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“What relationship do the land acknowledgements have to these questionable land 

settlements and to First Nations' self-determination and sovereignty? Moreover, what 

do they mean in concrete terms? If they simply mean Canadians are sorry and the status 

quo remains the same—that First Nations still cannot have control over their territories, 

as in the case of Muskrat Falls, or to put it another way, the maple syrup flows while 

clean water for Indigenous peoples does not—then they are of no value to Indigenous 

peoples.” 

Armand G. Ruffo [Ojibwe nation] (Ruffo 2017) 

“Land acknowledgements to recognize occupied, unceded, and/or Traditional Territories 

of Indigenous Peoples have gained more mainstream acceptance today then even a 

decade ago. However, all too often, they end up being empty rituals at the beginning of 

an event, or a few cut-and-pasted lines in a footnote at the bottom of a page. We would 

like to believe that taking a few seconds to acknowledge historical colonial injustices 

makes us accountable and responsible for our actions today. But, in order to engage 

meaningfully with the politics of decolonization, we must position ourselves more 

explicitly and transparently.” 

Samir Shaheen-Hussain (2020) 

1. Background

In 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) released its research report on 

Canadian residential schools, publicly exposing the horrors experienced by Indigenous 

people across the country. Since the late 19th century, the physical, mental, emotional 

and spiritual abuse inflicted on Indigenous peoples has been responsible for enormous 

individual, family and community trauma suffered by successive generations with the 

resulting human, societal and cultural scars very evident today. The mission of the Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission report was to lift the veil on the shame of Canadian 

history, and to propose avenues for reconciliation. In this spirit, 94 calls to action were 

drawn up to ensure that the Government of Canada and Canadians today take 

responsibility and put in place mechanisms to repair the damage caused by centuries of 

colonial policies. Land recognition is one of the avenues proposed by the Commission (see 

points 45iv; 46ii; 47; 49; in Truth́ and Reconciliation Commission of Canada: Calls to Action 

2015).  
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In 2021, the SSA Québec Support Unit leaders developed a land acknowledgment 

statement in consultation with the Indigenous lead of the Indigenous Expertise, which 

reads: “The SSA Québec Support Unit is located on the ancestral lands of the Abenakis, 

Wendats and Mohawks. These territories are the traditional lands, meeting places and 

trade routes of many indigenous people and nations. Let the spirit of fraternity that reigns 

among them serve as a model for our activities and discussions.” 

This was an initial effort by the SSA Quebec Support Unit and there was agreement that 

this approach is not considered the most effective for fostering dialogue with First Nations 

and Inuit in Quebec. There is still work to be done to determine the most appropriate 

wording, and also to ensure there is comprehension on the importance of the practice of 

land acknowledgment. 

The report on land acknowledgement has been written with the input of Indigenous 

English and French-speaking partner patient circles, to provide an overview of land 

acknowledgments, to highlight the gaps and concerns in reconciliation, and to provide 

the reader with important Indigenous perspectives and information to help better 

understand the reality of the reconciliation process. The aim is to engage in a reflexive 

process about territorial recognition practices, while refocusing the approach on 

Indigenous people's perspectives and experiences. 

2. The origins of territorial recognition

Increasingly popular in Quebec and Canadian institutions (Asher et al. 2018; Daigle 2019; 

Blenkinsop and Fettes 2020; Wemigwans and MacKay 2023), land acknowledgment 

practices were intended to pay attention to the colonial relations underpinning relations 

between indigenous people and non-indigenous citizens. More specifically, they are 

supposed to recognize the historicity or historical accuracy of the territories on which 

contemporary institutions are established, thus underlining their original ownership, 

ongoing management and often their contemporary status as unceded or treaty 

territories. However, there is generally no reference to the acquisition of land by the 

colonial or national Canadian state, most often through unfulfilled treaties or illegal land 

grabs through federal or provincial legislation. In this light, Métis writer Chelsea Vowel 

points out that the original purpose of land recognitions was to emphasize Indigenous 

people's priority over usurped land (in Stewart-Ambo and Yang 2021). However, this 

intention has been diluted by the redundancy of academic practices. “Territorial 

recognitions are eloquent in what they do not say” (Blankinsop & Fettes 2020).  Simply 

naming land usurpation, without acknowledging the colonial legacy enjoyed by the 

institutions that pronounce these territorial recognitions, divides more than it unites, and 

wounds more than it heals. Territorial recognition is part of an approach that, while 

technically aimed at reconciliation, has generally limited its scope. The organizational 
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leadership and members of institutions need to truly understand what they are writing 

and conveying in a written land acknowledgment. Drafting land acknowledgement 

statements without in-depth consultation with those concerned once again reinforces a 

colonial logic. 

