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Anti-colonial methodologies and practices for settler colonial
studies
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ABSTRACT
Indigenous scholars have called on settler people to engage in
processes of decolonization. To investigate how white settler
individuals living on Indigenous lands occupied by the Canadian
state are responding to that call, it was necessary to articulate a
comprehensive research approach that centralizes Indigenous
sovereignty and disrupts colonial research dynamics. This article
focuses on the articulation, grounding, and deployment of an anti-
colonial research methodology by a white settler scholar. Though
developed in the context of a specific project, this approach has
much wider relevance and application possibilities. I demonstrate
the values and practices of the anti-colonial research methodology
to academia generally and settler colonial studies specifically.
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Theory removed from the land, removed from practice, and detached from the contexts that
give it form and content propose a decolonizing strategy that risks metaphorizing its consti-
tutive ground [sic].1

Disconnection, a result of white settler colonial socialization, elevates the risk of detached
theorizing noted by Martineau and Ritskes. With increasing engagement of white settler
scholars in theorizing decolonization, scholars who carry this colonial socialization and
the scholarly practices associated with it, it is no surprise to observe theory devoid of its
connections to practice (action) and to land. Eurocentric scholarly hegemony venerates
detachment and abstraction. Connection to practice is further disrupted by the propensity
for those who identify as settler to frame the term as synonymous with non-indigeneity
rather than centring its ‘set of responsibilities and action’.2 This article engages current
and critical examples from the context of Canadian state-occupied Indigenous lands in
order to articulate protocols and strategies of anti-colonial scholarly practices. In defining
settler colonialism as a structure,3 what often ‘slides from view’ in settler colonial scholar-
ship are the ‘ongoing processes by which settler dominance is actively reconstituted as a
set of actions, occupations, deferrals, and potentials’.4 This can result in a clash between
the ‘good intentions’ of conscientious settler scholars and the actual impacts of their aca-
demic activities and outputs. For this reason, clear and practical anti-colonial research
methodologies are required to help settler scholars work in concert with the resurgence
work of Indigenous scholars towards relationally accountable decolonial change.5
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The significant developments in research on settler decolonization in the last decade
and the increasing pace at which new literature is emerging risks creating the impression
that this work is breaking entirely new ground and is without precedent. However, this is
mistaken. There are white settler individuals who have engaged in decolonization, solidar-
ity, and/or anti-colonial work for decades. My larger project is to understand the efforts,
challenges, and outcomes of such individual engagement, to draw larger lessons to
inspire and support other white settler individuals, and to explore relationally accountable
protocols/practices for creating anti-colonial social change. For such an investigation to be
consistent in both its practices and outcomes, the research processes, practices, and meth-
odology must reflect the anti-colonial and decolonial content and aims of the study. This
paper therefore has a dual aim: to explore methodological interventions into the disparity
between the theoretical content and research practices of settler scholars, particularly
white settler scholars who seek to subvert colonialism through the articulation of an
anti-colonial research methodology, and to extend this discussion to the disparities
between anti-colonial and decolonial theory and academic practices of white settler scho-
lars in general and settler colonial studies specifically.

Settler colonialism, social work, positionality, research, and practice

Denunciations of settler colonialism, although expressed for centuries by Indigenous
peoples, are emerging across academic disciplinary boundaries.6 My own work is situated
in the field of social work, where I have practiced as counsellor and therapist for over 25
years. Social work, a practice-based discipline, has accorded significant attention to
addressing issues of domination and exploitation.7 In particular, the Canadian Association
for Social Work Education (CASWE/ACFTS) calls for ‘critical analyses of power relations, the
dismantling of inequitable social structures, and solidarity with populations that experi-
ence poverty, oppression, and exploitation’.8 However, in Canada, as in other settler colo-
nial contexts, social work as a discipline has been slow to also acknowledge its role as an
agent of colonialism and oppression.9 In recent years, its scholars and practitioners have
begun to engage anti-colonial analyses and practice tools to contribute to the work of
decolonization and anti-colonialism. This shift has come, in no small part, as a result of
the insightful analyses made by Indigenous social work scholars such as Blackstock,
Hart, Rowe, Sinclair, and Yellow Bird, among others.10 These scholars critique settler colo-
nialism as it is embodied in social work and articulate anti-colonial and Indigenous social
work paradigms and practices, influencing my own scholarship and practice.

Having focused my doctoral studies around colonialism, anti-colonialism, and decolo-
nization, and having continued to practice as a therapist during this period, I had a
unique opportunity to deliberately explore ways of applying my growing knowledge
into my practice with individuals and families and into my organizational work. I
became increasingly attuned to relational and organizational practices that reproduce
and disrupt settler colonialism.

Indigenous research methodologies

Indigenous social work scholars Hart, Absolon, and Sinclair11 have made significant contri-
butions to the establishment of a solid body of literature on Indigenous (and Indigenist)
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research methodologies, complementing key works by Smith, Wilson, and Kovach.12 Such
scholars critique the extractive, dispossessing, and pathologizing impacts of mainstream
research practices on Indigenous peoples, lands, and knowledges. They explain that Indi-
genous methodologies emphasize Indigenous worldviews, ontologies, and epistem-
ologies. Indigenous methodologies embody reciprocity, land and place, balance and
holism, self-determination, knowledge as collective and relational, relational accountabil-
ity, social locatedness, connection, honouring Indigenous- and place-based protocols and
norms, and decolonization. There are compelling reasons to consider Indigenous method-
ologies in any research study that has anti-colonial or decolonial aims.

Is it possible for a non-Indigenous researcher to use these methodologies; and if so, can
they be applied to the context of an investigation of the experiences of white settler sub-
jects? Kovach identifies ‘Indigenous methodologies require situational appropriateness,
which means that they can only be actualized when the whole context is relevant.’ She
continues: ‘situational appropriateness then asks the questions: Do you have an Indigen-
ous worldview, history and experiences? Can you position your process in an Indigenous
worldview and framework?’13 For settler scholars lacking early socialization by Indigenous
families and communities, decades of cultural immersion and learning, and the impacts of
identifying as and being identified as ‘Indigenous’, it is likely impossible to answer ‘yes’.

