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Abstract

This article explores the application of two-eyed seeing in the first year of a three-year study about 

the effectiveness of cultural interventions in First Nations alcohol and drug treatment in Canada. 

Two-eyed seeing is recognized by Canada’s major health research funder as a starting point for 

bringing together the strengths of Indigenous and Western ways of knowing. With the aim of 

developing a culture-based measurement tool, our team carried out an Indigenous-centred research 

process with our interpretation of two-eyed seeing as a guiding principle. This enabled us to 

engage in a decolonizing project that prioritized Indigenous methodologies and ways of knowing 

and knowledge alongside those of Western science. By concentrating on Indigenous governance in 

the research process, our project supported efforts at Indigenous cultural renewal. Two illustrations 

are offered, our team’s reconceptualization of Western derived understandings of data collection 

through Indigenous storytelling and our research grant timeframe with Indigenous knowledge 

gardening. This article contributes to the Indigenous research and policy literature which is lacking 

documentation about how Indigenous communities and research teams are benefitting from two-

eyed seeing.
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This article reflects on the substantial benefits our community-based research team gained 

by applying two-eyed seeing as a guiding principle in its three-year study. Honouring Our 
Strengths: Indigenous Culture as Intervention in Addictions Treatment was launched in 2012 

with the ultimate goal of developing a measure to gauge the effectiveness of cultural 

interventions in First Nations alcohol and drug treatment in Canada.1 Our team’s 

interpretation and application of two-eyed seeing as a guiding principle has aided us in 

engaging in a decolonizing project that prioritizes Indigenous methodologies and ways of 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-No Derivative Works 4.0 License.
1This study was funded by the Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR) [funding reference number AHI–120535]. The partners 
were the Assembly of First Nations (AFN), Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH), National Native Addictions Partnership 
Foundation (NNAPF), and the University of Saskatchewan (U of S) among others.
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knowing and knowledge alongside Western science. Two-eyed seeing assisted our team with 

supporting Indigenous cultural renewal by confronting colonial practices via First Nations 

governance in our collaborative study involving Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers.
2 Governance is a large and at times unwieldy concept that draws from diverse disciplines 

and is interpreted variously. We share with Bevir (2009) that “governance includes new ways 

of thinking about social coordination and patterns of rules as they appear in civil society, 

political institutions, and the international arena” (p. viii).

The concept of two-eyed seeing originated through in the work of Mi’kmaq Elders Murdena 

and Albert Marshall from Eskasoni First Nation, along with Dr. Cheryl Bartlett at Cape 

Breton University’s Institute for Integrative Science and Health/Toqwa’tu’kl Kjijitaqnn 

(Iwama, Marshall, M., Marshall, A., & Bartlett, 2009). Two-eyed seeing is expressed by 

Elder Marshall as: “To see from one eye with the strengths of Indigenous ways of knowing, 

and to see from the other eye with the strengths of Western ways of knowing, and to use 

both of these eyes together” (Bartlett, Marshall, M., & Marshall, A., 2012, p. 335). The 

Canadian Institutes of Health Research’s (CIHR) Institute of Aboriginal Peoples’ Health has 

adopted the concept of two-eyed seeing with the goal of transforming Indigenous health and 

figures it prominently in its vision for the future (CIHR, 2011).

Understanding research as cultural renewal, that is, research as inherently beneficial to the 

healing and wellbeing of Indigenous communities, has become increasingly accepted among 

Indigenous researchers seeking to undo the entanglements of earlier colonial research 

(Smith, 1999). Research, in the words of Elder Albert Marshall, must attend to the 

wholeness of a community, the “physical, emotional, cognitional, and spiritual … and the 

individual, yes, but also the collective” (Bartlett et al., 2012, p. 338). In many ways, these 

words build on the vision of the unnamed Elder who, at the start of the Royal Commission 

on Aboriginal Peoples, famously shared that “if we [Indigenous peoples] have been 

researched to death … maybe it’s time we started researching ourselves back to life” (Brant 

Castellano, 2004, p. 98). As a guiding principle, two-eyed seeing is flexible: It offers 

Indigenous peoples across Canada the opportunity to tailor a collaborative research process 

with Western science that takes seriously the commitments, responsibilities, and potential of 

First Nations governed research (Iwama et al., 2009).

