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U.S. DEPARTMENT OF ARTS AND CUITURE
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Dear Citizen Artist,

We launch this guide in the lead-up to lndigenous People's Day 2017, when each of us
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Any omissions or errors are the ,"rpon.ib*itiay of the USDAC.

Please feel free to be in touch: helto@usdac.us.
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"Before Here Was Here" by Bunky Echo-Hawk (Pawnee/Yakama)
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We were a people before "We the People."

Jefferson l(eel (Chickasaw), 2Oth President of the Nationat Congress of American lndians, 2ol3

IN COUNTRIES SUCH AS NEW ZEALAND,
AUSTRALIA, CANADA, AND .AMONG TRIBAL
NATIONS lN THE U.S., it is commonplhc€,
even policy, to open events and gatherings
by acknowledging the traditional lndigenous
inhabitants of that tand. While spme individuats,and
cuttural and educational institutions in the United
States have adopted

this custom, the vast
majority have not.

Together, we can spark
a movement to make

ocknowledgment of
uaditional tiindi; c'
regular ..practice at
public and priiite
eyents, r r

Acknowtedgment is a
simple, powerfd[ wa;r

lndigenous inhabitants of the lands they are on,
inspiring them to ongoing awareness and action.

'For more "than five hundred years, Native
communities across the Americas have
demonstrated resilience and resistance in the face

"of violent efforts to separate them from their [and,
culture, and each other. They remain at the foref ront

bf movements to
protect Mother Earth

and the tife the
earth sustains. Today,

corporate greed and

federal policy push

a$enda3 to extract

weatth from the earth,

degrading sacred tand

in bldtant disregard

o;f treaty rights.

Acknowledgment
is a critical public

toward honoring

g the much [arger

of decotonization and reconciliation.
- ',5.!t t !\

'We call on all oirtis.ts,. cultiral workers, public
of f i ci als; ; "ed u cato r s, ad m i n i strat o rs, co m mu n i ty

:.1 -
leaders, organizeri, and engaged community
menbdrs to apen allitubtic events and gatherings
wlth gcknowledgment of the traditional Native
lnhdbitants of the land.

Photo courtesy of Native Arts and Cultures Foundation

sports liadiums, and triwn halts, acknovirt6dging
traditional tands. Mittions would be exposed-many
for the first time-to the names'of the traditional
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Acknowtedgment by itself is a sma[[ gesture. lt becomes meaningful when coupled with authentic

relationships and informed action. But this beginning can be an openiqg to greater public consciousness

of Native sovgreignty and cultural rights, a step toward equitabte relationship and reconcitiation. Join us in

adopting, ca[ing for, and spreading this practice.

Naming is an exercise in power. Who gets the right to name or be named? Whose stories are honored in

a name? Whose are erased? Acknowledgment of traditional land is a pr,rb[ic statement of the name of the

traditional Native inhabjtants,of a ptace. lt honorq their historic retationship with the land.

A Land Acknowledgment is a formal statement that recognizes the unique and enduring relationship that

exists between lndigenous Peoples and th,eir traditional tenitories.

LauiierStudents' Pubtic lnterest Research Grbup, Ontario, Canada

http://www.lspi rg.orgl knowthelaiid/

WHY INTRODUCE THE PRACTICE OF LA.ND ACI(NOWLEDGMENT?

Photo by Nicholas Ward. Offer recognition and respect.

. Counter the "doctrine of discovery" with the true story of the people who were already here.

. Create a broader pubtic awareness of the history that has led to this moment.

. Begin to repair retationships with Native communities and with the [and.

. Support larger truth-te[[ing and reconciliation efforts.

. Remind people that cotonization is an ongoing process, with Native lands stitl occupied due to deceptive

aqd-br9keg*t_1ea!€s,jpd Br+qtilgg-of elninent domain and other mechanisms intended to benefit

government or corporate America.
. Take a cue from lndigenous protocots, opening up spaces with reverence and respect.

. lnspire ongoing action and relationships.

