Sámi Women, Autonomy, and
Decolonization in the Age of Globalization
by Rauna Kuokkanen

Indigenous women as a group have not benefited from economic globalization.
They usually bear the brunt of the destruction of indigenous economies, increased
outmigration, and other negative effects of corporate globalization. “Development”
and resource and other forms of exploitation in the name of progress are not new
for indigenous peoples – many have pointed out how globalization is merely the
latest euphemism for continued colonialism. In fact, the first anti-globalization
activists were indigenous people who fought transnational corporations (TNCs)
already back in the 1970s. What is new, however, is the increased pressure and
superexploitation on indigenous territories in the name of profit and globalized
economy. This has meant a serious undermining of international instruments,
constitutional provisions, national laws and policies safeguarding indigenous
rights. The most central of these rights, indigenous peoples’ right to selfdetermination, has been questioned and undermined as national governments
bind themselves to new global economic treaties resulting in a potentially
dangerous situation “where real and undivided power resides in private economic
power alone.” Others, however, suggest the opposite – that weakening the
sovereignty of nation-states, economic globalization signifies new opportunities
for indigenous peoples’ autonomy.
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In this paper, I examine the relationship between globalization, indigenous
women, and autonomy. My main context is Sámi society and women, but I also
draw examples from indigenous scholarship elsewhere. I start with a brief
discussion of colonialism, postcoloniality, and globalization on the Sámi territory
and then move to a critical analysis of current indigenous self-government
structures. I argue that there is a need to decolonize and transform these
structures if they are to include indigenous women. I also give a brief overview
of the myth of strong Sámi women. I conclude with a consideration of models of
autonomy that stem from understandings informed by indigenous women’s
concerns and circumstances. More specifically, I suggest that certain principles
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rooted in indigenous worldviews such as reciprocity and interdependence –
what I call the gift paradigm – can assist us in conceptualizing notions rooted in
a logic and vision distinct from predominant structures of international capitalism
and patriarchal hierarchies.
(Post)Colonial Sápmi
Postcolonial theory and criticism have opened up new possibilities and
dimensions for indigenous scholarship. Especially critiques of colonialism,
analysis of power relations in society as well as the dismantling and rejection
of the Eurocentric (but presented as universal) assumptions and views have
advanced the shaping and recognition of indigenous discourses. In the Nordic
countries, however, there is a marked shortage of postcolonial analysis of
colonialism in Sápmi and research considering the effects of the colonial
legacy on Sámi society. The “official” Sámi discourse largely lacks a critical
awareness of the more subtle forms of colonization, such as what Spivak calls
“epistemic violence;” the imposition and internalization of another worldview
and another set of values.
Some scholars have even attempted to deny the colonization in Sápmi. For
example, noted Finnish historian Jouko Vahtola is critical of discussing Sápmi as
a colony and a target of imperialism. He contends: “There is nothing wrong in the
South conquering the North, if it was not considered inappropriate at the time it
occurred.” One wonders through whose perspective (and whose interests) he is
considering the conquest of Sápmi when he adds that “in the 17th century, the
Sámi could not remain isolated as a land of shaman drums, harvesting culture and
shoe hay, which is easy to idealize and romanticize today.”
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Sámi scholar Veli-Pekka Lehtola has criticized Vahtola’s analysis, but also he
argues that “we should not underestimate the Crown policies and the measures of
government representatives that often are aimed at the well-being of the Sami.”
Lehtola does not give examples of these measures, but instead warns of research
that presents the Sámi as passive victims of colonization. In my view, there are
two important points to be made here. First, investigating the colonization of the
Sámi and the legacies of colonial processes does not necessarily render Sámi as
passive victims. The Sámi, like other colonized peoples around the world, have
had and continue to have various mechanisms and ways of resisting and
subverting the colonial control and exploitation. Second, when we discuss the
measures of the Crown aiming at the well-being of the Sámi, we have to consider
more closely their scope and dimension. Was the Crown truly interested in the
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individual or collective well-being of the Sámi or were the measures a cover for
other, less benign interests? In other words, what was the ultimate goal of these
measures? Could it have been only a stage in the larger process of appropriating
