and
finally what we think human rights should protect. And that was the evolution of the standard in the biggest forum in the world, in the un, with
all the decolonized Asian and African states having the chance to even
the score with Eurocentric power by supporting what the Eurocentric
power considered the most ambiguous and incoherent term, “indigenous
knowledge.” We weren’t supposed to have knowledge. The deficits that we
had that were created by the Eurocentric writers was a long and dishonourable fabrication that they were still holding to—that and all the previously
colonized people were using indigenous people initially as an example to
reduce the hegemony of Eurocentrism to a more balanced relationship
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with other knowledge systems. But these are knowledge systems of empire,
the Islamic empires, and the Chinese empire and the Japanese empire, etc.
But in the end we started arguing with them too. But that was okay because
it was the only place in the world you could debate a concept so lethal as
being a non-person and having no humanities and having no philosophy
and having no writings and having no thoughts and having no laws and
having no government and having no sovereignty. And the list expressed a
perfect dualism that we had to endure and make them try and justify their
comments. And they eventually couldn’t justify them. And so that’s how
the concept arose. It didn’t arise from academics sitting around thinking
about it. It would still probably not happen if we relied on that. But this is
world action with us struggling for our humanity and struggling for our
knowledge systems and struggling to preserve our knowledge systems.
MB In the early days when anthropologists and linguists were out investigating and appropriating indigenous knowledges and different languages,
and doing very disrespectful research that has turned a lot of Aboriginal
people against research in general, there has been in that particular history
a time when they categorized us and what we had as mere culture. And
it was culture that we had, culture that they didn’t have. And so it was
always a way of diminishing what was there by exoticizing and primitivizing the multiple different peoples around the world who had anything
that differed from anything that was European: Canadian or American or
European. And so for many, many years our people were often unheard
or misheard, as we began to talk about our situation, and talk in English
as opposed to our own indigenous languages, affirming that there was
no word for culture in their own languages but yet they would say we are
trying to save our cult-ure, our cult-ure and our language and our cult-ure.
And so when Western education then began to accept any small portion
of indigenous people’s knowledge, they then put it into the cultural box.
They put it to the side and gave it this indigenous studies place. And that
was a place marker for difference and a place marker for deficiency, a place
marker for dependency and you know incomprehensible kinds of studies.
And always it was the stepchild of the real culture, high culture.
And so the experience with the peoples around the world has raised
and brought to our attention and to our activism the importance of our
removing notions of culture, and this notion that what was defined by
someone else around us confined us too. We needed to release ourselves
from that and to bring something of our own, and as close as we could
come to what we could call it, since everybody called this, you know, edu156 | Coleman

cation about knowledge. We said, “Well then let’s call it knowledge, as it is
learning and knowledge. But at the same time it had to be a way of bringing
the unique characteristics that belong to it.” So indigenous knowledge was
a means to that end. About 1998 or 1997 the federal government asked us
to explain what “indigenous” meant, because they had heard it at all the
tables at the international level but they had no idea what it meant. So
they asked us to write a position paper on what indigenous knowledge
meant. So we did a bit of a literature review and talked about all the variety
of ways it could be understood but then talked about the history of how
it evolved and began to talk about it from within indigenous concepts.
And that then evolved into our book, Protecting Indigenous Knowledge
and Heritage: A Global Challenge (2000), which gives those definitions
and gives understanding, and talks about the ways in which you know
Western knowledge has really been about individuals and to some extent
corporations, but that’s only about the protective devices for copyrights
and patents and trademarks.
And so we went to then looking to how those laws that had been created internationally and nationally had been given to protecting those
things for only short periods of time and only for individuals. After their
lifespan or their death, then it was open as public property. And anything
that comes from indigenous knowledge is not something that can be just
taken up by the world whenever someone dies. You know it cannot be so.
Knowledge belongs to the people, it belongs to the culture, it belongs to
the people who have created it for many, many generations, and there is
no way that after twenty years, fifty years—or whatever—that it becomes
the public property of everyone. So those things had to be brought into
consideration, which is why we brought that book together and continue
to talk about these things.
But indigenous knowledge and bringing it to the indigenous humanities is another way for us to be able really to expose Eurocentric knowledge
systems as being dismissive, as being appropriative, as diminishing others
in multiple ways. And it’s a way for us to talk back to them, to create an
awareness of that and to recognize that that awareness of the philosophical
traditions upon which they depend, Socrates and all those people, really
is not talking to the generation of today, of people who are living in a particular place in a particular environment, trying to survive with the water
they have, trying to survive on the land they have. And those are the kinds
of survival issues that have always been part of indigenous peoples’ living
in place and how so much more can be learned from indigenous people
about how to do that sustainably and do that in such a way that relationDifferent Knowings | 157

