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The COVID-19 pandemic has inequitably impacted Indigenous communities in the

United States. In this emergency state that highlighted existing inadequacies in US

government and tribal public health infrastructures, many tribal nations contracted

with commercial entities and other organization types to conduct rapid diagnostic

and antibody testing, often based on proprietary technologies specific to the novel

pathogen. They also partnered with public-private enterprises on clinical trials to further

the development of vaccines. Indigenous people contributed biological samples for

assessment and, in many cases, broadly consented for indefinite use for future genomics

research. A concern is that the need for crisis aid may have placed Indigenous

communities in a position to forego critical review of data use agreements by tribal

research governances. In effect, tribal nations were placed in the unenviable position

of trading short-term public health assistance for long-term, unrestricted access to

Indigenous genomes that may disempower future tribal sovereignties over community

members’ data. Diagnostic testing, specimen collection, and vaccine research is

ongoing; thus, our aim is to outline pathways to trust that center current and future

equitable relationship-building between tribal entities and public-private interests. These

pathways can be utilized to increase Indigenous communities’ trust of external partners

and share understanding of expectations for and execution of data protections. We

discuss how to navigate genomic-based data use agreements in the context of pathogen

genomics. While we focus on US tribal nations, Indigenous genomic data sovereignties

relate to global Indigenous nations regardless of colonial government recognition.

Keywords: Indigenous, American Indian/Alaska Native, COVID-19, genomics, Indigenous data sovereignty, data

use agreements, broad consent, vaccine research
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INTRODUCTION

Indigenous communities continue to be disproportionately
impacted by the COVID-19 (coronavirus disease 2019)
pandemic. Incidence and age-adjusted mortality rates
among American Indians and Alaska Natives (AI/AN) were,
respectively, 3.5 times and 1.8 higher compared to non-Hispanic
white persons across the United States (US) (1–3). Recent
reports from August 2021 show a 600% increase in new cases
among Native Hawaiians in Hawai’i, underscoring impacts of
the latest surge for US Indigenous communities (4). Disparities
in COVID-19 rates among Indigenous people are rooted in
contemporary social and health inequities, including increased
prevalence of underlying conditions, structural barriers to
accessing resources for curbing viral transmission (i.e., clean
water, personal protective equipment), underfunded tribal
health systems, and geographic rurality (5, 6)—which are
rooted in colonialism and complex histories of tribal-trust
treaty relationships (7). Though apparent, the true extent of
COVID-19 disparities among Indigenous people is subject to
underreporting which may impede public health initiatives (8)
related to biological testing and vaccination.

Amid the emergent conditions of the pandemic, concerns
arise that Indigenous nations traded short-term needs for
COVID-19 testing, surveillance, and vaccination with long-term,
unrestricted access by non-tribal entities to Indigenous peoples’
genomes which may undermine Indigenous data sovereignties.
While some call for increased collection of biological data
from Indigenous populations to understand the extent of
COVID-19 disease burden disparities (9), we as Indigenous
health researchers and non-Indigenous allies remind that
extraction of any data from tribal nations without attribution
to Indigenous data sovereignties can be equivalent to past
research harms. Therefore, in expanding others’ recognition
of Indigenous sovereignties related to tribal public health
responses (9–11), we outline a framework for partnering with
Indigenous nations to ensure that genomic and other biological
information collected from Indigenous individuals in pandemic
crises–as part of diagnostic and antibody testing, clinical trial
initiatives, and vaccine research–can benefit future Indigenous
data sovereignties.

INDIGENOUS GENOMIC DATA

SOVEREIGNTIES

Indigenous data sovereignties are defined as the “rights and
interests of Indigenous peoples relating to the collection,
ownership, and application of data about their people, lifeways,
and territories” (12). When referring specifically to data derived
from a part or whole of Indigenous peoples’ genomes, we use
the term “Indigenous genomic data sovereignties” (13). Settler-
colonial recognition of these sovereignties are usually limited
to, in the US context, the 574 federally recognized tribes via
“nation-to-nation” policies. However, we recognize that data
sovereignties are intrinsic to Indigenous peoples’ right to self-
govern (14) andmust therefore extend beyond colonially-defined

arbitrations of geographic state to include urban-displaced
citizens of tribal nations and Indigenous groups of special
and/or unrecognized status. Further, while some approaches
to collecting data from Indigenous peoples try to leverage
“individual vs. group” dynamics as a means of circumventing
Indigenous genomic data sovereignties (13, 15), it is up to the
communities to define data access and use of biological and
genomic information collected from their people. While we use
community-engaged models as a basis for the suggestions on
equitable data use and sharing, we argue for a more empowered
approach that centers Indigenous data decision authorities (14)
first and foremost.

The assertion of Indigenous governances to self-determine
public health initiatives for their own people (5) brought
swift changes in COVID-19 incidence rates for some tribal
nations. Sometimes in stark contrast to states’ responses early
in the pandemic, tribal nations—in particular but not limited
to Arizona (16), Montana (17), North Dakota (18), and
South Dakota (19, 20)—effectively led pandemic responses
by implementing local mitigation strategies, restricting travel,
mandating curfews and masks, creating culturally-tailored
health messaging, and instituting contact tracing within their
jurisdictions. Some states achieved greater equity in vaccine
distribution among AI/AN populations (3, 21). Early efforts
by tribes to vaccinate their populations initially led to high,
though currently stagnating (22), rates of vaccination in many
tribal communities, with nearly 70% vaccination rates for eligible
individuals reported for the Meskwaki Nation (Sac and Fox
Tribe of the Mississippi) (23), the Navajo Nation (24), among
others (25).

While these measures certainly contribute to decreasing viral
transmission, many tribal nations are still ill-equipped to provide
diagnostic and antibody testing to confirm, trace, and treat
COVID-19 cases. Considering these pre-existing deficiencies
in tribal public health infrastructures that only exacerbate the
need for local testing, many tribal nations rely on federal
and municipal government services, University researchers, and
private companies to conduct health data and biospecimen
collection for diagnostic and antibody testing, clinical trials,
and vaccine research. Collected data includes tribal group
identifiers, identifiable data from kin, demographic information,
and specimen data from which human genomic information can
potentially be derived.

The emergency urge to quickly develop and disseminate a
COVID-19 vaccine also brought forth many questions related
to the pace of the Operation Warp Speed Vaccine Initiative,
a public-private partnership between the US government
and commercial entities. The “all-in” commercial investment
strategy incentivized multiple vaccine developers to scale up
manufacturing and distribution prior to completion of clinical
studies (26), which brought an unprecedented rapidity to
clinical trialing. There were concerns among tribal public
health entities that vaccine companies and researchers were
rushing tribal approval procedures or recruiting tribal citizens
residing outside of their tribes’ jurisdictions (27). There are
sustained concerns that the vaccine research overly emphasize a
Western ethic of individual informed consent when recruiting
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Indigenous individuals, particularly those who reside in urban
city centers outside of tribal research protections, that is
culturally inconsistent with Indigenous communitarian ethics
and has potential to biologically re-identify Indigenous groups
(15). More salient, however, is the persistent worry that
Indigenous community members are broadly consenting (28) to
ungoverned future use and ownership of Indigenous genomic
data under the pretense of proprietary domain which may lead
to co-optation and commercial exploitation (29). Compounding
these concerns about the impacts of commercial interests are
the ethical impacts of promoting the inclusion of Indigenous
individuals in clinical trial research in ways that favor the goals
of research institutions over tribal nations’ sovereign rights to
guarantee data governance and research benefit (30).

