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Introduction: The Problem of Hegemonic Alliances

To be an ally first requires recognition of the need for action in a real 
and present struggle: in this case, the struggle of Indigenous survival 
and resurgence against colonial and neo-colonial power, within Canada 
and globally. But after this recognition, it is no easy thing to be a Settler1 
person committed to acting as an Indigenous ally; combinations of 
active social and cultural pressures, passive understandings of ‘nor-
mal,’ and internal psychological and emotional barriers often create 
paralysis for Settlers attempting to act in de/anti-colonial ways. As a 
Settler who has been attempting to act as an ally for years, with varying 
degrees of success, I know these complexities all too well. It is a long 
way, physically and conceptually, from my origins in a white, middle-
class suburb of Hamilton, Ontario, to focusing my life, academic and 
personal, on participating in social and political activism alongside 
Indigenous peoples and communities.

This is my attempt to put to theory my own experiences, successes, 
and failures in working towards acting as an ally to Indigenous strug-
gles in Canada and beyond. I do not claim to have the answer to the 
question of how Settlers can move from Adversary to Ally in the strug-
gles taking place in colonized areas, but I hope to be able to articulate 
my answers as part of a dialogue among Settlers as we collectively try 
to figure out our roles and protocols, strengths and weaknesses, and 
relationships among ourselves and with Indigenous peoples and com-
munities. The framework in which I hope to situate this dialogue is 
twofold: first, I am inspired by Prudhonian federalism,2 with an em-
phasis on personal responsibility and the prevention of domination; 
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From Adversaries to Allies 317

and second, by an understanding of the Haudenosaunee Guswentha 
(Two Row) agreement, which calls for non-interference, but also rela-
tionship-building and dynamic alliance between Indigenous and 
Settler societies.3 This exploration is predicated on several key points: 
first, that individual Settlers have the power to choose and change 
their level of colonial involvement (though the process is difficult and 
by no means free of opposition); second, that for a Settler to choose a 
decolonizing path requires unlearning much of what is taken for 
granted in contemporary Canadian society; and third, that what it 
means to be a decolonized Settler and act as a true ally remains an 
open and dynamic concept, which is not ‘settled’ now, and hopefully 
will never become ‘settled.’

In Wasáse: Indigenous Pathways of Action and Freedom, Mohawk scholar 
Taiaiake Alfred (2005) comments on the phenomenon of Settler people 
seeking guidance from Indigenous peoples. His response is that it is the 
responsibility of Settler people to figure out for themselves what their 
course of action should be (235), reflective of a similar sentiment ex-
pressed in 1972 by Shuswap chief and founder of the National Indian 
Brotherhood, George Manuel (see Regan, 2006: 30). Alfred and Manuel, 
then, lay the primary responsibility for the ‘how’ of Settler involvement 
in Indigenous struggles at the feet of Settler people, both individually 
and collectively. Personal responsibility is a concept that I both agree 
with, and, from a historical perspective, find extremely problematic; 
Settler people, and Western society in general, have managed to ‘solve’ 
problems of oppression and tyranny in the past by developing newly 
oppressive, hierarchical structures. The Settlers who had utilized lan-
guage of anti-oppression quickly became dictatorial when Indigenous 
action and intent did not meet up with unrecognized colonial ideals. 
This is ultimately a flaw in Western methods of political engagement − 
as Richard Day (2005: 80), an anarchist academic and activist, points 
out in his discussion of ‘the hegemony of hegemony’:

Both liberalism and postmarxism, then, share a reliance upon a politics of 
demand, a politics oriented to improving existing institutions and every-
day experiences by appealing to the benevolence of hegemonic forces and/or by 
altering the relations between these forces. But, as recent history has shown, 
these alterations never quite produce the kinds of ‘emancipation effects’ 
their proponents expect. The gains that are made (for some) only appear 
as such within the logic of the existing order, and often come at a high cost 
for others. (emphasis added)
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318 Adam Barker

So it stands: some Settlers attempting to act in alliance with Indigenous 
peoples have missed the contradiction between their goals and their ac-
tions, ultimately replicating the effects of colonization.

