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Abstract

Indigenous peoples have created a space where ceremony, a sense of belonging, and sovereignty are expressed. For over 50 years, First Nations communities across British Columbia have been hosting annual soccer tournaments commonly referred to as “Native Ball.”This research was guided by the question: How do these tournaments create a sense of place and belonging? Research on this topic is largely missing, and BC First Nations soccer tournaments exist throughout the province; however, my focus remained on Vancouver Island, the greater Vancouver area, and the Fraser Valley of British Columbia, Canada. The research used an ethnographic creative non-fiction narrative and Indigenous frameworks (Lavallée, 2007; Smith, 2021; Wilson, 2008) to conduct interviews with tournament participants. Kwakwaka’wakw sacred teachings are also introduced from a positionality perspective but are the foundation of the research. Three key findings emerged: Soccer as ceremony—parallel ceremonial spaces to the potlatch; a sense of place and belonging—ancestral kinship, cultural identity, relational connections; and reclaiming the field—sovereign acts of self-determination and governance. Important contributions of this research are: A double bind sovereignty argument—open versus closed tournaments, “Indian Life Insurance”—relational and cultural wealth invested across generations—Soccer as ceremony—building on existing scholarship (Joe-Mayes, 2023; Lane, 2016). Sport is more than just competition and winning. Indigenous peoples have taken sport and created spaces where cultural identity, resurgence and revitalization are celebrated, uplifted, and sustained through gatherings and being together.  







[bookmark: _Toc226642633]Chapter 1: Introduction
 
Gilakas’la! he’man dłigami gwa gwadax’ala. Gayutłan lax Gwa’sala-‘Nakwaxda’xw. For this journey to begin, a story must ensue. la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin). It is important we begin in a good way. We ask the creator to bless this space. For some, these words reawaken difficult memories. For healing to begin, the truth must be spoken. But sensitivity must first be acknowledged. This research comes from a place of maya’xala, not to worry you will learn this word later. I present this research with sincere humility and a sacred sense of responsibility. It is both an academic document and a cultural offering. It is a spiritual quest and a physical journey. Supernatural birds landing so powerfully, the Earth shook violently. Sunbeams sent from the heavens. A large whale that has the power to transform. Imagine being related to a mountain, the sun beams and a powerful whale. For the academic minds, sport is introduced to replace the sunbeams, mountains, and whales that transform into humans. Unfortunately, there was no other choice. Through celebrations and gatherings on the field, the stories returned. Not in the way they were once told, but understood in spirit. Through a game, everyone felt like they belonged. Through a game, autonomy returned. In some worldviews, this is called an argument, kwił’id (cease speaking).

Through an ethnographic research methodology and a creative non-fiction narrative, I have examined how First Nations soccer tournaments, more commonly referred to by the participants as “Native Ball,” as well as the Indigenous Soccer Tournament Circuit, act as ceremony, create a sense of belonging, and serve as a site for Indigenous sovereignty. For over fifty years, many Indigenous peoples have opened their communities to host annual soccer tournaments, inviting neighbouring First Nations to travel and participate as players or spectators. These soccer tournaments include age categories open to all, with some featuring alumni teams and legends matches, giving many veterans and former players an opportunity to showcase their talent. Most Indigenous tournaments are exclusive to Indigenous peoples, although some are open to non-Indigenous participants. For this research, I attended five of the largest and longest-running tournaments held on Vancouver Island and in the Fraser Valley in 2025. 
 
I have gathered data as a participant observer through audio and video interviews conducted before, during, and after the tournaments. My observations at these tournaments focused on team and nation arrivals, pre-game and post-game interactions and rituals, and customary social exchanges. Field notes were compiled to illustrate the different aspects of each tournament and brought to life through a creative non-fiction narrative.

This study explores three interconnected dimensions of Indigenous soccer tournaments. First, soccer as ceremony reflects how Indigenous soccer tournaments serve as parallel ceremonial spaces that uphold the same cultural values and spirit as the Potlatch. Second, a sense of belonging illustrates how these tournaments create a sense of place and belonging shaped by ancestral kinship, cultural identity, and relational connections to land and community. Third, reclaiming the field emphasizes how these tournaments are deliberate acts of sovereignty, created, governed, planned, and protected by Indigenous communities on their own terms.
 
For this research, I will be using the terms 'Indigenous' and 'First Nation' interchangeably. In Canada, “Indigenous peoples” is the collective term for First Nation, Inuit, and Métis Peoples (Joseph, 2018). Muckle (1998), defines “First Nation as a group of people who can trace their ancestry to the populations that occupied the land prior to the arrival of Europeans and Americans in the late eighteenth century.” Other terms that were used in the past to refer to Indigenous Peoples include 'Natives,' 'Indians,' and 'Aboriginals.’ In my language, Kwak’wala, the term Bak’wam' is how we refer to each other as Indigenous peoples and Kwakwaka’wakw (kwak’wala speaking peoples) are the collective tribes whose territories, governance, ceremonies, and cultural practices have existed since time immemorial (Gwa’sala-’Nakwaxda’xw Nations, n.d.; Wilson, 2016b).  
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[bookmark: _Toc226642635]2.1 Colonialism and Sport in Canada
 
In Canada, a long-standing blueprint rooted in colonial policy, has aimed to assimilate and colonize Indigenous peoples. Notably, sports were among the steps or phases of this plan, intended to dissolve and replace Indigenous culture, language, traditions, and ways of life with Euro-Canadian norms (Forsyth, 2007). 

Enacted in 1876, the Indian Act can be viewed as the main vehicle or master blueprint used to oversee and control Indigenous peoples’ ways of life. Joseph (2018, p. 8) describes how “a paternalistic attitude gave way to punitive rules, prohibitions, and regulations that dehumanize Indians” in creating the Indian Act. This legislation led to the suppression of Indigenous cultural practices and traditions. Sacred ceremonies such as the Potlatch, Sun Dance, and Pow Wows were suppressed by Christianity. Education systems replaced traditional knowledge keepers, while sports like soccer, baseball, and hockey replaced traditional games, dancing, and hunting and gathering. Reserves replaced land ownership and centuries of stewardship (Bartlett, 1978; Forsyth, 2007).

In the late 19th century, missionaries and Indian agents exerted greater control over the Coastal First Nations by intensifying efforts to convert and assimilate them using segregation and suppression strategies (Tennant, 1997). As a result of these efforts, an amendment to the Indian Act was enacted, leading to the 1885 Potlatch ban. Tennant (1997, p. 51) writes, “it was to the potlatch that missionaries and agents turned their attention. In their eyes it became the epitome of anti-government pagan depravity.” Organized sports and other activities were introduced to suppress Indigenous peoples’ culture and control their lives—this became easier as jurisdiction and decision-making power were removed from Indigenous peoples across Canada. While these sports were seen as harmless recreation, they were influenced by Christian beliefs and Euro-Canadian cultural values (Pettipas, 1994, as cited in Forsyth, 2007)

The prohibition of First Nations ceremonies carried very heavy and oppressive consequences. Substantiated records show that imprisonment and hefty fines were the outcomes for First Nations people who participated in their ceremonies. In 1921, Chief Dan Cranmer secretly planned a potlatch at Village Island, a remote location to avoid the Indian Agents. When the agents learned of the news, over forty people were arrested and twenty were imprisoned for dancing, singing, and giving speeches. Reduced sentences were offered to individuals for surrendering extremely sacred and important cultural items, such as masks and regalia (U’mista Cultural Society, n.d.). Even when the potlatch ban ended in 1951, residential schools continued to perpetuate the legacy of cultural genocide well into the late 1990s. 
 
As discussed in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Canada (2015), physical and biological genocide are methods aimed at eradicating specific groups and halting reproduction. In simple terms, dismantling a group’s governing systems and replacing them with foreign ones is an act of cultural genocide. Although some residential schools existed in the early 19th century, a few large residential schools were established in Western Canada in 1883. Their overall objective was to separate First Nations children from their cultural roots and families, aiming to disrupt or erase their identity and replace it with a European Canadian lifestyle (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 1). Furthermore, Sir John A. Macdonald, the first serving Prime Minister of Canada, described the intent of the Residential Schools to the House of Commons in 1883:
 
“When the school is on the reserve the child lives with its parents, who are savages; he is surrounded by savages, and though he may learn to read and write his habits, and training and mode of thought are Indian. He is simply a savage who can read and write. It has been strongly pressed on myself, as the head of the Department, that Indian children should be withdrawn as much as possible from the parental influence, and the only way to do that would be to put them in central training industrial schools where they will acquire the habits and modes of thought of white men” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 2)

As Macdonald’s statement clearly outlines Canada’s goal moving forward, assimilation, acculturation, colonization, and cultural genocide were woven into the very fabric of Residential School policies. Moreover, McKee and Forsyth (2019), explain how sport contributed in the assimilation process and how staged photographs of children playing sports and sports teams were used to conceal the atrocities of the abuses occurring behind closed doors. Paradoxically, sport was used as a space for self-determination and resurgence (Forsyth & Wamsley, 2006). 

To oppose colonial policies aimed at disrupting Indigenous cultures and traditions, survivance—a term coined by Anishinaabe Gerald Vizenor (Vizenor, 2008, p. 1)— captures the active and ongoing resistance of Indigenous peoples who refused to surrender their ways of life. Despite challenges and through community-led efforts, Indigenous peoples came to see sport as a tool to rebuild culture, resist oppression and sustain their traditions—demonstrating their refusal to fully relinquish their rights (Forsyth & Wamsley, 2006). Forsyth & Wamsley (2006) describe how sport became a vital space for Indigenous youth to reconnect with their culture and rebuild their identity when the government’s assimilation efforts failed. The positive momentum sport was generating within Indigenous communities was met with limited funding and support from the Canadian government. Indigenous leaders, such as J. Wilton Littlechild, played an important role in securing funding and creating sports opportunities that allowed Indigenous athletes to compete in ways that reflect who they are and their culture. As a result, the World Indigenous Nations Games (WIN Games) and the North American Indigenous Games (NAIG) were created as culturally safe and grounded spaces for Indigenous athletes (Forsyth & Wamsley, 2006). Furthermore, Forsyth & Wamsley (2006) describe the depiction of the “La Danse Sauvage” or, translated, “The Dance of The Savage” at the 1976 closing ceremony in Montreal, Canada, as a key pillar for Indigenous leadership in seeking cultural sovereignty in sports settings and representation. During the closing ceremony, over 250 non-Indigenous participants wore traditional regalia and had their faces painted to perform in an “Indigenous Ceremony” planned by non-Indigenous staff.   

Inspired by the blatant disrespect and offensive depiction of cultural appropriation during the Olympic ceremony, Littlechild dedicated himself to securing full control over cultural and sporting representations for Indigenous peoples, both now and in future generations. Although sport was initially introduced to assimilate Indigenous peoples, over time it evolved into a powerful form of resistance for many Indigenous communities (Forsyth & Wamsley, 2006). Littlechild’s leadership and vision motivated a commitment across nations to use sport as a means of self-determination, intergenerational teaching, community empowerment, and cultural renewal, with the aim of reviving Indigenous identity (Forsyth & Wamsley, 2006). In contrast to mainstream sport, Indigenous soccer tournaments promote and strengthen resurgence and self-determination. It has also become a site where Indigenous peoples feel a strong sense of belonging and connection (Joe-Mayes, 2023). Sport has always been part of Indigenous life, carrying meaning beyond the game and connecting to culture, identity and spirituality.

