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Indigenizing the academy is not a matter o f simply inserting Indigenous content into 
existing curriculum or programs; it requires challenging and changing institutional 
and systemic orders that continue to support hegemony. The value o f  linking geogra­
phy with Indigenous scholarship and scholars is undeniable for the decolonizing 
process within the discipline o f  geography. While there are genuine attempts to incor­
porate Indigenous perspectives into the body o f knowledge in geography, these are not 
framed from an Indigenous theoretical or epistemological standpoint, thus perpetuating 
epistemic dominance. The purpose o f this paper is to engage with the literature, themes, 
goals, and problems o f Indigenous geography to explore ways o f decolonizing the dis­
cipline o f  geography, as part o f  the larger project o f Indigenizing and decolonizing 
spaces o f the academy on an international scale. The paper outlines the links between 
decolonization, ontology, and epistemology in research. Five specific themes related to 
the decolonization o f geographical research are examined: (1) the concept o f community 
and the undertaking o f community-based research; (2) the role o f different approaches 
to learning in research and the academy; (3) considerations in mapping Indigenous 
knowledge; (4) forms o f knowledge sharing in Indigenous research; and (5) the concept 
o f place itself with respect to the academy and Indigenous ontologies and epistemolo­
gies. Decolonizing the academy requires making space fo r multiple ontologies and epis­
temologies, and not just as subjects o f research. Indigenous ontologies and 
epistemologies must be accorded the same validation, respect, and academic weight as 
other perspectives on truth and forms o f  knowledge.

Learning from Indigenous Scholarship: Indigenizing the Academy 
Sami scholar Rauna Kuokkanen (2007) observes that, "the academy is one 
of the main sites for reproducing hegemony ... Indigenous scholarship 
remains invisible and not reflected in most academic discourses, including 
that of the most progressive intellectuals" (p. 156). Indigenizing the acad­
emy has formed an integral part of decolonizing projects in the academy 
for a number of decades, in part through the establishment of Indigenous 
studies programs in Canada and elsewhere. In North America, the creation 
of such programs began in the 1960s, as part of larger civil rights move­
ments where Indigenous and other marginalized groups made calls for 
justice (Taner, 1999; Andersen, 2009). Indigenous peoples were also dissat­
isfied with the types of educational opportunities that bore no relevance
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to their realities. Furthermore, Indigenous leaders, activists, and commu­
nities, weary of having others speak for them, demanded to speak for 
themselves. Indigenous studies programs have continued to evolve over 
the past four decades; however, at the centre of the discipline remain the 
goals and aspirations of Indigenous communities (Andersen, 2009). Indi- 
genizing the academy has focused on decolonization and the realization 
of Indigenous political, intellectual, economic, and cultural self-determi­
nation. This is a fraught process, a challenging process that seeks to avoid 
the traps of recolonization that reproduce "colonial relations, structures 
and discourses" (Kuokkanen, 2007, p. 146). Kuokkanen adds, "decoloniza­
tion has meant reclaiming and validating Indigenous epistemologies, 
methodologies, and research questions. Decolonizing research is also about 
centring Indigenous peoples' concerns and needs and establishing guide­
lines for ethical research" (2007, p. 143). Kuokkanen argues that 
Indigenizing the academy is not simply a matter of inserting Indigenous 
content into existing curriculum or programs, but that it requires challeng­
ing and changing institutional and systemic orders that continue to 
support hegemony.

The value of linking geography with Indigenous scholarship and 
scholars is undeniable for the decolonizing process in the discipline of 
geography. Indigenous studies as a discipline has been negotiating an "eth­
ical space" for Indigenous peoples and their intellectual traditions between 
the academy and Indigenous communities for decades (Ermine, 2007). 
While there are genuine attempts to incorporate Indigenous perspectives 
into the body of knowledge in geography, these are not framed from an 
Indigenous theoretical or epistemological standpoint, thus perpetuating 
epistemic dominance. Inroads have been made over the past decade to 
delineate an alternative approach to Indigenous studies in geography. In 
recent years, special issues in various journals have been devoted to the 
topic of Indigenous geography, including an internationally-themed edited 
volume focused on research called A Deeper Sense of Place: Stories and Jour­
neys o f Indigenous-Academic Collaboration (Johnson & Larson, 2013). 
Indigenizing the academy calls for a renewed research approach that does 
not further perpetuate colonial, imperial, and neoliberal agendas on the 
lives and lands of Indigenous peoples (Smith, 1999). There is much that 
can be learned within the discipline of geography from the experience of 
Indigenous studies programs, particularly in terms of how research is sit­
uated and enacted. First, the discipline of geography must acknowledge 
its role in the historical (and continued) dispossession of Indigenous peo­
ples from their lands and territories. Decolonizing research calls for all 
disciplines to examine their own historical and current relationships with
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Indigenous peoples, and to seek ways to move toward a relationship of 
mutual respect and reconciliation (Louis, 2007). Indigenous peoples need 
to be recognized for their role in knowledge production, not just as 
research participants and sources of data.

In Canada, the work to decolonize dominant research agendas in rela­
tion to Indigenous peoples began with a paradigm shift to replace research 
on Aboriginal communities with research with and by Aboriginal peoples 
(McNaughton & Rock, 2003). Furthermore, to effectively decolonize such 
firmly entrenched approaches of study, there needs to be active engage­
ment with Indigenous scholars, scholarship, and communities (see 
Coombes, Johnson, & Howitt, 2014; Coombes, 2012). Such paradigm(s) of 
research ideally use Indigenous research theories, approaches, and meth­
ods (or at the very least, acknowledge and respect them). The aim is to 
move toward self-determination in research (Brant Castellano, 2004). This 
means that Indigenous geography must be attentive and responsive to 
broader political goals external to the academy or discipline, such as the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples or, more 
recently, Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) (Pimbert, 2012), that calls 
for Indigenous control over Indigenous intellectual property.

