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Introduction  
This inaugural column by the Indigenous Food 

Sovereignty Editorial Circle (IFSEC) in the Journal 

of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 

(JAFSCD) introduces a dedicated section of articles 

on Indigenous food sovereignty in partnership with 

First Nations Development Institute (FNDI). The 

column and the IFSEC reflect both our mission to 

work toward a more equitable and just food sys-

tem, and JAFSCD’s long-standing commitment to 

Indigenous food sovereignty, illustrated by the 

2019 special issue1 on “Indigenous Food Sover-

eignty of North America.” An Indigenous-led edi-

torial circle as part of JAFSCD, IFSEC uplifts 

Indigenous values and community food system 

aspirations in academic publishing. As an intro-

 
1 See the special issue, JAFSCD volume 9, supplement 2, at https://doi.org/10.5304/jafscd.2019.09B.024 

duction to the IFSEC, this column will briefly 

outline the centrality of food, place, and learning in 

Indigenous lifeways, the main differences between 

Indigenous and Western approaches to the food 

system, and some thoughts on the role of Indige-

nous ways of knowing and being for the collective 

flourishing of humanity and all our relations, 

human and otherwise. The cycle of themes, along 

with other emergent topics related to Indigenous 

food systems, will thread throughout future 

columns. The current geographic focus includes 

the continental United States, Hawai’i, and Canada. 

The geographic scope is determined by the terri-

torial affiliations of IFSEC members and may 

broaden to include other nations and regions 

over time. 

Tribal Food Systems  

Research Fellowship  

https://doi.org/10.5304/jafscd.2025.141.031
https://doi.org/10.5304/jafscd.2019.09B.024
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Food, Education, Territory, and 
Indigenous Ways of Life  
Indigenous food systems in the territories presently 

known as the United States and Canada have been, 

and continue to be, drastically impacted by the leg-

islated erosion of Indigenous cultural practices, the 

imposition of European gender roles, loss of lan-

guage, and restricted access to traditional hunting, 

gathering, and agricultural sites (Daigle, 2017; 

Reader & Dew Johnson, 2017). This has resulted in 

significant food insecurity and a decline in nutri-

tional health among many Indigenous communi-

ties, contributing to higher rates of diet-related dis-

eases such as diabetes and heart disease. The emer-

gence of Indigenous food sovereignty is crucial for 

contributing to the overall wellness of Indigenous 

communities, improving food security, and 

revitalizing cultural practices. 

The contemporary Indigenous food sover-

eignty movement—a resurgence of traditional food 

systems knowledge and practices—serves to coun-

ter the ongoing state-sanctioned biopolitical manip-

ulation of Indigenous Peoples through various 

instruments of surveillance and control (Mona-

ghan, 2013; Rotz & Kepkiewicz, 2018). For 

instance, almost one thousand Indigenous youth, 

interred in Canadian residential schools from 1942 

to 1952, were purposely malnourished as unknow-

ing participants in state-sanctioned nutritional 

research (Mosby, 2013). The establishment of both 

the reserve system (in Canada), and the reservation 

system (in the United States), as well as residential 

schools in both Canada and the U.S., had a devas-

tating impact on Indigenous food systems through 

the assimilationist agenda of the education system 

(Partridge, 2010) and the isolationist agenda of the 

reserve/reservation system (Barman et al., 2011). 

IFSEC’s support of Indigenous food systems ap-

plied scholarship is one of many sites of resistance 

to the ongoing colonial project on Turtle Island 

and beyond. 