ToGETHER, WE CNTETT
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Many countries are far ahead of the United States in adopting this practice. ln Australia, New Zealand, and
Canada there are protocots, maps, and pronunciation guides readily available. Many universities have made
acknowledgment a poticy, providing simpte templates for students, staff, and faculty. Beginning in 2016, att
Toronto public schools began opening their school days with a statement of acknowledgment.

The University of Alberta offers this exptanation of acknowredgment:

To acknowledge the traditional territory is to recognize its longer history, reaching beyond colonization
and the establishment of European colonies, as well as its significance for the lndigenous peoples who
lived and continue to live upon this tenitory, and whose practices and spiritualities were tied to the land
and continue to develop in relationship to the land ond its other inhabitants today.

Acknowtedgment in these countries is a smatl part of a more significant commitment to truth and
reconcitiation-inctuding officiaI government apologies and truth commissions leading to significant pubtic
recommendations and reforms.

ln Australia, many formalevents begin with a "Welcome to Countryl'While a Land Acknowledgment Can be
offered by anyone hosting or leading an event, a Welcome to Country is offered by an lndigenous elder or
community leader. The custom is to offer compensation for leading this more formal ceremonial welcome.

A FEW DISCLAIMERS ABOUT ACKNOWLEDGMENT:

' lt's simple' And also not so simple. ln some cases the traditional inhabitants of a place may be clear. ln
other cases whom to recognize is much less so. Do your research. White the act of naming traditional
inhabitants may not take much time, movi1g into right relatiqnship requires preparation.

' This guide doesn't offer the one right way to acknowledge. Whats offered here is hot a comprehensive
checklist or set of universally acceptable protocols. There are currently 567 federatly recognized tribal
nations, each with its own history and protocols for welcome and acknowledgment. There are atso state-
recognized tribes and peoples, inctuding Native Hawaiians who reside on six islands. There is no one way
of doing this.

' Acknowledgment is made meaningful through specific context and relationship. Whenever possible,
the best entry point into the practice of acknowledgment is through relationship and diatogue with Native
communities in the area.

' The practice of formal welcome and acknowledgmeni of land is not new. Acknowtedgment has long been
practiced-typically in rnuch more nuanced, formal, and ceremoniaI ways-within lndigenogs communities.
Many artists, activists, presenters, academics, and others
have been starting events with acknowledgment for
decades. By publishing this guide, we hope to draw
on these histories to help spark a movement to make
acknowledgment commonplace.

. Acknowledgment is but a first step. lt does not stand in
for relationship and action, but can begin to point toward
deeper possibilities for decolonizing relationships with
people and ptace.

1,.1 [r. lli !ii] ji.i Jl.i.rJ,ii,'.

and 1887, the United States

seized over 1.5 billion acres from
Americas indigenous people by
treaty and executive order.

This interactive Invasion of America
map shows how that happened

over time. Note that Alaskq and
Hawaii are not included.

Between 1775
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Below are suggested steps to acknowledging traditional land at the opening of a public gathering or event.

The best way to root this practice in a [oca[ context is through dialogue with local Native groups. Not yet

having those relationships doesn't mean you can't begin.

STEP ONE: IDENTIFY

The first step is identifying the traditional inhabitants of the lands you're on. This taskmay be compticated by

muttipte and contested histories of setttement, resettlernent, and recognition. Many ptaces are now home

to Native people who have called that land home from time immemorial and atso to those retocated Jrom

etsewhere. The goat of acknowtedgment is recognizing and uplifting, not hurting or causing further division'

So it is important to proceed with care, doing good resedrch before making statements of acknowtedgment'

Here are some places you can look online:

. Wikipedia entries on many cities document some history 9f lndigenous inhabitation. Be sure to cross-

check what you find there with other sources. : :

. This map of Native Land is one of the more comprehensive maps available: https://native-land.ca,/

. The Native Languages site offers breakdown by state, with contact information for local tribes: httP://

wwwnative: tan guages.orgl

ln addition to consulting [oca[ Native individuals and organizations, you can check to see if there are resources

