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Traditional Knowledge 

Traditional Knowledge (TK) refers to knowledge that emerges from embodied, relational, land-

based, experiential, and community-rooted practices of Indigenous Peoples. This includes skills, 

know-how, practices, stories, teachings, and ceremonial knowledge that are carried through 

generations through action, observation, mentorship, and lived experience, not only through 

abstract reasoning.  

 

Traditional Knowledge exists within specific cultural, linguistic, legal, and place-based contexts. 

It is related to, but not identical to, “Indigenous knowledge” or “Indigenous Ways of Knowing.” 

Traditional Knowledge is one expression of Indigenous knowledge systems, while Indigenous 

Ways of Knowing also include relational accountability, land-based teachings, community 

memory, story, language, and responsibilities to one another.  

 

As guardians of their Traditional Knowledge, Indigenous communities determine how it is 

shared, protected, and stewarded, in accordance with the protocols they have established within 

their communities. These protocols may include formal licenses, but also community-governed 
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stewardship practices, relational obligations, cultural guidelines, and nation-specific processes 

that shape how knowledge is accessed and used.  

 

The licensing for this chapter is TK CC BY-NC ND 4.0. To learn more about these licenses, visit 

Local Contexts and the Creative Commons.  

 

Psychology is a discipline that broadly studies “brains and behaviours.”  

As a very general overview, psychologists might study animals (both human and non-human), 

the environment, individuals, and groups. The study of psychology includes many topics such as:  

• Mental health 

• The power of social situations 

• Neurobiology 

• Cognitive processing 

• Artificial intelligence 

• Judgment and decision making 

• Language, and more!  

 

This overview of psychology is useful, but it is also incomplete. For example, it focuses on the 

“what” but not the “how.” To understand psychology fully, we must also ask how knowledge is 

created, validated, and interpreted.  

 

Epistemology is the study of knowledge.  

There are many ways to know something. We can know through experiments, measurement, 

statistics, and scientific theory, which are common approaches in psychology. However, we can 

also know through other means. We can know through story. We can know through 

relationships, lived experience, community memory, ceremony, land, language, Elders, 

knowledge keepers, and the responsibilities we carry to one another (see Kovach, 2021; Smith, 

2021, and Wilson, 2008). These Ways of Knowing are not secondary or “less scientific”; they 

are legitimate epistemological frameworks that reflect different cultural, historical, and relational 

foundations. 

 

Thus, knowledge is not neutral.  

What we count as knowledge, whose knowledge we trust, whose knowledge we cite, and whose 

knowledge we may ignore, are all shaped by relationships, history, culture, and power. 

https://localcontexts.org/labels/traditional-knowledge-labels/
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Knowledge systems emerge from particular worldviews, and psychology—like all disciplines—

has historically privileged some worldviews over others.  How we come to know is just as 

important as what we know (see Walter & Anderson, 2013).  

 

Historically, psychology has privileged Eurocentric scientific traditions. 

Historically privileging Eurocentric scientific traditions means that much psychological 

knowledge has been built through specific cultural assumptions about what counts as valid 

evidence, including observation, measurement, experimentation, replication, and theory testing. 

This framing is not neutral; it reflects a worldview rooted in European intellectual history rather 

than a universal approach to science. 

 

Thus, when we are discussing Eurocentric psychological science, we typically see a system of 

knowledge that is developed using a particular scientific tradition, one that has become dominant 

over the past few centuries. This dominance does not imply that other scientific traditions do not 

use observation, measurement, experimentation, or replication. Rather, Eurocentric science has 

been positioned as the default or “standard,” often overshadowing equally rigorous but 

differently grounded scientific approaches. 

 

The scientific method is one form of scientific inquiry. 

The scientific method involves: 

1. Systematic defining of a problem or research question 

2. Systematically collecting data and observations that directly address that research 

question 

3. Making appropriate conclusions from that data 

4. Refining the problem or research question to take the next step.  

 

It is important to recognize that this method is one scientific tradition among many, and that 

scientific inquiry existed long before this particular formulation was articulated. 

