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Indigenous Languages, CCUNESCO is translating
publications connected to the Decade in an
Indigenous language. Please note that this article is
available in Mi'kmaq on CCUNESCO’s website.
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Introduction

The practice of heritage conservation is premised on a set of
core concepts and assumptions that guide its implementation
across a broad and diverse range of cultures and geographies.
For the most part, the origins of these concepts and
assumptions can be traced to western European knowledge
systems that tend to regard nature and culture as separate
spheres' and emphasize material heritage, such as buildings
and objects, over living heritage, such as traditional practices,
skills, knowledge and livelihoods.? Over time, however, it is
clear that the conventional heritage system cannot adequately
accommodate the full range of heritage expressions and
systems of all peoples around the world, including those of
Indigenous Peoples.

In response, efforts are underway within the heritage field to
improve and expand the understanding of its core concepts
and assumptions, with a view to increasing their relevance
and broadening their application.’ At present, the underlying
basis of the framework is largely Eurocentric, and the need
to recognize the cultural specificity of heritage and the
knowledge systems that inform them, remains pressing. As
Galla argues, “the voice of the bearer of intangible heritage
— individual or collective — or those that are the closest as
primary stakeholders to a heritage resource, be it intangible or
tangible, movable or immovable, natural or cultural [...] has
a critical position in our endeavours to safeguard the cultural
diversity and intangible heritage in sustainable heritage
development.”

Recognizing and commemorating Indigenous heritage in

a meaningful way within the conventional heritage system

has proven to be particularly challenging, given the degree

to which underlying cultural perspectives and worldviews
differ. This being the case, rather than simply trying to amend
existing policies, frameworks and criteria to accommodate

the particularities of Indigenous heritage, it is often more
advantageous to explore the cultural foundations of Indigenous
heritage and build from there.
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This view is consistent with the widely cited Mi’kmaq concept
of Etuaptmumk (Two-Eyed Seeing). As Jenny L. Rowett
explains, “Etuaptmumk is an approach based on the teachings
of the late spiritual leader, healer and chief, Charles Labrador
of Acadia First Nation, and brought forth in 2004 by Elders
Albert and Murdena Marshall from the Eskasoni community,
5 whose purpose is to “bring the teachings of
different knowledge systems together, to be utilized mindfully
alongside each other, for the good of all.”® Without trying to
subsume one knowledge system into the other, Etuaptmumk
promotes a kind of complementarity where neither is judged
by the other, and each is evaluated in relation to its own
context.’

in Unama’ki,

While diverse, Indigenous knowledge systems can be said

to share certain key characteristics, namely, that knowledge
generation is an interconnected and relational activity amongst
living and non-living beings.® More specifically, Indigenous
knowledge is understood as “a cumulative body of knowledge,
practice and belief evolving by adaptive processes and handed
down through generations by cultural transmission, about the
relationship of living beings (including humans) with one
another and with their environment.” It has been described by
Deborah McGregor as “situated knowledge” that is “neither
separable from the knowledge holders or keepers, nor is it
divisible from the environment in which it is embedded.”!°

To adequately address the context of Indigenous knowledge
systems, it is important to explore the particularly important
role of language in structuring and mediating relationships
to land and place, an interconnectivity that forms the basis
for cultural knowledge, identity and heritage of Indigenous
Peoples.'! In recognition of the space offered by the upcoming
International Decade of Indigenous Languages (2022-2032),
this paper discusses the role of language in sustaining and
renewing Indigenous heritage. In doing so, it highlights how
land, knowledge and identity are inextricably interwoven

in many Indigenous world views, and must therefore be
fundamentally recognized as such by the heritage field, both
in principle and in practice. Doing so will require developing
new conceptual frameworks and tools that are rooted in
Indigenous ontologies.
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Land-Language:
Interconnected, Situated and Dynamic

Critical to understanding the significance of land in many As Jeannette Armstrong explains in her piece entitled
Indigenous ontologies is understanding that land is not Land Speaking,

simply an ecology of natural elements — an amalgamation of

geological and geographical features, flora and fauna. Land As Iunderstand it from my Okanagan ancestors,

is, rather, a wholly cultural and spiritual sphere made up of a language was given 1o us by the land we live within
network of human, non-human, living and ancestral beings all [...] The Okanagan language, called N’silxchn by
interconnected and interdependent.'? In Indigenous cultures, us, is one of the Salishan languages |...] I have
language is born or derived from the land, “from the sounds heard elders explain that the language changed as
and rhythms of ecology, nature in action.”"* we moved and spread over the land through time. My

own father told me that it was the land that changed
the language because there is special knowledge

in each different place [...] It is said in Okanagan
that the land constantly speaks. It is constantly
communicating. Not to learn its language is to die.
We survived and thrived by listening intently to its
teachings — to its language — and then inventing
human words to retell its stories to our succeeding
generations. It is the land that speaks N’silxchn
through the generations of our ancestors to us. It is
N’silxchn, the old land/mother spirit of the Okanagan
People, which surrounds me in its primal wordless
state.™

