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Introduction

Indigenous Diplomacies as 
Indigenous Diplomacies

J. Marshall Beier

On September 13, 2007, the United Nations General Assembly voted 
to adopt the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, a 

historic development more than two decades in the making. Though its 
genealogy is complicated, the origins of the Declaration can be traced at 
least to the 1982 founding of the Working Group on Indigenous Popula-
tions (WGIP) through the UN Economic and Social Council. The process 
was, by any measure, a slow one. Even after it was approved by the UN 
Sub-Commission on the Prevention of Discrimination and Protection 
of Minorities in 1994, twelve more years passed before the then-“Draft” 
Declaration was adopted by the UN Human Rights Council in June 2006, 
a step necessary before it could be put before the General Assembly for 
ratification. In the end, a clear majority of member states voted for adop-
tion of the Declaration. While eleven of those with representatives pres-
ent for the vote abstained, more noteworthy was the circumstance that 
the only four votes cast against adoption came from settler states with 
large Indigenous populations: Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the 
United States. Notwithstanding this, however, the Declaration is widely 
regarded as a watershed development signaling a qualitative change in 
the fraught history of relations between Indigenous peoples and states at 
the global level.

As these historic events have been unfolding in recent years, disci-
plinary International Relations, the academic field most self-consciously 
devoted to the study of global politics, has seen an emergent body of 
work engaging and seeking to begin redress of its own silence on Indig-
enous peoples. These contributions join a small but growing scholarly 
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literature on the global political practices of Indigenous peoples by inter-
national legal theorists, historians, and others that is increasingly draw-
ing the interest of students and researchers persuaded that an important 
part of the story of historic and contemporary international diplomacies 
has been missed with inattention to those that have been practiced by 
Indigenous peoples before and throughout the colonial/advanced colo-
nial era. Arising in a field whose traditional focus has turned principally 
on international relations between states, much of this work has been 
inwardly preoccupied with broad conceptual questions raised by the “dis-
covery” of Indigenous peoples as increasingly important global political 
actors—questions made all the more urgent by the sudden recognition 
that Indigenous diplomacies are not at all new, but merely newly noticed.

The result has been the opening of an as yet small but growing con-
ceptual space which would seem, in the first instance, to invite more 
focused consideration of increasingly important intersections between 
Indigenous diplomacies and the foreign policies of states. Proceeding 
from the opening interventions of recent years, then, the focus of this 
volume moves from the disciplinary implications of Indigenous diplo-
macies to consider more directly the character and effect of those diplo-
macies themselves. Through the chapters that follow, a diverse group of 
contributors working from a range of perspectives ask what is unique 
about Indigenous diplomacies, what accounts for their coming into cur-
rency and their increasing influence in various global political fora and 
across a range of international issues in recent years, and what, if any-
thing, these developments tell us about changes in the extant interna-
tional system and the operant principle of state sovereignty. More than 
this, though, they also challenge us to think much more broadly about 
Indigenous diplomacies than the long-established preoccupations of dis-
ciplinary International Relations might incline us to do. That is to say, 
they engage these diplomacies as meaningful in themselves and on the 
terms of their own founding, not merely for their having come finally 
and belatedly to be taken seriously by states (and, even more belatedly, by 
disciplinary International Relations). Accordingly, they find Indigenous 
diplomacies much more broadly sited, far more nuanced and complex, 
and more wholly sui generis than a focus on recent developments at the 
UN alone might reveal them to be.

The upshot of this is that those of us working from a disciplinary stand-
point in International Relations are very quickly disabused of any preten-
sion we might harbor toward somehow supplementing well rehearsed 
notions and narratives of what diplomacy is, where it is practiced, how 
it may operate, and who its practitioners may be. These are not stories 
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untold, but stories unheard in International Relations and long silenced 
in hegemonic fora of global governance because they frequently will not 
be reconciled with dominant concepts and categories, to say nothing of 
power circulations. Being many and varied, they manifest as counterpoints 
to state-centric definitions of diplomacy and, by extension, to a body of 
academic work that persists in centering the state, though it may show an 
increasing willingness to populate the margins more heterogeneously.

Though growing, the International Relations literature on Indigenous 
peoples remains quite sparse. As noted above, much of this work has been 
concerned with the disciplinary implications of (in)attention to Indig-
enous peoples and what this tells us about how we theorize the interna-
tional, security, and other established foci of the field (see, for example, 
Bedford and Workman 1997; Beier 2005; Crawford 1994; Epp 2001; Shaw 
2002; Wilmer 1996). Of course, this owes to the necessity of opening a 
space by challenging the field’s silence on and exclusion of Indigenous 
peoples from narratives of global politics. It is also important that there 
be sustained introspection on the manner of this opening inasmuch as 
even the most benignly conceived designs and emancipatory hopes are 
not immune to working unintended violences of their own. It is impor-
tant to recognize, however, that as indispensable as all of this is, it is still 
fundamentally about International Relations more so than about Indig-
enous peoples and global politics. There remains precious little that is 
centrally concerned with Indigenous peoples’ diplomacies in themselves.

Somewhat closer to the focus of this volume are texts engaging Indig-
enous peoples’ movements in global political contexts. Of these, Franke 
Wilmer (1993) opens inquiry into Indigenous peoples’ historical interac-
tions with and through the states system. In an Australian context, Ravi 
de Costa (2006b) examines a particular tradition of Indigenous trans-
nationalism. A growing literature, including several book-length contri-
butions, is explicitly concerned with Indigenous peoples’ responses to 
globalization (see, for example, Blaser et al., forthcoming; Brysk 2000; 
Smith and Ward 2000; Stewart-Harawira 2005). Ronald Niezen (2003) 
makes an important contribution with specific reference to human 
rights, while Paul Keal (2003) explores the emancipatory possibilities of 
political theory and international law, and Sharon Helen Venne (1998) 
examines evolving international law on Indigenous rights.

The present volume joins this growing body of work dedicated to and 
arising from the new awareness of Indigenous peoples as global actors. The 
central focus, though tackled from a variety of sites and perspectives, is on 
Indigenous peoples’ own diplomacies—not for what they mean to or tell 
us about states, but as meaningful in themselves. Far from being an “add 
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on” or “supplement” to the notions and narratives of diplomacy that have 
dominated International Relations, they recommend an inversion of that 
inclination. That is, in their profusion, their uniqueness, their complex-
ity, and their nuance, they suggest that the understandings of diplomacy 
that dominate International Relations and the hegemonic institutions and 
arrangements of global governance might themselves much more fruit-
fully be understood to “supplement” a vaster constellation of possibilities 
in human global interaction (of which multifarious Indigenous diplomatic 
traditions already comprise far and away the greater part).

Why Indigenous Diplomacies?

Despite the attention quite rightly drawn by developments at the UN 
through the last couple of decades, it is important to acknowledge that 
these developments have not arisen in that time because Indigenous peo-
ples have only in the same span moved to assert global political agency. As 
a number of the chapters in this volume remind us, Indigenous peoples 
the world over have rich sui generis diplomatic traditions that long predate 
the onset of European colonialism. Nor, it is equally important to stress, 
do the developments at the UN stand as sole expressions of the sum and 
substance of contemporary Indigenous diplomacies. As is also clear from 
the chapters that follow, the UN and other hegemonic fora of global gov-
ernance constitute but one sphere in which Indigenous peoples sustain 
external relations with other groups, including but by no means limited 
to states.

Still, many groups interact globally and some, like Indigenous peoples, 
have even achieved a degree of standing at the UN. What, then, marks 
Indigenous peoples apart such that it is appropriate to speak of Indigenous 
diplomacies rather than to subsume the global political agency this describes 
under existing rubrics such as, for example, “social movements” or “global 
civil society?” It is important to bear in mind here that Indigenous histories 
are notable for long historical grievances originating in Europe’s conquest 
of the non-European world. In many places, these endure in the imposi-
tion of the state as the presumed highest form of political community and 
that which need not claim its global political agency, finding it confirmed 
already in performances of sovereignty. Even formal “decolonization” con-
sequently fails to undo enduring legacies of colonialism, among which is 
often counted the postcolonial state itself. At the same time, indigeneity is 
characterized by a visceral connection to land that is very much in tension 
with both the logics of the territorial state (not least in border areas) and 
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the conversion of land into property, juridical rights to which are typically 
enforced by the state. The goals of self-determination and the land claims 
that animate many Indigenous people’s political struggles are simultane-
ously profoundly at odds with the territorial state’s monopoly on sover-
eignty and its role in upholding property rights, obviating the possibility 
that it might be enlisted as an agent of change. This effectively forecloses 
strategies open to civil society-based movements which frequently invest 
considerable energies in swaying states to ally with them on the particular 
politics they seek to advance.

Not finding their interests well represented by the states that map 
demarcated claims to sovereign authority over their environs, Indige-
nous peoples reside in what Kevin Bruyneel (2007) calls a “third space of 
sovereignty,” neither fully inside nor fully outside the state. Their claims 
are thus addressed both to and against the state in a manner that disturbs 
the operant assumption of the state as guarantor of rights. The disjunc-
ture is all the more pronounced for the collective rights claims that are 
frustrated most fundamentally by the very imposition of the (advanced) 
colonial state itself. In the context of such claims, therefore, the state 
ceases to be the guarantor of rights and is revealed instead to be a bearer 
of opposing rights. The state, in these circumstances, cannot be the arbi-
ter of claims that unsettle its own foundations and is thus determined by 
its own logics to become the object of resistance. For these and other rea-
sons, Indigenous peoples’ global political engagements evince particular 
characteristics that set them apart from those of other nonstate actors 
who, though they might oppose the policies of states, do not necessarily 
find themselves irreconcilable with their inherent logics.

Even quite apart from whatever the practical taxonomic consider-
ations may be, however, there is more to recommend engaging Indigenous 
diplomacies as diplomacies. Though this begins with the observation that 
just one of many varied sets of human diplomatic practices has come to 
define “diplomacy,” it is not simply a matter of broadening the boundar-
ies of an academic subject matter or of a category of global political prac-
tice. Rather, and once again inverting the matter at hand, it is to ask why 
mainstream definitions and frameworks should be permitted to define 
other diplomacies out of existence when, as the contributors to this vol-
ume show, they have proved every bit as able to sustain relations between 
peoples, facilitating exchange and managing conflict. It is to bear in mind 
that contemporary diplomacy encloses a set of privileged practices, per-
formed in exclusive spaces, well-resourced and imbued with power.