To reflect on the benefits of applying two-eyed seeing as a guiding principle in our study, we 

begin by situating colonialism as a root cause of addictions in First Nations communities. 

Our project is premised on the understanding that traditional cultural interventions in 

treatment can help heal the whole person—spirit, heart, body, and mind—and that Western 

2We use the term Indigenous to replace the use of the common usage of the term word Aboriginal, which is limited to North America 
and is government imposed. According to the United Nations,

It is estimated that there are more than 370 million Indigenous people spread across 70 countries worldwide. Practicing 
unique traditions, they retain social, cultural, economic, and political characteristics that are distinct from those of the 
dominant societies in which they live. Spread across the world from the Arctic to the South Pacific, they are the 
descendants — according to a common definition—of those who inhabited a country or a geographical region at the time 
when people of different cultures or ethnic origins arrived. The new arrivals later became dominant through conquest, 
occupation, settlement or other means. (Masaquiza, n.d., p. 1).

Although also government imposed, we use the term First Nation to specifically distinguish from Inuit and Métis Indigenous peoples 
in Canada.
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scientific standards for measuring the benefits of culture can be met through the 

development of a First Nations specific cultural assessment tool. Next, the role of two-eyed 

seeing is discussed in our decolonizing project as an aid for prioritizing Indigenous 

methodologies and ways of knowing and knowledge alongside the knowledge garnered from 

methods common to Western science. We then provide illustrations of how our team’s 

reconceptualization of and engagement with Western derived understandings of data 

collection and our research grant timeframe, supported by the application of an Indigenous 

understanding of storytelling and knowledge gardening, helped to foster cultural renewal. 

Documenting our team’s interpretation and application of two-eyed seeing, and specifically 

concentrating on First Nations governance in the research process, is an important 

contribution to the Indigenous research and policy literature.

Background

In 2011, the Assembly of First Nations (AFN), the National Native Addictions Partnership 

Foundation (NNAPF) and Health Canada (First Nations and Inuit Health Branch) released a 

report on the addictions continuum of care from a nation-wide consultation with the 

National Native Alcohol and Drug Abuse Program (NNADAP) and the Youth Solvent Abuse 

Program (YSAP). The report, titled Honouring Our Strengths: A Renewed Framework to 
Address Substance Use Issues among First Nations in Canada, forefronts the prominent role 

of culture in First Nations’ healing from substance abuse (NNAPF, Assembly of First 

Nations [AFN], & Health Canada, 2011). A key element of the framework is the identified 

need for Indigenous-centred research and performance measurements that honour cultural 

renewal. Cultural renewal, including traditions, ceremonial practices, and sacred roles, is 

understood to be intrinsic to Indigenous healing and wellness (Nagel, 1997).

In Canada, there are 49 federally funded adult and youth NNADAP and nine YSAP 

treatment centres. The majority of NNADAP centres were founded on Western approaches 

to treatment in the 1980s, and later incorporated Indigenous understandings of healing and 

personal growth. Culture was foundational to YSAP centres from their inception in the 

mid-1990s. Today, NNADAP and YSAP treatment centres variously apply Western 

therapeutic approaches, such as cognitive behavioural therapies, while increasingly 

strengthening the use of traditional cultural interventions (Dell et al., 2011).

Our current study team included Elders, Knowledge Keepers, treatment providers, 

individuals with lived experience, and academic researchers, both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous and academic and community-based. Despite our varied backgrounds, we came 

together and jointly worked from the perspective of an Indigenous-centred research process. 

This process prioritized Indigenous methodologies and ways of knowing and knowledge 

through the application of our team’s interpretation of two-eyed seeing and consequent 

attention to First Nations governance. While our project operated on the premise that 

applying research tools from Western science is necessary, such as particular forms of 

quantitative data analysis, care was taken that this did not dislocate First Nations governance 

from the research process. Without it, research efforts supporting cultural renewal would be 

significantly hindered, if not impossible. Substantial effort was directed toward bringing 

Indigenous and Western worldviews together in a way that reclaimed Indigenous 
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understandings of evidence-based research and that reinforced the empirical elements of an 

Indigenous worldview, as originally shaped by Elders and Knowledge Keepers.