As a note, it is important to distinguish US Indigenous
communities’ relative lack of “vaccine hesitancy” for
implementing a federally approved vaccine vs. the hesitation
by many tribes to sign on as research trial participants prior to
approval. There are distrusts related to the history of medical
experimentation in Indigenous communities (31) that must be
considered separately and distinctly from implementing vaccine
programming after release to the general public.

NEED FOR EQUITABLE DATA USE

AGREEMENTS

Data Use Agreements (DUAs) are legally binding contracts
that stipulate terms related to limited transference of restricted
data from one entity to another, to include procedures of
data sharing, data access, and data licensing. Although entities
involved should participate in developing and enforcing DUAs,
tribal nations–as owners and stewards of data collected from
tribal members– should be empowered as decision-makers
in agreements involving data from their communities. In
university-sponsored research, it is usually the institution that
reviews and ensures compliance of DUAs according to funding
regulations. For federally-funded data collection, often DUAs
favor deposition of data into a central repository under the ethic
of open or communal research use which can incongruent with
Indigenous data sovereignties (14). Since federal data repositories
are outside the governance and oversight of tribes, there have
been tensions in negotiating the need to protect and recognize
Indigenous data sovereignties while still supporting research
collaborations (32). DUAs drafted by private organizations or
commercial entities may also have corporate liability protections
and intellectual property terms that favor those organizations.
In any case, there is usually an inequitable power dynamic in
that DUAs are drafted in the perspective of those empowered
to collect and store data. Until tribal nations can create their
own institutions for data collection and storage, which can take
many years, unfortunately tribes will likely be disempowered
to represent their data concerns (33). Furthermore, tribal
nations may likely not be prepared to respond as quickly as
needed to represent their data concerns during times of public
health crises, as underscored during the events of the current
and ongoing pandemic. Therefore, the need to address these

inequities will continue to persist, and it is important to push for
implementation of more responsible data use practices now.

The disproportionate impact of the pandemic and the need
for crisis aid place Indigenous communities in a vulnerable
position to forego critical review of DUAs by tribal research
governances; additionally, tribes that do not already have these
data oversights are further disenfranchised. Thus, there is
urgency for developing and implementing data sharing practices
that best serve Indigenous communities, particularly as post-
pandemic activities (such as testing, vaccination, and research)
must be continued for future public health. This urgency does
not preclude the need to carefully co-develop terms of a DUA,
which can have sustained impacts even after the pandemic state.
Developing DUAs with shared understanding of expectations
and execution of current and future data protections remains a
critical component of equitable partnerships.

By recognizing the legacies of research harms associated
with data, potential partners are more likely to be successful
in practicing ethical research methods and avoiding future
legal conflicts. Part of this process also entails respecting
Indigenous data sovereignties related to the collection, use,
storage, and oversight of Indigenous biological samples. To think
transformatively about ameliorating health disparities will entail
looking beyond genomic differences, especially as COVID-19
disparities are more proximally related to structural barriers to
health than between-group biological differences. Thus, public
health practitioners should be looking to long-term initiatives
related to economic resiliency, public health leadership, and
clinical and research practices—including macro-level data
practices and clinical biospecimen collection and informatics.

FRAMEWORK GUIDELINES

Respect and Collaboration Early in

Negotiations
Creating DUAs empowers Indigenous communities as partners
in the pandemic response. With sound DUAs, Indigenous
communities are invited in planning conversations with potential
partners to establish mutual understanding and respect that have
impacts for future research. Furthermore, a DUA enables tribal
nations to provide guidance on program implementation and any
research products resulting from pandemic samples conducted
within Indigenous landscapes. Crafting DUAs fosters discussions
that could illuminate and address potential assumptions and
differences in understandings before these challenges arose. If
there is no clarification and resolution of issues through the DUA
development, the research process can halt or another partner
found to minimize any potential harms from the collection of
contested data. This speaks to the importance of creating a DUA
early in the process such that substantial time and resources
are not devoted when a respectful and transparent partnership
is unattainable.

External organizations invited to assist with pandemic
response should recognize the Indigenous communities’
ownership of their genomic data and show respect for local
community members by involving them in the entire pandemic
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response, including the development, selection, analysis,
presentation, and dissemination of any genomic data—whether
internally, publicly, or in scientific realms. Indigenous citizen
professionals working in the community engaged as part of the
research can enrich the communities’ understanding of the DUA
processes. Community members and professionals should serve
as integral members of pandemic response teams from start to
finish (34).

Specificity of Terms Is Key to

Trust-Building
Tribal nations have sovereign and legal agency to self-direct
their own pandemic response initiatives (35). DUAs should thus
include an agreement of access for outside entities to operate in
Indigenous communities. Access to what kinds of data is a key
component of an access agreement (36). Access terms should
specify locations, populations, records, and time frames. Though
external organizations may be permitted access to certain tribal
areas and populations, they should not assume they have carte
blanche to collect any data in any form without consent. In multi-
tribal partnerships, organizations should expect to establish
DUAs with each Indigenous community separately with the
knowledge that each community may have their own processes,
priorities, foci, and expectations.

Access agreements should also detail personnel and their
respective levels of data access and security (37–40). In this
way, researchers can become trusted entities by which their
cultural competencies, work ethics, and trustworthiness become
known to tribal partners. When specific project personnel
cannot be identified by name–for example, support personnel
such as subcontractors or volunteers–partners should specify
any credentials or qualifications (i.e. any ethical and cultural
training or experience working with tribal nations) (41) of those
individuals accessing Indigenous data.

Conducting emergency pandemic responses may result in
unplanned access to aspects of community life and cultural
practice, such as healing ceremonies, that might otherwise not
be accessible to those outside of the community. External
partners should by respectful and refrain from collecting any
data or biological samples outside of expressed permissions.
While some of these terms may be specified in research informed
consent, not all public health data constitutes research. Therefore,
creating access agreements between tribal nations and partners
can illuminate these restrictions and increase understanding of
collective goals and expectations for the rapid pandemic response
and long-term collection, use, and storage of associated data.

Overall, access agreements are only one part of a macro-
level data use agreements (29, 42–44). Another critical part
is an agreement of for what and how the data can be used.
Tribal nations should have sovereign data governance and
intellectual property rights for technologies resulting from data
collected on sovereign lands (44). DUAs should also indicate
what will be shared, in what manner, and with whom (43).
Outside entities partnering with tribal nations during pandemic
times might also have specific goals regarding data-sharing,
reporting measures, selling for profit, and should inform the

tribal nation of any intentions to publish in journals, present
at conferences, or commercialize tribal data and samples (45).
A common component of DUAs is tribal right to review all
dissemination products prior to publication, including press
releases, manuscripts, presentations, and other reports that
include data specific to their community.

Good Data Stewardship Entails

Safeguarding
Partner tribal nations should also be informed about how
confidential information and samples will be protected and
degrees of confidentiality from now and into the future (41). It
should be the goal of the DUA to only report aggregate data, not
individual data, in the report back to the tribal nation.

An important DUA safeguard is the review of jurisdiction and
legal procedures early in implementation as a safety measure for
both parties. External researchers and organizations should be
aware that tribal nations may include clauses for the withdrawal
from the contract. This is often done by tribal nations to
prevent the release of sensitive information that misrepresents
or stereotypes Indigenous peoples, or sensitive information that
may harm the health, safety, or welfare of the communities or
environment involved. It is also the case that tribal nations may
stipulate that legal jurisdiction of procedures occurs in tribal
court systems and that the contractual teams may be assessed
fines for misconduct if harm, fraud, or unethical behavior
is discovered.