[bookmark: _Toc226642636]2.2 Sport as Ceremony
 
Indigenous soccer tournaments have a spiritual and cultural dimension that extends mainstream sport. They uphold the values of the potlatch through large gatherings that establish cultural identity, and build and strengthen relationships. Joe-Mayes (2023) and Lane (2016) contend that “Native Ball” or Indigenous soccer tournaments are about more than sport as they bring people together, reinforce identity, sustain culture ways of life and are spaces of healing. Joseph (2018) explains that during the potlatch prohibition, Indigenous communities were raided, people were arrested, and many ceremonial items were confiscated as a way to cease cultural practices. Forsyth et al. (2023) describe how modern sports are rooted in colonial systems, and how Indigenous peoples have used them as a space to reclaim cultural identity, strengthen community, and resist assimilation. Similarly, Lane depicts the soccer pitch as a ceremonial gathering space, where community members can join in healing, celebrate cultural diversity, and unite around shared values. The movement of the ball reflects a “language of relationality and connection required for Indigenous wellness”(Lane, 2016, p. 11).

Joe-Mayes (2023) shows that organizing Coast Salish soccer tournaments, as described in his home community of Shíshálh, help strengthen culture and push back against colonial frameworks. He argues that these tournaments have become present day Coast Salish gatherings that are similar to the potlatch where shíshálh cultural identity is maintained and relationships and connections between people are strengthened (Joe-Mayes, 2023). Glass (2008, p. 2) argues that crest designs displayed on T-shirts and jerseys, “have become a vital mode of visual representations in societies that are cultures of display,” maintaining traditions of ceremonial regalia like button blankets, aprons, and tunics. These contemporary tees and jerseys broadcast hereditary names, tribe affiliations, and social identities. Through his research on traditional Inuit and Dene games, Heine acknowledges that activities structured as sports competition can still convey cultural significance rooted in their historical social and cultural backgrounds (Giles & Forsyth, 2013). Indigenous soccer tournaments are not just about competition and sport; they are about bringing people together, creating space where culture is celebrated and connections to ancestry are reinforced.

The 94 calls to action outlined by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (2015) reflect the Canadian government’s official decision to address the legacy of residential schools. These institutions, which once operated throughout Canada, subjected thousands of Indigenous children to physical, sexual, psychological and cultural harm. Of the 94 calls to action, five relate to sport reconciliation. They include “recognizing Indigenous athletes and promoting sport development, ensuring sport systems are inclusive, removing barriers to Indigenous participation, and respecting Indigenous culture and protocols at major sporting events” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). 

Durham Greey and Arellano (2023) question the aspects and process of the Truth and Reconciliation, especially where it is related to sport. They describe how sport programs, in anticipation of reconciliation, tend to encourage Indigenous athletes into mainstream sport systems. Drawing on land-based Indigenous scholarship, they suggest viewing sport as connected to the land, community, and cultural teachings, rather than just as a competitive activity. As an illustration, they highlight how traditional lacrosse is rooted in balance, which connects responsibility to the community and respect for the land—reflecting a much different set of values than mainstream sports (Durham Greey & Arellano, 2023). In contrast, Joe-Mayes (2023) emphasizes that Indigenous soccer tournaments hold ceremonial significance and teachings similar to the potlatch, without suggesting they have replaced it. He highlights how soccer promotes cultural identity and strengthens inter-village relationships stating that: “shíshálh culture is sustained through soccer, despite earlier attempts to suppress them” (Joe-Mayes, 2023, p. 33). These perspectives collectively demonstrate how Indigenous soccer tournaments and other community-organized sports include cultural dimensions that are non-existant in mainstream Canadian sport, designed to further assimilate Indigenous peples. Shaped by cultural values and traditions that originate within Indigenous communities, these tournaments are developed independently of government and external influences—spaces where cultural sovereignty is enacted on Indigenous terms. The same values and cultural teachings from the potlatch continue to be carried forward into contemporary Indigenous worldviews or ways of life (Durham Greey & Arellano, 2023; Essa et al., 2022; Joe-Mayes, 2023).

McIvor (2025) illustrates that, in Canada, non-Indigenous perspectives often stereotype the social, health, and economic conditions affecting Indigenous communities as the so-called ‘Indian Problem,’ without recognizing the colonial impacts that have shaped them. These same colonial impacts have contributed to Indigenous peoples’ mental health and well-being. Understanding how oppression, erasure, and dispossession shape social determinants of health is crucial to promoting wellness (Kirmayer et al., 2000). Today, Indigenous communities continue to experience the social, spiritual, and cultural separation created by ongoing colonial policies (Kirmayer et al., 2000). Lavallée (2007) emphasizes that colonial efforts disrupt the holistic framework of health and well-being, and suggests Medicine Wheel teachings and sport as ways to restore physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual balance. Although Lavallée used Martial Arts in her research to demonstrate how Medicine Wheel teachings can improve mental health and well-being, the same holistic healing framework applies to participants in Indigenous soccer tournaments, where culturally grounded ceremony and community connection work together to fill the void of the profound disconnection created by colonization (Lavallée, 2007).

Similarly, in his research with the Esketemc First Nation, Michael A. Robidoux illustrates how hockey has become an important part of the community’s healing and wellness. Through collective efforts and collaborative practices, the community achieved sobriety as alcoholism rates were close to 100%.  The elements of the Medicine Wheel were used to shape sport and community health initiatives, reflecting its four dimensions: physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual, guiding health and growth. More than just sport and recreation, hockey became a symbol of healing and strength that reflected the community’s cultural identities and ways of life, which an Esketemc Chief described as “the spirit of his people” (Robidoux, 2012, p. 109). Consistent with Lavallée and Robidoux’s illustration of Medicine teachings that encompass holistic balance and well-being, Ferguson et al. (2019) found that flourishing in sport among  Indigenous women athletes is attributed to multiple dimensions that contribute to physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual well-being.

Overall, these scholars have illustrated that sport within Indigenous spaces is culturally rooted and extends beyond mainstream Canadian recreational sport. Indigenous athletes who participate in these spaces help restore physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual balance. Indigenous soccer tournaments are more than recreation; they are sacred spaces of healing and medicine where ceremony, culture, and community restore what colonialism aimed to destroy.

[bookmark: _Toc226642637]2.3 A Sense of Place 

Goran Erfani (2022) defines a sense of belonging as originating from relationships between people, communities and the environment. These connections formed by these relationships create a sense of place, belonging and identity. Belonging and identity are created through these interconnections and cannot exist separately. Furthermore, Erfani (2022) references a wide range of scholarship to demonstrate how feelings of belonging and identity are influenced by individuals’ relationships with communities and environments. As a broad example, a park is a common space where people engage in shared activities such as throwing a frisbee, walking a dog, or playing. Over time, it is shaped by these shared experiences, social connections, and repeated use. An individual and community sense of belonging is developed through place identity, place attachment and place satisfaction (Erfani, 2022). While Erfani’s framework offers valuable theoretical tools for understanding a sense of place, Indigenous relationships to land go deeper than Western sense-of-place theory can fully encompass. Durham Greey and Arellano (2023) argue that when sport is viewed from a land-based perspective, the relationship between people, community, and land is reinforced—creating a sense of belonging that is tied to ancestral lands.

For Indigenous peoples, land is seen as a living, sacred relationship that has connected Indigenous peoples through generations. Land defines who Indigenous peoples are and where you belong as it is both relational and spiritual. Joe-Mayes (2023) draws on traditional shíshálh oral narrative about the spélem-úlh, illustrating the sacred relationship between people, land, and the spirit world. Through generations of living on and with tems-swiya (the ancestral lands), the shíshálh people, the land, and spirits developed an interconnected kinship relationship (Joe-Mayes, 2023). In Western frameworks land is property that is defined by financial value and legal ownership. For Indigenous peoples, it is more than that—it is alive and relational (Joe-Mayes, 2023). From an Indigenous worldview, when Indigenous peoples gather for a soccer tournament, they are convening on a sacred, living space where they are one with the land, community and spirit—a relationship once broken by the government (Durham Greey & Arellano, 2023; Joe-Mayes, 2023).

Liebenberg et al. (2019) indicate that Indigenous youth demonstrate greater resilience against socioeconomic and political legacies of colonization through meaningful connections to community and culture; connections that are built through community-led activities and culturally grounded spaces. Rich et al. (2014) examine how social capital develops through shared participation and long-standing traditions in rural non-Indigenous hockey tournaments. Belonging is created and exists within mainstream sports that can build communities; however, Indigenous soccer tournaments are unique in that they provide cultural teachings, ceremony and inter-tribal relationships (Durham Greey & Arellano, 2023; Joe-Mayes, 2023). They are gatherings and cultural celebrations that reflect an act of political assertion against policies that once prohibited Indigenous peoples from gathering (Joseph, 2018). When Indigenous peoples gather for ceremony and culture, it demonstrates Vizenor’s (2008) concept of survivance, as this can be seen as a way in which resists colonial systems (Durham Greey & Arellano, 2023; Joe-Mayes, 2023; Paraschak, 1997).

[bookmark: _Toc226642638]2.4 Sovereign Sporting Spaces

The colonial legacies of mainstream Canadian sport have contributed to the marginalization and exclusion of Indigenous peoples. Marginalization operates through both overt and covert forms of racism, embedded in a system of beliefs and structures that advantage certain groups over others (Forsyth & Wamsley, 2006; Paraschak, 1997). Indigenous peoples already face inequalities within mainstream sport. Paraschak (1997, p. 2) argues that Indigenous peoples in sport exist within “a context of unequal race relations,” and this is beginning to manifest within Indigenous sport spaces where colonial frameworks are slowly seeping in. In response to these colonial sport structures, Indigenous communities across Canada have created and governed sovereign sporting spaces that prioritize Indigenous values, protocols, and cultural identity (Forsyth & Wamsley, 2006; Joe-Mayes, 2023). 

Miles et al. (2025) argue that Indigenous athletes require access to culturally safe sporting environments that acknowledge and respect Indigenous knowledge systems and ways of being. These environments are crucial for Indigenous athletes to exist in culturally safe and competent spaces that support cultural identity and freedom of expression (Ali-Joseph et al., 2023; Forsyth & Wamsley, 2006). Consistent with Lavallée (2007) and Robidoux (2012), Miles (2025) employ a “wholistic” well-being framework—intentionally distinguishing this spelling from “holistic” to reflect the interconnected balance of physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual dimensions within Indigenous worldviews. 

As previously discussed, Forsyth and Wamsley (2006) describe how Indigenous leadership proactively addressed the exclusion and misrepresentation of Indigenous culture by creating sovereign sport programs and spaces, establishing a full commitment to autonomy and self-determination that is clearly evident in today’s Indigenous soccer tournaments. Ali-Joseph et al. (2023) suggest that sport creates space for Indigenous sovereignty, where Indigenous people exercise their rights and responsibilities through cultural, political and spiritual connections, something that is reflected in community governed sporting spaces. Joe-Mayes (2023) highlights how sovereignty is practiced in Coast Salish soccer tournaments, where kinship, cultural practices, and community values shape relationships between nations. Together, these authors suggest that Indigenous soccer tournaments should not be seen as minor events but meaningful spaces of Indigenous sovereignty where self-determination is actively expressed (Ali-Joseph et al., 2023; Joe-Mayes, 2023).

Indigenous communities demonstrate self-determination and sovereignty through the governance structures they establish for their tournaments, which define participant eligibility, resolve conflicts, and assert host nation authority on their own cultural terms (Joe-Mayes, 2023; Paraschak, 1997). However, Paraschak  (1997) argues that Indigenous-controlled sport and sporting events may reproduce dominant Euro-Canadian frameworks. An important question concerns Indigenous sovereignty and ways colonial frameworks may be reproduced within Indigenous sport spaces. Closed tournament, for example, can be understood as an assertion of sovereignty through Indigenous-only participation. At the same time, eligibility criteria based on Indian Act definitions of identity may complicate this expression of self-determination. Open tournaments raise a different tension, as they may risk the reemergence of colonial structures within spaces otherwise intended to be sovereign (Joe-Mayes, 2023; Paraschak, 1997). Sovereignty is enacted when Indigenous nations exercise their rights to define what inclusion means, and like the potlatch, host nations demonstrate this through culturally embedded teachings of hospitality, generosity, and intercultural relationship-building. Inclusion and exclusion are determined solely by Indigenous communities on their terms, further demonstrating sovereignty in action (Durham Greey & Arellano, 2023; Joe-Mayes, 2023). Sovereignty is more than an idea and a political concept. It is a lived practice expressed through cultural values, community relationships and ceremonial experiences. Governance decisions demonstrate sovereignty in action (Ali-Joseph et al., 2023; Paraschak, 1997).