What does this mean for me? I am a settler of European descent (Swedish, Saami,
German, English, and Scots-Irish), and many of my ancestors experienced colonization
in Europe before they took part in the early colonial settlement of Anishinaabe territories
occupied by what would become the state of Wisconsin, and Omaha territories occupied
by what would become the state of Nebraska. They, and subsequent generations, passed
on settler-colonizer and white supremacist legacies and socialization to me. I am resident
on Indigenous sovereign lands: Treaty 1 territory and the traditional lands of the Anishi-
naabe, Nehiyawak, Dakota, Nakota, and Red River Métis peoples, currently occupied by
the province of Manitoba and the state of Canada. I reside on these lands by virtue of
my relationship to and reliance on settler colonial society and structures. Therefore,
settler is my primary positionality in this context. Macoun and Strakosch question
whether settler scholars should claim to have ‘clear access to knowledge of Indigenous
people’.14 My understanding of Indigenous knowledges is limited. These carry stories
and meanings beyond my awareness. I do not believe I would understand and embody
the values and practices of Indigenous methodologies in the ways Indigenous commu-
nities might. This is not to say that, as a resident on Indigenous lands and a Treaty
partner, I am not responsible to learn local Indigenous protocols and to seek to understand
Indigenous ontologies, epistemologies, languages, and teachings. I clearly am. It is to say,
however, that claiming an Indigenous research methodology does not feel like an ethical
fit for me. Settler scholars like myself, therefore, require methodological options for con-
ducting appropriate and decolonizing research that do not rely on attempting to
implement Indigenous research methodologies.

Anti-oppressive and empowering methodologies

Having engaged with theories and practices of anti-racism decades earlier, and having
studied anti-oppressive theory and practice throughout my social work education, I rea-
lized that these knowledges would also have something to offer in guiding my
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methodological choices. Critical race, feminist, anti-racism, and participatory action/acti-
vist methodologies, with their focus on power dynamics, hegemony and hierarchies,
and their emphasis on relationships between the personal and the political, are all instruc-
tive for articulating an anti-colonial research methodology. They utilize research methods
that seek to equalize power, embrace humility, emphasize critical reflexivity, attend to sub-
jectivity and emotion, promote the participation and self-determination of research par-
ticipants and communities, engage accountable relationships, give and share
reciprocally, share control and ownership, and collaboratively contribute to social
change.15 They often utilize participatory action and critical narrative research methods.
Ideally in Participatory Action Research the research focus, questions, and processes orig-
inate from the community itself, the researcher takes the role of co-participant, the partici-
pants become co-researchers, and the research benefits the community.16

Articulating an anti-colonial research methodology

Having identified the need for a research methodology that achieves greater consistency
between the content, process, and aims of scholarship seeking to disrupt settler colonial-
ism, and having been inspired by Indigenous and anti-oppressive methodologies as well
as grassroots activist knowledges and practices, I pursue the articulation of a specifically
anti-colonial research methodology that can be used by a white settler researcher with
white settler research subjects. I believe this is my responsibility as a white settler.
However, I suspect peoples of various sociopolitical identities and designations may
find something useful here. In articulating this anti-colonial research methodology, I first
clarify my definition of anti-colonialism. Then I address the ways the positionalities of
researcher and participants influence this process and practice.

Anti-colonialism and its research applications

Kempf locates the emergence of a formal discourse of anti-colonialism with the resistance
of colonized writers such as Fanon, Cabral, Memmi, Césaire, and Gandhi.17 Kempf’s theory
does not take into account the resistance and writing of Indigenous people in North
America. However, centuries of contextualized Indigenous resistance to settler colonial
assaults on lands, communities, and bodies should be taken into consideration. There is
an increasing tendency of late among some scholars to approach anti-colonialism as
resistance to any form of domination or imposition,18 and the term is also being used
in generalized ways in social movement organizing.19 However, if we are to view coloni-
alism in Canada and the US as a specific form of domination with specific referents, as
settler colonialism, ‘predicated on the dispossession of Indigenous peoples’ lands and pol-
itical authority’,20 ‘founded upon Indigenous erasure’, and ‘ultimately about the pursuit of
land for settlement’,21 we can arguably envision an anti-colonialism that is specific to
settler colonial forms of domination in localized contexts. If the ‘homogenizing of
various experiences of oppression as colonialism’ obscures one’s relationship to settler
colonialism and neglects to address Indigenous sovereignty, Indigenous rights, and the
de-occupation of Indigenous lands,22 the homogenizing of anti-oppression (e.g. anti-capit-
alism, anti-racism, and feminism) as anti-colonialism risks reproducing a similar dynamic.

4 E. CARLSON



For Indigenous Knowledges and Social Work scholar Michael Hart, Indigenous resur-
gence is the centre of anti-colonialism. Indigenous resurgence pushes outwards from
this centre, re-claiming space that had been occupied by settler colonialism.23 Anti-colo-
nialism involves the recovery of traditional knowledge as a strategy that resists the repla-
cement of Indigenous ways and knowledges with Western ways and knowledges,
processes endemic in colonialism.24 Similarly, for Leanne Simpson, anti-colonial strategies
‘foster the political mobilization to stop the colonial attack on Indigenous Knowledge and
Indigenous Peoples’ and ‘require the recovery of Indigenous intellectual traditions, Indi-
genous control over Indigenous national territories, [and] the protection of Indigenous
lands from environmental destruction’.25 A strength, for Hart, of using the term and
concept ‘anti-colonialism’ is that there can be no mistake, that it communicates the
reality and current presence of the structures and practices of (settler) colonialism. He
notes that terms like postcolonialism or even decolonization, facilitate the ability of aca-
demics to position colonialism as being something of the past, as in ‘colonialism is over
and now we can decolonize’.26 Dei also sees anti-colonialism as rooted in Indigenous
ways of knowing, interpreting the experiences of colonized peoples on their own terms,
and ‘evoke[ing] intellectual understandings not forced through Eurocentric lenses’.27