Until recently, in many parts of North Amer-

ica, Indigenous foodways were thought to be 

almost exclusively based on the migratory hunting 

and gathering of wild foods (Deur & Turner, 

2005). Research over the past two decades has 

demonstrated that Indigenous peoples throughout 

North America practiced a form of agriculture that 

was so unrecognizable to Western eyes that it took 

anthropologists hundreds of years to identify 

(Anderson, 2006; Deur & Turner, 2005). Tradi-

tional Indigenous agriculture on Canada’s west 

coast and boreal regions included such techniques 

as nutrient management via fire and organic 

amendments, pruning of berry bushes, plant breed-

ing, and others (Deur, 2005; McDonald, 2005; 

Turner et al., 2013). Of course, many Indigenous 

nations, especially in southern Canada and south of 

the arbitrary border separating present-day Canada 

from the U.S., grew the Three Sisters: corn, beans, 

and squash (Cornelius, 1998). Contrary to long-

held beliefs, contemporary research has shown that 

Indigenous peoples across North America devel-

oped diverse and sophisticated agricultural systems. 
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 Still, there is need to challenge and re-evaluate 

Eurocentric narratives about Indigenous 

knowledge and practices to demonstrate how those 

colonial views are still impacting Indigenous com-

munities. Indigenous agriculture did not necessarily 

manifest as rectilinear plots, there were no fences, 

and the crops managed were not familiar to the 

European settlers (Anderson, 2006). Yet pre-con-

tact North America was a managed landscape. The 

unwillingness of early explorers and settlers to 

acknowledge the presence of Indigenous agricul-

ture, or their inability to perceive it, led to the con-

venient declaration of North America as terra nullius 

(unused or empty land) (Culhane, 1998). The Cath-

olic Church’s Doctrine of Discovery decreed that 

any terra nullius discovered that was uninhabited by 

Christians could be taken and its occupants subju-

gated (Reid, 2010). While it is an ancient piece of 

legislation, terra nullius was cited by U.S. Supreme 

Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsberg in 2005, in a 

ruling against tribal sovereignty for the Oneida 

Indian Nation (Pieratos et al., 2021). By denying 

the restoration of sovereignty to repurchased lands, 

the ruling reinforced a colonial framework that sys-

tematically invalidates Indigenous sovereignty and 

perpetuates the theft of Native lands, and prioritiz-

ing settler governance over tribal authority. Con-

temporary industrial food systems, and the laws 

and economic structures that prop them up, are the 

latest iteration of the harmful imposition of food 

systems–associated colonial relationships with both 

place and the myriad beings that co-inhabit place 

with us. The grassroots resurgence of Indigenous 

foodways both “’talks back to empire’” (Ashcroft 

et al., 2003) and more importantly creates a con-

tainer, or basket, for collective healing.  

 Healing from the trauma of colonization 

necessitates a profound understanding of the inter-

connectedness between Indigenous thought, terri-

tory, and the ongoing struggle for decolonization. 

Osage scholar Robert Warrior (1999) provocatively 

suggests that Indigenous thought is fundamentally 

based on topos (place or territory), whereas Western 

paradigms are founded on logos (reason). The cen-

trality of territory to Indigenous thought is also 

emphasized by Joe Sheridan and Kanyen'keha:ka 

thinker Dan Longboat (2006), who specify that 

human thought is not an abstract concept but 

rather emerges from, and is inextricably connected 

to, place. Tuck and Yang (2012) famously asserted 

that “decolonization is not a metaphor” (p. 3). 

Colonization is fundamentally predicated on the 

unlawful appropriation of land, and in that way, 

decolonization must include redress and reparation 

for the Indigenous territories that were unlawfully 

taken. It is clear that decolonizing our minds, our 

social institutions, and our relationships with each 

other and with the more-than-human—including 

those beings we call food—must start with 

territory. 

A Network of Support: The Tribal 
Food Systems Research Fellowship 
First Nations Development Institute (FNDI) aims 

to uplift and sustain the lifeways and economies of 

Native communities through advocacy, financial 

support, and knowledge sharing. Established in 

1980 as a national Native-led nonprofit organiza-

tion, FNDI recognizes that responses to and reso-

lutions for Native issues must emerge from Native 

communities and their worldview rather than being 

imposed by the Western world. In On the Matter of 

Foundation Giving: Examining the Inequity of Private 

Philanthropy’s Investment In Native Communities, they 

report that Native people and organizations have 

been driving change in the philanthropic sector for 

years. Advocacy takes many forms, from research 

to standing up and fighting for Native voices and 

perspectives in philanthropic spaces. Still, the over-

all share of philanthropic resources supporting 

Native organizations and causes is less than 1% 

(First Nations Development Institute, 2024, p. 13). 