It is the responsibility of both the tribal nations and the
external researchers and organizations to ensure adherence to the
DUA. Tribal nations are data owners and stewards, and they need
to monitor who has access to the data and guide interpretations
of research findings to ensure appropriate representation of tribal
communities. As data users, external entities are responsible
for ensuring adherence to the DUA or risk dissolution of
partnerships with tribes. They should actively engage in ongoing
assessment of their procedures related to data storage, use, and
sharing to ensure continued adherence to the DUA regardless of
staff turnover, changes in business practices and tools, and time.

Building Sustainable Relationships
Creating DUAs will help build positive relationships between
external research and organizations and the tribal nations
through the process of creating equitable agreements and
following an ethical framework (30, 42, 46–48). Sustained
positive relationship building between these entities and
respective tribal nations throughout the pandemic response is a
continued step for business-to-community relationship building
with tribal nations. Relationships require time to develop,
strengthen, and build sustenance—even during uncertain and
challenging times. The DUA process of relationship development
is imperative because of historical mistrusts in Indigenous
communities. Further, Indigenous culture and ways of knowing
cannot be understood through brief emergency interaction
during a public health crisis. Thus, tribal nations might view
external entities who disengage in partnership development once
access permission is granted as inauthentic, feigning to act in the
best interest of Indigenous peoples, and disrespecting Indigenous
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sovereign public health. The most successful partnerships are
those that are initiated early and actively work toward developing
and strengthening the DUA-guided relationships throughout the
duration of pandemic response and beyond.

FUTURE IMPLICATIONS

Pandemic genomic investigations in tribal nations are likely
to evolve as nations adopt their own tribal biorepositories,
storage procedures, and template DUA language. The ability
of tribal nations themselves to generate and analyze this
genomic information will empower them to be creative in the
development of research agendas or revisiting with entities to
negotiate existing secondary pandemic related genomic data.
Further, maintaining DUAs, access, and control over pandemic
genomic data will be supported by emerging aspirations to
realize Indigenous data sovereignty (49). Therefore, wherever
possible, we hope that tribes will continue to increasingly exert
their sovereignties in the space of data collection commensurate
with outside entities’ interest in Indigenous genomic data. It
ultimately should be the tribes’ responsibility to steward data
decisions that concern their peoples, and it is up to partners
to respect these tribal sovereignties in order to develop trust
relationships. Although there are guidelines for ethical research
conduct in Indigenous communities (30), there is not yet a
gold standard framework that is specific to conducting this
type of research and data collection in the context of pandemic
genomics. Therefore, the perspectives we presented can be useful
for navigating genomic-based DUAs in the pathway to creating
clinical to research process that can be helpful for tribal nations,
should another public health emergency emerge.

Ultimately, equitable and beneficial pandemic response in
Indigenous landscapes honors Indigenous Knowledges and
respects tribal sovereignties. Pandemic and post-pandemic
genomic research with Indigenous communities is crucial and,
when conducted respectfully, can provide guided direction for
improved future societal wellness. As shared by Indigenous

community leaderMichaelMartin, “Every action we take we have
to be mindful seven generations up” (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=YyuSc_jkG-s).
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Prompted by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s 
Calls to Action (2015), Canadian post-secondary institu-
tions are now struggling with how to ethically engage 
Indigenous communities and Indigenous knowledge sys-
tems. Communities, scholars, and administrators want 
better relationships, but are faced with the challenging 
task of reconciling these aspirations with a university cul-
ture that is still, for the most part, invested in Indigenous 
erasure and marginalization. Conceptually, indigenization 
represents a move to expand the academy’s still-narrow 
conceptions of knowledge, to include Indigenous perspec-
tives in transformative ways (Kuokkanen, 2008, p. 2). 
What exactly this transformation looks like in practice is 
still a matter of debate. Many Indigenous scholars, for 
instance, argue for an indigenization that provokes a foun-
dational, intellectual, and structural shift in the academy, 
requiring the wholesale overhaul of academic norms to 
better reflect a more meaningful relationship with 
Indigenous nations. For most university administrators, 
however, this transformative vision of indigenization is 
too destabilizing and so propose more modest goals of 
increasing Indigenous student enrollment and hiring more 
Indigenous faculty and staff. In practice then, despite the 
growing prevalence of indigenization rhetoric on cam-
puses across Canada, there are several distinct visions of 
indigenization, only some of which are able to work in 
tandem with others.

To better describe these tensions, we argue that debates 
on postsecondary indigenization in Canada actually rely 
on three distinct uses of “indigenization”; these meanings 

are not always compatible with one another, even if this 
incompatibility is obscured by an overlapping usage of 
the same terminology. In this article, we break down the 
diverse uses of the term, to better understand the various 
claims being made about its importance. We also analyze 
the three distinct visions for an academic future of each 
vision of indigenization. The three meanings—Indigenous 
inclusion, reconciliation indigenization, and decolonial 
indigenization—exist on a spectrum. On one end of this 
continuum, the academy maintains most of its existing 
structures while assisting Indigenous students, faculty, 
and staff in succeeding under this normalized order, and 
on the other end, the university is fundamentally trans-
formed by deep engagement with Indigenous peoples, 
Indigenous intellectuals, and Indigenous knowledge sys-
tems for all who attend.

We define these three concepts as follows, Indigenous 
inclusion is a policy that aims to increase the number of 
Indigenous students, faculty, and staff in the Canadian acad-
emy. Consequently, it does so largely by supporting the 
adaption of Indigenous people to the current (often alienat-
ing) culture of the Canadian academy. Reconciliation 
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indigenization is a vision that locates indigenization on 
common ground between Indigenous and Canadian ideals, 
creating a new, broader consensus on debates such as what 
counts as knowledge, how should Indigenous knowledges 
and European-derived knowledges be reconciled, and what 
types of relationships academic institutions should have 
with Indigenous communities. Decolonial indigenization 
envisions the wholesale overhaul of the academy to funda-
mentally reorient knowledge production based on balancing 
power relations between Indigenous peoples and Canadians, 
transforming the academy into something dynamic and new.

These are the three key positions in scholarly and popu-
lar debates on indigenization. However, when it comes to 
institutional practice, we suggest that academic institutions 
have only started the implementation of the least transform-
ative of these visions. In general, the Canadian academy 
has rhetorically adopted an aspirational vision of reconcili-
ation indigenization, but is in fact largely committed to 
Indigenous inclusion; in essence, post-secondary institu-
tions are attempting to merely increase the number of 
Indigenous people on campus without broader changes. 
Even so, this status quo is deeply contested, in particular by 
Indigenous professors and administrators often working 
both within and against these policies to bring about more 
transformative visions of indigenization. Many of these 
Indigenous academics push for decolonial indigenization, 
which would radically alter the entire academic system, 
something that university administrations have so far failed 
to seriously consider at most Canadian postsecondary 
institutions.

We wanted to see the ways in which Indigenous peo-
ples—and settler allies—envision indigenizing in the acad-
emy to better understand their perspectives on how to 
meaningfully indigenize the academy—or if such a move is 
even desirable. To do so, we asked for the viewpoints of 25 
scholars using an anonymous online survey: participants 
were mostly Indigenous academics and those working as 
allies. In these responses, we found that not only were these 
scholars likely to argue for foundational, decolonial change, 
they were also highly skeptical of half-measures, watered-
down policies, and other approaches that downplayed the 
need for major shifts in how universities operate.

Alongside these responses, we analyze a growing aca-
demic literature on indigenization, which includes a num-
ber of more forward-looking official positions put forward 
by university administrations. In analyzing these diverse 
perspectives, we argue in favor of the more decolonial posi-
tions—that overarching change in how the academy 
engages Indigenous communities, scholars, staff, and stu-
dents—are only viable option to effectively indigenized the 
Canadian academy. Other options, we suggest, merely 
evoke the discourse of transformative change, while using 
this rhetoric to preserve the status quo—the unsustainable 
and unjust exclusion of Indigenous nations from an acad-
emy built on top of Indigenous homelands.