3. Issues raised by Indigenous patient-partner circles and various

authors

Indigenous expertise and Indigenous patient-partner circles analyzed the issue of 

territorial recognition and discussed it in greater depth at meetings from 2023 through 

2024. The main points emerging from these discussions are as follows. 

1. Due to their institutionalization, patient-partners believe that land

acknowledgment are now perceived as a required box for institutions and project

to tick to receive government approval and funding). A number of patient-

partners also stressed that it was more a question of performance than concrete

action.

2. Patient partners point out how this type of recognition practice of simply reading

words from a card of slide does not reflect a real movement of the heart. This type

of practice generalizes the experiences of First Nations and Inuit, or to reduce the

historical depth of the relationships that developed on Turtle Island (Canada).

They also fail to recognize the deep connection that Indigenous people have with

their ancestors and the territory.

3. It is important to distinguish between Indigenous people's ceremonies dedicated

to the territory and land acknowledgment. Land acknowledgements originate

with non-Indigenous institutions and are written by non-Indigenous people: they

are not traditional Indigenous practices.

4. According to several patient-partner testimonies, an Indigenous person is

sometimes asked to pronounce territorial recognition, as if this act were to be

symbolically recognized by an Indigenous person. As one patient-partner put it:

“What should we recognize as Indigenous people? It's not up to us to acknowledge

the mistakes of the past. Is it up to us to say we're sorry?” In reference to

universities, another person added: “We want universities to think in a new way,

not to be oppressive and think they're better. You have to reconcile us, not the
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other way around. They have to do their research and their homework; they have 

to go further and dig deeper into their history”.  

5. They also underline the need for non-Indigenous peoples to make a personal

commitment and realize the scope and importance of territorial

acknowledgements in their original intent, and not as merely symbolic actions.

6. The standardization of discourse transforms the entire practice into a

performance rather than an honest effort. Appearing as a summation of key words

and phrases, lacking depth. As patient-partners have mentioned, this is

particularly noticeable when Indigenous names are poorly pronounced by

speakers, revealing a lack of interest to be accurate and respectful of the peoples

and lands referred to. It also affects the credibility of the speech, tipping land

acknowledgment into the realm of an initiative to assuage non-native guilt, or in

reaction to the pressure of political correctness. The political correctness of

statements does not illuminate the reality of the colonialism and cultural genocide

still present in the country. Nor is there any real reconciliation between the

organization concerned and the Indigenous populations

7. Patient-partners added that the written format imposes a rigidity on the dialogue

and freezes it, which runs counter to Indigenous people's oral traditions, where

thoughts and worldviews are transmitted more animatedly and flexibly.

4. Exploring our discomfort

While acknowledging the colonial legacy can be a source of discomfort, overcoming this 

feeling is crucial to avoiding defensive immobility, and to collectively encouraging a 

change in the status quo. As Kanonhsyonne Janice C. Hill, Turtle Clan elder and former 

Associate Provost at Queen's University, it's important to “do more than recognize”. 

Although Indigenous scholars have previously presented critical discourses on the 

symbolism underlying territorial recognition, little has changed since. The patient-

partners emphasized the importance of each person carrying out a land acknowledgment 

making their own version of it, demonstrating personal initiative, rather than being 

reinforced by models already available: “Words must come from the heart”. This initiative 

also shows a willingness to go beyond the limits imposed by institutions, and above all a 

commitment to genuine reconciliation work that includes an effort to understand the 

current situation. 
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5. Courses of action proposed by Indigenous patient-partner circles and

various authors

1. Territorial recognition should not be a performance of personal anti-racism or an

automatic symbolic action. Territorial recognition should be an intervention in

favor of reconciliation and the reversal of colonial policies. Suggestions on how to

achieve this are numerous, with some academic institutions striving to educate

those seeking information on the recognitions themselves. For example, territorial

recognition by Sheridan College is accompanied by a comprehensive information

pack (see “resources” section), which explains the process and steps to be taken

to achieve true reconciliation (Herrera 2020). Other institutions require students

to take a First Nations course to graduate (Daigle 2019).

2. To include Indigenous perspectives in reconciliation efforts, it has been suggested

several times by patients’ partners that they be based on symbolic elements

important to Indigenous people, such as images, or in an animated way using

Indigenous graphics and artwork, as imagery is much more dynamic and circular,

whereas written text is linear and colonial.