In response to these perspectives, this study examines Indigenous soccer tournaments focusing on three interconnected dimensions: ceremony, place and belonging, and sovereignty. It is within this research that these dimensions extend beyond what Western paradigms, reconciliation, and colonial definitions of identity recognize—they demonstrate ongoing aspects of cultural resurgence. They have become sacred sites of survivance, healing, self-determination, and celebration— spaces where nations collaborate on ancestral land to assert their presence and ways of being (Ali-Joseph et al., 2023; Durham Greey & Arellano, 2023; Joe-Mayes, 2023; Vizenor, 2008).

[bookmark: _Toc226642639]

Chapter 3: Methodology

This section describes the beliefs, knowledge systems and practices that form the foundation of this research, drawing on Wilson’s (2008) “Research is Ceremony” as relational, as well as Smith’s (2021) “Decolonizing Methodologies.” My positionality will be established by highlighting who I am as a Kwakwaka’wakw researcher. This section will also outline the philosophy, design, participant details, creative non-fiction narrative approach, and limitations to demonstrate how this research was carried forward. 

[bookmark: _Toc226642640]3.1 Positionality

To understand who I am as a Bak’wam researcher, it is only respectful and customary for me to share my family lineage. I set aside academic credentials to approach the ancestral narrative of my family origins with humility. These are merely brief summaries of much longer stories, and it is important to acknowledge that different tribes have variations of these stories. I am a descendant of Tamłals, the Thunderbird, and Sisnťłe, the Son of the Sun of the ‘Nakwaxda’xw, and I am also a descendant of Yakałanala, of the Gigilgam of the Gwa’sala.

la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
First, I will share with you the origins of tamtamłal’s, “The Earth Shakers.” The tamtamłal’s are the descendants of the Supernatural Ancestor Gi’galis, “First one in the World.” They are the descendants now spread across many tribes. The story is that of a large, powerful kwankwanxwalige’ (Thunderbird) who lived in the heavens and descended from the sky. He landed on a beach and transformed into a human man, and that man was Tamłals. It is said that when he landed on the beach, he landed so powerfully that he shook the world. Then he declared, “I shall be called Tamłals (“Earth Shaker”).  Tamłals went to a sacred place, such as a mountain, where he had a family and began living as a human. He had a daughter who became a princess and was given special names—Waxwa’linega, T’solałilakw, and T’sandigamgi’lakw, which carried great significance and respect. Tamłals also had attendants who helped with tasks. One was named Muliłalaya’ogwa, also called Wedłid. When Tamłals became human, he wore a Dzunukwa mask that represents the powerful spirit world he came from. 

Now I will share with you the story of Sinťłe’. A long time ago, there was a powerful sky chief named Lilaba’lisala. He had a son named Sinťłe’ (“Sunbeam”) who descended from the sky as a Kulus (a supernatural bird) and then transformed into a man. He wore a sun mask depicting that his power came from the heavens. Sinťłe’ had many wives from seven different tribes and had numerous children. His descendants are all part of the ‘namima called Sisnťłe’ (“The Sunbeams”) among seven different Kwakwaka’wakw Nations. Our crest is a sun with seven sunbeams.

I am also a descendant of the great Gwa’yam (Humpback Whale) called Yakałanala (“Wealth all over his Body”). Yakałanala swam all over the world and came up the Nagiłl inlet (now known as Nekite Inlet). He came to a spot, shed his whale form, and became a man. His whale form transformed into a great stone rock. He called this location Gwikalis (“Whale turned to Stone”). On this stone, he built his great house (Gukwdzi), and this was the first home of his people, the Gigilgam (“The First Ones”) of the Gwa’sala. He later married Sintłe’gas, the daughter of Sintłe’. In 1916, Franz Boas interviewed a Gwa’sala woman who recounted twenty-three generations from Yakałanala to her great-nephew. Since then, our family has continued to trace this lineage to present day (Wilson, 2016b), kwił’id (cease speaking).

Today, the Tamtamłal’s, Sisinťłe’ and Gigilgam represent who I am and where I come from (Wilson, 2016b). It is within this sacred kinship framework that I approach this research through a lens of inherited cultural and relational responsibility deeply rooted in our ‘namima and ancestral connections. 

The Gwa’sala and ‘Nakwaxda’xw were originally two separate and distinct Nations before being forcibly amalgamated in the mid-1960’s. The Gwa’sala are descended from Takus (Smith Inlet), and the ‘Nakwaxda’xw originate from Ba’a’s (Blunden Harbour), both of which have traditional territories on the North Pacific West Coast mainland of British Columbia, Canada. The Canadian government, at that time, sought to control and assimilate all First Nations and encouraged the Gwa’sala and ‘Nakwaxda’xw tribes to relocate to areas where they could be more easily managed and overseen. Without proper consent, the Canadian government used pressure tactics such as false promises, deception, and threats to remove children to persuade the two nations to move to Tsulquate, which is located on Vancouver Island and is the traditional territory of the Kwaguł First Nations. 

The Gwa’sala and ‘Nakwaxda’xw peoples were hurriedly put on boats with little time to prepare, and transported to Tsulquate, where they were assured of suitable housing, access to running water and sewage services, as well as employment and educational opportunities. Upon their arrival, the false promises and deceit became evident, as only a few small shacks were present, lacking sewage and running water. Many people attempted to return to their traditional territories but were unable because government officials burned down all the houses and the sacred Big Houses. As a result, the Gwa’sala and ‘Nakwaxda’xw amalgamated as one Nation and currently reside at Tsulquate, located in Port Hardy, BC. 

The forced relocation of my people had devastating impacts. Living conditions declined, and poverty increased. The loss of purpose, structure, and roles within ‘Ni‘namima contributed to negative social determinants of health. The disconnection from land and culture had significant effects on ceremonial and ancestral traditions (Gwa’sala-’Nakwaxda’xw Nations, n.d.; Jackson, 2013). 

The severe harm caused by the forced relocation of the Gwa’sala-‘Nakwaxda’xw peoples has been documented through our Nation’s own historical records (Gwa’sala-’Nakwaxda’xw Nations, n.d.) and through the perspective of federal Indian Agent Alan Fry (1994), whose book “How A People Die” portrayed the social conditions experienced by our people following forced relocation. While Fry’s account highlights the impact of colonial policy on a national level, it reflects a settler perspective that focuses on dysfunction and deficit, rather than on Indigenous resilience and cultural continuity. In response to this narrative, a documentary “How a People Live” (Jackson, 2013) was made to reclaim our own story on our own terms and affirm what colonialism aimed to destroy: our people’s nawalakw (supernatural power/spirit) refused to surrender. 

 I am both honoured and privileged to be a part of my community’s Big House Society, where we are currently planning and preparing for the grand opening of our Big House in June 2026, which has been in development for decades. Ultimately, our community will regain a sacred space dedicated to cultural continuity and renewal, embodying Wilson’s (2008) concept of ceremonial responsibilities that uphold both Indigenous research and community life simultaneously. As a longtime Kingcome Wolf, I will also retire from the team after more than twenty years of playing for this cherished and legendary club to provide space for the new generation of Wolves. This decision is based on our cultural teachings that guide our way of life and will govern how I conduct this research.

In our culture, we do not own our cultural rights and responsibilities as individuals. Our names, songs, dances, crests, and more are passed down from generation to generation. We are entrusted with them for a certain period. We learn from those who came before us. Then, when it is our time, we uphold the responsibility of a name, cultural roles, such as a Chief, a dance, and similar positions. As the next generation grows, we prepare them for future roles they will hold or encourage those who demonstrate the qualities we aim to uplift. 

As a Bak’wam and Gwagwadax’ala of the Gwa’sala-‘Nakwaxda’xw Nation, it is my responsibility to uphold our traditions and ensure that my approach to this research is guided by five sacred teachings handed down through generations within our ‘Ni‘namima. These teachings serve as living governance principles, actively guiding daily life, organizations, schools, and community programs within Kwakwaka’wakw society, demonstrating their ongoing relevance in all aspects of Kwakwaka’wakw life. I present them here to introduce who I am as well as the ethical framework that guides every aspect of this research:

Maya’xala—respect for people, property, and yourself. Respect involves not only the physical, but also intangible aspects like cultural property—names, songs, dances, rights, and other items of others. This grounds my obligations to the participants, communities, and the knowledge they have shared with me. 

Łaxwalapa—to love each other. This helped guide my relational accountability to my participants, community, ancestors, and future generations.

Hutłilapa—listen to one another. This governed how I conducted interviews, especially with elders who shared their knowledge through story and in an unstructured way.

Galgapoła—lift each other up, link arms, unite. This will guide how I share my findings with the communities to serve the people from whom it came.

Ga’walapa—to help one another. This helped guide the purpose of my research. It is intended to benefit communities, not just further my academic career.

Together, these sacred teachings represent what Wilson (2008) describes as the axiology of Indigenous research, emphasizing the moral obligation to ensure that research benefits all our relations rather than taking knowledge from the community for personal academic advancement.

For over 35 years, I have travelled across Coast Salish and Kwakwaka’wakw traditional territories as an Indigenous soccer player, spectator, organizer, and community member. This aligns with Lavallée’s (2007) idea of a dual role, where I am both researcher and a member of the community, which strengthens rather than takes away from the integrity of the research. Wearing my Kingcome Wolves colours and representing the crest on the front of the jersey for more than twenty years, I have built strong relationships and accumulated privileged knowledge and trust across these communities that no external researcher could replicate in a single study. 

Alex Nelson, whose traditional name is O’kwilagame and is a survivor of St. Michael’s Indian Residential School in Alert Bay, turned his intergenerational trauma into a career in soccer, eventually earning the honour of being inducted into the Victoria, BC, NAIG, and Canada Sports Halls of Fame. Also, as a longstanding Kingcome Wolf, Alex exemplifies how healing, resurgence, and sovereignty are lived through Indigenous sport (Beck, 2018; Zuroski, 2024). I am proud to uncle Alex in my research, not only as a participant, but as a knowledge keeper, role model, respected elder and respected figure within the community. 

As a Bak’wam researcher, honouring hutłilapa— listening to one another—means following Elders and knowledge keepers into extended storytelling rather than adhering to a fixed interview format, thereby demonstrating Indigenous research methodology in practice. One Elder responded to each question with extended storytelling, each story sparking new questions I had not expected. A respectful decision was made to let him tell his story naturally instead of guiding him back to my predetermined questions. This created knowledge sharing and transfer, revealing aspects of research I could not have anticipated (Archibald, 2008). 

The relationships and connections I have built through these tournaments will guide my research, shaping my views on ethics and leadership, which Wilson (2008) describes as relational accountability. These research obligations extend beyond data collection and thesis submission; similar to our cultural teachings and knowledge transfer, which are guided by a non-linear approach, there is a clear commitment to returning these intangibles to the knowledge base from which they came and passed down to future generations (Wilson, 2008).

