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Abstract: This paper offers some key characteristics of Indigenous feminist
approaches to evaluation and spotlights a unique and promising example of Indi-
genous feminist evaluation methods in the My Two Aunties (M2A) program.
Though Indigenous feminist evaluation methods are diverse, complex, and com-
munity-specific, some general characteristics we point to in this analysis are com-
mitments to anti-colonial conceptions of family, gender, and belonging, an
assertion of the epistemic and evaluative importance of felt knowledge, the explicit
confrontation of settler colonialism’s impact on Indigenous life, and the commit-
ment to the transformative potential of community-led caretaking. We then turn
to what we see as an exemplar of Indigenous feminist evaluation methods—the
evaluation component of the My Two Aunties (M2A) program. Our paper will
provide theoretical scaffolding for Indigenous feminist evaluation and add to the
growing body of Indigenous scholarship that challenges what “counts” as evidence
in settler scholarship arenas.
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Résumé : Le présent article offre des caractéristiques clés d’approches féministes et
autochtones a I'évaluation et met en lumiére un exemple unique et prometteur de
méthodes d’évaluation féministes et autochtones dans le programme My Two
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Aunties (M2A). Les méthodes d’évaluations féministes et autochtones sont
diverses, complexes et axées sur les communautés, mais certaines caractéristiques
générales relevées dans la présente analyse constituent : des engagements envers
des conceptions anticoloniales de la famille, du genre et de appartenance; une
déclaration de 'importance évaluative et épistémique de la connaissance ressentie;
une confrontation explicite de 'impact du colonialisme sur la vie des Autochtones;
et un engagement envers le potentiel transformatif des soins menés par la commu-
nauté. Il est ensuite question de ce que nous voyons comme un excellent exemple
de méthodes d’évaluation féministes et autochtones - la composante d’évaluation
du programme My Two Aunties (M2A). Notre article proposera un échafaudage
théorique pour I'évaluation féministe et autochtone et ajoutera au corpus grandis-
sant de recherches autochtones qui questionnent ce qui « compte » comme élément
de preuve dans le domaine de la recherche coloniale.

Mots clés : féminismes autochtones, évaluations féministes et autochtones, My
Two Aunties, travail social critique, évaluation autochtone

Three sisters were going through the forest, and as they walk, they hear the cries of
babies. As they get closer to the river, they see babies flowing down the river. Imme-
diately, the first sister jumps in and starts saving all the babies she can, so they don’t
go down to treacherous waters. The second sister jumps in the middle of the stream
and teaches the children how to float on their back and how to swim and doggy pad-
dle to survive. The third sister goes upstream to find out why babies are falling in the
river in the first place and prevent it.

—A Payémkawichum//Luisefio teaching, as told by Karan Thorne.'

INTRODUCTION

We begin our work acknowledging that we must tread carefully, as our projects
and community work engage with painful legacies of violence and exploitation.
Tribal child welfare (TCW) and Western evaluation paradigms can source their
origin stories in historical violence against Indigenous communities. The history
of the settler colonial nation state intervening on, disrupting, and destroying
Indigenous families through what often paraded itself as “child welfare” must be
acknowledged and reckoned with in any Indigenous-led child welfare projects
(Schnalzer, 2022; Yellow Horse Brave Heart et al., 2016). Colonial conceptions
of care have been and remain weapons against Indigenous futurities (Scribe,
2020). Child welfare programs can be deeply carceral, and a straight line can be
traced from contemporary TCW interventions to historical boarding schools,
the systematic kidnapping of Indigenous children through adoption and foster
care, the reservation system, prisons, and missions (Schnalzer, 2022; Yellow
Horse Brave Heart et al., 2016). Managing and controlling Indigenous bodies
and families have been two major tactics of dispossessing Indigenous people of
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their land, and TCW methods have been handmaidens to the project of settler
colonialism.

Evaluation, too, has been weaponized against Indigenous communities.
Many non-Indigenous researchers have found fame and fortune by conducting
research on—not with—Indigenous communities. Much of this research was
not reciprocal and was conducted at Indigenous people’s expense, often without
their knowledge or consent (Smith, 2012; Miranda, 2010). Of Western modes of
research, Linda Tuhiwai Smith writes the following:

It angers us when practices linked to the last century, and the centuries before that,
are still employed to deny the validity of indigenous peoples’ claim to existence, to
land and territories, to the right of self-determination, to the survival of our lan-
guages and forms of cultural knowledge.

(2012, p. 1)

Miranda (2010) and Smith (2012) highlight that is the modus operandi of
Western research to genocidally impose itself on Indigenous communities, cre-
ate scarcity of cultural resources, and then demand constant access to those
resources. Evaluation specifically plays a role in the extractive nature of Western
research, often used to validate Western scientific methods and disparage Native
science and Indigenous ways of knowing (DeLancey, 2020; Bowman and
Dodge-Francis, 2018).