, 
u! kjr-S,l.t uni-y;grsities 44d,ici.tlege,sl'especially those with American lndian/Native/lndigenous Studies centers,

p ro gram.g,,1ih dToi ddpa rt m e nts.

ft muftipie iiibutgroitp, cfaill betonging to the land, consider not naming one particular group or naming all

of thim. ldealty, this decision Shoutd be made through diatogue with local Native elders and culture bearers,

, ,.rp".ling theii wishes about how they desire to be named.

ldentify Native etders and culture-bearers in your region to join in a

conversation about how they would like to see this practice take shape locally, particularty

how it could be of greatest benefit for their communities. You can use this guide as a jumping-

off place for conversation. lf you are part of an organization or group, consider offering an

honorarium to those who take part in the dialogue. This dialogue could also be a public forum,

engaging others who want to learn about this practice. Or you could share a video, transcript,

or other reporting to inform and engage the wider community'

ToGETHER, WE CREATE.
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STEP TWO: ARTICULATE

once youVe identified the group or groups who should be recognized, formulate the statement of
acknowtedgment you'llshare at the beginning of pubtic gatherings. There is no exact script for this. Craft
yours after considering several levels of detail you might introduce.

At its simplest, an acknowtedgment coutd look like this:
..Weacknowledgethatweareonthetraditionallanflofthe-People,''

Beginning with just this simple sentence would be a meaningful intervention in most U.S. gathering spaces.

From there, there are many other elements to bring into acknowledgment:

Often, statements specificatty honor elders:

l'l would like to acknowledge that this meeting is being held on the traditional lands,of the _
People, and pay my respect to elders both past and present."

Some atlude to the caring, reciprocal relationship with land:

"l want to respectfully acknowledge the People, who have stewarded this tand throughout
the generations."

Acknowledgments may also make expticit mention of the occupied, unceded nature of the territory in which
a gathering is taking ptace:

"We would like to begin by acknowledging that the land on which we gather is the occupied/unceded/
. seized territory of the _ people."

"l would like to begin by acknowledging that we are in 

-, 

the ancestral and unceded territory
of the _ people.

ln Canada it is not uncommon to make mention of
the specific treaties by which land was designated to a
particular tribaI group. You may wish to do additional
research to name the moment at which treaties were
made as well as when they were broken and land
unlawfu[[y taken.

The truth is complicated. Beneath the contemporary
surface of any site in the United States, there are
histories of belonging that have been erased, overlookecl,
contested and forgotten, a[[ ways to support ideas like
"manifest destiny" which justified the conquest of Native
lands. Lengthier statements of acknowledgment can
center Native communities white also acknowledging the
many communities that have contributed to the existing
culture of ptace. For example:

Photo by Connie Fitzpatrick

ToGETHER, wE CRTnTE.
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"Every community owes its existence and vitality to generations from around the world who

contributed their hopes, dreams, and energy to making the history that led to this moment. Some

were brought here against their wilt, some were drawn to leave their distant homes in hope of a

better [ife, and some have lived on this land for more generations than can be counted. Truth and

acknowledgment are critical to buitding mutual respect and connection across a[[ barriers of heritage

and difference. We begin this effort to acknowledge what has been buried by honoring the truth.

We are standing on the ancestral lands of the People [if possibte, add more

specific detail about the nature of the occupied land]. We pay respects to their elders past and

present. Please take a mciment to consider the many legircies of viotence, displacement, migration,

and settlement that bring us together here today. And please join us in uncovering such truths at any

and altpublic eventsl'

You may choose to begin with a simple statement of acknowtedgment and elaborate over time as you

learn more, buitd retitionships with members of local Native communities, and grow more comfortable

with the practice.

, " 
!:,Taku i s a lJ n si ki Ia"

'shV. Kei th ETav e H eait.'1 :l
(Oceti Sa;kowin: Sglala Laikoia)

- . ,.'.. ,'.j

"There are 567 federatly recognized lndian Nations (variously called

tribes, nations, bands, pueblos, comrnunities and native vi[[ages) in the United States...