The First Nations Information Governance Centre (FNIGC) provides information and guidance on the Ownership, Control, Access, and Possession (OCAP) principles on how Indigenous peoples’ data are gathered, protected, and used. It describes “data sovereignty” as First Nations’ control over their own data, knowledge, and research (First Nations Information Governance Centre, n.d.). Guided by OCAP principles, I acknowledge that participant and community knowledge belong to them and will be respected and treated with care. Findings of this research will be shared with the participants, before it is published or circulated. I will also liase with tournament organizers and community leadership to plan ways in which this research can be shared.  This sharing process is what S. Wilson (2008) describes as a ceremonial and relational process, where knowledge is shared back with the community it comes from.

la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
[bookmark: _Hlk226568962]The most sacred space of the Kwakwaka’wakw is the Gukwdzi (Big House). This is where ceremonial and cultural traditions are shared, learned, taught, and passed down through generations. A place where intergenerational teachings are brought to life through the breath of our ancestors. A place of healing and medicine where the body and spirit find strength. For over sixty years, my people, the Gwa’sala-‘Nakwaxda’xw, have been without a Gukwdzi as they were burned to ashes by the Canadian government. For over sixty years, cultural continuity faced challenges in the absence of a Gukwdzi. In June 2026, the Gwa’sala-‘Nakwaxda’xw Big House will open. The sacred fire of the Big House will be rekindled, and its flame will burn bright for future generations of the Gwa’sala-‘Nakwaxda’xw to hold their potlatches and cultural ceremonies. The fire of the Gukdzi is sacred and must be respected. It is the home of K’waxtłala (“The-One-Sitting-On-The-Fire”), who is a supernatural being that is prayed upon for healing and protection. During ceremony, small offerings of food (four pieces) are given to K’waxtłala, and a prayer is shared asking for safety and success. K’waxtłala’s wife is the heat of the fire, T’łitsałalalłanaga (“Heat-Under-the-Fire-Woman”) and together they are believed to live in all fires (Wilson, 2016a), kwił’id (cease speaking).

[bookmark: _Toc226642641]3.2 Research as Ceremony 

As an Indigenous educator who has worked extensively with Indigenous students, primarily in First Nations communities for almost 20 years, I believe that a key part of being an effective teacher is establishing an individual relationship with each student. Personally, I do not begin by sifting through student records to learn who each student is — instead, I use patience, storytelling, and humour. I make a strong effort to learn about each student’s immediate and extended family (aunts, uncles, cousins) and point out these connections when the opportunity arises. Just as relationships must be established before learning can occur in the classroom, S. Wilson (2008) suggests that trust, connection, and engagement must be established among the reader, the storyteller and the ideas in order for a true understanding of the content to develop. Further, Wilson states, “This paradigm must hold true to its principle of relationality and relational accountability” (Wilson, 2008, p. 9). My research, which explores ceremony, belonging and place, and sovereignty, is grounded in this framework, viewing Indigenous research as a relational, accountable, and ceremonial process rather than an extractive academic endeavour. The five Kwakwaka’wakw teachings, my creation stories, my community history, and my plan to share this knowledge are influenced by S. Wilson’s (2008) “Research is Ceremony,” will be rooted in my research. Archibald’s (2008) seven principles of Indigenous storywork—respect, responsibility, reciprocity, reverence, holism, interrelatedness, and synergy—will be reflected, reinforced, and contribute to the relational and ceremonial obligations governing this research.

[bookmark: _Toc226642642]3.3 Decolonizing Methodologies

According to Māori author Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2021, p. 1), “Research is probably one of the dirtiest words in the Indigenous world’s vocabulary.” Research has gained a negative reputation within Indigenous perspectives, viewed as a vessel that deliberately drains knowledge and information from Indigenous peoples and communities, resulting in nothing in return and contributing to colonization (Smith, 2021). In my work, my intention is to move away from that tradition by placing Indigenous knowledge, voices, and ways of knowing at the centre, where they guide the overall approach to this research. As a Kwakwaka’wakw researcher studying within my own community, I understand my cultural authority and relational accountability as strengths in how I carry this research, rather than a source of bias. This aligns with what Wilson (2008) describes as the relational foundation of Indigenous research, where knowledge is built through relationships and responsibility to community. At the same time, this work brings forward an ongoing tension as I am conducting research within Western academic system. This demonstrates I am constantly moving between Indigenous ways of knowing and the expectations of Western scholarship. This approach requires caution so that I do not slip into colonial frameworks that could weaken the very cultural authority and relational accountability that this research is grounded in (Smith, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc226642643]3.4 Research Design

A qualitative research method employing an ethnographic creative nonfiction narrative style was used to develop components of my thesis. I used thematic analysis as the primary method of analyzing the data. Braun and Clarke (2006) identify it as foundational for qualitative researchers, teaching essential skills for recognizing patterns and themes across data. An ethnographic research methodology represents the most suitable approach for capturing the cultural and social dynamics of this research, Smith (2018) describes three key characteristics of ethnographic research: observing people’s behaviour, studying what people say they do, believe, and think, and interpreting what people actually believe and think. Data were collected before, during, and after each Indigenous soccer tournament, observing and documenting the experiences of athletes, spectators, referees, organizers, and host communities. As a long-serving participant in these tournaments, I occupied what Smith (2018) describes as a dual position — complete participant and participant-as-observer. 

Interviews were recorded using audio and video and transcribed using automated transcription on Microsoft Teams. These transcripts were coded in NVivo, where eight major themes were generated inductively from the data. Field observations were carried out across six tournaments, providing an ethnographic context for the participant interview data. Lavallée’s (2007) medicine wheel guided the analytical approach, examining participant experiences across the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual dimensions of “wholistic” wellness. 

[bookmark: _Toc226642644]3.5 Participant Overview
 
For decades, Indigenous athletes across British Columbia have participated in an annual circuit of Indigenous soccer tournaments hosted on Vancouver Island and the Fraser Valley, collectively known as the Indigenous Soccer tournament circuit. While other tournaments occur occasionally in some First Nations communities, the five major circuit tournaments have been consistent yearly events with strong attendance. I also attended the 20th annual Musqueam MIB & UBC Youth Soccer Tournament as an additional research site. The five major tournaments accommodate all ages, featuring brackets for men, women, youth, children, and sometimes include an organized match honouring veterans at the end of their careers or those pulled out of retirement for a friendly game, usually towards the tournament’s conclusion and before the finals. It is worth noting that some First Nations communities host youth-only tournaments with different age brackets. Below is a concise structured list of the six tournaments held in 2025, listed in the order they occur each year in the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit:
 
1. The 60th annual Totem Soccer Tournament was hosted by the Rice Family of the Songhees First Nation in Victoria, BC, during Easter weekend in April 2025. It is one of the largest Indigenous soccer tournaments among coastal BC First Nations.
2. The 57th annual Cowichan Buckskin Tournament was hosted by the Thorne Family in Duncan, BC, during Mother’s Day weekend in May 2025, organized in memory of a loved one who has passed.
3. The 20th annual Musqueam MIB & UBC Youth Soccer Tournament was hosted by the Musqueam First Nation in Vancouver, BC, in May 2025. One of the organizers is a research participant. This tournament was not part of the original research plan but emerged organically as an additional research site during fieldwork.
4. The 56th annual Seabird Island Festival was hosted by the Seabird Island community in the Fraser Valley in May 2025, a community-wide event featuring multiple sports with soccer as its central focus.
5. The 64th annual June Sports was hosted by the Namgis First Nation in Alert Bay, BC, in June 2025. Known locally as “Our World Cup,” June sports celebrate the ongoing cultural life of the Namgis First Nation, with the tournament serving as one of many annual expressions of community, ceremony and belonging.
6. The 52nd annual Campbell River Golden Wings Tournament was hosted by the Puglas Family in Campbell River, BC, in late June 2025, centrally located to serve First Nations communities across Vancouver Island.



It is worth noting that two of the six major tournaments I attended—June Sports and the Campbell River Golden Wings Tournament—are open to non-Indigenous participants. I interviewed nine Indigenous participants before, during, and after the tournaments. 

	Traditional 
Name
	Given 
Name
	Nation
	Role
	Gender
	Years in Circuit

	O’Kwilagame
	Alex Nelson
	Musgamagw Dzawada’enuxw
	Former player, coach, Hall of Fame athlete
	Male
	50+ years

	Tłi’li’nukw
	Linda Jones
	Musgamagw Dzawada’enuxw and ‘Namgis
	Current player, coach, language learner
	Female
	30+ years

	Keshmil
	Cody Dool
	Sts’a’í:les and Tsartlip
	Current coach, former player, cultural teacher
	Male
	15+ years

	Swəlaməʔ
	Courtenay Gibson
	Musqueam
	Tournament organizer, former player
	Female
	30+ years

	Sipaxola
	Bill Wasden Sr.
	‘Namgis
	Former player, current coach, Elder
	Male
	60+ years

	Kwa’li’Quinum
	Dano Thorne
	Quw’ustsun
	Former player, current coach, NIFA founder
	Male
	40+ years

	Tłatławis & Yakanlanala
	Dave Moon
	We Wai Kai Nation
	Former player, coach, community streamer
	Male
	20+ years

	Q’um’qem”uluk
	Clinton Charlie
	Quw’ustsun
	Current player, coach, cultural leader
	Male
	40+ years

	Glakwakx
	Mateo Kostering
	Musgamagw Dzawada’enuxw and ‘Namgis
	Current player, coach, Indigenous Athletics founder
	Male
	30+ years



This table offers only a limited glimpse of the participants as their knowledge, lived experience, and cultural understandings extend beyond what is illustrated here.

Among these, two are respected elders and knowledge keepers. I selected and worked with participants who hold specific knowledge, experience, and cultural authority relevant to the research questions. Most participants are former or current players, coaches, organizers, or spectators. Participants, all connected to tournaments across Coastal British Columbia, were selected for their experience, roles, commitment, credibility, and reputation. One participant—Alex Nelson—is a public figure whose inspiring story is publicly documented and cited with his knowledge and consent. Following ethics board approval, informed consent was obtained from all participants, and confidentiality was maintained. I have been granted permission to use participants’ full government names and their traditional names in this research.

[bookmark: _Toc226642645]3.6 Creative Non-Fiction Narrative

Since time immemorial, Indigenous knowledge and cultural teachings have been passed down through stories and oral traditions. Ethnographic creative non-fiction narrative combines the storytelling of creative writing with the analytical rigour of qualitative research, presenting findings through story, scene, and voice rather than standard scholarly language (Smith et al., 2015). This format honours Indigenous traditions by centring participant voices and researcher observations in ways that align with Indigenous knowledge systems, rather than forcing them into Western academic frameworks (Wilson, 2008). Conventional thematic reporting does not fully capture the ceremonial, relational, and sovereign aspects of Indigenous soccer tournaments. Soccer as Ceremony, A Sense of Place and Belonging, and Reclaiming the Field use this approach to honour participant voices, centre cultural knowledge, and acknowledge the legitimacy of Indigenous ways of knowing within academic scholarship (Smith et al., 2015). As Archibald (2008) argues, Indigenous stories are not merely data to analyze but teachings that have their own life. This principle alone fundamentally shapes the approach of this research.

Throughout this thesis, vignettes and storywork passages will appear in the introduction, methodology, all three findings chapters and the conclusion. la’mans’s galaband (we are going to begin) signals the beginning of a story or vignette and kwił’id (cease speaking) signals the end of a story or vignette. These markers honour the oral tradition from which this research emerges and signal to the reader a shift from academic prose into storywork narrative, rooted in Archibald’s (2008) Indigenous storywork principles and consistent with Wilson’s (2008) Research is Ceremony framework—stories as ceremony with a beginning and an end. Within this academic document, kwak’wala language is an assertion of cultural sovereignty. 

[bookmark: _Toc226642646]3.7 Limitations

[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]As a single-participant observer, this study recognizes limitations as it was conducted across multiple First Nations communities. As a Gwa’sala-‘Nakwaxda’xw researcher and long-time participant in the tournament circuit, I demonstrate this work using a culturally sensitive, rigorous approach that employs a creative nonfiction methodology. These limitations are understood as part of the relational and reflexive nature of Indigenous research (Wilson, 2008).