While we hold the complicated histories of TCW work and evaluation in
mindful tension with our own projects, we also want to acknowledge the inter-
ventions Indigenous people have made into these violent legacies. Indigenous
communities have been practicing their own caretaking traditions since time
immemorial—caretaking traditions that tend to both family wellness and to the
intergenerational transmission of Indigenous knowledges. Family wellness and
evaluation are connected concepts in our ancestral ways of knowing. It is only in
Western science that they seem disconnected from one another. In many con-
temporary approaches to TCW and evaluation, Indigenous ways of knowing are
precluded (Scribe, 2020; Bowman and Dodge-Francis, 2018; Wilson 2001; Smith,
2012). Nevertheless, Indigenous people have asserted their agency in these arenas
and are gaining traction in their resistance to colonial TCW and evaluation
methods (Bowman and Dodge-Francis, 2018; DeLancey, 2020). There are
groundbreaking TCW programs and nuanced intervention strategies being
designed by Indigenous communities, that centre culture, language, and land
(Scribe, 2020; Absolon King, 2011). Indigenous research and evaluation methods
are becoming more welcome and commonplace in the academy, especially as
Indigenous studies, Native studies, and American Indian studies continue to
grow as disciplines.” There are also increasing calls for Indigenous evaluation
methods, even from federal sectors in both the US and Canada (DeLancey,
2018).
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Within this complicated legacy of violence and resistance, we want to carve
out some space to share what we are calling our Indigenous feminist evaluation
methods. We feel the need to spotlight Indigenous feminist evaluation methods
because we see these methods as useful and replicable for projects, like My Two
Aunties, that are near and dear to the heart of Indian Country. Namely, we feel
these methods and the key values of Indigenous feminisms could support pro-
jects that concern Indigenous families, research that reclaims traditional govern-
ance, gender, and kinship systems, and community-led work that focuses on
violence against Indigenous women and Two-Spirit relatives. We offer these
methods with the hope that they can be taken up and used by communities hop-
ing to bolster their evaluation processes with culturally informed caretaking
methods uniquely designed to combat settler colonial imposition of patriarchy
and violence against Indigenous women and families.

We also want to use this space to share about My Two Aunties, a program
designed with all of these tendrils held in loving tension. While M2A serves as
an excellent example writ large of a tribally led program that infuses Indigenous
feminisms into all of their engagements with community, we hope to highlight
in particular the role of Indigenous feminist evaluation methods in this program.
We hope sharing this evaluation tool and strategies can inspire other similar
programs to build feminist evaluation principles into their work that centre felt
knowledge.

INDIGENOUS FEMINISMS

Sovereignty, land, decolonization, and other unique concerns of Indigenous
women, femmes, and third gender relatives are often excluded or even precluded
from mainstream feminist movements (Arvin 2019). Unique problems like the
settler colonial underpinnings of violence against Indigenous women, and the
loophole of jurisdiction that allows this violence to continue unnoticed in places
like the United States, fall by the wayside of more mainstream feminist concerns
(Grisafi, 2020; Arvin, 2019). Even issues like reproductive freedom and equal
pay, which mainstream feminists claim to advocate for, tend to leave out the
implications of settler colonialism and the unique impacts on Indigenous com-
munities (TallBear, 2018, 2019). In many ways, mainstream feminisms are
incommensurate with Indigenous feminists’ political goals, and thus, Indigenous
feminists look to their ancestral teachings to describe and combat the unique
and multifaceted manifestations of settler patriarchy (Tuck and Yang, 2012;
Arvin, 2019).”

Indigenous world views are diverse, and it is important to avoid homogeni-
zation of deeply complex, land-based lifeways. However, a key feature many
Indigenous elders, scholars, and activists attribute to Indigenous ways of know-
ing across many communities is relationality. Relationality—or the idea that our
worlds are made up of extended networks of kin to whom we have reciprocal
responsibilities (Whyte, 2017; Kimmerer, 2010)—is a central component of
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Indigenous feminisms and serves as an interesting point of departure from more
mainstream feminist thought (Grande, 2003; Berenstain et al., 2022). Indigenous
feminisms in particular account for relationality in several ways, including a
focus on non-Western conceptions of family and gender, intergenerationality,
repair and transformation, and relationships with the land. Below are a few key
features, describing in broad strokes the commonalities across the many philoso-
phies, movements, and projects that fall under the umbrella of Indigenous fem-
inisms. This is not an exhaustive list by any means; rather, this list is meant to
gesture at key interconnected values that make Indigenous feminisms distinc-
tively tailored for the community projects they cultivate. These key concepts are
all interconnected in ways that are not especially conducive to section headings,
but for ease of explication, we have separated them into the following areas.

Indigenous Feminisms are Rooted in Tribally-Specific Teachings

Indigenous feminisms spring from the epistemologies of distinct Indigenous
communities across the globe, and each is inflected with the unique, land-based
teachings of their communities. Indigenous feminisms is an umbrella concept
that holds space for many tribally specific feminisms, including Payémkawi-
chum feminism, Anishinaabe feminism, Kanaka Maoli feminism, Yoruba fem-
inism, and thousands of others. This means there is not only enormous plurality
of gender systems, language systems, knowledge-sharing protocols, and land-
based epistemologies among Indigenous feminists, working in coalition among
Indigenous feminists requires an ability to navigate multiple worlds in respect-
ful, non-agonistic ways (Meissner, in press, 2023). For example, differences in
creation stories among Indigenous communities are not truths that are held
competitively, or at the expense of other communities’ creation stories. No one
would walk up to someone else and tell them their creation story isn’t true sim-
ply because it is a different creation story than their own. This complex relation-
ship with truth is called land-based ontological pluralism, and it fosters an
important form of sovereignty (Cordova, 2007; Meissner, in press, 2023). Laura
Harjo (2019) calls the Mvskoke version of this sovereignty este cate sovereignty
and differentiates it from more common conceptions of sovereignty inherited
from Western religious and legal traditions. Indigenous feminisms can honor
multiple truths and creation stories and navigate carefully between the rivers of
multiple worlds (Meissner, in press, 2023).

Indigenous feminisms often focus on non-Western conceptions of family,
reclaiming traditional conceptions of family and kin that existed prior to the
imposition of the settler colonial nuclear family, the gender binary, and private
property (TallBear, 2018, 2019; Anderson, 2011a). These reclamations often
occur in tandem with language and cultural revitalization, making the array of
Indigenous feminisms as broad and diverse as the communities from which they
spring. Just as languages, cultural teachings, and land-bases differ among com-
munities, so do the knowledge-sharing protocols, life stage responsibilities, and
caretaking responsibilities toward knowledge. The distinctness of approaches to
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Indigenous feminisms is a feature that makes it quite different from mainstream
feminist thought.

