




Beadwork is Medicine
Tammy G. Wolfe



Storying
• 8 years old

• Largely self taught

• Various beading styles

• Facilitating beading workshops

• Lived experience 
• Systemic barriers  
• Social justice advocacy
• Multigenerational trauma

• MMIWG2S
• Unheard Voices



Beads, Beading and Beadwork 
• Glass beads in NA date back to the 1700’s

• Introduced through European Contact

• Forms of beadwork, weaving and 
quillwork were created and practiced by 
Indigenous people since time immemorial
• Ceremonial
• Ornamental
• Diplomatic

Picture Source: https://www.rom.on.ca/en/blog/canada-150-quebec-trade-beads



Holistic Healing: Physical, Mental, Emotional and 
Spiritual

• Physical  

• Practical application

• Fine motor skills

• Using your whole 

body

 Emotional 

 Inner dialogue

 Strength

 Mental 

  Patience

 Decision making 

 Math skills 

 Spiritual 

 Connection

 Indigenous Ways 

of Knowing



Beadwork is Medicine Conceptual Framework



Identity & Culture
Cultural Immersion
• strengthens Indigenous ways of thinking, seeing, 

doing & being.
• Building strong connection to identity & Indigenous 

culture, language, traditions, etc.
• Looks to dismantle displacement and removal from 

traditional forms of identity
World view
• Fosters relationality of ourselves and others within 

our world
• Many people are impacted by negative effects of 

colonialism and in turn have a repressed view of 
ourselves, others, our communities and the outside 
world and society

• Combats the effects of residential schools, child 
apprehension within the 60s scoop and current CFS 
system

Beadwork is a medicine that can help to facilitate a 
change through positive individual actions and collective 
healing



Storytelling: Traditional Knowledge
Oral Traditions

• practicing of beadwork, teaches not only about 
Indigenous culture and identity, but stories 
Indigenous nations carry

• Different Knowledge Keepers, Elders or 
beadwork artists carry a variety of teachings

• Indigenous ways of knowing, transmission of 
generational knowledge, wisdom, teachings and 
storytelling.

Learning & Teaching
• We learn things about ourselves; the first 

teaching we learn is about patience
• There are only 2 “rules” in Beadwork

• Learning about “who we are” through these 
stories and through practicing beadwork.



Builds Relationships: Sense of 
Belonging

Relationships
• Build and strengthen all my relations & builds strong 

relationships with one another.
• fosters, strengthens and builds upon our learned teachings of 

identity, culture, languages. 
• Indigenous nations must connect with culture, find out who 

they are in order to build a relationship with ourselves, 
others, community &  find a sense of belonging again. 

Sense of Belonging 
• Beading circles; ultimately branch out to the broader 

community.
• Addresses the sense of loss due to the displacement from 

homelands, culture and identity
• Often described as a feeling that something is missing within 

us; this is our spirit.
• Strengthens spiritual connections and belonging
Colonialism have created a lack of belonging and marginalization 
of Indigenous peoples which manifests as negative socio-
economic conditions and social justice issues impacting 
Indigenous peoples. Beadwork looks to address this

• Justice, CFS, gangs, addictions, poverty



Mastery & Leadership
Mastery

• is never about being better than others; it is about learning 
about ourselves. 

• Mastering our individual craft 
• Being confident 
• Strengthening a positive view of ourselves.
• Combats disempowerment which stems from negative 

government legislations, oppressive societal views and internal 
dialogue or colonial world views. 

Leadership
• Beadwork strengthens mastery & learned leadership by 

helping others. 
• Learn and then gift work to others 

• give away beadwork; but most importantly

• taught to others; an important holistic way of healing.

• Beadwork allows sharing of stories, gifts, traditional teachings 
and continuing to practice beading

• Continue to master or learn new skills from others & practice
• “We are all just learning, and are life long learners.”



Strengthening Community
• Individuals gain different teachings, build 

relationships, foster sense of belonging, 
identity culture and relationality, communities 
are strengthened through these actions.

• Becoming proficient in beadwork is healing 
ourselves, finding out who Indigenous peoples 
are, reclaiming identity and culture and giving 
away these gift to others. 

• When a healed person becomes aware of 
themselves, they can help others to share what 
they have learned. 

• Communities can begin to flourish; they are 
flourishing through the resurgence of healing 
that is taking place through teaching and 
learning beadwork.



Questions?
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