In order to generate long-term alliances, Settler people must work to 
understand why many attempted solutions to social problems caused by 
Settler political structures, social norms, and chosen lifestyles continue 
to  fail, replicating hegemonic colonial harm. This approach inevitably 
points to continued colonial involvement among past and present Settler 
peoples and societies, and thus to decolonization as a response to colo-
nialism. There is much discussion in the literature about the need for 
Indigenous peoples to ‘decolonize,’4 but there has traditionally been little 
recognition that Settler people can, and perhaps must, decolonize as well. 
Just as Indigenous peoples must defeat the legacy of prior colonization 
and the realities of current neocolonialism in order to achieve freedom, 
Settler people must do the same for themselves.5

The Colonist Who Refuses

A barrier to Settler involvement with Indigenous causes is detailed in 
Albert Memmi’s (1965) identity construct of ‘the colonist who refuses.’ 
In The Colonizer and the Colonized, Memmi draws a distinction between 
colonials who actively, openly, and unashamedly engage in coloniza-
tion, and those who refuse to participate (at least actively). His distinc-
tion is one based on intent, not on effect. The true colonial is the person 
who actively engages in colonial pursuits, inherently seeing hegemonic 
power and a homogenous society as important goals to pursue.6 In the 
contemporary liberal state of Canada, this type of colonial is rare. Yet, 
colonialism is not over; Taiaiake Alfred and Cherokee scholar Jeff 
Corntassel (2005) identify with great clarity sites of ongoing colonial-
ism, in Canada and elsewhere, including, ‘a legal, political, and cultural 
discourse designed to serve an agenda of silent surrender to an inher-
ently unjust relation at the roof of the colonial state’ (598). The differ-
ence is that in the present context, the individual colonizer takes on a 
much more obfuscating attitude, presenting themselves as a ‘friend,’ an 
‘ally,’ a ‘concerned citizen’ – they know that there is ‘something’ wrong 
– and it is these individuals that pose a subtle, shifting danger in their 
support of colonial regimes. In Memmi’s words: ‘Finally [the colonizer 
who refuses] realizes that everything may change. He invokes the end 
of colonization, but refuses to conceive that this revolution can result in 
the overthrow of his situation and himself. For it is too much to ask 
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one’s imagination to visualize one’s own end, even if it be in order to be 
reborn another; especially if, like the colonizer, one can hardly evaluate 
such a rebirth’ (40−1).

I suggest that the first step in becoming a decolonizing Settler is con-
testing against this colonial ignorance that allows Settlers to maintain 
thinly veiled power and privilege. As the Settler historian Paulette 
Regan (2006) notes, it is ‘virtually impossible for us not to know [about 
the oppression of Indigenous peoples]. What we choose to deny is our 
complicity in perpetuating a colonial system that is rooted in violence 
and social injustice’ (22; original emphasis). Indigenous peoples in 
Canada suffer from overwhelming levels of disease, starvation, alco-
holism, and any other indicator that can track poverty, as well as racist 
treatment from individuals, courts, governments, and corporate inter-
ests. These issues are widely written about, and reported on, in schol-
arly circles as well as in popular media. However, colonial Settlers do 
not recognize or acknowledge their own roles in colonial practices that 
not only continue into the present, but pervade our own lives. I am of-
ten reminded of the words of Albert Speer (1970),7 who declares that, 
‘had I only wanted to, I could have found out ... [B]eing in a position to 
know and nevertheless shunning knowledge creates direct responsibil-
ity for the consequences – from the very beginning’ (19). To be in a posi-
tion of privilege and power and not to question the source of that power 
and privilege indicates a deliberate choice of colonial action and intent. 
This, I assert, is one of the defining characteristics of a colonial Settler: 
the ability to access such knowledge, but the refusal to do so.

Memmi’s (1965: 17) concept of the ‘pyramid of petty tyrants’ is a use-
ful way of understanding why non-elites participate in imperialism 
and oppression. He notes how a member of colonial society is content 
to be oppressed as long as there is someone else upon whom they can 
exert power. For colonial Settlers behaving in this insidiously colonial 
manner, silently oppressing others through a refusal to question the 
systems and institutions which provide us with massive benefits, is 
considered simply normal. Alfred (2005: 109) notes that much of what 
is taken for granted in contemporary North American life is part of the 
larger colonial project:

The basic substance of the problem of colonialism is the belief in the su-
periority and universality of Euroamerican culture, especially the con-
cepts of individual rights as the highest expression of human freedom, 
representative democracy as being the best guarantor of peace and order, 
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and capitalism as the only means to achieve the satisfaction of human 
 material needs.
It is this ‘liberal dogma’ that is the clearest and most present manifestation 
of Euroamerican arrogance, and it displays itself across the political spec-
trum and colonial class structure as racism, conservatism, and liberalism. 

