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Abstra t: This pap r off rs som  k y charact ristics of Indig nous f minist 
approach s to  valuation and spotlights a uniqu  and promising  xampl  of Indi-
g nous f minist  valuation m thods in th  My Two A nties (M2A) program. 
Though Indig nous f minist  valuation m thods ar  div rs , compl x, and com-
munity-sp cific, som  g n ral charact ristics w  point to in this analysis ar  com-
mitm nts to anti-colonial conc ptions of family, g nd r, and b longing, an 
ass rtion of th   pist mic and  valuativ  importanc  of f lt knowl dg , th   xplicit 
confrontation of s ttl r colonialism’s impact on Indig nous lif , and th  commit-
m nt to th  transformativ  pot ntial of community-l d car taking. W  th n turn 
to what w  s   as an  x mplar of Indig nous f minist  valuation m thods—th  
 valuation compon nt of th  My Two A nties (M2A) program. Our pap r will 
provid  th or tical scaffolding for Indig nous f minist  valuation and add to th  
growing body of Indig nous scholarship that chall ng s what “counts” as  vid nc  
in s ttl r scholarship ar nas. 

Keywords: Indig nous f minisms, Indig nous f minist  valuation, My Two Aun-
ti s, critical social work, Indig nous  valuation 

Résumé : L  prés nt articl  offr  d s caractéristiqu s clés d’approch s féminist s  t 
autochton s à l’évaluation  t m t  n lumièr  un  x mpl  uniqu   t prom tt ur d  
méthod s d’évaluation féminist s  t autochton s dans l  programm  My Two 
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Aunti s (M2A). L s méthod s d’évaluations féminist s  t autochton s sont 
div rs s, compl x s  t axé s sur l s communautés, mais c rtain s caractéristiqu s 
général s r l vé s dans la prés nt  analys  constitu nt : d s  ngag m nts  nv rs 
d s conc ptions anticolonial s d  la famill , du g nr   t d  l’appart nanc ; un  
déclaration d  l’importanc  évaluativ   t épistémiqu  d  la connaissanc  r ss nti ; 
un  confrontation  xplicit  d  l’impact du colonialism  sur la vi  d s Autochton s; 
 t un  ngag m nt  nv rs l  pot nti l transformatif d s soins m nés par la commu-
nauté. Il  st  nsuit  qu stion d  c  qu  nous voyons comm  un  xc ll nt  x mpl  
d  méthod s d’évaluation féminist s  t autochton s – la composant  d’évaluation 
du programm  My Two Aunti s (M2A). Notr  articl  propos ra un échafaudag  
théoriqu  pour l’évaluation féminist   t autochton   t ajout ra au corpus grandis-
sant d  r ch rch s autochton s qui qu stionn nt c  qui « compt  » comm  élém nt 
d  pr uv  dans l  domain  d  la r ch rch  colonial . 

Mots  lés : féminism s autochton s, évaluations féminist s  t autochton s, My 
Two Aunti s, travail social critiqu , évaluation autochton  

Three sisters were going thro gh 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 j mps in and starts saving all the babies she can, so they don’t 
go down to treachero s waters. The second sister j mps 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 s rvive. The third sister goes  pstream to find o t why babies are falling in the 
river in the first place and prevent it. 

—A Payómkawich m//L iseño teaching, as told by Karan Thorne.1 

INTROD CTION 
We begin o r work acknowledging that we m st tread caref lly, as o r projects 
and comm nity work engage with painf l legacies of violence and exploitation. 
Tribal child welfare (TCW) and Western eval ation paradigms can so rce their 
origin stories in historical violence against Indigeno s comm nities. The history 
of the settler colonial nation state intervening on, disr pting, and destroying 
Indigeno s families thro gh what often paraded itself as “child welfare” m st be 
acknowledged and reckoned with in any Indigeno s-led child welfare projects 
(Schnalzer, 2022; Yellow Horse Brave Heart et al., 2016). Colonial conceptions 
of care have been and remain weapons against Indigeno s f t rities (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 Indigeno s children thro gh adoption and foster 
care, the reservation system, prisons, and missions (Schnalzer, 2022; Yellow 
Horse Brave Heart et al., 2016). Managing and controlling Indigeno s bodies 
and families have been two major tactics of dispossessing Indigeno s people of 
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their land, and TCW methods have been handmaidens to the project of settler 
colonialism. 

Eval ation, too, has been weaponized against Indigeno s comm nities. 
Many non-Indigeno s researchers have fo nd fame and fort ne by cond cting 
research on—not with—Indigeno s comm nities. M ch of this research was 
not reciprocal and was cond cted at Indigeno s people’s expense, often witho t 
their knowledge or consent (Smith, 2012; Miranda, 2010). Of Western modes of 
research, Linda T hiwai Smith writes the following: 

It angers  s when practices linked to the last cent ry, and the cent ries before that, 
are still employed to deny the validity of indigeno s peoples’ claim to existence, to 
land and territories, to the right of self-determination, to the s rvival of o r lan-
g ages and forms of c lt ral knowledge. 

(2012, p. 1) 

Miranda (2010) and Smith (2012) highlight that is the mod s operandi of 
Western research to genocidally impose itself on Indigeno s comm nities, cre-
ate scarcity of c lt ral reso rces, and then demand constant access to those 
reso rces. Eval ation specifically plays a role in the extractive nat re of Western 
research, often  sed to validate Western scientific methods and disparage Native 
science and Indigeno s ways of knowing (DeLancey, 2020; Bowman and 
Dodge-Francis, 2018). 