 

Epistemological diversity is incredibly important. 

Knowledge gained through a Eurocentric scientific approach is one helpful Way of Knowing, but 

it is not the only Way of Knowing. For example: 



 
• Existentialism is a Way of Knowing that focuses on subjective experience and how 

individuals create meaning. 

• Rationalism is a Way of Knowing that focuses on how logic and deduction, not 

subjective experience or emotion, can be a primary source of knowledge.  

 

These are of course just two examples with brief summaries of rich Ways of Knowing. 

Epistemological diversity is essential for understanding complex human experiences, and 

psychology benefits from engaging multiple knowledge systems rather than relying solely on 

Eurocentric scientific traditions. 

 

Especially given your location, it is important that you know about Indigenous Ways of 

Knowing.  

According to the 2021 census, in Canada, there are over 1 million people who are First Nations, 

over 624 000 people who are Métis, and over 70 000 people who are Inuit. There are over 630 

recognized First Nations communities in Canada.  

 

There is no single Indigenous Way of Knowing. First Nations, Inuit, and Métis Peoples are 

distinct, with diverse histories, cultures, laws, languages, governance systems, and knowledge 

traditions. Indigenous knowledge is not a single theory that can be added into a book as one more 

perspective. It is living, relational, place-based, and accountable. Indigenous peoples have 

diverse and complex Ways of Knowing – there is no one Indigenous Way of Knowing. 

 

Indigenous Ways of Knowing encompass a wide range of epistemologies. 

Indigenous epistemologies include land-based teachings, community memory, story, ceremony, 

language, kinship systems, and relational responsibilities. These Ways of Knowing are deeply 

embedded in place, history, and community, and they reflect worldviews that understand 

knowledge as relational rather than individualistic. 

 

Based on personal communications with Dr. Carter-Rogers, Drs. Jordyn Hrenyk and Emily 

Salmon note that it is important to distinguish Indigenous Ways of Knowing from Traditional 

Knowledge (TK). While TK refers to specific practices, skills, teachings, and land-based 

knowledge passed through generations, Indigenous Ways of Knowing include the broader 

epistemological frameworks that shape how knowledge is created, interpreted, shared, and lived. 

TK is one part of Indigenous knowledge systems, but Indigenous Ways of Knowing also include 

ethical principles, relational accountability, community governance, and responsibilities to land 

and people. 



 
 

From Indigenous perspectives, we might ask different questions compared to Eurocentric 

science. 

These questions might include:  

• Who is this knowledge for?  

• Who benefits from this knowledge?  

• Who was involved in creating it?  

• What relationships made this knowledge possible?  

• What responsibilities come with knowing this?  

• Does this knowledge honour community, land, language, story, and lived experience?  

• Does this knowledge repair harm, or does it reproduce harm?  

 

These questions reflect core principles found across many Indigenous research methodologies, 

including relational accountability (Wilson, 2008), respect for story and lived experience 

(Kovach, 2021), and commitments to decolonizing knowledge systems (Smith, 2021). 

 

The role of Indigenous perspectives in psychology. 

These questions are especially important in psychology because psychology studies people. It 

studies behaviour, emotions, development, mental health, relationships, identity, trauma, 

belonging, well-being, and more. These topics cannot be fully understood outside of history, 

culture, power, and place. Indigenous Ways of Knowing remind us that psychological 

phenomena are not isolated from community, land, or relational context, and that ethical practice 

requires attending to these connections. 

 

To avoid creating a false dichotomy, it is helpful to acknowledge that Indigenous sciences also 

rely on careful observation, long-term measurement, experimentation through lived practice, and 

forms of replication embedded in community knowledge and land-based teachings. These 

approaches may not always be framed in the same language or institutional structures as 

Eurocentric science, but they are systematic, rigorous, and grounded in relational accountability 

(Walter & Anderson, 2013). 