This normalization of colonialism for Settler people – even those who 
‘refuse’ on the surface – both requires and relies upon the creation of col-
onial Settler ‘myths’ about our own history. Foundational to colonial 
Canadian Settler identity is the ‘peacemaker myth.’ Regan (2006: 11) notes:

Canadians associate violence only with physical confrontation such as 
that which occurred during the Oka, Gustafsen Lake, Ipperwash Park and 
Burnt Church crises. We are disturbed by these violent conflicts because 
they call into question a core belief and tenet of the peacemaker myth: that 
our relationship with First Nations is built on non-violence. We congratu-
late ourselves on the fact that armed confrontation is still the exception in 
Canada, seeing this somehow as proof of the moral and cultural superiority 
we have demonstrated by willingly negotiating with Indigenous peoples 
over time. 

Colonial Settlers become so entrenched in the ‘idea’ of themselves as 
benevolent peacemakers, that the terrible social conditions that affect 
Indigenous communities across Canada are honestly surprising and 
confusing; they cannot follow the logic to see that their own actions – 
for example, promoting resource extraction on Indigenous lands – leads 
to brutal consequences for Indigenous peoples. The embedded myths 
of colonial Settler society intentionally obscure the relationship be-
tween colonization and the person of the colonizer.

If Settler peoples are serious about becoming allies to Indigenous 
peoples, and serious about helping to solve the problems that Indigenous 
communities face in the present, they must first accept that these prob-
lems have definitive causes: as cliché as it sounds, there are no acci-
dents. Further, we as Settler people are not immune to these problems, 
though our privilege tends to insulate us from the brunt of the effect of 
colonial action. For example, economic oppression which is a result of 
contemporary economic imperialism does disproportionately affect 
Indigenous peoples; however, Settler people who have come to occupy 
a lower stratus of the ‘pyramid of petty tyrants’ (which is to say have 
lower levels of imperial privilege) have begun to feel these effects. As 
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imperial forces gain a more certain control of land, which political 
theorist James Tully (2000: 39) identifies as a main goal of colonization, 
new global imperialism begins to prioritize a different basis of power 
– a power base that rests on communications, technology, and the subtle 
manipulation of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ to generate a decentred and deter-
ritorialized imperial construct.8 In this neo-imperialism, formerly es-
sential colonizers, such as primary food producers like fishers, factory 
labourers, or those in the automotive industry, are no longer deemed 
essential, and so their privilege erodes.

From this it becomes clear that globalization, social oppression, and 
racism are connected to the wider imperial project. Rather than being 
based in separate, rigid, ideological, cultural, or economic concepts, 
these uses and abuses of power all serve the same overarching system(s). 
This awareness must be internalized by Settler peoples, or we can never 
hope to truly confront colonialism because we will always confront it 
with one hand while supporting it with the other. There can be no 
‘sacred cows’ in Western society; rather, we must question literally 
everything we do, all of the assumptions which underpin our personal 
lives and larger societies, and the myths which inform our very identi-
ties. We must be prepared to face the fact that our comfortable lives, our 
‘privileges,’ exist because we are useful to imperialism, and that being 
an ally and confronting imperialism requires us to risk our comforts 
and to confront the entire imperial system.

‘What Should We Do?’ – An Honest Question?

This brings us back to the question of what we Settlers should do if we 
wish to truly become allies. Asked frequently, and in many different 
settings, it is important to understand that, as an honest, engaged ques-
tion, there is nothing wrong with it. However, if the question is a dis-
honest one, then it only serves to perpetuate all the negative aspects of 
colonial Settler society. Too often, this question is motivated by feelings 
of guilt or shame, generated when Settler people encounter the undeni-
able consequences of their lifestyles in the oppression of Indigenous 
peoples.9 This indicates a concern for the problems evident in Settler 
society as a whole, but often a lack of willingness to sacrifice personally 
in order to solve the problems that have been presented. Here, the more 
direct question is actually, ‘How do I restore comfort to myself?’

Two responses to this question are typical: the first is the empty apolo-
gizing in which Settler governments especially seem to revel. Witness the 
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1998 ‘apology’ by then-minister of Indian Affairs Jane Stewart for resi-
dential schools abuses which only addressed overt sexual and physical 
abuse that occurred in the institutions.10 At the time, and for several years 
following, there was no apology whatsoever for the fact that the schools 
were designed to carry out cultural genocide, had staggering mortality 
rates, or that the families of residential school survivors are still experien-
cing the generational effects of the abuses and the genocidal conditions 
found in the schools. The ‘apology’ was clearly not designed to deal with 
the effects of the schools, or to move towards real acknowledgement and 
restitution, but rather to deal with the obvious and undeniable parts of 
the residential school legacy that make Settler society feel guilty: extreme 
sexual and physical abuse of children. Further, these gestures of ‘apol-
ogy’ are rarely combined with any kind of meaningful action on the part 
of the government to redress the serious wrongs they finally, and in such 
a limited way, choose to acknowledge.