While we hold the complicated histories of TCW work and eval ation in 
mindf l tension with o r own projects, we also want to acknowledge the inter-
ventions Indigeno s people have made into these violent legacies. Indigeno s 
comm nities have been practicing their own caretaking traditions since time 
immemorial—caretaking traditions that tend to both family wellness and to the 
intergenerational transmission of Indigeno s knowledges. Family wellness and 
eval ation are connected concepts in o r 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 eval ation, Indigeno s ways of knowing are 
precl ded (Scribe, 2020; Bowman and Dodge-Francis, 2018; Wilson 2001; Smith, 
2012). Nevertheless, Indigeno s people have asserted their agency in these arenas 
and are gaining traction in their resistance to colonial TCW and eval ation 
methods (Bowman and Dodge-Francis, 2018; DeLancey, 2020). There are 
gro ndbreaking TCW programs and n anced intervention strategies being 
designed by Indigeno s comm nities, that centre c lt re, lang age, and land 
(Scribe, 2020; Absolon King, 2011). Indigeno s research and eval ation methods 
are becoming more welcome and commonplace in the academy, especially as 
Indigeno s st dies, Native st dies, and American Indian st dies contin e to 
grow as disciplines.2 There are also increasing calls for Indigeno s eval ation 
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 
o t some space to share what we are calling o r Indig nous f minist  valuation 
m thods. We feel the need to spotlight Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods 
beca se we see these methods as  sef l and replicable for projects, like My Two 
A nties, that are near and dear to the heart of Indian Co ntry. Namely, we feel 
these methods and the key val es of Indigeno s feminisms co ld s pport pro-
jects that concern Indigeno s families, research that reclaims traditional govern-
ance, gender, and kinship systems, and comm nity-led work that foc ses on 
violence against Indigeno s women and Two-Spirit relatives. We offer these 
methods with the hope that they can be taken  p and  sed by comm nities hop-
ing to bolster their eval ation processes with c lt rally informed caretaking 
methods  niq ely designed to combat settler colonial imposition of patriarchy 
and violence against Indigeno s women and families. 

We also want to  se this space to share abo t My Two A nties, 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 inf ses Indigeno s 
feminisms into all of their engagements with comm nity, we hope to highlight 
in partic lar the role of Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods in this program. 
We hope sharing this eval ation tool and strategies can inspire other similar 
programs to b ild feminist eval ation principles into their work that centre felt 
knowledge. 

INDIGENO S FEMINISMS 
Sovereignty, land, decolonization, and other  niq e concerns of Indigeno s 
women, femmes, and third gender relatives are often excl ded or even precl ded 
from mainstream feminist movements (Arvin 2019). Uniq e problems like the 
settler colonial  nderpinnings of violence against Indigeno s women, and the 
loophole of j risdiction that allows this violence to contin e  nnoticed in places 
like the United States, fall by the wayside of more mainstream feminist concerns 
(Grisafi, 2020; Arvin, 2019). Even iss es like reprod ctive freedom and eq al 
pay, which mainstream feminists claim to advocate for, tend to leave o t the 
implications of settler colonialism and the  niq e impacts on Indigeno s com-
m nities (TallBear, 2018, 2019). In many ways, mainstream feminisms are 
incommens rate with Indigeno s feminists’ political goals, and th s, Indigeno s 
feminists look to their ancestral teachings to describe and combat the  niq e 
and m ltifaceted manifestations of settler patriarchy (T ck and Yang, 2012; 
Arvin, 2019).3 

Indigeno s world views are diverse, and it is important to avoid homogeni-
zation of deeply complex, land-based lifeways. However, a key feat re many 
Indigeno s elders, scholars, and activists attrib te to Indigeno s ways of know-
ing across many comm nities is relationality. Relationality—or the idea that o r 
worlds are made  p of extended networks of kin to whom we have reciprocal 
responsibilities (Whyte, 2017; Kimmerer, 2010)—is a central component of 
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Indigeno s feminisms and serves as an interesting point of depart re from more 
mainstream feminist tho ght (Grande, 2003; Berenstain et al., 2022). Indigeno s 
feminisms in partic lar acco nt for relationality in several ways, incl ding a 
foc s on non-Western conceptions of family and gender, intergenerationality, 
repair and transformation, and relationships with the land. Below are a few key 
feat res, describing in broad strokes the commonalities across the many philoso-
phies, movements, and projects that fall  nder the  mbrella of Indigeno s fem-
inisms. This is not an exha stive list by any means; rather, this list is meant to 
gest re at key interconnected val es that make Indigeno s feminisms distinc-
tively tailored for the comm nity projects they c ltivate. These key concepts are 
all interconnected in ways that are not especially cond cive to section headings, 
b t for ease of explication, we have separated them into the following areas. 

Indigen us Feminisms are R  ted in Tribally-Specific Teachings 
Indigeno s feminisms spring from the epistemologies of distinct Indigeno s 
comm nities across the globe, and each is inflected with the  niq e, land-based 
teachings of their comm nities. Indigeno s feminisms is an  mbrella concept 
that holds space for many tribally specific feminisms, incl ding Payómkawi-
ch m feminism, Anishinaabe feminism, Kanaka Maoli feminism, Yor ba fem-
inism, and tho sands of others. This means there is not only enormo s pl rality 
of gender systems, lang age systems, knowledge-sharing protocols, and land-
based epistemologies among Indigeno s feminists, working in coalition among 
Indigeno s feminists req ires an ability to navigate m ltiple worlds in respect-
f l, non-agonistic ways (Meissner, in press, 2023). For example, differences in 
creation stories among Indigeno s comm nities are not tr ths that are held 
competitively, or at the expense of other comm nities’ creation stories. No one 
wo ld walk  p to someone else and tell them their creation story isn’t tr e sim-
ply beca se it is a different creation story than their own. This complex relation-
ship with tr th is called land-bas d ontological pluralism, and it fosters an 
important form of sovereignty (Cordova, 2007; Meissner, in press, 2023). La ra 
Harjo (2019) calls the Mvskoke version of this sovereignty  st  cat  sov r ignty 
and differentiates it from more common conceptions of sovereignty inherited 
from Western religio s and legal traditions. Indigeno s feminisms can honor 
m ltiple tr ths and creation stories and navigate caref lly between the rivers of 
m ltiple worlds (Meissner, in press, 2023). 