Explicitly recognizing that inter-national diplomacy has long involved 
many more actors and a much wider array of practices and possibilities 
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than our disciplinary conventions have acknowledged or the hegemonic 
institutions of global governance have permitted, is thus also a counter-
hegemonic move inasmuch as it refuses to allow “diplomacy” as foreign 
policy to definitionally deny the validity of other diplomacies. It is to 
refuse hegemonic pronouncements upon whom or what counts as a 
legitimate actor in global politics and what may count as meaningful dip-
lomatic practice. It is a rejection of a conservative politics and status quo 
circulations of power that would have us forfeit agency in global politics 
to states alone while reducing Indigenous peoples to an issue area. And 
in this sense, it comes once again to be “about” International Relations 
for the simple and important reason that International Relations is about 
Indigenous diplomacies: that is, it is about what they may and may not 
be allowed to be. In various ways, the contributors to this volume all 
deny and defy those disciplinary pronouncements as, together, they trace 
a path from the opening chapters that consider some of the challenges 
to both the study and the practice of Indigenous diplomacies, through 
examinations of a series of different Indigenous diplomatic traditions 
and how they variously negotiate and/or succumb to these challenges, 
and to the final chapters in which more prescriptive calls are made in 
terms of both the study and the practice of Indigenous diplomacies.

Organization of the Volume

Chapter 1 addresses the advanced colonial complicities of disciplinary 
International Relations, weighing some of the problems and the prom-
ise inherent in “forgetting,” “remembering,” and “finding” Indigenous 
peoples in the discipline. International Relations has not only internal-
ized many of the enabling narratives of colonial domination, but remains 
very much a part and producer of the requisite knowledges of advanced 
colonialism. As such, it is a disciplinary terrain fraught with dangers for 
even the most benignly conceived attempts to engage Indigenous diplo-
macies. And yet, it is argued, refusing to abide these dangers offers no 
respite from the dilemma given that “knowledges” about Indigenous 
peoples are already at work. The point, then, is not to counsel against 
engaging Indigenous diplomacies in International Relations but to insist 
upon the affirmation of their independent ontological significance and 
that of the knowledges that underwrite them. The chapter ends with a 
call to resist academic conventions that would author-ize Indigenous 
knowledges and to seek ways to open conversations that recognize the 
authority with which they are already spoken.
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In Chapter 2, Nevzat Soguk traces the “taming” of transversality and 
the territoriality that became the basis for “excommunicating” Indig-
enous peoples of the Americas from politics, most particularly in the 
international sphere. Suppressing the performance of alternative epis-
temologies that would resist territorialization, an interactive dynamic 
of Europe as “rule” and America as “exception” underwrote a “radical 
eclipse of Indigenous agency” effectively denying Indigenous peoples a 
place in the international sphere and forcing them into relations of “ban,” 
as elaborated by Giorgio Agamben (1995). Following Armond Mattelart 
(2008), however, indigeneity may yet be recommunicating itself through 
“resurgent transversal instincts” that reopen the possibility of activating 
new forms of resistance that could yet radically alter Indigenous peoples’ 
traces on “the conqueror’s map.”

In Chapter 3, Mark F. N. Franke argues that such possibilities will 
not easily be realized in the interactions between Indigenous peoples 
and states. From a position of indigeneity, Indigenous peoples’ possible 
subject(ed) positions (“pre-political, sub-political, or anti-political”) 
have already been marked out for them in the mutually recognitive per-
formances of sovereignty according to which states “accept each other’s 
credentials as valid” and defend “each other’s right to subordinate all 
other social and political groupings as legitimately subject to them-
selves or one another.” Indigenous diplomacies of the sort that have been 
instrumental in the historic developments at the UN in recent years have 
turned vitally on an Indigenous identity with which peoples find they 
must ultimately “contract” in order to be recognized. The challenge is 
to construct a “neither-here-nor-there” politics that resists the straight-
jacket of ascriptions which too easily become the price of recognition in 
contemporary global diplomatic practice.

In a manner of taking up this challenge, in Chapter 4 Ravi de Costa 
finds contemporary Indigenous diplomacies rooted in classical Indig-
enous traditions founded upon distinctly non-Western cosmologies 
that urge us to rethink the boundaries of hegemonic understandings 
of diplomacy as well as what constitutes bona fide diplomatic practice. 
Often unsettling and exceeding the conventions of conduct established 
in modern systems of international governance, the diplomatic prac-
tices of Indigenous Australian peoples signal that to invoke Indigenous 
diplomacies is not to speak merely of borrowings from European tra-
ditions and practices or of a wholesale insertion into those traditions. 
Though the colonial encounter will undoubtedly have left its marks to 
greater or lesser extents in different cases, what are revealed here are prac-
tices deeply rooted in sui generis diplomatic traditions that have proved 
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themselves every bit equal to facilitating and regulating peaceful interac-
tion and interchange between peoples.

In Chapter 5, Laura Parisi and Jeff Corntassel show how the inherent 
complexity of diplomacies that cannot be severed from spirituality and 
which are enacted through the multiple roles of Indigenous women raise a 
thoroughgoing challenge to state-based diplomatic conventions. Through 
examination of cases such as the Haudenosaunee reoccupation of lands 
in Caledonia, Ontario, it is argued that a politics of intersectionality and 
multilayered citizenship practices suggest not only more complex but also 
more deeply rooted and resilient diplomacies than those sustained by the 
habits and institutions of the states system. Denying hegemonic under-
standings of diplomacy, Indigenous women’s diplomacies are inseparable 
from spiritual, familial, and community relationships. Simultaneously in 
pursuit of individual rights (as women) and collective rights (as Indige-
nous peoples) unique diplomacies have been “mobilized to ensure that the 
Indigenous male experience is not read as the only Indigenous experience 
at all levels of governance” and in ways that “reveal the limitations of tra-
ditional definitions of state-based diplomacy, as well as a purely collective 
rights understanding of Indigenous self-determination.”

Drawing in part on her own involvement in the work of the Sami Coun-
cil, in Chapter 6 Rauna Kuokkanen reflects on Sami political organization 
and attendant diplomacies that have worked to differing effects toward the 
achievement of self-determination in Finland, Norway, and Sweden. Here, 
linked to an enviably high degree of international influence and recogni-
tion seems to be a relatively conservative outlook that is self-consciously 
juxtaposed to what are perceived to be more “militant, radical, and adver-
sarial ways of Indigenous peoples in North America.” This is not simplisti-
cally reducible to something akin to a comprador mentality, however, given 
claims to a tradition in which “Sami strategies have always been adaptation 
and withdrawal.” Nevertheless, it “has led to framing equality as sameness, 
minimizing differences and emphasizing similarities,” which “takes place 
in the framework of individualism in which there is very little, if any, atten-
tion paid to structural relations of power.”

In Chapter 7, Frances Abele and Thierry Rodon argue that Inuit have 
succeeded in transforming the colonial logic in the Arctic and have done 
so by relying upon long traditions of peaceful external relations. A tradi-
tion of free movement, for instance, is brought to contemporary effect 
in concert with “a sophisticated elaboration of earlier diplomatic tech-
niques” for avoiding unnecessary direct confrontation with particular 
nation-states. These complex and multilayered Inuit diplomacies have 
proved remarkably successful both within and without the hegemonic 



INDIGENOUS DIPLOMACIES AS INDIGENOUS DIPLOMACIES   9

circuits of global governance. Without losing sight of their uniqueness, 
it is argued that a core of political Realism is here bound up with what 
might be a more sustainable approach to engaging other communities 
than that given us by European diplomatic tradition.

In Chapter 8, Marcela Vecchione Gonçalves looks to the diploma-
cies practiced by Indigenous peoples in the border areas of the Brazilian 
Amazon rain forest. The chapter is offered as a counter-narrative to pre-
vailing accounts about Indigenous peoples in the region, taking up “how 
their idea of being Indigenous, how their explanations about indigeneity, 
counters the discourse of sovereignty and the political attributes of the 
state performed by the practice, concealment, and denial of citizenship.” 
Disturbing dominant ideas about sovereignty and citizenship, the con-
cept of relationality finds Indigenous peoples of the Brazilian Amazon 
in a situation in which, in perennial negotiations of identity which take 
place in the “interstices of broader negotiations of Brazilian sovereignty,” 
they “are never political, they are constantly becoming political.”

Challenging dominant academic and juridical conventions aimed 
at regulating knowledge and author-izing the veracity of documentary 
sources, in Chapter 9 Keith Thor Carlson foregrounds hybridity and other 
(than Western) ways of knowing in a discussion of differing Indigenous 
and Euro-Canadian accounts of defining diplomatic encounters. Though 
the Indigenous accounts are marginalized for not conforming to dominant 
standards of reliable evidence and objective reportage, the prescience of 
the truths they impart is not understood or appreciated and, consequently, 
is lost. The implications of this go well beyond the details of the particu-
lar “facts” in dispute since, “to dismiss such stories is to close the door on 
another way of knowing—and to the possibility of building future respect-
ful relations built upon the foundations of past ones.”

In Chapter 10, Heather A. Smith and Gary N. Wilson elaborate the 
complex and multivalent relations conducted with states, with and 
through intergovernmental organizations, and between Inuit groups 
within the Inuit Circumpolar Council. The multiple and varied articu-
lations of Inuit forging links within states, across state boundaries, and 
within institutions of global governance disrupts dominant ideas of citi-
zenship. Leaders of the ICC “situate their citizenship in multiple loca-
tions, challenging the traditional construction of citizen/state.” In so 
doing, they enact not only unique diplomacies, but unique and multi-
sited citizenship practices as well. Similarly, they reframe sovereignty as a 
relationship to the land as opposed to ownership over it.