The second response is what Corntassel (2006: 36) has called the ‘Free 
Tibet syndrome.’ In this instance, colonial Settlers engage with injustices, 
but only with those clearly perpetrated somewhere else, by someone 
else. This allows the release of pent-up guilt over opulent and privileged 
lifestyles through the contribution to ‘some good end,’ without actual 
personal sacrifice or discomfort. Further, involvement in such causes is 
often token – small donations, a bumper-sticker, standing at a rally out-
side of an embassy or legislative building, when convenient.11 It is as if 
the pain that results from colonialism is commodified; the pain that re-
sults from being colonized and the pain that results from realizing that 
one is a colonizer are supposed to disappear because of donations that 
may or may not ever actually affect anyone’s life. Meanwhile, practical 
actions that could be taken in the immediate social and political context 
of the colonial Settler’s own life and location are ignored.

In order to ask the question honestly, Settler people must come to 
understand that colonization is motivated by an implicit individualism, 
functionally similar to selfishness: colonial Settler actions, even when not 
intended as such, can appear as greed for power and privilege, insulation 
from conflict or fear, and the freedom to completely ignore problematic 
‘others’ as well as the effects of individual actions.12 Decolonization, on 
any scale, cannot be motivated by an effort to maintain as much comfort 
or privilege as possible; given the nature of hierarchical oppression, con-
fronting oppression requires that some individuals within the hierarchy 
will have to make significant sacrifices. Alfred (2005) highlights the need 
for means-ends consistency in Indigenous peoples’ struggles for free-
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dom: a violent revolution will lead to a violent society, an economic de-
velopment solution to a competitive, capitalist society, and so on (52). For 
Settler peoples, a personal revolution based in self-preservation above all 
else will result in a selfish life. To ensure that this does not happen, Settler 
people who hope to become effective allies must move past the desire to 
re-establish comfort and ask the question, ‘What do we do?’ from a pro-
foundly uncomfortable place. This place of profound discomfort, gener-
ated by an honest inquiry into the causes and effects of colonialism, and 
our individual responsibility for colonization, is what Regan (2006) has 
referred to as ‘unsettling the Settler within.’ 

The fundamental premise of Regan’s approach is that we as Settlers 
must learn to accept that being unsettled is not something to be avoid-
ed, but rather to be embraced and explored. We become unsettled when 
we are confronted with the inconsistencies of colonial logic, and the 
paradoxes of colonial ideals. As such, unsettling moments provide for 
Settler people a signpost that they are bumping up against one of the 
weak points of imperial existence: the internal inconsistencies that only 
continue to function because we overlook and tacitly accept them. An 
unsettled Settler person is in effect breaking free of what Regan identi-
fies as the ‘myths’ of Settler existence; myths about freedom of choice 
and the individual, economic opportunity, democratic government, 
and the ‘right’ of Canada and America to exist (among others) are all 
part of the long roster of myths that Settlers must confront.

Of course, being unsettled does not necessarily mean that a Settler 
will (or must, or even should) begin a journey towards decolonization. 
However, free of the insulating effects of constructs which allow and 
encourage ignorance,13 a Settler person makes a critical choice: to be 
openly colonial, or to reject colonialism and attempt to find a different 
way.14 Some individuals will choose a colonial path, making the con-
scious decision to embrace domination, social stratification, and the 
pursuit and accumulation of power. This is not surprising, nor should 
these individuals be judged on moral grounds by those who pursue a 
decolonized path. What is truly at issue here is whether or not the col-
onial Settler is aware of their colonialism; if so, the decision must be 
respected, even as the results of it are actively fought on a social level.

The Settler who chooses a decolonizing existence must adjust to new 
and challenging realities. First, and most importantly, there must be an 
understanding that Settler people, including those who reject colonial 
society and culture, may continue to benefit from that society and cul-
ture on many levels. There must further be an understanding that, in 
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order to restore a measure of balance to the inevitable power relation-
ships and imbalances in society, Settler people must be willing to take 
the power that has been granted to them by virtue of their ‘member-
ship’ in Settler society and put it at the disposal of those whose power 
has been violently co-opted or stolen. Richard Day (2005) cites the need 
for those working towards social change to engage in ‘groundless soli-
darity and infinite responsibility,’ working with other individuals and 
groups who share the same goal of confronting and defeating control, 
domination, and oppression (186−97). For the Settler person, this means 
working with the Indigenous peoples upon whose land and from 
whose resources Settler society has been built, and also requires that 
Settler people give up the often-seen need or desire for ‘control’ of 
groups or actions involved in confronting imperialism. This is the 
meaning of the term ‘groundless’: Settler people must be willing to as-
sist Indigenous peoples, groups, and nations in the pursuit of their 
goals, regardless of whether or not these goals fit a Settler individual’s 
pre-existing idea of what form the struggle should take.15

