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FROM LITTLE THINGS BIG THINGS 
GROW, FROM BIG THINGS LITTLE 

THINGS MANIFEST

AN INDIGENOUS HUMAN ECOLOGY 
DISCUSSING ISSUES OF CONFLICT, PEACE 

AND RELATIONAL SUSTAINABILITY

Dr Kisiku Sa'qawei Paq'tism Randolph Bowers*

Abstract

This essay refl ects on synergies between macro cultural and philosophical aesthetics or values and 
practical everyday social processes; namely, between a North American Aboriginal cosmology 
as expressed in Mi’kmaq ceremonial practice and related epistemological constructs that sustain 
social wellbeing and the everyday encouragement of confl ict prevention and resolution through 
practices based in principles of peace and balance. These principles are rooted in ancient and 
contemporary spirituality and cultural practices. From a narrative and Indigenous standpoint 
method, the essay suggests that one of the essential components of nurturing peaceful relations 
in any social context is supporting beliefs and values that enable sustainability within complex 
human ecologies. These refl ections draw from an Indigenous integrative and holistic model of 
eco-psycho-social-spiritual methods for maintaining right relationships within human and natural 
systems.

*  Adjunct Senior Lecturer in Indigenous Studies, School of Humanities, Faculty 
of Arts and Sciences, University of New England, Australia
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Introduction

Allow me to begin this essay by offering 
two vignettes that suggest in a symbolic and 
metaphorical way the central message of this 
paper. Beginning in this way, I wish to hon-
our Indigenous cultural approaches based in 
sharing stories (Atkinson, 2002), and also to 
respect the fact that professional and scholarly 
processes also rely heavily on richly laden and 
culturally grounded narratives that convey the 
use of metaphor and symbolism to carry com-
plex messages (Bowers, 2005a).

We fi rst need to acknowledge that entering 
another cultural space requires humility and 
open mindedness (Arredondo, 1999). Beyond 
these qualities, an even more important capac-
ity is having a sense of receptivity. My first 
experiences of cultural growth in awareness 
began during my childhood, exploring the 
coastal ecologies of the maritime region of 
eastern Canada with my Mi’kmaq and Metis 
grandmother. With her, simple processes 
like harvesting berries during late spring and 
summer carried complex, trans-generational, 
epistemological beliefs and values based in 
Aboriginal cultural approaches to caring for 
the sustainability and wellbeing of the Spirits 
of plants and animals who also live within the 
local and regional landscapes.

By teaching about stories of how we share 
these resource with other spirits, and by show-
ing us how much resource to pick and how 
much to leave for the birds and bears, and 
through offering prayers of thanksgiving and 
showing values of appreciation and respect for 
nature, otherwise simple processes of daily life 
took on a sense of signifi cance and ceremonial 
practice (Gkisedtanamoogk & Hancock, 1993). 
The illustration shows a basis for sustainability 
in maintaining balance in a local ecology but 
also reveals an important location in Aboriginal 
family practice that promotes lifelong princi-
ples that relate to wider macro-cultural values 
and beliefs. These macro processes suggest 
cosmologies or worldviews that rest within a 

deep historical and traditional way of being, 
or ontological system, and which can be intui-
tively and intellectually known via ceremonial 
practice.

Receptivity is also an ability to allow a sense 
of mystery. This sensibility is often lost in a 
largely material and technological world of 
fast-paced communications (Hodson, 2004). 
However, there is something to be said for 
the wisdom of our elders who suggest that 
not all human values can be attained through 
acquiring material possessions, and by believing 
that we can solve every problem by applying a 
critical and cognitive solution-based approach 
(McConaghy, 2000; Nakata, 2007). Thus the 
purpose of using narrative or story relates to 
many functions which in some ways overlaps 
between cultures and in other ways expresses 
unique cultural perspectives.

Aboriginal stories in my cultural experience, 
as well as in my clinical practice in counselling 
and in teaching communication skills, often 
relates to how stories provide a multi-layered 
context for listening and learning. Stories engage 
both the cognitive mind—the mind within us 
that wishes to understand, and the emotional 
body—the body within us that wishes to con-
nect to the underlying feeling and meaning 
within a story. Aboriginal stories often convey a 
sensory world that is in part intuited, and where 
stories are told well and described just enough 
to engage the personal and cultural imagina-
tion, memory and associations common to a 
people. Stories convey a format through which 
culture can be transmitted and communicated 
to new generations. Contemporary stories can 
convey new experiences and new relationships 
with the world around us, still commenting on 
very old traditions that can sit quite comfort-
ably alongside present day experiences.