Building on these ideas, the following chapters will explore the three interconnected dimensions of the same research. I present the findings as a single, cohesive argument viewed from three different perspectives, rather than as isolated individual findings. Ceremony, belonging, and sovereignty will unfold through stories, not just data. Beyond academic knowledge, they will flow through cultural knowledge and be expressed through living voices.

Personal vignettes are interwoven throughout the chapters, illustrating my fieldwork observations, the voices of my nine participants, and connections to existing scholarship as one living voice. Though each dimension stands on its own, together they tell a single story of a people who have always carried their culture forward. 

[bookmark: _Toc226642647]

Chapter 4: Soccer as Ceremony

“In the Potlatch, we are permitted to define the ways in which we see ourselves, in which we see each other, redefining our relationships as belonging together. We are allowed to move through wonder, fear, and grief, remembering and reliving. It has been that way since our Genesis, since the very first Potlatch. But most of all we are allowed to see ourselves as part of a whole.”
-Chief Robert Joseph Sr., Namwayut: We are all one (2022)

The potlatch has been a core and essential aspect of Kwakwaka’wakw life, influencing social, cultural, and political systems of generations. It is more than a ceremony—it is how history, identity, and relationships are carried forward. Important events such as marriages, memorials, naming ceremonies, and the transfer of rights and responsibilities are witnessed and validated through the potlatch (Muckle, 1998). 

As a long-time participant in the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit, and as a Kwakwaka’wakw, I must respectfully emphasize that Indigenous soccer tournaments do not replace the potlatch. The potlatch has always been and will remain a sacred and sovereign ceremony in its own right.

In short, the potlatch takes place in the Big House or Gukwdzi, where the fire anchors the songs, dances, and teachings as it is centrally located. The fire is a symbol of guidance and connection to the ancestors. The host of the potlatch invites Chiefs and neighbouring tribes to witness the work. In return, guests are compensated for their presence—traditionally through names, songs, dances, food, and land, and today sometimes through money. In this way, the potlatch continues to serve as a living system of governance, law, and cultural continuity (Muckle, 1998). 



la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
At the centre, K’waxtłala and T’łitsałalalłanaga burn bright as the plume of smoke exits the Gukwdzi smoke hole and travels the village to announce ceremony. Their union of warmth is felt by guests who lay blankets on the benches to claim their seats. Comfort is a must for the many hours of witnessing that await. Rattles begin to vibrate in the hands of the attendants who guide the dancers to the sacred floor. The log feels a rhythmic tap following a sequence of traditional familiarity. Blankets honouring family crests, embellished with buttons, cover the dancers as they majestically move to the beat of the log drum, affirming their family history and spiritual connections. Deep voices echo ceremonial protocols, origin stories and ancestral histories. Chiefs and noblewomen surround the floor, observing respectfully. The potlatch ceremony has begun, kwił’id (cease speaking). 

Figuratively, a fire is lit at the centre of the field when a ball is first kicked—a similar expression of the same spirit found in the Big House, carried forward in a different form. The Big House and the soccer field do not exist separately but as part of a shared, living cultural identity. One does not replace the other—each carries the same fire forward.

O’kwilagame, Alex Nelson, a Hall of Fame athlete, residential school survivor, and role model who demonstrates the healing power of Indigenous sport, speaks about the ceremonial aspects of participating in tournaments.

“Where do our potlatches come from? What’s involved in our potlatches? We sing and dance and perform for guess who? Our audience, our people. And anytime somebody goes into a Big House to watch what we do, they get pretty fascinated by who we are.” (A. Nelson, personal communication, July 2025).

O’kwilagame describes how cultural identity, a sense of belonging, and visibility are expressed and performed through the potlatch and on the fields. (Glass, 2008; Joe-Mayes, 2023). The potlatch and Indigenous soccer tournaments carry the same cultural fire that anchors healing, song, dance, celebrations and cultural identity when nations come together (Joe-Mayes, 2023; Lane, 2016).

la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
To wear a Kingcome Wolves jersey is one of the most powerful and culturally inspiring experiences of my life. The jersey represents not only the profound history of the Kingcome Wolves Soccer club, but it also represents the cultural components and identity of a Bak’wam. We come together as relatives to battle on the field. Before each game, we gather in a circle as a Veteran leads our cheer: “HOW COME? KINGCOME! HOW COME? KINGCOME! HOW COME? KINGCOME!” followed by wolf howls. When we win, our fans rush the field with drums and voices, carrying our victory song in our language. In that moment, the soccer field becomes the Gukwdzi— the drums, the voices, our Kwak̓wala language, the circle of relatives— all of it ceremony, all of it sacred, and all of it ours. I do not have words that can fully describe this feeling—it is something I feel deep in my soul. We have won many tournaments, but that feeling never gets old, kwił’id (cease speaking).

O’kwilagame understands this feeling well:

 “We’ve become performers even before the game starts and interestingly enough how this is the carbon copy…well it comes out through our uniforms, you know, all soccer teams have uniforms…when I was in charge of the T-Birds, I would go to Soccer West and look and shop for uniforms…and I always wanted to choose the shiniest, the most brightest, the most colourful type of uniform… and I said, where’s that coming from? Well, it comes from your tribe.” (A. Nelson, personal communication, July 2025).

This beautifully expressed description by O’kwilagame highlights how soccer kits have become modern regalia, with tribal colours displayed on a contemporary playing field. Crests stitched onto button blankets now appear on soccer jerseys. Glass (2008) documents how certain Kwakwaka’wakw players wear their hereditary names on their jerseys— a practice also reflected by the Kingcome Wolves, who display ancestral crests and names on the front—demonstrating that button blankets and soccer jerseys are contemporary expressions of the same cultural identity. This tradition is commemorated by Kwakwaka’wakw artist and hereditary Chief Waxawidi (Wa), William Wasden Jr., whose artwork Glass documents, and who played for the Alert Bay Cormorants in the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit. Today, teams maintain this cultural practice of displaying ancestral identity through sport in the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit.

la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
The roads grew narrow and packed as community members and guests searched for the best view along the roadside. Drumming and singing led the long row of people in one direction. Parade participants, dressed in formal regalia, sang and danced down the ocean road of Yalis. A child sat gracefully in a culturally decorated wagon, pulled by his mother as she dances alongside him. The backs of pickup trucks are filled with family members, some sitting stoically, others dancing while wearing masks and regalia. Traditional ocean canoes, carrying passengers dressed in regalia with paddles in hand, float down the street on top of tow trailers. The sun strained to break through the cluster of clouds, but its brightness was not needed to lift everyone’s spirits. The fresh scent of the ocean filled the air. The anticipation of a salmon prince and princess grew strong. For first- time viewers, curiosity ran rampant. For locals, this was an annual June Sports tradition. The destination is the top of the hill, where the Big House and Soccer field stand side by side as expressions of the same living culture, kwił’id (cease speaking). 

[bookmark: _Hlk225673924]Keshmil, Cody Dool, from the Sts’a’í:les and Tsartlip First Nations and coach of the Sts’a’í:les Little Chiefs soccer team, describes the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit as good medicine:

“People follow the soccer trail the same way people follow the powwow trail the same way people follow the canoe journey… the same way I would go to the longhouse to take care of myself and take care of my spirit and take care of my family.” (C. Dool, personal communication, July 2025).

In his description, Keshmil, Cody brings to life how the “soccer trail” has become a place of healing and spiritual nourishment. He further reflects, “It’s really become a way of our life, a way of our culture, a way of our traditions. And it’s such a good way of healing” (C. Dool, personal communication, July 2025). He describes how these tournaments provide participants with good medicine (Lavallée, 2007) and have become sites of intergenerational healing (Lane, 2016) for Indigenous athletes.

Swəlaməyeʔ, Courtenay Gibson from the Musqueam First Nations and one of the main organizers of the Musqueam Youth Soccer Tournament, shares her perspective on the ceremonial calendar of Indigenous peoples:

“The tournaments and other sports are really part of a calendar for almost all our nations. We’re seasonal people… there’s big house season in the winter, there’s canoe season, there’s soccer season and all these things sort of move us through everything throughout the year…if you look at our traditional calendars, there’s more seasons than there are in the Western calendars” (C. Gibson, personal communication, June 2025). 
As my aunty Ulamgilakw once corrected me, “ła’an (don’t be silly)… culture is everyday, not like we play Indian only the week of…don’t make it sound like that…” (M. Willie, personal communication, March 2026). Courtenay describes how Indigenous peoples organize their entire year around seasonal cultural ceremonies and sporting events. Soccer season is not separate from the big house season or canoe season—it is part of the same living ceremonial calendar that structures Indigenous community life.

Long-time former player and coach, Sipaxola, Bill Wasden Sr., an 80-year-old was born and raised in Alert Bay, BC, speaks about the importance of cultural and community representation: “You played for your hometown, you played for your village, you represented your people. And your cultural heritage was totally intertwined in the whole thing” (B. Wasden Sr., personal communication, July 2025). Sipaxola describes kinship relations and intervillage connections  (Joe-Mayes, 2023), while also referring to who you are and where you come from: “Everybody let you know you came from this. You’re Namgis…you belong to Gigilgam” (B. Wasden Sr., personal communication, July 2025). The ‘Namima— the fundamental unit of Kwakwaka’wakw society—functions as the guiding framework expressed through participation in the soccer circuit, connecting ancestral identity to contemporary sporting culture (Joe-Mayes, 2023; Wilson, 2016b).

Kwa’li’Quinum, Dano Thorne, from the Quw’ustsun First Nation, carries a family connection to soccer that goes back four generations,he speaks about soccer and Indigenous tournaments as something: “that’s probably the most important…it brings us to life. Culturally, brings us to life” (D. Thorne, personal communication, April 2025). Like a drum, his words speak to a deeper cultural understanding and become a rhythm that carries culture forward, and the pulse of the community is vibrated through sport. He further states: “We take our culture now and more than ever, in the last 20 years, it’s picked up and you can hear the songs and drumming when teams win” (D. Thorne, personal communication, April 2025). According to Kwa’li’Quinum, this is a clear demonstration of cultural resurgence taking shape in the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit. This reminds me of the time I witnessed the Sts’a’í:les Chiefs take first place in an open tournament against a non-Indigenous team. I was seated on the field above with literally a bird’s-eye view when the final whistle was blown. The team was overjoyed, and immediately the drums came out and the victory songs were sung. I am not sure what was going through the non-Indigenous team’s minds when the cultural singing commenced. I know what was going through my mind. 

Describing the scope of the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit, Kwa’li’Quinum, Dano lists in detail:

“From every soccer community, there’s probably 500 to 1,000 from all of the communities—North Island, Campbell River, Powell River, Sechelt, Sts’a’í:les, Stó:ló, the South Island, Sliammon, and even Saskatchewan, and the northern BCs are here, the Gitxsan…And, um, that’s what its about…Our families, our communities, our culture, and our health and wellness back through soccer” (D. Thorne, personal communication, April 2025).

Tłi’li’nukw, Linda Jones, from the Musgamagw Dzawada’enux and ‘Namgis First Nations, has played in Indigenous soccer tournaments for over 30 years and provides her cultural perspective:

“I love seeing the nations come together…I like seeing the pride that the teams carry for their nation that they’re representing, I like watching teams from the Bay representing exactly where they come from or trying to represent the best that they can, where they come from…” (L. Jones, personal communication, July 2025).

Tłi’li’nukw’s observation captures the pride of cultural representation that transforms a soccer tournament into a ceremony of identity and belonging. I will conclude this chapter with words shared by Glakwakx, Mateo Kostering, a dedicated player, coach, professional, and father who states:

“I think when you look at our culture, you look at the big house culture…that takes talent to be able to be culturally sound and understand what dances you have to do and how to do it. Songs, you know you have to be good at it. And I think that translates into soccer that we are very talented as Indigenous people…it keeps our culture alive…because as Indigenous people, getting together is probably the most important thing to do” (M. Kostering, personal communication, May 2025).

