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Walking together: A conversation with Harley Eagle 
 
 
00:02 [Lubna Ekramoddoullah, Michael Smith Health Research BC] 

Hello, and welcome to Walking together: A conversation with Harley Eagle. 

 

I’m Lubna Ekramoddoullah from Michael Smith Health Research BC. I acknowledge with respect and 

humility that I’m speaking from the unceded, ancestral, and traditional lands of the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm 

(Musqueam), Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish), and səlilwətaɬ (Tsleil-Waututh) Nations.  

 

I’m here with Harley Eagle. Harley is of Dakota and Ojibway ancestry and member of Whitecap Dakota 

First Nation in Saskatchewan. After living in the K’ómoks territory on Vancouver Island for 30 years, he 

recently returned to his homelands in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan in Treaty 6 Territory.  

 

Harley has 30 years of experience as a trainer, facilitator, conflict management, and restorative justice 

practitioner, and Indigenous rights advocate. Among his many roles, Harley is the Indigenous cultural 

safety advisor for Health Research BC. 

 

Welcome, Harley. It’s great to be able to speak with you in person.  

 

00:52 [Harley Eagle] 

Thank you. It’s wonderful to be here. 

 

00:54 [Lubna] So tell me a little bit about yourself and your roots.  

 
00:58 [Harley]  

Well, first of all, thank you for the land acknowledgement. That’s always a good place to start in this 

world of truth and reconciliation.  

 

Yeah, I’ve been doing this sort of work for 30 years now. And I do want to mention that on my father’s 

side, we would reference ourselves as Dakota. But really, that’s a part of a much larger nation that we 
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call Očhéthi Šakówiŋ, which translates to the Seven Camp Fires. And in this Western world, in this 

colonial world, it’s referencing the Sioux people. So that’s how most people would know my Nation. But 

that word Sioux comes from… it’s a bit of a derogatory name that came from another Nation, so we 

prefer to call ourselves Dakota, or my relatives who speak a different dialect would call themselves 

Lakota, and another part of the Nation would call themselves Nakota. It’s a difference in the dialogue 

and where we existed in our large traditional territory. But overall, we were known as the Očhéthi 

Šakówiŋ, the Seven Camp Fires, and so we’re originally from the Great Plains of what we reference as 

Turtle Island or North America. 

 

And on my mother’s side, I am… you mentioned that I’m Ojibway, which is true, but we talk about 

Ojibway as the language to the political nation of the Anishinaabe. And that’s how I would talk about 

myself and my nationhood. But culturally, on my mother’s side, I would say that I’m Ojibway because 

it’s referencing the language and cultural practices. 

 

I know more about my Dakota side than I do my mother’s side, although I’m very close to many of my 

mother’s side of the family, our relatives. And this is really important for me to say that, as is mentioned 

in the bio, that I recently moved back to our traditional territory and Treaty 6, and specifically 

Saskatoon, which is a part of Treaty 6 Territory and a part of the traditional territory of both — on my 

father’s side and my mother’s side — of both of those Nations.  

 

But for, as it’s mentioned here, I’ve lived on Vancouver Island at different times for close to 30 years 

and in different locations, too. I spent time in the northern tip of the Island with the Kwakwakaʼwakw 

people and the Kwakiutl people, and then in more recent years, in the middle of the Island living among 

the K’ómoks people. And I’ve been able to work all up and down the Island, and all over BC, but most 

of my work was on the Island, and so working with the Nuu-chah-nulth people and Coast Salish people.  

 

And this is really important for me to say culturally that I really thank all of those Nations and the people 

that I got to work with because even though I considered myself an uninvited guest into the territory, 

and I could even say an occupier because the way that I came to Vancouver Island was very much in a 

colonial way. I didn’t come in a cultural or traditional way, and I didn’t ask permission to be on the 

territory. I just simply… we bought a house, , and found a job and worked on the Island. But in my own 

journey, I became conscious of that — that I hadn’t done those protocols. So I was working towards 
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asking permission to be on the territories, but I never did get to that place. So that’s why I considered 

myself an uninvited guest — and I would say guest because I have the same experiences that the 

Indigenous people have on Vancouver Island in terms of colonization. So we share in that, but I didn’t 

follow the protocols.  

 

But what I really want to say, and I try to say this as publicly as possible, is that I’m very thankful for 

how I was treated by the Indigenous people on the Island — welcomed into lots of different work, 

treated so well with so much respect for myself and my family — that I’m really thankful for that, and it’s 

important for me to share that experience, especially when I’m back home now, and when I’m talking 

about my experiences being away from home, I make sure that I mention how well I was treated by the 

Indigenous people on Vancouver Island. 

 

05:21 [Lubna] Now you’re here for an event that we had for our staff, and you mentioned 

something about now being back home, could you tell us about that?  