My approach to using Aboriginal stories 
within the academic teaching and scholarly 
world strives to integrate and honour cultural 
uses of story in ways that increase the enjoyment 
of listening, reading and learning by Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal students. In some ways, like 
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every generation that has gone before me, my 
work seeks to tell old and new stories in ways 
that capture a mood, engage the listener with 
interest and open up new vistas for understand-
ing (Bowers, 2005a, 2005b). In these ways, 
stories can also raise consciousness, push for 
new awareness and sometimes, if not often, 
confront and challenge toward new ways of 
looking at life. Stories from an Aboriginal per-
spective are a form of medicine practice—that 
is, a sacred moment that opens up new perspec-
tives. I have often said that “our stories are our 
medicine”. This has become almost a “mantra” 
or favoured phrase in my work and practice. 
This culturally grounded approach to educa-
tion, learning and therapy is different from 
some other mainstream approaches because 
of its emphasis on a spiritually holistic way of 
understanding our identity, place and purpose 
on this planet. As human beings we are spiritual 
beings, and we are given custodianship and 
purpose by the Creator to care for our ecology 
and for each other (Bowers, 2007a). All beings 
are our brothers and sisters. All things are liv-
ing beings. So by saying that our stories are our 
medicine, we are saying that stories convey a 
sacred relationship of care and, in one way or 
another, the use of story brings about a raising 
of awareness of our relational ethic, our respon-
sibility and our purpose in life. Not all the time 
and not all that often do stories address these 
deep layers of meaning in really direct ways. 
Rather, stories that are told within cultural 
spaces often have smaller lessons hidden within 
them (Atkinson, 2002; Atkinson et al., 2006). 
But when you sit with many stories over many 
years, you begin to experience the deep-seated 
meanings associated with the purpose behind 
how human beings communicate. Tribal elders 
do this in the very best ways, whether directly 
teaching or indirectly sharing a story.

With these insights in mind, this paper shares 
some very brief stories with a personal insight 
here or there. The sharing is done with respect 
for cultural protocol that limits what is shared, 
and chooses to share what is most appropriate 

to the listening or teaching moment that is 
appropriate in this paper.

During an elders’ retreat I awoke at 4 am to 
the buzzing of my mobile phone alarm. Each 
day we were invited to participate in a sunrise 
ceremony. Not everyone attended, but those 
who were drawn to the ceremony came. Not 
being much of a morning person, even the idea 
of getting up so early reminded me of horrible 
childhood experiences of being dragged out of 
bed by my now late father. Back then, he got 
us up at 3 or 4 am to get ready for a fi shing 
trip. While I loved the woods, and the lakes 
and rivers, having my blankets ripped off and 
being pulled out of bed by my feet did not gener-
ate much enthusiasm—although looking back 
now the memory is kind of funny as my dad 
was so excited to take his only son fi shing and 
he acted this way out of having such a limited 
vocabulary to express his love and affection. At 
the elders’ retreat I got up from bed, splashed 
cold water on my face and rubbed myself with 
a towel, remembering getting up with my father 
and walking back to Nine Mile Lake. He was 
carrying a backpack fi lled with food and things 
to start a fi re. I wondered what my fi rst sunrise 
ceremony would be like. While my father and 
grandmother quietly acknowledged our herit-
age, their words were few and far between 
regarding the “old ways”. Only in later years, 
after extensive study of the history, was it made 
clear that their reluctance to speak came from 
generations of social upheaval, stigma and 
shame arising from war, genocide and expul-
sion of both our French Acadian and Mi’kmaq 
family during the wars between Britain and 
France that placed the Mi’kmaq people in a 
no-win situation for many generations (Harris, 
1990; Paul, 2006). My thoughts turned to the 
warmth of the sacred fi re, which I knew was 
still burning out in the open fi eld surrounded 
by beautiful old hemlocks. One of the youths 
was Fire Keeper, and my mind went to admire 
his commitment and desire to help the elder’s 
sacred council gathering this summer. I put on 
long-johns, pants, three layers, a coat, and then 
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thought, oh well, I better take an extra blan-
ket to buffer the cold wind. Hat on my head, 
and tobacco pouch with sweet grass in hand, 
I walked out of the bedroom, down the stairs 
and out the back door towards the sacred fi re.

My purpose in sharing this story is not to 
reveal the intimate and private layers of mean-
ing associated with Mi’kmaq cultural practice; 
however, it is useful to acknowledge that while 
certain cultural knowledge may not be shared in 
trans-cultural spaces very easily, there is a sense 
of the increasing dialogue between Aboriginal 
experience of mystery, ecological complexity 
of awareness and relational connectedness and 
the current efforts to deconstruct Western mod-
els leading toward a postcolonial awareness 
(Battiste, 1977; Battiste & McConaghy, 2006). 
For example, by sitting within Indigenous cos-
mology we are able to deconstruct the inherent 
elements of colonialism found in humanist and 
other Western models. Many of these mod-
els rely on the underlying presuppositions of 
enlightenment rationalism, and as such the limi-
tations of Western Cartesian rationalism tends 
to favour compartmentalism (McConaghy, 
2000). While not inherently problematic as an 
emphasis only, compartmentalism, when taken 
to the natural extremes that colonial actions 
have engaged in relation to the measuring, 
exploiting and resulting crisis of scarcity and 
socio-political dominance over ecologies and 
societies, we come to this particular moment in 
Western discourse when, regardless our racial 
or cultural standpoint, we can acknowledge that 
Western approaches are showing their inherent 
limitations and weaknesses (even for people in 
the so-called “mainstream”). {AU:Q1}

Thus we can see and know from wider 
intuitive and connective uses of our senses 
and vision-questing that the reduction of phe-
nomena to what can be merely measured and 
observed through the truncated use of the 
highly favoured senses of sight and touch can 
often lead to mismanagement, abuse and even 
violence (Nakata, 2007). Within a Mi’kmaq 
cultural philosophy, there are not only uses of 

the senses that encourage wider awareness and 
the resulting efforts toward balanced outcomes, 
but there are cultural and spiritual teachings 
and traditions that also guide members of the 
human community to undertake their actions 
from within underlying presuppositions that 
guard and guide more holistic ethics and duties 
of care (Nebelkopf & Phillips, 2004; Orr, 2002). 
While the focus here is to engage the spirit and 
heart of the reader towards simple acknowl-
edgement that entering another cultural space 
requires respect, humility and open mindedness, 
we also suggest that values’ clarifi cation may 
be enhanced by examining cultural differences 
(Harris, 1990; Paul, 2006). Effectively, Western 
discourse and non-Western analysis of the same 
suggest that the “post-modern” era relates to a 
breakdown of the traditional presuppositions 
in Western cultures, in large measure due to the 
fragmentation caused by Western philosophies 
that have led to a lack of respect and concern 
for the natural outcomes of environmental dis-
connection, ecological crisis and socio-political 
intolerance (Bartlett et al., 2007).