Anti-colonial thought is situated knowledge of colonized subjects.28

White settlers and anti-colonialism

Colonizers are significantly limited in their knowledges of colonialism and anti-colonialism,
since they do not share the subjectivity, history, and positionality of the colonized, and
because ‘the site from which we oppress is the site on which we least cast our gaze’.29

White settlers face limitations, if not impossibilities, in the ability to interpret colonized
peoples’ experiences on their own terms, and to develop understandings not explicitly
or implicitly distorted by settler colonial privilege, Eurocentrism, or white supremacy.
Therefore, Dei aptly questions ‘whether the dominant/colonizer should know and critique
colonialism, imperialism and oppression without the input of those who have received,
and continue to receive the brunt of the colonial encounter and its violence’.30

These limitations and challenges to white settler anti-colonialism should engender
humility in the anti-colonial practice of white settler scholars. With Indigenous resurgence
at the centre of anti-colonialism, the roles of white settler academics are at the periphery,
making space, and pushing back against colonial institutions, structures, practices, mental-
ities, and land theft. Taking up the challenge to participate effectively in anti-colonial prac-
tice is more difficult and demanding than may be imagined. Fear, entitlement, and denial
prevent many white settler people from engaging in anti-colonial practice. I argue that
even though participation in anti-colonial practice on the part of white settlers a limited
possibility, it remains a moral and ethical responsibility. Participating in and reproducing
colonialism compromises our personal and collective integrity.

When research involves a white settler researcher and white settler participants, is the
use of an anti-colonial methodology possible? Can I be ‘colonial’ or ‘anti-colonial’ in my
relationship with other white settler peoples? With a structural, specified, and local
settler colonial context-based definition of anti-colonialism, I do not believe so. Those fam-
iliar with structural anti-racism theory around reverse racism may see a relevant parallel: ‘a
key component of racism is power – structural and institutional power’.31 When not
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supported by ‘a system of inequality and oppression constructed within a society’, individ-
ual acts of discrimination do not constitute racism.32 Settler colonialism in lands occupied
by the Canadian state, as a system of inequality and oppression, does not support colonial
discrimination against white settlers. This is not to say that we are not currently emotion-
ally and morally harmed by settler colonialism even as it structurally benefits us. But we are
not colonized here. When, in research relationships between white settler peoples a higher
set of ethics is upheld, increasing the self-determination and participation of research sub-
jects and upholding values of reciprocity does not in itself constitute anti-colonialism. This
is so even though such practices will reinforce kinder and more humane habits and ways
of being.

Despite these conclusions, research conducted in Indigenous territories currently occu-
pied by the Canadian state, even when it involves white settler researchers with white
settler participants, takes place in spaces of Indigenous sovereignty. And the project in
which my search for appropriate methodological approaches arose involved more than
the relationships between a white settler researcher and white settler participants.
Settler colonial research which would promote anti-colonial, decolonial, and solidarity
content and aims must occur in relationship and dialogue with Indigenous peoples,
involve meaningful consultation with and oversight by Indigenous scholars and knowl-
edge keepers, and draw upon work by Indigenous scholars. Thus, such research will
embrace a perpetual Indigenous presence and relationality, irrespective of the white
settler researcher-participant dyad, making an anti-colonial research methodology perti-
nent and necessary. As Leanne Simpson states,

Academics who are to be true allies to Indigenous Peoples in the protection of our knowledge
must be willing to step outside of their privileged position and challenge research that con-
forms to the guidelines outlined by the colonial power structure and root their work in the
politics of decolonization and anticolonialism.33

Eight principles of an anti-colonial research methodology for settlers

Reflecting on and working through Indigenous, feminist, anti-racism, critical race, and par-
ticipatory action/activist methodologies and the inspiration they provided, I propose eight
principles to guide my anti-colonial methodology.

1. Resistance to and Subversion of Settler Colonialism. Anti-colonial research resists and
subverts settler colonialism in process, dynamics, and outcomes. It contributes
towards anti-colonial change in and with peoples, relationships, organizations, commu-
nities, institutions, and governments. It acknowledges and problematizes the reality
and impact of historical and contemporary settler colonialism and it recognizes the ille-
gitimacy of the current settler presence on the land. It ultimately works towards the
building of a new society on Indigenous peoples’ terms.

2. Relational and Epistemic Accountability to Indigenous Peoples. Anti-colonial research on
the part of settlers occurs within the context of Indigenous sovereignty. It requires rela-
tional accountability with Indigenous peoples. Standpoints, epistemes, perspectives,
and experiences of Indigenous peoples are honoured, foregrounded, and valued.
Researchers engage with indigeneity and Indigenous people respectfully, learning
and observing context-specific cultural norms, protocols, and languages. It is important
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that settler peoples who engage in anti-colonial research maintain relationships and
dialogues with Indigenous peoples in general, and regarding our research in particular
and at all stages of research. Research is congruent with the well-being of Indigenous
peoples as they define it.

3. Land/Place Engagement and Accountability. As connected to relational accountability to
the Indigenous peoples of the lands where we reside and research, anti-colonial
research is accountable to the land herself. Anti-colonial research acknowledges,
respects, and engages with the protocols and natural laws of the Indigenous lands
where it is conducted. It attends to narratives of place and place-based memories,34

and to specific land-based histories. Research avoids causing further harm to the
land and works directly or indirectly to return lands to Indigenous peoples. Further,
anti-colonial research honours relationship and connection with non-human beings
on the land.