The impetus for this work came from our in-class expe-
riences teaching Indigenous content at several Canadian 
universities. Adam is Métis and an associate professor in 
the Faculty of Native Studies at the University of Alberta 

and has taught introductory Indigenous studies classes at 
three Western Canadian universities, in both elective and 
compulsory offerings. Danielle is a PhD candidate in the 
Department of Educational Policy Studies at the University 
of Alberta. A first generation Canadian of mixed European 
ancestry, Danielle focuses on social justice and anti-oppres-
sive practices in her research. In approaching this project, 
our goal was to gauge the attitudes toward Indigenization 
among those faculty most engaged in the process. We also 
asked several questions about Indigenous content require-
ments in post-secondary teaching (see Gaudry & Lorenz, 
2018). The research was conducted using an anonymous 
online survey that contained five open-ended questions 
within a broader qualitative framework. We relied on con-
venience sampling to obtain participants: we contacted 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous individuals who had taught 
Indigenous content within our professional and personal 
networks using email, and social media. Since the sampling 
pool was small, and we had a relationship with the partici-
pants, we elected not to collect demographic information 
(e.g., age, gender, tribal affiliation) in the pilot study. The 
reason we designed a qualitative study was to gather a sam-
ple of the experiences of educators who had taught 
Indigenous content in the past, and what that could mean if 
or when mandatory Indigenous content requirements 
(Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018) were brought into an institution.

Indigenous inclusion

In early 2018, the College of Arts and Science at the 
University of Saskatchewan made headlines for commit-
ting to hire 30 new Indigenous scholars over the next 10 
years, inviting applicants “at any rank and any scholarly 
discipline” to “encourage applications across many [disci-
plinary] areas” (Putnam, 2018). While this move requires 
substantial financial commitment for Indigenous inclusion 
on behalf of both the college and the university, it ulti-
mately sought to add Indigenous people into pre-existing 
university structures, inserting them into departments 
where they are likely to be the only Indigenous scholars in 
their respective unit. Underlying such assumptions is that 
while the university currently does not reflect the diversity 
of the broader public, it can do so by including Indigenous 
scholars with little need to rethink the university’s underly-
ing structure. In other words, in this policy framework—a 
framework shared at many other institutions—indigeniza-
tion is conceived of primarily a matter of inclusion and 
access, and by merely including more Indigenous peoples, 
it is believed that universities can indigenize without sub-
stantial structural change.

Regardless, of approach, the most common theme at the 
heart of the indigenization discourse is an oft-stated need for 
change, regularly accompanied by the argument that univer-
sities “need” to better serve Indigenous students and com-
munities and need to better support Indigenous faculty and 
staff. This was a common concern among respondents, one 
identified a “need for Indigenous-based research, curricu-
lum and teaching resources, as well as support services and 
scholarships for undergraduate and graduate students” 
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(emphasis added). Likewise, another respondent wrote that 
there is “a need a comprehensive approach to deal with the 
complexity of addressing the issues [facing Indigenous stu-
dents] and having the best possible outcomes for Indigenous 
peoples” (emphasis added). How these needs get translated 
into university policy by administrators, on the other hand, 
tends to be—like those at the University of Saskatchewan—
focused on increasing the number of Indigenous bodies on 
university campuses, with less emphasis on changing the 
structures that have made universities hostile places for 
Indigeneity to begin with. Universities thus embrace this 
need to do better as a need to assist Indigenous faculty, staff, 
students, and communities in overcoming obstacles, rather 
than a more direct process of removing the obstacles.

Indigenous inclusion policy is a vision that ultimately 
expects Indigenous people to bear the burden of change. 
Indigenous students, faculty, and staff expected to adapt to 
the intellectual worldview, teaching, and research styles of 
the academy. While university administrators may argue 
that universities better connect with Indigenous peoples, 
communities, and knowledges, but largely by supporting 
their success within existing structures. Indigenous inclu-
sion policies naturalize the status quo of academic culture, 
but believe that universities should better support 
Indigenous people in finding their place within it.

Indigenous scholars have noted this issue for a long time. 
Postsecondary education has generally expected, as Rauna 
Kuokkanen (2008) argues, that Indigenous students and fac-
ulty “leave their ontological and epistemological assump-
tions and perceptions at the gates of the university, [to] 
assume the trappings of a new form of reality” which is 
markedly different from their own (p. 2). Jo-Anne Episkenew 
(2013) suggests that this motivates universities to attempt to 
make Indigenous people “feel more comfortable” because 
the academy typically “perceive[s] that we come with a 
deficit in our preparation for higher learning, so they must 
develop special programs to help us fit into their world” (pp. 
66–67). Therefore, when indigenization is understood as a 
means to “include” Indigenous people better in the acad-
emy, it also tends to assume that the academy is a natural, or 
at least neutral, place in which human knowledge is already 
adequately represented (Battiste, Bell, & Findlay, 2002, p. 
83). The problem with an Indigenous inclusion policy is that 
in its most basic form, it is a program that requires Indigenous 
peoples, not the academy, to bear the responsibility for 
change (see Episkenew 2013, p. 67).

As policy, Indigenous inclusion promotes many differ-
ent culturally rooted initiatives aiming to make the acad-
emy more hospitable and relevant (Kuokkanen, 2008, pp. 
1, 6); these supports can help Indigenous faculty and stu-
dents learn the university’s expectations and how to suc-
ceed under existing structures. There is often extensive 
discussion about how those expectations and structures can 
change, how Indigenous worldview can be better included 
in courses, how tenure standards can better reflect the 
length of time required to observe Indigenous community-
based research expectations, and why subsequently fewer 
publications may result. But changes to university norms 

seem more elusive than the policies that help Indigenous 
people adapt to them.

It should not be understated that research has shown that 
Indigenous inclusion policies have had a beneficial impact on 
Indigenous peoples in the academy, most notably on student 
completion and retention rates. In one study, Gallop and 
Bastien (2016) noted that Aboriginal students wanted support 
in three areas: (a) supports available to all students (e.g. aca-
demic advising, health and wellness, accessibility services); 
(b) specialized, Indigenous-focused services like an 
Aboriginal support center; and (c) support for learning (e.g. 
teaching and classroom-based supports). Supportive and pos-
itive relationships between Aboriginal students and their 
Canadian peers were vital for Indigenous student success. 
Likewise, Pidgeon, Archibald, and Hawkey (2014) deter-
mined that Indigenous graduate students who had the support 
of their peers and faculty in their program were more likely to 
complete their program. They argue that “the ability to trans-
form institutional practices from within begins with faculty 
and staff who are committed to making public higher educa-
tion for [everyone]” (Pidgeon et al., 2014, p. 16). Ragoonaden 
and Mueller (2017) found that peer mentorship supports and 
culturally relevant course content also had a positive impact 
on student success. Indigenous student success, generally, 
was enhanced when the university focused on ensuring that 
Indigenous students were able to access specific program-
ming targeted at their inclusion in academic learning.

Certainly, an Indigenous inclusion policy is a vital com-
ponent of improving the experiences of Indigenous people 
on campus. However, it is up for debate whether or not inclu-
sion policies are actually indigenization policies. More spe-
cifically an Indigenous inclusion policy does little to actually 
transform the academy, and much more to support the adjust-
ment of Indigenous people to the taken-for-granted and 
unchanging structures of the modern university. Inclusion is 
ultimately the low-hanging fruit of indigenization: it’s the 
minimum level of commitment to Indigenous faculty, staff, 
and students, not the end goal. Indigenous inclusion on its 
own fails meets the threshold of an indigenization policy, as 
it does not actually work to make the academy a more 
Indigenous space, but rather it works to increase the number 
of Indigenous bodies in an already established Western aca-
demic structure and culture. As the saying goes, it’s just 
“more brown faces in white spaces.”