Radical Experimentation

What must settlers do in order to decolonize? What should be sacri-
ficed? How are lifestyles changed appropriately? These are the ques-
tions that arise from an honest engagement with internalized, personal 
Settler colonialism. Even when the influences of colonial and imperial 
power are stripped away, there is no clear single alternative to contem-
porary Western society or to the dominant interpretation of a colonial 
world view which informs societal norms. For each individual, whole 
arrays of previously invalidated ways of knowing and being in the 
world become available. However, for the Settler person bounded by 
the goal of being an ally, concern for an ally and respect for the auton-
omy of that ally (core principles of both Prudhonian federalism and the 
Guswentha Two Row treaty) are principles too essential to alliance 
building to be ignored, and therefore give Settler people a place to start. 
However, just as Indigenous peoples come from diverse histories and 
cultures and face diverse contemporary challenges with many different 
desired outcomes, Settler people must not fall into the trap of at-
tempting to distil one single world view, ethic, philosophy, policy, or 
plan of action.

Alfred quotes biblical scholar Donald Akenson in pointing out that 
‘There is no such thing as a nice monotheism ... the god of any other 
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people is traif (non-kosher)’ (Akenson, cited in Alfred, 2005: 108; origi-
nal emphasis); any absolute truth incorporates an element of domina-
tion over those who disagree with that truth. In a general sense, as 
Hardt and Negri (2001) point out, contemporary Empire engages in 
juridical construction, which is to say the large-scale defining of right 
and wrong, moral and immoral, in order to engage in the bio-production 
of power which is used to ‘directly structure and articulate territories 
and people’ (31). While Hardt and Negri identify this as a problem 
specifically associated with oppressive power, Day (2005) demon-
strates that the generation of ‘absolutes’ is also a phenomenon that has 
been internalized by many radical challenges to oppressive power, re-
sulting in what Day calls the ‘hegemony of hegemony’ (80). Because 
oppression is now seen as being exercised not only through direct co-
ercive tactics, but also through culture, socialization, economic pres-
sure, and so on, confronting oppression can be characterized by 
Antonio Gramsci’s concept of ‘counter-hegemony.’ Gramsci believed 
that ‘a social group ... strives to ‘dominate antagonistic groups, which 
it tends to “liquidate,” or to subjugate perhaps even by armed force,’ 
at the same time as it attempts to ‘”lead” kindred and allied groups’ 
(Day, 2005: 7). 

In Western societies, the historical result has been the adoption of the 
tactics of the oppressive establishment by rebels and radical groups. 
Power obtained by a particular group – for example, the Bolshevik rev-
olutionaries in Russia – is used hegemonically to promote its own ends 
and to quash dissent; the result is, at best, infighting among radical 
groups who share otherwise-common complaints, and, at worst, the 
replacement of one type of oppression with another.16 When Settler 
people choose to engage with their own colonial legacy, or with the 
neo-colonial nature of contemporary Settler societies, we must be care-
ful to avoid developing a hegemonic counter to these forces. If our in-
tent is to end colonial oppression, then we must always keep in mind 
that there must be a multitude of responses to oppression. These re-
sponses will differ depending on culture, personal experience, and 
goals, but also will differ over time and place, and in both proactive 
and reactive interaction with ‘shapeshifting’ colonial power (Alfred and 
Corntassel, 2005: 601). A tactic or response that works in the present 
may be useless tomorrow; as such, the principles not the tactic or per-
spective must remain central to the effort. It is my contention that 
Settlers must engage in radical experimentation, with a dual, self- 
reflective, and groundless affinity focus (Day, 2005).
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Radical experimentation is the willingness to examine current colo-
nial problems in both a broad and personal context, and to identify 
problems based on the exercise of imperial domination. Rather than 
simply ‘reforming,’ or using opportunities presented within the pres-
ent system, radical experimentation directs us to seek out avenues of 
resistance, and to assert new, non-imperial forms that are not currently 
in practice and that may never have been tried before. The experimen-
tal nature of this endeavour is in the intent: every attempt at something 
new must be undertaken self-consciously and free from ego, so that if 
the attempt fails – which is a distinct possibility – the failure can be a 
source of learning for future experiments, increasing the possibility of 
success. Keeping in mind the concept of an ‘experiment’ is also crucial 
to prevent attempted solutions from taking on a life of their own and 
becoming ‘institutionalized’ in the Western sense, in the way the pro-
tests against state governments have now become expected and con-
trollable. The goal is to prevent any particular tactic from becoming 
more important than the principles behind it, and thus becoming a site 
of weakness for imperial response that can bring a great deal of power 
to bear on techniques, groups, or formations that refuse to shift locale, 
whether conceptual or physical. This experiment must be conducted 
both internally and externally. Internally, Settlers must constantly con-
front the colonial legacy within their own psyches, and be aware that 
the decolonization process is never ‘complete.’ We are all subject to re-
colonization if we let our guard down, and we should never be so arro-
gant as to assume that we have become somehow ‘pure,’ and transcended 
colonialism.