Sámi territories, identities, and culture? For example, in the process of converting
the Sámi into Christianity, using the Sámi language and the understanding of the
Sápmi-based religion were merely a phase serving the objective of eradication of
the Sámi worldview and religion.
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In short, we the Sámi are very much in need of thinking and rethinking Nordic
colonialism, as suggested by this conference and the exhibition. While we do not
yet live in the postcolonial, postcolonial analysis offers some useful and applicable
tools for our work. When critically employed, particularly postcolonial feminist
analyses of patriarchal hegemony can be useful in the process of decolonizing
contemporary Sámi society. For me, the importance of “postcolonial” lies in its
critical analysis and deconstruction of colonial discourses, practices, and relations
of power. Hence, it does not suggest that colonialism belongs to the past.
The Myth of Strong Sámi Women
While there are Sámi women who feel it is artificial to separate women from the
rest of their communities, there are others who contest the myths of “strong
Sámi matriarchs” often employed to brush aside demands by Sámi women’s
organizations and groups. According to Sámi feminist scholar Jorunn Eikjok,
notions of powerful Sámi women and traditional Sámi society as matriarchal
are myths created by the Sámi ethnopolitical movement in the 1970s, which
needed to distinguish the Sámi people from the surrounding Nordic peoples
and cultures. Until the late 1980s, it was common in the Sámi movement to
stress that Sámi women were not as oppressed as Nordic women and that in
Sámi society, women were equal with men. Besides a marker of distinctiveness,
the notion of strong Sámi women also had to do with a desired ideal of Sámi
society rather than the everyday reality of Sámi women. Today, this myth is
often used against Sámi women who advocate women’s issues, particularly by
Sámi men who have either internalized the myth or who benefit from the
patriarchal system that is the reality of contemporary Sámi society. A common
way to disregard Sámi women’s concerns is to refer to the fact that Sámi
women are already “better off” than Sámi men because they are stronger and
because the loss of traditional livelihoods has not impacted them as radically
as men.
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In daily life, Sámi women are often torn between two sets of demands. On the one
hand, they are required to uphold cultural values and customs connected with the
traditional subsistence economy and on the other, they are required to fulfill the
various expectations placed upon contemporary women. Eikjok suggests that this
is due to the internalization of patriarchal social relations in Sámi society, while at
the same time there is very little social or societal support for Sámi women’s
efforts. The adoption of the mainstream gender roles and devaluation of the
private sphere have diminished the status of Sámi women particularly in the public
sphere.
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Moreover, in No Beginning, No End: The Sámi Speak Up, an anthology of front
line Sámi artists and cultural workers discussing and analyzing current issues
affecting the Sámi people and culture, several contributors address the influence
of Christianity on women, suggesting that Christian ideology has introduced a
hierarchical understanding of genders, prioritizing men and resulting in a feeling
of low self-esteem for many Sámi women. Since the mid-1800s, Laestadianism,
an evangelical, revivalist movement inside the Lutheran Church influential in the
northern parts of Scandinavia, has had a strong effect in Sámi society. It has
introduced certain concepts of female piety and humility in addition to common
Christian dualistic notions of women as either good or evil.
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Moreover, Christianity and Laestadianism in particular, have affected Sámi
society for several generations. Contemporary perceptions of and attitudes
toward women in Sámi society are, therefore, an entangled combination of
influences of various origins and from different periods of time, making it rather
difficult to trace back the traditional status and roles of Sámi women (whatever is
implied by the always problematic notion of “traditional”). While the Sámi as a
people have been colonized by surrounding nation-states, many Sámi women
have also been oppressed and susceptible to sexism and male violence within
their own communities. Though not a new phenomenon, anecdotes but also
official reports about such incidents are only now beginning to surface in Sámi
society.
Current Self-Government Models and Indigenous Autonomy
Many indigenous rights advocates around the world have emphasized over and
over again the paramount importance of collective autonomy (i.e. autonomy as a
people) as a precondition for a long-term survival of indigenous peoples. However,
contemporary indigenous self-government agreements are generally limited in
their political and economic capacity and only allow for self-administration of
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certain programs. In some cases, such as the Sámi in Finland, they only refer to
cultural autonomy (i.e. rights to language and culture) without addressing