 

05:29 [Harley] 

Yeah, thank you for asking that because a lot of times in our colonial society and our fast-paced 

western society, we move around a lot. And I moved around a lot as a child and in my adult life. I’ve 

lived in Winnipeg, I’ve lived in South Dakota, and I lived in Florida for a short time. But what’s been 

different about this move back home was… it’s a part of my own healing and decolonizing journey and 

that of my family as well. Because we left Saskatchewan and our relatives, because of the fallout of the 

colonization and all of the dynamics that it creates within families and communities. And sometimes it 

can get nasty. And there’s political stuff that goes on and arguments that lead into conflict, and they 

don’t get resolved, and they just turn nasty. They fester.  

 

Many Indigenous people experience that in their families and communities, so you’ll find that a lot of 

Indigenous people have left their communities. Over half of us have actually… we don’t live in our 

communities anymore because of that and lack of opportunity and that sort of thing. Housing is always 

an issue. So we moved for various reasons, but one of them is to get away from those kinds of nasty 

dynamics created by colonialism. That’s what’s important to remember.  
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And I didn’t understand those dynamics until I started to do this work to understand colonial patterns 

and impacts on self as individuals but also on families and communities and groups of people and 

Nations. And when I understood that, then — and especially as I got into working on conflict and things 

like that and talking about the structures of colonialism and impacts — it really changed my 

understanding of my life’s experiences. And so it also then opened up my understanding that I need to 

go home. I want to restore connections. I want to be a part of the healing that many of my relatives are 

on a journey of healing. I want to be a part of that, especially on the land. Because we’ve been a part of 

that land for generations for time immemorial.  

 

And a lot of my work in more recent years, especially, is focused on somatics, so understanding — not 

only academically and from a moral standpoint — the process of colonization but also how does it 

impact our bodies? How does it impact the way that we walk in this world? And how do we restore our 

connections to our emotions to our senses, our gut instinct? And so I’m so glad that I’ve been learning 

about somatics and, in particular, in my own body because I’ve been feeling that connection since 

moving back home, just walking along the river, the Saskatchewan River — just walking on the land, 

seeing my relatives going to events where I hear our names, I see our Nation represented, visiting with 

my relatives, laughing with them, and catching up with them — I felt in my body. And that’s been really 

profound, just to sit with that and allow that to shape me, as far as my journey and my evolution as a 

human being. It’s really contributed, and I can really feel it in the last… just only the six weeks that I’ve 

been there. It’s been wonderful to experience that. 

 

09:00 [Lubna] You mentioned a statue of a relative. Did you want to talk about that?  

 

09:04 [Harley] 

Yeah, so, right in the middle of downtown Saskatoon, right along the South Saskatchewan River at the 

foot of the Victoria Street bridge, you’ll see a statue there of a settler, the person who’s known to have 

founded Saskatoon as a community, and then standing next to him and  pointing is my great, great-

grandfather Chief Whitecap – Wapaha Ska in our language. And he was the one when asked by 

settlers coming into the area where should we locate, where should we create our town? He suggested 

that particular spot as a good place. There’s a bend in the river that he thought would be a good place.  
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I don’t know, maybe some of your listeners have had the experience of going to places where you see 

your relatives represented in a statue or pictures. But that’s been really quite profound to me. And I 

walk by there just about every day. So feeling that in my body and being able to look up feeling like I 

belong because my relatives have been here for thousands of years, and it’s recognized that one of my 

relatives helped have found this area. 

 

10:23 [Lubna] That’s great to hear. It must be a really deep feeling.  

 

10:26 [Harley] 

Yeah, like I choose to feel that strength because it’s really grounding. And it really does something 

profound for your body and for your spirit and sense of self. But I’m also not unaware of what that 

means in terms of the whole colonization of these lands, too, right? And when Wapaha Ska said that 

this would be a good place for settlers to be, he was already placed on a reserve, and so that whole 

process of forced removal from traditional territories and land being confined to one small part was a 

part of that history as well.  

 

So I try to make sure that when I think about that, I also think about the erasure of Indigenous people. 

The statue itself is a example of trying to undo and maybe decolonize the city of Saskatoon, , put that 

statue there. So that’s an act of reconciliation, but it doesn’t mean that the story changes. That’s a part 

of the story – the erasure, the clearing of the lands, clearing of the… not just the people but also the 

buffalo.  

 

And I also shared earlier today that right near where I live in Saskatoon is a site of the former railroad –

it’s moved now to a different location, but in acknowledging that this was the former spot of the railroad 

and, in particular, a station was where they loaded buffalo bones and buffalo skulls, which was feeding 

the farming industry and used as fertilizer, and the millions and millions of bison that were slaughtered. 

The clearing of the plains of bison is something that we don’t often think about in terms of our narrative 

here in Canada. So it was good to see that it was acknowledged, but it’s also… there’s also sadness 

there for me, in terms of this is a part of our history that’s really hard to embrace, and there’s outrage 

that happens inside of me. So I acknowledge that as well. But then, putting those two things together, it 
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helps to support me in the work that I’ve chosen to do in terms of decolonizing and Indigenous cultural 

safety and humility. 

 

12:50 [Lubna] So tell me a little bit more about the path that you took to becoming a cultural 

safety and humility consultant and facilitator. What did you want to be when you grew up? 