Indigenous Feminisms Centre Intergenerationality

Indigenous feminisms often part ways from more mainstream feminist move-
ments in their rejection of neoliberal formations of individualism. One reason
for this is the central role of intergenerationality in Indigenous knowledge sys-
tems. A common reference among Indigenous communities from Turtle Island
is the “seven generations teaching” or a normative mode that includes the con-
temporary generation, as well as seven more to come, as morally relevant beings
(Whyte, 2017). Intergenerational knowledge exchange and the caretaking of
elders and children as bearers of great knowledge is also a unique feature of
many Indigenous feminisms (Anderson, 2011a).” Life stage teachings, or cul-
tural knowledge that is passed on to community members upon their arrival at a
new age or stage in life, are also treated with respect and revered (Anderson,
2011a; Risling Baldy, 2018).

Indigenous Feminisms Are Future-Building

Part and parcel of centring intergenerationality, Indigenous feminisms are
future-building. They often work toward the repair, restoration, and transforma-
tion of relationships in order to foster more just futures for the coming genera-
tions. Many Indigenous feminist projects are working on a timeline outside of
Western capitalist time and instead oriented toward the seven generations teach-
ings, or how the transformations we make in this generation affect those to
come (Whyte, 2017; Risling Baldy, 2018). In this sense, Indigenous feminisms
lend themselves toward structural vantage points, attending to the outputs of
contemporary arrangements and the violence they produce, not as a bug but as a
feature of the colonial system (Berenstain et al., 2022). For this reason, many
(though not all) Indigenous feminist projects are anti-carceral and abolitionist,
situating the prison industrial complex within a larger narrative of settler coloni-
alism and land theft (Palacios, 2016). Invoking the unique roles of sovereignty
and community care in abolitionist projects, Christina Schnalzer writes “Only
by restoring complete tribal sovereignty to tribal governments and by abolishing
the carceral state while reinvesting in community care can we hope to protect
Native women in the future” (2022, p. 18). Reclaiming our futures from settler
patriarchy sometimes requires relationships with the past, and Indigenous fem-
inist projects often bridge intergenerational knowledge exchange in unique and
beautiful ways (Harjo, 2019).

Indigenous Feminisms are Linked to the Land

In many Indigenous epistemologies, our conceptions of kinship extend far
beyond the colonial confines of a nuclear family unit to include animal, plant,
mineral, and other natural phenomena as our relatives (TallBear, 2018; Whyte,
2017; Kimmerer, 2010). Indigenous feminisms account for the land when
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building just futures, and co-creating for future generations includes the well-
ness and flourishing of the land in its reciprocal relationships with humans.
Many communities receive teachings about responsibility, governance, and gen-
der from the land (Akulukjuk and Rasmussen, 2009). Some communities have
governance roles associated with gender that pertain to the caretaking of land;
Anishinaabe grandmothers in the great lakes conduct water walking ceremonies,
and California Indian communities often have special roles for women and
third-gender people for caretaking basket-weaving materials and traditions
(Anderson et al., 2011b; Miranda, 2010).

Indigenous feminists also often draw parallels between the epidemic of vio-
lence against Indigenous women and violence against the land. Not only is sex-
ual violence against Indigenous women compounded in places where extractive
industries establish man camps (Grisafi, 2020; Deer, 2015), the violence of
extraction itself is justified by the settler colonial patriarchal notions of power as
sexual violence (Maracle, 2015; Deer, 2015; Braithwaite, 2022). Drawing from
this link, Lee Maracle writes as follows:

Humans are no more entitled to privatize parts of the earth’s body or militarily
occupy and subdue her than they are entitled to privatize parts of another human’s
body. Yet, to Canada, the earth is a vast space, a space to be bought, sold, inherited,
exploited, and damaged at will; a space to be tampered with without regard to earth’s
own interests or her willingness and ability to sustain us when we violate our agree-
ment with her.

(Maracle, 2015, p. 121; also cited in Berenstein et al., 2022)

Skeptics and Praxis

Opponents and skeptics of Indigenous feminisms often concern a strawperson
of Indigenous feminisms, one in which matriarchy is depicted as patriarchy,
but with a woman in charge. Indigenous feminisms do not promote a mere
rearrangement of patriarchy, where non-men rule over, abuse, and take power
from men. Rather, Indigenous feminisms promote a decolonization of hierar-
chy and an expulsion of colonial violence (Deer, 2015; Risling Baldy, 2018).
Opponents and skeptics of Indigenous feminisms also often voice concerns
that Indigenous feminisms ignore boys and men. Again, because the goal of
Indigenous feminisms is to build intergenerationally just systems of Indigen-
ous liberation, Indigenous feminisms do not cast men and boys aside, rather,
they are calling in the whole community to co-flourish. And finally, some
opponents and skeptics take issue with Indigenous feminisms because they
assert that patriarchy is an ill of colonialism and that “Indigenous feminism”
is a redundant concept that undermines the commitments to gender fluidity
and egalitarianism that already existed in Indigenous communities prior to
colonialism (Grande, 2003; Deer, 2015). While we understand this objection
and hold space for it, the contemporary context in which many Indigenous
feminists find themselves doing work are ones in which patriarchy has indeed
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infiltrated Indigenous communities, and only uniquely Indigenous feminist
strategies that are attuned to the needs and traditions of Indigenous commu-
nities can combat it (Risling Baldy, 2018).

Probably one of the bigger challenges to Indigenous feminisms, as with many
modes of theorizing, is the praxis component. All of this aforementioned work
above is much easier said than done, especially in the complicated real world
where one must navigate budgets, tribal politics, the pressing and urgent needs of
communities enduring public health and environmental crises. Theoretically and
politically pure frameworks of feminism can crumble when introduced to the real
world. This is one of many reasons Indigenous feminisms tend to be non-ideal
theories that build from the “bottom, up” or from grassroots, community work.
We would like to pivot here to an example in practice, My Two Aunties.