As Settlers attempt to decolonize, there is likely to be a shift or trans-
mutation of values and principles. Sometimes this will involve the 
wholesale abandonment of some principles; at other times principles 
may broadly change meaning. The external component of radical ex-
perimentation stems from seeking out and building alliances based on 
these new understandings of principles, rather than simply strategic 
commonality or shared interests. This is consistent with the construct of 
the ‘smith’: ‘Where the practice of the citizen is oriented to “staying on 
the road,” as it were, and that of the nomad to destroying all roads, the 
smith is guided by an alchemical, metallurgical will to the “involuntary 
invention”… of new strategies and tactics. Rather than attempting to 
dominate by imposing all-encompassing norms, the smith seeks to in-
novate by tracking and exploiting opportunities in and around struc-
tures’ (Day, 2005: 174).
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The smith works with available materials and seeks constant im-
provement of both the community and the smithy in which they work. 
When circumstances dictate that a particular tool is no longer useful or 
needed, it is no longer produced, though the knowledge of the produc-
tion remains. When a smith is no longer needed in a community, they 
move on to a community that has need, maintaining contact with previ-
ous home communities in case of future need. The concept of the smith 
is not a strategy for action, but rather a useful identity and set of prin-
ciples. For a Settler, the life of a smith is flexible without being com-
pletely dislocated, and the smith produces work based on personally 
and communally perceived need rather than on orders received from 
‘above.’ In short, the smith discards nothing except the assumption that 
anything is permanent, and humbly seeks to do the best they possibly 
can as circumstances shift; the smith gives of their own self, serving the 
requests of the people.

Conclusion − No Concrete Alternatives? No Models?

One of the frustrating implications of the decolonizing, unsettling, and, 
ultimately, respectful approach to becoming a Settler ally, which has 
been outlined here, is that there is no ‘plan,’ no universally applicable 
model, no clear set of friends and enemies. There is only a set of prin-
ciples, and the individual commitment to follow those principles. This 
is largely alien to many of us raised in Settler society, exposed to the 
complications and controls of colonial power. However, it is necessary 
in order to escape the failures of past efforts to end the oppression of 
Indigenous peoples and transform Settler society. The vast majority of 
concrete alternatives that have been or are currently proposed rely 
upon those in power to ‘fix’ oppression. This is problematic because the 
conflicts that arise between Indigenous and Settler peoples are the re-
sult of the thoughts and attitudes within each and every person, within 
society collectively, and within aspects of Western culture that inform 
both individuals and society. This is to say that the problems currently 
faced by Indigenous peoples do not emanate simply from laws, struc-
tures of government, modes of economics, or philosophical views of 
relationships between humans and the rest of the earth, but from with-
in us. Settler people accept and generate all of these systems and phil-
osophies, and, as such, tacitly accept, support, and carry out colonization 
of Indigenous peoples primarily, but also of each other, and of every 
new generation of Settlers. No government or court can legislate how 
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we think and feel; as such, relying upon these institutions to solve these 
problems abdicates responsibility for our individual and collective ac-
tions, and pours even the most well-intentioned energy into a bottom-
less pit. Even the most optimistic assessments of contemporary Western 
social institutions miss the crucial point: we are responsible for our-
selves. The state, corporate power, and all other aspects of complex con-
temporary imperialism may influence Settler people, but Settlers are 
not destined to be colonial; at some level, conscious or unconscious, it 
is a choice.