The discussion that follows provides a grounded example by which addiction researchers 

can learn about how a two-eyed seeing research process can contribute to Indigenous 

cultural renewal. We begin by first situating colonialism as an underlying cause of 

problematic substance use for First Nations peoples and traditional culture as key to healing 

from its destructive impacts. We likewise acknowledge the historic problem of colonial 

research.

The Colonial Problem: Colonizing Research

Western science’s questioning of culture and Indigenous worldviews, and their combined 

ability to impact healing for Indigenous peoples, was understood in our project to be 

inherently colonial. To explain this process, Canada’s colonial history and its ensuing 

problematic position in research are briefly reviewed. Indeed, the relation between culture 

and wellness has long been acknowledged by cultural Knowledge Keepers, and more 

recently has been documented in Western scholarship (Dell et al., 2011; Hopkins & Dumont, 

2010; Kirmayer, Simpson & Cargo, 2003). Historically, however, Indigenous wellness has 

been challenged by colonial efforts and this continues into the present day (Hansen & 

Antsanen, 2014; Tait, 2008). Ongoing colonization efforts, as explained by Alfred (2009), 

can be understood as both dispossession as well as dependency. To provide a clear-cut 

example of cultural dispossession, consider the constant pressures on Indigenous land 

relationships, as borders both physically (e.g., treaties) and metaphorically interrupt 

Indigenous peoples’ rights and connections to traditional territories. At the same time, 

Indigenous peoples face cultural dispossession through “cultural dislocation” via “pressures 

exerted … from settler society” (Alfred, 2009, p. 43). Indigenous women, for example, face 

epidemic levels of violence as a direct outcome of cultural loss and Indigenous communities 

face disproportionate rates of substance abuse and representation in child protective services 

and the prison system (Blackstock, Cross, George, Brown, & Formsma, 2006; Demers, 

2014; Gough, Trocme, Brown, Knoke, & Blackstock, 2005).

Responding to Colonialism: Indigenous Cultural Renewal in Addictions 

Research

Indigenous scholars and communities and those working with them have challenged the 

assumptions of Western researchers and Eurocentric notions of Western intellectual 

superiority (Blaut, 1993) while creating spaces for collaboration and sharing in ongoing 

ways (Ermine, Sinclair, & Jeffery, 2004). To illustrate, Smith’s (1999) book titled 

Decolonizing Methodologies unpacks the many dimensions of Eurocentric-Western research 

on Indigenous peoples. Her recent 2nd edition contributes to a growing record of Indigenous-

centered research projects and practices that urge the development of long-term Indigenous 

non-Indigenous relations as imperative to develop a new research strategy (Smith, 2012). 

Terms like “smash and grab” are used to implicate those colonial researchers who have 

entered communities, taken what they needed, and left damage behind (Cleary, 2013, p. 13). 

The consequent disrespect given to Indigenous ancestral remains and cultural and sacred 
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items, for example, are part of a larger pattern of Euro-Western researchers disregarding 

Indigenous knowledge and appropriating it for their own use (Mann, 2003). A range of 

disciplines have been associated with these kinds of practices, leaving the prospects of 

collaborative research on shaky ground.

Some researchers acknowledge the linkage between Indigenous culture and healing from 

substance abuse as rooted with traditional Knowledge Keepers and communities (Dell et al., 

2011; Kirmayer et al., 2003; Mushquash, Comeau, McLeod, & Stewart, 2010). Alfred 

(2009) shared that the central problem for Indigenous health rests on “the effect of 

colonially-generated cultural disruptions” (p. 42) and he and others (e.g., Kirmayer & 

Valaskakis, 2009) connect the subjugation of Indigenous cultures, including the exploitation 

of Indigenous lands, specifically to substance abuse. Dell et al. (2011) add that ongoing 

suppression of First Nations culture has significantly contributed to the problematic use of 

substances among recent generations of First Nations youth. It is necessary to recognize 

problematic substance use within this context, including the impacts of residential schooling, 

the Sixties Scoop (i.e., state apprehension of a generation of Indigenous children), and other 

legislative, social, cultural, and economic forms of oppression (Alfred, 2009; Barker, 2009). 