Knowledge
belongs to
the people,
it belongs to
the culture, it
belongs to the
people who
have created it
for many, many
generations.

ships with each other become the foundation of a culture, rather than
the economy, making money and having the almighty dollar decide how
we do things, and so on. So there’s a very different kind of humanity that
emerges from our contrasting a Eurocentric humanity with an indigenous
humanity to really say we could learn so much more.
Now that is not to romanticize indigenous realities but really just to say
that at the core of the values that have been intrinsic to indigenous peoples
around the world, wherever they are, are about sustainability and about
relationships with each other and within their place and respecting and
honouring their water and their land and their animals and being able to
bring all of those things that are part of our everyday survival back into our
consciousness so that we can have a future. And I think that’s the problem
of where we are today and that’s why it is important that the indigenous
humanities be raised up again as a path that others can learn from.
LF May I add a footnote on the indigenous humanities? I’ll just underscore that indigenous humanities are aligned with resistance and the development of counternarratives: narratives that counter forms of condescension and dismissal in the humanities traditionally conceived at the heart
of the Eurocentric and Eurocolonial project. Halfway through my career, I
asked myself, “Can I continue doing this or can I find a space and a form of
protective coloration that will allow me to do what I really think needs to
be done?” The expression “humanities research unit” became an example
of protective coloration. The word research was in there in order to suggest academic excellence meeting academic excellence. Humanities was
in there despite its toxic reputation as a chosen instrument of colonialism.
It was there as a prelude or a pretext for actually changing its meanings,
opening them up, having counterdefinitions, counternarratives of what
the humanities had meant and might come to mean.
But the other important thing as we went from the humanities research
unit to alignment with the indigenous humanities was to enact in that
catachresis, in that oxymoron as some would see it, in that tense linguistic coupling, difficult histories in new convergences. And, of course,
linking them and indigenous humanities as a kind of derivation from the
resistance that had been encountered to indigenous knowledge as the
broader category. We jammed the indigenous humanities together, and
we suggested that perhaps they are doomed to be neighbours if not relatives. They are linked together in a way that we see the future as linking
differences together. So indigenous humanities goes from catachresis to
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wedding, shotgun wedding perhaps, but it’s a place and event from which
to move ahead, otherwise.

So indigenous

Works Cited
Alexander, M. Jacqui. Pedagogies of Crossing: Meditations on Feminism,
Sexual Politics, Memory, and the Sacred. Durham: Duke up, 2005.

humanities goes

Battiste, Marie. “Maintaining Aboriginal Identity, Language, and Culture
in Modern Society.” Reclaiming Indigenous Voice and Vision. Ed. Marie
Battiste. Vancouver: ubc Press, 2000. 192–208.
———. “Introduction: Unfolding the Lessons of Colonization.” Reclaiming
Indigenous Voice and Vision, xvi–xxx.
———, and James [Sákéj] Youngblood Henderson. Protecting Indigenous
Knowledge and Heritage: A Global Challenge. Saskatoon: Purich, 2000.

from catachresis

Brydon, Diana. “Cross Talk, Postcolonial Pedagogy, and Transnational
Literacy.” Situation Analysis: A Forum for Critical Thought and International Current Affairs 4 (2004): 70–87.
Ermine, Willie. “The Ethical Space of Engagement.” Indigenous Law Journal 6.1 (2007): 193–203.
Fricker, Miranda. Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing.
Oxford: Oxford up, 2007.
Gates, Henry Louis, Jr. “Writing, ‘Race,’ and the Difference It Makes.” Critical Inquiry 13.1 (Autumn 1986), 203–10.
Hogan, Linda. Dwellings: A Spiritual History of the Living World. New
York: W. W. Norton, 1995.
Maracle, Lee. “Oratory on Oratory.” Trans.Can.Lit.: Resituating the Study of
Canadian Literature. Eds. Smaro Kamboureli and Roy Miki. Waterloo:
Waterloo up, 2007. 55–70.
Ngugi, wa Thiong’o. Decolonizing the Mind: The Politics of Language in
African Literature. London: James Currey, 1986.
Santos, Boaventura de Sousa, João Arriscado Nunes, and Maria Paula
Meneses. “Introduction: Opening Up the Canon of Knowledge and Recognition of Difference.” Another Knowledge Is Possible: Beyond Northern
Epistemologies. Ed. Boaventura de Sousa Santos. London: Verso, 2007.
xix–lxii.
Whorf, Benjamin Lee. Language, Thought, and Reality: Selected Writings.
Ed. and intro. John B. Carroll. Cambridge: mit Press, 1956.

Different Knowings | 159

to wedding,
shotgun
wedding
perhaps, but
it’s a place and
event from
which to move
ahead,
otherwise.