4. Egalitarian, Participatory, and Community-based Methods. Anti-colonial research priori-
tizes participation and egalitarianism. Participants and community members contribute
to the shaping of the research and the research design. Ideally, the research follows an
expressed need of a community and the self-defined well-being of Indigenous peoples.
Co-authorship occurs in ways that acknowledge those who contributed significantly to
the research. The researcher embodies humility and does not elevate herself as the
expert. A researcher does not seek commodification or profit from the research, and
with co-researcher/participant permission, disseminates the research as widely as poss-
ible in order to contribute to greater social change.

5. Reciprocity. Anti-colonial research values reciprocity. Rather than focusing on taking for
one’s own advancement, anti-colonial settler researchers focus on what they can give,
contribute, and collectively build. Researchers use their time, energy, fundraising
efforts, and resources in order to give as much as, or more than, what is being received
from Indigenous groups and communities.

6. Self-Determination, Autonomy, and Accountability. Anti-colonial research seeks to safe-
guard the self-determination and autonomy of those involved in research. Those
involved make choices regarding their involvement, anonymity, and participation.
Research methods are flexible so as to promote self-determination in sharing and
control on the part of the participants. Participants may take part in the analysis of
their data and have the final say regarding how they are represented in the research.
Efforts are taken to meet those who contribute to the research in a location that is con-
venient and comfortable for them. Where people who are not from the white settler
researcher’s own culture/social location are involved in the research, efforts are
made to learn and observe the protocols, cultural norms, and languages of participat-
ing peoples.

7. Social Location and Reflexivity. Anti-colonial settler researchers examine and explicitly
state their own social location with regards to the research and with regards to
settler colonialism. They explore the impact of their social location on the research,
and engage in critical reflexivity regarding the ways in which they enact and reproduce
colonialism. Researchers are explicitly present within the text of research reports, enga-
ging with humility, placing their knowledge within the context of how it was gained,
and acknowledging their teachers and mentors.
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8. Wholism. Anti-colonial research is wholistic. It attends to the heart, spirit, and body in
addition to the mind. It attends to values, emotion, history, and context.

These proposals are not new to anti-oppressive and Indigenous methodologies. For
white settler researchers it is important to note, again, that there are epistemological
and socialization-based limitations to our ability to fully engage them. There may also
be institutional limits to their use, which will require creativity to manoeuver. Limitations
of students may include those imposed by university regulations around individual scho-
larship, while research ethics boards may not be set up for the use of these principles in
research.

Eight anti-colonial research principles in practice

The principles of the anti-colonial methodology described above are interventions for
research and for academic scholarship in general, and settler colonial studies in particular.
Rauna Kuokkanen observes that to:

a large extent, the academy remains founded on epistemological practices and traditions […]
that are reflective of and reinscribed by the Enlightenment, colonialism, modernity, and, in
particular, liberalism. […] Even in the academic spaces that consider themselves most open
to ‘changing the paradigm’, individuals are often unwilling to examine their own blind
spots. Nor are they willing to acknowledge either their privilege or their participation in aca-
demic structures and the various colonial processes of society in general […]. Rarely do they
examine themselves or the structures, discourses, practices, and assumptions that operate in
the academy.35

Adam Lewis argues that for activist researchers, ‘the structures of the academy must also
be sites of struggle and resistance’.36 Here I engage discussion regarding ways to embody
the principles in research, the academy, and/or in settler colonial studies.

Resistance to and subversion of settler colonialism

Putting the principle of resistance to and subversion of settler colonialism into practice, for
me, is twofold. For one, it means attention to the ways our scholarly and research practices
might actually impact the structure of settler colonialism. When considering this structure,
Tuck and Yang urge that we not lose sight of its central operations: Indigenous erasure and
land theft/exploitation. Thus, in its most robust sense, subversion of settler colonialism
means ‘the repatriation of Indigenous land and life’.37 I also return to Leanne Simpson’s
statement that anti-colonialism works to ‘stop the colonial attack on Indigenous Knowl-
edge and Indigenous peoples’,38 and ‘require[s] the recovery of Indigenous intellectual tra-
ditions, Indigenous control over Indigenous national territories, [and] the protection of
Indigenous lands from environmental destruction’.39 For me, this principle also means
looking at specific colonizing practices and disrupting or subverting these and employing
anti-colonial practices in order to push back against colonial institutions to make space for
Indigenous resurgence. Although there are many colonizing practices to examine and
disrupt, here I focus on control and power, extractivism and land exploitation, white supre-
macy, hierarchy and arrogance, abstraction, and individualism and ownership. My treat-
ment of the subsequent principles examines ways to disrupt them.
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Macoun and Strakosch contend that ‘most settlers who use [settler colonial theory] are
concerned to disturb rather than re-enact colonial hierarchies, and seek to contribute to
Indigenous political struggles’.40 The particular research project out of which this article
arises, focuses on the ways experienced white settler anti-colonial, decolonial, or solidarity
activists have worked to disrupt and subvert settler colonialism within themselves, their
organizations, their relationships, their pedagogies, their connections with land, their com-
munities, and sometimes also in the Canadian government, with a goal of inspiring others
to engage in or deepen such work, and of contributing to social change. As has been
noted, in subverting settler colonialism, the role of white settler academics is at the per-
iphery, making space for Indigenous resurgence and knowledges, and pushing back
against colonial institutions, structures, practices, mentalities, and land theft. In order to
do this, anti-colonial settler scholars can sit on departmental and university committees,
supporting anti-colonial and anti-oppressive ethical choices to push for changes in Euro-
centric and colonial curricula, narratives, policies, and structures. We can seek to disrupt
rather than enact colonial values and practices, and engage in anti-colonial actions
within the academy. This also applies to our writing:

Settler scholars seeking to challenge colonial power relations should be doubly attentive to
the operation of [colonial] narratives, and the way that we as individual scholars perform
and deploy academic authority. For us, this has involved the need to interrogate our work
– along with other settler cultural productions.41

When settler scholars subvert colonialism in the academy, the ethics of their work are
improved, and potentially more space is made for Indigenous scholars who wish to main-
tain their own values in the academy.