Many survey respondents saw inclusion policies as vital 
components of indigenization, but not in themselves lead-
ing to an indigenized institution. One such respondent 
pointed out “the increased presence of Indigenous scholars, 
teachers, administrators, and students on campuses” but as 
a venue, there is a more foundational need to “increase the 
presence of Indigenous knowledges and ways of learning.” 
Other respondents also spoke of the academy as being an 
inhospitable place, which means that calls to “make spaces 
hospitable to Indigenous students and faculty” really means 
overhauling existing policy regimes to better reflect the 
experiences, worldviews, and needs of Indigenous peoples. 
For example, one respondent suggests that real inclusion 
also means
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undertaking environmental scans of universities to figure out 
what current factors limit Indigenous participation and inclusion; 
investing in Indigenous students, staff, and faculty, and use their 
feedback to provide an environment that supports their work; 
considering how pedagogy and research methods, including 
assessment of research merit, need to be re-evaluated in order to 
move beyond settler paradigms that disadvantage Indigenous 
students and scholars.

Inclusion policies then are seen by Indigenous faculty as 
processes that helps Indigenous faculty, staff, and students 
adjust to the academy as it is, but as vectors to achieve more 
transformative ends.

Canadian university administrations have in many cases 
worked toward implementing some measure of Indigenous 
inclusion policy, often using transformative language to 
describe them. In a 2016 study, Michelle Pidgeon also 
reported that 90% of Canadian postsecondary institutions 
have some form of Aboriginal student services (p. 85). 
However, Pidgeon noted that of 124 post-secondary institu-
tional plans published across Canada, only 35% have devel-
oped institution-wide strategic plans that had specific 
Indigenous initiatives (p. 83). In addition, the permanency of 
these programs and institutional plans, while en vogue now, 
are also often funded on “short-tem, often external funding” 
and those service providers interviewed for Pidgeon’s study 
noted that “providing Aboriginal student services without 
institutional commitment to human resources and campus 
space continues to be difficult” (p. 85).

Aside from assisting Indigenous students in their transi-
tion to university, where Indigenous inclusion may also be 
of assistance is the increase of Indigenous faculty, staff, and 
administrators who are the primary advocates for substan-
tial change in the academy. Currently, Indigenous faculty 
are disproportionately junior faculty and few Indigenous 
scholars are in senior administrative positions. Inclusion 
indigenization policy can certainly assist in the promotion 
of Indigenous faculty to associate and full professor posi-
tions as well as into administrative positions—associate 
deans, deans, vice-presidents—that can lead the way for 
more substantive structural change. These senior adminis-
trative positions are the shepherds of university structures, 
who build and maintain them, they are also in many ways 
those who have the time to push for, and ultimately institute 
systematic changes needed to address Indigenous inclusion 
in the academy (Pidgeon, 2016, p. 82). With a greater num-
ber of Indigenous scholars, and the promotion of those 
scholars to positions of administrative authority, the larger 
systemic work is more likely to get done. It is perhaps best 
to view Indigenous inclusion, then, not as an end goal as 
many universities currently do, but rather as a strategy for 
building toward systemic indigenization of the Canadian 
academy.

Reconciliation indigenization

The indigenization debate is informed by both scholarship 
and academic policymaking. It is a debate of relative long 
standing, as Indigenous communities, governments, and 
intellectuals have advocated for an increased presence of 

Indigeneity—in all its forms—in the Canadian academy. 
As early as the 1970s, there was concerted organization 
around Indigenous educational sovereignty; policy pro-
grams like the National Indian Brotherhood’s Indian 
Control over Indian Education (1972) developed as a 
response to Canadian assimilation policies that used educa-
tional institutions as a weapon of cultural destruction 
(Pidgeon, 2016, p. 78). Assimilatory education, which uses 
educational institutions as a means to “integrate” Indigenous 
people into the Canadian social milieu, is often fashioned 
as a kind of colonial benevolence that helps Indigenous 
people adapt to the world as it is, an attitude that continues 
to inform Indigenous inclusion policy. Canadian universi-
ties have, for the majority of their existence, operated as a 
tool of de-indigenization, a legacy that now runs counter to 
many of the public statements on reconciliation found in 
institutional plans across Canada.

On the scholarly side of the discourse on indigeniza-
tion, Devon Abbot Mihesuah and Angela Cavender 
Wilson’s edited collection Indigenizing the Academy: 
Transforming Scholarship and Empowering Communities 
(2004) was perhaps the first dedicated publication to wres-
tle with academic commitment to the creation of spaces of 
consequence for Indigenous people in North American 
universities. In the volume, scholars argued for substantial 
hiring policies for Indigenous academics (Mihesuah, 
2004), respect for Indigenous knowledges and histories 
(Wilson, 2004), and transformation of Indigenous scholar-
ship to serve community interests (Alfred, 2004; Deloria, 
2004), the major themes that still inform current indigeni-
zation efforts. Likewise, Rauna Kuokkanen’s (2008) 
Reshaping the University: Responsibility, Indigenous 
Epistemes, and the Logic of the Gift sought to transform 
the intellectual relationship between the Indigenous and 
Enlightenment traditions of the academy, envisioning a 
structural shift to the academy brought about by “the gift” 
of Indigenous worldviews. Kuokkanen (2008) argues that 
the university has sanctioned “epistemic ignorance” of 
Indigenous knoweldges, leaving it “unable to profess mul-
tiple truths” with a constrained, exclusionary epistemo-
logical foundation (p. 5). In other words, Kuokkanen 
argues that by failing to include other epistemological tra-
ditions, the academy has remained focused on a rather nar-
row slice of human experience, represented by the 
Enlightenment tradition of the West. Indigenous knowl-
edge, then, represents an opportunity for the academy to 
expand the scope of what it now considers human under-
standing, and to include other knowledges made marginal 
by the myopic view of most contemporary scholarship. 
Ironically, expanding the academy’s view of what counts 
as knowledge is actually consistent with the purpose of the 
university in the first place, to expand the bounds of the 
human imagination and explore truth in all its forms (see 
Kuokkanen, 2008, p. 140).

In 2015, the term “indigenization” entered the Canadian 
university administrator lexicon after the release of the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s (TRC) 
2015 release of its 94 Calls to Action. Informed by the tes-
timony of thousands of survivors from Canada’s Indian 
residential schools, the document called for foundational 
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change in the operation of both Canadian governmental 
institutions as well as Canadian civil society. Motivated by 
a shifting political climate in Canada, universities vowed to 
undertake a concerted program of reconciliation, to correct 
the historical misuse of education in Canadian colonial 
endeavors. The new dynamic brought about by the TRC 
helped expand discussions of indigenization from scholarly 
debate into administrative dialogue.

In the optimism of post-TRC academia, there was a 
widespread push among universities to indigenize, what we 
term reconciliation indigenization. While indigenization 
linked to reconciliation has become a common discussion 
point at Canadian universities, challenges still remain. 
There is persistent concern expressed by scholars, students, 
and community alike that indigenization policies are sim-
ply a shift in rhetoric and lack the substance needed to pro-
duce real and meaningful change. It is also nearly impossible 
to implement a “one-size-fits-all model” that addresses the 
needs of every Indigenous community with unique and var-
ied histories. One respondent, when asked what is the ideal 
outcome of an indigenization policy, wrote,

Best possible outcome: an academic system which is sufficiently 
cognizant of the nature of social power and oppression to not 
repeat the horrors of the past.

Most likely outcome: an annual intercultural powwow.