Tully (1995) points out that, ‘the unity of constitutional association con-
sists in a centralized and uniform system of legal and political authority, 
or clear subordination of authorities’ (83). This hierarchy demands un-
equal distribution of power in government, which is then reflected in all 
aspects of society – someone must govern, and someone must be gov-
erned. Individuals likewise participate in these systems in order to par-
take of the lower-level benefits available to collaborators – this is the 
contemporary ‘pyramid of petty tyrants.’ The lesson is clear: the power 
to change a society must be generated by the society itself; if it is im-
posed, it will be oppressive. And, if societal change is to be pursued ser-
iously, the change must be fundamental. Rather than attempting to build 
new checks and balances, new government departments and economic 
development schemes, Settlers must start asking basic questions: who 
are we, what do we want our society to look like, and how do we wish to 
relate to the Indigenous peoples whose lands we live upon? In this scen-
ario, an ally must accept that all potential solutions to the problems gen-
erated by imposed colonialism must be based in a clear and engaged 
understanding of principles – primarily, respect. Turner (2006: 49) pro-
vides an excellent definition of respect from the Haudenosaunee per-
spective that may inspire Settlers further. He notes:

[I]n a political context, respecting another person’s intrinsic value means 
that you recognize that they have the right to speak their mind and to 
choose for themselves how to act in the world. It follows that in principle, 
one cannot tell another what to do or how to behave … But respect func-
tioned in a communal context; that is, individual respect was reciprocated. 
This form of reciprocity is what gave rise to freedom of speech and free-
dom of religion ... The freedom of speech gave everyone the right to speak 
his or her mind, but it was embedded in the context that everyone else 
possessed the same right. 
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How this understanding of respect can be manifested in reality is hard 
to say, as it possibly calls into question fundamental legal and political 
principles of contemporary states, and definitely requires a paradigm 
shift in popular (colonial) understandings of individual rights, social 
 responsibility, and basic conceptions of Indigenous ‘integration’ into 
Canada or America. In order to understand what needs to be done, de-
colonizing Settler people must first achieve an understanding of the 
meaning of respect, both in Western traditions and Indigenous traditions, 
and then experiment with manifestations of respect in relationships.

In the course of such efforts, some relationships will not turn out as 
expected or intended, and some plans may have to be scrapped and 
new ones undertaken. This must not be viewed as a reason to stop try-
ing. So long as respect is the driving principle, mistakes are a source of 
useful information. There is no true failure when attempts to build a 
different world do not reach the lofty goals of those who plan them; 
there is only true failure if pursuit of those plans entails the abandon-
ment of respect, or reliance upon control and domination, or an attempt 
to build harmful absolutes. Ultimately, to do nothing is itself failure; to 
risk oneself and become unsettled is a success in and of itself. There is 
no one way to be an ally, just as there is no one way to be colonial. There 
is not one single struggle against imperialism, and so there is no one 
single solution to these struggles. No one solution, that is, except to try.

NOTES

This chapter originally grew out of the presentation of an excerpt of my MA 
thesis at the Building Alliances Conference held at Trent University in Novem-
ber 2006. An earlier version was presented at the annual conference of the West-
ern Social Sciences Association in April 2007. I would like to sincerely thank the 
participants in both conferences for their feedback. I would especially like to 
thank Taiaiake Alfred and Jeff Corntassel for their generous editing assistance, 
and Emma Battell Lowman for her support and guidance throughout.

1 The term ‘Settler’ refers, in general, to any non-Indigenous individual who 
is living on Indigenous lands and participating in contemporary Euro-
American society. It is a term that attempts to break free of totalizing racial 
or ethnic signifiers such as ‘white’ or ‘European,’ while still recognizing the 
influence of race and heritage in identity construction and social privilege. 
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It is also designed to recognize that it is possible to be a Settler without inher-
ently being colonial in ideology and action, as will be demonstrated in this chap-
ter. I make no distinction between Settlers whose families arrived as colonists 
centuries ago, or immigrants to contemporary Settler states, such as Canada. 
I do exclude various groups from this definition; for example, some North 
Americans of African descent whose existence upon Indigenous lands and 
exposure to Settler society is itself predicated on imperialism and colonial ac-
tions. For a more complete discussion of the nature of the Settler identity, 
please see Being Colonial (Barker, 2006).

2 It is very difficult to define exactly what Prudhonian federalism ‘looks like,’ 
as it is necessarily context-specific and place-based. However, it is import-
ant to note that Prudhon (2005: 74) conceived of a ‘federal system ... con-
trary of hierarchy or administration and governmental centralization which 
characterizes, to an equal extent, democratic empires, constitutional mon-
archies, and unitary republics.’ 

3 Dale Turner (2006: 48) makes an important point in noting that, in addition 
to the well-known ‘parallel rows’ of the Guswentha, which signify a paral-
lel partnership between allies, it is also ‘crucial to point out ... that there are 
three beads, representing peace, respect, and friendship, that bridge the two 
parallel rows.’ As such, my theoretical framing is based on a concept of au-
tonomy, but also of interconnectedness.