As I approached the sacred fi re, I could never 
have prepared myself for the experience of 
hearing the sacred drums beating steady. The 
sound echoed through the trees and out across 
the river and tidal estuary. The sky world was 
dark and expectant, star people still shone, I 
thought I could see the ancient bear chasing his 
way across the Milky Way, and grandmother 
moon had moved also during the night just 
passed. Aboriginal chant rose and fell through a 
resonant male voice in cadence with the spirit of 
the drum, and my spirit remembered the melody 
but my mind was confused as the words could 
not be deciphered. The deep familiarity of the 
moment confronted me. The distinct feeling of 
coming home to my spirit and my people rose 
up from my heart and nearly choked me. As I 
approached the sacred fi re a distinct circle of 
people stood around the outer circle. The inner 
circle held the sacred medicine bundles of the 
elders and pipe carriers, carefully arranged 
around the fi re. My body realized then that 
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the words being sung were from the old way 
and were a dialect of Mi’kmaq from the west-
ern inland tribes. My head fell in humility as I 
approached the circle, and those around greeted 
me with a subtle glance or smile, welcoming 
my spirit to their gathering. When it was the 
appropriate time, I offered tobacco to the sacred 
fi re, and then stood back in the outer circle, 
praying, listening, observing and learning . . ..

In the midst of continual cultural change 
and adaptation, many people, including my 
Aboriginal family ask, how can you carry both 
ways so easily? They are asking me how can I 
honour the symbolic, metaphorical and mysti-
cal world of the old ways and make them real 
in today’s material world. The answer is that 
I believe both are needed to maintain health 
and balance. These ways are complementary 
and sustain a deeper attitude of appreciation, 
humility and skills for survival, learning and 
growth. Both ways held together make for a 
multifaceted way of knowing, solving problems 
and fi nding more creative solutions through 
what I have come to call an Indigenous arts 
and science (Bartlett et al., 2007). A large part 
of understanding these methods which apply 
across the disciplines and that relate directly 
to community development and peace keep-
ing relies on coming to terms with a different 
understanding of the universe—arising from 
Indigenous cosmology (International Institute 
for Restorative Justice, 2010).

Cosmology is a complex way of making 
meaning from life experience and via tradi-
tional beliefs and values (Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation, 2000; Arden, 1994; Battiste, 1977; 
Letendre, 2002; Orr, 2002). Some might say 
that the spirituality of the Indigenous peoples 
of North America and other regions of the 
world comprise a religious system of beliefs 
(Board of Studies, 2002; Leclair, 2002; Cowan, 
1992; Cowan, 1994). However, while this is 
true in certain respects, the feeling I get from 
a study and continual learning path related to 
Aboriginal ceremonial practice suggests that 
Mi’kmaq spirituality is a way of being and 

becoming, or a process-oriented approach, 
rather than a system of beliefs and values per se 
(Butler, 2004; Gkisedtanamoogk & Hancock, 
1993; Peavy, 1993; Pereira, 2000).

For example, within an Aboriginal cultural 
space there is a strong sense of relational justice 
that requires and often demands relational solu-
tions prior to any effective sense of resolution 
(International Institute for Restorative Justice, 
2010). Justice processes are not detached from 
the people involved in confl ict. Peace and rela-
tional sustainability rely on building strong 
relationships through dialogical processes like 
the talking circle, which brings people directly 
together to hear, speak and listen to each other’s 
concerns and points of view. In many exam-
ples of these processes, I have heard stories 
and experienced times myself when the talking 
circle has extended for many hours, and some-
times through a night of heated discussion. 
The process-oriented approach here values 
and observes relational congruence as a neces-
sary outcome of sharing our stories with each 
other. When we are not real and honest, and 
when we do not reach the place of understand-
ing and mutual respect, we do not experience 
congruence. Reconciliation and resolution are 
not moments in time but are processes that 
continue through ongoing relationships (St. 
Pierre & Long Soldier, 1995). These approaches 
differ from many Western methods that have 
evolved to detach people from direct personal 
involvement in justice as a relational process. 
Justice is taken out of people’s hands and given 
over to external authorities, whether for help-
ful or necessary reasons is worth debating, but 
nonetheless Indigenous cultural values have 
stood the test of time and remain true to the 
need for degrees of involvement and infl uence 
over the processes of making justice and resolv-
ing confl ict toward supporting healthy families 
and communities.