In other words, only a small portion of philan-

thropy funding reaches Native communities 

directly, and an even smaller share is dedicated to 

academic research, illustrating the urgent need to 

strengthen support for Native-led scholarship.  
 The Native Agriculture and Food Systems 

Investment (NAFSI) program at FNDI exists to 

honor Native food sovereignty and food security 

and empower tribal food economies and the living 

relationship between community, place, and food. 

In 2022, FNDI received a US$1,700,000 grant 

from the W. K. Kellogg Foundation to support the 

NAFSI program. One of the key objectives of the 

grant was to launch the Tribal Food Systems 
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Research Fellowship (TFSRF) and increase the 

amount of Native-led published research. The 

initiative entrusts Native scholars to contextualize 

their theories, ways of knowing and understanding, 

and datasets in critical areas such as community 

food systems, the socio-cultural importance of 

food, and intergenerational food relationships. By 

making this research accessible, the fellowship pro-

vides Tribes and Native communities with valuable 

resources to advance their work in food sover-

eignty. 
 The TFSRF embodies a commitment to 

diverse representation with intergenerational and 

intertribal knowledge sharing, a vision brought to 

life through its distinguished recipients, including 

Puanani Apoliona-Brown, who is Native Hawaiian; 

Danya Carroll, representing the White Mountain 

Apache Tribe and the Navajo Nation; Andrew 

Curley from the Navajo Nation; Becca Dower 

from the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa Indi-

ans; Elsie Dubray from the Cheyenne River Sioux 

Tribe, Mandan, and Hidatsa; Daniel Hayden, who 

is of the Comanche Nation of Oklahoma, Pawnee, 

and Muscogee; Heidi Ilima Ho-Lastimosa, who is 

Native Hawaiian; Jasmine Jimerson, who is from 

the Oneida Nation; Stafford Maracle from the 

Tyendinaga Mohawks of the Bay of Quinte; and 

Jill Falcon Ramaker from the Turtle Mountain 

Band of Chippewa Indians. Each fellow received a 

US$30,000 fellowship award to support their 

efforts as Native scholars, balancing their academic 

pursuits with meaningful contributions to their 

work and communities.  
 Native students report they felt visible when in 

a dedicated space or engaged in community and 

academic activities with other Native students 

(American Indian College Fund, 2019). Native 

advisors—Anita Frederick, Turtle Mountain Band 

of Chippewa Indians, president of the Tribal 

Nations Research Group; Devon Mihesuah, Choc-

taw and Chickasaw, professor in the Humanities 

Program at the University of Kansas; and Keith 

Williams, who has ancestry from Tyendinaga, a 

Mohawk community in Canada, assistant professor 

in the Faculty of Humanities at Athabasca Univer-

sity—provided invaluable perspectives and net-

worked support for the fellows. John Phillips, chief 

of staff at the American Indian Higher Education 

Consortium, evaluated the project. Throughout the 

program, this team explored technical topics, such 

as selecting manuscript types, organizing infor-

mation, and developing synopses, and specific sub-

jects relevant to Native scholars, including the 

Tribal review process, the significance of Indige-

nous voices in higher education, and navigating the 

challenges of student and professional life. Gate-

keepers are concerned about their jobs, promo-

tions, profit, and power. Most scholars are con-

cerned about those things, but the major difference 

between the groups is that Native and non-Native 

scholars fighting the status quo are concerned 

about the welfare of tribes, empowerment for 

Indigenous Peoples, inclusive stories of the past 

and present, and overturning the colonial structure, 

including the gatekeepers (Mihesuah & Wilson, 

2004, p. 33). 
 Building deeper relationships with one another 

was a focus during many of the sessions with fel-

lows and advisors. In our Native writers’ calls, we 

asked, “Why do I write?” Puanani Apoliona-Brown 

shared, “I write because the current path that mis-

treats land and people is unsustainable. Indigenous 

values, which teach us that land is our ancestor and 

our ‘Ohana, are restorative. ʻĀina is ‘that which 

feeds.’ This means we must care for the earth. The 

fate of land and people is intrinsically tied, and so I 

write to amplify the brilliance of my ancestors, to 

share what is at stake, and to raise consciousness 

about harm that is too often invisible.” 
 The JAFSCD Indigenous Food Sovereignty 