 

13:01 [Harley] 

Well, if you look at my yearbook, when I graduated from Hanley high school, it says I wanted to be a 

fire truck. And the reason why I had said that is because I didn’t know. So I was just being silly, and 

being silly and being humorous was a part of my survival because I didn’t grow up knowing my history. I 

didn’t know this. Like most Canadians, we live in a society where our education system doesn’t tell the 

dark side of the history of Canada, and I went through the public school system. And I learned very little 

in the romanticized version of Indigenous people. And I certainly learned about the strength of empire, 

and the creation of Canada, and all of those sorts of things.  

 

But I didn’t learn my own history until I met my partner. And my partner is a social worker and very 

much social justice minded, a feminist. She’s very aware of… when I met her, she was very aware of 

injustice patterns. And that was her life’s work was to be involved in trying to help the situation.  

 

So, after I met her, through her suggestion, we did some voluntary work through an organization that 

she was a part of. And I call it the… it’s like the Peace Corps. It was a Christian denomination 

organization, but they did Red Cross work, sending supplies to war torn or disaster-stricken areas and 

also sending volunteers – doctors, and nurses, and teachers.  

 

And my partner had already been working for them, and she’s a social worker, and she was working in 

an Indigenous-run school on Vancouver Island when we met in the community. And so she had said, 

‘Well, we should go on an assignment together before we have children, before we buy a house.’ And 

we ended up going to a place called Pine Ridge reservation where the Oglala Lakota people live, and 

actually, it should be called the Oglala Lakota Nation — that’s the decolonized name of what’s known 

as the Pine Ridge reservation.  
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That was 30 years ago now, and that’s where I started to learn. Because we went to do work around 

the housing issues, and we were working specifically with children and youth in the community at a 

boys and girls club. But our organization was working on some of the bigger issues – treaty violations 

and that sort of thing.  

 

And that’s where I started to learn about the history of colonization — from Indigenous people, from 

Oglala Lakota people who knew that history and knew that it was the foundation for the all the issues 

that they were facing – the high crime, the high substance abuse, the justice system wasn’t working 

very well, lots of infrastructure problems. They knew that the root of all of that was being forced onto a 

reserve, a reservation, and ongoing lack of access to rights and title to the land, being seen as second-

class citizens without the ability to even shape their future. Because the government was in control of 

everything. That’s where I started to learn about this from my own people because they’re part of my 

Nation as well. Yeah, and so that’s how I got involved in this work, kind of getting thrown into it but 

knowing that I needed to make myself aware because I had questions, too. It was really hard to see my 

own relatives and people that looked like me struggling. 

 

Then they asked us to be involved in conflict resolution through something called restorative justice. It’s 

basically like a holistic way of dealing with conflict where you bring the people together who are in 

conflict through a very careful process, and they figure out what to do about it. How do you hold the 

person who’s done the wrong accountable? How do you make sure the person who’s been harmed is 

healed? And all of those dynamics you take into account, and they figure it out. But again — I always 

try to say this over and over again — through a very careful process. You don’t just throw them 

together. And so that’s where I got involved in conflict resolution work, conflict management through 

restorative justice. And that led to my formal Western education. After doing that work in the field, 

eventually, I realized that it would be helpful if I had a degree behind my name. And so I have a 

master’s degree in conflict analysis and management.  

 

17:34 [Lubna] I know you’ve worked with a lot of health organizations, and I’m wondering how 

you found your way into the health field. 
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17:41 [Harley] 

So, not only was I learning about restorative justice and doing that work around circle process, at the 

same time, I also became an anti-racism trainer because our organization had an anti-racism program, 

and they didn’t have many Indigenous people working in that organization, so they asked me to be a 

part of it. So I became a trainer, a facilitator in that realm, and then, after a few years, I co-directed the 

program as well in the U.S.  

 

And then I also started to learn about trauma, because I needed to understand the dynamics that I 

carried from the things that I’ve experienced and the unprocessed trauma and how it was impacting my 

life and showing up in my life. And I needed to understand my parents’ trauma, their experience of 

residential schools, and my mother was in an Indian hospital for a time, they both grew up on reserve. 

All those dynamics created a certain way that that I experienced them as a parent, which left me baffled 

at times, but when I understood their history and their traumas, it gave light to my own experiences.  

 

And that’s what… so I got involved in trauma-informed practice working on my own stuff but also 

understanding the dynamics of psychological trauma throughout our society. But all of those elements 

around understanding the history of colonization, trauma-informed practice, understanding dynamics of 

racism, conflict — all of those really get wrapped up really quite nicely, if you will, in the framework of 

Indigenous cultural safety and humility. So, after we were involved in this kind of work probably 15 

years or so, I heard about this concept — and at the time we were living in Winnipeg. I heard about this 

concept of Indigenous cultural safety and humility. And I started to hear more and more about it when I 

was going to school for my master’s degree out here in BC. And it got me really curious because I 

looked at it, and I thought, well, this is what I do. It’s all those elements are all wrapped up in cultural 

safety and humility.  