Relational and epistemic accountability to Indigenous peoples

Arlo Kempf says that ‘where anticolonialism is a tool used to invoke resistance for the colo-
nized, it is a tool used to invoke accountability for the colonizer’.42 Relational accountability
should be a cornerstone of settler colonial studies. I believe settler colonial studies and
scholars should ethically and overtly place themselves in relationship to the centuries of
Indigenous oral, and later academic scholarship that conceptualizes and resists settler
colonialism without necessarily using the term:

SCT may be revelatory to many settler scholars, but Indigenous people have been speaking for
a long time about colonial continuities based on their lived experiences. Some SCTs have
sought to connect with these discussions and to foreground Indigenous resistance, survival
and agency. Others, however, seem to use SCT as a pathway to explain the colonial encounter
without engaging with Indigenous people and experiences – either on the grounds that this
structural analysis already conceptually explains Indigenous experience, or because Indigen-
ous resistance is rendered invisible.43

Ethical settler colonial theory (SCT) would recognize the foundational role Indigenous
scholarship has in critiques of settler colonialism. It would acknowledge the limitations
of settler scholars in articulating settler colonialism without dialogue with Indigenous
peoples, and take as its norm making this dialogue evident.

In my view, it is critical that we not view settler colonial studies as a new or unique field
being established, which would enact a discovery narrative and contribute to Indigenous
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erasure, but rather take a longer and broader view. Indigenous oral and academic scholars
are indeed the originators of this work. This space is not empty. Of course, powerful forces
of socialization and discipline impact scholars in the academy. There is much pressure to
claim unique space, to establish a name for ourselves, and to make academic discoveries. I
am suggesting that settler colonial studies and anti-colonial scholars resist these hegemo-
nic pressures and maintain a higher anti-colonial ethic. As has been argued, ‘the theory
itself places ethical demands on us as settlers, including the demand that we actively
refuse its potential to re-empower our own academic voices and to marginalize Indigen-
ous resistance’.44

As settler scholars, we can reposition our work relationally and contextually with humi-
lity and accountability. We can centre Indigenous resistance, knowledges, and scholarship
in our work, and contextualize our work in Indigenous sovereignty. We can view oral Indi-
genous scholarship as legitimate scholarly sources. We can acknowledge explicitly and
often the Indigenous traditions of resistance and scholarship that have taught us and pro-
vided the foundations for our work. If our work has no foundation of Indigenous scholar-
ship and mentorship, I believe our contributions to settler colonial studies are even more
deeply problematic.

I embody the principle of relational and epistemic accountability by acknowledging
here that my interest in the larger study out of which the anti-colonial research method-
ology is based was inspired by a lifetime of influences. In particular, my work in this area
has been influenced by years of guidance from a number of Indigenous and African-Amer-
ican mentors including Nicholas Cooper-Lewter, Nii Gaani Aki Inini (Dave Courchene Jr),
Zoongigaabowitmiskoakikwe, and my late brother Byron Matwewinin.45 I entered into dis-
cussions with Indigenous scholars, friends, and Elders (in particular, Zoongigaabowitmis-
koakikwe, Michael Hart, Leona Star-Manoakeesick, and Gladys Rowe),46 observing their
protocols of gifts and offerings for the feedback I was requesting, depending on the
context. In addition, my reading of Indigenous scholarship located the study as a response
to a call by Indigenous scholars that settler peoples engage in decolonization processes
and work. Throughout the research and writing process I made it a point to attend Indi-
genous-led community events and gatherings to stay connected to community and con-
tinue to learn.

When I met with Leona Star-Manoakeesick, we discussed how Ownership, Control,
Access, Possession research principles might relate to my research.47 Leona challenged
me to think about who constitutes the community that relates to my research as a begin-
ning step, and shared that accountability to Indigenous peoples would also mean account-
ability to the land. Her input greatly influenced the methodology principles and practices.
As I achieved greater clarity about the study, I engaged in formal consultations with a
number of other Indigenous scholars, knowledge keepers, and/or activists. Chickadee
Richard, Belinda Vandenbroek, Don Robinson, Aimée Craft, Louis Sorin, and Manito
Mukwa (Troy Fontaine),48 provided guidance, input, and encouragement regarding the
initial research design and process, much of which shifted and strengthened my initial
thoughts and was readily integrated into the research. I was gifted key insights and
values on which to build the research, and meaningful ideas for interview questions
and interview participants. During the initial phases of the research, I was inspired by scho-
larship that urges settler peoples on Indigenous lands who wish to identify themselves in
the context of Indigenous sovereignty to learn and use words that local Indigenous
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peoples use for them.49 A number of individuals helped me in my quest to learn about
Anishinaabemowin conceptions of white people – Nii Gaani Aki Inini (Dave Courchene),
Rose Roulette, Niizhosake (Sherry Copenace), Daabaasanaquwat ‘Lowcloud’ (Peter Atkin-
son), Byron Matwewinin, and Pebaamibines.50

I further sought to embody relational accountability by centring Indigenous scholarship
and literatures in my research proposal and literature review. Aspects of the data analysis
process were shared with a smaller group of Indigenous scholars (Leona Star-Manoakeesick,
Aimée Craft, and Dawnis Kennedy),51 who provided feedback which shaped the analysis
and the writing of the research report. Towards the end of the research process, I organized
a research feast, which is described further below. Relational accountability was embodied
by sharing the research with the community and receiving feedback from it.