Additionalty, there are state recognized tribes located throughout the United States

Ieqggnized by the.ir respective state governments."

Learn more from the National Congress of American Indians

TOCTTHER, WE CNEANE.
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STEP THREE: DELIVER

Once you've identified whom to name and practiced your statement (inctuding pronunciation of names),
offer your acknowledgment as the first element of a welcome to the next pubtic gathering or event that you
host. lf in the process of learning about acknowledgment you've built relationships with members of Native
communities, consider inviting them to give a wetcome before yours.

Theres a danger that a prgctice like this becomes just another piece of protocot, delivered flatly and fatling on
deaf ears. How many times have you spaced out as the ftight attendant goes through emergency procedures?
Or failed to sitence your cell phone even though that was requested at the beginning of a show?

Acknowledgment should be approached not as a set of obtigatory words to rush through. These words
should be offered with respect, grounded in authentic reflection, presence, and awareness. As you step up
to offer acknowledgment, breathe in awareness of both the,present and of the histories that connect you
with the people you are naming. Consider your own place in the story of colonization and of undoing its
legacy. At your next gathering, try acknowtedgment out, see how it feets, observe how or if it shifts the room.
Over time, through practice, you'[[ learn more about what it means and what it opens up for you and others.

"Annual Canoe,

Journey, Washiitgton"

Photo courtesy of
Native Arts and

Cultures Foundation

"We are still America. We l(now the rumors of our demise. We spit them out. They Die Sooni'

Joy Harjo (Muscogee), 2015 Poetic Address to the Nation

TocErHER, WE CnEanE
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Acknowtedgment is the beginning. Acknowledgment-and the research required to do it with integrity-

shoutd be an invitation to deeper anatysis, retationship, and action.

LEARN MORE

Take time to learn about the lndigenous history of the land you live on, as we[[ as the contemporary context

of Native groups in your region, Search for books, artictes, peopte, and organizations that you can learn from.

. Find syttabi online to fotlow on your own or with a siudy group. Here is an example of a thoughtfuI syllabus

created in solidarity with efforts at Standing Rock to resisi the construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline.

. For an overview of Tribal Nations and their historical relationship to the U.S. government, read this primer

from the National Congress of American lndians'
. Educate yourself on the history of settler cotonialism and genocide in the United States by reading (or

listening to) An Indigenous People's History of the lJnited Stotes by Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz.

. Learn about the history of broken treaties in the U.S. and about lndigenous sovereignty movements to

correct for past injustices. Read the American lndian Movements "Trail of Broken Treaties 2O Point Position

Paper" here. Read about the Native Hawaiian sovereignty movement here. Read Suzan Shown Harjo's

Nation to Nation: Treaties Between the United Stofes and American Indian Nofions.

. Read the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of lndigenous Peoples. The United States was one of

four nations to vote against the declaration when it was first adopted in 2OO7.lt was the last of the four

to reverse that in 2010. -
Where can a Truth and Reconciliation process lead? Check out the calls to action that emerged from

Canadai commission.

"l think we need to start'imagining a conitetlation of retationships that must be entered

into beyond territoriat acknowledgments. Great, that's awesome you know you're on (for

exampte) Treaty 5 territory. That's great you acknowledge that perhaps the lndigenous view

of that treaty, that the land was not surrendered, is correct. Perhaps you understand the

tension pf your presence as iltegitimate, but don't know how to dealwith it beyond naming

it. Maybe now it is time to start learning about your obligations as a guest in this territory.

What are the lndigenous protocols involved in being a guest, what are your responsibitities?

What responsibilities do your hosts have towards you, and are you making space for thbse

responsibilities to be exercised? To what extent are your events benefiting,your hosts?"

- Chelsea Vowel, M6tis from the Plains $rep speaking commupity of Lac Ste. Anne, Alberta

http://apihtawikosisan.com/2O16/O9lbeyond-territorial-acknowtedgments/
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' Consider that the 2olo Census listed the percentage of urban Native people atTIo/o. Many lndigenous
people are among thoie.seekingor buitding community in cities.