Kirmayer et al. (2003) optimistically offer though that, “Indigenous cultures have 

encompassed healing traditions that were then undermined by missionary efforts, but are 

now in a process of renewal” (p. 17). McIvor, Napoleon, and Dickie (2009) outlined the 

protective effects of culture (including traditional foods and medicines) and language 

thereby establishing connections between Indigenous cultural, economic, and political 

renewal, and overall health.

It has been our team’s experience that culturally rooted addictions research can contribute to 

Indigenous wellness and cultural renewal by bringing awareness to the link between 

colonialism and addiction and by actively re-centering an Indigenous worldview and 

governance in the research process. It is important to point out that while challenging 

colonialism is vital, the strength of Indigenous culture must be central to the overall project 

(Alfred & Corntassel, 2005). Indigenous cultures have survived colonial interferences for 

over a century (Monture, 1999; Simpson, 2011), with possibly the most significant being the 

continued survival of Indigenous languages and ceremonies (Regan, 2010). In recent years, 

reconciliation and truth telling about Canada’s colonial history has become central to 

national healing and renewal efforts. One pathway not often considered as supporting 

cultural renewal is research. In Canada, two-eyed seeing has emerged as a guiding principle 

for Indigenous research and our team’s interpretation and application of it has, in our view, 

contributed to Indigenous cultural renewal.

Two-Eyed Seeing: Bringing Together Western and Indigenous Ways of Knowing

The application of two-eyed seeing as a guiding principle in research is intended to bridge 

the divide of power and understanding between Indigenous and Western researchers and 

processes. This translates for some researchers, including our team, into applying the tools 

of Western science from within an Indigenous worldview. Two-eyed seeing also aligns with 

decolonizing and Indigenous research methodologies (Kovach, 2009; Smith, 1999; Wilson, 

2008), governance, and self-determination—that is, the principles of ownership, control, 
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access, and possession (OCAP) (First Nations Information Governance Centre [FNIGC], 

2013; National Aboriginal Health Organization [NAHO], 2005) and research as ceremony 

(Wilson, 2008). There is also a link to Western research traditions in community-based, 

participatory, and action research, which have likewise emerged in response to colonial 

research practices and paradigms across the globe (Minkler, 1997). Ultimately, two-eyed 

seeing is envisioned by our team as a guiding principle for research to support a renewal of 

Indigenous ties to culture, land, and language (Iwama et al., 2009).

To illustrate, guided by two-eyes seeing from the start, our project undertook an 

environmental scan in its first year of traditional cultural interventions at 12 NNADAP and 

YSAP treatment centres across the country. Generally, environmental scans “are used to 

provide decision makers with knowledge about current social, economic, technological, and 

political contexts, and to identify any potential short- and long-term shifts” (Graham, 2008, 

p. 1022). Our team formulated research questions for the scan that acknowledged the 

inherent benefits of culture, while seeking community understanding about the nature of 

these benefits, and also accounting for the limitations that colonization has imposed on 

Indigenous culture.

Two-eyed seeing offers guidance for managing the contributions and tensions between 

Indigenous and Western researchers and processes. It is not simply about bringing the two 

worldviews uniformly together nor is it about trying to equally balance perspectives or 

“turn-taking.” Rather, for our team, it is about making conscious decisions to activate the 

right lens based on which one is more appropriate to use given the circumstances at hand. In 

our case, the right fit meant that First Nations governance would lead the research process to 

establish the authority of Indigenous knowledge. This re-centering debases enshrined modes 

of colonial power and governance mechanisms as it brings into question the fundamental 

role of project team members. For example, principal investigators from academic 

institutions typically lead federally funded research processes. However, in our project, 

Elder Jim Dumont largely directed the data collection process. Initially, this was not a 

straightforward undertaking for our team to put into practice because gaps in understanding 

and tensions in power relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers remain 

very much rooted in historic, and often under-recognized, colonial power relations. In 

coming to recognize the colonial power relations that a funding award can imbue (e.g., who 

is considered knowledgeable or what kinds of knowledge are considered eligible to receive 

funding), our team was then able to negotiate the governance of our everyday work in a less 

colonial fashion. Ultimately, this better facilitated meeting the output and product 

requirements of the grant funding than holding to one knowledgebase would have allowed.