indigenous political and economic self-determination. Although “cultural rights”
may provide a basis for indigenous peoples to defend and advance their collective
rights, it can also be argued that separating indigenous self-government from
their land base transforms “the identity of Indigenous peoples from peoples to
other minority groups that do not have a territorial/homeland attachment.” It also
“denies Indigenous communal ownership.” This reflects the neo-liberal agenda
and approach to indigenous rights that seek to reduce and redefine indigenous
rights to fit into a new model of market citizenship with a focus on economic
development.
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Canada’s land claim and self-governance policy and its premises have also
been criticized for several reasons. The policy requires the extinguishment of
Aboriginal rights, including Aboriginal title, in exchange for the rights included in
the new settlement or agreement. Moreover, there is a tendency to achieve an
agreement “only when the federal government [is] eager to facilitate an economic
development project.” This tends to marginalize Aboriginal women in various
ways. First, the land claim policy that prioritizes and focuses on large-scale
resource development is male-centered because most new jobs are taken by
men. It is male-centered also because it neglects the socio-economic and
cultural implications that may disproportionately affect women in the form of
disruption of family and social relations. Second, Aboriginal women and their
concerns are often left out of land claims negotiations. The requisite land use
and occupancy study also usually focuses on activities traditionally recognized
as male, such as hunting, fishing, and trapping. In other words, as Joyce Green
notes, development generally “has not benefited aboriginal women to any
significant degree: rather, it has contributed to the erosion of viable community
economies and social structures, corroded the environment and marginalized
women and children.” Moreover, many indigenous women argue that
contemporary models of indigenous sovereignty merely replicate masculinist
and patriarchal political structures and ideologies.
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Further, in many cases indigenous women remain unequal in their communities
in their political ability to impact decision-making on issues directly related to
their lives and well-being. We can see this also in Sámi society. Despite the fact
that there are currently several Sámi women in prominent political positions, a
large number of contemporary Sámi women do not consider running for office at
local or regional levels such as municipal or Sámi Parliament elections. The
26
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three Sámi Parliaments in Norway, Sweden, and Finland – elected bodies
representing the Sámi especially at the national level to their respective state
governments – have been male-dominated, and in the case of Sweden and
Finland continue to be so (the percentage of women is 35 and 21 respectively).
The Norwegian Sámi Parliament has had special campaigns to recruit more
women as candidates and to encourage women to vote in its elections. At its last
election in the fall 2005, women formed, for the first time, the majority (51%) of
the Norwegian Sámi Parliament’s 39 elected representatives. (Before the 2005
elections, the percentage of women representatives was as low as 12). Also the
newly elected president of the Sámi Parliament in Norway is a woman for the
first time in the history of all three Sámi Parliaments.
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Although significant, the new female majority in the Norwegian Sámi Parliament
does not automatically guarantee political practices or procedures that revoke or
even challenge the entrenched patriarchal structures, priorities, and political
processes. Moreover, there are other powerful Sámi organizations such as the
Norwegian Sámi Reindeer Herders’ Association, which continue to be strongly
male-dominated. With an Executive Board consisting of only 22% women, the
organization breaks the Norwegian law that requires minimum of 40% of women
representatives on organizations’ boards.
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Indigenous Autonomy and Economic Realities of Globalization
How can we develop viable models of autonomy in an era of globalization that
seeks to eradicate all barriers, especially economic ones? Even though the
emphasis may be on community development and enhancing the well-being of
individuals in impoverished communities, the existing indigenous self-government
structures and economic models are grounded on principles of global capitalism
(e.g. resource extraction, establishment of casinos). Joyce Green argues:
“The world of globalized capitalism drives not only colonial governments, but,
increasingly, Aboriginal ones. Some pursue profits and capitalist methods like
union-busting. Some seek an accommodation with capitalist development that
might benefit indigenous communities, an example being the current agreement
between the James Bay and Quebec (arguably environmentally problematic)
hydro development. Those who would choose non-capitalist alternatives are at
odds with the dominant culture, political ideology and economic structure.”
29