From this example we can see that when 
entering a study of a cultural (social and 
relational) and spiritual (values, beliefs and 
presuppositions) tradition there are potentially 
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many layers of learning. We may need to learn 
basic ideas, and to separate various concepts, 
but we also need to “connect the dots” and 
perhaps also allow ourselves to grasp intuitive 
vision beyond the dots. Thus we understand 
a process-based learning that is based in an 
experiential awareness (Bowers, 2005a). This 
experience of growing in awareness requires 
challenges to our personal way of knowing and 
being, and we call this an initiation and train-
ing. We may indeed grow in intellectual ways, 
but overall we will grow relationally within 
our family, culture and environment (Bowers, 
2005b). There may be similar pathways for 
Western people to walk toward relational depth 
and the beauty of balanced living, although 
it appears different obstacles and challenges 
arise along the way. In other words, within any 
culture or tradition authentic growth toward 
elder wisdom may demand a complete and 
life-changing experience over many years that 
shifts our way of making meaning, of being and 
of knowing and discerning reality or meaning 
(Bowers, 2005b; 2007b).

Along the way the lessons learned provide 
valuable insights and tools for assisting us in 
nurturing justice and encouraging relational 
balance. Likewise, from these basic and often 
profound cultural practices arise beliefs and 
values that both prevent and mitigate confl ict, 
promote peace and suggest methods towards 
sustaining personal happiness, spiritual power 
and a capacity to respond to life’s challenges 
(Bowers, 2007a; 2007b).

As I refl ect on these important issues from 
within Mi’kmaq culture, and as I sit within 
the Western systems and communities, and 
refl ect also on Aboriginal Australian experi-
ences of dealing with education, learning and 
reconciliation processes, it seems that regardless 
of the culture we come from and now work 
within, we are challenged to come to terms with 
basic values and principles of action that can 
guide community wellbeing (Board of Studies, 
2002). We are not immune from confl ict, cri-
sis or hardship. Our approach needs to speak 

to personal, familial, community, social and 
global wellbeing. As such, we will always deal 
with confl icts of interest and value as we move 
together toward agreements over how to share 
the limited resources, abilities and capacities 
that represent our relationships to each other 
and our environment (Battiste, 1977; Battiste 
& McConaghy, 2006). Shifting to another 
layer of discourse, allow me now to enter a 
more dialogic process of analysis of ceremonial 
practice associated with peace keeping within 
Aboriginal family and community.

The sacred circle is a construct within 
Indigenous cultures worldwide (Cortright, 
1997). In North America like many other parts 
of the world the traditions of the circle suggest 
seasons, lifecycles and eco-spiritual forces that 
both govern and protect human life and eco-
logical balance (Cowan, 1992; Cowan, 1993; 
Duran, 2006). To take this discussion further 
we must acknowledge that we are speaking at 
several levels at once, which may not be obvi-
ous through the mainstream use of English, and 
may be lost in the translation. We are talking 
about a way of learning, a path of experience 
and a system of belief along with cultural and 
theological meanings all at once (Duran & 
Duran, 1995; Duran, 2006). We are speaking 
about a spatial, multi-dimensional awareness 
that extends beyond material and temporal per-
ceptions while encompassing the world around 
us. We are entering a place of mystery where 
the world is yet undiscovered, and where there 
will always be many more mysteries than there 
are answers (Flood, 1995; gkisedtanamoogk & 
Hancock, 1993).

In certain understandings of elders who have 
taught me over the years, in the traditional 
Mi’kmaq system of belief the circle comprises 
seven sacred directions that make the circle a 
complete and holistic integrative awareness 
(Holmes Whitehead, 2004). The circle is many 
things at once. And it is impossible to explain 
this in Western spaces and in the English lan-
guage without risking the Cartesian impulse 
to codify, explain away and reduce to simple 
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distinctions and observations. But if we at least 
consider the circle as a metaphor, and if we 
allow a sense of mystery and wonder in life, 
we may at least allow ourselves to be grasped 
by more than mere words of explanation. The 
circle is in a way our embodiment in this world, 
because we must know or experience the circle 
as our body, our relational self within our whole 
ecology and in specifi c felt and known relation-
ships to each other, to our totemic powers and 
to our environment. All our relations, ‘M’sit 
Nogama’ in the Mi’kmaq language.{AU:Q2}

These places of awareness and relationship 
to the world around us are called very simple 
names: east, south, west, north, above, below, 
centre. However, the meanings associated with 
these mysteries goes far beyond the obvious 
layer of a compass pointing a little arrow this 
way or that way. To make the picture even more 
complex and multifaceted, the “Old Ways of 
the People” suggest there are between six and 
eight sacred worlds where the Mi’kmaq people 
travel and have relations (Hornborg, 2006). 
These are the world beneath the earth, the 
water world, the earth world, the world above 
the earth, the sky world, the world above the 
sky and the pathway of the ancestors or the 
pathway of the stars.

These places are only relevant, in one sense, 
when you have visited there and experienced 
or learned lessons in each place. For the per-
son who carries sacred medicine, these lessons 
are sought out and may be given when the 
need arises to help others for various reasons. 
For example, when I was working with an 
Aboriginal client who was struggling with sub-
stance use and really wanted to quit drinking, 
after some extended talk therapy from a person-
centred approach my intuition allowed me to 
see a picture of the client early in life. Within 
my inner process, I went into the world beneath 
the earth, so to speak, and travelled through 
various caves and tunnels and sensed different 
emotional and psychic connections.

These insights that arise within me in therapy 
may or may not relate directly to my client, 

as I never assume any direct relevance to my 
inner experiences and visions within thera-
peutic relationships. I have learned a process 
of suspending judgement and waiting, while 
attending and listening to the client’s story and 
sitting with their person. However, there is also 
a sense in my training to allow inner movement 
and to observe what arises within me as a psy-
chotherapist and healer. By allowing and not 
blocking, even during an intense interpersonal 
conversation and without too many pauses, 
the client comes to have a sense of how I am 
working on their behalf. To set them at ease I 
might say, “wait for a moment, my brain and 
heart are just taking in what you have said to 
me…”, giving me time to process and allow 
vision to arise.