INDIGENOUS FEMINISMS IN ACTION: MY TWO AUNTIES

In 2019, Tribal Family Services, a department under the Indian Health Council
(IHC) and the Tribal agent for Indian child welfare for the seven consortium
tribes served by IHC in southern California, developed a unique home-visita-
tion program. The program is based on culturally sustaining principles which
emphasize the role of ancestral teachings and community empowerment in
caretaking healthy families. The program would do so specifically through
revitalizing the role of aunties in families and communities. Traditionally in
many southern California Indigenous communities, “aunties” remind their
families of the proper or appropriate ways to function, live in balance, and
heal. They provide mentorship as a part of their role and responsibility to
family. The role of auntie builds upon the strengths of family legacies, patterns,
and kinship traditions that have endured since time immemorial. The program
is fittingly called “My Two Aunties.” The goal of My Two Aunties is to destig-
matize and decolonize social services through a revitalization of traditional
child-rearing practices, which is accomplished through a caring and inten-
tional braiding of cultural family life skills, cultural resilience, family coping
skills, and connection to cultural resources. The creators of the program
believe that cultural revitalization movements should wrap around the entire
community and not just be focused on a pre-defined segment of individuals
that colonial tools and measures have labeled as “high risk.” Therefore, this
program is for the whole community.

This program was born out of the vision and prayer of Karan Thorne
(retired director of Tribal Family Services and co-author of this paper). “The
Legend of the Three Sisters” was the primary inspiration and catalyst for the My
Two Aunties program. An abridged version of this story follows:

Three sisters were going through the forest, and as they walk, they hear the cries of
babies. As they get closer to the river, they see babies flowing down the river. Imme-
diately, the first sister jumps in and starts saving all the babies she can, so they don’t
go down to treacherous waters. The second sister jumps in the middle of the stream
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and teaches the children how to float on their back and how to swim and doggy pad-
dle to survive. The third sister goes upstream to find out why babies are falling in the
river in the first place and prevent it.

The story of the three sisters is an allegory for the key characteristics of Indigen-
ous feminisms described earlier, though situated in a specifically California
Indian context. The three sisters call back traditional notions of kinship and
family. The caring actions of each sister to remedy and prevent the harm caused
to the babies in the river embody both the transformative and intergenerational
power of aunties in our communities. Finally, the people of the story and the
actions that they take cannot be understood in isolation of where the story takes
place. The babies are in peril on their own homelands. Home should not be a
dangerous place for our children, but colonial disruptions and violence against
our ancestral homelands have made it so. The action of the third sister in travel-
ing upriver to find out why babies are falling in in the first place and taking the
proper actions to prevent it gestures to a rematriation of land and restoring the
sacred relationships between Indigenous children and families to the land.

These principles of Indigenous feminisms can be observed in the day-to-
day work of the My Two Aunties program. The work of the first sister in rescu-
ing babies from the river represents aunties’ work with families navigating
dependency courts. The second sister’s work in helping kids swim ashore repre-
sents aunties’ efforts with coaching families to health and wellness through cul-
turally relevant lessons and values. Much of this comes from the My Two
Aunties Family Life Skills Discussion Guide—a compilation of family life skills
lessons designed to share Payomkawichum (Luiseiio) and Kumeyaay knowl-
edges with families. Most of the lessons are land-based and communicate impor-
tant life teachings through relationships with our more-than-human relatives,
including animals, plants, and natural elements (i.e., earth, air, fire, and water).
The third sister who goes upstream to keep any future children from falling into
the river is analogous to aunties’ work with advocacy and community outreach
and ensuring that all members of the community are knowledgeable of the pro-
gram so that everyone has an opportunity to enact a vision of wellness for their
family.

Evaluation Concerns

The My Two Aunties program was funded primarily through a state grant from
the California Office of Child Abuse Prevention. The program was also partially
supported by federally funded quality improvement centre sponsored by the
Children’s Bureau. Evaluation of program efficacy is almost always a condition
of support from state and federal agencies. In the Tribal child welfare space, cer-
tain measures have become recognized as the “gold standard” for evaluating
effectiveness and impact of child welfare programs, including foster care avoid-
ance, faster timelines for reunification, reduction of time in the child welfare sys-
tem, and reduction of abusive incidents occurring in the home. Evaluating the
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My Two Aunties program against these success indicators was of great concern.
It was internally understood by the program development team that the pro-
blems caused by settler colonialism are 500+ years in the making. These cannot
be reversed overnight. Indeed, the team also shared the same goal of eliminating
child maltreatment and avoiding the placement of our children into the child
welfare system, but undoing the legacies of colonial violence and destruction in
our communities will take time. We realize these are things we may not witness
with this generation was the general sentiment of the program team. And thus,
the evaluation of outcomes that were actually salient to this community became
tricky.

As discussed earlier, evaluation, as it is often employed by federal and state
governments, can be an oppressive white space that is unwelcoming of Indigen-
ous ways of thinking and being. Indeed, this was a concern of the My Two Aun-
ties program team early in the program development process. Figures 1 and 2
below convey the feelings that our team had about evaluation at the time of our
early evaluation planning conversations (Figure 1) alongside our vision for eva-
luation that would uplift our families and communities. This image makes clear
the large lacuna that had existed between the vision for evaluation and the then-
present reality.