Editorial Circle special section features the work of 

five TFSRF scholars. In Food access interventions in 

American Indian and Alaska Native communities: A 

scoping review, Dayna Carroll, Lynn Mad Plume, 

and Nicole Redvers examine community food 

access through the Social Ecological Model (SEM), 

identifying key social and environmental factors to 

guide future interventions in Native communities. 

Similarly, in Hāloa: The long breath of Hawaiian sover-

eignty, water rights, and Indigenous law, Puanani 

Apoliona-Brown explores efforts led by Native 

Hawaiians to protect sacred lands and waters as 

acts of resistance to settler colonialism, emphasiz-

ing the role of the Hawaiian Renaissance in re-

claiming cultural pride and rights. In A framework to 

guide future farming research with Indigenous communities, 
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Daniel Hayden and Amber Hayden advocate for 

a collaborative research framework that integrates 

Indigenous farming principles such as polycultures, 

seedkeeping, and sustainability while respecting 

Indigenous knowledge systems. In Understanding 

Indigenous knowledge of conservation and stewardship before 

implementing co-production with Western methodologies in 

resource management: A focus on fisheries and aquatic 

ecosystems, Stafford Rotehrakwas Maracle, 

Jennifer Tewathahá:kwa Maracle, and Stephen 

C. Lougheed stress the importance of recognizing 

Indigenous knowledge as a distinct framework for 

enhancing conservation efforts, particularly in 

fisheries and aquatic ecosystems. Finally, in 

Restoring an Onkwehonwehnéha ecosystem, Jasmine R. 

Jimerson reflects on the work of the Akwesasne 

Freedom School to create a community that fosters 

sustainable living through the integration of 

Haudenosaunee language, culture, and traditional 

practices, offering a model for strengthening 

connections to land, food, and overall well-being.  
 Together, these studies emphasize the indis-

pensable role of Indigenous knowledge in food 

systems in academia. A common yet significant 

theme that emerged was the instinctive incorpora-

tion of personal experience into scholarly work. 

Native scholars demonstrate that they are not 

detached from their research; rather, their personal, 

ancestral, and non-human connections are legiti-

mate parts of their academic contributions. As 

interest in academic research related to Native food 

systems increases, studies conducted by non-

Native scholars and funded by non-Native organi-

zations and institutions are likely to be limited to 

mainstream understandings. To ensure that Indige-

nous wisdom, philosophies, and scholarship are 

fully recognized as equal and valid in an academic 

worldview heavily built on the framework of West-

ern science, we must not only support Native intel-

lectuals but also work to reconstruct the systems 

that allow Native experiences and the natural world 

to have a voice. 

Conclusion 
The Indigenous Food Sovereignty Editorial Circle 

exists to empower Indigenous People in the food 

systems applied research sphere, with a special 

emphasis on academic publishing. We will continue 

to collaborate with partners like First Nations 

Development Institute and the Tribal Food 

Systems Research Fellowship to realize our vision. 

The published work of IFSEC supports Indige-

nous communities working to revitalize Indigenous 

food systems and their associated language and 

cultural knowledge. Under the wing of JAFSCD, 

this critical work exemplifies structural approaches 

to decolonization of the food systems that have, 

for far too long, contributed to the colonial erasure 

of Indigenous Peoples. We call on Native scholars 

interested in pursuing this path to contribute their 

perspective to shape our future through an 

Indigenous lens.  
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