 

The strengths of Indigenous and Western knowledge. 

Due to the complexity of many nuanced Indigenous Ways of Knowing, one way to begin 

thinking about “how to know” is through Two-Eyed Seeing, or Etuaptmumk, a teaching shared 



 
by Mi’kmaw Elder Albert Marshall from Eskasoni in Unama’ki (Cape Breton, Nova Scotia) 

(Bartlett et al., 2012). Two-Eyed Seeing invites us to see from one eye with the strengths of 

Indigenous knowledge, and from the other eye with the strengths of Western knowledge. Using 

both eyes together can help us see more fully, and benefits all. 

 

Based on personal communication between Dr. Carter-Rogers, Elder Marshall and Dr. Mary 

Beth Doucette, Two‑Eyed Seeing is not a blending or merging of knowledge systems, nor is it an 

attempt to fit Indigenous knowledge into Eurocentric scientific frameworks. Instead, it is a 

practice of holding multiple epistemologies side‑by‑side with respect, humility, and awareness of 

their distinct strengths, responsibilities, and boundaries. It asks us to recognize that no single 

knowledge system is complete on its own, and that ethical learning requires attentiveness to 

context, relationship, and accountability.  

 

For students in psychology, Two-Eyed Seeing is an important teaching.  

Two-Eyed Seeing does not mean blending all knowledge systems together without care. It does 

not mean taking Indigenous knowledge and fitting it into Western science. Instead, Two-Eyed 

Seeing asks us to approach knowledge with humility. It asks us to recognize that different 

knowledge systems have different strengths, responsibilities, and boundaries.  

 

You do not need to use all Ways of Knowing in a project, but you should know what the 

strengths and limitations of your chosen framework are. You should also be aware of your 

ethical responsibilities within a given system of knowledge. 

 

In Canada, students and professionals working in Psychology must follow the Canadian 

Code of Ethics for Psychologists (4th Edition). 

The Canadian Code of Ethics is set forth by the Canadian Psychological Association (CPA) and 

has 4 principles:  

1. Respect for the Dignity of Persons and People 

2. Responsible Caring 

3. Integrity in Relationships 

4. Responsibility to Society.  

 

Professionals working in psychology should abide by the Canadian Code of Ethics for 

Psychologists, and we encourage you to read it if you have not. Researchers in Canada are also 

expected to abide by the “TCPS 2” which stands for the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical 

https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/policy-politique_tcps2-eptc2_2022.html


 
Conduct for Research Involving Humans, which is Canada's official human research ethics 

policy.  

 

Students in psychology typically complete the training module associated with the TCPS2 as part 

of their training in more senior courses, but we share it here for those who would like to learn 

more and complete the training program associated with it.  

 

Psychology’s response to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s Report.  

Focusing on the importance of accepting responsibilities for the epistemologies used in our work 

and their impact on Indigenous Peoples, through a task force convened by The Canadian 

Psychological Association, those working in psychology in Canada now have a formal document 

called the “Psychology’s Response to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s 

Report” (2018).  

 

In this document, important steps towards accountability were made. The report acknowledged 

failures to respect the rights and dignity of Indigenous Peoples.  

• By relying on methods and Ways of Knowing not relevant for Indigenous Peoples, basic 

standards of care were not met for Indigenous Peoples.  

• Psychologists failed to engage in essential cultural safety and cultural competence 

training, resulting in failure to ensure integrity in relationships.  

• By using methods of assessment and treatment that were not validated in Indigenous 

Ways of Knowing, individuals, families, and communities were harmed through 

discriminatory policies, and inaccurate claims of pathology. 

 

At this point, you might be asking yourself, “why am I studying psychology if it has caused 

harm?”  