The purpose of this paper is to engage with the literature, themes, 
goals, and problems of Indigenous geography to explore ways of decolo­
nizing the discipline of geography, as part of the larger project of 
Indigenizing and decolonizing spaces of the academy. The work of the 
scholars of Indigenous geography reviewed in this paper displays engage­
ment and deep concerns with the practical and theoretical problems of 
attempting to decolonize research. These deep concerns have the potential 
to unite otherwise disparate areas of research, both within and across aca­
demic disciplines. The paper begins with an outline of the broad concerns 
within the work of Indigenous geographers, regarding the links between 
decolonization, ontology, and epistemology in research. Five specific 
themes related to the decolonization of geographical research are exam­
ined: (1) the concept of community and the undertaking of 
community-based research; (2) the role of different approaches to learning 
in research and the academy; (3) considerations in mapping Indigenous 
knowledge; (4) forms of knowledge sharing in Indigenous research; and 
(5) the concept of place itself with respect to the academy and Indigenous 
ontologies and epistemologies.

As the first author, Sarah Nelson, and as a non-Indigenous 
researcher, it is important to think critically about the processes involved 
in doing research, in particular with Indigenous communities, and the 
effects that this research can have on the relationships between Indige­
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nous communities and the academy. As a researcher with a diverse dis­
ciplinary background, I find it useful to focus on the contributions of 
Indigenous geography to an understanding of colonialism and decolo­
nization, in order to illuminate how work within this specific 
sub-discipline connects with work both within and beyond the discipline 
of geography. I did my undergraduate degree at the University of 
Toronto, with a major in human biology and minors in English and 
African studies, followed by a Master's degree in First Nations Studies 
at the University of Northern British Columbia (UNBC) in Prince George. 
The central research question of my Master's thesis, asked of Elders, 
health care providers, and Aboriginal clients of an Aboriginal-focused 
health clinic in Prince George, was "What is mental health?" (Nelson,
2012). When I graduated from UNBC, I started my PhD in human geog­
raphy at the University of Toronto. My PhD research will continue to ask 
this vast and underexplored question— "What is mental health?"—but in 
new ways and within the spaces of a new discipline.

As the second author, Deborah McGregor, and as an Indigenous 
(Anishinaabe) geographer, I am committed to exploring innovative 
research approaches, practices, and methods in collaboration with Indige­
nous peoples and, in so doing, contributing to building positive 
relationships between the university and Indigenous communities (see 
McGregor, 2013). I remain primarily concerned with the dispossession of 
Indigenous peoples from their territories and the work that needs to take 
place to ensure environmental and social justice. I conduct both scholarly 
and community-based research and seek to actively address priority con­
cerns expressed by Indigenous communities. Theoretically, my orientation 
lies in the strengthening of Indigenous voice in academia with the goal of 
reconciling Indigenous forms of knowledge with other intellectual tradi­
tions (see McGregor, Bayha, & Simmons, 2014).

Ontology, Epistemology, Decolonization, and Research 
Research is a problematic term in Indigenous communities around the 
world. Indigenous communities are constantly asked to participate in 
research, much of it based in colonial ideas, priorities, epistemologies, and 
ontologies (McGregor, 2013; Smith, 1999). Knowledge often is extracted from 
individuals or communities and used for the surveillance and control of 
Indigenous bodies, lands, and resources or for the advancement—academ­
ically, economically, or otherwise—of scholars unconnected to the people 
from whom the knowledge came (Assembly of First Nations, 2007). Com­
munities involved in research often do not see any benefits from the research 
or do not even see the results, and information can be misused and misin­
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terpreted once taken out of context (Kovach, 2009; Wilson, 2005; Smith, 
1999). In response, Indigenous scholars, communities, and organizations are 
developing critical Indigenous methodologies that have their foundations 
in Indigenous communities themselves and that have a consciously decolo­
nizing aim (Coombes et al., 2014; Johnson, 2012; Louis, 2007).

Decolonization
According to Sundberg (2014), decolonization has two parallel projects: 
one lies in "exposing the ontological violence authorized by Eurocentric 
epistemologies both in scholarship and everyday life" (p. 34) and the other 
"involves fostering 'multiepistemic literacy/ a term proposed by Sami 
scholar Rauna Kuokkanen to indicate learning and dialogue between epis- 
temic worlds" (p. 34). In other words, decolonization involves both 
bringing to light the ways that colonialism is perpetuated through the 
structures of everyday life, and creating spaces for realities and ways of 
knowing the world that differ from those that perpetuate, and are perpet­
uated through, colonialism.

Decolonization, then, seems to be centred on the concepts of ontology 
and epistemology. What do Indigenous geographers mean when they 
write about ontology and epistemology, and what are the implications of 
these concepts in Indigenous research?