In Chapter 11, Franke Wilmer places the contemporary political 
struggles and justice demands of Indigenous peoples in settler states 
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within the context of recent postcolonial theory and narratives. A series 
of requisites of justice identified by Indigenous activists and leaders as an 
ideal set of conditions that would enable Indigenous peoples and settler 
states to make progress in reconciliation is reviewed. This points toward 
possibilities for a progressive social justice in settler states like the United 
States, where greater gains have been made in terms of women’s issues, 
children’s rights, and protection of racial minorities, while “social justice 
for Native Americans lags far behind the other emancipatory struggles 
that define progress in American democracy.” Read in the context of 
diplomacies, we are reminded that it was the four settler states considered 
in this chapter that voted against UN General Assembly adoption of the 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

Finally, in Chapter 12, Makere Stewart-Harawira explores “the intersec-
tion of particular global and local interests” that are “redefining Indigenous 
diplomacies and ontologies in ways that have important political and ethi-
cal consequences” manifesting “bifurcations”: between economic interests 
and self-determination, between Indigenous politics and Indigenous phi-
losophies and ontologies. At a time of major systemic politico-economic 
crisis and its attendant dislocations, “at the end of empire,” Indigenous 
political practice must more urgently than ever proceed from a “re-embed-
ding of Indigenous philosophies and ontologies.” This is not an appeal in 
the ethnographic present to an idealized pristine tradition, but an impera-
tive call to recapture and sustain vital survivances in present practice.

Together, these chapters offer a modest call to further scholarly inquiry 
on a vast and varied terrain of Indigenous diplomacies whose richness 
and significance has thus far been better sensed by foreign policy practi-
tioners than by academics and analysts. But they also raise cautions and 
caveats that, among other important considerations, care should be taken 
to engage Indigenous diplomacies as meaningful on their own terms, as 
practices of the present rather than artifacts of the past, and without 
succumbing to the pretension to re-render what might be regarded as 
nominally familiar in terms of hegemonic founding. As much as on these 
diplomacies themselves, interest and inquiry should look always to the 
circulations of power that variously frustrate, enable, and remake them.
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Forgetting, Remembering, and 
Finding Indigenous Peoples in 

International Relations

J. Marshall Beier

Introduction

Perhaps more than any other area of academic inquiry, disciplinary 
International Relations is deeply invested in the project of understand-

ing historical and contemporary diplomatic practices both in themselves 
and as grist for the conceptual mill. It seems somewhat counterintuitive, 
then, that Indigenous diplomacies would not figure prominently in Inter-
national Relations, even if only as a counterpoint to the state-centrism of 
conventional treatments of diplomacy that seldom exceed the narrow con-
fines of foreign policy analysis. And yet, the field has been almost com-
pletely silent on Indigenous peoples, their diplomacies, and the distinctly 
non-Western cosmologies that underwrite and enable them. An interesting 
and important development in recent years, however, has been the emer-
gence of a small body of literature inquiring into precisely this silence. 
While some of these prefatory engagements have been made on matters 
of empirical interest, most have sought to glean some sort of conceptual 
insight from particular Indigenous knowledges or ways of knowing. Prom-
ising to unsettle hegemonic state-centric renderings of politics and the 
international, the latter offerings have been welcomed by a range of critical 
voices that have long decried the field’s rigid statism, its tightly bounded 
subject matter, and its exceedingly parochial conceptual terrain.

But as laudable as these interventions may be, any call to scholars 
of International Relations, diplomatic history, or associated fields and 
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disciplines to inform their work with reference to Indigenous traditions 
bespeaks appropriation and raises the specter of violences of ascription, 
erasure, or both. Most fundamentally, the problem here is in the fram-
ing of the project—that is, in the hope that our existing conceptions of 
diplomacy or theorizations of the international might unproblematically 
draw on Indigenous knowledges. The distinctive worldviews and ways of 
knowing of many Indigenous traditionalisms, for example, do not at all 
lend well to any of the field’s existing discourses on security, the good life 
or, more broadly, the global. The result is that the attempt to make Indig-
enous knowledges present in International Relations paradoxically marks 
an absence of the voices that have spoken them. An important caveat is 
thus in order before, as is one aim of this volume, calling on International 
Relations scholars to engage seriously with Indigenous diplomacies: the 
essays that follow do not merely offer up novel cases to be rendered intel-
ligible on our disciplines’ own accustomed terms; rather, they unsettle 
those very terms in a variety of ways, not least by problematizing the 
apparent ease of their exclusion.

Two main lines of pathology are immediately discernible in attempts 
to “bring in” Indigenous knowledges: first, the terrain of possibility 
marked out by the operant cosmology of Western academic discourse 
works violences upon commitments and ideas “otherwise constituted” 
when they defy its confines; and, the authority of scholarly voice is recon-
firmed, even as it exceeds its competencies, while Indigenous peoples are 
reduced to repositories of knowledge whose speaking positions can only 
audibly be those of credentialed surrogates. Even sincere emancipatory 
designs are implicated in this to the extent that they evince a sense of eth-
ical responsibility for rather than to the Others of mainstream academic 
discourse, speaking them into the discipline more than affirming their 
independent authority. Moreover, it turns out that Indigenous peoples 
have never really been absent from our theorizing after all—essential 
knowledges about them are bound up in and consequently reproduced 
by orthodox and critical approaches alike. The indeterminacy of these 
knowledges invites much more in the way of critical reflection, reveal-
ing that while knowledges about Indigenous peoples have always been an 
integral part of international theory, the same cannot be said of Indig-
enous peoples’ own knowledges. Inquiring into how the field has forgot-
ten, remembered, and still not found Indigenous peoples, this chapter 
will explore these issues and suggest a rethinking of our accustomed ways 
of author-izing knowledge that might begin to make more audible in 
International Relations the voices of Indigenous people(s) already audi-
ble in international relations.1
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Forgetting Indigenous Peoples in International Relations

That International Relations has shown little interest in Indigenous 
peoples may seem odd to readers who know something of the many 
well-documented histories of Indigenous diplomacies enacted both 
within and without the colonial encounter. Long predating the arrival 
of Europeans in the Americas and elsewhere, networks of exchange and 
interaction existed, wars were fought, and conflicts were resolved in the 
routine course of relations between Indigenous peoples. For two centu-
ries, the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, to take but one example, stood 
as a paragon of peaceful relations between erstwhile antagonists—a 
concord still unmatched in profundity and resilience by even the most 
celebrated of Europe’s diplomatic triumphs.2 Today, the United Nations 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues builds on an earlier history of 
global diplomacy that included delegations to the royal courts of Europe 
and, later, efforts to gain formal standing at the League of Nations. No 
less significant, sui generis global networks and organizations connecting 
Indigenous peoples on every continent are prominent on global politi-
cal terrains that exceed and yet are increasingly felt along the established 
circuits of international diplomacy. It might be surprising, then, that 
the multiple and varied inter-national practices of Indigenous peoples 
should have garnered almost no attention from the field of academic 
inquiry most readily identified with global political interaction. But for 
students of International Relations, properly acquainted with the field’s 
own origins account, the omission is far from bewildering.

Founded in the immediate aftermath of World War I, International 
Relations in its naissance turned vitally on the problematic of interstate 
war. True to these disciplinary origins, International Relations has been 
characterized by relative consensus as to the appropriate objects of study: 
in the main, states. Less settled, however, are the conceptual commit-
ments by dint of which the centrality of the state has been upheld. The 
broad disciplinary outlook initially turned on a liberal-inspired faith in 
the progressive development of better institutions of global governance 
with the aim and expectation of harnessing a presumed human pre-
disposition toward peaceful and cooperative social relations. Thus, lib-
eral principles and prescriptions of the sort embodied most famously 
in then-U.S. President Woodrow Wilson’s “Fourteen Points” were pro-
posed as the basis of a more “rational” international political order than 
that which had been fashioned by adherence to the realpolitik of bal-
ance of power thinking and alliance commitments. But when deference 
to this advice failed to prevent the outbreak of another catastrophic war 
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in Europe, disillusionment with the field’s founding perspective saw 
its near-complete abandonment as a majority of International Rela-
tions scholars moved to embrace political Realism instead. What was to 
become the most influential current of this new theoretical movement 
drew on the work of the seventeenth century English political philoso-
pher Thomas Hobbes to underwrite an account of conflict as the inevi-
table outcome of zero-sum competition between egoistic states under 
conditions of anarchy. Analogous to Hobbes’ account of “rational man” 
in the state of nature (Hobbes 1968, 183–88), states were characterized as 
rational gains maximizers motivated by the imperative of survival in a self-
help system lacking the moderating influence of a leviathan—hardened 
into ontology, this bleak outlook would become the basis for a positivist 
science of international politics (see Morgenthau 1985, 3–17).

From its earliest days, then, International Relations has taken interac-
tions between states as its primary focus, while interstate war has been 
the central problematic upon which debate has turned. Realism, in one 
form or another, has cast a large shadow over the theoretical terrain of 
the field since the mid-twentieth century, though that is not to say that it 
has been uncontested. In particular, a range of approaches having clear 
affinities with the field’s founding liberal ideals have grown increasingly 
influential since the early 1990s as the end of the Cold War and growing 
attentiveness to globalization diminished the cachet of realpolitik. Impor-
tantly, however, Realist- and liberal-inspired approaches alike have privi-
leged the state as expression of authentic political community. Though 
many have questioned the continued centrality of the state in contempo-
rary and emergent global politics, liberals have not fundamentally chal-
lenged the orthodox rendering of it as the quintessential embodiment 
and highest existing form of sociopolitical organization. While ontolo-
gized claims about intractable interstate conflict leave Realists unable to 
imagine political community expressed otherwise than through the state, 
the liberally inclined are bound by a faith in hierarchical-linear histori-
cal “progress” that can only admit of transcendence to a “higher” form. 
For Realists, therefore, Indigenous peoples are not constitutive of polities 
meaningful to global politics, and for liberals they can be marginal at 
best. Both formulations consequently situate Indigenous peoples beyond 
the pale of disciplinary International Relations and are unable to con-
ceive their global political practices as diplomacies.