While the administrative dynamics on indigenization 
have certainly shifted, how effectively reconciliation-
driven indigenization will be implemented by Canadian 
universities remains to be seen.

One noticeable shift in university governance brought 
about by reconciliation indigenization is the establishment 
of Indigenous advisory and/or reconciliation committees. 
Many of these committees have set clear goals for recon-
ciliation indigenization for their universities. Moving 
beyond Indigenous inclusion policies, many of these com-
mittees articulate visions of indigenization informed by the 
demands of reconciliation in Canada. For instance, the 
University of Regina’s Aboriginal Advisory Committee 
defines the goal of indigenization as

the transformation of the existing academy by including 
Indigenous knowledges, voices, critiques, scholars, students 
and materials as well as the establishment of physical and 
epistemic spaces that facilitate the ethical stewardship of a 
plurality of Indigenous knowledges and practices so thoroughly 
as to constitute an essential element of the university. It is not 
limited to Indigenous people, but encompasses all students and 
faculty, for the benefit of our academic integrity and our social 
viability. (Quoted in Pete, 2016, p. 67)

What sets reconciliation indigenization apart from mere 
Indigenous inclusion is an attempt to alter the university’s 
structure, including educating Canadian faculty, staff, and 
students to change how they think about, and act toward, 
Indigenous people. Reconciliation indigenization envisions 
the Canadian academy taking on the role of citizenship 
education, working to educate Canadians on reconciliation 

that has an impact beyond the borders of Canadian univer-
sity campuses.

However, despite the uplifting language used by these 
bodies, and the Indigenous leadership that often drives them, 
Indigenous respondents were still concerned about a detach-
ment of aspirational rhetoric from actual changes in practice. 
One respondent noted that indigenization “should not be a 
metaphor: it should not manifest as universities using 
Indigenous knowledges, motifs, languages, etc., as ‘window 
dressing’, but should result in substantive change across the 
entire academy.” At its core, respondents argued that recon-
ciliation-based indigenization should center dialogue and 
collaboration, which ultimately yields space to Indigenous 
intellectual traditions. Another respondent told us,

Western approaches to knowledge production will need to be 
pushed back while Indigenous approaches to knowledge 
production are simultaneously being strengthened in the 
centre. The goal is to enable Indigenous worldviews to take up 
more space throughout the entire academy. (Emphasis in 
original)

Indigenous respondents also repeatedly noted that indi-
genization must be an Indigenous-led process, and that 
indigenization “should not be about ensuring settler access 
to Indigenous nations’ resources. If this is the goal, then 
Indigenization is just a euphemism for colonization.”

One particularly common approach to reconciliation 
indigenization is the aspiration to some form of Indigenous 
course requirement (ICR) which “necessitates students 
complete a prescribed amount of content focused on 
Indigenous peoples” (Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018). Education, 
nursing, and social work programs in Western Canada were 
among the first to implement ICRs in their curricula (many 
of them over a decade ago), and so program-specific ICRs 
are relatively well-established policies, premised on notions 
of improved professional practice for students in profes-
sional programs. In response to the TRC, however, two uni-
versities—Lakehead University and the University of 
Winnipeg—spearheaded university-wide ICRs in 2015. 
With this roll-out there was substantial optimism that this 
approach would be normalized in many Canadian universi-
ties, particularly in Western Canada (Gaudry, 2016; Pete, 
2016). Yet, much of this early optimism seems to have dis-
sipated, with few other universities implementing ICR poli-
cies of their own, even if the aspiration remains. The 
seeming loss of momentum notwithstanding, university 
faculty who teach Indigenous studies, still overwhelmingly 
believe that ICRs have the potential to help settler Canadians 
gain greater understanding of Indigenous-Canada relations 
(Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018).

The loss of enthusiasm for a transformative policy pro-
posal is significant, as it betrays that much of this “recon-
ciliation turn” has been more discursive than substantive, 
and that few policies that have aimed to uproot the estab-
lished epistemological privilege of the Western tradition, 
remain a substantial minority. While aspirational language 
remains the norm, there is seemingly little concrete  
commitment in many places to actually meet those goals.  
In spite of this rhetorical shift to reconciliation and 
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partnership, the university still behaves as what Kuokkanen 
(2008) refers to as the “guest-master,” that is an entity who 
is not necessarily hostile to the presence of reconciliatory 
policies, but still works to contain those policies within the 
existing academic framework (p. 130). This guest-master is 
also willing to acknowledge itself as a guest on the lands of 
others, at least rhetorically, without actually following the 
protocols of its hosts, or asking their permission, leaving it 
a now-universally acknowledge guest, that is nonetheless 
in practical control of its hosts’ house (Kuokkanen, 2008, 
pp. 133–134).

In this new narrative of reconciliation indigenization, 
the university on the one hand trumpets a new era of uni-
versity collaboration with Indigenous peoples while also 
perpetuating the relations of power and domination of the 
past. While as guest-master, “the academy represents itself 
as a welcoming host, but not without conditions. Indigenous 
epistemes are unconditionally welcome only to a handful of 
marginal spaces that are insignificant to the academy at 
large” (Kuokkanen, 2008, p. 131). The institutional 
acknowledgment of being a guest—recognized through ter-
ritorial acknowledgements or new “nation-to-nation rela-
tionships” with local communities which surrender no 
decision-making capacity—it is seemingly a rhetorical to 
reconciliation without the substantial follow through. As 
Episkenew (2013) points out, “good guests follow the rules 
of the house since they know that they are not at home and 
are visiting at the sufferance of the host” (pp. 66–67).

Notably, reconciliation indigenization requires power 
sharing, a transformation of decision-making processes, 
and a reintegration of Indigenous peoples, faculty, staff, 
and students, into policymaking that affects them, and their 
Canadian peers. If reconciliation indigenization is a process 
aimed at changing how the academy operates to both 
include Indigenous people, but also to change how 
Canadians act and think, it requires first that universities 
practice what they preach. Many universities undertaken 
rhetorical shifts to aspirational reconciliation, using the lan-
guage of partnership and transformation, but have failed to 
seize on the actual meaning behind the various calls to rec-
oncile. Much of the policies proposed by reconciliation 
committees—and by Indigenous faculty more generally—
are informed by this thinking, but the rarity of substantive 
implementation betrays a merely rhetorical shift.

Decolonial indigenization

While universities utilized reconciliation rhetoric in most 
cases to beef up inclusion policies, Indigenous faculty 
members envision a transformative indigenization program 
rooted in decolonial approaches to teaching, research, and 
administration. Both respondents and the secondary litera-
ture conceive of a decolonial indigenization that wholly 
transforms the academy and fundamentally reorients 
knowledge production to a system based on different power 
relations between Indigenous peoples and Canadians—and 
for several respondents this includes a “dual university” 
structure. Decolonial indigenization is the most radical and 
substantive approach to indigenization and is by and large 

off the radar of most university administrators. In an atmos-
phere where substantive reconciliation indigenization is 
difficult to grasp, decolonial indigenization is almost unin-
telligible, difficult to imagine, and “too radical” to merit 
serious consideration by many administrators. Yet 
Indigenous scholars are adamant that this is a necessity to 
meet long-term Indigenous needs, so much so, that it is 
often written about as an inevitability. With significant 
presence of decolonial indigenization discourse in schol-
arly writing, we also found that these sentiments were ech-
oed among our respondents.