How did we evaluate the efficacy of the My Two Aunties program keeping
in mind our own vision for evaluation, coupled with the principles of Indigenous
feminisms that are the roots of My Two Aunties? Our first step was deciding at
the outset that this evaluation would be resiliency-centred and strengths-based.
Simply put, our evaluation questions and methods would tell stories about what
was strong with Native families, rather than what was wrong with them. At the
highest level, the goal of the evaluation was to understand how families’

What does "evaluation' mean to you right now?

consuming 3
tlme prove effectlveness

cfuture '‘Progra mﬁl%r{flcl)(rcwatlon
nasive 2\ @ ST I A Bopinion

n r lesearch =
S necessary 4—1 arduous

“ test intrusion
Judgmental

collec

Figure 1. Word cloud titled “What does ‘evaluation” mean to you right
now?" that captures the orientation toward evaluation from our team in the
early stages of our work.

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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What should evaluation be?

community-based , comfortable
yas much-time-as-needed
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stren gth asede"‘?«?v?e § decolonized
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sensntlve glvmgg S hecdotal

strength-focused collaboration

Figure 2. Word cloud titled “What should evaluation be?” that captures the
ideals our team held for empowering, culturally-sustaining, and revitalizing
evaluation.

Source: Authors’ compilation.

participation in various aspects of the program built/enhanced/restored cultural
resilience and how did this contribute to stronger, healthier families.

How could we tell this story in a way that was safe and empowering for pro-
gram participants? How could the aunties take on the dual role of social service
navigator and evaluator, while still holding up the vision and origin story of the
program? If Indigenous feminisms are the roots of the My Two Aunties pro-
gram, it was only natural that an Indigenous feminist evaluation approach pro-
vide the normative guideposts to meaningfully evaluate the program.

INDIGENOUS FEMINIST EVALUATION

There is need for Indigenous women, femme, and Two-Spirit leadership in
research and evaluation because there are so many important issues that fall
out of focus when non-normative and non-intersectional modes are utilized
(Yellow Horse Brave Heart et al., 2016). While Indigenous practices of evalua-
tion are as old as Indigenous knowledges, “Indigenous evaluation” is a rela-
tively new academic and academic-adjacent term (DeLancey, 2020; Bowman
and Dodge-Francis, 2018; Cram, 2018). Most Indigenous evaluation is rooted
in Indigenous epistemologies and world views, most of which are deeply if not
explicitly committed to the land, kinship networks, and various “covenants of
reciprocity” Indigenous communities inherit from our ancestors (Kimmerer,
2010). In that broad sense, most if not all Indigenous evaluation methods are
probably feminist, even if they are not explicitly so, as they attend the to the
unique and sovereign worldviews and kinship systems of our communities.”
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As a term of art, we spotlight the non-exhaustive list of characteristics in the
following section as characteristics of Indigenous feminist evaluation.

Colonial concepts of gender, gendered responsibilities, and family struc-
tures are often taken-for-granted in evaluation work. Indigenous feminist evalua-
tion methods problematize the colonial concepts of gender and family—and by
extension, concepts like caretaking, household, identity, kinship, and belonging,
among others. Indigenous feminist evaluation methods ground evaluation work
in land-based, community-specific epistemologies and their unique manifesta-
tions of gender and family to create systems of quantitative and qualitative mea-
surement that resonate with our communities and track data that is salient to
our own ancestral conceptions of community and wellness. We have chosen
here to spotlight these as characteristics of a uniquely Indigenous feminist eva-
luation methods because of the need to highlight family and family structures in
ways that reclaim and rescue the concept from colonial arenas.

Indigenous Feminist Evaluation Methods Reclaim Ancestral
Conceptions of Kin

One challenge when seeking to make evaluation generative for Indigenous com-
munities is the settler colonial imposition of the heteronuclear family unit. Our
communities did not historically function around the nuclear arrangement,
rather, our communities consisted in extended networks of relationships that
included relationships between biological and non-biological parents, aunties,
uncles, auncles, cousins, grandparents, and neighbors. Non-human and more-
than-human kin were also parts of our family systems, and our governance
structures, clan and moiety systems, and cultural protocols were all connected to
the land and natural world. The roles and responsibilities of community mem-
bers changed drastically as a result of colonization, missions, boarding schools,
and other colonial attempts to rearrange our communities and dispossess us of
our land. Compulsory heterosexuality, abuse, and the forced compliance with
Western conceptions of gendered responsibilities like domestic labor and mili-
tary training severed the relationships Indigenous people had with our land-
based gender systems (TallBear, 2018; Miranda, 2010; Berenstein et al., 2022).
Issues like tribal enrollment, blood-quantum, and anti-Black racism also sever
our senses of family through lateral violence. Climate injustice, environmental
racism, and policed and militarized borders attempt to sever relationships
between human relatives and between non-human relatives (Sepulveda, 2018;
Meissner, 2022).

Our communities today still resist Western norms around family struc-
ture, both out of conscious disregard and out of necessity. Our families are
shaped differently than the Western stereotype, and they demand a certain
amount of privacy and protection from invasive research tactics. Expanding
and reclaiming the concept of “family” in evaluation is a need addressed speci-
fically by what we are calling “Indigenous feminist evaluation methods.” Indi-
genous feminist evaluation methods push back against blood quantum,
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compulsory heterosexuality, anti-Black racism, traditions of disenrollment,
federal or state recognition to reclaim ancestral conceptions of family and
belonging based on community-specific notions of kinship, gender, and ances-
try. These evaluation methods allow us to disentangle data using metrics that
resonate with our communities.