More recently and at the margins, a range of critical interventions by 
feminists, poststructuralists, and others have worked to unsettle main-
stream commitments by laying bare the often problematic assumptions 
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and knowledges that sustain them. In so doing, they have done much to 
reveal violences of erasure issuing from Realist and liberal approaches 
alike. In a broad disciplinary sense, however, these remain “dissident” 
(Ashley and Walker 1990) voices and, as such, have been all too easily 
ignored by the mainstream. In any event, few have addressed themselves 
directly to the matter of International Relations’ inattention to Indig-
enous peoples and, were they to, a host of new problems arising from 
their own underinterrogated commitments would threaten to sub-
vert their best intentions. In various ways, all belong quite decidedly to 
modernity—either as its heirs or as its critiques of itself—traces of which 
can work violences upon outlooks and lifeways constituted, to borrow 
Homi Bhabha’s memorable phrase, “otherwise than modernity” (Bhabha 
1994, 6). And though many of these approaches are explicitly oriented 
toward the emancipation of the socially and/or politically marginalized, 
even sincere emancipatory hopes and designs evince a disquietingly 
“missionary” flavor to the extent that they presume to dictate terms of 
emancipation that might not be generalizable beyond their own imme-
diate contexts (see Beier 2005b). No less than the conspicuous erasures 
of mainstream theories, then, critical approaches enact violences of their 
own and are likewise complicit in the inaudibility of Indigenous voices 
in International Relations.3

In light of all of this, could it be that International Relations simply 
is not a disciplinary context within which it makes sense to raise ques-
tions about Indigenous peoples, even as global political actors? Per-
haps it is enough for scholars working in this area to maintain and 
refine their engagement with the issues and ideas that have preoccu-
pied them until now, leaving Indigenous diplomacies to others. After 
all, the dominant Realist perspective is entirely unable to accommodate 
curiosities that would decenter the state and realpolitik, while liber-
als and those working from a range of “dissident” critical perspectives 
turn out to be implicated in erasures of their own. International Rela-
tions, it seems, encloses a body of knowledge that is parochial even as 
it is hegemonic—and, as Mattei Dogan has observed, it is also among 
the most insular and self-referential fields of scholarly endeavor in the 
contemporary academy (Dogan 1997, 432). Still, to forfeit this disci-
plinary terrain is not to escape these dilemmas. Rather, it is to accept 
and to become complicit with the unequal power relations of ongoing 
advanced colonialism that sustain the inaudibility of Indigenous voices 
in their interpolative play through International Relations as a site of 
hegemonic authority, discipline, and knowing.
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Site of Authority

Insular though it may be, International Relations is nevertheless a site 
of considerable discursive authority over both the theory and practice 
of global politics, imparting its knowledges to students, policy makers, 
and occasionally an attentive public, backed by all the weight custom-
arily conferred upon the credentialed expert. It is also an important 
social force in its own right, being part of what Laurie Anne Whitt has 
described as the knowledge system of hegemonic Western discourse. As 
Whitt, drawing on Stephen A. Marglin (1990), describes it, a knowledge 
system can be defined in terms of four characteristics: epistemology, a 
theory of knowledge giving an account of what counts as knowledge and 
how we know what we know; transmission, dealing with how knowledge 
is conveyed or acquired, with how it is learned and taught; power, both 
external (how knowledge communities relate to other knowledge com-
munities) and internal (how members of a given knowledge community 
relate to one another); and innovation, how what counts as knowledge 
may be changed or modified. The systemic nature of knowledge is due to 
the reciprocal influence of these four characteristics upon one another: 
how we know, how we learn and teach, how we innovate, and how power 
figures in this are linked (Whitt 1995, 231).

International Relations exhibits all of these characteristics in ways 
that underscore its congenital rootedness in the dominating knowledge 
system of which it is simultaneously product and productive. In par-
ticular, it is a realm delineated by and reproductive of ontological and 
epistemological possibilities consonant with modernity and its operant 
cosmology. This, in turn, implies an abbreviated hierarchy of theoreti-
cal approaches, all of which are derived from a shared cosmologically 
defined knowledge system. Reproduction of Western cosmological com-
mitments not only invalidates marginal politics and/or sociopolitical 
possibilities but extends even to the repudiation of alternative—that is, 
non-Western—cartographies of existence that are the very basis upon 
which peoples’ estimations of their own being and of their relationship 
to the cosmos are predicated. From beyond the reach of critique (or, at 
least, beyond where critique has been made to reach), these uninterro-
gated commitments are arbiters of what it is “reasonable” to imagine and 
of the “common senses” according to which those things deemed imag-
inable are weighed. And as Steve Smith reminds us, “defining common 
sense is . . . the ultimate act of power” (Smith 1996, 13).

Constituted through the practices by which certain voices are author-
ized according to the strictures of the Western academy, International 
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Relations is engaged in the regulation of both knowledge and author-
ity over knowledge. It is this regulative function that sustains the many 
cross-cutting erasures perpetrated by both mainstream and “critical” 
international theory. Even as these various erasures have marked off a 
limited terrain upon which we can find issues and subjects of relevance 
to the study of global politics, they have been productive of the discipline 
as a particular set of practices and possibilities, defined as much by what 
it is not permissible to speak of as by what is. Consequently, there is much 
that, it can be said with disciplinary authority, is not properly considered 
in International Relations. There is a great deal at stake here inasmuch 
as the productive aspects of International Relations’ erasures turn out to 
be generative not only of the discipline itself but of a discursively unified 
modern Western subjectivity as well. In this sense, International Rela-
tions is also an expression of this unitary Western subject—in effect, an 
incarnation of “the West” whose cohesiveness is founded as much upon 
its silences, its marginalizations, and its outright exclusions as on its pre-
sumed internal affinities.4

As Bhabha (1984) argues, the assessed worth of a text depends to 
a very large extent upon the degree of its fidelity to hegemonic nar-
ratives and ideas, the latter having become the standards according to 
which relative authority of voice is assessed. Consequently, those speak-
ing from the margins—and, no less, those constituted “otherwise than 
modernity”—must conform closely to those of the center if they are to 
be audible. This, of course, is not at all conducive to the articulation of 
perspectives or the validation of practices that significantly defy con-
vention, to say nothing of cosmologically determined “common senses” 
(Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 1989, 6). And yet it is within these limits 
that the authoritative voices of International Relations articulate and 
adjudicate upon the meaningfulness of subject positions and legiti-
mate sitings of political agency. Owing to the discursive authority of 
the credentialed voices that populate it, then, International Relations 
is appropriately engaged as a site of knowledge production and regu-
lation whence spring authoritative pronouncements upon what does 
and does not constitute meaningful global political theory and prac-
tice; part of the deferred meaning (Derrida 1974, 15; 1981, 26) of what 
we say counts in global politics or as political community are the sub-
sumed claims about what does not. And this includes both implicit and 
explicit claims about Indigenous peoples as much as about global poli-
tics. In this sense, International Relations has not, in fact, been as silent 
on Indigenous peoples as it might at first seem.
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Site of Discipline

More in the way of its unspoken-said is betrayed by the very circum-
stance of International Relations’ inattention to Indigenous peoples. In 
accepting the disciplinary parceling of knowledge realms, political com-
mitments whence this “carto-taxonomy” of knowing originated are also 
in some measure taken up and reproduced. It is important to acknowl-
edge, therefore, that the disciplines we take so much for granted are not 
things, but sets of practices. Notwithstanding the customary reliance on 
spatial metaphors to describe them, they do not exist independent of our 
performance of them. Nor are they at all the long-pedigreed inheritance 
they are so often assumed to be by virtue of their usual association with 
Enlightenment tradition. Indeed, academic disciplinarity is much better 
regarded as the subversion of Enlightenment ideals than as their fulfill-
ment (McKeon 1994, 18). The disciplines we know today did not emerge 
until the mid-nineteenth century (notably, just as European colonialism 
reached its pinnacle), hardening into virtual immovability through the 
first half of the twentieth century (Wallerstein 1995, 840). There is, there-
fore, nothing “natural” or inevitable about the disciplinary division of 
knowledge and knowing. It is, rather, the result of a particular confluence 
of historical circumstances and cultural proclivities, all framed within 
the dominating knowledge system and underwritten by its operant cos-
mology. Constituted only in the practices of human subjects occupying 
particular moments and locations in sociopolitical time and space, dis-
ciplines are inveterately bound up with the contexts of their founding 
and founders and their ongoing reproduction and reproducers. Recog-
nizing this contingency reveals the irreducible aspect of disciplinarity as 
an expression of power and as a site of political struggle. It also bids us 
remember that this is a privileged and enclosed discursive space. And 
that invites—perhaps implores—careful consideration of its complicities 
in, among other things, hegemonic narratives and ideas.

What in particular, then, can be said of these determinants and com-
plicities? Most readily apparent, of course, disciplinary conventions are 
important arbiters of the hierarchical ordering of the voices through 
which they are performed and reproduced, and it is this which enables 
their regulative control over what counts as an appropriate subject mat-
ter and meaningful knowledge about it. The authoritative voices of the 
discipline are thus simultaneously the voices of authoritative discipline, 
and “discipline,” as Michel Foucault tells us, “is an art of rank” (Foucault 
1977, 146). But much more than just the privileged voices of the academy 
are ranked in this schema. The origins of the disciplines reside amidst 
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socio-evolutionary ideas dominant in the late-nineteenth century and 
consequently reflect their racialized notions of the hierarchical division 
of humanity. Equally reflective of this was the academic division of the 
social world, consigning different peoples to disciplines deemed appo-
site to the assessed extent of their socio-evolutionary “progress.” Judged 
against European referents, those whose lifeways were fashioned “other-
wise than modernity” were thought less advanced than Europe and its 
settler state colonies and therefore not amenable to study in the same 
ways. Thus, while Economics, Political Science, and Sociology variously 
engaged the main valences (economics, politics, and civil society, respec-
tively) of the “highly developed” European societies, Oriental Studies 
was founded for the high (though, it was presumed, static) civilizations 
beyond the West and Anthropology took up the study of “primitive” peo-
ples (Gulbenkian Commission 1996; Wallerstein 2004, 20).

That the nomothetic social sciences confined their gaze to the West 
owes to the once widely held view that “less advanced” societies were not 
meaningfully differentiated according to the spheres of economics, pol-
itics, and civil society—all of these, it was believed, were marks only of 
highly developed societies. The neglect of Indigenous peoples by Inter-
national Relations scholars is therefore revealing of an underappreciated 
complicity with the ideational dimension of colonialism which denied the 
independent ontological significance—even the validity—of non-Western 
forms of political community and inter-national diplomacy. Such are the 
socio-evolutionary commitments in which we become implicated when 
disciplinary boundaries are defended or, likewise, when they are allowed 
to stand unchallenged. Once more, the very fact of International Relations’ 
silence on Indigenous peoples turns out to say a great deal. And as this 
clearly cannot be read as politically neutral, we see that to cede this dis-
ciplinary terrain is also to quit a site of contestation articulated through 
the performance and disruption of discipline(s). There is a sense, then, in 
which pressing for the inclusion of Indigenous diplomacies in Interna-
tional Relations is also an act of counter-hegemonic resistance.