Land/place engagement and accountability

When Leona Star-Manoakeesick shared that accountability to Indigenous people involved
accountability to the land, I had a hard time envisioning what this would mean for the
research. As I muddled through, some aspects became clear to me, although I feel I
have a long ways to go in understanding how to embody this principle. For me, one of
the purposes of articulating an anti-colonial methodology in the first place was the aware-
ness that I was living and researching on Indigenous territories and in spaces of Indigenous
sovereignty. Before the early planning stages of the research and throughout, Zoongigaa-
bowitmiskoakikwe instructed me in some land-based relational practices and offerings to
engage and connect respectfully. Based on the research consultations, I also included
interview questions about participants’ relationships with Indigenous lands, and priori-
tized this content in the data analysis. As I continued to attend community events and
read Indigenous literatures, I became increasingly aware of some Treaty perspectives of
Indigenous peoples, through which Treaties are understood to involve a new set of
kinship relationships and obligations with Indigenous peoples, Indigenous lands, and
the beings that inhabit these lands.52 I thought about what this might mean for me
both personally and as a researcher. This informed decisions around the research feast,
including the invitation that Indigenous research community members lead us in ceremo-
nial protocols (protocols that honour the natural laws of the land) that would carry the
research forward in a good way. The pipe carriers offered prayers that the research
would create decolonizing change, and also offered prayers for a number of requests
that were made by others in attendance. Towards the end of the research process, I
reflected that perhaps accountability to the land might entail taking into account the
environmental impact of the research – the carbon footprint, resources used, and waste
produced. Although I doubt the research will lead directly to land being returned to Indi-
genous peoples, I do believe that based on content, many of those who were part of the
research and those who become exposed to the research will begin to deepen their com-
mitment to land return.

Egalitarian, participatory, and community-based methods

There is no such thing as individual scholarship when we understand ourselves and our
knowledges to have been constructed relationally. Further, when our work is based on
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information extracted from others, I question whether we should be conceptualizing it as
our work. I faced difficulties and limitations trying to enact egalitarian, participatory, and
community-based methods within the structure of academic endorsed research. During
the research feast I hosted, I mentioned these limitations, as I would have liked to
engage a community analysis and a co-authored dissertation. Niizhosake (Sherry Cope-
nace) offered the following feedback:

I heard what you were saying about how even though your name is going to be on this paper,
that it really belongs to the people. So it really affirms what I’ve always felt. I’ve gone to other
research conferences, and I’ve gotten up and spoke where people have gone to Indigenous
communities, then they come back and say ‘this is my work’. Then I get up and say, ‘well I
think that work belongs to those hundred Indigenous children that you interviewed and
worked with. They’re the ones who worked with you so their names should be on that’.
And I think that’s some of our work. I don’t know whose work that is, but to push back
against these institutions. And even though they’re not allowing you to do that, just to
keep pushing, keep pushing that boundary. Keep pushing back. And really, who does,
where does the credit go to? And I’m glad you acknowledged that. It’s a communal thing.
It’s a collective thing. It’s just not individual, even though there’s individuals involved in
that work.53

Being asked to propose my research upon admission, I was not able to focus my doctoral
research around a direct community request. This institutional practice in and of itself inter-
feres with the ability of the research to come out of a self-expressed community need, and
with the ability of the research design to be constructed by community. However, as noted,
in indirect ways my research has been called for by Indigenous scholars and activists.

After my initial meeting with Leona Star-Manoakeesick, I thought more about the com-
munity of my research, and realized that it would be comprised of many people with
whom I have already been in relationship – Indigenous scholars, activists, and knowledge
keepers who had offered and would offer guidance, knowledge, and encouragement; local
white settler activists, particularly those who I had known through the Decolonizing
Network – Manitoba; my academic committee members; and the people who would
become research participants. But how would I subvert hegemonic research practices in
which researchers hold all of the power? I endeavoured to do this through community
consultations and through a number of practices involving the research subjects.
Having already discussed my consultations with Indigenous peoples, here I focus on the
consultations conducted with local white settler activists. Members and affiliates of the
Decolonizing Network – Manitoba who graciously consulted with me were David Cam-
field, Monique Woroniak, Kate Sjoberg, Leah Decter, Chuck Wright, Linda Goosen, and
others.54 I asked them, as people who have engaged in decolonization work themselves,
what knowledge would help them move forward, and deeper, in their journeys, and what
suggestions they had for my research design. The majority of the ideas shared through the
consultations with community members (Indigenous and settler) were utilized in the
research design and process, enriching them greatly. Some were integrated directly as
research methods, interview questions, analysis strategies, and suggested interview par-
ticipants. Some were integrated by becoming values that would guide my journey and
decisions in the research; while some were not utilized if they could not be reconciled
with other recommendations, if I did not have the knowledge and understanding to
engage them ethically, or if they were not a fit for me personally as a researcher.

12 E. CARLSON



Accessibility of the research findings is another way to promote community partici-
pation and egalitarianism. A committee member suggested early in the process that I
make a film based on my dissertation research. It could be used in classrooms and for edu-
cational purposes. As it was a goal that the research would engage the largest number of
people possible in anti-colonial social change, I took this seriously and was able to connect
with filmmakers Teddy Zegeye-Gebrehiwot, Gladys Rowe, and more recently, Sarah Story,
each of whom are helping to make the film possible.55 The Stories of Decolonization film
project is composed of several short films, one of which has been completed, and a
longer film, all containing research interview footage in addition to interview and presen-
tation footage by Indigenous activists, scholars, and/or knowledge keepers. Once
launched, each film will be made publicly available through online platforms.

