
Dictated into my iPhone in the spirit of the oral tradition

I am asking myself, what has changed since Beth Brant gave a speech on a 
panel in Vancouver back in 1990, nearly 30 years ago? Very little, next to 
nothing, when considering everything that has changed. On the surface, 

society has made huge strides technologically and socially in terms of the rights 
and voices of women and LGBTQQ2IAAP+ people. However, when it comes 
to Indigenous people and our self-determination, when it comes to racism and 
colonization, nothing has changed. We as Indigenous people are still fighting 
the same fight that we have since colonization. We are still fighting to maintain 
our languages and our sense of identity, which is directly tied to the land that has 
been stolen from us, along with our stolen material culture, our stolen children, 
and stolen sisters and brothers.

* * *
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where she spoke about how colonialism forced the English language on Indigenous people and 
destroyed the Mohawk language in her family. 
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My parents went to Indian residential school, as well as 
my grandparents on both sides. I did not know anything 
about the Indian residential school until I was an adult 
in the late ’90s. I’m still coming to terms with just how 
destructive the residential school system was for my 
family and my community. I can’t speak my language 
f luently. I can’t teach my son how to speak his language 
f luently. Blackfoot language will always be my second 
language; it will always be my son’s second language. As 
a child growing up in Calgary, I was pushed to succeed 
in learning the English language. My mother and father 
pushed me in my learning of the English language. My 
teachers praised me for how well I could spell, write, read 
and how beautiful my penmanship was. I didn’t understand 
as a child why my parents and grandmother would not 
teach me the language of our people, the language that 
they would use to speak to one another, like a secret 
code I wasn’t allowed to know. I was not allowed to be a 
part of that conversation, I just had to focus on learning 
English. My teachers were the television, movies, music, 
comics, books, church and the constant pressure at school 
to be the same as every other white kid. So I excelled in 
learning the English language, so much that I ended up 
studying English in university and received my bachelor’s 
degree in English with a concentration in creative writing. 
I attended law school for one semester when my son was 
still in elementary school, nearly running myself into the 
ground trying to keep up with learning the language of 
law. The whole time through my long years of education 
I could feel my Blackfoot language slipping away, getting 
farther and farther away from me.

* * *
When my mother told me that she attended Indian 
residential school, I finally realized why I was not taught 
to speak my language. My family had been punished 
for speaking their language as children. My family and 
my ancestors were forbidden from speaking Blackfoot. 
Our Sundance was outlawed, banned and had to go 
underground. My mom said she did not want me to face 
the hardships and punishments that she and my father 
and grandparents suffered for speaking their language. 
English, as it was beaten into them, meant success and less 
suffering. So my mother and my father did what they felt 
they needed to do in order to protect us, in order to save 
us the hardships they suffered.

* * *

I have a love-hate relationship with the English language.  
I love English because in so many ways it did save 

me and it did protect me and nourish my imagination 
through libraries of books that I treasure. It has given me 
opportunities in school and work that my parents and 
grandparents never had.

I hate the English language because every day in so  
many ways it undermines my identity and my son’s identity. 
It has labelled me gender dysphoric and my son with a 
disability. Every decade my people have a new English term 
to define us even better (savage, Indian, native, aboriginal, 
First Nation, Indigenous…). My son has difficulty saying 
certain sounds in English. Those same sounds that he has 
trouble speaking are not found in the Blackfoot language. 
When his grandma teaches him Blackfoot words he can 
pronounce them perfectly; his tongue was made to speak 
the words of Nitsitapii people. I want so desperately to just 
have my mom teach him our language but his future is tied 
to his ability to communicate through English. The same 
language that has diagnosed him with a learning disability 
and a speech impediment and has labelled him for life, 
now demands that he master all his communication in 
English in order to have a future in this society when he’s 
an adult. School is nothing but a constant struggle for him, 
as it was for me, as it was for my mother, as it was for my 
grandmother. For so many reasons I hate English.

* * *
Beth Brant says she wants to use the English language for 
truth and love. I couldn’t agree more. For myself and my 
son, I want to use the English language to tell our truth, 
but when it comes to love, I will save love for the language 
of my grandmothers. I am determined now more than ever 
to remember my language and all those words and phrases 
I heard as a child at my father’s side, in my mother’s womb, 
from the blood of my grandmothers and fathers. From my 
mother’s teachings and the Blood Memory of my ancestors 
is where I will recall my first words. My son will speak our 
language f luently and with perfect pronunciation. When 
he has children, their first language will be Nitsitapii, the 
language of our people, which has also been the language 
of this land, Mohkinstsis, since time immemorial. 
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