From that moment, with the client who 
wanted to quit drinking, the visions that arose 
within me gave me intuitions of early rela-
tionship confl icts. Some therapists might then 
encourage the client to share their growing-up 
years. However, quite often talking does not 
resolve the deeper and unconscious issues that 
drive the chronic behavioural issues. Instead, 
my Aboriginal approach to psychotherapy 
encourages experiential and transformational 
methods that give clients lived experiences of 
change, healing and resolution. From these they 
can feel how confl icts are resolved and can grow 
and reinforce new awareness and behaviours.

This approach allowed me to sense the need 
for a ceremony of release from what I might call 
“enmeshments” within the client’s inner being, 
emotion and heart that kept pulling the person 
back into negative spiritual dependence on 
the energy or spirits of alcohol. From a deeper 
analysis, and much like the insight of Duran 
(2006), my sense was that alcohol had come to 
substitute for unresolved confl icts and was an 
unconscious process manifested in unwanted 
behaviours. In more Aboriginal terms, what 
Western culture sees as substance dependence 
and abuse is more about a relational story and 
process over many years that suggested a series 
of confl icted or twisted relationships that were 
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never healed properly and that continued to 
fester like a wound that did not heal but trans-
formed into a scar. This may be transformed 
into tissue that becomes reintegrated into a 
healthy relationship to the person and to their 
family, community and ecology. {AU:Q3}

In more traditional language, for the per-
son who is caught in ongoing struggle a brief 
vision quest can suggest that spirits within the 
world beneath the earth are still in confl ict and 
demanding payment for an issue not correctly 
resolved. This was binding the person’s spirit 
to repay that debt. Many ways of repayment 
are possible. They manifest in confl ict in fam-
ily relationships and ongoing substance use. 
Each action also demands its own repayment. 
So when a person uses the substance, that act 
demands payment from the person’s spirit. 
The person can become so enmeshed with the 
spirit of the substance as an entity that their 
life revolves around that spiritual relationship. 
In similar although positive ways, when we 
learn the old stories and songs, we also can 
align our spirits to the totemic beings who 
come to help us, and we can grow stronger 
by forming relationships with the “dreaming” 
we inherit through remembering the stories, 
songlines, dances and meaning of these cultural 
and spiritual resources. This process of gaining 
strength—which incidentally can be accessed 
experientially long after families change and 
cease to remember the oral traditions of their 
ancestors—this reconnection brings health, 
balance and peace. This form of learning brings 
people into right relations with family, culture 
and environment and all the substances and 
medicines of our local ecology—regardless of 
the culture. European people in New Zealand, 
Australia, Canada and America can also recon-
nect with their traditional cultural values and 
stories.

Thus cosmology combines a ceremonial, 
cultural and ecological system while also being 
a pathway of teaching and learning that sug-
gests an experientially based approach to an 
Indigenous scientifi c exploration of the world 

around us. This Indigenous science is based in 
observation, induction, formulation and discus-
sion (Bartlett et al., 2007). By being grounded 
within a cultural form of information sharing, 
debate and consensus decision making, the cul-
tural approach is self-correcting and cybernetic; 
in other words, the approach is self-aware and 
able to make adjustments when necessary to 
suit changing observations arising from changes 
in the ecology of the land and sea. While greatly 
disrupted by colonization, attempted geno-
cide, violence and war, siege and deportation, 
along with starvation and chronic poverty, 
these “old ways” are still visible and alive in the 
Mi’kmaq Nation of the Eastern Door of Turtle 
Island (Paul, 2006). These ways of teaching 
and learning, over many generations, sustain 
a consciously honoured generational process 
of sharing information and awareness, giving 
rise to a complete cultural form of theology, 
philosophy, science, arts and professional prac-
tices that are based within the life of the people 
(Holmes Whitehead, 2004).

It is possible to apply these cultural forms to 
issues of great concern today, including issues 
of war, conflict, abuse, violence, addiction, 
family breakdown and community-based con-
fl icts. Suggested in the old ways of the culture 
of any Indigenous people are “ancient” assets 
that can only be found and accessed by forming 
relationships of value with the contemporary 
members of each family, relationship or com-
munity (Duran, 2006). Our heritage is relatively 
useless unless we are able to give that heritage 
life and meaning in today’s world. We say this 
heritage has its own inherent meaning, whether 
we acknowledge this or not. But when we do 
honour the traditional pathways, they tend 
to come alive and give a depth of meaning to 
present-day issues that could not be found in 
any other way, because no other way speaks so 
intimately to the personal, familial and tribal 
cultural meanings associated with local history. 