Ontology
Ontology answers the question: "What is real?" Sarah Hunt makes an 
important distinction between "Indigenous ontologies" and "western 
ontologies of Indigeneity" (2014, p. 27). Western ontologies of Indigeneity 
refer to representations of Indigeneity grounded in Western, colonial 
ontologies; looking at Indigeneity from these perspectives positions 
Indigenous peoples as the subjects of research rather than as producers of 
knowledge (Hunt, 2014; McGregor et al., 2010; McGregor, 2013). Indige­
nous ontologies are those that originate in Indigenous communities and 
from Indigenous perspectives; a focus on Indigenous ontologies allows for 
Indigenous knowledge to be "seen as legitimate on its own terms," rather 
than "negotiated in relation to pre-established modes of inquiry" (Hunt, 
2014, p. 29; see also McGregor, 2013).

For example, Howitt and Suchet-Pearson (2006) deconstruct concepts 
such as management and capacity building, which are often used in co-man­
agement or joint management agreements. They argue that a term such as 
management carries with it the weight of a specifically Western ontological 
approach to environmental preservation. It implies a hierarchy where 
human beings are responsible for the well-being of the natural world; this,
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in turn, places them both above and separates them from other animate 
and inanimate beings in the world (Howitt & Suchet-Pearson, 2006). The 
concept of wildlife management, for example, does not make sense in an 
Indigenous ontology that sees humans as an integral part of nature (rather 
than civilized and in opposition to that which is wild) and on an equal foot­
ing with other members of the natural world (and therefore not in a 
position to manage them) (Howitt & Suchet-Pearson, 2006). The use of such 
terms, grounded in specific ontologies and structures, limits the possibili­
ties for action and interaction by partners in a co-management agreement. 
Any negotiation of such an agreement will be biased from the start in 
favour of Western ontologies, thus marginalizing Indigenous forms of 
knowledge (Howitt & Suchet-Pearson, 2006).

Blaser (2014) and Sundberg (2014) refer to the difference between 
conceiving of the world as a universe, assumed to be one reality (or 
ontology) and with differing ways of perceiving it, and as a pluriverse, 
with multiple ontologies. In the universe view, differences in the way 
people perceive this singular reality tend to be portrayed as cultural dif­
ferences, which can, in turn, be contained within Eurocentric 
categorizations of what really exists in the world (Sundberg, 2014). The 
pluriverse, on the other hand, is not so much an overarching ontology 
that dictates what reality is (thus falling into the same traps as the uni­
verse), but an acknowledgement of ongoing, ever-shifting "performative 
enactments] of multiple, distinct ontologies or worlds" (Sundberg, 2014, 
p. 38; see also Blaser, 2014). According to Blaser (2014), the act of story­
telling has been described by Indigenous scholars and philosophers as 
a means of enacting reality. That is, stories do not just represent or refer 
to reality; rather, "they partake in the variably successful performance 
of that which they narrate" (p. 54). Different stories actively bring into 
being different ontologies, different realities, and different worlds. Sto­
rytelling, as Kovach (2009) and others have noted, can be an important 
strategy in aligning with Indigenous ontologies when undertaking 
Indigenous research.

Epistemology
Kovach (2009) explains that within the research context, epistemology 
"means a system of knowledge that references within it the social relations 
of knowledge production" (p. 21). Epistemology is concerned with the the­
ory and nature of knowledge, its sources, and how we come to know. 
Drawing upon Willie Ermine's (1995) influential work on Aboriginal epis­
temology, Kovach (2009) explains that in an Indigenous research context, 
one must consider him or herself in relation to place and person. All of
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existence is connected. In this research framework, more counts as knowl­
edge and relationships become the primary focus. Ermine writes that 
Aboriginal epistemology "also recognizes that other life forms manifest the 
creative force in the context of the knower. It is an experience in context, a 
subjective experience that, for the knower, becomes knowledge in itself. 
The experience is the knowledge" (Ermine, 1995, p. 104). More specifically, 
Herman Michell (2005) writes of Woodlands Cree epistemology as: "par­
ticipatory, experiential, process-oriented, and ultimately spiritual. 
Woodlands Cree ways of knowing require participation with the natural 
world with all of one's senses, emotions, body, mind and spirit" (p. 36). 
Relationships in an Indigenous epistemology are not limited to relation­
ships among people.

How does one go about considering Indigenous epistemologies in 
research? Kovach (2009) offers suggestions, including deciding what and 
whose knowledge will be privileged in research. Furthermore, she and 
other scholars have emphasized the importance of Indigenous languages 
in such research frameworks. Language, Kovach observes, "is central to 
the construction of knowledge" (2009, p. 61). Practically speaking, episte­
mology—whether or not researchers are consciously aware of how it 
comes into play—gives rise to how we conduct ourselves in research. 
Anishinaabe scholar Cindy Peltier reflects upon her engagement with epis­
temological foundations of Anishinaabe thought in her health research. 
Her research is guided by the "Seven Directions of the Kendaaswin" which 
ensures the researcher is responsible and "accountable to your relations" 
(Peltier, 2013, p. 37). In her example, relationship includes all relatives 
(including animals and plants), as well as "those relationships we had with 
those that came before us, those who are still in this realm and those gen­
erations to come" (Peltier, 2013, p. 37).

Academic settings are not often accepting of Indigenous epistemolog­
ical approaches to the generation, production, and transmission of 
knowledge. The situation is slowly changing as more researchers, Indige­
nous and non-Indigenous alike, broaden their conception of what counts 
as knowledge and genuinely embrace other ways of coming to know. 
Geography as a discipline can draw upon Indigenous epistemological 
research frameworks emerging in Canada and internationally as a strategy 
to indigenize the field; however, this must occur within a broader context 
of good relationships.