Generally, scholars see indigenization as a decolonial 
process, something that “exposes places where dominant 
structures must be re-made to embrace other than dominant 
ways of knowing and doing” (Sasakamoose & Pete, 2015, 
p. 4). There is also significant consensus globally that uni-
versities have not decolonized; curriculum is predomi-
nantly Eurocentric, “rooted in colonial, apartheid and 
Western worldviews and epistemological traditions” and 
therefore “continues to reinforce white and Western domi-
nance and privilege” (Heleta, 2016). Likewise, Taiaike 
Alfred (2004) describes universities as “grounds of conten-
tion,” and Daniel Heath Justice (2004) ascertains that uni-
versities are hierarchical institutions that have defined 
definitions of what constitutes knowledge, built on “the 
literal bodies of Native people” (p. 101). In addition, Eve 
Tuck and Ken Yang (2012) argue that decolonization is not 
a metaphor; in its simplest form, it is something that aims to 
unsettle and dismantle settler colonialism. This point by 
Tuck and Yang in particular was specifically mentioned by 
some of our participants. Linda Tuhaiwai Smith (2012) also 
argues that universities are places of colonialism, a legacy 
that has not completely ended. However, Heath Justice 
(2004) reminds us that “if the academy were nothing more 
than an ideological death camp” Indigenous peoples would 
not aspire to higher education (p. 101). Along these lines, 
he reminds us that “writing and teaching Indigenous history 
are political acts” which provide the potential for transfor-
mation and liberation (p. 146). Scholars often link decolo-
nization to Indigenous resurgence, where resurgent 
education can challenge “the injustices of colonialism, dis-
possession, and racist oppression while reaffirming the 
worldviews of our ancestors” (Gaudry & Corntassel, 2014, 
p. 167). Affirmation of Indigenous worldviews alongside 
the practical reclamation of Indigenous educational prac-
tices and on-the-land learning provide ways to decentre 
hierarchal educational structures and empower Indigenous 
communities to regain educational sovereignty while also 
working with universities.

Decolonial indigenization, then, envisions dismantling 
the university and building it back up again with a very dif-
ferent role and purpose. Respondents saw a decolonial 
approach to indigenization as something that would “radi-
cally transform” higher education, remaking it in two ways. 
First, this decolonial indigenization would use a treaty-
based model of university governance and practice.1 
Second, decolonial indigenization supports a resurgence in 
Indigenous culture, politics, knowledge, and on-the-land 
skills. While many of these may seem off of the current 



224 AlterNative 14(3)

radar of Canadian universities, indigenization was quite 
recently just as unthinkable. The clear articulation of a 
decolonial indigenization is an important step in realizing 
these more transformative aspirations.

Treaty-based decolonial indigenization

Throughout territories now claimed by Canada, there are 
dozens of treaty relationships, most over a century old, that 
spell out ways in which Indigenous peoples and Canadians 
would live together on the same territory. From an 
Indigenous standpoint, treaties are living agreements which 
evolve over time; they are not fixed at the point of signing, 
and are constantly re-addressed to ensure that all parties are 
fulfilling the agreement. Furthermore, they did not elimi-
nate Indigenous political independence, but publicly recog-
nized it. Indigenous peoples understand treaty relationships 
as living agreements because they necessitate an on-going 
dialogue between treaty partners. These agreements are 
constantly revisited by the parties to address any deficien-
cies or disagreements that may have arisen. In Canada, 
treaties created an arrangement of “co-existing sover-
eignty” in which “free and equal peoples on the same [ter-
ritory] can mutually recognize the autonomy and 
sovereignty of each other in certain spheres and share juris-
dictions in others without incorporation or subordination” 
(Tully, 2000, p. 53).

Many Indigenous respondents argued that this approach 
can be used to transform existing academic institutions into 
universities governed on treaty principles. One respondent 
argued for the creation of a “dual university” structure in 
which each university see the university “operate around a 
global knowledge exchange” with each of the two universi-
ties “relating through a . . . treaty to serve the community and 
students collectively, bringing the benefits of dynamic global 
collaboration and grounded place-specific learnings.” 
However, in keeping with treaty principles, the Indigenous 
side of any such “dual university” would still need to be 
administratively autonomous and be able to protect the integ-
rity of Indigenous knowledge and community participation. 
Another respondent cautioned that while room must be made 
for Indigenous knowledges in the academy, serious consid-
eration must be given to questions about “who owns that 
knowledge? Who is considered an expert in teaching and 
engaging these knowledges?” Because, quite simply, “indi-
genization doesn’t automatically mean decolonization,” or 
more precisely that the increased presence and engagement 
with Indigenous knowledges cannot result in an intellectual 
free-for-all. How the inclusion of these knowledges in gov-
erned—by Indigenous peoples and with Indigenous commu-
nity leadership—is the principle of a treaty-driven, dual 
institution approach to decolonial indigenization.

To operate universities using treaty frameworks, a sub-
stantial amount of treaty education is necessary and as one 
respondent suggests, in treaty territories, “treaties should be 
taken to the heart of campus life.” Universities in this model 
of indigenization can be an important “force for change” by 
allowing students, faculty, and staff to “understand their place 
in the relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people” and to ensure that everyone understands that indi-
genization isn’t just a “pro forma” program, but rather a pro-
cess built on collaboration, consensus, and meaningful 
partnership. To embody these treaty principles, many 
Indigenous programs will necessarily need more autonomy 
and more secure funding to operate according to their own 
directives and those directives coming from Indigenous com-
munity partners. A dual university structure could therefore 
envision more autonomous yet still embedded faculties of 
Indigenous studies at Canadian universities in which 
Indigenous programs are ultimately in charge of their own 
governance including budgetary, curricular, and scholarly 
standards. Like decolonization more generally, decolonial 
indigenization requires the return of control to Indigenous 
people, communities, and programs to better govern them-
selves in ways that the traditional university structure respects 
and supports, as an autonomous partner connected by a com-
mon institutional commitment. A dual university structure 
would support a second motivation for decolonial indigeniza-
tion, the resurgence of Indigenous knowledges, cultures, and 
political traditions.

Resurgence-based decolonial indigenization

Where decolonization looks to transform existing institu-
tions, to remake colonial structures in a new image, resur-
gence is a parallel movement is focused on rebuilding and 
strengthening Indigenous culture, knowledges, and politi-
cal orders. Often referred to as Indigenous resurgence, this 
is the positive accompaniment to decolonial indigenization. 
Jeff Corntassel (2012) sees resurgence at postsecondary 
institutions as strengthening “through ceremony or through 
other ways that Indigenous peoples (re)connect to the natu-
ral world, processes of resurgence are often contentious and 
reflect the spiritual, cultural, economic, social and political 
scope of the struggle” (p. 88). Through this contentious 
transformation, Matsunaga (2016) argues that “Indigenous 
resurgence . . . reasserts the connection between land-cen-
tred decolonization rather than decolonizing settler’s minds 
and institutions” (p. 33). Such acts, for Corntassel (2012), 
need “continual renewal” meaning that “through prayer, 
speaking your language, honoring your ancestors, etc., are 
the foundations of resurgence” (p. 89).

Despite the academy’s deeply colonial history, respond-
ents identified the university as an important site of resur-
gence, and one that will become more important if 
indigenization took a more decolonial path. A substantial 
amount of this decolonial indigenization requires universi-
ties to, in the words of one respondent, facilitate a “re/con-
nection to the land, language and people of this land . . . and 
support those land, language and cultured based organiza-
tions that have already been doing indigenization work . . . 
but haven’t had the financial support.” The result of the 
resurgence element of decolonial indigenization is the 
“centering of Indigenous knowledge and experiences in the 
discussion of Indigenous issues” and that Indigenous per-
spectives are the lens through which Indigenous issues are 
understood. Respondents noted that the resurgence para-
digm also breaks down distinctions like “inside/outside of 
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the academy,” recognizing the centrality of Indigenous 
intellectual systems in producing and preserving knowl-
edge about Indigenous peoples and the issues they face. 
Thus, as a resurgence-based indigenization, decolonial 
indigenization leaves space for Indigenous “subversion and 
dissent” with the acknowledgment that “there are a variety 
of Indigenous voices and opinions.”