Indigenous Feminist Evaluation Methods Centre Felt-Knowledge

Another key feature of Indigenous feminist evaluation methods is the centring
of felt-knowledge, embodied experience, and non-propositional knowledges.
There are two elements of felt knowledge that are important to address here
within the realm of evaluation, first, the felt knowledges of Indigenous people,
and second, the taken-for-granted, deeply seated assumptions that settlers
make about Indigenous people. Dian Million (2013) describes felt knowledge
as an underlying component of the ways we know the world that is often left
unexamined or discounted as un-objective evidence. The ways we know the
world are shaped by teachings we inherit from our communities and kin
(human and more-than-human), some of which are explicit, word-based pro-
positional knowledge, while others are unspoken, embodied, and felt ways of
knowing the world. Million writes that Indigenous women’s emotions and
experiences—felt knowledge—are as legitimate as other forms of knowledge.
Million notes that a critical flaw in many of the Canadian Truth and Reconci-
liation processes was a failure to attend to the felt knowledge of Indigenous
communities. The felt truths of Indigenous people’s testimonies of abuse were
undermined the “truth-telling” arena in which “truth” only refers to measur-
able, objective forms of knowledge validated by the oppressor (Million, 2013,
2020). Indigenous feminist evaluation methods account for and centre the felt
knowledges of Indigenous people, lifting up a form of knowing that is other-
wise relegated to the margins.

Indigenous feminist evaluation methods also account for the affective and
felt knowledges produced and maintained by settler colonialism. The rapability
of Indigenous women and Indigenous land is part of the epistemology of settlers.
Not necessarily always propositional, or explicitly said-aloud, these assumptions
are the mechanisms through which violence against Indigenous women and
Two-Spirit relatives continue to persist (Grisafi, 2020; Sarah Deer, 2015; Mir-
anda, 2010). Evaluation methods that do not account for these pernicious fea-
tures of settler epistemologies risk reproducing them in the way they frame their
research questions and evaluate the successes of tribally led programs. Indigen-
ous feminist evaluation methods account for felt-knowledge and acknowledge it
as not only a central feature of the world worth evaluating, measuring, taking
note of, and building programs around, they also give us data that is aimed to
combat a driving mechanism of settler colonialism.
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Indigenous Feminist Evaluation Methods are Transformative and
Future-Making

Part and parcel of being committed to the epistemic relevance of felt knowl-
edge, Indigenous feminist evaluation methods are explicitly normative and
self-aware. This means they name violence for what it is and actively seek to aid
communities in changing the status quo. Evaluation methods that are not
explicitly normative can be useful, but in many cases, the neutrality of research
and evaluation methods have been used as excuses to ignore and perpetuate
violence in Indigenous communities (Smith, 2012). Working toward transfor-
mation of the status quo is a form of honoring future generations and expand-
ing the conditions of possibility for our grandchildren and their grandchildren.
Since many Indigenous feminist projects are abolitionist and anti-carceral in
nature, Indigenous feminist evaluation methods are ones that can expand the
conditions of possibility for future generations by complicating and problema-
tizing taken-for-granted assumptions about criminality, rehabilitation, and
incarceration.

Indigenous feminist evaluation methods account for intergenerationality,
namely, that the intended results of transformative projects might have outcomes
that cannot or should not be measured within one generation. The short and long-
term goals of community projects might be ones that outspan typical Western nar-
ratives about time. The future-making of a project can be evaluated in this current
generation only when structurally inclined, culturally informed Indigenous femin-
ist methods are used. For example, Indigenous language reclamation projects
often have to use Western evaluation methods that measure the success of a pro-
gram by how many students are coming to language class. An Indigenous feminist
approach to evaluating the success of a language program would centre intergener-
ationality, meaning that a successful language program would be one where in fact
the long-term goals are that no one come to language class (because the language
would be spoken in community, at ceremony, at home, and in all classrooms, ren-
dering the language classroom obsolete in a few generations). Short-term goals
might be measured in terms of intergenerationally relevant metrics such as the fol-
lowing: Are the youth writing poetry in their language and making new words in
the language to describe their feelings? Are the youth sharing this poetry with
elders? Are ceremonies and songs coming back? Is the acorn crop improving?

And finally, Indigenous feminist evaluation methods are reflective and
self-aware in that they name the legacies of violence from which Western eva-
luation and research spring. Naming and tracking the violence of evaluation
is an important step to avoid importing it into the evaluation process. Indi-
genous feminist evaluation methods can include check-ins, pauses for reflec-
tion, and open dialogue with the community about the nature of evaluation
itself to determine if violence or extraction is being imported into the project.
Respect for data sovereignty, privacy, and the specific knowledge-exchange
protocols of a given community are also a key component of transformative
evaluation.
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Indigenous feminist evaluation methods reclaim ancestral conceptions of
kin, Indigenous feminist evaluation methods centre felt-knowledge, and Indi-
genous feminist evaluation methods are transformative and future-making.
Because Indigenous feminist evaluation methods can be described as having
these three key characteristics, they are uniquely suited for projects that address
family wellness, violence against Indigenous women and Two-Spirit relatives,
epistemic and data sovereignty, gender equity, decolonizing gender systems, lan-
guage and archival reclamation projects, among many other research goals. Indi-
genous feminist evaluation methods complicate the taken-for-granted metrics of
standard Western evaluation and refigure them, prioritizing conceptions of
family and gender that are salient for Indigenous communities.

INDIGENOUS FEMINIST EVALUATION IN PRACTICE: EVALUATING
MY TWO AUNTIES

Throughout the design and implementation of the My Two Aunties program,
many principles of Indigenous feminisms, and specifically Payémkawichum//
Luisefio and Kumeyaay feminism, were implicit goalposts of the project. We
were guided in many ways by commitments to our communities and the co-
creation of just futures for our people. The evaluation component of the My
Two Aunties program in particular is a place we would like to highlight Indigen-
ous feminist evaluation methods in action.

When a home visit is complete, parents complete the Personal Reflection
Tool (Figure 3a and 3b). This tool features an oak tree in the shape of a woman,
with deep roots beneath her feet and powerful branches for limbs. Surrounding
the tree are emotive words and phrases, including alone, shame, uncertain, sup-
ported, grateful, rejuvenated, positive, and stressed. At the conclusion of each ser-
vice appointment, the Aunties spend about three to five minutes administering
this tool. Parents are asked to circle up to five words that indicate how they are
feeling in the moment, immediately following the home visit. Parents are also
given the option of writing in responses if the words they are feeling are not
represented in the word cloud.