The land as language surrounds us completely, just
like the physical reality of it surrounds us. Within
that vast speaking, both externally and internally, we
as human beings are an inextricable part — though

a minute part — of the land language. In this sense,
all indigenous peoples’ languages are generated by
a precise geography and arise from it. Over time and
many generations of their people, it is their distinctive
interaction with a precise geography which forms the
way indigenous language is shaped and subsequently
how the world is viewed, approached, and expressed
verbally by its speakers.”
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In addition to being derived from the land, language is deeply
embedded in the concept of land in other important ways.
Ferguson and Weaselboy describe how “language reverberates
within and through Land, and thus is intrinsically connected to
all beings upon that land; it is not a variable easily separated,
as it allows and acknowledges both communion with — and
understanding of — land.”'® Language is also how reciprocity
and relationships are enacted, with the land governing
behaviour through ceremony, oral narratives and place
names."”

Thus, language can be recognized as the cohesive or
communicative element by which the relationships in the
network of beings described above are sustained. It expresses
the interconnections, worldviews and ways of knowing and
being of a particular people in a particular place. In this way,
language is the holder of Indigenous culture and identity.'® As
Cherokee Elder Hastings Shade expresses it, “As long as we
speak to the fire in Cherokee, it will not go out [...] when the
language is gone, the fire will be gone. And the Cherokee will
be gone.”"?

Given the overlapping nature of the land-language
relationship, it is not surprising that language can demonstrate
a peoples’ deep knowledge and connection to a specific

place. The specificity of Indigenous languages is connected

to the physical characteristics of the land and the behavioural
obligations that come with its care. The speakers of Indigenous
languages assert their belonging to the land through their
speaking, legitimating themselves as stewards and carers of
the land.?” One of the most profound threats to Indigenous
languages is the displacement of Indigenous people from
their lands.?' The rupture between language and land not only
begins the demise of language, it can also set off a series of
cultural and social fractures leading to the loss of cultural
identities.

M’sit No’kmagq et al. describe how, in many Indigenous
languages, knowledge is “an active and ongoing process

of knowing or coming to know” that is deepened through
experiences on the land.”> Knowledge of harvesting areas, or
ways of navigating the land is learned through being, hunting
and travelling on the land. These activities are deeply informed
by beliefs and traditional values that are also learned through
experiences on the land.” Language helps to carry these
relationships and ways of knowing, learned from the land,
across generations. Like knowledge, language is responsive to
new experiences and adapts to accommodate new information.
Its ongoing use is thus imperative for continued knowledge
about the land.
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Land-Language:
Toponymy and
the Nature of Naming

Language and land are also profoundly interconnected through
the act of naming. Landscape features influence the evolution
of Indigenous languages by begetting the creation of words or
place-names to describe and distinguish them.?* Place-names
weave a cultural understanding of the land into the land itself.
They can describe large landscape features, such as mountains,
lakes, hills and rivers, or micro-environments such as rocks,
individual trees, or distinct water features to identify specific
places, not unlike GPS coordinates.” Rowan describes how the
displacement of over 100,000 Nubians to arid desert locations
away from their homeland on the Nile threatened Nubian
language and knowledge connected to the riverine ecology and
environment, and all of the intangible heritage associated with
(20

More than mere identifiers, Indigenous place-names “are
forged into specific ontologies and express the Indigenous
ways of interacting with the landscape.”” They are often
connected to narratives that explain a landscape feature, or
recall myths and stories associated with the feature, acting

as a kind of mnemonic prompt for their retelling. Similarly,
they carry memory of events or sacred sites and, when strung
together, provide mental maps for navigation across the land.
According to one woman from the Jahkdgasska community
in northern Sweden, “In the past, the name was the map.”?
Nigel Crawhall describes how San elders navigated their
desert landscape using a topographic and toponymic system
distinct from English or Afrikaans speakers that described
sizes, heights and shapes of landscape features. He describes
this as a type of literacy. “Just as we read maps, place names
and books, [the San elders] were reading the land. The marks
in the sand, the shape of the terrain, the vegetation, and the
stories attached to all of these created texts that could only be
read by one who was highly literate in this cultural and natural
language.””