The remaining themes from Indigenous geography to be addressed in 
this paper are all related to our discussion of decolonization, ontology, and 
epistemology. We discuss each of these in turn.
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"Community " and Community-Based Research 
Larsen and Johnson (2012) write about the implications of on-the-ground 
experience in Indigenous research (which they argue has a strong impact 
on the way such research is theorized and written, but is rarely explicitly 
referred to in the literature) and note that "the challenges and difficulties 
commonly reported on as part of Indigenous research are part of much 
'deeper' (i.e., ontological) differences in the way human communities con­
struct and engage their lifeworlds" (p. 11). In other words, the difficulties 
that researchers, who are doing community-based research with Indigenous 
communities, tend to report on are not inherent in the research methods; 
rather, they reflect a more basic difference in outlook between university- 
based research and Indigenous communities. Thus, such difficulties will not 
be properly resolved simply by adjusting individual methodologies; a more 
fundamental shift in institutional approaches to research is required.

This is not to say that individual methodologies should not also be 
adjusted, however. Adapting individual researchers' research orientations 
to accommodate Indigenous research paradigms can contribute to decol­
onizing the academy as a whole. One approach to decolonizing research 
that is frequently proposed is the use of community-based or participatory 
research techniques, whereby members of the community where the 
research is taking place have an active role in the research process, as nego­
tiated between community members and researcher(s) (see Tobias, 
Richmond, & Luginaah, 2013; Coombes, 2012; de Leeuw, Cameron, & 
Greenwood, 2012).

The concept of community is a central and sometimes taken-for- 
granted unit of analysis in Indigenous research (Coombes et al., 2012). 
Community-based researchers and those engaging with the principles of 
Indigenous research are often reminded to prioritize "communal needs" 
and design research that will meet these needs (Louis, 2007, p. 130). The 
very concept of "community-based research" presupposes the existence of 
a community with which to engage. Coombes, Johnson, and Howitt (2012) 
assert that analysis at the community level, and an acknowledgement that 
something called a "community" exists, cannot be considered "false con­
sciousness" (p. 812) as some have implied. However, they caution against 
the uncritical use of the term "community," stating that, "'Indigenous com­
munities are never the intimate and cohesive social units we anticipate'" 
(Pratt, 2011, p. 2; cited in Coombes et al., 2012).

Thus, the question of who constitutes a community is raised. In my 
[first author, Sarah Nelson] master's degree research (Nelson, 2012), I was 
working with one organization and, for practical purposes, I treated this
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organization as the community I was working with. Yet, even this commu­
nity extended far beyond the walls of the organization to include other 
organizations, Elders from within or outside of the city, clients of various 
organizations, the hospital, the university, and so on. It was hard to define 
who was and was not part of this particular community, a difficulty that 
extends to most communities.

This makes attention to communal needs somewhat problematic. 
Should community needs be placed above individual needs with regard 
to the outcomes of research, for example? Can a researcher truly balance 
all the differing needs of a community or does she or he have to pick and 
choose? Macauley, Delormier, McComber, Cross, Potvin, Paradis, Kirby, 
Saad-Haddad, and Desrosiers (1998) present their approach to address­
ing this problem. In their code of research ethics, developed for the 
Kahnawake Schools Diabetes Prevention Project, they ensure that any 
community member, whether involved in the research or not, has the 
chance to voice and to publish a dissenting opinion on the research 
process, results, or analysis at the same time or prior to any publication 
by the research team. However, the code of ethics also stipulates that no 
one person can veto the results or analysis of the research (Macauley et 
al., 1998). Thus, there is a process in place for everyone to express an 
opinion (although perhaps biased towards those familiar with academic 
writing and publishing procedures) while, at the same time, preserving 
the right of the research team to carry out the research even in the pres­
ence of a dissenting individual. The researchers developed this process 
in dialogue with one another and with members of the community 
(Macauley, 1998). It is a good example of researchers endeavouring to 
ensure that individual needs and community needs are balanced, and 
demonstrates one research group's attempt to leave space for everyone's 
opinions and ideas.

This brings up another important point about the conduct of 
research. Macauley and colleagues (Macauley et al., 1998) made these 
stipulations about research ethics in a written, community-vetted docu­
ment in advance of the research itself taking place. Fletcher (2003) also 
recommends setting out a research agreement in advance when conduct­
ing community-based research with Indigenous communities (see also 
Canadian Institutes of Health Research, National Sciences and Engineer­
ing Research Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada, 2010); however, there are difficulties 
involved in this process. Having a written research agreement protects 
everyone and makes it clear what everyone's roles and obligations are 
with respect to the research. It also provides a document that everyone
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has agreed upon in advance, and that everyone involved in the research 
can refer to, to be reminded of what the most important principles of the 
research are (Fletcher, 2003; Macauley et al., 1998). But there are potential 
reasons not to have a written agreement. In some ways, writing every­
thing down could actually lead to problems if there were differences in 
interpretation of what was written, for example. It could also be seen as 
a demonstration of a lack of trust—a quality that is ultimately important 
in forming healthy research relationships (Kovach, 2009). Further, 
Indigenous scholars and organizations have developed principles for 
ethical research with Indigenous communities: the principles of Owner­
ship, Control, Access, and Possession (OCAP) (Schnarch, 2004) that 
clearly delineate methods of achieving self-determination for Indige­
nous peoples in research: or the principles of Free, Prior and Informed 
Consent (FPIC) (Pimbert, 2012; Swiderska, Milligan, Kohli, Shrumm, 
Jonas, Fliemstra, & Oliva, 2012) that place the right to decide whether or 
not research should proceed in the hands of communities. Having a 
written research agreement does not ensure that research adheres to 
these principles. Having a written agreement may be one aspect of 
developing research relationships between people from the academy 
and people within Indigenous communities, but having a written 
research agreement should not replace developing relations of trust and 
mutual understanding and support; nor should it compromise commu­
nity control over the research.