It is important to recognize how global capitalist discourses have also inherited
the role of colonial law that sought to exterminate indigenous peoples by
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outlawing their practices and livelihoods that do not conform to the logic and
values of Western societies. Today, the same results – making the conditions to
practice indigenous cultures and livelihoods impossible – are achieved through
the naturalized discourses of profit and development. For example, one of the
remaining traditional livelihoods of the Sámi today, reindeer herding, has gradually
been made next to impossible by various gestures of colonial encroachment
(border closures, hydroelectric development, logging, tourism, mining, state
policies). Despite the opposition of Sámi reindeer herders, the Finnish government
continues logging the old growth forests in reindeer grazing areas in the north and
postponing the settlement of the Sámi land rights. But what is left of the land and
resources, which the survival of Sámi culture (and thus, the Sámi people) is
dependent on, if the current development continues until we find enough political
will to resolve the land rights question? In short, the neo-colonial globalized reality
is that the state no longer needs to outlaw indigenous livelihoods or practices, but
just wait until the conditions for practicing no longer exist. The policy of “death by
thousand cuts” may not be recorded in any government documents, but we all
know how effective it is – it can be hard to detect but it works.
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Sámi women have already been pushed to the margins of reindeer herding
several decades ago. Particularly since the post-war period, government policies
have made Sámi women invisible in the livelihood in which they have always
played a central role. In many cases, they have erased the traditionally held right
of ownership of women’s own reindeer. In official records, reindeer-owning Sámi
women have been placed under their husbands – an act which has had
ramifications ranging from allocation of subsidies and grants to the status and
recognition of women within the livelihood often considered one of the central
markers of Sáminess and Sámi identity.
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Without access to and control over land, it is particularly difficult to live according
to governance and economic models other than the dominant capitalist one. If
governments are interested in settling land claims at all, it usually is only because
they want “to create the conditions for investment confidence, and to protect
‘third party interests’ (that is, non-aboriginal property.)” In other words, “the
commitment of the colonial state to contemporary justice for indigenous peoples
is linked to its interest in corporate activity, not in justice per se.” The governments
have no interest in supporting subsistence economies based on alternative
values such as sustainability and community well-being. Traditional economies
characterized by subsistence perspective are opposed by both political and
corporate elites exactly because they exist outside their reach: “land being used
for a subsistence livelihood is off the market.”
32