Indigeno s feminisms often foc s on non-Western conceptions of family, 
reclaiming traditional conceptions of family and kin that existed prior to the 
imposition of the settler colonial n clear family, the gender binary, and private 
property (TallBear, 2018, 2019; Anderson, 2011a). These reclamations often 
occ r in tandem with lang age and c lt ral revitalization, making the array of 
Indigeno s feminisms as broad and diverse as the comm nities from which they 
spring. J st as lang ages, c lt ral teachings, and land-bases differ among com-
m nities, so do the knowledge-sharing protocols, life stage responsibilities, and 
caretaking responsibilities toward knowledge. The distinctness of approaches to 
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Indigeno s feminisms is a feat re that makes it q ite different from mainstream 
feminist tho ght. 

Indigen us Feminisms Centre Intergenerati nality 
Indigeno s feminisms often part ways from more mainstream feminist move-
ments in their rejection of neoliberal formations of individ alism. One reason 
for this is the central role of intergenerationality in Indigeno s knowledge sys-
tems. A common reference among Indigeno s comm nities from T rtle Island 
is the “seven generations teaching” or a normative mode that incl des 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  niq e feat re of 
many Indigeno s feminisms (Anderson, 2011a).4 Life stage teachings, or c l-
t ral knowledge that is passed on to comm nity members  pon their arrival at a 
new age or stage in life, are also treated with respect and revered (Anderson, 
2011a; Risling Baldy, 2018). 

Indigen us Feminisms Are Future-Building 
Part and parcel of centring intergenerationality, Indigeno s feminisms are 
f t re-b ilding. They often work toward the repair, restoration, and transforma-
tion of relationships in order to foster more j st f t res for the coming genera-
tions. Many Indigeno s feminist projects are working on a timeline o tside 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, Indigeno s feminisms 
lend themselves toward str ct ral vantage points, attending to the o tp ts of 
contemporary arrangements and the violence they prod ce, not as a b g b t as a 
feat re of the colonial system (Berenstain et al., 2022). For this reason, many 
(tho gh not all) Indigeno s feminist projects are anti-carceral and abolitionist, 
sit ating the prison ind strial complex within a larger narrative of settler coloni-
alism and land theft (Palacios, 2016). Invoking the  niq e roles of sovereignty 
and comm nity 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 comm nity care can we hope to protect 
Native women in the f t re” (2022, p. 18). Reclaiming o r f t res from settler 
patriarchy sometimes req ires relationships with the past, and Indigeno s fem-
inist projects often bridge intergenerational knowledge exchange in  niq e and 
bea tif l ways (Harjo, 2019). 

Indigen us Feminisms are Linked t  the Land 
In many Indigeno s epistemologies, o r conceptions of kinship extend far 
beyond the colonial confines of a n clear family  nit to incl de animal, plant, 
mineral, and other nat ral phenomena as o r relatives (TallBear, 2018; Whyte, 
2017; Kimmerer, 2010). Indigeno s feminisms acco nt for the land when 
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b ilding j st f t res, and co-creating for f t re generations incl des the well-
ness and flo rishing of the land in its reciprocal relationships with h mans. 
Many comm nities receive teachings abo t responsibility, governance, and gen-
der from the land (Ak l kj k and Rasm ssen, 2009). Some comm nities have 
governance roles associated with gender that pertain to the caretaking of land; 
Anishinaabe grandmothers in the great lakes cond ct water walking ceremonies, 
and California Indian comm nities often have special roles for women and 
third-gender people for caretaking basket-weaving materials and traditions 
(Anderson et al., 2011b; Miranda, 2010). 

Indigeno s feminists also often draw parallels between the epidemic of vio-
lence against Indigeno s women and violence against the land. Not only is sex-
 al violence against Indigeno s women compo nded in places where extractive 
ind stries establish man camps (Grisafi, 2020; Deer, 2015), the violence of 
extraction itself is j stified by the settler colonial patriarchal notions of power as 
sex al violence (Maracle, 2015; Deer, 2015; Braithwaite, 2022). Drawing from 
this link, Lee Maracle writes as follows: 

H mans are no more entitled to privatize parts of the earth’s body or militarily 
occ py and s bd e her than they are entitled to privatize parts of another h man’s 
body. Yet, to Canada, the earth is a vast space, a space to be bo ght, sold, inherited, 
exploited, and damaged at will; a space to be tampered with witho t regard to earth’s 
own interests or her willingness and ability to s stain  s when we violate o r agree-
ment with her. 