Indigenous geographer Renee Pualani Louis (2007) notes that "all 
research is appropriation (Rundstrom & Deur, 1999, p. 239) and requires 
adequate benefits for both the Indigenous people and the researcher" (p. 
133). In discussions of Indigenous research and community-based research, 
it is often easy for a researcher to be convinced that one has circumvented 
the pitfalls of extractive research and avoided reproducing colonial rela­
tions because of the involvement of community members in the research 
(see de Leeuw et al., 2012; Coombes, 2012 for a discussion of this tendency). 
It is important to remember that even the most ethical and participatory 
forms of research involve taking information from one place and making 
it accessible to other people, which is always a form of appropriation. 
Being aware of this is important even in research that follows the principles 
of OCAP and FPIC. It does not mean that research should not proceed; it 
means, rather, that participants should be adequately and appropriately 
compensated and that the form of appropriation should be considered and 
controlled. People must remain in control of their own knowledges, and 
consent must be given in such a way that all participants know exactly 
what they are consenting to.
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Approaches to Learning: Experts versus Engagement 
Johnson, Louis, and Pramono (2006) point to Paulo Freire's (1970) critical 
pedagogy: the education of oppressed peoples with their liberation in 
mind. The authors (Johnson, Louis, & Pramono, 2006) point out that every­
one involved in research, including (or perhaps, especially) the researcher, 
needs to first acknowledge and address their own colonial mentality before 
research is begun. They advocate for a critical cartography in Indigenous 
communities that would counter the tendency by outside researchers to 
equip their community partners with only the most basic skills and 
encourage, instead, a deeper, more critical understanding of cartography 
and its role in Western thought and colonial enterprise (Johnson et al., 
2006). This is a point that the first author, Sarah Nelson could perhaps 
expand in future research endeavours. During the course of her master's 
thesis research (Nelson, 2012), there was a great deal of mutual sharing of 
information throughout the process of conducting the research; however, 
there was very little formal information sharing on her part as a researcher 
as to how to do university-based research; this, perhaps, was an oversight.

On the other hand, it is important to be careful in situations where the 
education of Indigenous community members by non-Indigenous out­
siders is being encouraged. As a researcher, sharing a deeper 
understanding of what you are doing with the people you are working 
with is respectful; however, becoming the non-Indigenous expert who has 
to educate the local people in ways of thinking that are perceived to be 
superior to their own becomes a perpetuation of colonial processes. As 
Freire (1970) puts it:

We can legitimately say that in the process of oppression someone oppresses someone else; 
we cannot say that in the process of revolution someone liberates someone else, nor yet 
that someone liberates himself, but rather that human beings in communion liberate each 
other, (p. 133)

Freire (1970) is arguing for a shared consciousness-raising through the 
simultaneous education of both teacher and student, where everyone, 
oppressor and oppressed alike, can break free from a colonial mentality. 
Keeping in mind that no one person can alone be responsible for another 
person's liberation may, perhaps, be a way of respecting the balance 
between meaningful collaboration and expert-based instruction.

Similarly, Kuokkanen (2007) points to the difference between "know­
ing" and "engaging with" the "other" (p. 117, cited in Sundberg, 2014). She 
writes that the endeavour to know someone implies a relationship of dom­
ination rooted in colonialism—in effect, reinforcing the concept of a 
singular "truth" or reality reflected in the "universe" view of ontology
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(Blaser, 2014; Sundberg, 2014). On the other hand, learning as engagement 
means not just learning to know, but also learning from the other in a recip­
rocal manner (Sundberg, 2014; Kuokkanen, 2007). As part of decolonizing 
the academy, it is important to pay critical attention to the role that univer­
sities play in teaching people how to learn, especially with regard to the 
distinction between knowing and learning with, or learning from, one 
another. Researchers must consider whether they are truly authorized to 
tell someone else's story.

Map-Making and Indigenous Knowledges 
Johnson, Louis, and Pramono (2006) write about the impact of translating 
Indigenous knowledges through mapping and cartography. They assert 
that to situate Indigenous knowledges on a map created using Western car­
tographic principles, some aspects of these knowledges are necessarily lost 
in translation (Johnson et al., 2006). The act of making maps always involves 
leaving out certain information that does not fit with cartographic conven­
tions (Bryan, 2009); this process of selection is even more pronounced when 
the information that is being mapped also crosses cultural boundaries. As 
Johnson, Louis, and Pramono state, the loss of Indigenous place names in 
Indigenous languages involves more than the loss of language. Place names 
are often connected with stories and so losing the names can also mean los­
ing a part of Indigenous knowledge (Johnson et al., 2006).

Bryan (2009), in a similar vein, questions the use of Western maps and 
cartographic practices in the assertion of Indigenous political and land 
rights. Noting that mapping provided pivotal support for colonial powers 
attempting to rule "at a distance" (Bryan, 2009, p. 26), thus firmly rooting 
the practice in early colonial activity, the author asserts that mapping 
retains its close connection to colonialism. Even in Indigenous mapping 
projects that support Indigenous peoples' claims to territory, "the authen­
ticity of claims to indigenous identity lies with their ability to demonstrate 
a historical continuity with a pre-colonial past shored up through claims 
of a particular relationship to nature" (p. 28). To be seen as credible enough 
to advance a political aim, maps need to conform to a colonial perspective 
of the world. Thus, the implicit assumptions hidden within the act of map­
ping (based on Western cartographic conventions) can serve to perpetuate, 
rather than dissolve, colonial relationships (Bryan, 2009).