Initially, this tool served two important purposes. The first was to under-
stand how parents were feeling after receiving program services and how those
feelings aligned to the goals of the program. The program development team
expressed interest in a tool that could be used to understand or track experiences
of families as they engaged with Aunties. There was also interest in ongoing use
to track healing and growth over time. The second was to utilize the responses
provided by parents to inform responsive services navigation. For example, if a
parent circled words like “disconnected,” “gloomy,” “worried,” or “sick,” aunties
would hold space for parents to talk about these feelings more. These conversa-
tions were an opportunity for aunties to make responsive referrals to additional
support services for family, such as counseling or support groups. While this
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How do you feel after today'’s visit?
(Pick up to 5 words)

MY TWO AUNTIES

5 < b o ;
Sunny  Strong_ Supported Keady fo Fly  Kind
Accomplished opefid” Overwhelimed
Pl 7ﬁ1m/(/1¢( Comrec 193 H ofid During the last few minutes of the service appointment, ask the family
Uncertain member you are working with to review the word cloud and identify a
maximum of 5 words (clients can select less words if they choose)
- 3 Evolved that reflect how they feel after the day's visit. Be sure to bring a pen
(ndependetet—2— AR £ or marker so that the family member can complete the exercise. Be
| ~ P > / sure to point out that the family member can write in a response if
0/{(4 Y i : i\ S Gratefu there aren't words that reflect how she or he is feeling in the word
tappy D \ cloud. The family member only should fill out page 2 (the back side)
,,,,, v Sha ’ / Rejuvenated of this worksheet. Page 1 is filled out by the Auntie.
» ,”m,e X P Appointment Notes
Gloomy y Currous { PN e Nervous Use the space below to write any important notes from the visit (e.g.
{ OtV ’ curriculum lesson delivered, referrals made, etc.)
Confused memy & S{, ess00 Tired
uer'
At Aot Sjof.—tiapnniod Woerry
Disconnected /- Digtant Scarpé (ngecure
e (70{ m, i U/r/// (/m/ ('3 Judged Torowed Energetic

Any other feelings?

Figure 3. a) An oak tree in the shape of a woman, with deep roots beneath
her feet and powerful branches for limbs. Surrounding the tree are emotive
words and phrases, including alone, shame, uncertain, supported, grateful,
rejuvenated, positive, and stressed; b) the second page of the reflection tool,
which includes space for appointment notes.

Source: My Two Aunties program; courtesy of the authors.

tool fulfilled these two purposes, the use of this tool ultimately served a much
more profound purpose than the evaluation team initially anticipated.

Shortly after we began implementing this evaluation exercise at the conclu-
sion of home visits, Aunties noticed a growing enthusiasm and eagerness
amongst several parents for completing the personal reflection tool at the end of
each visit. For many parents, in fact, a home visit didn’t feel “complete” without
this activity. The tool provided a space for Aunties to build rapport and gain
insights into parents’ experiences and lives without the undue pressure of a typi-
cal survey. It helped Aunties to connect authentically with their clients and build
a therapeutic rapport during visits. One Auntie (and co-author of this paper)
explained that this process was a way for Aunties to build authentic and recipro-
cal relationships with parents, rooted in trust. She further observed that holding
space for parents to register their feelings and emotions, in real time, helped par-
ents tap into their inherent strengths:

When you are seeing certain words or hearing some certain words, they .. .-tend to
stay with you and they tend to empower you. So, I think it’s a great tool to get these
clients .. .-at least for the day, believing that they, that they are powerful, that they
are knowledgeable that they are [the words they are circling].
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The personal reflection tool and the process for implementation embodied in
the principles of Indigenous feminist evaluation described in Section IV. First,
the tool itself was a powerful example of felt knowledge. The image of a powerful
oak tree is one that is most resonant with Indigenous communities in Southern
California, and this is centred as a prominent metaphor throughout the My Two
Aunties program. The roots of the tree remind families of the importance of
staying grounded in tradition and culture. The branches, leaves, and acorns sym-
bolize healthy actions, healthy relationships, and the importance of living in bal-
ance. Finally, the image of a mature mighty oak inspires families to reflect on a
healing forest that is fed by the knowledge of elders, ancestral medicine, and
spiritual practices. This evaluation tool and process for implementation also cre-
ated a context for more “complex telling” among parents—one that illuminated
a deeper meaning of parents’ experiences in the My Two Aunties program. By
creating spaces that gave parents agency to choose or create language that
located them within the heart of their own experiences (versus a traditional sur-
vey or interview approach that is explicitly evaluator-driven and evaluator-
located), the personal reflection tool opened a door for deeper conversations (via
interviews) with parents about their experiences and perceived impacts in the
My Two Aunties program. Indigenous women have been historically punished
for speaking their truths and expressing their feelings (Million, 2008); therefore,
it is no surprise that Indigenous people often carefully censor what they share in
evaluative spaces. According to the Aunties, intentionally holding space for par-
ents’ emotions and feelings (via the personal reflection tool exercise) had a ripple
effect of empowering them to participate as their full and authentic selves in
other evaluation activities.

Second, the process of implementing the personal reflection tool was a prac-
tice in the reclaiming and remaking of kin relationships. As noted previously, one
of the original purposes of the tool to inform responsive services navigation and
connect parents to a broad range of community resources to support their specific
needs at a specific point in time. This process builds a healing community that
evokes traditional notions of community accountability whereby everyone
assumes a responsibility in their relationship with the parent. Aunties also shared
that the process of going through this evaluation exercise with parents made them
feel “more like an auntie, less of a social worker,” which also speaks to the power
of this tool in deconstructing colonial constructions of what constitutes “family.”