Adopting two-eyed seeing as a guiding principle in our study identified early on the 

individual and collective power differences of our various team members and Canada’s 

colonial history. Summarized in the words of one of our team members, “the process of two-

eyed seeing teaches Western team members to see the whole forest, to see the relationships, 

the ecologies, before chopping down individual trees to build a house” (Fornssler, personal 

communication, 2014). Our interpretation of two-eyed seeing, by emphasizing Indigenous 

governance, enabled us to then prioritize Indigenous methodologies and knowledge and 

ways of knowing. In turn, our research effectively supported efforts at cultural renewal. Two 
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illustrations of this are examined—our approach to Western-derived understandings of data 

collection and working within the imposed research grant timeframe. These illustrations 

conflict with ongoing colonization efforts often evidenced but largely unrecognized in 

research projects, and which Tuck and Yang (2012) described as “settler fantasies of easier 

paths to reconciliation” (p. 4). To apply First Nations governance to our research process, 

our team drew upon two Indigenous concepts: storytelling and knowledge gardening.

Two-Eyed Seeing as Storytelling: Collecting Data

Adopting two-eyed seeing as a guiding principle facilitated our team’s application of an 

Indigenous-centred approach to data collection that highlighted storytelling. Storytelling is 

an embodied and interconnected form of knowledge sharing (Corntassel, Chaw-win-is, & 

T’lakwadzi, 2009). Storytelling in itself is and has innate connections to traditional 

Indigenous cultural practices and ceremonies, oftentimes accompanying or forming elements 

of them. Stories enact living knowledge rooted in animate ecologies (Sheridan & Longboat, 

2006). Corntassel et al. (2010) wrote, “Indigenous storytelling is connected to our 

homelands and is crucial to the cultural and political resurgence of Indigenous nations” (p. 

149). Stories themselves are recognized as cultural knowledge.

At the start of our project, our Western driven commitment to undertake an environmental 

scan at NNADAP and YSAP treatment centres was re-conceptualized to emphasize 

Indigenous storytelling. Environmental scans are increasingly being used by health 

researchers to develop evidence-based policies (Graham, 2008), although there is no 

documentation yet in the literature of an Indigenous centred environmental scan for data 

collection of which our team is aware. Members of our team visited 12 First Nations 

treatment centres with Elder Jim Dumont as the lead researcher. This meant that when 

academic researchers attended it was primarily as observers and record keepers.

Elder Dumont opened each treatment centre visit with the telling of the Anishinaabe 

Creation Story. When Elder Dumount spoke to Creation, his words honoured the spirits of 

place and the knowledge of the participants while gifting them with and lifting them through 

an intellectual, spiritual, emotional, and physical understanding of the wholeness and beauty 

of Indigenous lives, people, and land. To honour the stories and those they were being shared 

with, our team members shared gifts of tobacco, sweetgrass, and cloth unique to our own 

territories. Community members, Elders, and Knowledge Keepers reciprocally welcomed 

our researchers in ways that were inclusive of ceremony local to the First Nations of the 

territory or area. Gifts came in the form of welcoming ceremonies, sacred foods and 

medicines, and prayers for wellness, safety, and a good life, and were often spoken or sung 

in the home dialect of the community.

This Indigenous centred process not only addressed the problematic “helicopter approach” 

of research historically undertaken with First Nations—where researchers would drop in to 

collect data and leave with no benefits and too often disruptions to the community—but 

more important it facilitated community healing and growth (Ferreira & Gendron, 2011, p. 

154). Elder Dumont’s telling of the Creation Story, which is shared among First Nations 

across the land but is not universally known, as a part of the Environmental Scan and with 

the inclusion of ceremony enhanced Indigenous governance through empowerment via the 
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sharing of the knowledge itself and the culturally important form in which it was shared (i.e., 

storytelling). This is not a common recognized outcome of research other than in some 

community-based approaches and as continually emerging in Indigenous research 

approaches.