Site of Knowing

In challenging the authoritative voices and disciplinary strictures enforc-
ing their own relative inaudibility, feminists have persuasively shown that 
the conspicuous lack of attention to gender by mainstream International 
Relations scholars does not mean that it has been absent from the field—
rather, International Relations has always been “about” gender to the 
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extent that it and the knowledges it has promulgated are themselves pro-
foundly gendered (Peterson 1992; Tickner 1992). Similarly, the appar-
ent exclusion of Indigenous peoples belies their centrality to a range of 
core concepts and theoretical traditions, including those that dominate 
the mainstream. If authority and discipline are enacted upon implicit 
knowledges that are quite telling of the field’s colonial/advanced colonial 
complicities, those ideas and commitments to which it has laid claim and 
readily calls its own are all the more so. Besides the above-noted valoriza-
tion of the state, the failure to distinguish settler states as a unique form 
has the effect of obfuscating ongoing direct colonialism in the Ameri-
cas and elsewhere. But beyond this, popular imaginaries concerning the 
Indigenous peoples of the Americas in particular have been indispens-
able to the production of knowledges foundational to International 
Relations and its subject matters. Variously masculinized and feminized, 
vilified and romanticized, Indigenous peoples have been constructed and 
(re)presented in ways both consistent with and constitutive of a host of 
gendered and racialized dichotomies: culture/nature, rational/irrational, 
civilized/savage. These are the categories through which the ideational 
dimensions of European colonialism were articulated and through which 
its legacies in advanced colonialism and what has been called the “postco-
lonial condition” are enabled. They also underwrite and are shot through 
the canon of Western philosophy upon which International Relations has 
constructed its conceptual edifices.

Building upon ontological terrain inspired by Hobbes and wedding this 
to a positivist epistemology, Realists have become even more beholden to it 
than Hobbes himself—that is, for Realists the Hobbesian-inspired account 
of life in the “state of nature” must have a demonstrable basis in reality. But 
Hobbes, echoing narratives contained in travelogues authored by those on 
the leading edge of Europe’s conquest of the non-European world, offers 
only that “the savage people in many places of America, except the govern-
ment of small Families, the concord whereof dependeth on natural lust, 
have no government at all, and live at this day in that brutish manner, as 
I said before” (Hobbes 1968, 187; emphasis in original). Though Realists 
themselves might make no explicit mention of Indigenous peoples, the 
veracity of this Hobbesian claim is nevertheless imperative to the Real-
ist account of the state as the locus of political order. And, revealing of 
whose politics are expressed here, this is so notwithstanding that the arrival 
of Hobbes’ leviathan, far from having resolved a war of “all against all” 
(Hobbes 1968, 185), may actually have fomented war among the Indig-
enous peoples of the Americas (Ferguson 1990, 237). Marking some peo-
ples as savages who lacked for political order, however, constitutes them 
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“outside the discourse of sovereignty” (Inayatullah and Blaney 2004, 88) 
and serves as an apologia for colonialism on the grounds that, as Said puts 
it, “certain territories or people require or beseech domination” (Said 1993, 
9; emphasis in original). Thus, as Peter Hulme and Ludmilla Jordanova 
point out, even indirect recourse to the travelogues of missionaries, con-
quistadors, and colonial administrators finds the canonical texts of social 
contractarian thought implicated in the imperialist project: “Some of the 
principal works of writers like Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Ferguson, and 
Diderot draw on accounts of these travellers in ways both important for 
their status as key texts of the Enlightenment, and revealing of their impli-
cation with the whole process of European exploration and colonization 
of the non-European world” (Hulme and Jordanova 1990, 8). The indebt-
edness of contemporary international theory to the canon consequently 
recommends a reading of the travelogues as foundational texts of Inter-
national Relations as well (Beier 2005a, 155–78).

The political commitments bound up in the subsumed claims of the 
canon are brought into relief by the ambivalent rendering of the “savage” as 
noble in one context and ignoble in another. This is as true of scholarship 
as of popular perspectives expressed through the various (re)presenta-
tional media of literature, cinema, and so forth. The lifeways of Indigenous 
peoples have been feminized in their consignment to the realm of culture 
and their conflation with nature; elsewhere, and as befit the ever-changing 
exigencies of the colonial encounter, they are constructed as thoroughly 
masculine. This underscores not only the indeterminacy of these con-
structions, but also the varied colonial/advanced colonial purposes they 
served and continue to serve. And while Hobbesian-inspired Realism is 
the most conspicuously implicated here, it is by no means the only theo-
retical approach whose genealogy reaches into the enabling knowledges of 
colonialism. Marxist-inspired theorists, to take but one further example, 
work in a tradition built in part upon nineteenth century anthropolo-
gist Lewis Henry Morgan’s now widely discredited ethnographies of the 
Haudenosaunee. Rooted in the socio-evolutionary commitments of the 
day, Morgan (1877) fashioned an account of progressive human develop-
ment from “savagery” to “civilization,” the colonial complicities of which 
are by now familiar. For Marxists, those societies constituted “otherwise 
than modernity” cannot be heard on their own terms because, as Pierre 
Clastres argues, Marxism has already inscribed them as “precapitalist”—an 
inscription upon which its own logics insist in order to sustain an account 
of progressive human social development that is inimical in important 
ways to the traditional lifeways and worldviews of many Indigenous peo-
ples (Clastres 1994, 136–37).



22   J. MARSHALL BEIER

Remembering Indigenous Peoples in International Relations

Whether through authority, discipline, or those things it has pretense to 
know, International Relations speaks its implicit and explicit claims about 
Indigenous peoples in ways that simultaneously reproduce advanced 
colonial knowledges and repudiate Indigenous peoples’ accounts of 
themselves and their diplomacies. One effect of this is to undermine con-
temporary politics of resistance predicated on traditional knowledges by 
contributing to a general “common sense” according to which they seem 
implausible—if the aboriginal condition truly lacked functional mecha-
nisms for the provision of political order and community, for example, 
it can hardly sustain appeals to traditional forms of governance. Clearly, 
this is not in the least enabling of what ought otherwise to be a potent 
oppositional resource. Here we get a glimpse into the more tangible con-
sequences of International Relations’ advanced colonial complicities. It 
certainly does not perform and maintain these violences by itself, but it 
is nevertheless among the privileged sites of knowledge (re)production 
that sustain hegemonic narratives and ideas while silencing marginal 
ones. And, though it may defy even the stated intentions of some, both 
mainstream approaches and those committed to some emancipatory 
hope or design are implicated here. Still, inasmuch as International Rela-
tions has not been consciously concerned with indigeneity, it is not likely 
to take seriously the value of Indigenous knowledges and the validity of 
Indigenous global political subjecthood on the strength of any of this.

An indispensable first step has been to show how International Rela-
tions’ omissions impoverish it on its own terms by unduly abbreviating 
the accounts it can give of contemporary global politics. As Franke Wilmer 
reminds us, this is still contingent upon the degree to which colonial 
knowledges can be destabilized (Wilmer 1996, 349). In her landmark work 
on the global political practices constituted through Indigenous activism, 
Wilmer (1993) urges International Relations scholars to take seriously 
the long tradition and growing importance of these increasingly effectual 
diplomacies. Tracing the history of Indigenous peoples’ appeals to sov-
ereign power and international legal remediation, she argues that these 
efforts have become steadily more successful with a shift in the norma-
tive basis of the international system from realpolitik to self-determination. 
Thus, the essentially normative positions of Indigenous peoples seeking 
to assert autonomy against the legacies of conquest and colonialism have 
at last become audible in international relations, if not to International 
Relations. The inability of Realism to access Indigenous diplomacies there-
fore betrays a broader and more general disconnect between the dominant 
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paradigm and the everyday of contemporary global politics: “if indigenous 
peoples’ influence is a consequence of rhetorical practices, rather than the 
use of force or the control of state institutions, then we must admit that . . . 
international politics is beginning to look less like the anarchic environ-
ment portrayed by realism” (Wilmer 1996, 358).

The disciplinary implications of revelations of this sort could scarcely 
be more profound, but they remain quite decidedly beyond what can 
be seen through lenses shaped by colonial knowledges. “Once interna-
tional relations and other fields of social science drop the assumption 
that indigenous peoples represent some ‘primitive’ or ‘earlier’ stage of 
western development,” Wilmer argues, “they become open to admitting 
of the possibility that something truly important and valuable can be 
learned from indigenous peoples” (Wilmer 1996, 349; emphasis in origi-
nal). Neta Crawford (1994) attempts precisely this, offering a reading 
of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy under The Great Law of Peace as a 
well-functioning security regime. This would put it squarely on terrain 
familiar to International Relations scholars, for whom a security regime 
is a set of norms- and rules-based, though transient (Acharya 1998, 201), 
arrangements between sovereign bodies intended to minimize conflict by 
reducing uncertainty and distrust under conditions of anarchy (see Jervis 
1982). Having fashioned a two-centuries-long peace between previously 
warring groups—and one that was undone only through the imposition 
of colonial wars—the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, in Crawford’s read-
ing, is a superb example of a security regime in the form of an alliance 
system sustained on democratic foundations and exemplary in the provi-
sion of collective security over an extended period of time. And what is 
more, she argues, it also holds promise as an opportunity to test Realist 
claims to “cross-cultural and timeless validity” (Crawford 1994, 347).

But without detracting from the importance of Crawford’s contribu-
tion—which includes a compelling defense of oral literatures as docu-
mentary sources (Crawford 1994, 351)—there is a cautionary tale to be 
read here as well. Though they describe her intervention as “praisewor-
thy,” David Bedford and Thom Workman (1997) are nevertheless criti-
cal of Crawford’s appeal to International Relations’ own concepts and 
categories as the standards against which the significance of Haudeno-
saunee sociopolitical arrangements is assessed. The first danger here is 
that this treads very close to an evolutionist conjectural historicizing that 
teleologically imputes superiority to Euro-derived concepts and forms 
of sociopolitical organization by making appeal to them as evidence 
of an advanced society. But even more than the obvious privileging of 
mainstream discourses, forcing knowledges and practices “constituted 
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otherwise than modernity” into the straightjacket of a modernist frame-
work begets assimilative violence where they exceed the ontological and 
epistemological possibilities delineated by the dominating knowledge sys-
tem and its operant cosmology. By way of a careful and nuanced examina-
tion of The Great Law as “a text about living well” (Bedford and Workman 
1997, 108), Bedford and Workman persuasively demonstrate its irrecon-
cilability with International Relations’ mainstream understandings and 
articulations of international relations. Thus, they caution, “The Great Law 
of Peace must be appreciated on its own ethical and philosophical terms” 
(Bedford and Workman 1997, 91).