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

Skeptics and Praxis 
Opponents and skeptics of Indigeno s feminisms often concern a strawperson 
of Indigeno s feminisms, one in which matriarchy is depicted as patriarchy, 
b t with a woman in charge. Indigeno s feminisms do not promote a mere 
rearrangement of patriarchy, where non-men r le over, ab se, and take power 
from men. Rather, Indigeno s feminisms promote a decolonization of hierar-
chy and an exp lsion of colonial violence (Deer, 2015; Risling Baldy, 2018). 
Opponents and skeptics of Indigeno s feminisms also often voice concerns 
that Indigeno s feminisms ignore boys and men. Again, beca se the goal of 
Indigeno s feminisms is to b ild intergenerationally j st systems of Indigen-
o s liberation, Indigeno s feminisms do not cast men and boys aside, rather, 
they are calling in the whole comm nity to co-flo rish. And finally, some 
opponents and skeptics take iss e with Indigeno s feminisms beca se they 
assert that patriarchy is an ill of colonialism and that “Indigeno s feminism” 
is a red ndant concept that  ndermines the commitments to gender fl idity 
and egalitarianism that already existed in Indigeno s comm nities prior to 
colonialism (Grande, 2003; Deer, 2015). While we  nderstand this objection 
and hold space for it, the contemporary context in which many Indigeno s 
feminists find themselves doing work are ones in which patriarchy has indeed 
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infiltrated Indigeno s comm nities, and only  niq ely Indigeno s feminist 
strategies that are att ned to the needs and traditions of Indigeno s comm -
nities can combat it (Risling Baldy, 2018). 

Probably one of the bigger challenges to Indigeno s feminisms, as with many 
modes of theorizing, is the praxis component. All of this aforementioned work 
above is m ch easier said than done, especially in the complicated real world 
where one m st navigate b dgets, tribal politics, the pressing and  rgent needs of 
comm nities end ring p blic health and environmental crises. Theoretically and 
politically p re frameworks of feminism can cr mble when introd ced to the real 
world. This is one of many reasons Indigeno s feminisms tend to be non-ideal 
theories that b ild from the “bottom,  p” or from grassroots, comm nity work. 
We wo ld like to pivot here to an example in practice, My Two A nties. 

INDIGENO S FEMINISMS IN ACTION: MY TWO A NTIES 
In 2019, Tribal Family Services, a department  nder the Indian Health Co ncil 
(IHC) and the Tribal agent for Indian child welfare for the seven consorti m 
tribes served by IHC in so thern California, developed a  niq e home-visita-
tion program. The program is based on c lt rally s staining principles which 
emphasize the role of ancestral teachings and comm nity empowerment in 
caretaking healthy families. The program wo ld do so specifically thro gh 
revitalizing the role of a nties in families and comm nities. Traditionally in 
many so thern California Indigeno s comm nities, “a nties” remind their 
families of the proper or appropriate ways to f nction, live in balance, and 
heal. They provide mentorship as a part of their role and responsibility to 
family. The role of a ntie b ilds  pon the strengths of family legacies, patterns, 
and kinship traditions that have end red since time immemorial. The program 
is fittingly called “My Two A nties.” The goal of My Two A nties is to destig-
matize and decolonize social services thro gh a revitalization of traditional 
child-rearing practices, which is accomplished thro gh a caring and inten-
tional braiding of c lt ral family life skills, c lt ral resilience, family coping 
skills, and connection to c lt ral reso rces. The creators of the program 
believe that c lt ral revitalization movements sho ld wrap aro nd the entire 
comm nity and not j st be foc sed on a pre-defined segment of individ als 
that colonial tools and meas res have labeled as “high risk.” Therefore, this 
program is for the whole comm nity. 

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

Three sisters were going thro gh 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 j mps in and starts saving all the babies she can, so they don’t 
go down to treachero s waters. The second sister j mps 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 s rvive. The third sister goes  pstream to find o t why babies are falling in the 
river in the first place and prevent it.5 

The story of the three sisters is an allegory for the key characteristics of Indigen-
o s feminisms described earlier, tho gh sit ated 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 ca sed 
to the babies in the river embody both the transformative and intergenerational 
power of a nties in o r comm nities. Finally, the people of the story and the 
actions that they take cannot be  nderstood in isolation of where the story takes 
place. The babies are in peril on their own homelands. Home sho ld not be a 
dangero s place for o r children, b t colonial disr ptions and violence against 
o r ancestral homelands have made it so. The action of the third sister in travel-
ing  priver to find o t why babies are falling in in the first place and taking the 
proper actions to prevent it gest res to a rematriation of land and restoring the 
sacred relationships between Indigeno s children and families to the land. 

These principles of Indigeno s feminisms can be observed in the day-to-
day work of the My Two A nties program. The work of the first sister in resc -
ing babies from the river represents a nties’ work with families navigating 
dependency co rts. The second sister’s work in helping kids swim ashore repre-
sents a nties’ efforts with coaching families to health and wellness thro gh c l-
t rally relevant lessons and val es. M ch of this comes from the My Two 
A nties Family Life Skills Disc ssion G ide—a compilation of family life skills 
lessons designed to share Payómkawich m (L iseño) and K meyaay knowl-
edges with families. Most of the lessons are land-based and comm nicate impor-
tant life teachings thro gh relationships with o r more-than-h man relatives, 
incl ding animals, plants, and nat ral elements (i.e., earth, air, fire, and water). 
The third sister who goes  pstream to keep any f t re children from falling into 
the river is analogo s to a nties’ work with advocacy and comm nity o treach 
and ens ring that all members of the comm nity are knowledgeable of the pro-
gram so that everyone has an opport nity to enact a vision of wellness for their 
family. 

Evaluati n C ncerns 
The My Two A nties program was f nded primarily thro gh a state grant from 
the California Office of Child Ab se Prevention. The program was also partially 
s pported by federally f nded q ality improvement centre sponsored by the 
Children’s B rea . Eval ation of program efficacy is almost always a condition 
of s pport from state and federal agencies. In the Tribal child welfare space, cer-
tain meas res have become recognized as the “gold standard” for eval ating 
effectiveness and impact of child welfare programs, incl ding foster care avoid-
ance, faster timelines for re nification, red ction of time in the child welfare sys-
tem, and red ction of ab sive incidents occ rring in the home. Eval ating the 
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My Two A nties program against these s ccess indicators was of great concern. 
It was internally  nderstood by the program development team that the pro-
blems ca sed 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 o r children into the child 
welfare system, b t  ndoing the legacies of colonial violence and destr ction in 
o r comm nities will take time. W  r aliz  th s  ar  things w  may not witn ss 
with this g n ration was the general sentiment of the program team. And th s, 
the eval ation of o tcomes that were act ally salient to this comm nity became 
tricky. 