33

34

7

Relational Autonomy and Indigenous Women
In considerations and struggles for indigenous autonomy, women’s concerns and
priorities are often put on the back burner to be addressed “later.” Indigenous
women demanding attention to their political or socio-economic marginalization
and to different forms of violence in their own communities are sometimes made to
feel as though they are being unreasonable. “Later,” however, “is a patriarchal
time zone” usually resulting in women losing political and other opportunities and
setting them back potentially for years. Considering existing sexism and
patriarchal relations of power in most indigenous societies today, “later” may also
mean that indigenous women will not survive due to the violence they experience
in their communities.
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It is therefore crucial to consider models and visions of autonomy that stem from
understandings informed by indigenous women’s concerns and circumstances.
Structures of autonomy that do not address women’s inequality from the very
beginning are likely to merely “reproduce inequality by cultivating conditions for
superordinate and subordinate positions.” As Margarita Gutiérrez and Nellys
Palomo contend, “there will be no autonomy for any of the peoples if women,
half of those people continue to be subjugated and without their own
autonomy!”
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Legal scholar Jennifer Nedelsky contends that there is a need for a conception
of autonomy from a feminist perspective. In her view, the dominant conception
informed by liberal individualism is inconsistent with and inadequate to feminist
theory and methodology. The basic value of autonomy, however, remains
central to feminism. She proposes a form of relational autonomy that recognizes
the constitutive nature of social context in conceptualizing individual selfdetermination. While Nedelsky is interested in articulating individual autonomy
as “a capacity that exists only in the context of social relations,” I suggest that
there is also a need to conceptualize notions of collective relational autonomy
rooted in a logic and vision distinct from predominant structures of international
capitalism and patriarchal hierarchies. Although Nedelsky suggests that there
is a dichotomy between autonomy and collectivity, I do think it is possible to
envision relational forms of collective autonomy rooted in notions of
interdependence and social relations, examples of which can be found in
indigenous philosophies.
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In a global scale and on the level of nation-states, Latin American countries have
recently emerged as the vanguard in challenging global capitalism. They have
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been successful in challenging the dominant neo-liberal policies because their
opposition is rooted in an alternative economic model. This model is characterized
by regional integration and principles of complementarity (instead of competition),
solidarity (instead of domination), cooperation (instead of exploitation), and
respect for sovereignty (instead of corporate rule). It is also in Latin America
where indigenous peoples have been on the leading edge of forging new
paradigms of autonomy and refusing to accept the dictums of the New World
Order.
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International fascination with the indigenous movement in Chiapas and the
Zapatistas as “the first postmodern revolution” can be at least partly explained by
the visionary nature of the Zapatista uprising. They have had courage to dream a
radically alternative future based on indigenous (Mayan) consciousness. We
should not, however, idealize the Zapatista movement the way it has been done
by people nostalgic for revolution, but who ignore the material conditions and the
structural positions of people within broader relations of power. This is not to deny
the uniqueness of the Zapatistas – what they are envisioning and realizing in their
very lives is, in many ways, novel and different from many other indigenous social
movements and formulations of autonomy. One of the many scholars who have
studied autonomy in Chiapas is June Nash. She maintains that:
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“If we translate the term autonomia in English as self-governing, we leave out of
consideration the generative basis of culture encompassed in the indigenous
understanding of autonomy. In their expanded definition, they reach for terms
such as ‘attaining dignity.’”
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What also makes this conception of autonomy extraordinary is that it is grounded
in the notion of pluricultural co-existence. Autonomy of different groups is
asserted by each group defining their space in their own way while allowing and
accepting other groups to do the same in their own way. Endeavors of reclaiming
pluriethnic autonomy seek to define models of governance in terms that are more
related to indigenous peoples’ own cultural, social and political practices than
those imposed by the national government. In this way, these models exceed
dominant Western categories of autonomy. Characterized by egalitarianism,
pluriethnic autonomy is a concept that:

“...goes far beyond that implied by ‘equality’ in Western democracies; it refers to
societies without classes that demonstrated full sexual symmetry, where individual
autonomy prevailed, and the exercises of authority over others, even that of adults
over children, was discouraged.”
44
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Nash suggests that this understanding of autonomy, which recognizes “the
differentiation by sex and age and the necessity of giving space for its existence,
was denied in Western philosophy” where the emphasis is on the principle of
sameness rather than difference. Egalitarian behavior of indigenous peoples
was considered barbaric and an indication of their need for civilization by
missionaries and colonizers for whom the notion of autonomy for all, including
every family member, was an alien concept. “It is autonomy in this radical
sense,” Nash contends, “that the indigenous movements of the hemisphere are
espousing.”
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From the very beginning, Mayan women in Chiapas have been a central
constituent “in formulating the indigenous version of a multiethnic society with
pluricultural autonomy.” In these formulations, indigenous women’s voices and
views have often contradicted those of men. Women have called attention to the
lack of harmony in gender and power relations within their communities and
introduced critical perspectives particularly to those traditional customs that
degrade, oppress, or marginalize them. As a result, while women’s groups
represent one of the most revolutionary changes in Chiapas, they are not always
met with open arms. Activist women are often “subject to threats and physical
violence that … differ from those accorded to men’s political organizations.” This
violence originates from both within and without women’s own communities.
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Survival of indigenous societies is dependent on models and structures of
autonomy which do not shy away from addressing questions of patriarchy and
gendered, sexual violence within those societies. We cannot separate gender
justice from indigenous peoples’ right to self-determination, and we cannot decolonize our societies without addressing sexism in those societies. Cherokee
activist and scholar Andrea Smith maintains that:
“It has been through sexual violence and through the imposition of European
relationships on Native communities that Europeans were able to colonize
Native peoples in the first place. If we maintain these patriarchal gender
systems in place, we are then unable to decolonize and fully assert our
sovereignty.”
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For Smith and many other indigenous women scholars and activists, there is a
pressing need for alternative models of the nation that are not based on
domination, violence, or coercion (the nation-state model), but instead on
interdependence and mutual reciprocity. Indigenous women’s organizations
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and groups are also looking for “new reference points with which to construct
citizenship as indigenous women.” They are calling for an end to violence
and the reproduction of patriarchal, racist, and classist attitudes and behavior.
Therefore, what is needed according to many women, is an urgent restoration
of values “such as reciprocity (giving and receiving), solidarity (mutual support),
and the holistic (integral) nature” of indigenous thought – values which indigenous
peoples not only in Chiapas but around the globe are rapidly and systematically
losing “in the shadow of the economic, social and cultural policies of the
federal government and globalization.”
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Alternative Autonomies: the Gift Paradigm
Many, including some indigenous people, have internalized the tenet that there
are no alternatives to economic globalization. The cynicism of the prevailing
neo-liberal ideology according to which global capitalism is inevitable dismisses
calls for alternative economic and societal structures as unrealistic, utopian, and
naïve. However, as Karl Polanyi has pointed out, “the ‘utopian’ elevation of market
relations to pre-eminence over all other kinds of social relations represented
idiosyncratic preoccupations of particular interests within particular societies,
rather than the expression of universal human attributes.” An alternative world is
not only possible (and necessary), but it in fact already exists. What has made
most people blind to alternative economic forms is the obsession with the question
of which is the better of the two dominant ideologies and economic models,
socialism or capitalism.
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Existing alternatives include various gift and subsistence economies which can
be found around the world. Subsistence economy is defined as production that:
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“...includes all work that is expended in the creation, re-creation and
maintenance of immediate life and which has no other purpose. Subsistence
production therefore stands in contrast to commodity and surplus value
production. For subsistence production the aim is ‘life,’ for commodity
production it is ‘money,’ which ‘produces’ ever more money, or the
accumulation of capital.”
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Subsistence production has been devalued and considered backward in the
context of modern economy. The systematic and rigorous “war” against
subsistence emerged simultaneously with the paradigm of development after the
Second World War. Subsistence economies continue to exist, however, in many
parts of the world, usually alongside with the more formal market economy.
55,56
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Although the informal subsistence production in these mixed economies is often
largely invisible, it is crucial for the survival and well-being of the community.
57

Gift economies of “archaic” societies have long been the focus of anthropological
and other studies, which define the gift as a means of establishing and maintaining
social relations between groups and collectivities. From the perspective of feminist
gift economy theory and practice, however, the gift paradigm represents a radical
challenge to the dominant neo-liberal market ideology. Whereas mainstream
studies consider the gift as a form of exchange, Genevieve Vaughan argues that
the gift and exchange are two distinct, logically contradictory paradigms. These
primarily economic paradigms are also complementary even though the exchange
paradigm, manifested by patriarchal capitalism, has made the gift largely invisible
and undervalued in Western societies. For Vaughan, the exchange paradigm is
based on patriarchal, capitalist values of self-interest, competition, domination,
individualism as well as appropriation and exploitation of the gifts of the “Other.”
Gift giving, on the other hand, is based on values of sharing and creation of bonds.
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The present neo-liberal market economy is rooted in exchange but also in
exploiting many veiled gifts such as women’s free domestic labor. Vaughan
argues that profit itself is a “gift” from the employee to the corporation.
Exchange, often defined as giving in order to receive, is ego-oriented. The
purpose of the transaction is the satisfaction of one’s own needs. Exchange
also creates artificial scarcity by appropriation of “the gifts of poor countries by
wealthy countries, the gifts of nature, the past and the future by the few for their
profit in the present.” In the gift paradigm, the purpose of the gift is to look
after the needs of others. These two paradigms constitute different logics with
different values and objectives. The gift paradigm questions and challenges the
values of exchange, such as accumulation and self-interest by emphasizing the
satisfaction of the needs of others.
59
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I propose that the gift paradigm also provides new ways and strategies to envision
indigenous peoples’ autonomy in contemporary settings. I suggest this particularly
because of three main reasons: (1) the gift is based on a different logic that
perceives the world as being inhabited by autonomous, but interrelated powers
and entities that cannot be subjugated, (2) the gift questions hierarchies present
in many of the current models of autonomy and self-government, and (3) the gift
rearticulates the role of the individual in relation to the community or society, not in
individualistic terms of liberal theory, but in a way that recognizes the social nature
of human beings without reducing individuals into an internally homogeneous
mass.
63
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Many indigenous rights advocates have called for the need to explore and
support alternative economic models and paradigms practiced by indigenous
peoples. Indigenous gift philosophies are an example of such alternatives. It is
necessary, however, to consider the gift in a light critical of reductionist, colonial,
and patriarchal biases of previous analyses, particularly in the field of
anthropology. Many classic gift analyses often focus solely on the past and
“archaic societies” or do not foreground indigenous realities and premises,
which differ from the contemporary gift practices of dominant society.
Indigenous gift-oriented worldviews provide alternative visions and strategies
to that of neo-liberalism and global consumerism by focusing on values and
principles of reciprocity as well as on actively recognizing the gifts of the land
(i.e. land as a source or relationship, not as a re-source – something taken for
granted). Okanagan writer and educator Jeannette Armstrong suggests that
giving is the only way of being human and that our survival is dependent on
giving.
65