Glakwakx, Mateo’s reflection reminds us that cultural and sporting talents are interconnected. They flow from the same source, the same teachings, the same community.

la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
The fire that guides the potlatch ceremony and the Indigenous soccer tournaments is rekindled through cultural identity and resurgence. The flame is stoked by performance, healing, and kinship, all expressed on the dance floors and soccer fields within the North Pacific Coastal Indigenous communities. Our ancestors watch over us through the spirit of K’waxtłala. Where ceremony is practiced, a sense of place and belonging follows—and it is to this belonging we now turn, kwił’id (cease speaking).

[bookmark: _Toc226642648]Chapter 5: A Sense of Place and Belonging
 
la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
The feeling of comfort and familiarity fills the air as I arrive at the Topaz Soccer Fields in Victoria, BC. The Indigenous soccer tournament circuit begins here. The parking lot is chaos while tow trucks await. Essentials like food and drinks are carefully packed. Nobody risks leaving and losing their spot. Early-bird arrivals have already pitched their tents and unfolded their lawn chairs to reserve the best views in the park. Grass clippings and freshly fallen cherry blossoms cling to feet like dry sand meeting wet skin, a familiar sign that “Native Ball” has arrived. The overexcited sounds of teams and players reuniting echo across the fields, filling the air with positive energy and a sense of familiarity. Locker rooms are rapidly claimed as there are only a few. The head nods are in full force… is it chin up or chin down…I suppose it’s all in the context. “How are you doing?” “Long time no see!” “Who are you playing for?” “What time is your game?” Long- overdue reunions unfold, filled with laughter, teasing, handshakes, hugs, and warm embraces kwił’id (cease speaking).

This morning scene has played out year after year throughout my experience of attending the Topaz soccer tournament during Easter weekend for as long as I can remember. The powerful ceremony of reunions and kinship ties connects past and present, holding its place in time on Coast Salish territory. These tournaments are more than just games played on land; they reflect ongoing relationships with the land, the people and the ancestors—renewed throughout the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit (Durham Greey & Arellano, 2023; Joe-Mayes, 2023).

la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
The day finally arrived. Although I was only seven years old, I knew it was Sunday because the soccer pitch was being attended—prepped for the traditional Sunday match-up. The community was fully awake and making its way to the field. If Sunday slipped your mind, the youngsters who made their way around the village blowing whistles would remind you— there was a big game happening at 2 o’clock. Strategies and game plans were discussed and further reinforced by the old man, coach Jim King, who walked the sidelines authoritatively, his voice loud but constructive. The excitement grew strong as everyone gathered. Playing well was not the objective—showcasing talent, showing where you came from and who you are, that was the ultimate goal. The day I really learned how to crack a ball was during one of those traditional Sunday match-ups. The ball flew into the net, the community cheered, and the Wolves could be heard howling from deep within the forests of Gwa’yi, Kingcome Inlet, kwił’id (cease speaking).

As O’kwilagame recalls this memory ever so vividly: “my birthplace, my world of soccer, really came out of Kingcome” (A. Nelson, personal communication, July 2025). He further describes the community energy of those Sunday games: 

“When it did happen, whoa…that field would just be lined up with people…So come Sunday, when somebody blows a whistle, you know at 11 o’clock, there’s a game on. We all want to come out ‘cause…we know it’s gonna bring us together” (A. Nelson, personal communication, July 2025)

From the remote community of Kingcome Inlet to all other Coast Salish First Nations communities, Indigenous sport became a sacred and secure space where Indigenous peoples could freely express themselves in any way they chose.  Swəlaməyeʔ, Courtenay Gibson reflects on her experience organizing youth soccer tournaments: “we created these spaces for ourselves, where we can just be who we are and feel safe” (C. Gibson, personal communication, June 2025). The Indigenous soccer tournament circuit is a site created by First Nations communities that builds self-esteem, community wellness and cultural pride (Sajjadi et al., 2025) and “wholistically”—( the intentional Indigenous spelling used by Miles et al. (2025)—rooted in and respectful of Indigenous worldviews (Miles et al., 2025). 

O’kwilagame emphasizes that Indigenous presence is affirmed and shared during intertribal gatherings: 

“We’re very, very tribal in how we express ourselves here and we form our teams according to tribes…there’s an intertribal influence…and intercultural even with the white people. That’s a sharing and letting them know who you are and that you do exist…we exist, we’ve always existed. We can play a role, a valuable role in Canada and in our communities. And then our great pride of course…is playing in front of our people”(A. Nelson, personal communication, July 2025)

O’kwilagame’s reflection aligns with Vizenor’s (2008) concept of survivance. He has spent his entire life respectfully demonstrating he exists—on soccer fields, at potlatches, in Sports Halls of Fame. When he says, “we exist, we’ve always existed,” that is not just a statement. That is resilience and a life lived on Indigenous terms, in full view of Canada. Tłi’li’nukw, Linda Jones reflects on what these gatherings mean to her:

“I love seeing the nations come together…I like seeing the pride that the teams carry for their nation…watching the teams from the Bay representing exactly where they come from…that heart feeling moment when you can see these nations that bring in language and bring in songs and bring in dance…combining that with sport to me is like all the feels…that’s what I love about witnessing things like that” (L. Jones, personal communication, July 2025).

In Ferguson et al. (2019), many Indigenous female athletes were asked about what helps them thrive in sport. They all credited their communities, while non-Indigenous athletes cited their coaches, training regimes, teammates, and other factors. This difference is far from incidental—it highlights the importance of these tournaments and why they matter. While Rich et al. (2014) found that non-Indigenous rural hockey tournaments build social capital and community bonds, Indigenous soccer tournaments create something more than sport. These soccer tournaments have evolved into spaces where a sense of belonging, ancestral kinship, cultural identity, and sovereignty are expressed. These tournaments are more meaningful than just sport and winning. They are about coming home to your people, your language, your songs, and your identity. This “wholistic” sense of belonging (physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual) reflects accurately what Ferguson et al. (2019) described among Indigenous women athletes who credited their communities as the foundation of their flourishing in sport.

As you arrived at the fields of Indigenous soccer tournaments, you were greeted with a multigenerational presence. Grandchildren playing in between the soccer fields, Elders in lawn chairs, parents coaching, individuals selling 50/50 tickets and Bannock. These gatherings emphasize what Erfani (2022) describes as the three interconnected elements of sense of place: the individual, the community, and the place itself. Kwa’li’Quinum, Dano Thorne reflects this multigenerational presence: “There’s still a lot of people that are still with us, elders, that come and watch all of these tournaments. And there’s a lot of young players now” (D. Thorne, personal communication, April 2025). From many years of gathering at these tournaments, knowledge continues to reach the future generations. Glakwakx, Mateo Kostering further reinforces this idea: “Some of these nations are bringing men’s, women’s, they’re bringing youth teams, all age groups. I don’t know how they were planning this 20 years ago, without, you know, social media and all these apps to book stuff” (M. Kostering, personal communication, May 2025). Sipaxola, Bill Wasden Sr., was once asked in a 1982 job interview whether he would give up soccer. His answer has never wavered: “All the networking I’ve done at the soccer tournaments—that is worth millions of dollars to you and our tribe. No, never” (B. Wasden Sr., personal communication, July 2025). These tournaments are more than recreational—they represent 50 to 60-plus years of foundational living connections, community networks, and cultural transmission spanning multiple generations.

These tournaments have inspired, supported, and continue to offer pathways for many Indigenous athletes. Sipaxola, Bill Wasden Sr., shared memorable stories about his late son and well-known Kwakwaka’wakw soccer star Kevin Wasden, who played at a professional level throughout the 1980’s and early 1990’s. Terry Felix, from the Sts’ailes First Nation, was the first Indigenous athlete to play professional soccer in North America and the first Indigenous player on Canada Men’s Team, playing games in 1883 (British Columbia Soccer Association, n.d.). Kwakwaka’wakw K’odi, Henry Nelson, also played at a professional level and is well known throughout the soccer circuit. Today, Indigenous players are being scouted and pursuing professional opportunities in Europe, showcasing the talent these tournaments have developed over generations.

Another important aspect these tournaments develop and promote is coaching. Kwa’li’Quinum,  Dano Thorn who founded NIFA (Native Indian Football Association) in 1990 and was the first ever Indigenous national Coach of the year (1999) (North American Indigenous Athletics Hall of Fame, n.d.), discusses the importance of taking control of our spaces by having Indigenous coaches responsible for coaching Indigenous teams and players. Dano states: “We cannot let non-Natives run our programs” (D. Thorne, personal communication, April 2025). He further expresses concerns about the importance of cultural sensitivity and competence when working with Indigenous peoples. Sipaxola, Bill Wasden Sr., and Dano have coached together for many years, winning multiple Women’s championships at the international level  (North American Indigenous Athletics Hall of Fame, n.d.). Glakwakx, Mateo Kostering, owner and founder of Indigenous Athletics Academy, shares his coaching journey: “it’s given me the opportunity to travel home…I get to offer my community all the things that I’ve learned” (M. Kostering, personal communication, May 2025). Keshmil, Cody Dool, coach of the Little Chiefs, shares: “Our main goal is to teach the kids to love the sport, to enjoy it, just to have a good time and just be there” (C. Dool, personal communication, July 2025). The work, time and effort these coaches dedicate and give back to the communities, is a shared belief that Indigenous peoples coaching Indigenous peoples matters deeply for cultural continuity and athletic development.

Apart from the global pandemic in 2020, the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit continued its annual schedule across communities. For the most part, the dates and locations remained unchanged, while other significant changes have become more apparent. These tournaments deliberately inhale ways of life and wellness—reconnecting to land, community and culture—while exhaling what Kirmayer et al. (2000) identified as the continuous consequences of colonial policies. Kwa’li’Quinum, Dano Thorne reflects on what these tournaments are about: “That’s what it’s about…our families, our communities, and our culture, and our health and wellness back through soccer…” (D. Thorne, personal communication, April 2025). Tłatławis, Dave Moon, a former player and coach, now travels the circuit to stream games live for Elders and community members who cannot attend due to finances or other commitments, shares why he does it: “Yeah. I’ve got lots of elders from different nations and different friends messaging me and saying thank you for streaming…it’s not about money. It’s not about fame or clout…I’m just doing something to help our fellow human beings out” (D. Moon, personal communication, July 2025). Through Tłatławis’s live streams, the belonging created by these tournaments extends beyond the physical field to include community members who might otherwise be excluded. Not all technological and social changes are positive within the Indigenous tournament circuit. Q’um’qem”uluk, Clinton Charlie reflects on his social experiences at the tournaments as a young adult: 

“I think everyone looked forward to those Saturday nights. The old dance at Easter. Everyone used to go to Pauquachin Hall…Duncan, everybody used to go to Eagles Hall…Campbell River, everyone went to Thunderbird Hall…but I asked my boys. It was a Saturday night…ohh where did you guys go? Ohh nobody goes out anymore…They don’t…this technology has really destroyed our communication” (C. Charlie, personal communication, March 2025).     

Q’um’qem”uluk’s reflection highlights that social gatherings and networking strengthen relationships. Social connections, created between generations, cannot be replaced by technology alone. The sense-of-belonging thread has never broken. What changes is how visibly and proudly that thread is displayed and celebrated.

la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
The feeling of home is community. It lives in familiar faces shaped by decades of shared experiences. It is the people, the language, the songs, the dances, the celebrations. It is the togetherness of family and the cultural identity carried across generations. It is a safe and sacred space where you do not have to explain yourself, where your identity is never minimized, where you simply belong. From whistles that announce Sunday afternoon games, from stories originating from 1982 interviews, to grandchildren playing between fields, this is home. A sense of belonging guided by the same fire burning across generations. This belonging does not occur by chance. It is intentional. It reflects sovereign actions where Indigenous peoples assert their rights (Ali-Joseph et al., 2023), kwił’id, (cease speaking).