Our team identified and treated the stories shared with us as Indigenous knowledge; that is, 

complex teachings, humorous additions, historical happenings, and/or sacred tellings 

depending on the story and the intent for its sharing. We therefore did not “validate” the 

stories (the data) with Western processes and tools, but rather, we applied an Indigenous lens 

on the Western scientific research process to maintain cultural continuity in the construction 

of our culture-based measurement tool as well as to illuminate the gaps in cultural 

understandings between the two worldviews. For example, our team formed an Indigenous 

knowledge sub-group of Elders and Knowledge Keepers dedicated to ensuring that the 

information gathered remained rooted in Indigenous knowledge and ways of knowing. To 

illustrate simply, this group identified and explained inaccuracies in the use of terminology 

by some of our team members: Drums and feathers are not “artifacts;” they are sacred items 

that have an inherent spirit and value in a First Nations context.

Our team’s facilitation of storytelling in our environmental scans, and corollary engagement 

in traditional Indigenous practices and ceremonies, offered us solid insight into how research 

can contribute to First Nations governance and cultural renewal. This happened on several 

levels. First, the act of bringing storytelling to a community and participating in its related 

ceremonies and practices supports cultural renewal through traditional knowledge sharing. 

This ranged in our project from Elder Dumont’s teachings to the sharing of the good minds 

and spirits by local Elders and Knowledge Keepers. This was particularly important for 

community members disconnected from their traditional knowledge. Second, by 

participating in cultural practices and ceremony, such as prayer, our team celebrated an 

Indigenous worldview’s inclusion of the Creator in the research process and our project 

benefitted from the guidance prayer offered. This likewise happened through gift giving, as 

we recognized the importance of culture and were able to promote its practice. In 

Anishinaabe worldview, gifting is “a gesture of relationship between people, animals, spirits, 

and other entities in the universe, given in the interests of creating ties, honoring them, or 

asking for assistance and direction” (Doerfler, Stark, & Niigaanwewidam, 2013, p. xv). For 

example, members of our team were gifted by a community with a sweat lodge at our first 

full team meeting. This allowed members of our team to participate in and practice culture. 

To do so in a context of teachings specific to our project enabled our team to move forward 

with the project “in a good way.” Overall, identifying and treating the shared stories 

themselves as Indigenous knowledge offered our team specific insight into research 

supporting cultural renewal through First Nations governance of the process.

Two-Eyed Seeing as Knowledge Gardening

Knowledge gardening is a concept applied by Cheryl Bartlett and other members of the 

Institute for Integrative Science and Health at Cape Breton University, and is described as a 

dynamic interplay of seeding, nurturing, and growing information just as a traditional 

gardener of the land would (Bartlett et al., 2012, p. 336). Knowledge gardening recognizes a 
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consciousness between human and more-than-human environments, and the advantages of 

recognizing and bringing such knowledge together in timely, patient, and respectful ways 

(Bartlett et al., 2012; Karabeg & Lachica, 2008). Nurturing knowledge, much like seedlings 

and plants in a garden, supports cultural renewal via its inclusive approach that is respectful 

of place and territory, culture, and responsibility (Bartlett et al., 2012).

These ideas were similarly expressed in a teaching by one of our project’s advising Elders, 

Gladys Wapass-Greyeyes. During our initial national team meeting, Elder Wapass-Greyeyes 

instructed several members of our team in a small group exercise to draw a flower. She 

shared that the flower represented an Indigenous approach to understanding wellness, 

starting with the roots of a person’s life and lineage, moving upward through their 

connection with Mother Earth, and coming to flowering and fruition. The earth and the 

waterways evoked in Elder Gladys’ image remind us that health and wellness is dependent 

on the wellbeing of all elements and members of creation. Elder Wapass-Greyeyes also 

reminded our team that a plant needs to be nurtured over time for a flower to bloom.