 

So in 2013, I noticed that there was a job opening… working with Vancouver Island Health Authority as 

a cultural safety and humility facilitator. And that job, or that program was the first ever health authority 

in Canada that put resources and a program together. Many people have been working on cultural 

safety and humility for a lot of years, but usually off the side of their desk or just they’re doing it because 

it’s important. The program that we worked on was developed by another Indigenous person — that I’m 

still very close with — and her process and her colleagues that worked with alongside her. They 
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traveled up and down the Island, visiting with Indigenous people and Nations and communities, asking 

them what does cultural safety look like for you? What do you want in the program? And so it’s really 

based on the input of the Nations on Vancouver Island. And my colleague is a Kwakwakaʼwakw woman 

as well, so she has her own perspectives on all of this.  

 

And so, I still follow that program pretty much. I’ve changed things here and there, but the foundation of 

it is still very much the same. And I feel good about that because it came from the people, which 

resonates with me as an Indigenous person as well. So, it all made sense. It’s a really, I think, powerful 

and helpful framework for embracing work like truth and reconciliation, for decolonizing, for bringing 

awareness of racism, for systems change. It’s a really nice framework for addressing some of those 

injustices that we still continue to experience. 

 

21:27 [Lubna] So, I’ve watched a number of webinars that you’ve done, and presentations, and 

there’s so much learning from your work, and I’m really interested in knowing what you feel the 

health and research community can learn from your work.  

 

21:44 [Harley] 

I think it’s best said in a story. Stories are really important, and I think we need more space where we 

can all tell our stories. And I think in order to tell our stories, we have to learn the skill of being self-

reflective and maybe even being curious and asking our families ‘What is our story? Where did we 

come from? How did we get to Canada? What was our story from where we came from?’ All of those 

things, I think, are really important.  

 

So I was doing this work on Vancouver Island, and I worked for the health authority for about four 

years. And then I realized that even if we were able to create a health authority on Vancouver Island 

that was culturally safe, we’d still be dealing with culturally unsafe situations because it’s everywhere. 

So that helped me to realize I’d like to do this work beyond just the healthcare world, because that will 

help the work within the healthcare world. So I decided that I would become a consultant. I’d been 

consulting already for decades, but I was doing it while I was working, so I decided that… I kind of took 

a leap of faith through… my family helped me to do this, and friends and colleagues as well that invited 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  10 

me in to do some work with them, and it’s just grown from there. It’s right from day one of deciding to 

become a consultant, I’ve had more than enough work to do.  

 

But getting back to how I got involved in working with Health Research BC was because I was doing 

this work and meeting lots of people, meeting Elders and Knowledge Keepers, and other communities 

beyond Vancouver Island as well, and they knew of my work. So, what happened was that there was a 

faux pas that was made. I’m not sure of the details, but something went wrong in a meeting that Health 

Research BC had — at that time, it was Michael Smith Foundation [for Health Research]. And so one of 

the Knowledge Keepers at that point when that faux pas was made, they said to them, I think you need 

to be looking at cultural safety and humility, and you might want to talk to this person that I know named 

Harley Eagle about how you can look at cultural safety and humility for your organization, because 

that’s essential if you want to work with us in a good way.  

 

Conflict arises when you don’t have respectful and authentic relationships. Then, if you don’t have that, 

or if you depend on a hierarchical and a patriarchal way of interacting, you’re going to offend. You’re 

going to make mistakes. You’re going to not even see those mistakes if you’re used to a certain way of 

doing things that comes from a colonial mentality. That’s where you’re going to mess things up when 

you’re working with Indigenous communities that are striving to hold on to our old ways and our old 

ways of interacting.  

 

So thankfully, the leadership realized that ‘Yes, we’d better do this’ and it grew from there. It’s taken on 

a life of its own. And that’s the beautiful thing about this work is if you can get people on the journey of 

authenticity and recognizing the environment and how it creates inauthentic spaces, it really does take 

a life of its own on. And that’s a beautiful thing to then… Because then you end up not necessarily 

leading the work, but you’re walking alongside folks that are on the journey. And I’m a journeyer, too, so 

we become co-journeyers. So I don’t have to be the leader in it. 

 

25:11 [Lubna] You have, in the past, talked about the medicine wheel and the Western clock. 

Can you tell me a little bit more about that? 
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25:17 [Harley] 

So in our work, we use a metaphor, a couple different metaphors to get at… we work in colonial 

structures, and so we want to name that, and we want to bring that forward of the struggle of the 

challenge of working in two worlds. In fact, many years ago, when I worked on Vancouver Island, and 

there was two new hospitals being built. And I was involved in helping with cultural safety with those 

two new hospital builds and then educating the staff. And one of the things that they wanted to do was 

to establish Elders in residence in these new hospitals. And so, part of our process of trying to figure 

out what that looks like is we visited with other Elders in residence from across Canada. 