Likewise, a rich repository of meaning exists 
that can be applied to other cultural contexts, 
because we are all basically human and therefore 
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share many values and beliefs (Duran, 2006). 
We must all live and survive on mother earth. 
We all eat, harvest and ought to give back in 
some way or other to the earth that sustains 
our being. We all carry emotions, feelings and 
thoughts. And we all must live more or less 
within relationships with each other and with 
the plants, animals and geologic entities of 
this world. And we all experience, at one time 
or other, varying levels of diffi culty, confl ict 
and disagreement that may lead to short-term, 
immediate, sustained or chronic levels of dis-
cord, dis-ease, dis-pleasure and violence. In my 
“old way” of speaking, these latter experiences 
create a deep-seated sadness and loss of beauty. 
The sense of loss and grief arises because our 
world is meant to be a place and path of beauty 
(St. Pierre & Long Soldier, 1995; Tree, 2004). 
Mi’kmaq ways suggest that beauty arises from 
a balance between the sacred directions and 
within the six worlds. Balance is maintained 
through core attitudes of being, ways of know-
ing that protect the traveler when engaging in 
a journey across the six worlds in their sacred 
canoe. The sacred canoe represents the power of 
being that sustains us, our spirit—our spirit that 
resides and animates humanity suggested by 
our body where our spirit chooses to manifest.

The core attitudes of being can also be sug-
gested in another form of a sacred circle with 
seven cardinal points. These may be called 
different names, but they are what classical 
Western theology would name virtues—those 
qualities and attitudes of the human spirit that 
assist our pathway through life, that mitigate 
diffi culties and that give personhood and dig-
nity in the face of adversity (Duran, 2006). 
In the Aboriginal way, these qualities com-
prise organic and natural attitudes that are 
observed directly in the winged, fi nned, two- 
and four-legged, leafy and green, geophysical 
and celestial entities or spirits who occupy our 
world. We observe in these natural ways of 
being central processes and attitudes within 
complex and simple relational ethics. These 
relational ways comprise: respecting, listening, 

observing, honouring, humbling, learning and 
thanking. These central or inner circle teachings 
given by the elders give rise to the outer circle 
ways of living. The attitudes these ways suggest 
are both ancient and contemporary secrets that 
assist people in manifesting beauty, power and 
right relations.

These approaches to life help us solve prob-
lems and deal with diffi culties, including issues 
of misunderstanding, conflict and violence. 
These cardinal qualities are based in a tradi-
tional way of behaving rooted in treaty and 
covenant. These ways govern the ancient coun-
cil of elders and fi lter down into every way of 
life. These ways suggest the ancient path of the 
warrior, who does not paint their body ready 
for war as if to glory in harming another living 
entity, but in mourning to prepare themselves 
to face our Creator and our ancestral council 
who will ask us, how did you live? We have 
in these seven sacred ways of living: patience, 
stillness, waiting, sharing, relating, allowing 
and blessing. Within these teachings are the 
life ways of the old ones of the people, and a 
system of ethics and values that assist anyone 
interested in living life with honour. We say 
that honour is truly manifest when we can live 
up to our responsibility; all honours extended 
by the elders suggest that humility and service 
of others is the central and only approach that 
gains sustained respect.

Thus, when I am standing in the sacred circle, 
facing one or other of the cardinal directions, 
my fi rst awareness is humility and relationship. 
My fi rst action is thanksgiving. Balance and 
therefore beauty are only attainable when my 
centre, my heart and body can live in tune with 
my spirit. Finding this place is a lifelong process 
of learning and of living the inner circle and 
outer circle teachings. These teachings assist 
with all levels of relationship and give macro-
cultural weight to issues of lack of balance, 
confl ict and ways toward manifesting a peace 
that always exists within every crisis (Tree, 
2004). The key is to fi nd a way to experience 
learning and shifts of perspective that allow 
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peace to emerge. In this way, the ancientt of 
the Indigenous nations give a practical how-to 
for peace and confl ict resolution based in part 
in cultural teachings, but also in practical com-
municative processes arising and manifesting 
from these deep wells of wisdom.

For example, restorative or circle justice is a 
way of resolving confl ict based in and manifested 
from ancient Aboriginal ways of knowing and 
relating (International Institute for Restorative 
Justice, 2010). Circle justice has taken on global 
relevance in post-conflict and post-violence 
contexts, where “victim” and “perpetrator” are 
brought together with the elders and members 
of the families and community involved in an 
incident or extended event, and where all par-
ties are afforded an opportunity to resolve the 
confl ict directly and safely. Other forms of circle 
talk, such as with a thunder bird talking stick, 
are common among many North American 
Indian communities. The person with the stick 
speaks whatever they wish; others must listen 
and remain quiet. The circle continues until 
everyone has had their say, often meaning that 
extended periods of time elapse. Other forms 
of discourse involve consensus decision making, 
which can also mean extended processes where 
all members of a community are involved and 
have a say in the decision being made. Most 
traditional Aboriginal governance was con-
ducted in this manner, where chiefs or other 
leadership were held accountable to the people, 
and easily disposed of when they went out of 
line. Democratic social processes are deeply 
rooted within North American Aboriginal life-
ways, and many of these approaches inspired 
and instructed the early American and now 
global conceptions of civil democracy. Thus 
it was that the old people supported a still 
existing Wabanaki Confederacy, consisting of 
many eastern tribes, and likely initiated during 
a time of confl ict with western tribes around 
the “Eastern Door”. But like most confedera-
cies, regional geopolitics served many purposes, 
including commerce, trade, keeping blood lines 
healthy and exchange of discourse, knowledge, 

skills, songs and ceremonies, besides keeping 
an enjoyment in life, maintaining the balance 
and enjoying the beauty of human nature (Paul, 
2006).