As disc ssed earlier, eval ation, as it is often employed by federal and state 
governments, can be an oppressive white space that is  nwelcoming of Indigen-
o s ways of thinking and being. Indeed, this was a concern of the My Two A n-
ties program team early in the program development process. Fig res 1 and 2 
below convey the feelings that o r team had abo t eval ation at the time of o r 
early eval ation planning conversations (Fig re 1) alongside o r vision for eva-
l ation that wo ld  plift o r families and comm nities. This image makes clear 
the large lac na that had existed between the vision for eval ation and the then-
present reality. 

How did we eval ate the efficacy of the My Two A nties program keeping 
in mind o r own vision for eval ation, co pled with the principles of Indigeno s 
feminisms that are the roots of My Two A nties? O r first step was deciding at 
the o tset that this eval ation wo ld be resiliency-centred and strengths-based. 
Simply p t, o r eval ation q estions and methods wo ld tell stories abo t what 
was strong with Native families, rather than what was wrong with them. At the 
highest level, the goal of the eval ation was to  nderstand how families’ 

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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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 vario s aspects of the program b ilt/enhanced/restored c lt ral 
resilience and how did this contrib te to stronger, healthier families. 

How co ld we tell this story in a way that was safe and empowering for pro-
gram participants? How co ld the a nties take on the d al role of social service 
navigator and eval ator, while still holding  p the vision and origin story of the 
program? If Indigeno s feminisms are the roots of the My Two A nties pro-
gram, it was only nat ral that an Indigeno s feminist eval ation approach pro-
vide the normative g ideposts to meaningf lly eval ate the program. 

INDIGENO S FEMINIST EVAL ATION 
There is need for Indigeno s women, femme, and Two-Spirit leadership in 
research and eval ation beca se there are so many important iss es that fall 
o t of foc s when non-normative and non-intersectional modes are  tilized 
(Yellow Horse Brave Heart et al., 2016). While Indigeno s practices of eval a-
tion are as old as Indigeno s knowledges, “Indigeno s eval ation” is a rela-
tively new academic and academic-adjacent term (DeLancey, 2020; Bowman 
and Dodge-Francis, 2018; Cram, 2018). Most Indigeno s eval ation is rooted 
in Indigeno s epistemologies and world views, most of which are deeply if not 
explicitly committed to the land, kinship networks, and vario s “covenants of 
reciprocity” Indigeno s comm nities inherit from o r ancestors (Kimmerer, 
2010). In that broad sense, most if not all Indigeno s eval ation methods are 
probably feminist, even if they are not explicitly so, as they attend the to the 
 niq e and sovereign worldviews and kinship systems of o r comm nities.6 
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As a term of art, we spotlight the non-exha stive list of characteristics in the 
following section as characteristics of Indig nous f minist  valuation. 

Colonial concepts of gender, gendered responsibilities, and family str c-
t res are often taken-for-granted in eval ation work. Indig nous f minist  valua-
tion m thods problematize the colonial concepts of gender and family—and by 
extension, concepts like caretaking, ho sehold, identity, kinship, and belonging, 
among others. Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods gro nd eval ation work 
in land-based, comm nity-specific epistemologies and their  niq e manifesta-
tions of gender and family to create systems of q antitative and q alitative mea-
s rement that resonate with o r comm nities and track data that is salient to 
o r own ancestral conceptions of comm nity and wellness. We have chosen 
here to spotlight these as characteristics of a  niq ely Indigeno s feminist eva-
l ation methods beca se of the need to highlight family and family str ct res in 
ways that reclaim and resc e the concept from colonial arenas. 

Indigen us Feminist Evaluati n Meth ds Reclaim Ancestral 
C ncepti ns  f Kin 
One challenge when seeking to make eval ation generative for Indigeno s com-
m nities is the settler colonial imposition of the heteron clear family  nit. O r 
comm nities did not historically f nction aro nd the n clear arrangement, 
rather, o r comm nities consisted in extended networks of relationships that 
incl ded relationships between biological and non-biological parents, a nties, 
 ncles, a ncles, co sins, grandparents, and neighbors. Non-h man and more-
than-h man kin were also parts of o r family systems, and o r governance 
str ct res, clan and moiety systems, and c lt ral protocols were all connected to 
the land and nat ral world. The roles and responsibilities of comm nity mem-
bers changed drastically as a res lt of colonization, missions, boarding schools, 
and other colonial attempts to rearrange o r comm nities and dispossess  s of 
o r land. Comp lsory heterosex ality, ab se, and the forced compliance with 
Western conceptions of gendered responsibilities like domestic labor and mili-
tary training severed the relationships Indigeno s people had with o r land-
based gender systems (TallBear, 2018; Miranda, 2010; Berenstein et al., 2022). 
Iss es like tribal enrollment, blood-q ant m, and anti-Black racism also sever 
o r senses of family thro gh lateral violence. Climate inj stice, environmental 
racism, and policed and militarized borders attempt to sever relationships 
between h man relatives and between non-h man relatives (Sep lveda, 2018; 
Meissner, 2022). 