Forms o f Knowledge Sharing in Indigenous Research 
Kovach (2009) notes that one way to preserve Indigenous knowledges in 
research is to use Indigenous forms of presenting the knowledge. For 
example, in addressing "the matter of language, epistemology, and knowl­
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edge exchange within Indigenous inquiry/' Kovach argues that "given the 
philosophical basis of a complementary, non-binary Indigenous thought 
pattern, it makes sense that narrative encased in the form of oral history 
would be the natural means to transmit knowledges" (Kovach, 2009, p. 60). 
Achieving a presentation of Indigenous knowledge in any form, let alone 
a specifically Indigenous form, can be difficult within an academic setting. 
However, there are examples of ways that scholars have adapted the form 
that research is presented so as to be more suitable to the Indigenous com­
munities involved in the research. Anishinabe researcher Chantelle 
Richmond headed a project in partnership with university researchers, 
Elders, youth, community members from two First Nations communities, 
and an award-winning filmmaker to investigate concerns over industrial­
ization, environmental dispossession, and health (Tobias, Richmond, & 
Luginaah, 2013; Gifts from the Elders, n.d.). The research questions, impe­
tus for the project, benefits to the community, and ongoing forms of 
dissemination of results were informed and directed by community mem­
bers. A total of five youth from the two communities were given intensive 
training in qualitative research methods (including interviewing skills and 
developing an analytical framework to apply to the results), and their 
learning processes in conversation with Elders in their communities were 
documented in a one-hour documentary film showcasing Elders' views on 
environmental change over time and its impact on peoples' health (Gifts 
from the Elders, n.d.).

Sarah Hunt (2014) also points out that the traditional academic forms 
of knowledge sharing—through the written word—are not adequate as a 
means of understanding Indigenous forms of knowledge. As she puts it, 
"even though I have since read many books and articles about the potlatch, 
none of them have captured what I know the potlatch to be" (Hunt, 2014, 
p. 30). Hunt instead outlines that the way she learned about the potlatch, 
by observing what her relatives were doing, was "productively confusing" 
(2014, p. 31), forcing her to learn through being confused and making mis­
takes, which ultimately brought her to a far deeper understanding of the 
potlatch than simple instruction could have achieved. Perhaps, then, if 
there is confusion in the translation of knowledge, it can be used produc­
tively as a way of pointing to, and attempting to come to, an 
understanding of ontological differences (Hunt, 2014).

Places o f Research: Locating the Researcher 
The concept of place is a theme that surfaces in the work of Indigenous 
geographers. Larsen and Johnson (2012) describe three sites where trans­
formations occur for researchers who participate in Indigenous research:
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(1) "existential place" or physical, geographical place as experienced by an 
individual; (2) "social place" or position in relation to occupational, family, 
class, or ethnic groups; and (3) "conceptual place", which refers to the intel­
lectual meaning ascribed to places and the understanding of how places 
take shape (Larsen & Johnson, 2012, p. 5). These authors describe an essen­
tial feature of Indigenous research as its "taking place" in each of these 
three meanings of place-, that is, the act of doing Indigenous research forces 
a researcher to engage with concepts of place in a variety of ways, often 
with a transformative result (Larsen & Johnson, 2012, p. 2).

One reason that doing Indigenous research may transform a 
researcher's understanding of place stems from the "distinctive spatiality 
for academic work" that has its origins in "Plato's grove of olive trees on 
the outskirts of Athens" (Larsen & Johnson, 2012, p. 6). Western academic 
research has traditionally been understood as occurring in a specific type 
of place, conceived of as separate from the rest of the world: a privileged 
place where thinkers are given the time and space to grapple with their 
thoughts, removed from the physical cares and chores of everyday life. 
However, as Sundberg (2014) points out, "silence about location is a sig­
nificant performance that enacts Eurocentric theory as universal, the only 
body of knowledge that matters" (p. 36). Indigenous research does not 
allow for the removal of a researcher to such a distinctive space: it requires 
the researcher to be physically present in the places of research (Smith, 
1999) as well as critically aware of their own social and conceptual places 
with regard to the research they are undertaking and the people they are 
working with (Larsen & Johnson, 2012). The concerns of the community 
must remain at the forefront of Indigenous research and the pursuit of a 
research topic only for the sake of interest or curiosity on the part of the 
researcher is not appropriate (Kovach, 2009; Louis, 2007). Indigenizing 
geography and the academy requires attention to place as the location— 
socially, ethically, conceptually, and physically—of the researcher. One of 
the most difficult challenges for the academy is the ability to transcend the 
ideology that assumes "western ways of knowing as a given for all aca­
demic knowledge" (Kovach, 2009, p. 55).

Concluding Thoughts
The principles of Indigenous research have an important role to play in 
decolonizing the academy and making space for Indigenous researchers 
and Indigenous knowledges (Johnson, Cant, Howitt, & Peters, 2007; 
Louis, 2007). Linking the principles and knowledges of Indigenous stud­
ies with research in geography helps researchers to participate in and 
engage with the principles of Indigenous research. Non-Indigenous
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researchers may be perpetuating colonial distinctions between non- 
Indigenous experts and Indigenous subjects when they take on a primary 
role in research related to Indigenous communities (Coombes, 2012; 
Kovach, 2009; Johnson, 2008). The exposure of non-Indigenous academics, 
across all of the varying disciplines, to Indigenous methods of inquiry and 
ways of knowing will help to decolonize the academy. Opening up the 
academy to Indigenous research also provides ways to link academic 
research with communities and to give voice to Indigenous peoples, both 
within and outside of the university.