In indigenous land-based philosophies, the gift is the means by which the social
order is renewed and secured. Gift practices are often very different from one
society and culture to another. They can vary from give-back ceremonies and
rituals to individual expressions of gratitude to the land as recognition of its
abundance. The purpose of giving, however, is usually very similar in these
societies: to acknowledge and renew the sense of kinship and co-existence with
the world. In other words, the gift is the manifestation of reciprocity with one’s
ecosystem, reflecting the bond of dependence and respect toward the natural
world. From this bond, certain responsibilities emerge. These responsibilities
are observed through different ceremonies (e.g. giving to sieidis, the potlatch)
and verbal and physical gestures of gratitude (e.g. the Haudenosaunee
Thanksgiving address). In this system, one does not give primarily in order to
receive but to ensure the balance of the world on which the well-being of the
entire social order is contingent. Gifts are given to thank the guardians of the
land that sustain human beings, but they are also given for a continued goodwill
of the universe.
The relationships indigenous peoples have forged with their environments for
centuries are a consequence of the living off the land and their dependence on
its abundance. They are a result of an understanding that the well-being of land
is also the well-being of human beings. The link between indigenous peoples
and their land is not abstraction or idealization, but stems from “specific

13

experiences by a specific people living in a particular locale.” It has also
become clear how the economic, social, and cultural systems and philosophies
developed by indigenous peoples in their territories remain central in ensuring
sustainability and cultural and biological diversity.
66

These systems and philosophies can also assist us in envisioning autonomy for
indigenous peoples based on values of interdependence and reciprocity rather
than hierarchies and various forms of violence and coercion. Indigenous peoples
do not need to pattern themselves after Western models in their endeavors toward
autonomy. The ruling of the International Court of Justice from 1975 states that
“Indigenous governments do not have to emulate European governmental
structures to have sovereignty over their territory.” When considering indigenous
peoples’ practices and philosophies for alternative frameworks, however, it is
necessary to remain watchful for employing them to merely re-inscribe domination
or patriarchal structures in the name of “indigenous traditions.” The gift paradigm,
in its critique of patriarchal capitalism, offers us a strategy that foregrounds
indigenous women and their concerns, yet it centers upon indigenous peoples’
worldviews and values.
67

It is important to emphasize that to discuss these relationships as part of
indigenous worldviews is not romanticization. Discussing and drawing upon the
gift paradigm for new strategies to both critique and re-imagine globalization is
not a nostalgic call for a return to a “golden” past. Instead, the gift paradigm
offers a new conceptual framework as well as principles and values that can be
further elaborated to address contemporary concerns such as indigenous
peoples’ autonomy. Although the gift is a concept with a distinct vision, values,
and principles, it is not merely an abstraction or theory. It is rooted in specific
socio-economic conditions and lived practices and as such gives us a viable
strategy and source for social change.
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