When I work in psychotherapy and heal-
ing, applying the circle experientially as a way 
of empowering the client comes to light. For 
instance, when working with women in recov-
ery from sexual and physical violence and abuse, 
the circle has given me many insights and ways 
forward in healing methods. I have come to ask 
clients in these circumstances to become aware 
of their body in a very simple way—to stand 
apart from me in their own space, a safe space 
that is only their own. I encourage the client to 
defi ne that space as a sacred circle around her 
body. I ask her to actually “draw” the bound-
ary of the circle with her hand. Often she might 
want to use some physical object like stones 
collected in my therapy space as symbols of the 
boundary of the circle. Sometimes clients might 
use candles to represent the inner light they wish 
to focus on. Many ways of working with the 
metaphor and symbolism arise, depending on 
the client’s use of imagination, which is usually 
always related to their inner process, their story 
and their therapeutic need.

The sacred circle becomes well defi ned and 
amplified as a helpful experiential method 
through the use of sensory language and shared 
meaning through a specifi c use of sensory acuity 
(or what might be called observation) combined 
with the use of visual, auditory and kinaesthetic 
language. These are combined with an appro-
priate use of emotional congruence, speaking 
and intuiting the “felt” presence of the client 
as related to their story and being within the 
circle. I always stand well clear of the client’s 
circle, and model great respect and reverence 
for their being and the information they share 
during this ceremony.

Initially, for many women who have suffered 
violation of their personal space and their bod-
ies, their sense of their space can be extremely 
limited. People who suffer abuse and physical 
assault often describe their space as crushed, 
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abused, defi led, and they feel as though their 
skin is dirty, ugly and shamed. Learning to 
reclaim their sacred circle can be a very healing 
and empowering exercise (ceremony), simply 
because they have a chance to actually experi-
ence feeling whole and in control of their own 
space and their own body once again. I have 
seen extremely depressed and crushed women 
explore their sacred circle, and watched with 
them with warm-hearted astonishment as their 
facial and body expression becomes lighter, 
free and empowered. But getting to that place 
takes time and often involves a skilled thera-
peutic relationship. Once the sacred circle is 
“established” in some basic ways—defining 
its boundary, symbolizing it in some way, and 
feeling and seeing what it is like to stand and sit 
down in that space owned and controlled by the 
client—other types of work can help guide the 
client towards self-empowerment, to gain per-
sonal insight about self and relationships and 
to learn to meditate in ways that can actively 
change non-resourceful beliefs into new beliefs 
of power. Clients who wish to learn even more 
can be guided to explore the traditional native 
ways by defi ning and exploring the cardinal 
directions, each with their own stories and 
teachings. The sacred circle has come to defi ne 
a therapeutic method and pathway to spiritual 
and ecological growth that holds enormous 
potential for assisting Aboriginal and other 
people through life’s challenges.

Having studied these life-ways for some time, 
it seems reasonable to say that Mi’kmaq ceremo-
nial practice encourages growth in awareness 
that leads to a vision of an Indigenous integra-
tive and holistic model of working in personal 
and professional contexts. This model is useful 
in education, counselling, health care, medicine 
and in social work related to family and com-
munity wellbeing (Cooks, 2005; Duran, 2006). 
This model is important in confl ict resolution 
and community development work. These meth-
ods assist in maintaining right relationships in 
human and natural systems. The approach 
is not person-centred like most mainstream 

humanistic-based approaches. The person in 
this way of life is de-centred within a wider ecol-
ogy and planetary entity; thus we are always in 
relation to living others who are members of our 
natural world. We are responsible in relation-
ship, never as mere individuals. From this basis 
arises a strong system of heart-focused ethics, 
moral values and relational styles. The thera-
peutic wisdom that arises from refl ection on 
these methods provides many insights into ways 
of healing and helping with confl ict, challenge 
and trauma. While I am aware that the fi eld of 
transpersonal psychology has made claims to 
spiritual transformation in some regards, this 
ought not discourage people from exploring 
and learning new approaches that may be based 
on the insight that arises within each of us as 
we dialogue with traditional cultural values.

One lesson I have learned in therapy is that 
big problems often relate to little insights that 
change the whole picture in some way we never 
expected. Our problems often prevent us from 
seeing clearly. From the little things in life and 
in our being that cause trouble, big problems 
will grow. We also know that when we start 
with little changes toward growth, we grow 
into bigger adults with more inner resources. 
In many ways the circle represents this teaching 
well. When the community gathers to address 
a justice issue the big circle will reveal little but 
important things. Perhaps a person has bro-
ken into another home and stolen things and 
damaged items, and then physically assaulted 
members of a family. During the circle talk, 
it comes to light how the person who did the 
harm was dealing with the suicide of a cousin 
and the substance abuse of parents, combined 
with failing in school. Little but big additional 
problems{AU:Q4} come to light and need to be 
addressed as well. But from the little decision to 
bring the circle together, issues come to be dis-
cussed and a big picture starts to form around 
a family and community that care enough to 
talk to each other directly. What seem like 
huge problems can be addressed by the people 
directly involved.
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From this, we see that the metaphor of the 
circle holds important cultural and practi-
cal teachings we can use to resolve conflict 
and move people forward. Likewise, from the 
examples above about the use of the circle 
in psychotherapy, we know there are many 
applications of the teaching that can apply to 
real life issues and problems. We know that the 
circle can become a pathway to learning new 
skills and coming to terms with new identity, 
enabling people to symbolically “carry their 
medicine”, given to them in their bodies, hearts 
and minds. The medicine is all the symbolic and 
real energy and resources we are given in our 
place in life. In Mi’kmaq traditional ways given 
to me by my elders, carrying the sacred pipe of 
the people is symbolic of my responsibility to 
pray and give my life to work that is much larger 
than myself. The sacred pipe is a symbolic and 
real presence that allows ceremonial learning 
and practice within the sacred circle of life. This 
topic itself requires another paper, and many 
books could be written and already exist about 
these insights. Suffi ce it to say that the pipe in 
real and spiritual ways represents the fullness of 
male and female spiritual power and wisdom. 
Walking the way of the pipe is a journey toward 
wholeness, balance and beauty. But this way 
demands many costs and is not easy.