One particularly important part of decolonial indigeni-
zation identified by respondents is the substantive support 
for on-the-land and community-based research and learn-
ing. Intellectual resurgence, above all, recognizes that 
immense amounts of complex Indigenous knowledge 
resides in communities, and it is these communities who 
are best able to govern access to that knowledge and how 
it is transmitted. Decolonial indigenization involves con-
structing research programs that rebuild capacity for 
Indigenous intellectual institutions to determine their own 
intellectual priorities and establishing local institutions to 
govern research projects in order to move beyond research 
collaboration with outsiders to community-led research 
projects (Gaudry, 2011, 2018) Resurgent research para-
digms can build capacity in communities, supporting 
communities in rebuilding traditional knowledges and tra-
ditional institutions.

As a component of decolonial indigenization, commu-
nity-engaged and land-based research practices also look to 
decentre the academy as the primary site of knowledge pro-
duction and dissemination. While the academy occupies a 
central place in the Enlightenment tradition, Indigenous 
knowledge systems transmit knowledge in different ways. 
Elders, ceremonies, and on-the-land learning opportunities 
can also be robust sites of transformative intellectual devel-
opment, where knowledge is disseminated to learners 
through traditional practices, through dialogue, and by 
analysis of personal experience.

Indigenous communities also have their own processes 
for determining the validity and accuracy of knowledge, 
there is often rigorous public debate about the social and 
political issues affecting communities, and there are discus-
sions about proper protocol for engaging in knowledge 
sharing or access to territory by outsiders. In decolonial 
reconciliation, more attention must be paid to how 
Indigenous communities evaluate knowledge and how it is 
interpreted. Decolonial indigenization requires that univer-
sities work to recognize, respect, and support these pro-
cesses. Too often Indigenous knowledge is still seen as 
source material to be analyzed by the intellectual traditions 
of the West.

Furthermore, decolonial approaches require that how 
this knowledge is shared or brought into the academy is on 
its own terms. Much of this knowledge may best be left to 
reside in the community, as a rush to “include” this infor-
mation into the academic canon can also strip the authorita-
tive power to interpret it from community. Therefore, by 
engaging Indigenous knowledge systems in a decolonial 
approach to academic teaching and research, the university 
cannot aspire to include or control knowledge in a way that 
undermines community intellectual power. If indigeniza-
tion does not strengthen Indigenous communities and 

support the resurgence of Indigenous intellectual traditions, 
then it is not indigenization.

On-the-land learning is an important starting point for 
this resurgence-based decolonial indigenization (see 
Wildcat, McDonald, Irbacher-Fox, & Coulthard, 2014). 
On-the-land learning in university contexts usually com-
bines academic and land-based knowledges in harmonious 
and transformative ways. In these spaces, intellectual 
power is shared between university academics and com-
munity intellectuals (who are sometimes the same people), 
allowing the dialogue between, say the history of Indian 
Act policy intervention like residential schooling on a First 
Nation, and an opportunity for community youth to relearn 
the traditional knowledge that residential school policies 
sought to eliminate. On-the-land learning is transformative 
precisely because of its recognition of authoritative knowl-
edge among community members. In seeing Indigenous 
knowledge holders as knowledgeable people, decolonial 
indigenization forces outsider academics to confront their 
own intellectual ignorance, their own limited knowledge, 
adopting a learner status and the humility that such a posi-
tion demands.

If we are to envision a university that is a treaty-univer-
sity, or a dual institution in which Indigenous and 
Enlightenment traditions co-exist and engage one another, 
much of the Indigenous academy will no doubt focus on 
these traditions premised on land-based knowledge and 
worldview. Much of this will be directed by community 
and Indigenous intellectual processes. Moving sites of 
research and learning off-campus also involves a recogni-
tion that universities as they now exist may not necessarily 
be the key sites of decolonial indigenization, in fact, they 
may be best directed from outside of their own tradition.

This decolonial approach to indigenization, by far the 
most popular among respondents, ultimately is about the 
redistribution of intellectual privilege, working toward col-
laborative relationships that decentralize administrative 
power. These are certainly longer-term goals, but there are 
already many research units, land-based learning projects, 
and research teams that are organized around decolonial 
principles that university administrations can better sup-
port. These projects can be starting points for larger institu-
tional models, which will need the support of a broad range 
of people inside and outside the academy, something that—
like all treaty-based ideals—calls upon everyone to think 
about how we can best live together on a shared landscape 
(or a shared university) while still respecting the autonomy, 
independence, and differences of each other.

Conclusion

Indigenization is a conceptual signifier that is increasingly 
used in the Canadian academy. It denotes a common pro-
cess, however, obscures its multitude of different meanings 
which undergird different programs of indigenization. Using 
responses from an original survey on this topic and utilizing 
existing secondary research on indigenization, we have 
defined indigenization using three different approaches. 
Indigenous inclusion is a policy that aims to increase the 
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number of Indigenous students, faculty, and staff in the 
Canadian academy. Reconciliation indigenization is a vision 
that locates indigenization on common ground between 
Indigenous and Canadian ideals, creating a new, broader 
consensus. Decolonial indigenization envisions the whole-
sale overhaul of the academy to fundamentally reorient 
knowledge production based on balanced power relations 
between Indigenous peoples and Canadians, transforming 
the academy into something dynamic and new. However, 
we conclude that despite using a language of reconciliation, 
in practical terms the Canadian academy still largely focuses 
on policies of inclusion. In contrast, Indigenous faculty, 
staff, students and their allies are much more likely to envi-
sion a fundamental and decolonial shift.

These divergent approaches to indigenization reflect a 
concerning non-consensus in which administrations are 
using a different language to advocate for slight more 
aggressive policies targeted at Indigenous inclusion. With 
more foundational changes on the radar of most Indigenous 
people in the academy, and increasing numbers of academic 
allies pushing for this fundamental shift, universities 
administrations must be more aware of the distinct pro-
grams envisioned here. So too must Indigenous students, 
scholars, staff, and allies who have witnessed a discursive 
shift, but have yet to see the promised transformation. Work 
must be done to bridge these aspirations with the accompa-
nying policy and everyone has a role in this. Students can 
demand more and better Indigenous content—as many are 
already doing (see University of Saskatchewan Students 
Union, 2015). Indigenous faculty can take on administra-
tive roles (appropriate to their career stage) and non-Indig-
enous administrators and senior faculty can support 
Indigenous faculty to institute changes without requiring 
their (often unrewarded) labor. In short, the leaders of this 
transformative change are rarely already in the senior lead-
ership positions and this change will be bottom-up, not top-
down. As our research shows, Indigenous faculty and allies 
tend to already be ahead of administration and invested in 
new transformative approaches to a decolonial academy. It 
is the take-up of these visions that matters now, and people 
of all backgrounds and ranks should heed these calls to 
action. If, after all, this new academy is based on principles 
of treaty and decolonial indigenization, there is a place for 
everyone to build this vital future, it’s just one way forward 
in a larger struggle for justice, coexistence, and a better 
world for everyone.
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Note

1. This model would be least controversial in areas where there 
are treaties, that is, historic nation-to-nation agreements that 

established Indigenous peoples and Canadians as co-equals 
inhabiting the same territory. In areas where there are no 
nation-to-nation agreements that govern jurisdiction, per-
haps this model would still be reflective of an ideal relation-
ship between Indigenous peoples and Canadians just without 
the evocation of “treaty” as a grounding institution for this 
relationship.
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