This is an essential question to ask yourself. Many of us working in psychology have also asked, 

and wrestled, with this question. The answer is a personal one. Of course, mistakes can be made 

in any work. For us, learning involves making mistakes (sometimes big ones, and ones we 

should not have made). Our professional values, and our codes of ethics as both professionals in 

psychology and scholars in Canada (i.e., TCPS2), lead us to take accountability for mistakes, and 

commit to doing better, regardless of the Ways of Knowing that were used.  

 

Even if we as individuals did not cause harm, we have a responsibility to ensure that our 

discipline does not continue to cause harm. As students and professionals in the field, we are part 

of systems and structures that hold power. By understanding the epistemologies and 

https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/policy-politique_tcps2-eptc2_2022.html
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methodologies we use, the risks and benefits associated with them as we explore topics in 

psychology, and taking accountability, we can build a stronger understanding of our discipline. 

 

In this short unit, we are only covering the basics of Ways of Knowing.  

Whatever epistemological frameworks and methodologies you use, it is your responsibility to 

understand the benefits and risks of the methodology and ensure that your work aligns with your 

professional responsibilities for ethical behaviours. If you do not know your professional 

responsibilities for ethical behaviours, this is the time to go find out. As a student in psychology 

in Canada, your work falls under the Canadian Code of Ethics for Psychologists (4th Edition), 

and scholarship is governed by the TCPS2.  

 

If your home is in a different discipline, we encourage you to take responsibility for 

understanding your ethical obligations within that discipline.  

 

As a student in Canada, you also have an ethical responsibility to consider Indigenous 

Peoples in your work.  

In 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) completed its work to 

determine what happened in residential schools. Coming from this work, 94 Calls to Action were 

made. The National Inquiry (2019) then released the Calls for Justice that focused on the harms 

toward Indigenous women, girls, and two-spirit people. Many of these Calls to Action and for 

Justice directly connect with the discipline of Psychology. At this time, if you have not, you 

should take time to read and understand the report of the Truth and Reconciliation Committee, 

and Psychology’s Response to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s Report.  

 

Academic studies of psychology have most commonly used Eurocentric scientific methods 

to understand brains and behaviours.  

Knowledge in psychology, like knowledge in most disciplines, is developing and has limitations. 

As you continue your studies, you will encounter research, theories, statistics, diagnoses, 

experiments, and interventions. It takes a lot of practice to read, understand, question, and 

critique that work carefully. Epistemological critique is not optional; it is a core part of ethical 

and responsible psychological practice. 

 

https://cpa.ca/docs/File/Ethics/CPA_Code_2017_4thEd.pdf
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Now, as a student, is when you should begin the practice of asking epistemological 

questions.  

Practice asking questions such as:  

• Who was included in the research? Who was excluded?  

• What assumptions shaped the study?  

• What cultural values are built into the theory?  

• What harms might be hidden by the language of objectivity?  

• What might be missed when researchers separate individuals from their communities, 

histories, and environments? 

These questions help reveal the epistemological foundations of psychological knowledge, 

showing not only what we know, but how we came to know it, and whose perspectives were 

centered or marginalized in the process. They also help identify when a study’s methods or 

assumptions may reproduce harm, overlook cultural context, or fail to account for relational or 

land-based dimensions of human experience. 

 

We encourage you to notice opportunities, boundaries, and limits for what we know.  

Our goal is to know things about topics of interest in the broad field of brains and behaviours, 

and to apply them with humility. By questioning our frameworks for knowing, we can come to 

better know, and to ultimately do better.  

 

Psychology becomes stronger when it recognizes the value of multiple epistemologies and 

the limitations of relying solely on Eurocentric scientific traditions.  

To study psychology well, we need more than one way of seeing. We need to ask better 

questions. We need to notice whose knowledge has been centred and whose has been pushed 

aside. We need to understand that knowing is not only about collecting information.  

 

It is also about responsibility. Knowledge carries relational obligations: to the people we work 

with, to the communities we impact, and to the lands and histories that shape human experience. 

By learning to question how knowledge is created, validated, shared, and used, we can approach 

psychology in a more careful, ethical, and relational way.  
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