 

So I was introduced to an Elder in residence in Saskatchewan. And so we asked him about their work, 

and his manager was there, too, so that was really helpful, and he was a Métis man. But this Elder said 

something that I’ll always remember that really grabbed my attention. He said our ways — and he was 

a traditional healer — he said our ways don’t fit in the colonial system. They just don’t fit. But yet, he’d 

been doing that work for 12 years. He describes some of the rubbing areas that just don’t work and the 

system couldn’t support him in the way that he needed to show up because his job wasn’t a nine-to-five 

job, or eight-to-five job or whatever, because a lot of things happened on the weekend or evening, and 

he needs to be there. So he talked about that, how it just doesn’t fit. 

 

So I use a metaphor. I talk about from my cultural background, something… a symbol that we use. And 

maybe folks have seen this symbol around. It’s associated with Indigenous people quite often. It’s 

called the medicine wheel. It’s with the four colors. The four quadrants are different colors in a circle. 

And so I use that as a metaphor. It comes from both sides of my culture – my father’s side and my 

mother’s side both use that symbol. And that symbol is expressed in many different ways by other 

Nations as well. I have a particular way of thinking about it from my influences – my Elders and my 

Knowledge Keepers had shaped the way that I think about it. And you’ll see this used in so many 

different ways. It’s so helpful. It helps us to remember that we, as human beings, are made up of four 

quadrants – four essential pieces of us, four elements – and that’s our spirit, our physicality, our 

emotion, and our intellect. And in order to walk in balance in this world, you have to nurture each of 

those aspects. 
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That can also speak to a flow or a process. So in my teachings that I carry, we start with the spiritual 

quadrant. And for me, that’s about setting a good tone. That’s that container building. It’s how do you 

create a safe enough space for work to happen.  

 

And then the next quadrant over for me is the emotional quadrant. And that’s where people can tell 

their stories. And we utilize this a lot when we’re working with people in conflict. So you bring them 

together and, as I mentioned earlier, in that very careful way, so that they’re ready to delve into the 

work. It feels safe enough where they can tell their stories. And from those stories, you start to get 

insight about each other’s experiences. And it often builds trust because when you’re in conflict, you 

make up stories and you take things very personally. But when you hear somebody that says ‘I did this. 

I know I did harm to you, but here’s why, here’s the root of it.’ So a lot of times, you see insight from the 

person who’s received the harm, almost, like, ‘I’m so thankful that it wasn’t personal.’ So things like that 

happen when people get to tell their story. Or the person that was harmed gets to say ‘I’m so angry at 

you.’ All of those emotions get a place to be a part of the story.  

 

Usually what happens then, when everybody’s had a chance to tell their story, you get curious and you 

start asking ‘So, why did this happen? What was underneath this?’ And that’s in the bottom quadrant. I 

call it the physical quadrant, and sometimes we call it the relational quadrant. And that’s when you try to 

figure out ‘So, what are the intersections? What are the connections?’ Let’s get curious. Let’s peel back 

the layers.  

 

And once you know all of those aspects of the story, its impacts, you’ve set a good tone to hear it, and 

you’ve explored why it happened, that’s when you can move into the intellectual realm, the decision 

making, ‘So what are we going to do about it?’ And it’s a helpful process for how health providers can 

interact with somebody, setting that tone. You can actually get to the root of somebody’s problem when 

you set that space.  

 

But then, I bring in another metaphor from the Western world. So I have the medicine wheel up on the 

screen, and then I superimpose on top of the medicine wheel a clock, a Western clock. Because we all 

live under that Western understanding of time, which often says, you’re in a rush. Most physicians only 

have, like, I forget what it is, like, eight minutes or less to spend with a patient. So how do you go 
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through a helpful healthy relational process when you only have a limited amount of time, because you 

have to churn people through.  

 

And then I’ll say something like this — and this is where the two-eyed seeing comes in — I’ll say years 

ago, when I was a younger person, I didn’t know what the answer was the way forward. Because I 

often thought, well, we just need to get rid of the clock. But that’s not our reality, right? We live in this 

Western world. We can’t just throw out everything. So then I pulled those two images apart, but not 

completely apart. And I leave like a Venn diagram, they call, where there’s this little slice in between 

both. And then I say, and that’s where cultural safety happens. We’re trying to create a space for two-

eyed seeing to bring in those teachings of relational practice and being community and all of those 

sorts of things. But blending it together with the reality we live in the Western world. And there’s… the 

clock and efficiency — there’s strength in that as well. 

 

31:26 [Lubna] It’s great to visualize that, to see that come together. What are some key learnings 

that you would want someone from the health and research community to know? 

 

31:37 [Harley] 

One of the things I really love about my work is that it evolves and grows, and principles and teachings  

emerge out of the interactions that I get to have and with what you see would be helpful for an 

organization. And one of the more recent ones that we’ve been embracing — and many Indigenous 

people have been embracing this a lot more — is around what’s called two-eyed seeing. And this idea 

of two-eyed seeing comes from the academic world, but it comes from Indigenous people who were in 

the academic world, and, in particular, two people — husband and wife team Albert and Murdena 

Marshall and their Mi’kmaw people from back east. And they brought in the teachings of their Elders 

and their culture that basically two-eyed seeing is taking the best of both worlds – the wisdom of both 

worlds, so the Western world and the best of Indigenous worldview and bringing them together.  