It is important to interrogate continually such concepts as ontology 
and epistemology, and even the idea of research itself, to be aware of the 
effects of language, labelling, naming, and translation, and how this 
impacts the way we see knowledge itself. Indigenous geographers have 
important and unique contributions to make to the decolonization of aca­
demic research, by bringing attention to the discipline's ongoing 
complicity in colonization and by promoting ways of being and knowing 
that may help to push geographers outside the realm of colonial logics. 
Researchers must resist the desire to be the voice o f the people. The process 
of doing research with Indigenous communities requires the researcher to 
be equal part learner and educator, and to temper the desire for expert sta­
tus with an acknowledgement that learning is a lifelong endeavour that 
should always be reciprocal. The process of doing Indigenous research can 
indeed be transformative and such transformations, rather than forming 
an invisible backdrop to research, should be brought to the forefront so that 
they can inform transformations within the academy itself. Indigenous 
knowledge must be treated as intellectually "'equal to that of Western sci­
ence' without subsuming its spiritual and ethical dimensions" (Sundberg, 
p. 40). In this way, more effective and respectful research, and research rela­
tionships among academic researchers and Indigenous communities, can 
be a stepping stone for decolonizing and Indigenizing the academy, in 
Canada and around the world.

References

Andersen, C. (2009). Critical Indigenous studies: From difference to density. C u ltu ral Studies 
R eview , 15(2), 80-100.

Assembly of First Nations. (2007). O C A P : O w nership, control, access an d  possession : Sanctioned  
by the F irst N ations In form ation  G overn an ce C om m ittee, A ssem bly  o f  F irst N ations. Ottawa: 
National Aboriginal Health Organization.

Blaser, M. (2014). Ontology and Indigeneity: On the political ontology of heterogeneous 
assemblages. C u ltu ral G eographies, 21(1), 49-58.

Brant Castellano, M. (2004). Ethics of Aboriginal research. Jou rn al o f  A borig in al H ealth , 1(1), 
98-114.

Bryan, J. (2009). Where would we be without them? Knowledge, space and power in 
Indigenous politics. Futures, 41(1), 24-32.

119



Canadian Journal of Native Education Volume 37 Number 1

Canadian Institutes of Health Research, National Sciences and Engineering Research 
Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. 
(2010). Tri-council po licy  statem ent: E thical con du ct f o r  research  in volv in g  hum ans. Ottawa: 
Government of Canada. Retrieved from http:/ / www.pre.ethics.gc.ca/eng/

Coombes, B. (2012). Collaboration: Inter-subjectivity or radical pedagogy? The Canadian  
G eographer, 56(2), 290-291.

Coombes, B., Johnson, J. T., & Howitt, R. (2012). Indigenous geographies I: Mere resource 
conflicts? The complexities in Indigenous land and environmental claims. P rogress in  
H um an G eography, 36(6), 810-821.

Coombes, B., Johnson, J. T., & Howitt, R. (2014). Indigenous geographies III:
Methodological innovation and the unsettling of participatory research. P rogress in 
H um an G eography, 1-10 [published online before print].

de Leeuw, S., Cameron, E. S., & Greenwood, M. L. (2012). Participatory and community- 
based research, Indigenous geographies, and the spaces of friendship: A critical 
engagement. T he Canadian G eographer, 56(2), 180-194.

Ermine, W. (1995). Aboriginal epistemology. In M. Battiste & J. Barman (Eds.), First N ations 
education  in C anada: The circle unfolds (pp. 101-112). Vancouver: UBC Press.

Ermine, W. (2007). The ethical space of engagement. Ind igen ou s L aw  Jou rn al, 6(1), 193-203.
Fletcher, C. (2003). Community-based participatory research relationships with Aboriginal 

communities in Canada: An overview of context and process. P im atisiw in : A  Jou rn al o f  
A borig in al an d  Indigenous C om m u n ity  H ealth, 1(1), 27-61.

Freire, P. (1970). P edagogy  o f  the oppressed. New York: Continuum.
Gifts from the Elders (n.d.). Gifts from the Elders: Honouring the past for a healthier 

tomorrow. Retrieved from http:/ /giftsfromtheelders.ca/
Howitt, R., & Suchet-Pearson, S. (2006). Rethinking the building blocks: Ontological 

pluralism and the idea of 'management'. G eografiska  A nnaler, 88(3), 323-335.
Hunt, S. (2014). Ontologies of Indigeneity: The politics of embodying a concept. C ultural 

G eographies, 21(1), 27-32.
Johnson, J. T. (2008). Kitchen table discourse: Negotiating the "tricky ground" of 

Indigenous research. A m erican  Indian C ulture an d  R esearch  Jou rn al, 32(3), 127-137.
Johnson, J. T. (2012). Place-based learning and knowing: Critical pedagogies grounded in 

Indigeneity. G eojou rn al, 77(6), 829-836.
Johnson, J. T., Cant, G., Howitt, R., & Peters, E. (2007). Creating anti-colonial geographies: 

Embracing Indigenous peoples' knowledges and rights. G eographical Research , 45(2), 
117-120.

Johnson, J. T., & Larson, S. C. (Eds.). (2013). A  deeper sen se o f  p lace: S tories an d  jou rn eys o f  
collaboration  in Indigenous research. Corvallis, OR: Oregon State University Press.