[bookmark: _Toc226642649]Chapter 6: Sovereign Spaces

la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
Through the exterior vendor stalls and food trucks, you catch a scarce glimpse of the Cowichan Community Hall. Once inside, the smell of fresh Bannock and other foods draws you deeper inside. There are more vendor stalls than outside, and the space feels crowded. From hand-crafted jewellery to clothing, swag, candy, carvings, and more, everything is for sale. No cash? No problem—small gadgets connected to iPhones happily accept plastic cards. Everyone is content, enjoying some food, new purchases, and social connections. Multiple colours stain the children’s faces—the culprits: cotton candy and snow cones. New swag is being pulled over heads while remnants of worn-out HTV are discarded.  The journey of swag is another story…What matters here is this—a small Indigenous economy thriving alongside the tournament, on Indigenous terms, kwił’id (cease speaking).

Throughout the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit, vendor tables and small community markets are organized, planned, and governed by Indigenous communities asserting their economic and sovereign rights. For some, these markets are a source of income and provide great convenience to the participants who gladly support them. These soccer tournaments create a financial boost to the communities they serve. An Indigenous economy is one of multiple elements soccer has created for these communities. 

la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
Kickoff starts off the field! Bottles and cans are collected and returned. Social media erupts for local spot fillers and 50/50 fundraising draws. A human conveyor belt produces jarred fish, berries, and canned goods for sale and enjoyment. Hotel and website bookings typically fill up fast. Modern “smoke signals,” like cell phones and social media, light up as everyone attempts to secure accommodations. Delegated family members fulfill shared responsibilities to ensure proximity with each other and amenities. Convenience is in high demand, and a comfortable room near the soccer fields is all the rage. Countless transactions and reservations are made with exhaustion and relief. Trophy and T-shirt orders placed in advance. The pulse of the Nation increases. Soles marking roads like war paint being applied for combat, fields and weight rooms flooded with sweat, blood, and tears, and commitment being tested to the brink of collapse. “Put in the road work boys” and “It’s going to be our year” are words shared among coaches and players as mental toughness and resilience establish a competitive mindset. A familiar pattern that has been repeating itself for half a century, kwił’id (cease speaking). 

Q’um’qem”uluk, Clinton Charlie describes the importance of fundraising: “Just like Christmas, those tournaments are all the same time…so all summer we picked berries…we dug clams throughout the winters, we cut and sold wood to make money to go to these tournaments” (C. Charlie, personal communication, March 2025). Kwa’li’Quinum, Dano Thorne describes it as “a financial crunch”(D. Thorne, personal communication, April 2025). Raising and saving funds was not a seasonal task. In most cases, it was done year-round, with the expectation of supporting teams and players attending and raising money on their own behalf. Tłatławis, Dave Moon shares his experience in fundraising:

“It’s very expensive to get to these tournaments. I would just do bottle drives, different kinds of fundraisers…All different kinds of things I would do, but I would prepare to get to these tournaments like every month. I would be doing something and saving up…it’s very exciting to get to all these tournaments, but as I mentioned, it’s very expensive…I’ve done it for I don’t know, almost 20 years…I could do it with my eyes closed” (D. Moon, personal communication, July 2025).

Fundraising is a fundamental aspect in many First Nations communities leading up to the tournaments. Participants fundraise to attend the tournaments, and organizers and communities fundraise to host tournaments. Once the funds start accumulating to attend and organize these tournaments, the hard work and commitment in planning begin. Swəlaməyeʔ, Courtenay Gibson who organizes the Musqueam Youth tournament, describes the preparation leading up: 

“The T-shirts have to be a month ahead for it to come in time. The trophies… they can do them within two weeks. The refs like to have the schedules a week ahead, so there’s definitely timelines for certain places that need to know things sooner than others” (C. Gibson, personal communication, June 2025). 

These tournaments are not easily unravelled. Consistent and sophisticated planning, governance, and leadership through self-determination are demonstrated year after year. Tłi’li’nukw, Linda Speck, mother of twins, shares her experience preparing for the circuit: “For my team, I would be prepping and getting my girls ready and getting my community ready to head out and hopefully start training. January is when I would start, after the New Year is when we start looking ahead to “Native Ball” (L. Jones, personal communication, July 2025). Swəlaməyeʔ, Courtenay Gibson confesses, “We know the dates of the tournaments, so when we’re leaving the hotels, we book for the following year on our way out” (C. Gibson, personal communication, June 2025). Booking next year’s hotel room on the way out is a common practice among Indigenous peoples within the circuit. Personally, my family and I have booked next year’s room on the way out on multiple occasions—a small but deliberate act of sovereign planning that ensures our room and place within the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit.

la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
We arrived at Musqueam First Nation. Chauffeured by a family volunteer from the Long-House to the fields in a big white shuttle. The music was blasting, 1990’s hip hop. Families piled in, some made it and some did not. That is ok because more shuttles would come. The fields were littered with youth. Each accompanied by their clan. They are all excited and ready to play. Tourney volunteers were everywhere, sporting new Lu Lu swag. Roster sheets are mandatory and require a colonial number. If you are missing this number, you cannot play. Unfortunately, these are the rules…even if your numbers are lost or in the mail, kwił’id (cease speaking).

 
The major Indigenous soccer tournaments I attended for this research, except for two of them, are exclusive to Indigenous peoples only. Some have always maintained this rule, and others have changed over time. The issue of player eligibility and what it reveals about sovereignty and colonial power is profound and complex, and it is a subject of research on its own. Swəlaməyeʔ, Courtenay Gibson explains what has been shared with her: 

“Its a status tournament, so you have to have a status card…I think over the years and from what I understand from the old soccer players is like they’re sort of protecting that space…and that’s why a lot of tournaments remain closed…it can cause a bit of tension...someone will say we’re waiting for their status card, it’s in the mail” (C. Gibson, personal communication, June 2025).

The definition of an Indigenous person, from a colonial perspective, is a status “Indian.” As defined by the 1876 Indian Act and according to Joseph (2018, p. 11), “the term Indian is meant: 
· any male person of Indian blood reported to belong to a particular band
· any child of such a person
· any woman who is or was lawfully married to such a person
The definition changed in the 1951 revision of the Indian Act to:
· A person who pursuant to the Act is registered as an Indian”

Despite its efforts to reduce the Indigenous population (Joseph, 2018), this Indian Act definition remains largely binding. Essentially, if you fell under this definition, you were an “Indian.” Therefore, you were assigned a government number, affiliated with your tribe, and issued or were eligible for a status card. For exclusive or closed Indigenous soccer tournaments, roster sheets are provided for each team to record players’ names and their status card numbers. If you cannot produce a status card when asked, you are not allowed to play. Each tournament will have its own rules for addressing player eligibility. Most participants remember their status numbers and include them on the roster sheet, which may lead to playing even without a physical card. The opposing team may protest or request that status numbers be reviewed prior to the game if there is suspicion of an illegal player. 

Before 1985, Indigenous women who married non-Indigenous men lost their status. Non-Indigenous women who married Indigenous men gained status. This meant that Indigenous women could be excluded from Indigenous tournaments on their wedding day, while non-Indigenous women would gain entry. Bill C-31 restored status to many Indigenous women, but the legacy complications of colonial policies remain. Non-Indigenous women who gained status before Bill C-31 are still registered as status “Indians” (Joseph, 2018). 

Throughout my experience and observation, I have witnessed Indigenous people excluded from these tournaments because they could not produce a status card, and each individual reason is deeply layered within colonial structures and policies. During the 1960s, the child welfare system in Canada ramped up, where many Indigenous children were removed from their families and placed in foster care. This became known as the Sixties Scoop where “30-40% of children who were legal wards of the state were Aboriginal children” (Joseph, 2018, p. 62). Due to displacement from their families and communities, many of these children lost their status as First Nations. Although some have fortunately found and reconnected with their communities and regained their status, others have not and possibly never will. The Sixties Scoop is just one example of the many disruptions that have made it challenging for many Indigenous peoples to obtain their status. I, personally, have a close friend who is Indigenous and has spent many years working through the rigorous process of reconnecting to her Nation and obtaining her status card, which she was successful in receiving in 2025. She has always wanted to participate in Indigenous soccer tournaments, and now she can. This is not a result of Indigenous sovereignty, but rather an example of active laws originating from the Indian Act that have ultimately defined her as Indigenous while allowing non-Indigenous women who married an Indigenous man to participate in these tournaments. These examples depict how colonial disruption of identity documentation excludes people from Indigenous spaces. These are people who have the right to exist in these spaces. 

This raises an important question: How do Indigenous communities choose sovereign ways to reclaim their own definitions of identity? Another example I witnessed as a participant is when a well-known Indigenous player was denied from playing in the finals because the opposing team protested after discovering he did not physically have his card present at the tournament. 

Kwa’li’Quinum, Dano Thorne shares his views on player eligibility:

 “First of all, what influences identity is the status card. We can’t play without the status card…I mean, that’s why we had to create our own tournament. We weren’t allowed to play in the mainstream at that time…and that’s why we started all these on reserve tournaments” (D. Thorne, personal communication, April 2025).

Kwa’li’Quinum described the historical origins of Indigenous soccer tournaments created through sovereign acts to reclaim the field as their own space in direct response to colonial exclusion. Moving forward, Indigenous peoples must decide, on their own terms, who belongs in these spaces. It must be reconsidered to allow colonial definitions and government numbers to decide who can and cannot play in Indigenous sport spaces. The solution has always existed within Indigenous communities, in the ‘Namima, in the ancestral and cultural connections, and in the teachings passed down through generations.

The concept of Indian Life Insurance was shared with me through Keshmil, Cody Dool, who learned it from a respected Elder and knowledge keeper. The elder has since passed on to the spirit world but leaves behind great wisdom that continues to travel through the communities he touched. Keshmil, Cody Dool defines Indian life insurance as described to him by an elder: 

“Indian life insurance is like that, but it’s not money, it’s the love and the positivity you share with everyone, the good medicine and the energy you give out. It leaves a mark on people. And when we’re gone, it’s all going to come back on our children” (C. Dool, personal communication, July 2025).

Keshmil, Cody Dool further adds: “ If my boy is ever in Sechelt, he’ll be OK because we have connections in Sechelt through soccer…”(C. Dool, personal communication, July 2025). What Keshmil, Cody Dool shared is a timeless teaching rooted in Indigenous peoples’ ways of life and cultural teachings. “Indian Life Insurance” flows through our Kwakwaka’wakw potlatches and ceremony protocols. It is woven through the five Kwakwaka’wakw teachings that govern this research. It is demonstrated through Alex Nelson’s words of existence and an example of Vizenor’s survivance. It is Sipaxola, Bills Wasden Sr.’s relational networking wealth. “Indian Life Insurance” is Indigenous peoples investing in their children’s future through relationships and good medicine rather than financial capital. Keshmil, Cody Dool admits: I just want to give out so much positivity…happiness…love…and then my kids will never be lost” (C. Dool, personal communication, July 2025).

Currently, each community has its own rules and regulations regarding costs like entrance fees, and some tournaments offer cash prizes and awards in the form of trophies, T-shirts, and hoodies. Some tournaments gift custom hand-carved wood plaques and trophies. Q’um’qem”uluk, Clinton Charlie expressed the costs for his teams to participate in the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit: “We probably spent $20,000 between two teams this weekend” (C. Charlie, personal communication, March 2025). Glakwakx, Mateo Kostering adds: “There’s economic challenges. It’s very expensive to travel to these tournaments…you add up two teams, you’re looking at 50, maybe 60 people if you add in your kids…it adds up…five tournaments later you’re averaging $1000-$2000 per tournament per family” (M. Kostering, personal communication, May 2025). 

