
Two-Spirited Looking Back and Moving Forward



My Grandpa 1924



The term "Two-Spirit" originated in Winnipeg, 
Canada in the early 1990’s during the third 

annual intertribal Native American/First Nations 
gay and lesbian conference. 

It comes from the Ojibwa words 
niizh manitoag (two-spirits). It was originally 

chosen to distance Native/First Nations people 
from the terms "berdache" and "gay.” 



The traditions and teachings of Two-Spirit People who are 
respected teachers, artists and healers in our communities will 
be explored in this presentation. As a Two Spirited Sto:lo man I 
feel that it is important to share the knowledge I have learnt 
about Two Spirited people and in by doing so there can be some 
positive light shed. 

Our traditional role in our communities has changed 
significantly through Colonization and Residential schools. 
Many things have changed dramatically over the last couple 
hundred years for our communities.  I also acknowledge within 
each territory the traditional role of Two-spirited people may 
vary.   Within communities there is still silence  for numerous 
reasons, about Two Spirited people. 

Reflections



•Navajo        Na’dleeh     

•Cheyenne    He’eman     

•Lakota         Wi’kta/Wingkte’

•Tewa            Kwido         

• Zuni            Ihamana      

• Miwok         Osha’pu        

•Chickasaw     Hoobuk

•Crow             Bote, Bade

•Inuit Anasik (male) and Uktasik (female)

•Tlingit               Gatxan 

•Just a sampling of names I found 



Honouring Fred Martinez 
“Fred Martinez was a young nádleehí from Navajo Nation. According to the 
Navajo culture nádleehí is someone who possesses a balance of masculine and 
feminine traits—a special gift from the Creator. Fred’s determination to express 
his identity tragically cost him his life. “
At age sixteen, he was one of the youngest hate-crime victims in modern 
history when he was murdered in Cortez, Colorado. (Two-spirit documentary 
2009).  “Two Spirited people across North America continue to face 
homophobia, and racism. This tragedy has brought Fred’s community and 
family together to celebrate his life and that the fact he was a brave young 
nádleehí who was true to his ways Navajo teachings.”



Some traditional roles of the 
Two Spirited People 
 Name Giving
 Match Maker
 Sun Dance
 highly spiritual people
 Puberty Ceremony
 Peace-Makers for the Tribe
 Looked after children 
 Healers/ medicine people
 Teachers



Who Were Some of the Two 
Spirit People from Years Ago?

One of the last traditional Two Spirited people from Crow tribe Osh-Tisch was a 
leading badé of the Crow Nation. Osh-Tisch translates as 

"Finds Them and Kills Them". 
Osh-Tisch held an esteemed place amongst the Crow that when an American agent 

jailed them and forced them to get masculine haircuts in the late 1890's, Chief 
Pretty Eagle ordered the agent off tribal lands.



“We'wha (1849-1896, various spellings) was a Zuni Native Indian”. She was 
described in the book The Zuni Man-Woman, by Will Roscoe. “In 1886,  
she met President Grover Cleveland. She was a cultural ambassador for 

her people.  She died in 1896.”



Trans And Native: 
Meet The Indigenous Doctor Giving Them Hope
Dr. James Makokis

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MSnvtj0G3cA



Regalia: Pride in Two Spirits

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mfjHgG7IPCI



Two Spirit life changed forever with the 
impact of Colonization and Residential 

schools.  



Impacts of Colonization and 
Residential school…

 Christian beliefs forced on Aboriginal people
 Generational impacts from Residential schools.
 European and Aboriginal beliefs clashed

because of the influences of the Churches 
 Alcohol and drug issues
 Homophobia
 Shame and loss of identity 
 Alienation from family and community



What is being done today to bring back  a traditional 
role

 There are Two Spirit Societies across North America
 Two Spirit Societies/HIV/AIDS Prevention
 Communities holding traditional sweats
 Research such as this amongst scholars, students
 Awareness
 National and International Two Spirit Retreats in the U.S. 

and Canada



Chief Leonard George
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qwDqCdQ2NP4

 Leonard & Isaac George tell of their Coast Salish 
teachings on 2-Spirited People. 



Who we are today…
we are your sons, daughters, 
brothers, sisters, your family..



Where do we go next?
Had tea with a Two spirited Elder, and 
we talked about what could a healing look like?  

 A healing social health conference. A gathering. A potlatch. Not 
just a place to do our beading but a place to sit and call out for all 
two spirited people. 

 We can do protocol with one another. We can sit for days and let 
people speak and not need to respond. There is a wisdom in the 
collectiveness. Everyone is part of the solution. We need to come 
together and all heal the hurt as a group. 

 Colonization and Urbanization has harmed us as a people. What 
previous generations have had to go through. We are always in 
survival mode. Now we need to sit down and we can build a solid 
foundation.” “Our hurt is our isolation, the segregation, not 
coming together…



Family…



Resources

http://intltwospiritgathering.org

http://www.dancingtoeaglespiritsociety.org/index.php

http://www.glba.org/gay_warriors_four_feathers_society

http://www.2spirits.com



Resources 
 A very powerful documentary (our Cap U Library has a digital copy) 


 http://twospirits.org




 Handsome and Majestic (non-Indigenous) but extremely powerful


 https://vimeo.com/241958004




 Another chapter I co-authored


 https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/2-homeless-street-involved-indigenous-lgbtq2s-youth-british-columbia-
intersectionality



 and this was blog about my journey….
 https://blogs.ubc.ca/gayandhomeless/david/
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