Reciprocity

According to Kuokkanen, ‘In the academy, Indigenous epistemes need to be recognized as
a gift according to the principles of responsibility and reciprocity […] the gift of indigenous
epistemes must be acknowledged through reciprocation.’56 Settler colonial studies and
anti-colonial settler scholars owe a huge debt to Indigenous oral and academic scholarship
and to traditions of activism. Not only has our scholarship (hopefully) been built on the
foundation of Indigenous anti-colonial oral and academic scholarship, the content of
our work is also dependent on the historical and contemporary presence of the suffering
of Indigenous peoples under settler colonialism. As we research, write, publish, gain aca-
demic positions and promotions, we are benefiting from Indigenous dispossession. How
can we show reciprocity in light of this debt? de Leeuw, Greenwood, and Lindsay note
the heavy demands on Indigenous scholars in the academy: ‘many Indigenous faculty
experience extraordinary, specific, and unique demands for supervision and support of
Indigenous students and related university service (representation on committees, partici-
pation in initiatives, consultation, etc.)’.57 These demands interfere with having time to
focus on the types of scholarly achievements that would advance their careers. Leanne
Simpson notes the rarely recognized ‘real and symbolic normalized violence’ and coercion
that has ‘meant individual sacrifice for Indigenous women in order to obtain the creden-
tials necessary to make the academy less violent toward the next group of Indigenous
people coming through the system’.58 Simpson suggests that restitution is owed by the
academy for its colonizing impacts, which would require that it make ‘a conscious decision
to become a decolonizing force in the intellectual lives of Indigenous peoples by joining us
in dismantling settler colonialism and actively protecting the source of our knowledge–-
Indigenous land’.59

According to Kovach, ‘Non-Indigenous critical theorists are strong allies for Indigenous
methodologies. They can assist in making space for indigenous methods (protocols, ethics,
data collection processes), but also for the epistemic shift from a Western paradigm that
indigenous methodologies bring.’60 The necessary epistemic shifts may include recogniz-
ing and valuing the land as pedagogy and recognizing elders and knowledge holders as
those that nurture and generate systems of Indigenous intelligence.61 As settler scholars,
we can listen to Indigenous scholars and students when they articulate the barriers they
face in the academy, believe them, and support efforts to remove these barriers. We can
resist evaluating Indigenous academic work based on Western academic norms, and can
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challenge such norms in the academy.62 Leanne Simpson argues that the academy fully
fund ‘the re-generation of Indigenous thinkers as a matter of restitution for the ongoing
damage it has caused and continues to cause Indigenous knowledge systems’ and ‘take
a principled stand on forces that are currently attacking Nisnaabeg intelligence: colonial
gendered violence, dispossession, erasure and imposed poverty’.63 How much of our
funding and salaries go to Indigenous nations impacted by colonialism? How much of
our resources go to funding and attending Indigenous-led land defence? Might we
offer assistance and support in the many workload tasks of Indigenous scholars? Can
we find ways to support the advancement of their careers? It is important to find ways
to give of our time, resources, and gifts in order to support Indigenous scholarship and
Indigenous-led activism.

According to Leanne Simpson, the alternative to extractivism is responsibility, relation-
ship, and deep reciprocity.64 Reciprocity requires time and resources. Knowing that this
was a priority for me, I applied for funding to cover some of the costs of the many gifts
and the food I would share throughout the research. Gifts, tobacco, and/or food were
offered to those with whom I consulted before and during the research process. In prep-
aration for the research interviews, I spent a fair amount of time sewing symbolic gifts that
would be offered to each research participant in acknowledgement of what they were
offering to the study. Generally, the time it took to create the gifts reflected the amount
of time participants would spend being interviewed. Food and beverages were also
shared with each participant during each interview.

Reciprocity was also engaged through the research feast. After preparing for nearly a
year, the research community was invited to come together for a celebration. Those
who contributed to the research in any way were invited. The purpose of the event was
to celebrate and acknowledge all those who have contributed to the research, to offer
research findings, to send the research forward in a good way, to give back to the com-
munity, and to invite community feedback. Gifts and tobacco were offered to Indigenous
activists and knowledge keepers who attended as an invitation to lead us in a pipe cer-
emony and/or share their feedback. The event was held at a local Indigenous organization
offering services to homeless people. A venue donation was made, and honoraria were
given to two program participants who helped organizing the event. Honoraria were
also given to those who sang during the pipe ceremony and giveaway, those who tra-
velled a distance (to assist with gas costs), and others who took leadership roles in the
event. The event began with an acknowledgement of each person who had come, and
what they had contributed to the research design and/or the research itself. We shared
a large feast together and connected with one another. After we shared food, I gave a
brief overview of the research and shared some of the findings. Community feedback
was offered, and we ended with a giveaway of blankets, candles, books, and other
sewn items that symbolized settler Treaty responsibilities.

Self-determination, autonomy, and accountability to research subjects

Honouring the self-determination and autonomy of others is a scholarly practice that
exemplifies respect and prevents interference and coercion. Here, I describe the embodi-
ment of this principle in reference to the researcher–research subject dyad. Shifting the
power relationship in this dyad is an ethical practice regardless of the identities of the
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research subjects. Although it is recommended that anti-oppressive research utilize less
structured interviews so as to more fully promote the self-determination and autonomy
of interviewees,65 in my larger research study I balanced this approach with relational
accountability and community participation in order to include the many interview ques-
tions that had been recommended in the consultation sessions. In the end, I designed
semi-structured interviews including seven umbrella questions, each with a list of sub-
questions. The umbrella questions tended to be broad, allowing the research subjects
more freedom. The sub-questions were asked only after the participant had time and
space to respond to the umbrella questions.

I also gave research subjects choice as to whether they would be identified in the
research, or whether they wished to have their identities disguised. Research subjects
were able to choose the location of their interviews. I viewed the interview transcriptions
as belonging to the participants, and shared these with them at the earliest opportunity.
Research subjects were given the option to take part in the analysis of their data, in this
case, the construction of narratives. When they opted out of this task, I constructed the
narratives myself. Nonetheless, research participants were given an opportunity to make
changes, and most did.