Here again, entering the journey from the 
head to the heart is never easy for most adults. 
Learning to trust our intuitive vision is one of 
the hardest lessons I have learned and continue 
to struggle with, because in many ways I was 
taught to distrust myself and to rely on the nar-
row bandwidth of cognitive-based logic. This 
is why the elder’s gift to me was so profound, 
because the Mi’kmaq nation pipe challenged my 
whole way of being in this world and symboli-
cally challenged me to grow up in new ways. It 
would probably take me another 200 years to 
just begin this challenge. And yet the pathway 
toward wholeness is already made through this 
wilderness and given to us by our elders; we 
have only to take the smallest of steps and do the 
little things well, like opening our fi rst sacred 

circle and coming to terms with our body, our 
being, our self in ways that are natural and safe. 
Empowerment seems to begin with the little 
things we can do well.

Conclusion

By applying traditional Indigenous models of 
meaning, cultural teachings give rise to practical 
approaches to everyday issues including confl ict 
prevention, resolution and maintaining peace, 
while also regenerating social and ecological 
systems through consciously seeking to fi nd 
the balance within each system, a balance that 
existed prior to confl ict or war, and that can 
be found even within the height of confl ict situ-
ations. This notion equally makes sense when 
we consider how people suffer pain and grief in 
personal ways, and how cultural teachings and 
the methods we can create from them provide 
ceremonial and therapeutic opportunities for 
change, growth, learning and healing.

Applying these ancient and contemporary 
principles of Indigenous peace keeping allows 
for complex systemic analysis, using all the 
tools available within an Indigenous episte-
mology. While this paper has not focused on 
the complex systemic analysis per se, we know 
that knowledge of the traditional models and 
cosmologies (including the sacred circle) is 
indeed a method for understanding complex 
ecological and human systems of relationship. 
Acknowledging how deeply holistic these 
approaches are poses challenges for people 
whose heritage lies outside the Aboriginal com-
munity. The ways we position ourselves in 
accordance with these inner and outer circle 
teachings relate primarily to our personal sense 
of place, identity and our sense of respect and 
relation to the Aboriginal people with whom we 
work. We must all realize in some way or other 
that this work can be life changing; because 
we are not talking about awareness as mere 
knowledge that can be acquired like a laptop 
computer, fi lled up with data and software, and 
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then three years later discarded like an old sock. 
We are talking about awareness that deeply 
impacts people’s identity and their ontology 
or way of being.

We are, in humility, speaking about ways 
of knowing that live within the deep-seated 
dignity of people as spirits living within bodies 
that arise in particular communities, with inti-
mate and localized awareness of histories that 
can only be understood by forming respectful 
relationships over many years. At the same 
time, the tools discussed here can be very use-
ful within brief solution-focused community, 
family, couple and individual interventions. I 
am convinced that there are many applications 
of behavioural analysis and therapy that can 
benefi t from a more holistic use of culturally 
based awareness and traditional wisdom. Much 
of this work is yet to be undertaken in more 
overt and sustainable ways by my Aboriginal 
colleagues who work mainly within mainstream 
Western systems such as healthcare, nursing, 
social work, counselling, disability services, 
family intervention and community welfare.

For example, my work involves counselling 
and education in community-based contexts 
in Aboriginal communities in Canada and 
Australia (Nebelkopf & Phillips, 2004). The 
methods based in cultural cosmologies dis-
cussed in this paper are used in many ways 
in my work, as general principles that guide 
my analysis and action as well as forming the 
basis of creative regenerative programmes that 
are applied in different contexts for different 
purposes. The beauty of these principles is 
that they form the art and scientifi c method 
of an Indigenous approach to intervention. All 
counselling, education, community work and 
healthcare intervention exist within contextual 
and systemic realities (Arrendondo, 1999). 
When we understand how an Aboriginal sys-
temic worldview functions within the medicine 
and dreaming traditions of a people, we can 
begin to draw relationships and associations 
that assist in building culturally appropriate 
models of intervention (Duran, 2006). Not only 

this, but we tap into a collective “database” of 
ancient wisdom, knowledge and awareness to 
which we can also form deepening relation-
ships over time (gkisedtanamoogk & Hancock, 
1993). As these approaches are allowed to 
change our very identity, we begin to realise that 
our “work” with other people must indeed rest 
in our own inner integrity. We can thus become 
peace keepers, or to put this in an older way of 
speaking, keepers of the medicines and guard-
ians of the dreaming.

{Q5}Glossary

Metis 
Mi’kmaq
M’sit Nogama’
Wabanaki Confederacy
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Q1. This is a very long sentence and the meaning 
is not clear. Punctuation added, please approve 
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Q2. Unclear what this sentence/phrase means. 
Please add a verb or rephrase

Q3. Rewritten as original was unclear. Please 
approve or suggest alternative.

Q4. Little but big additional problems – please 
check

Q5. Please provide short glossary defi nitions
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