O r comm nities today still resist Western norms aro nd family str c-
t re, both o t of conscio s disregard and o t of necessity. O r families are 
shaped differently than the Western stereotype, and they demand a certain 
amo nt of privacy and protection from invasive research tactics. Expanding 
and reclaiming the concept of “family” in eval ation is a need addressed speci-
fically by what we are calling “Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods.” Indi-
geno s feminist eval ation methods p sh back against blood q ant m, 
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comp lsory heterosex ality, anti-Black racism, traditions of disenrollment, 
federal or state recognition to reclaim ancestral conceptions of family and 
belonging based on comm nity-specific notions of kinship, gender, and ances-
try. These eval ation methods allow  s to disentangle data  sing metrics that 
resonate with o r comm nities. 

Indigen us Feminist Evaluati n Meth ds Centre Felt-Kn wledge 
Another key feat re of Indigeno s feminist eval ation 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 eval ation, first, the felt knowledges of Indigeno s people, 
and second, the taken-for-granted, deeply seated ass mptions that settlers 
make abo t Indigeno s people. Dian Million (2013) describes felt knowledge 
as an  nderlying component of the ways we know the world that is often left 
 nexamined or disco nted as  n-objective evidence. The ways we know the 
world are shaped by teachings we inherit from o r comm nities and kin 
(h man and more-than-h man), some of which are explicit, word-based pro-
positional knowledge, while others are  nspoken, embodied, and felt ways of 
knowing the world. Million writes that Indigeno s 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 Tr th and Reconci-
liation processes was a fail re to attend to the felt knowledge of Indigeno s 
comm nities. The felt tr ths of Indigeno s people’s testimonies of ab se were 
 ndermined the “tr th-telling” arena in which “tr th” only refers to meas r-
able, objective forms of knowledge validated by the oppressor (Million, 2013, 
2020). Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods acco nt for and centre the felt 
knowledges of Indigeno s people, lifting  p a form of knowing that is other-
wise relegated to the margins. 

Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods also acco nt for the affective and 
felt knowledges prod ced and maintained by settler colonialism. The rapability 
of Indigeno s women and Indigeno s land is part of the epistemology of settlers. 
Not necessarily always propositional, or explicitly said-alo d, these ass mptions 
are the mechanisms thro gh which violence against Indigeno s women and 
Two-Spirit relatives contin e to persist (Grisafi, 2020; Sarah Deer, 2015; Mir-
anda, 2010). Eval ation methods that do not acco nt for these pernicio s fea-
t res of settler epistemologies risk reprod cing them in the way they frame their 
research q estions and eval ate the s ccesses of tribally led programs. Indigen-
o s feminist eval ation methods acco nt for felt-knowledge and acknowledge it 
as not only a central feat re of the world worth eval ating, meas ring, taking 
note of, and b ilding programs aro nd, they also give  s data that is aimed to 
combat a driving mechanism of settler colonialism. 
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Indigen us Feminist Evaluati n Meth ds are Transf rmative and 
Future-Making 
Part and parcel of being committed to the epistemic relevance of felt knowl-
edge, Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods are explicitly normative and 
self-aware. This means they name violence for what it is and actively seek to aid 
comm nities in changing the stat s q o. Eval ation methods that are not 
explicitly normative can be  sef l, b t in many cases, the ne trality of research 
and eval ation methods have been  sed as exc ses to ignore and perpet ate 
violence in Indigeno s comm nities (Smith, 2012). Working toward transfor-
mation of the stat s q o is a form of honoring f t re generations and expand-
ing the conditions of possibility for o r grandchildren and their grandchildren. 
Since many Indigeno s feminist projects are abolitionist and anti-carceral in 
nat re, Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods are ones that can expand the 
conditions of possibility for f t re generations by complicating and problema-
tizing taken-for-granted ass mptions abo t criminality, rehabilitation, and 
incarceration. 

Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods acco nt for intergenerationality, 
namely, that the intended res lts of transformative projects might have o tcomes 
that cannot or sho ld not be meas red within one generation. The short and long-
term goals of comm nity projects might be ones that o tspan typical Western nar-
ratives abo t time. The f t re-making of a project can be eval ated in this c rrent 
generation only when str ct rally inclined, c lt rally informed Indigeno s femin-
ist methods are  sed. For example, Indigeno s lang age reclamation projects 
often have to  se Western eval ation methods that meas re the s ccess of a pro-
gram by how many st dents are coming to lang age class. An Indigeno s feminist 
approach to eval ating the s ccess of a lang age program wo ld centre intergener-
ationality, meaning that a s ccessf l lang age program wo ld be one where in fact 
the long-term goals are that no one come to lang age class (beca se the lang age 
wo ld be spoken in comm nity, at ceremony, at home, and in all classrooms, ren-
dering the lang age classroom obsolete in a few generations). Short-term goals 
might be meas red in terms of intergenerationally relevant metrics s ch as the fol-
lowing: Are the yo th writing poetry in their lang age and making new words in 
the lang age to describe their feelings? Are the yo th sharing this poetry with 
elders? Are ceremonies and songs coming back? Is the acorn crop improving? 

And finally, Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods are reflective and 
self-aware in that they name the legacies of violence from which Western eva-
l ation and research spring. Naming and tracking the violence of eval ation 
is an important step to avoid importing it into the eval ation process. Indi-
geno s feminist eval ation methods can incl de check-ins, pa ses for reflec-
tion, and open dialog e with the comm nity abo t the nat re of eval ation 
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 comm nity are also a key component of transformative 
eval ation. 
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Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods reclaim ancestral conceptions of 
kin, Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods centre felt-knowledge, and Indi-
geno s feminist eval ation methods are transformative and f t re-making. 
Beca se Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods can be described as having 
these three key characteristics, they are  niq ely s ited for projects that address 
family wellness, violence against Indigeno s women and Two-Spirit relatives, 
epistemic and data sovereignty, gender eq ity, decolonizing gender systems, lan-
g age and archival reclamation projects, among many other research goals. Indi-
geno s feminist eval ation methods complicate the taken-for-granted metrics of 
standard Western eval ation and refig re them, prioritizing conceptions of 
family and gender that are salient for Indigeno s comm nities. 