Social location and reflexivity

Even though I had written primarily in the first person in an early draft of my literature
review, during a research consultation Dawnis Kennedy noted: ‘I don’t hear it in your
voice […] with your heart and spirit.’ She challenged me to frame my study in terms of
what I personally wanted to learn, what my spirit really wanted to know. In mainstream
academic scholarship, authors often write as if they are speaking from ‘no particular
social or historical location at all – what Donna Haraway has characterized as the “God
trick”’.66 This authoritative and abstracted third person omniscient stance and academic
practice enacts an arrogant power dynamic. Anti-colonial practices include emphasizing
location and standpoint, resisting neutrality, objectivity, and invisibility. Feminist and
standpoint theorists contend that all knowledge is situated knowledge.67 Oftentimes scho-
lars, including settler scholars, neglect to identify the standpoint from which they are
writing, how they identify, and what their experiences have been. These matter. As
Macoun and Strakosch argue, ‘When deployed with a neutral descriptive authority, SCT
can also re-inscribe settler academics’ political authority and re-enact the foundational
settler fantasy that we constitute, comprehend and control the whole political space of
our relationships with Indigenous people’.68 Kathy Absolon and Cam Willett describe
self-location in their Indigenous communities as a common and respectful practice,
which includes who they are, where they come from, and the places, and persons to
whom they are related.69 Location accounts for the researcher’s context, fosters account-
ability, and makes clear that the researcher’s writings are presented as being the research-
er’s own view.70 de Leeuw, Greenwood, and Lindsay write, ‘even the remotest possibility of
achieving new insights into decolonizing relationships […] can only be achieved when
settler colonists become more visible, exactly and precisely as non-Indigenous settler colo-
nists whose presences must never be naturalized… ’.71 Michelle Carey engages an
approach in her doctoral work she refers to as the autobiographicalization of text, in
which she declares her subject position, stating who she is and where she is from in
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order to challenge the presumption of the academic author’s authority and neutrality, and
to signal her desire to relate with Aboriginal peoples and negotiate her identity in the
context of their Sovereignty.72

Wholism

Academia is often accused of focusing singularly on the mind, or intellect. Further, Aimée
Craft, during a research consultation, shared that academia ‘is about carving out small
pieces, and dissecting those very small pieces, often not considering the impact of
doing that on the whole’. It would have been easy, in my research, to follow these scholarly
norms and focus solely on the thoughts or actions of the research subjects I interviewed.
Rather, in order to embody the principle of wholism, I attempted to attend to their spiritual
and emotional processes and experiences. Using a life-story, content-focused narrative
analysis, research subject stories were presented wholistically rather than themes being
extracted and abstracted from their life-story contexts and analysed across participants.

Conclusion

Non-Indigenous anti-colonial and settler colonial studies scholars are not immune to
having been disciplined and socialized by a colonial academy, and by settler colonial
societies in general. Despite our objections, we will have adopted academic and scholarly
practices that enact the very colonial dynamics we wish to resist. In this article, I have
argued that it is an ethical responsibility of non-Indigenous anti-colonial and settler colo-
nial studies scholars who wish to disrupt settler colonialism in their theorizing to also
disrupt colonial structures and practices of the academy. Some may wonder how well
the anti-colonial research methodology I describe will fit for research studies beyond
the research study for which it was designed. Some may wonder how the principles
and practices described here can be embodied in the absence of connections with net-
works of Indigenous peoples, and in the absence of funding. Some may wonder
whether a situation in which larger numbers of settler scholars are seeking to do relation-
ally accountable anti-colonial research might put a strain on the time and energy of Indi-
genous scholars, activists, and knowledge keepers. Although I believe the answers to these
questions will be worked out through the efforts of researchers in their local contexts and/
or in their relationships with Indigenous peoples, I wish to share a few final thoughts.

I am not necessarily contending that every research study involving a white settler
researcher and white settler research subjects ought to involve this anti-colonial method-
ology, although perhaps many studies would be ethically improved by implementing
some of its principles. I think the research topic, research questions, and research goals
play a role in determining which methodology is the best fit for a given study. The
study out of which this article arises necessitated such an approach due in part to its
focus on anti-colonial and decolonial work, work which has as its foundation relationships
with Indigenous peoples. Researchers who wish to embody the values of the methodology
articulated here will choose their research questions and design their research accordingly.
Where we design research that poses limitations in our ability to enact some anti-colonial
principles, and where we still wish to embody as many anti-colonial principles as we can,
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we will note these limitations. Even in the study I have undertaken, I faced limitations in my
ability to embody the principles as fully as I would have wished.

What I suggest is a fundamental reorientation of research values and practices. The
academy is designed to centre and accommodate western/Eurocentric research practices.
Much time and energy on the part of faculty members and students is devoted to learning,
understanding, and implementing these approaches with their underlying values and
principles. Students take courses in order to gain the skills necessary to engage Eurocentric
research paradigms and methodologies, and we put forth much effort to demonstrate a
high level of rigour and validity within these frameworks. I am curious about the shift
that might occur if the academy (and/or individual researchers) put as much time, plan-
ning, effort, resources, and rigour into anti-colonial and relationally accountable research
paradigms, methodologies, and practices. To prepare, students who aspire to do this type
of research might make choices about supporting Indigenous-led efforts and reading Indi-
genous-authored literatures. Researchers would work to find ways to give to and support
Indigenous communities, not out of charity, but out of justice, reciprocity, and love. They
would earn trust with Indigenous peoples and communities and would engage in strong
reciprocal relationships. Requests would be made in keeping with Indigenous protocols,
which the researchers would have taken efforts to learn. The researchers would locate
funding sources and think about what they might give and how they might support Indi-
genous peoples even as they are asking for their assistance. My point is that a Eurocentric-
oriented academy does not necessarily equip us well to do anti-colonial research. I wonder
howmuch academia itself might change, as well as the experiences of Indigenous scholars
within it, if large numbers of settler scholars were to re-orient in these ways.
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