What is perhaps most troubling about all of this in the context of the 
aims of this volume is that even the best-intentioned efforts are shown to 
run the considerable risk of repeating the same violences of (re)inscrip-
tion and erasure in which the mainstream and its canonical foundations 
have long been implicated. Indeed, Karena Shaw (2002) argues that even 
the interventions by Wilmer and Bedford and Workman may have the 
unintended effect of reproducing the marginalization of Indigenous 
peoples. In Shaw’s view, Wilmer’s narrative of their increasing inclu-
sion inadvertently obscures from view “the extent to which indigenous 
peoples have . . . always been central to international relations—both as 
a discipline and as practices of politics among nations” (Shaw 2002, 68). 
Wilmer’s account, Shaw argues, can be read to objectify Indigenous peo-
ples and diminish their political agency if it is the evolution of the Euro-
pean notion of sovereignty—moving from a basis in realpolitik toward 
the norm of self-determination—that explains their diplomatic ascen-
dancy (Shaw 2002, 69). Something similar befalls Bedford and Workman, 
according to Shaw: “despite their best intentions and the richness and 
sensitivity of their representation of The Great Law of Peace, their argu-
ment potentially reproduces the agency and centrality of international 
relations and freezes indigenous peoples as at best marginal contribu-
tors to its questions and endeavours” (Shaw 2002, 71). Treatment of The 
Great Law as an historical text with something to teach us, she argues, 
maintains the subject position of International Relations while objectify-
ing Indigenous peoples as bearers of memory rather than acting subjects 
engaged in present political struggles (Shaw 2002, 73). Remembering 
Indigenous peoples in International Relations, it seems, can be every bit 
as risky as forgetting them.
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Finding Indigenous Peoples in International Relations

If forgetting is not a politically neutral option and remembering is fraught 
with new dangers, then how are we to proceed? Reflecting on Wilmer’s 
work, Shaw rhetorically asks whether there might be some value in taking 
Indigenous peoples and the political possibilities they open up “on their 
own terms rather than trying to make space for them within an existing 
understanding of international relations” (Shaw 2002, 70). The impera-
tive of this is brought into sharper relief in a question posed by Crawford: 
“If international relations theory were based on a reading of [Haudeno-
saunee] history rather than primarily Western European history, would 
Kantian or Grotian perspectives of international relations have become 
dominant instead of the Hobbesian ‘war of all against all’ paradigm?” 
(Crawford 1994, 347). This is undoubtedly an important question for 
International Relations, perhaps even for Western traditions of politi-
cal philosophy more generally, but if our questioning ends there it also 
reduces Indigenous peoples and their diplomacies to a resource in aid of 
better theory. Why Kantian or Grotian? Why not Haudenosaunee? Why 
disciplinary International Relations, for that matter? Crawford’s ques-
tion should be asked, but if we do not also ask these others then we do 
not break entirely with the idea of the “timeless and cross-cultural valid-
ity” of European political-philosophical traditions—key universalist and 
transhistorical pretensions of what Wilmer (1993, 170) calls the “meta-
narratives of international relations” remain very much intact. So too 
does the authority of the credentialed voices that monologically speak 
them and, no less, the disciplinary strictures they perform into being.

What is needed, then, is a different way of thinking not only about 
uncommon knowledges but about whose voices can speak them. To 
approach Indigenous peoples as repositories of knowledge whose ideas, 
perspectives, and experiences can inform—or subvert—theory is to 
reproduce both the function and the form of colonial knowledge pro-
duction and thereby to deny them autonomous voice. It is, in effect, a 
process of knowledge conversion through which what often seem still 
to be “primitive” discourses (particularly when interest in Indigenous 
peoples’ knowledges persists in imagining them only in the past or the 
ethnographic present) are remade into a form audible according to the 
academy’s standards of legitimacy—a practice evocative of the worst 
aspects and effects of “participant observation” (see Clifford and Mar-
cus 1986). But if we can sustain awareness of the parochial nature and 
historical contingency of International Relations and, following Sandra 
Harding, reveal it as a system of “local knowledge” not unlike those of 
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other cultures (Harding 1998, 178), then we begin to lay bare the power 
relations that underlie appropriations of Indigenous knowledge. In par-
ticular, we see that the pretension to appropriate proceeds from at least 
three implicit assumptions that cannot be sustained: first, that Interna-
tional Relations sits high enough atop a natural hierarchy of knowledge 
production sites that it is fitting for more marginal (in a disciplinary 
sense) sites to feed its advancement; second, that International Relations 
is separate from ongoing practices of advanced colonialism and therefore 
has no basis to be bound by an ethical responsibility to its Others (or, 
alternatively, that the mere fact of an emancipatory project satisfies any 
ethical responsibility); and, third, that the credentialed voices of Interna-
tional Relations are ultimately the most authoritative on issues of inter-
national relations.

If the study of international relations is to benefit from Indigenous 
knowledges, it will need to demur from these fallacious assumptions and 
move beyond the bounds of International Relations in meaningful ways. 
What this will insist upon most fundamentally is that Indigenous peoples 
can be neither left out nor brought in; their knowledges can no more be 
used to inform theory in International Relations than knowledges about 
them can be divorced from it. Rather, and what must be acknowledged, is 
that what they speak already embody sui generis conceptual approaches 
to, among other things, inter-nation(al) relations. Borne by voices cre-
dentialed “otherwise than modernity,” they are not disciplined in the 
manner of Western academic convention but they are no less regulated 
and author-ized. And though their authority might owe to culturally 
and historically specific bases, the same is true of those whose license 
has been conferred by the academy. In this sense, Indigenous knowl-
edges speak as authoritatively as other local knowledges, including those 
enclosed by disciplinary International Relations. Bona fide theories of 
the inter-nation(al) in their own right, they have a legitimate claim to be 
engaged as such. Here, the independent ontological significance of Indig-
enous voice is affirmed in an ethical basis of responsibility as being to 
rather than for Indigenous peoples. Eschewing lingering commitment to 
the sufficiency of scholarly voice as surrogate for International Relations’ 
Others, this moves from appropriation to conversation: that is, sustained 
reciprocal engagement of the sort that scholars insist upon in respect of 
their own theoretical commitments. In the end, there is as much to be 
learned about International Relations as about international relations. It 
is with this in mind that the authors of the chapters that follow engage 
Indigenous diplomacies and, crucially, it is also with this in mind that 
they are most fruitfully read.
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Notes

  Research for this chapter was supported by a grant from the Social Sci-
ences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. The author gratefully 
acknowledges the thoughtful and supportive suggestions of William Cole-
man and Peter Nyers.

 1. I follow the convention of using “International Relations” and “interna-
tional relations” to refer to the field of academic inquiry and its subject mat-
ters respectively.

 2. The nineteenth century power-balancing arrangements under Europe’s post–
Napoleonic Concert System institutionalized warfare as the central mecha-
nism for preservation of the status quo before collapsing into a system-wide 
conflagration in 1914. It is nevertheless held out to students of International 
Relations as the paradigmatic example of a well-functioning international 
system marked by the stable provision of political order. Similarly, and not-
withstanding its violent play through proxy wars in the developing world 
and the all-pervading threat of nuclear annihilation, the Cold War has been 
famously described as “the long peace.” See Gaddis (1987).

 3. On the occlusion of “local” knowledges once brought into articulation with 
hegemonic knowledges, see Shiva (1993).

 4. On the analogous ways in which identity is constituted through the state, see 
Campbell (1992).
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Communication/
Excommunication

Transversal Indigenous 
Diplomacies in Global Politics

Nevzat Soguk

Introduction

The transversal politics in Indigenous movements in the Ameri-
cas and beyond has been proliferating in multiple political forms. 

Ranging from international governmental organizations to extrastatist 
Indigenous networks, Indigenous struggles have energized historical 
transversality as a viable political universe. This universe works syncreti-
cally within the ambit of the traditional statist diplomatic regime but 
is neither subsumed within nor eclipsed by it. Following Michel Fou-
cault on heterotopias, this chapter argues the Indigenous universe exists 
and works side by side, under and above, in and through the prevailing 
statist regime yet it preserves a certain transformative, even transgres-
sive, autonomy. In the process, this universe introduces indigeneity as an 
agent of the political, productive of novel communicative horizons. The 
chapter regards Indigenous experiences in modernity as experiences of 
not simply massive political and economic devastation and cultural dis-
placement, but also centuries-long refusal to be “absorbed” by moderni-
ty’s nationalizing and territorializing relations and institutions anchored 
in the modern state. Among these are traditional ontologies as politi-
cal regimes that communicate the statist form while excommunicating 
indigeneity, among others, from the field of political praxis. With this 
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dynamic in mind, a la Armand Mattelart, the chapter begins to examine 
Indigenous practices that are mobilized (a) to circumvent their excom-
munication from the political and (b) to communicate indigeneity into 
global politics as a different ontology of political being and becoming. 
The chapter argues that Indigenous activisms can be read as critical con-
structive “engagements” with modernity’s promises and results, in which 
it is possible to learn limits of politics, present and future, and offer new 
insights into how local and global politics, including state-centricity, can 
be critically and constructively reenvisioned in policy and conduct.

In the Beginning . . . 

The earliest encounters between Indigenous peoples of the Americas and 
Europeans took place in political, cultural, and economic spaces laden 
with Indigenous civilizational practices. Columbus and the succeeding 
“explorers” wandered into Indigenous spaces already shaped as places 
in political and cultural terms. Yet, gazing at the unfamiliar from their 
own historical locations and subjectivities, they registered the new lands 
and their inhabitants as strange, thereby positioning them as objects of 
their knowing and ultimately of their conquest. What followed the earli-
est encounters was the rise of a matrix of positionality in which “Europe” 
emerged as the center of the world and the “new” lands as peripheral 
places exterior to, but still knowable by, Europe. This alignment of posi-
tionalities and subjectivities would ultimately empower an ideological 
strategy that would not only effect a dominant European agency with 
respect to the Indigenous spaces, but also fuel a wholesale assault on, and 
even negate altogether, Indigenous agency. From the beginning, Euro-
pean programs and projects were set to conflict with Indigenous civili-
zational practices.

