
Definitions for important words we will be using

POWER
Power is the desire for the self to actualize.1 We are each born with power, an internal
“sense of life-affirming purpose” that guides us through our lives. But our ability to “self
actualize” or pursue our life-affirming purpose, is impacted by the culture and systems around
us. In some cultures, a person is encouraged along their path of self-actualization, and taught
how to do this in a respectful way while also making generous space for others to do the same.
In a culture of dominance or supremacy, certain people's paths to self-actualization, their ability
to live out their life-affirming purpose with dignity, is prioritized over that of others. We can see
this happening in white supremacy, where the desires and perspectives of white-bodied people
are prioritized over those of Bodies of Culture and Colour. We can also see this in
settler-colonialism, where the desires of settlers (for example privatizing land or setting up
economic enterprises) are prioritized over Indigenous Laws and Cultural Protocols.

Power in and of itself is not inherently wrong or bad. But, the ways in which we use our power
will determine whether we are helping to create cultures of care and respect, or cultures of harm
and domination.

Power is when we come together, power is when we teach each other, power is when we pool
all of our resources together to share, power is when we use our unique gifts to take care of
each other

Related words: agency, sovereignty, autonomy, consent

Power dynamics are how we can observe, name, and discuss the ways in which power is
acting in different relationships.

Power-over refers to the use of one’s power in order to dominate, to have your own will or
desires unfold at the expense of others’

Being Empowered refers to a state where you are able to act on your desires to self-actualize,
and you are able to follow your life’s purpose. Empowerment includes feeling respected, being
able to consent, or not, to things that will impact you, having access to what you need to survive
and thrive, and not being prevented or blocked from achieving your life-affirming purpose.

Power-sharing includes the actions we can take to mitigate/dismantle power-over dynamics
and create space for each other’s empowerment

1 This definition was inspired by an interview with Priya Parker, on the “Finding Our Way” podcast, season
2, episode 9, referencing Paul Tillich, German-American Christian existentialist philosopher and Lutheran
Protestant theologian; https://www.findingourwaypodcast.com/individual-episodes/s2e9
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Unearned Assets refers to power-over privileges and resources, including things like decision
making and leadership positions, access to education and travel opportunities, and
intergenerational wealth, that have been distributed in an unfair and unjust manner to some and
not others, based on discriminatory and marginalizing hierarchies, include class, age, ability,
race, and gender. Examples of this can be found at many different scales all the way from global
wealth being concentrated in the hands of a small number of billionaires, down to local
governmental leadership positions being granted overwhelmingly to white-bodied people with
access to wealth and education.

Related words: hoarding, scarcity, reparations, wealth-redistribution, sharing

POLICY
A framework that sets out rules and expectations within an institutional setting
Policy is a law, regulation, procedure, administrative action, incentive, or voluntary practice of
governments and other institutions. Policy decisions are frequently reflected in resource
allocations.2 An equity-informed policy is ‘realistic, understandable, consensual, mutually
accountable, proactive, living, and responsive.’3

PROTOCOL
An Indigenous framework for teaching how to reciprocate respect within a cultural setting
The term protocol includes many things, but overall it refers to ways of interacting in a manner
that respects traditional ways of being. Protocols are not just “manners” or “rules” – they are a
representation of a culture’s deeply held ethical system. They also have highly practical
applications that may have arisen in a pre-contact context but still apply today. Coming to
understand and practice protocols appropriately is a lifelong learning process. Following
protocols is a significant sign of respect and awareness. As protocols vary widely between and
even within Indigenous cultures, they are not something you can learn about by taking a course
or reading a list. They are learned through relationships.

“That term, protocol, refers to any one of a number of culturally ordained actions and
statements, established by ancient tradition that an individual completes to establish a
relationship with another person from whom the individual makes a request. The protocols differ
according to the nature of the request and the nature of the individuals involved. The actions
and statements may be outwardly simple and straightforward, or they may be complex, involving
preparation lasting a year or more. The protocols may often involve the presentation of
something. It would be a mistake to say that what is presented is symbolic of whatever may be
requested, or the relationship that it is hoped will be established, because it is much more than
symbolic.”4

4 Walter C Lightning, Compassionate Mind: Implications of a Text Written by Elder Louis Sunchild; 1992;
https://www.learnalberta.ca/content/aswt/worldviews/documents/compassionate_mind.pdf

3 This definition is inspired by KC Clemens “Rumple Your Policies”

2 Office of the Associate Director for Policy and Strategy, CDC;
https://www.cdc.gov/policy/analysis/process/definition.html
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WAYS OF KNOWING
“Traditional knowledge is a timeless type of knowledge that includes values and philosophies
that have been transmitted from generation to generation. Ecological knowledge relates to
place-based knowing and environmental knowledge. Cultural knowledge focuses on ways of
living and combines contemporary with traditional ways of knowing. These three forms of
knowledge are interrelated and shaped by Indigenous language. They are not the only
Indigenous ways of knowing. Elders have various knowledges or “gifts” to pass on to others.
These include knowledge about spirituality, healing, medicine, history, storytelling, and
language. The term teachings includes the notion of combining forms of knowledge with values
such as respect and responsibility.”5

CULTURE
“[Culture is] an integrated system of learned behavior patterns that are characteristic of
members of any given society. Culture refers to the total way of life of particular groups of
people. It includes everything that group of people thinks, says, does and makes – its systems
of attitudes and feelings. Culture is learned and transmitted from generation to generation.”6

Culture shift is a process that occurs when new ways of doing things are experienced, which
shake up the belief that there is only one “correct” way. Since culture is made up of the thoughts
and behaviors of a group, a shift in culture begins by noticing, and then shifting, the thoughts
and behaviors of the individuals in the group.

Refer also to the The Cultural Proficiency Continuum Table, included in this toolkit, for more
definitions related to culture that we will work with.

6 This definition was crafted by Dr. L. Robert Kohls, in Survival Kit for Overseas Living. 4th ed. Nicholas
Brealey, 2001, p. 25. More information can be found at
http://nicholasbrealey.com/boston/survival-kit-for-overseas-living-1.html

5 Excerpt from Handbook of the Arts in Qualitative Research: Perspectives, Methodologies, Examples,
and Issues 31 An Indigenous Storywork Methodology, Dr. Jo-ann Archibald, Q'um Q'um Xiiem
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