Attention to knowledge gardening in our project, and more specifically recognizing that 

consciousness exists between human and more-than-human environments, and the need to 

bring knowledge together in timely, patient, and respectful ways, aided our team in 

overcoming the limitations of Western understandings of a research grant timeframe. The 

Marshalls, along with Iwama and Barlett shared how, “[f]rom time to time, we grow anxious 

about the pace of our journey, what seems to be working and what not” (Iwama et al., 2009, 

p. 9). Instead of our project being stressed and limited by its imposed Western timeframe, we 

nurtured patience in our study and its environment, as well as with one another, so we could 

undertake a research process founded in Indigenous governance. This meant that when team 

members would raise concern over the extra time we allotted to a certain stage of the 

research process, we would all be reminded of the cultural guidance the project has been 

offered. It also meant that when Western research methods were used, a culturally rooted 

analysis was needed in order to validate the information. Though time intensive, it was 

necessary to sort the data analysis completed by Western researchers and coders through a 

cultural lens with Elders and Knowledge Keepers.

Without this understanding, our project would not have contributed to Indigenous cultural 

renewal. It seemed daunting at first, with the pressure of the funder’s timeframe always 

looming, but as our project moved forward the benefits were recognized. In some 

communities, for example, paid on-site coordinators aided in reformulating our research 

questions to reflect important cultural nuances and to enrich our collective outcomes. It did 

add time to our originally envisioned research process, and made the timeline of other parts 

of the project “tight,” but was nonetheless necessary. The Western concept of “time” and 

working from a set timeline was challenged with Indigenous knowledge and ways of 

knowing governing the process. Our team collectively carried the understanding that we 

would end up where we need to be by following an Indigenous-centred process that best fit 

the project. For example, we collectively understood that ceremonial prayer for the project 

would guide our team’s work. Things did not always move smoothly when two opposing 

worldviews (the two eyes) approached an issue within the project in divergent ways. 

However, by the conclusion of the project and the analysis of our data with a primarily 
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Western tool (quantitative data analysis), few on the team were surprised that the research 

techniques that supported an Indigenous governed process ultimately developed a measure 

to gauge the effectiveness of cultural interventions in First Nations alcohol and drug 

treatment in Canada that was identified as valid through Western statistical techniques. The 

guidance of prayer and ceremony was near universally accepted among our team members 

to be a guiding force in all stages of the study.

Discussion

With two-eyed seeing guiding our team’s experiences with our study and supporting an 

Indigenous-centred research process, we found that this created significant room for 

dialogue between Indigenous and Western thought. Winder (2005) described the space 

between the two eyes of two-eyed seeing as a place of potential, of energy, of “schismatic 

ambience … between people and cultures, and in particular whenever and wherever the 

physical and philosophical encounter of Indigenous and Western worlds takes place” (p. 

305). Our team’s focus on Indigenous governance enabled us to engage in a decolonizing 

project that prioritized Indigenous methodologies and ways of knowing and knowledge 

alongside Western science. This naturally led to our research supporting efforts at cultural 

renewal through the application of the Indigenous concepts of storytelling and knowledge 

gardening to re-conceptualize Western derived understandings of data collection and a 

research grant timeframe. We have specifically learned through our research process that our 

team was able to recognize and engage with Indigenous knowledge with attention to cultural 

understandings, practices, and ceremonies. The need for a new approach, for this kind of 

approach, about building respectful relationships while ensuring that research adds to the 

renewal efforts of Indigenous communities, is well supported (Ermine et al., 2004; Smith, 

1999).

By facilitating Indigenous governance in our project, it specifically helped our team to 

prevent Western science from being universalized to the exclusion of Indigenous science 

(Peat, 2002; Snively & Corsiglia, 2000). That is, we confronted in our project the commonly 

reproduced colonial-based research structure (Coulthard, 2007). Some communities and 

scholars are expanding this thinking to the idea of “borrowing back,” as Indigenous peoples 

re-affirm our own scientific processes and initiate partnerships with non-Indigenous 

researchers. Scientific inquiry is not a new concept to Indigenous peoples. The Indigenous 

societies that Europeans first encountered in their post-1492 travels were larger and more 

developed than is currently understood (Mann, 2011). The innovations of Indigenous 

peoples range from permaculture and sustainable food production to democratic thought 

(Weatherford, 1988). While certain technologies, for example in aviation, may seem to be 

exclusively Western, many components of the technology originate in other cultures. For 

instance, vulcanized rubber was invented by Indigenous people in Peru (Snively & Corsiglia, 

2000). Western scientists are coming to realize the loss that occurs when these innovations 

are ignored or devalued and some are now seeking to rectify the imbalance (Clark, 2002; 

Iwama et al., 2009).