Johnson, J. T., Louis, R. P., & Pramono, A. H. (2006). Facing the future: Encouraging critical 
cartographic literacies in Indigenous communities. A C M E : A n In tern ation al E -Journal fo r  
C ritical G eographies, 4(1), 80-98.

Kovach, M. (2009). Indigenous m ethodologies: C haracteristics, con versations, an d  contexts. 
Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Kuokkanen, R. (2007). R eshaping the university : R esponsib ility , Indigenous epistem es, and the 
log ic o f  the g ift. Vancouver: UBC Press.

Larsen, S. C., & Johnson, J. T. (2012). In between worlds: Place, experience, and research in 
Indigenous geography. Journal o f  C u ltu ral G eography, 29(1), 1-13.

Louis, R. P. (2007). Can you hear us now? Voices from the margin: Using Indigenous 
methodologies in geographic research. G eographical Research , 45(2), 130-139.

Macauley, A. C., Delormier, T., McComber, A. M., Cross, E. J., Potvin, L. P., Paradis, G., 
Kirby, R. L., Saad-Haddad, C., & Desrosiers, S. (1998). Participatory research with 
Native community of Kahnawake creates innovative code of research ethics. Canadian  
Jou rn al o f  P ublic  H ealth, 89(2), 105-108.

120

http://www.pre.ethics.gc.ca/eng/


Decolonizing the Discipline? Questions and
Methods in Indigenous Geography

Nelson and McGregor

McGregor, D. (2013). Toward a paradigm of Indigenous collaboration for geographic
research in Canadian environmental and resource management. In J. T. Johnson & S. C. 
Larson (Eds.), A deeper sen se o f  p lace: Stories an d  jou rn ey s o f  collaboration  in Indigenous  
research  (pp. 157-178). Corvallis, OR: Oregon State University Press.

McNaughton, C., & Rock, D. (2003). O pportun ities in A borig in al research: R esid ts o fS S H R C 's  
dialogu e on research and A borig in al peoples. Ottawa: Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada.

McGregor, D., Bayha, W., & Simmons, D. (2010). "Our responsibility to keep the land 
alive": Voices of northern Indigenous researchers. P im atisiw in : A  Jou rn al o f  A borig inal 
an d  Ind igen ou s C om m unity  H ealth , 8(1), 101-123.

Michell, H. (2005). Nehithawak of Reindeer Lake, Canada: Worldview, epistemology and 
relationships with the natural world. T he A u stralian  Jou rn al o f  Indigenous E ducation , 
34(2005), 33-43.

Nelson, S. E. (2012). D on ’t call m e crazy : R e-en v ision in g  m en tal h ea lth  serv ices f o r  A borig in al 
peoples in P rince George. Unpublished master's thesis, University of Northern British 
Columbia, Prince George, British Columbia.

Pimbert, M. (2012). FPIC and beyond: Safeguards for power-equalising research that 
protects biodiversity, rights and culture. P articipatory  Learn in g  an d  A ction : B iodiversity  
an d  C idture: E xploring C om m unity  P rotocols, R ights an d  C onsent, 65, 43-53.

Peltier, C. (2013). My Indigenous research paradigm: Staying true to my roots. In A. 
Corbiere, D. McGregor, & C. Migwans (Eds.), A nish in aabew in  N isw i: D eep  roots, new  
grow th  (pp. 31-40). M'Chigeeng, ON: Ojibwe Cultural Foundation.

Pratt, K. (2011). Rethinking community: Conservation, practice, and emotion. Em otion ,
Space an d  Society, 5(3), 177-185.

Rundstrom, R., & Deur, D. (1999). Reciprocal appropriation: Toward an ethics of cross- 
cultural research. In J. D. Proctor & D. M. Smith (Eds.), G eography an d  ethics: Jou rn eys in  
a m oral terrain  (pp. 237-250). London: Routledge.

Schnarch, B. (2004). Ownership, control, access, and possession (OCAP) or self-
determination applied to research: A critical analysis of contemporary First Nations 
rsearch and some options for First Nations communities. Jou rn al o f  A borig inal 
H ealth ,1(1), 80-95.

Smith, L. T. (1999). D eco lon iz in g  m eth od olog ies : R esearch  an d  In d igen ou s p eop le . London:
Zed Books.

Sundberg, J. (2014). Decolonizing posthumanist geographies. Cultural Geographies, 22(1), 33-46.
Swiderska, K. (with Milligan, A., Kohli, K., Shrumm, H., Jonas, H., Hiemstra, W., & Oliva, 

M. J.) (2012). Community protocols and free, prior informed consent: Overview and 
lessons learnt. P articipatory  L earn in g  an d  A ction : B iod iversity  an d  Culture: E xploring  
C om m u n ity  P rotocols, R ights an d  C onsent, 6 5 ,25-40.

Taner, S. (1999). The evolution of Native studies in Canada: Descending from the ivory 
tower. The C anadian  Journal o f  N ative S tudies, 19  (2), 289-319.

Tobias, J. K., Richmond, C. A. M., & Luginaah, I. (2013). Community-based participatory 
research (CBPR) with Indigenous communities: Producing respectful and reciprocal 
research. Jou rn al o f  E m pirical R esearch  on H um an R esearch  E thics: A n In ternational Journal, 
8(2), 129-140.

Wilson, K. (2005). Ecofeminism and First Nations peoples in Canada: Linking culture, gender, 
and nature. Gender, P lace an d  Culture: A  Journal o f  Fem inist Geography, 22(3), 333-355.

121