 

And I think that that’s a beautiful and relational way of reconciliation. So it’s not like always saying 

‘You’ve done wrong. You have to fix this and give reparations’ — and not that that’s not important; that 

is important. But this focus then becomes more about how can we do this work together by looking at 

the best of our worlds to figure out a way forward.  
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And here’s one example that I’ve been using in more recent years, and it’s the work of Dr. Michael 

Yellow Bird, who is a Hidatsa, Arikara, Mandan Indigenous person from just south of the border that we 

now know is the U.S. and Canada, in North Dakota. He’s a social worker. And so he’s coined this 

phrase called neural decolonization. He takes Western understandings of our nervous system and 

ways of accessing, understanding the nervous system by using brain imaging and that sort of thing to 

understand, so that we know what our brain does when we’re uncomfortable, what our brain does when 

we’re in conflict, what our brain does when we want to run away from something – fight, flight or 

freezing – so understanding the physiology of our bodies through Western science. And then he blends 

that together to help us to understand ‘So, what can we do when we’re shutting down?’ Because we’re 

talking about something uncomfortable, like truth and reconciliation. What kind of skills can we apply?  

 

And that’s where the decolonization comes in. So, neuro Western understanding decolonization are all 

of those strategies, processes, and methods that we can employ in the moment to help us stay more 

fully present. And when you start to look into those practices, you start to realize that many cultures, 

ancient cultures throughout the world had these practices. Whether it’s around yoga or meditation, they 

were performed for centuries and centuries because they were helpful for us to show up as human 

beings. So, he blends them together so that we can do this work in a more holistic way. And it’s easier 

to talk about that in the healthcare world because you’re bringing in the wisdom of Western 

understandings of health and our bodies function.  

 

35:06 [Lubna] What would be important for the health and research community to remember 

when applying two-eyed seeing?  

 

35:13 [Harley] 

You’re constantly learning new things and you’re constantly growing. When I use the word growth, for 

me, what comes up is pain. It’s not easy to grow. It’s not easy to transform. So what I suggest and how 

I try to do my work is what I call container building. How do you build a container that’s mindful of the 

way that our bodies, our nervous systems operate. When we’re uncomfortable, we tend to go into fight 

or flight, and when we go into fight or flight, we often start to circulate negative stories, because when if 

— it’s brilliant what our brain does — it’s circulating these negative stories because it wants us to 
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recognize when a threat is coming. But in that moment, if you’re trying to work with an Indigenous 

community, and your mind is circulating negative narratives about Indigenous people, it’s not good for 

the process.  

 

So how do you build a container then becomes really important where people are in a more regulated 

state where they can start to learn to recognize when those negative stories are starting to circulate. 

And then they can take a breath and they can realize, ‘Oh, I feel my body going into fight or flight, so 

that means I need to stop. I need to pause. I need to take some breaths. I need to recognize what’s 

going on in my body.’ And sometimes, or a lot of times, you can build the skill where you can do that 

fairly quickly. Maybe at the beginning, it might take some time, but you can start to build a skill. And 

then that helps you then in that moment of interaction with an Indigenous community, so that you don’t 

do the faux pas, you don’t make the mistakes because you’re mindful of so many different things, but 

also, you’re being respectful of the Indigenous people you’re paying attention in a way that we’re 

usually not trained in the Western world to pay attention to.  

 

And it takes practice. It takes practice, and you’ll hear that from people who are involved in this work. 

And I hear the metaphor used quite often of the marathon. And not only as ‘it’s a long journey,’ but 

marathon runners need to practice constantly, several times a week. You need to go on a nice long run. 

And not only is it the running, but how do you pay attention to what you’re feeding your body? How do 

you pay attention to rest? How do you pay attention when you hurt your knee? What do you need to do 

to tend to that? So it’s a really powerful metaphor, I think, for this journey and for the work that we’re 

trying to do within the health research community. 

 

37:53 [Lubna] I’ve heard you say that Indigenous and non-Indigenous people need to be 

working together and walking alongside each other. Can you tell me more about that?  

 

38:02 [Harley] 

Yeah, so remember when I said that I started to learn about my own history when we moved to Pine 

Ridge reservation? And so I started to learn the dynamics of colonization from Indigenous perspectives, 

but I really started to learn about the last 500 years of what’s happened here in North America. And that 

left me at a place of… I got angry a lot and rightfully so. I think when we look at that history, we should 
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expect the feelings of anger and frustration and guilt and shame to come up as well. So that’s a natural 

response to talking about an adverse situation. But what I was starting to realize is that the anger was 

turning into bitterness, especially because I started to… I was dwelling on the last 500 years. And then I 

started to recognize but that’s not healthy and being bitter all the time is not healthy. Or if you’re a 

person of European descent or from another part in the world, and you’re feeling that sense of guilt and 

shame, that’s not healthy, either. It’s important to feel it in the moment, but to be stuck in it is not a 

healthy thing. You’re going to learn patterns to push that guilt and shame away, and that’s not going to 

change anything, if all you’re doing is pushing it away and not realizing what’s underneath it.  