Finally, our evaluation methods were transformative and future-making for
families. First, as noted previously, a big concern at the start of this evaluation
was thinking carefully through how the aunties’ dual role as social worker and
an evaluation team member (with the responsibility of gathering data from My
Two Aunties program participants) would not compromise the integrity of the
program vision. The My Two Aunties program team recognized the deeply carc-
eral state of both Tribal child welfare programming and Western evaluation—
both of which are not traditional elements of the Indigenous experience. The
distrust that Indigenous parents have of these systems is palpable, and aunties
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routinely encounter tension that must be overcome before earning a family’s
trust. Many of their families have a deeply rooted fear of their children being
removed, and they’ve been left to feel powerless. The program actively confronts
and disrupts these carceral legacies by centring deep senses of locatedness and
self-reflection among families through its tailored approach to services naviga-
tion, parenting classes, family life skills lessons, and family advocacy. The evalua-
tion, in turn, needed to have the same goals of confronting and disrupting
colonial violence. We believe creating intentional spaces for meaningful pause
and reflection is an important first step in that journey, and our evaluation tools
and processes certainly accomplished that. Our evaluation methods also helped
families realize positive changes in their lives and contributed to healthy future-
building for families. Often when implementing the personal reflection tool pro-
cess, aunties encountered situations where parents would circle a combination
of negative-leaning words and positive/affirming words. For example, in reflect-
ing on one day’s visit, a mother acknowledged ongoing struggles, circling “tired”
and “stressed.” But she also circled three hopeful words and phrases, including
“okay,” “I got this,” and “positive.” In debriefing with the mother and looking at
the circled words together, the auntie explained that the mother had an epiphany
of learning how to find hope and expressed joy in envisioning a better future for
her and her family.

CONCLUSION

Colonial concepts of gender, gendered responsibilities, and family structures are
often taken for granted in evaluation work. Indigenous feminist evaluation meth-
ods problematize the colonial concepts of gender and family—and by extension,
concepts like caretaking, household, identity, kinship, and belonging, among
others. Indigenous feminist evaluation methods ground evaluation work in
land-based, community-specific epistemologies and their unique manifestations
of gender and family. Indigenous feminist evaluation methods allow us to
account for kin and family in ways that resonate with ancestral teachings; they
also allow us to centre felt knowledges that are otherwise relegated as non-objec-
tive or not useful data in other means of evaluation.

Both evaluation and tribal child welfare practices can source their origin in
violence against Indigenous communities. This is why it was so important for us
to be reflective of our positionalities and unique roles when co-creating the My
Two Aunties program. We found this to be especially salient in the evaluation
component. In this piece, we were eager to share the evaluation methods we
built and the theoretical scaffolding that helped us build it. As with many Indi-
genous feminist projects, the theoretical guides and is also informed by the on-
the-ground community work, while the community work guides and is also
informed by the theoretical. This loving tension between theory and practice—
praxis—provides a taut surface from which to springboard more projects that
work toward the collective liberation of our people.
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NOTES

1 There are many versions of this story shared by Indigenous families in southern Cali-
fornia. This version has been shared by Karan Thorne.

2 Shawn Wilson (2008) has created a springboard from which Indigenous researchers
can build their own methodologies. He writes, “Now as Indigenous researchers we
need to move beyond these [dominant Western system research paradigms],
beyond merely assuming an Indigenous perspective on these non-Indigenous para-
digms” (Wilson, 2001, 176). Maggie Kovach (2010), too, has shouldered the burden
of the meta-methodology, carving out space in an inherently colonial institution for
Indigenous methodologies. Work like Wilson’s and Kovach’s nourishes projects
like Andrea Riley Mukavetz’s (2014) cultural rhetorics methodology based on talk-
ing circles, Julie Nagam’s (2014) canoe as art-making methodology, Kathleen E.
Absolon’s (2011) collective knowledge bundle, and Eva Jewell’s (2018) reclamation
of quantitative methods, just to name a few of the scholars cultivating Indigenous
methodologies. Though all of these scholars are co-creating Indigenous methodolo-
gies, each of them springs from their own deeply situated contexts and aim toward
different goals.

3 We choose to pluralize “Indigenous feminisms” here to acknowledge that there are
as many gender systems, epistemologies, and world views as there are Indigenous
communities. Indigenous epistemologies and philosophical accounts thereof are
deeply pluralistic. Viola Cordova (2007) describes Indigenous epistemologies as
matrices, noting that while there are many Indigenous matrices, they all share a
few commitments and characteristics that can be described as land-based ontologi-
cal pluralism (Cordova, 2007; Meissner, in press, 2023). “Indigenous feminisms” is
meant to evoke this pluralism.

4 Kim Anderson (2011a) describes an Anishinaabe conception of knowledge-transmis-
sion. Anderson depicts childhood and elderhood as life stages in the closest proximity
to the spirit world, and thus, as life stages closest to the source of knowledge. Babies
come into this world directly from the spirit world; elders leave this world for the spirit
world. Elderhood and childhood are not opposite ends of a line, rather, they are oppo-
site points on a circular journey into and out of the spirit world. Anderson describes
that the middle-aged person’s responsibility is not to profess knowledge but to care-
take children and elders, as well as the knowledges they share with us (Anderson
2011a). In Western models of knowledge-transmission, children and elders are not
typically lauded as the pinnacle of knowledge production. Middle-aged white men are
the prototypical academics, political powers, experts with dominion over the land, the
creatures, and sometimes over other humans.

5 There are many versions of this story in southern California communities, but this
version is adapted from Karan Thorne and her teachings.

6 As noted in the previous section, we do acknowledge there is tension and reluctance
among Indigenous academics and community members regarding the label “femin-
ist,” and we completely understand and hold space for that. See: Sandy Grande, etc.
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