4 Please see Alfred (2005), and Linda Smith’s (1999) Decolonizing Methodolo-
gies for two good examples among many.

5 As a grammatical note, I attempt to refer to Settlers in this chapter in a gen-
eralized or gender-neutral sense. I do not employ ‘him/her’ universally, as 
I reject this sort of strict dichotomy of sex or gender. More often, I use the 
pronouns ‘they’ or ‘their’ to represent individual Settlers; this is an inten-
tional violation of grammatical rules in response to the lack of an appropri-
ate neutral pronoun.

6 The basis of this homogenous society – nationalism, evangelical religious 
precepts, racial or ethnic ‘purity,’ or even strict political ideological de-
mands (i.e., an insistence upon liberal capitalist democratic statehood) – is 
not important. The overall drive for homogenization that results is the key.

7 Albert Speer was a powerful member of the Nazi party in Germany during the 
Second World War, serving as the Minister for Armaments. He later repented 
his actions, pleaded guilty in Nuremburg, and served 20 years in Spandau Pris-
on without attempts to appeal. His later memoirs are critical of imperialism in 
general, as well as his own actions and those of the Third Reich.

8 The nature of this ‘decentered’ and ‘deterritorializing’ imperialism is in dis-
pute. While Hardt and Negri (2001: 35) rightly point out that imperial power 
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 now seeks not just to control territory but to define the nature of society, 
Day (2005: 6) argues that this project does still have specific centres of 
power – state governments, international trade bodies, and capitalist elites 
– that can be identified and engaged with as ‘struggles occur in an increas-
ingly common context.’ In some cases, such as that of Canada, where terri-
tory itself is still in question, the effect is one of generating a hybrid 
colonialism that simultaneously seeks to secure territory for the Canadian 
state, while constantly redefining reality for Canadian citizens, emphasiz-
ing colonial Settler ‘myths’ in order to maximize cooperation. This concept 
of hybrid colonialism is developed further in Being Colonial (Barker, 2006: 
14–18).

9 At the National University of Ireland’s Fifth Conference on Colonialism 
(Settler Colonialism), Haunani-Kay Trask (University of Hawai’i) asserted 
that there is a high level of this phenomenon in Hawai’i, a statement sup-
ported by Settler academics Eiko Kosasa (Leeward Community College) 
and Candace Fujikane (University of Hawai’i). From a panel presentation, 
‘Settler Colonialism in Hawai’i,’ 27 June 2007, at the National University 
of Ireland, Galway.

10 The ‘apology’ has never actually been referred to officially as an apology, 
but rather as a ‘statement of reconciliation’ made as part of the Gathering 
Strength action plan that was announced on 7 January 1998, in direct re-
sponse to the findings of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples. 
Please see Gathering Strength (1998) for the full text of the statement.

11 This is not to denigrate the efforts of Settler and other peoples who per-
ceive and address connections between distant and local oppression, or 
the field of internationalism generally, which has long been a locus of In-
digenous struggles. It is a comment, rather, on commodified activism.

12 I fully examine the existence of and rationale behind these colonial barri-
ers to Settler decolonization in Being Colonial (Barker, 2006).

13 The complex, subtle, and overlapping systems and constructs which dis-
courage critical inquiry are too numerous to fully describe here. However, 
as an example, Blackfoot philosopher Leroy Little Bear describes how 
Western focuses on individualism have generated a society of ‘specialists’: 
keepers of arcane knowledge in one narrow field, and disinterested in (or 
discouraged from seeking out) knowledge in other fields or commenting 
on matters not explicitly tied to their speciality. Please see Little Bear 
(2000: 75−85) for further investigation of this. 

14 This is, of course, an oversimplification; the choice to be colonial or not is 
in no way dichotomous. There are many variations on and much ‘grey 
area’ in the general philosophy of decolonization. Personal experience, 
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spiritual and religious affiliations, family circumstances, and/or ethnic, 
gender, sexual, and class conditions can and do generate many different 
possibilities and problems. Further, we have no ability to predict the ways 
in which some ‘established’ institutions may be subverted, or the ways in 
which some methods of radical resistance and resurgence may themselves 
be co-opted. As such, it is impossible to comment on the full range of po-
tential experience; however, this generalization is useful as an introduction 
to the possible range of decisions.

15 This has been a serious issue throughout the history of interactions be-
tween Indigenous groups and elements of Settler ‘counterculture.’ For ex-
ample, the communist and post-Marxist socialist movements in the 1960s 
and 1970s attempted to draw direct parallels between their own ideology 
and Indigenous struggles for freedom, but remained unwilling to question 
their own ideologies even when they proved harmful to Indigenous 
interests.

16 While the founding of the Soviet Union is an obvious example of this, one 
could also look to the example of the American attempts to ‘liberate’ South 
American states through the use of the School of the Americas over the 
course of the twentieth century.
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