The hierarchy that emerged in the encounters was not coincidental, 
but a manifestation of Europe’s rising desire for territorial expansion. 
When Columbus set sail in 1492, Europe had already burst its bounds 
in search of new territories and wealth. North and West African Coasts 
had already been thoroughly “explored” and mapped for future enter-
prises (Jennings 1976, 3). The Canary Islands were in the process of being 
“incorporated” into Europe’s domain against the background of an edict 
by Pope Nicholos V blessing and empowering Christian kings to enslave 
and seize the lands of “all Saracens and pagans whatsoever . . . and where-
soever” (Jennings 1976, 4). Issued originally to spur European control of 
the Mediterranean Sea and the trade routes through the Middle East, the 
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Papal Edict represented the confluence of proto-modern political and 
economic interests, though provisionally couched in the still-dominant 
religious discourse in the early Renaissance. As Francis Jennings put it, 
the European Renaissance also ushered in a European Reconnaissance 
driven by political-economic forces. Not surprisingly, the royal contract 
Columbus signed with Queen Isabella contained articles almost exclu-
sively regulating economic interests in congruence with the financial 
needs of a political regime in ascendancy (Jennings 1976, 34). In short, 
Europe’s Reconnaissance was envisioned primarily as an extractive and 
exploitative project.

Spurred by such a drive, in the following centuries several European 
countries moved to establish economies with worldwide reach (Sokolow 
2003, 88). Appropriately, the Americas as the “New World” became one 
of the first places “wheresoever” such an exploration of a new territory 
could take place. America’s Indigenous inhabitants were similarly objec-
tified on account of their differences with explorers’ knowledges on reli-
gion, civilization, and governance. Characterized primarily through a 
political economy of deficits as either primitive or savage peoples (living 
in a “state of nature,” incapable of civilization, “having no government,” 
and unaware of the “true religion of Christianity”) they were seen as cap-
tives to nature, unable to harness nature’s resources, primarily the land, 
to their advancement.

Thus “naturalized,” the Indigenous peoples were discursively divested 
of their agency in relation to their lands. Worse yet, they were also dis-
placed from their sovereignty over their own lives. The agency and 
sovereignty shifted to the “civilised discoverers as against the savage 
barbarians” (Sokolow 2003, 10). In this way, the Indigenous peoples of 
the Americas emerged as the “whatsoever” pagan people to be captured 
within Europe’s “civilizational” ambit, precisely as they were being exter-
nalized to Europe in “political” terms.

Through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, this way of 
encountering, capturing, and externalizing had already produced at 
least three rhetorical strategies—the available repertoire—for repre-
senting the Indigenous peoples of the Americas. These strategies opera-
tionalized a limiting economy of representation, portraying Indigenous 
peoples “either as existing in a state considered to be primitive—that is, 
enviably innocent of civilisation, or . . . represent[ing them] in a state 
taken to be inherently savage—that is, one belonging to the implacable 
enmity, or show[ing them] to be doomed—in which case they repre-
sent the products of their own technological obsolescence in the face of 
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European superiority, whether spiritual or merely material in nature” 
(Sokolow 2003, 10).

As the Renaissance with its emphasis on humanism gave way to the 
Enlightenment, its legacy in the Americas proved to be contrary to its stated 
ideals, in effect, enabling the dehumanization of the continent’s Indigenous 
peoples in profoundly consequential ways. “Stripped of their contextual 
social and cultural ties” (Sokolow 2003, 110), the Indigenous people were 
classified simply as Renaissance Europe’s objects of regimentation.

In the Greek antiquity, the rule-exception division worked simultane-
ously as a strategy of community making and a self-conscious positioning 
(enactment) of the political community within and without. It expressed 
the dominant modalities of belonging in the community and specified 
the layers of agency therein. It also articulated differences into a hierarchy 
of ruling norms and their aberrations, for example, between citizens and 
slaves or the civilized and the barbarians. Centuries later, when Europe 
“rediscovered,” through Arab interlocutors, “its” Greco-Roman roots, it 
harnessed the logic of this binary of hierarchization by inflecting it with 
the political and economic imperatives of the given times. From the four-
teenth to the seventeenth centuries, the Renaissance would give name 
and form to this inflection, on the one hand, inventing and celebrating 
“rationalism and humanism” for all humanity, and, on the other hand, 
claiming both exclusively for Europe, as Europe’s inheritance. As a result, 
Europe alone emerged as the political universe in which these principles 
presumably held—a presumption that was deployed to position Europe 
as the “privileged” force having the right to project its rationalism and 
humanism over those who either by nature or by nurture seemed to lack 
them (Hall 1996, 209).

European explorers introduced this ruling logic into the plane of 
encounters in the Americas. They encountered and comprehended Indig-
enous peoples from entirely within the European political, military, cul-
tural, and aesthetic conventions. They reduced the Americas to a discursive 
product of their imagination by displacing its indigeneity in relentlessly 
repressing its Indigenous political and cultural qualifications. In the pro-
cess, Indigenous conditions were represented as those of “bare life”—
lacking any meaningful historical political agency.

“America,” appropriately argued one observer of Europe’s arrival in 
the new world, “had to be invented because of its explorers’ reluctance to 
discover it” (Jennings 1976, 58). “America” was born of Europe’s expan-
sionist imaginary and in turn fueled it. As it propelled Europe’s territorial 
expansion, it also energized the construction of a certain kind of Europe. 
It elaborated a hegemonic Europe in relation to the “other worlds” which 
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Europe wanted to control and transform into the “new worlds” for its 
expansion and habitation. Ultimately, as it was imagined and articulated 
as exception to Europe as the proper trajectory of history, “America” 
helped to articulate Europe as a rule and made sense of it.

This productive dynamic was crucial in the radical eclipse of Indig-
enous agency in the relations with Europeans. Through this dynamic, 
Indigenous peoples were subjected to the ontopolitical formulations of 
Europeans. Despite their resistance and protests, they were forced into 
relations of ban—seized, dehumanized, abandoned, and exposed. Their 
vulnerability was further exacerbated on the thresholds of life where the 
spaces of inclusion/exclusion regarding Indigenous people shifted into 
a “zone of indistinction” in which Indigenous peoples’ eligibility in the 
dominant juridical order’s affirmative protection was negated. In Michael 
Shapiro’s words, they came to inhabit the uncertain terrain “between vio-
lence and the law” (Shapiro 1997, 175).

The shifts in Europe from Renaissance to Enlightenment to Moder-
nity did not initiate foundational changes in the deep logic of the rela-
tions of ban. The relations of ban as a repressive mechanism of capture 
remained central to European encounters with Indigenous peoples. As 
Stuart Hall contended, rather, the oppositional identities that were sup-
porting the rule/exception divisions continued to create a fertile ground, 
“a framework of images, in which Enlightenment social philosophy 
matured [and] Enlightenment social science reproduced within its own 
conceptual framework many of the preconditions and stereotypes of the 
earlier discourses of the West and the Rest” (Hall 1996, 219–21).

What enabled this reproductive continuity was not simply the dichot-
omy of rule/exception as the originary structure of political identities, 
but its articulation into a discursive field of power and regimentation 
through relations of ban. Once operational, the field (and the logic that 
informs its operations) acquired relative stability. The actual operations 
in the field moved and metamorphosed to accommodate the shifts in 
historical circumstances, and ultimately, always worked to maintain the 
field of ban with its dominant modes of agency and sovereignty.

Overall, the paramount task in such a field is the orchestration of sub-
jectivities into a specific ontopolitical “state of being” through the rule/
exception division. The idea of exception enables the relations of ban 
as an expression of a specific form of power—of a sovereign power—
that acquires its authority in successfully objectifying, externalizing, and 
finally normalizing the relations it actively constructs and the boundaries 
it busily establishes. Sovereign power is therefore manifest precisely in 
the enactment of the rule/exception division into the relations of ban. 
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Sovereignty is not a priori to the rule/exception division, but it is the 
enactment and continued reproduction of the very division itself into 
relations of ban.

Given this, beyond its productive dynamics, this form of sover-
eignty has far-reaching normative consequences no matter the context. 
Together, the idea of exception and the relations of ban bespeak an impe-
rious sovereign agency. While in reality sovereignty is enacted always his-
torically through a profitable administration of territories and bodies, 
politically, it is presumed to be extrapolitical—transcendental of all poli-
tics. It figures as a totalizing form of sovereignty. It recognizes no legiti-
mate alternatives; it is imperial. Disastrously, it is this form of sovereignty 
that has dominated Indigenous histories in the Americas, determining 
the historical rules of exchange between Europe’s colonizing powers and 
America’s Indigenous peoples.

From Earth’s Land to State’s Territory

Cursed be
All your fences
Which encircle you
from within. . . . 
Ours is another land. . . . 
The human Earth made free,
sisters and brothers.

—Pedro Casaldaliga

In Caribbean Discourse, Glissant (1996, 1997) writes about transversal-
ity as history’s implosion in all directions, joining places, and throw-
ing people into relations of triumphs and traumas, each traceable to 
one another through the submarine roots. Just as the Americas’ trau-
mas were traceable to Europe’s triumphs, Europe’s triumphs, too, were 
traceable in all directions. In addition to the ontological links of the 
Americas’ traumas and Africa’s losses, the Americas’ traumas were also 
traceable back to Europe itself, not only in terms of the original inspi-
rations of Europe’s wanderings in the world, but also in terms of the 
effects of those wanderings on Europe itself in the course of the colo-
nial encounters. So, for Glissant, much like for Said and Mignolo, as 
Europe regimented and recast Indigenous peoples and their civiliza-
tions in the Americas and elsewhere, it was also actively shaping and 
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communicating its own “self ” in multiple material and symbolic proj-
ects and programs unfolding in the transversal space. The transversal 
space would reach back from the Americas’ devastated ethnoscapes to 
Europe’s shifting shores and beyond.

Partly consciously, in part by accident, and also by coincidence, Euro-
pean practices of regimentation over Indigenous peoples, their lands, 
cultures, languages, and religions folded back on Europe and inspired 
and sharpened the practices of governmentality over European peoples 
and spaces. For example, the practices of territorial control in the Ameri-
cas supported territoriality as a politico-cartographic exercise to recast 
Europe into multiple mutually exclusive places with physical borders, 
political hierarchies, and cultural limits.