 

And so then that led us to doing this work that we call the older story of colonization because — and 

this is where you start to see the intersections of the different teachings that I talked about earlier that 

make up cultural safety and humility. Because we applied trauma-informed practice to helping us to 

recognize that it’s important to talk about the older story of colonization. Because there’s a motto — I 

call it the motto of trauma-informed practice — that says when you’re working with somebody who is 

maybe activated, maybe they’re triggered and they’re acting out, maybe they’re raising their voice and 

maybe they’re really aggressive, or maybe they’re even shut down, rather than saying ‘What’s wrong 

with this person?’ to work from an understanding that something’s happened to them to create that 

response. And so then it gives you a different way of working and understanding and interacting with 

that person. And it really helps to calm your own nervous system because you realize that it’s not me. I 

might be triggering them, or something might have happened, but they’ve had this long history of things 

happening to them. So it’s not me.  

 

So then what can I do to help to regulate a person so that we can get to undoing or processing the 

trauma that they’re carrying? So we applied that to the story of colonization. So rather than saying 

‘What was wrong with European people when they came to our shores and the way they did?’ We 

changed that to ask… work from the understanding ‘What happened to them?’ So that’s got us curious. 

And so then we jumped back a thousand years ago and started looking at the history of Europe and 

realized that there was a long history of the colonization of the Indigenous people of Europe. And you 

can also look at other parts of the world and see the very same patterns of colonization.  

 

And when we do our work, part of the container building is asking the question in our introduction 

circles ‘Who are your people? Who are your ancestors? What is your heritage?’ And we frame that 
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question in a way that moves people away from saying ‘Well, I’m Canadian’ or ‘I’m American.’ We want 

them to dig down a little bit, as best they can, because, sadly, a lot of people don’t know their history. 

So we’re aware of that, and we name that. And we say this question might cause some discomfort 

because you might not know.  

 

But what happens when you hear all these people responding to that question? It often gets people 

curious, and I hear this quite often when people come back to me a year later. They’ll say ‘I got really 

curious because I didn’t know. So I started to ask my parents. I started to ask my grandparents. I 

started to do research.’ And more often than not, people will find one person in their family who’s done 

the genealogy, and they get curious, and they start asking more questions. So then they’ll come back 

and say ‘I found out that I’m this.’ I heard that, so it’s a really profound. I love those moments. And then 

you can start to connect traumatic experiences to who they are. Take for instance, a lot of folks here in 

the context I work in, we’ll talk about their Irish or their Scottish descent. Well, think about the history of 

that part of the world and what’s now known as Great Britain or the British Isles. Think about how the 

Scottish people had terrible things happen to them, the Indigenous people of that part of the world. And 

you can say that for all over the world.  

 

42:42 [Lubna] So, how could a non-Indigenous person reflect on how colonization has shaped 

them, too? 

 

42:50 [Harley] 

Reflection requires skill. And that’s another thing I love about the circle process is sometimes we call 

them talking circles. And so we bring people together, we ask questions like I just mentioned, ‘Who are 

your people?’ Sometimes we’ll ask the question ‘Why do you do the work that you do?’ And in 

particular, when you’re asking people who’ve worked together, let’s say, in an emergency department 

or something like that or a health research organization, you ask them that question ‘Why do you do the 

work that you do?’, more often than not, your colleagues are people that you’ve worked with, maybe for 

years, but you don’t really know them. But you ask a simple question like ‘So why do you do the work 

that you do?’ and oftentimes, people have a story. ‘I wanted to research cancer because I lost my 

parent to cancer,’ or something like that.  
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And then what you find is connection. So people will resonate with each other’s stories. And then they’ll 

start resonating on their own experiences. And so it’s really quite profound.  

 

So like I mentioned, we often call them talking circles. We should actually call them listening circles 

because you spend most of your time listening. And then you start to realize the person that you’re 

listening to the most is yourself. Because you start to learn to be self-reflective because you’re hearing 

all your filters, you’re hearing your stories coming up. And if you can learn that skill of listening to 

yourself and get curious about ‘So why did I… why was I reacting to that person’s story? What is it 

about me that has me reacting?’ That really helps to build the process of self-reflection. And in that 

process of self-reflection, that’s when you can start digging into ‘So, what are my people’s experience 

of colonization? What are my people’s experiences of forced removal from land. And why don’t we talk 

about them?’ And it actually provides answers for a lot of people because they’ll start to realize, ‘Oh, so 

that’s why my parent is like that because of their experience.’ And so it’s really quite profound, and 

that’s the skill of self-reflection. 

 

44:57 [Lubna] How do you envision or provide suggestions of what do they do next after that 

insight once they’ve done the reflection? If I’ve learned that about my family, so now what? How 

do I move forward in my journey?  