Place names, then, map the landscape according to the
worldview of its inhabitants. Citing the non-interchangeability
of Navajo and English toponyms, Ferguson and Weaselboy
describe how ‘“‘culturally-situated narratives and histories are
embedded in those names” suggesting that *“...Land must be
experienced through Indigenous language in order to fully
appreciate those layers of meaning....”*

Place names are also windows into culturally specific concepts
that govern relationships to land. We see this in the recently
designated UNESCO World Heritage Site of Pimachiowin
AKki (‘the land that gives life”) that celebrates the relationship
between the Anishinaabe people and the land through a
variety of culturally embedded concepts or principles.’' These
include ji-ganawendamang gidakiiminaan (keeping the land)
and gibimi-giiwewatoon (giving something back to the land).
Recognizing Pimachiowin Aki as an exceptional testimony

to the continuing cultural tradition of ji-ganawendamang
gidakiiminaan (keeping the land), invites the heritage field to
better understand how Indigenous languages and expressions
associated with Indigenous Peoples’ relationships to the land
hold deep cultural knowledge fundamental to cultural identity,
and how they constitute the cornerstones of an interrelated and
reciprocal system of care for the well-being of the land and
people.
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Case Study: Netukulimk

In Mi’kmaw, the concept of netukulimk sets out the principle
of balancing the needs of the community in relation to the
natural world. As described by the Unama’ki Institute of
Natural Resources, netukulimk, is “the use of the natural
bounty provided by the Creator for the self-support and well-
being of the individual and the community. Netukulimk is
achieving adequate standards of community nutrition and
economic well-being without jeopardizing the integrity,
diversity, or productivity of our environment.”* It describes a
type of spiritual and ethical relationship between people and
the natural world that recognizes the interdependence and
balance of all living and non-living beings. The word means,
“To avoid not having enough and not so much as having
plenty.”*

Traditional laws that govern Indigenous Peoples’ relationships
with the environment are developed over long periods of close
interaction with the natural world.** Prosper et al. describe the
development of the relationship between the Mi’kmaq and the
land as follows:

“The Mi’kmaq people have inhabited the
Eastern Coast of what is now Canada for at
least 12,000 years (Davis, 1997). During this
time, a relationship to the land, water and all
wildlife developed. This relationship laid the
foundation for how the Mi’kmagq interacted with
and respected all life within their circle. The
relationship was expressed in various ceremonies
and rituals that conveyed Mi’kmaq respect and
gratitude for animals, fish, and all other earthly
life forms, which today are called ‘resources’
(Martin, 1978).”%

The cyclical nature of the natural world and the place of
people within it are key concepts of the interrelationship of all
living and non-living beings with the land. “Mi’kmaq believe
that their ancestors are situated within the circle of life.

In the Mi’kmaq worldview, consumption of all life forms, such
as plants, trees or mammals, is considered as a celebration of
their ancestors, as all deceased are integrated into and with the
land, water and air.”*¢ The interconnected and cyclical nature
of being means that humans and all other living beings, non-
living beings, and ancestors are bound together in a deeply
interdependent way. The land is understood as the amalgam of

all living things, including ancestors.”

Netukulimk sets out a series of rules and obligations expressed
through rituals and customary practices to guide respectful
behaviour in relation to how the Mi’kmaq conduct themselves
on the land. It informs how to hunt and gather from the land
in a way that promotes sustainability of the land for future
generations.*® The closely related concept of m’sit no’kmag,
meaning ‘all my relations’ includes not only kin, but the
whole of the natural world. Caring for m’sit no’kmagq thus
means caring for both community and the land according to
netukulimk.®

Netukulimk is informing the revitalization of the Mi’kmagq
relationship with Unama’ki and conservation work.* “The
revitalization by the Mi’kmagq of netukulimk is intended to
reconnect their severed spiritual relations with land, plants,
water and animals and to restore respect for the responsibilities
inherent in their rights.”*!
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Conclusion

The concept of Etuaptmumk or “Two-Eyed Seeing’ reminds

us that it is important for the heritage field to consider

different starting points and ways of knowing to inform
heritage theory and practice. As the above discussion seeks

to illustrate, language plays a central role in shaping and
reflecting Indigenous relationships to land that form the basis
for heritage values. Focussing on language reveals that in an
Indigenous context, heritage values are often connected to the
meanings, practices, and knowledge embedded in places and
landscapes over time. As Thomas Johnson reflects following his
description of the geographical underpinnings of the legend of
Kluskap’s Journey through Mi’kma’ki (the Mi’kmaq homeland
that overlaps with present day Nova Scotia): “When we are
disconnected from the land, we lose our language and many

of our animate words, which are essential in maintaining that
relationship and interconnectedness with the land. Reciprocally,
losing our language has resulted in the costs associated with a
breakdown in our relationship with the land.”

A key challenge for the heritage field is to work with Indigenous
communities to ensure that the tools and frameworks are in place
to recognize and protect relationships to land that are expressed
through language and form the cornerstone for cultural identities.
This requires heritage practitioners to reflect on the limitations
of existing heritage typologies and embrace the opportunity to
commemorate and conserve heritage using approaches adapted
to the cultural context at hand. Groundbreaking designations like
the World Heritage Site of Pimachiowin Aki help pave the way
for using Indigenous languages and culturally rooted concepts
and ideas as a starting point for heritage practices that celebrate
and protect places. This is a way of commemorating the past

and perpetuating culture into the future. They also highlight the
importance of safeguarding Indigenous languages as the vehicle
through which heritage value is expressed and transmitted to
future generations.
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