INDIGENO S FEMINIST EVAL ATION IN PRACTICE: EVAL ATING 
MY TWO A NTIES 
Thro gho t the design and implementation of the My Two A nties program, 
many principles of Indigeno s feminisms, and specifically Payómkawich m// 
L iseño and K meyaay feminism, were implicit goalposts of the project. We 
were g ided in many ways by commitments to o r comm nities and the co-
creation of j st f t res for o r people. The eval ation component of the My 
Two A nties program in partic lar is a place we wo ld like to highlight Indigen-
o s feminist eval ation methods in action. 

When a home visit is complete, parents complete the Personal Reflection 
Tool (Fig re 3a and 3b). This tool feat res an oak tree in the shape of a woman, 
with deep roots beneath her feet and powerf l branches for limbs. S rro nding 
the tree are emotive words and phrases, incl ding alon , sham , unc rtain, sup-
port d, grat ful, r juv nat d, positiv , and str ss d. At the concl sion of each ser-
vice appointment, the A nties spend abo t three to five min tes administering 
this tool. Parents are asked to circle  p 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 clo d. 

Initially, this tool served two important p rposes. The first was to  nder-
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 co ld be  sed to  nderstand or track experiences 
of families as they engaged with A nties. There was also interest in ongoing  se 
to track healing and growth over time. The second was to  tilize the responses 
provided by parents to inform responsive services navigation. For example, if a 
parent circled words like “disconnected,” “gloomy,” “worried,” or “sick,” a nties 
wo ld hold space for parents to talk abo t these feelings more. These conversa-
tions were an opport nity for a nties to make responsive referrals to additional 
s pport services for family, s ch as co nseling or s pport gro ps. While this 
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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 f lfilled these two p rposes, the  se of this tool  ltimately served a m ch 
more profo nd p rpose than the eval ation team initially anticipated. 

Shortly after we began implementing this eval ation exercise at the concl -
sion of home visits, A nties noticed a growing enth siasm 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” witho t 
this activity. The tool provided a space for A nties to b ild rapport and gain 
insights into parents’ experiences and lives witho t the  nd e press re of a typi-
cal s rvey. It helped A nties to connect a thentically with their clients and b ild 
a therape tic rapport d ring visits. One A ntie (and co-a thor of this paper) 
explained that this process was a way for A nties to b ild a thentic and recipro-
cal relationships with parents, rooted in tr st. She f rther observed that holding 
space for parents to register their feelings and emotions, in real time, helped par-
ents tap into their inherent strengths: 

When yo  are seeing certain words or hearing some certain words, they . . . tend to 
stay with yo  and they tend to empower yo . So, I think it’s a great tool to get these 
clients . . . at least for the day, believing that they, that they are powerf l, 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 Indigeno s feminist eval ation described in Section IV. First, 
the tool itself was a powerf l example of felt knowledge. The image of a powerf l 
oak tree is one that is most resonant with Indigeno s comm nities in So thern 
California, and this is centred as a prominent metaphor thro gho t the My Two 
A nties program. The roots of the tree remind families of the importance of 
staying gro nded in tradition and c lt re. The branches, leaves, and acorns sym-
bolize healthy actions, healthy relationships, and the importance of living in bal-
ance. Finally, the image of a mat re mighty oak inspires families to reflect on a 
healing forest that is fed by the knowledge of elders, ancestral medicine, and 
spirit al practices. This eval ation tool and process for implementation also cre-
ated a context for more “complex telling” among parents—one that ill minated 
a deeper meaning of parents’ experiences in the My Two A nties program. By 
creating spaces that gave parents agency to choose or create lang age that 
located them within the heart of their own experiences (vers s a traditional s r-
vey or interview approach that is explicitly eval ator-driven and eval ator-
located), the personal reflection tool opened a door for deeper conversations (via 
interviews) with parents abo t their experiences and perceived impacts in the 
My Two A nties program. Indigeno s women have been historically p nished 
for speaking their tr ths and expressing their feelings (Million, 2008); therefore, 
it is no s rprise that Indigeno s people often caref lly censor what they share in 
eval ative spaces. According to the A nties, 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 f ll and a thentic selves in 
other eval ation activities. 

Second, the process of implementing the personal reflection tool was a prac-
tice in the reclaiming and remaking of kin relationships. As noted previo sly, one 
of the original p rposes of the tool to inform responsive services navigation and 
connect parents to a broad range of comm nity reso rces to s pport their specific 
needs at a specific point in time. This process b ilds a healing comm nity that 
evokes traditional notions of comm nity acco ntability whereby everyone 
ass mes a responsibility in their relationship with the parent. A nties also shared 
that the process of going thro gh this eval ation exercise with parents made them 
feel “more like an a ntie, less of a social worker,” which also speaks to the power 
of this tool in deconstr cting colonial constr ctions of what constit tes “family.” 