BUILD RELATIONSHIPS AND TAI(E ACTION

' Find out if there are active Native groups or organizations in or near your community. Learn about their
work and see how you can support them. .:.'

' Be in touch with local Native community members to discern how best to introduce the practice of
acknowledgment and explore how that might tead to further diatogue and cottaboration.

' Look around and ask yourself: are there Native fotks present at your events? On your team? On your board? lf
not, what would it take to begin buitding those relationships? How might you move fiom acknowledgment
into relationship? lf your role involves prbgramming at a cuttural or educational institution, how might you
ensure that the programming itsetf represents a commitment to Nativg voices, stories, and perspectives?

' Follow lndigenous leadership on efforts to resist destruction of tand and tife. Read this powerful call to
action from lndigenous Women Rising.

A FEW ORGANIZATIONS TO CHECI( OUT:

' Native Arts and Cultures Foundation, Expose yourself to the work of Native artists, poets, musicians,
authbrs, filmmakers working in community.

' lndigenous Environmentat Network, 'hn altiance of lndigenous Peoptes whose Shared Mission is to
Protect the Sacredness of Earth Mother from contamination & exploitation by Respecting and Adhering to
lndigenous Knowledge and Natural Lawl'

' National Congress of American Indians: NCAI "founded in 1944, is the oldest, largest and most
representativd American lndian and Alaska Native organization serving the broad interests of tribal
governments and communitiesl'

' First Peopte's Fund works to "honor and support the.Collective Spirit@ of First Peoptes artists and culture
bearersi'

' Vision Maker Media "empowers and engages Native people to tell storiesl'
' Cultural Survival "advocates for lndigenous Peoples' rights and supports lndigenous communities' self-

determination, cultures and political resitiencej'

' Endangered Language Alliance: NYC-based organization that'Uocuments and describes underdescribed
and endangered languages, educating a larger public and collaborating with communities]'

' lndian Country Media Network: Source for Native news. On hiatus, but archive still accessible.

DOWNLOAD ART OR MAI(E YOUR OWN!

lmagine going to a local coffee shop, music venue, grocery store, or even town hatt, and finding a sign on the
wa[[ acknowtedging traditional lands. Sound far-fetched? lt doesn't have to bel Ai part of this campaign to
#HonorNativelands, we partnered with severa[ artists to create downloadable signs that you can customize and
post in your community. Signs and posters are available for download from the Honor Native Land public Folder.

You are also invited to make your own signs or posters. Consider partnering with local artists and a local
printshop to make a customized set of acknowtedgment posters for your community.

SPREAD THE WORD

Share the guide and ca[[ to action. ln the Honor Native Land Public Folder there are sample social media
posts, signs and other materials that you can use to spread the word about this campaign. Use the hashtag
#HonorNativeLand.
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TAI(E THE PLEDGE

We urge organizations, cotlectives, institutions, and agencies to publicty commit to practicing traditional

Native land acknowledgment. To stand and be counted and to inspire others with your commitment, take

the ptedge here.

ABOUT THE USDAC

The U.S. Department of Arts and Culture (USDAC) is a peopte-powered department-a grassroots action

network inciting creativity and social imagination to shape a culture of empathy, equity, and betonging.

Since 2O14, the USDAC has engaged more than 25,OOO artists, activists, and alties in 4O+ states in arts-

based diatogues and actions. By creating opportunities for learning, connection, and collective action at the

tocal and national tevel, the USDAC works toward a society that affirms the right to culture; vatues each

communitys heritage, contributions, and aspirations; and dismantles all barriers to love and justice. For more

information and to get involved visit: www.usdac.us'

BE IN TOUCH

Did this guide inspire you to action? Do you already have stories of success or challenges implementing

acknowtedgment as a practice at your organization or institution? Do you want to strategize about how to

spread the practice of acknowledgment in your region or create a campaign to introduce acknowledgment

as official policy in your town or city?

WeU love to hear from you. Drop us a line at hettoausdac.us'

'Au t o I m m u n e R e s po ns{' by W i lti dm W i ls o n ( D i n d)
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