3. Beyond these initiatives, a strategy to apply the principle of truth and

reconciliation is also to give a voice to Indigenous people so that they can express

the needs of their communities to those charged with creating land

acknowledgments. While it is essential to promote Indigenous people's voice in

exchanges, communities should not be held responsible for educating the

majority population or even taking charge of their journey towards reconciliation.

4. As a group, patient-partners would like to see collective Indigenous people voices

present their own perspective on land acknowledgment and share the value that

underpins its meaning. Our conversations revealed that the Ohén:ton

Karihwatéhkwen from the Kanien'kehà:ka (Mohawk) is a significant example of

respect for Indigenous people. It translates as: “The words that come before

anything else”, the Ohén:ton Karihwatéhkwen stands at the juncture of a prayer,

offering ), and is traditionally spoken by an elder.  Uttering it undoubtedly involves

breaking with the patterns to which institutions are accustomed in order to initiate

an encounter.

5. The aim of these words spoken aloud is to bring together the spirits of all those

present. As discussed with the partners, it is crucial to focus on the spirit of

collaboration and on what unites us as a group in order to strengthen the
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reconciliation process. Ohén:ton Karihwatéhkwen also recalls the role of human 

beings in Creation and encourages them to express daily gratitude for what 

surrounds them. This approach is particularly important in meeting expectations 

regarding certain behaviors on Indigenous people's territories: respect for the 

land and for people. Pierce (2022) points out that current territorial recognition 

too often approaches the land as an unanimated object. Yet, according to First 

Nations theories of being-in-the-world: “Land is a gift, a relative, a body that 

sustains other bodies. And if the land is our relative, then we cannot simply 

acknowledge it as land. We must understand what our responsibilities are to the 

land as our kin. We must engage in a reciprocal relationship with the land” (Pierce, 

2022). This is why it is essential to broaden the scope of land recognition beyond 

its current state, as part of the reconciliation process. Patient-partners also 

stressed the importance of including elders in recognition events as custodians of 

knowledge and territory.   

6. Based on the principle that mutual understanding requires learning about cultural

elements, and in response to some of the suggestions offered by our partners, we

propose to attach a non-exhaustive list of platforms (see “resources” section) for

reinforcing the value and relevance of territorial recognitions. A number of sites

offer audio tools for accurate pronunciation of Indigenous people's terms.

7. We also suggest learning about Indigenous people's place names, in order to pay

tribute to traditional localities. For example, Quebec City is called Kebec and

Montreal is known as Tiohtià:ke. The “Native Land Digital” site helps to

deconstruct a colonial and Western-centric perspective of indigenous territories

around the globe, while recognizing the peoples who live there, or the treaties

signed in these regions.

8. The partners also recommend learning a few indigenous words to foster a sense

of comfort and security. To this end, various dictionaries are available online. For

example, in 2021, the Atikamekw Nehirowisiwok Nation presented a virtual

Atikamekw-French dictionary. The Centre de Développement de la Formation et

de la Main-d'œuvre Huron-Wendat (CDFM) also offers a dictionary of the Wendat

language.

Conclusion 

Indigenous patient-partners have expressed strong criticism of contemporary, 

organizational land acknowledgment practices, which they often perceive as symbolic 
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and institutionalized, and lacking sincerity and depth. They point out that these practices, 

of non-Indigenous origin, do not reflect Indigenous people's traditions and risk becoming 

empty gestures, designed more to appease conscience than to genuinely promote 

reconciliation. While territorial recognition is a first step towards reconciliation, it should 

not be seen as a mere academic achievement. It is vital to see them as a deep 

commitment, not a formality and it is essential to stress that the way the message is 

conveyed is as important as the content of the words. 

Indigenous patient-partners. not content with a standardized statement,  suggest a more 

authentic land acknowledgment, one that respects Indigenous oral tradition ,  and 

genuinely engages institutions in a process of understanding and repairing the colonial 

past.  

The emphasis of a land acknowledgement should be on self-reflection of the  speaker, 

whether they speak for themselves or on behalf of the organization/institution, the 

search for truth and the meaning of gestures. 

For land acknowledgments to support bringing about real change, it must transcend 

words and become a living action, a palpable and ongoing commitment.. By fully 

acknowledging the past and deeply integrating these values into their practices, 

institutions can finally embark on a path of healing and justice that goes beyond political 

correctness. Only sincere land acknowledgment that reflects Indigenous people's 

experiences and values can lay the foundations for a truly reconciled society. 
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