The cash prizes and trophies are great incentives; however, they almost always only reward the top teams and players. Q’um’qem”uluk addresses his concerns: “I don’t even stay for the awards presentations anymore…the guys who get the trophies will be automatic for the next 10-15 years, getting trophies every tournament” (C. Charlie, personal communication, March 2025). Q’um’qem”uluk notes that the same top players and teams consistently receive awards and trophies every tournament. He does admit: “But we still go back. We still love soccer…it’s about respect…we got $10 trophies…and to us that $10 shirt is more valuable than the $20,000 we spent that weekend” (C. Charlie, personal communication, March 2025). This is an example of “Indian Life Insurance” in action. The financial cost is irrelevant compared to the relational and cultural value of being present at the tournament.

 Q’um’qem”uluk also highlights the frustration teams face during elimination, where some nations that have brought a team of players from their tribe are eliminated 10-0 by a team stacked with top players from different nations. Q’um’qem”uluk suggests: “It’s bittersweet because I’ve been at both ends where I was a champion for years and there’s teams that never get to win, right? So it’d be nice to have maybe an A and B bracket” (C. Charlie, personal communication, March 2025). 

These challenges deserve honest attention, especially when participants invest thousands of dollars, months of preparation, and years of commitment to continually attend the soccer circuit. Their concerns must be met with honour and addressed in ways that reflect their values, equity, and their cultural pride. This is a true act of sovereignty that will shine for generations to come.

When Indigenous people gather—whether in small thriving community markets, on the field, or in the Gukwdzi— it is no accident that these spaces transform into something special. They become places of cultural pride, Indigenous sovereignty and governance, and where “Indian Life Insurance” is practiced and shared collectively. This is what reclaiming the field looks like and how it will continue to push Indigenous soccer tournaments forward. My research highlighted diverse voices, experiences, and visions that points toward a future where these tournaments grow in many aspects that promote equity and reflect the cultural sovereignty of the Indigenous peoples who created them.

[bookmark: _Toc226642650]Chapter 7: Conclusion
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la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
There exists parallel ceremonial spaces between the Gukwdzi and the fields. For some participants, the year moves between ceremony and the soccer tournament circuit. The reason some cultural calendars are longer than others (C. Gibson, personal communication, June 2025). This is a full-time life commitment—money, time, spirit, and sacrifice exhausted for cultural revitalization and resurgence. A place where one finds spiritual nourishment and cultural identity. The tournaments do not replace the Potlatch; rather, they carry the same cultural fire and provide the same cultural values. This can be seen on button blankets in the Big House and soccer jerseys as modern regalia on the field. Hereditary identity is shown through ancestral crests sewn onto bright and colourful jerseys that are your tribe. The cultural parade that happens before the first kick-off, should not be mistaken for a one-time cultural practice, because cultural practice is ongoing, as Aunty would say. Ceremony begins when the final whistle signals drums and songs of sweet victory. Tournaments function as temporary villages as Indigenous social organizations are recreated. Getting together is the most important thing for Indigenous peoples, especially between 500-1000 participants from nations across BC and beyond. Health and well-being are “wholistically” addressed when language, songs and dance combine with sport, kwił’id (cease speaking).


la’mans’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
“Native Ball” has arrived! The teasing, laughing, cherry blossoms, and the familiar head nods while passing by. A sense of belonging awakens as it takes on a breath of living relational connection to the land, people, and ancestors. A 2:00 pm game kickoff awaits, as signalled by the youngsters’ whistles in the village of Kingcome. Relational networking wealth built along the circuit tracks is worth millions. Elders and community members watch from home while Dave Moon’s iPhone sends them a signal. From players to role models and coaching future generations, it is important that these efforts are Indigenous-led. The intergenerational presence of grandchildren, elders, parents, and coaches are all sacredly gathered. The feeling of home is community, kwił’id (cease speaking).

la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
The live action of soccer games unfolds while purchases are made in the small Indigenous market, where swag, art, and sweet candy fly off vendor tables. Money well saved from bottle drives, spot fillers, 50/50’s and selling canned goods. $20,000 is the going price for a weekend of fun, togetherness, and a T-shirt soaked in recognition. Keep your status card handy as it is protest-proof. These spaces are governed by Indigenous sovereignty, not by Acts from the 1800s that were never ours. The double bind argument— open vs closed— exposes the deep colonial structures embedded within Indigenous sovereign spaces.  “Indian Life Insurance” costs nothing and can last generations. Divisions bring equity for entrance fee worth. These spaces were created by Indigenous peoples for Indigenous peoples, kwił’id (cease speaking).

[bookmark: _Toc226642652]7.2 Original Contributions

At its heart, this research shows how Indigenous soccer tournaments serve as parallel ceremonial spaces similar to the potlatch, where cultural connections, relational networks, familiarity, “wholistic” health, well-being, and spiritual upliftment are grounded. My position rejects the idea that Indigenous soccer tournaments replace the potlatch ceremony. Instead they echo the same cultural spirit and continuity within this space (Joe-Mayes, 2023; Lane, 2016). At the same time, this research adds to the existing literature on Indigenous sport by extending a ceremonial aspect grounded in culture and spiritual significance. 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]A further finding of this research is the double bind present in open and closed tournaments. Open tournaments risk exposing colonial remnants by allowing non-Indigenous participants into Indigenous spaces, while closed tournaments risk enforcing colonial (Indian Act) definitions of Indigenous identity.  Indigenous soccer tournaments were created for and by Indigenous peoples to resist colonial exclusion and racism, cultural assimilation and appropriation (Forsyth & Wamsley, 2006; Paraschak, 1997). Through self-determination and sovereign decision-making, Indigenous peoples created these sites for healing, cultural resurgence, relational continuity and renewal (Ali-Joseph et al., 2023; Joe-Mayes, 2023). Simultaneously, Indigenous communities and organizers work within this tension through cultural hospitality values and sovereignty. It is a true gift for our people to gather. This issue must be approached respectfully (maya’xala) and collectively (galgapoła). Drawing from our traditional cultural wealth, we can develop provisional and lasting solutions that reflect who we are as Indigenous peoples (ga’walapa).  

As told to me by Keshmil, Cody Dool, who was the fortunate beneficiary of good wisdom shared with him by a knowledge keeper, “Indian Life Insurance” is far from currency. It is about love (łaxwalapa) and caring for one another. It is about positivity and healthy relational connections (ga’walapa). It is good medicine invested in relationships (galgapoła) throughout life and beyond. It is assurance your family will be respected (maya’xala) and loved (łaxwalapa) in the present and in the future. 

la’man’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
This concept is woven into all aspects of my research and demonstrated by every participant I have connected with. Q’um’qem’uluk, Clinton Charlie describes a time when you could just walk into people’s homes for accommodations at these tournaments. Sipaxola, Bill Wasden Sr., admits he would not accept a job if meant giving up soccer because his relational networks are priceless. Tłi’li’nukw, Linda Jones feels “internally warm, love, and enjoyment”as she describes the “familiarity of gathering.” O’kwilagame, Alex Nelson dedicated his life to building Indigenous sport infrastructure. Dano Thorne continues to provide Indigenous women opportunities to represent their nations internationally through decades of coaching. Mateo Kostering contributes to communities through his Indigenous Athletics Academy— reinvesting everything he learned through his own circuit journey back into the next generation. He acknowledges these tournaments for his success: “it is because of these tournaments…they are everything…the Indigenous soccer community is everything…the reason I am where I am today” (M. Kostering, personal communication, May 2025) Tłatławis, Dave Moon streams the circuit for Elders and community members who cannot attend, providing “Indian Life Insurance” to those who would otherwise be excluded. Keshmil, Cody Dool whose kids will never be lost and always taken care of. This is “Indian Life Insurance” in action. This is how it has always been and will continue to be throughout the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit, kwił’id (cease speaking)


[bookmark: _Toc226642653]7.3 Limitations and Future Research

This research is subject to several limitations. Our younger generations, especially our youth, continue to be active participants in these tournaments, and it would have been extremely beneficial to have included their voices in this research. Although I did not interview any youth, I recognize the important perspective they could contribute to future research. Also missing from the research are non-Indigenous participants and referees. Several other potential participants, including a veteran tournament referee who travels the circuit, showed interest but were unavailable for interviews. Their perspective, especially the official’s long-term view of tournament history and governance, highlights an additional gap in the data.

For future research, I believe it is significant to bring more light to former professional Indigenous soccer players’ experiences as well as the youth who are currently leaving their communities and relocating to European countries to further their soccer journey. These Indigenous experiences are valuable and demonstrate intergenerational successes. 

Because this research encompasses many First Nations across British Columbia, challenges would arise if a single study were conducted, given the diversity of Indigenous languages, cultural traditions, and territories represented across all participating communities. Each gap indicates a future research opportunity involving youth voices, non-Indigenous participant perspectives, the experiences of tournament officials, community-specific studies, and longitudinal research spanning multiple years of the Indigenous soccer tournament circuit. 

As a participant observer, my inherent positionality must be acknowledged in understanding how this research was carried out and how its findings should be understood. I carry 45 years of lived experience as a Bak’wam, a Kwakwaka’wakw, and most importantly as a Gwa’sala-‘Nakwaxda’xw. Western research frameworks require us to cite voices and ideas of scholars. Within Kwakwaka’wakw traditional teachings, we honour our ancestors, knowledge keepers, elders, and each other by listening (hutłilapa), respecting (maya’xala), loving (łaxwalapa), uniting (galgapoła), and helping one another (ga’walapa). This research ceases to exist if my stories do not unfold.

[bookmark: _Toc226642654]7.4 Knowledge Mobilization

[bookmark: _Hlk226575599]Findings from this study will be shared with communities and tournament organisers through suitable communication channels—social media, community newsletters, and websites—reflecting the principles of galgapoła (lifting each other up) and ga’walapa (helping one another).

[bookmark: _Toc226642655]

7.5 Closing

la’mans’s galaband (we are going to begin) 
As I end this research, a story must ensue. It is the story of Yakałanala, remember him? Yakałanala swam all over the world and then came up Nagiłl inlet where he shed from his whale form and transformed into a man. This man built the first Gukwdzi at Gwikalis. Many more Gukwdzi’s followed, many transformed to ash and are now with the ancestors. Colonial disruption caused their demise. Yakałanala has returned, rising from the ashes. A new sacred Gukwdzi stands on the foundation of broken promises and the unbreakable spirit of our people. The medicine has returned, and healing will continue. On the field, the fire of ceremony is stoked, but in a different form. It serves as ceremony but not that form. This is the end, and I hope you are full, cause as the old saying goes, our guests never leave hungry, kwił’id (cease speaking).


He’am (That is it!)
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AI Guidance » Hub
Once you have understood where you are allowed the use of AI in specific assessments (research, structure, proofreading etc). The information below provides the guidance on how to acknowledge your use of AI in any Sport and Healthy Living assessment. 
IMPORTANT:  You need to keep drafts of your work, including notes showing before and after the use of AI tools. You also need to keep your prompts and questions used for AI tools. All this information will be required if you are asked to complete a viva interview as part of the assessment marking process. 
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1. AI Acknowledgement statement: 
I acknowledge the use of the AI tools listed below. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence.
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	Why did you use this tool
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	https://www.grammarly.com 
	2026
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	Work is highlighted to prompt spelling errors, grammar, punctuations. Allows me to go back and correct mistakes

	https://chatgpt.com/
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	Assisted citations, rewording, assisted in orthography (how to get phonetic symbols on keyboard)
	Research, data collection, analysis, and argument are my own
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