
CELEBRATING INDIGENOUS PEOPLES' DAY

JoAnn Chase is a citizen of the Mandan, Hidatsa,
and Arikara Indian Nations. She recently served the
Biden Administration as Director of the American
Indian Environmental Office. In addition to her work
in the EPA, Chase has partnered with music icon
Nona Hendryx and social justice innovator Makani
Themba to launch SisterSMATR.org (Science, Math,
Art, Technology, Robotics) which leverages art and
community to close the gender gap in science and
technology primarily with young women of color.
Previously, Chase served as the Executive Director
of the National Congress of American Indians, this
country’s oldest and largest national Indian

membership organization. Chase has a law degree from the University of New
Mexico Law School and a baccalaureate in film theory and criticism from Boston
University (‘85). Below are her reflections on Indigenous Peoples' Day. 
 

In what ways have you commemorated Indigenous Peoples’ Day
throughout your life?
 
As a citizen of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara Nations, I was taught that every day

is Indigenous Peoples’ Day! Our survival of the brutal history of the colonization of

the Western Hemisphere is a cause for celebration. In this context, I begin each day

expressing gratitude for —  and in celebration of — the strong cultural foundation

upon which I stand. For the ancestors who hold me up, the wisdom of the elders and

the values they teach us, the grace of our Mother Earth who sustains us, and our

languages and songs. 

 

In the context of contemporary American history, it’s worth noting that the movement

for Indigenous Peoples’ Day is relatively new. In the early 90s, states and cities

across the country began taking action to recognize it as an official holiday. In 2021,

President Biden became the first President of the United States to recognize

Indigenous Peoples’ Day as a national holiday. I've had the privilege of organizing

national educational events, giving speeches, and producing concerts and cultural

celebrations among other activities. 

 

While I have mixed feelings about a particular day or month being designated for a

special celebration, I have great appreciation that they serve as an important

educational vehicle, particularly for folks who are not Indigenous. In that spirit, if I am

not organizing an Indigenous Peoples’ Day event, I am certainly attending one and

basking in the celebration of all that we contribute to the Universe. 
 
Describe the significance of Native American representation in
your profession.
 
My career, which has been devoted to promoting and protecting the rights of Native

Nations and their citizens, has been predominantly in national policy. I believe an

Indigenous perspective is unique, and it's been exciting over the multiple decades

I've been doing this work to see more and more Indigenous people serving in elected

and prominent appointed positions. Whether one is elected to a school board,

serving as a county commission or state legislator, or appointed by the President to

serve as the Secretary of Interior, these positions give voice to Indigenous Peoples

everywhere. They are a critical vehicle for advancing our perspectives and

contributions. 
 
How does one respond to friends or family who still support
Columbus Day?
 
I focus on Indigenous Peoples’ Day and celebrate our survival, cultural tenacity, and

rich contributions to society. That said, there are great resources that thoroughly

document the devastating history of colonization and Columbus in particular. I

encourage people to do research and learn the undeniable facts. I also encourage

educators at every level to teach history as it occurred and not contribute to the

dangerous effects of teaching revisionist history. 
 
How can academic institutions create meaningful relationships
with indigenous communities?
 
I could write a dissertation on this! Here are some suggestions:

Engage Indigenous alumni and not just through the development office!

Build relationships with local and national Indigenous organizations and Native

Nations. I was thrilled to work with BU Arts Initiative to observe a positive

relationship with the North American Indian Center of Boston!

Invite Indigenous Peoples to speak and teach at your institution.

Truly practice the principles of diversity and inclusion! Rhetoric without action

is meaningless.

Find ways to partner with tribal colleges. They are magnificent institutions.

Practice cultural competency and always be respectful.

LISTEN

 
 
"All My Relations" is a podcast hosted
by Matika Wilbur (Swinomish and
Tulalip) and Adrienne Keene (Cherokee
Nation) exploring the hosts'
relationships to land, creatural
relatives, and one another. Listen to the
episode Celebrate Indigenous Peoples'
Day, Not Columbus.

READ

Braiding Sweetgrass by Robin
Wall Kimmerer
Our Knowledge Is Not Primitive:
Decolonizing Botanical
Anishinaabe Teachings by
Wendy Makoons Geniusz
The Common Pot by Lisa Brooks
Indigenous Anthropologist Call
for Doing Land
Acknowledgement Better by Elisa
J. Sobo, Michael Lambert, and
Valeria Lambert

Original Instructions, Indigenous
Teachings for a Sustainable
Future edited by Melissa K.
Nelson
Our Beloved Kin by Lisa Books
Notable Native People: 50
Indigenous Leaders, Dreamers,
and Changemakers from Past to
Present by Adrienne Keene 
An Afro-Indigenous History of the
United States by Kyle T. Mays

WATCH

 
We Still Live Here 
Âs Nutâyuneân 
 
This film tells the story of the
revitalization of the Wampanoag
language — the first time a language
with no native speakers has been
revived in this country. The
Wampanoag’s ancestors ensured the
Pilgrims' survival in New England and
lived to regret it. Nevertheless, through
resilience and courage, they kept their
identity alive and remained on their
ancestral lands. Now a cultural revival
is taking place.
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https://www.allmyrelationspodcast.com/podcast/episode/4ac24f5c/bonus-episode-celebrate-indigenous-peoples-day-not-columbus
https://milkweed.org/book/braiding-sweetgrass
https://press.syr.edu/supressbooks/860/our-knowledge-is-not-primitive/
https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/the-common-pot
https://www.socialsciencespace.com/2021/10/indigenous-anthropologists-call-for-doing-land-acknowledgement-better/
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/Original-Instructions/Melissa-K-Nelson/9781591430797
https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300244328/our-beloved-kin/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/623292/notable-native-people-by-adrienne-keene-illustrated-by-ciara-sana/
http://www.beacon.org/An-Afro-Indigenous-History-of-the-United-States-P1731.aspx
http://www.bu.edu/policies/digital-privacy-statement/