Canada’s colonial project is currently undergoing challenges on numerous fronts, including 

research (Regan, 2010). In our research team’s experience, the insights we gained from 
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applying two-eyed seeing as a guiding principle weaves together with the efforts of 

Indigenous community-based researchers globally who have called for a decolonizing 

methodological approach that is both culturally grounded and community controlled (Smith, 

1999; Smith 2012) as well as research that is in essence ceremony itself—renewing, healing, 

and beneficial to the communities involved (Wilson, 2008). At the same time, moving 

forward will still necessarily require consciousness about the unsettled nature of the Western 

colonial project. Keeping this in mind, alongside our team’s insights from applying two-

eyed seeing in our project, we suggest the following next steps for research and policy to 

forefront Indigenous governance under the guidance of two-eyed seeing and in support of 

cultural renewal.

First, we suggest furthering decolonizing theory and its translation into research practice. 

Attention to this has the potential to shift research processes and outcomes significantly, as 

has been demonstrated by the guidance two-eyed seeing offered to our study. Decolonizing 

theory pushes researchers to move knowledge beyond the boundaries of a particular project 

and as such offers avenues for broader cultural renewal, particularly when the research is 

community-based. This, in turn, will contribute to the identification of Indigenous-governed 

policy aims, research scope, and community impact. Second, we suggest linking with 

national projects that support cultural renewal and have the potential for significant policy 

impact. In the case of our project this includes, for example, the First Nations Mental 

Wellness Continuum Framework. A linking approach can help to legitimize ongoing 

Indigenous-governed work that is generated from varying perspectives and originating 

points and with a similar goal. Also, by sharing information and resources, researchers and 

others can work from the most current knowledge base available, ensuring our projects are 

both relevant and timely. Finally, we suggest creating pathways for cultural learning as 

understanding unfolds. This could mean engaging more casual conversation between team 

members, facilitating more formal teachings with Knowledge Keepers and Elders, or greater 

overall research team participation in culture camps and ceremony. It must be kept in mind 

in any movement forward that two-eyed seeing as a guiding concept is a learning process 

and not a perfected outcome. It is not a prescriptive list about how to achieve cultural 

renewal through an Indigenous governed research process.

There are two key limitations of this article. First is that our team interpreted two-eyed 

seeing very specifically as First Nations governance of the research process, which in turn, 

supports Indigenous cultural renewal. The scope of our culturally rooted analysis was based 

on information from First Nations Elders and Knowledge Keepers. Many would identify this 

as a strength. Second, First Nations governance does not just account for Indigenous 

methodologies, knowledge, and ways of knowing. As shared, governance can be an 

unwieldy term and variously interpreted. For researchers on this project, centering First 

Nations governance, capacity building, and knowledge renewal is also about moving toward 

decolonization as an ongoing project.

Conclusion

Working together, between Indigenous and Western sciences, necessitates an understanding 

of Indigenous governance, internal dissonance, and resistance within Western discourses, 
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and that a distance exists between the two worldviews. Resistance to colonial research 

practices were built into our study from the start alongside a First Nations worldview to 

ensure Indigenous governance of the project. Happenings such as Elder Dumont’s gifting of 

the Anishinabe Creation story, alongside the gifts of other Elders’ teachings, among many 

others, infused our research with a way of thinking, reflecting, and learning that is rooted in 

the beauty, creativity, and critical thought of an Indigenous worldview.

Across Canada, First Nations treatment centres have identified the need for work in 

addictions and mental health research that clearly and effectively re-centres the cultures and 

worldviews of First Nations peoples (NNAPF et al., 2011). We believe that our decolonizing 

study, through the guidance of two-eyed seeing as we interpret it, has been able to contribute 

to this goal. We encourage researchers and policy makers alike to renew Indigenous 

governance structures and strategies in lieu of projects that mistakenly centre colonialism in 

our collective narratives. Taking up this challenge has the potential to contribute to national 

as well as global efforts at Indigenous cultural renewal. Indigenous peoples are already in 

the process of reclaiming and renewing culture, identity, and belonging and guidance from 

two-eyed seeing can help contribute to this specifically in research and policy.
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