Finally, o r eval ation methods were transformative and f t re-making for 
families. First, as noted previo sly, a big concern at the start of this eval ation 
was thinking caref lly thro gh how the a nties’ d al role as social worker and 
an eval ation team member (with the responsibility of gathering data from My 
Two A nties program participants) wo ld not compromise the integrity of the 
program vision. The My Two A nties program team recognized the deeply carc-
eral state of both Tribal child welfare programming and Western eval ation— 
both of which are not traditional elements of the Indigeno s experience. The 
distr st that Indigeno s parents have of these systems is palpable, and a nties 
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ro tinely enco nter tension that m st be overcome before earning a family’s 
tr st. 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 disr pts these carceral legacies by centring deep senses of locatedness and 
self-reflection among families thro gh its tailored approach to services naviga-
tion, parenting classes, family life skills lessons, and family advocacy. The eval a-
tion, in t rn, needed to have the same goals of confronting and disr pting 
colonial violence. We believe creating intentional spaces for meaningf l pa se 
and reflection is an important first step in that jo rney, and o r eval ation tools 
and processes certainly accomplished that. O r eval ation methods also helped 
families realize positive changes in their lives and contrib ted to healthy f t re-
b ilding for families. Often when implementing the personal reflection tool pro-
cess, a nties enco ntered sit ations where parents wo ld 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 str ggles, circling “tired” 
and “stressed.” B t she also circled three hopef l words and phrases, incl ding 
“okay,” “I got this,” and “positive.” In debriefing with the mother and looking at 
the circled words together, the a ntie explained that the mother had an epiphany 
of learning how to find hope and expressed joy in envisioning a better f t re for 
her and her family. 

CONCL SION 
Colonial concepts of gender, gendered responsibilities, and family str ct res are 
often taken for granted in eval ation work. Indig nous f minist  valuation m th-
ods problematize the colonial concepts of gender and family—and by extension, 
concepts like caretaking, ho sehold, identity, kinship, and belonging, among 
others. Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods gro nd eval ation work in 
land-based, comm nity-specific epistemologies and their  niq e manifestations 
of gender and family. Indigeno s feminist eval ation methods allow  s to 
acco nt for kin and family in ways that resonate with ancestral teachings; they 
also allow  s to centre felt knowledges that are otherwise relegated as non-objec-
tive or not  sef l data in other means of eval ation. 

Both eval ation and tribal child welfare practices can so rce their origin in 
violence against Indigeno s comm nities. This is why it was so important for  s 
to be reflective of o r positionalities and  niq e roles when co-creating the My 
Two A nties program. We fo nd this to be especially salient in the eval ation 
component. In this piece, we were eager to share the eval ation methods we 
b ilt and the theoretical scaffolding that helped  s b ild it. As with many Indi-
geno s feminist projects, the theoretical g ides and is also informed by the on-
the-gro nd comm nity work, while the comm nity work g ides and is also 
informed by the theoretical. This loving tension between theory and practice— 
praxis—provides a ta t s rface from which to springboard more projects that 
work toward the collective liberation of o r people. 
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NOTES 
1 There are many versions of this story shared by Indigeno s families in so thern Cali-

fornia. This version has been shared by Karan Thorne. 
2 Shawn Wilson (2008) has created a springboard from which Indigeno s researchers 

can b ild their own methodologies. He writes, “Now as Indigeno s researchers we 
need to move beyond these [dominant Western system research paradigms], 
beyond merely ass ming an Indigeno s perspective on these non-Indigeno s para-
digms” (Wilson, 2001, 176). Maggie Kovach (2010), too, has sho ldered the b rden 
of the meta-methodology, carving o t space in an inherently colonial instit tion for 
Indigeno s methodologies. Work like Wilson’s and Kovach’s no rishes projects 
like Andrea Riley M kavetz’s (2014) c lt ral rhetorics methodology based on talk-
ing circles, J lie Nagam’s (2014) canoe as art-making methodology, Kathleen E. 
Absolon’s (2011) collective knowledge b ndle, and Eva Jewell’s (2018) reclamation 
of q antitative methods, j st to name a few of the scholars c ltivating Indigeno s 
methodologies. Tho gh all of these scholars are co-creating Indigeno s methodolo-
gies, each of them springs from their own deeply sit ated contexts and aim toward 
different goals. 

3 We choose to pl ralize “Indigeno s feminisms” here to acknowledge that there are 
as many gender systems, epistemologies, and world views as there are Indigeno s 
comm nities. Indigeno s epistemologies and philosophical acco nts thereof are 
deeply pl ralistic. Viola Cordova (2007) describes Indigeno s epistemologies as 
matrices, noting that while there are many Indigeno s matrices, they all share a 
few commitments and characteristics that can be described as land-bas d ontologi-
cal pluralism (Cordova, 2007; Meissner, in press, 2023). “Indigeno s feminisms” is 
meant to evoke this pl ralism. 

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 th s, as life stages closest to the so rce 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 circ lar jo rney into and o t of the spirit world. Anderson describes 
that the middle-aged person’s responsibility is not to profess knowledge b t to care-
take children and elders, as well as the knowledges they share with  s (Anderson 
2011a). In Western models of knowledge-transmission, children and elders are not 
typically la ded as the pinnacle of knowledge prod ction. Middle-aged white men are 
the prototypical academics, political powers, experts with dominion over the land, the 
creat res, and sometimes over other h mans. 

5 There are many versions of this story in so thern California comm nities, b t this 
version is adapted from Karan Thorne and her teachings. 

6 As noted in the previo s section, we do acknowledge there is tension and rel ctance 
among Indigeno s academics and comm nity members regarding the label “femin-
ist,” and we completely  nderstand and hold space for that. See: Sandy Grande, etc. 

A THOR CONTRIB TIONS 
(Chumash): Art Martinez. 
(Luiseño & Cupeño): Shelbi Nahwilet Meissner (L iseño & C peño). 
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(Rin on Band of Luiseño Indians): Karan Thorne. 
(San Pasqual Band of Mission Indians): Elizabeth Lycett. 
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