 

45:11 [Harley] 

I think reflection leads to connection. Because we need connection. And then, it also starts to help you 

to understand why you walk in the world the way you walk in the world. At a lot of times — and I’ll just 

make this bold statement — every time, every person in this world has a connection to trauma — and 

there’s actually more and more research that’s talking about that — we all have some connection, 

whether it’s our own experiences, our parents, our grandparents, or we’re supporting a friend who’s 

living with unprocessed trauma, but we’re there for them. We all have a connection to trauma. And I 

would say that we all have a history of being forcibly removed from our territory. If you look at our long 

history of ancestry, you’ll find your own people’s experience of what you see happening here in this part 

of the world – the reserve system, residential schools, the disruption of ways of interacting in 

community or family.  
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For instance, in this Western society, we really depend on — and we think the truth of family is —

nuclear family… just a small little unit. But if you look at Indigenous cultures here in this part of the 

world and ancient cultures from other parts of the world, you’ll see that extended family is actually the 

basis of family.  

 

Recently, or in the last maybe four or five years, I’ve worked with folks that do a lot of early years 

educating. And they shared with me some research about… they wanted to figure out what’s the 

appropriate ratio in a classroom setting, working with early years, between educators and caregivers 

and children. What’s the best ratio so that that child is… their brain develops appropriately, their 

emotions, their social connections. What do we need in the classroom? And I love asking this question 

within workshop settings. I’ll ask people ‘So what do you think is the best ratio for kids to experience in 

that setting’ and a lot of people will say… they’ll tentatively say maybe like two to one, four to one, and 

some people will say one to one. And I always like to say it actually is four to one. And then I’ll stop for 

a moment for a dramatic effect and say four caregivers to one child. We need to be surrounded by 

extended family. Ancient cultures, Indigenous cultures by way of our governance systems, and our 

family structures knew that. So extended family was the basis for family. 

 

47:51 [Lubna] Are you carrying on with this work in Saskatchewan, now that you’ve moved 

back?  

 

47:56 [Harley] 

Yeah so, in cultural safety work, there’s four areas that we focus on. And the first one is around 

connection – building that container to do the work. And we have to have that container so that we can 

look at the history and current reality without running away, because it can be activating and triggering. 

And then we learn that we need skills – mindfulness, how do you stay in uncomfortable situations, 

repair of broken relationships or conflict. There’s a whole myriad of skills that we need. And the last 

step is around action. And we use the describing words of collaborative and emergent action. 

 

So my thought… or where I live now and the work that I do, all of my clients that I’ve worked with here 

in BC want to stay working with me. And I have family here – my grandsons are on the Island, my 

daughter and her family, and then my youngest daughter lives here in Vancouver. I’m also 60 years old 
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now, so I’m already thinking well, how can I start slowing down. But I also know that in the 

reinvigorating of relationship with my family and community and starting to collaborate on things, things 

will emerge. 

 

49:16 [Lubna] Before we close, is there one teaching or reflection you’d like people in 

healthcare and research to carry with them after today’s conversation? 

 

49:25 [Harley] 

You know, I think what I’ve seen over the years the many efforts that are out there to address 

reconciliation, to work at decolonizing, to change the quest for justice, I think the one thing that we’ve 

missed or not realized is so important is the container building. And there’s many people that have 

been doing this work for a lot of years that are starting to see that a lot more and talking about it. And 

there’s this one author that I really appreciate. His name is Resmaa Menakem. He wrote a book called 

My Grandmother’s Hands. And he’s a counsellor, a therapist, and he doesn’t call it two-eyed seeing, 

but he does a really good job of that. He brings in ancient ways like meditation and yoga — and that’s 

what Dr. Michael Yellow Bird does as well — to notice how our bodies have been conditioned to show 

up in this world, this colonial world. And that’s the one piece that we haven’t looked at.  

 

We’ve talked about the injustice of racism and sexism and all of that from an academic understanding, 

which is important, and from a morality side of it, like this is wrong, we need to do the right thing. Those 

are important, but the one area that we haven’t focused on is the impact and how we’ve been 

conditioned to show up in our bodies and to push things down, to not pay attention.  

 

And so somatics, which I talk a lot about in our work in more recent years, is about learning to pay 

attention to what’s going on, to know that we’ve been conditioned. I’ve been conditioned to show up in 

this world as a cisgender male in ways that are actually harmful to not only to women and in that world, 

in that understanding, but also to myself. And so I have to learn to feel what that is, so that I can feel 

when healing is happening and when I’m doing something different. And it’s something that feels right 

in my body because my body wants to be in right relationship with itself and the world around me. So I 

have to learn that. I’ve never had the opportunity to learn — and I would say most of us in this society 

haven’t had that opportunity. So that container building can create a space where we can lean into that 
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because we can’t think this away and we can’t moralize this injustice away. We have to feel it and know 

what it feels like to be in right relationship.  

 

52:01 [Lubna] Thank you so much for joining me today to connect with me and the teachings 

that you’ve shared. It’s been a pleasure to listen to you speak, and I hope you have a great 

travel back to your homelands. 

 

52:15 [Harley] 

Oh, thank you so much. Thank you for inviting me into the space. 

 