The infamous Papal Bulls (Inter Caetera divinai), which, with an eye 
on the rest of the world, justified the conquest of the Indigenous peoples 
in the Americas through the rhetoric of serving the Catholic faith, exhib-
ited a cartographic genius that would have a much greater impact on the 
Indigenous as well as non-Indigenous peoples than would the Catholic 
faith. Not too long after its pronouncement, the new cartographic insight 
contained in the Bulls would be further cultivated in imaginative minds 
and put to work in the activation of a specific practice of territoriality—
territorial control—unfolding increasingly through exclusionary and 
proprietary modes. It would inspire a world recognized in territorial 
divisions supporting new political hierarchies and forms of governance. 
It was Pope Alexander VI who, taking his cue from the queen and king 
of Spain, demonstrated his knowledge of the profane when he revealed 
his solution to the Spanish-Portuguese struggle over the same territories 
in the Americas: “By the authority of the Almighty God conferred upon 
us . . . do give, grant, assign to you and your heirs and successor kings of 
Castille and Leon, forever . . . All islands and mainlands found and to be 
found, discovered, and to be discovered towards the west and south, by 
drawing and establishing a line from the Arctic pole . . . to the Antarctic 
pole . . . to be distant one hundred leagues towards the west and south 
from any of the islands . . . Commonly known as the Azores and Cape 
Verde.” The pope’s genius in the Bulls would invite the rage of the king of 
France who, partly in astonishment as to the method of allocating con-
trol over lands, and partly because of his exclusions from the newly con-
structed map of the world protested to no avail: “Where is it written that 
the world is already divided up?” (CRTFCA 1995, 42). But the practice of 
so dividing the world stuck, acquired further authority, and shaped the 
ruling minds and cartographic ambitions in Europe and elsewhere. Ter-
ritorial practices in and with respect to the Americas thus helped clarify 
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the trajectory of the territory-controlling practices in Europe, which in 
turn influenced the strategies of controlling territory in the Americas and 
the rest of the world. More significantly, the political economies enacted 
in the material exploitation of the colonies enabled European powers to 
consolidate their control within the territories of states, thus slowly crys-
tallizing the idea of territorial inside/outside (Shapiro 1997, 28).

The conquest in the Americas would help to give clarity to the content 
and contour of the state in Europe. As Torbjern Knutsen (1992, 52) puts 
it, the moral and legal aspects of the wars against the Indigenous peoples 
in the Americas sparked a continuing debate in Spain and had the effect of 
enlarging and clarifying the state’s rights, privileges, and duties in general. 
Francisco de Vitoria, for example, undertook a study in the 1530s titled 
“On the law of war made by the Spaniards on the barbarians” and ulti-
mately articulated positions on governance and the state that were more 
instrumental in Spain than in Spain’s colonies. Vitoria attributed to the 
state a centrality over the territorial political community as the rightful, if 
desirably lawful, arbiter, and by extension, the author, of the community. 
His discussions on the doctrine of the rights of discovery were simultane-
ously about statism and territoriality, for the rights associated with discov-
ery were both geographical and governmental. As Edward Said reminds us, 
discovery leading to colonialism meant settling and controlling land. Set-
tling and controlling land in turn fueled the desire to enact effective territo-
rial governance and express its boundaries. As Vitoria stated the necessities, 
competencies, and boundaries of the “lawful state” in relation to the Amer-
icas, he was certainly, if ahead of his time, broadening and deepening the 
reach of the state as an instrument of territorial governance over peoples.

In an effort to justify discovery and conquest of the Indigenous 
peoples and their lands, Vitoria argued that Indigenous peoples were 
unfit to govern themselves since they “had no proper laws nor magis-
trates, and are not even capable of governing their family affairs; they 
are without any literature or arts, not only liberal arts, but the mechani-
cal arts also; they have no careful agriculture and no artisans; and they 
lack many other conveniences, yea necessaries, of human life” (Vitoria, 
quoted in Dickason 1984, 131). Fundamentally, Vitoria was recasting the 
entire scope of the life of people, from laws to arts to agriculture, as being 
within the competencies of the colonial state and therefore also as a site 
of the state’s interventions. Forecasted categorically in Vitoria’s discourse 
is the notion of the centralizing and territorializing state as an overarch-
ing force well before the idea took its organizational form in Europe in 
the following two centuries. Of course, Vitoria’s intellectual successors, 
from Hugo Grotius to Emeric Vattel, would sharpen the same logic that 



COMMUNICATION/EXCOMMUNICATION   37

creatively related Europe’s overseas engagements to Europe’s engage-
ments with itself, articulating Europe as the state of rule and the rest of 
the world as Europe’s exception.

May Joseph (1999) stresses the coproduction of identities and subjec-
tivities in the Caribbean during the colonial era. She argues that early in 
the conquest the Europeans “read cannibalism into the indigenous sites in 
order to justify their political, cultural and territorial cannibalism.” Following 
Joseph’s insight, it is possible to contend that the European cannibalism in 
sites of conquest enabled its unique territorial and national “cannibalisms” 
in Europe, particularly in terms of governmentality—relations, institu-
tions, and subjectivities by which, as Foucault put it, men came to govern 
other men in regimes of biopolitics. It is important also to remember 
that the massive economic momentum the Americas’ incorporation 
gave to European economies strengthened the material capacities for 
effective biopolitics. Kirkpatric Sale was not exaggerating in character-
izing the significance of this transversal gathering that would paradoxi-
cally result in its capture or limiting in territoriality: “With this act, two 
vastly different cultures, which had evolved on continents that had been 
drifting apart steadily for millions of years, were suddenly joined. Every-
thing of importance in the succeeding five hundred years stems from 
that momentous event: the rise of Europe, the triumph of capitalism, 
the creation of the nation-state.” Ironically, Europe’s ascent inspiring and 
authorizing its interventions within Europe expresses the dynamics of 
transversality as an implosion of unlikely convergences in multiple direc-
tions. In transversality, the Americas’ indigeneity is related to Europe’s 
Renaissance, Enlightenment, and ultimately its European modernity; 
it relates to Europe and it “relays” Europe to itself (Glissant 1997, 73). 
It shows how Europe discovered (and constructed) itself in part in the 
Americas’ Indigenous forms. It also shows how in its devastation and 
dispossession the indigeneity in the Americas has served as a site of early 
European modernity where modernity’s emancipatory claims and prom-
ises simultaneously revealed their “darker side” in the “contrapuntal” 
mirror of colonialism.1

Taming Transversality

More than in anything else, in Indigenous lifeworlds European moder-
nity has been manifest in Europe’s drive to control the transversality 
of space, to arrest it and transform it from an infinite space to a place 
with exclusionary boundaries and limits. Conceived in the interstices of 
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concurrent struggles over the control of territory both in Europe and 
the colonies, this drive was ultimately aimed at controlling politics and 
movement by delimiting politics’ horizons to the then emergent territo-
rial state imaginary of the inside and outside divide (Walker 1993, 15). 
In the incipient territorial state-system, Europe attempted to fix the loca-
tion of politically qualified life within the territorial orders of states by 
wedding the state to the nation and declaring that the nation can only 
“be” within the territorial borders of the state.

As Glissant (1997, 14) puts it, in historical terms, this was a drive for 
a mono-root, singular and unique, where, much like Benedict Anderson 
demonstrated, none specifically existed in reality. What motivated the 
drive for a mono-root was the productive politics of the “root” anchored 
in the political-economy of colonial conquests. Ultimately, claiming 
uniqueness (in cultural, religious, linguistic, and aesthetic senses) autho-
rized European states, from the absolutist to the national ones, to appro-
priate the material resources of others. In turn, this political-economy 
further facilitated the processes of “root-craft” as statecraft in Europe, 
thus realizing and affirming claims on unique roots. In short, Europe’s a 
priori civilizational cultural claims enabled European colonialisms while 
European colonialisms made possible the subsequent civilizational pur-
suits that listed Europe as the Center in the world.

Deleuze and Guattari (1987, 293) argue that root politics always run 
the risk of growing repressive. European civilizational pursuits in search 
of singular roots eventually took on an “intolerant” sense, articulated 
only through “the delineation of borders, the inscription of dangers, 
and the mobilization of defenses” (Walker 1993, 15). Together, they have 
translated into a repudiation of relationality in favor of hierarchies; they 
have empowered boundaries instead of cultivating lives in transitions.

It is crucial to note that boundaries were empowered where pre-
viously transitions and circular nomadism had characterized life in 
Indigenous communities. This was true especially in North America 
where cycles and patterns, “ancient, ongoing, and organic,” had guided 
political and economic activities. The nomadism that accompanied the 
cycles and patterns was not “free wandering” but an enactment of com-
munity in movement. In other words, Indigenous communities estab-
lished and renewed their roots in constant movements. Accordingly, 
the cycles and patterns were not “blockages or walls” that incarcerated 
people but “textures and motions of life that guided” and enabled peo-
ple in structuring their lives while moving in concert with the shifting 
textures and rhythms of life (Dunsmore 1997, 30–31). “Indians,” Jen-
nings pointed out, “were not wandering, they were commuting.”
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Yet, for Europeans, Indigenous nomadism represented an expression 
of aimless roaming—a mode of life utterly incapable of cultivating life 
and civilization. Civilization required staying in place and establish-
ing roots. It required rootedness in a given territory. Indians who were 
always moving were not considered to be occupying the land usefully 
and thus were deemed to have developed no property rights. Such was 
the simple problematization of Indigenous life that enabled the negation 
of Indigenous use claims over the lands, which were otherwise hosting 
and supporting their life cycles and patterns. Many “enlightened” schol-
ars and philosophers, from Diderot to Rousseau, from Locke to Mill, 
and from Vitoria to Vattel, participated in the disarticulation of Indig-
enous agency.2 As Edward Said stated, the sort of colonialism Europe 
introduced into the Americas generated “impressive ideological forma-
tions” supporting and “even impelling processes of accumulation and 
acquisition” through a possessive territorializing imaginary (Said 1993, 
9). This territorial imaginary recast the Earth into objectified territory 
to be possessed, occupied, divided up, and made to serve its cultivators. 
What Indigenous cycles and patterns had interconnected into complex 
and organic networks of transitions through the transversality of space, 
European knowledge cut up into territorial patchwork and imposed it 
upon the space of transversality.

Interestingly, although speaking from different temporal and cultural 
locations, two unlikely figures—Black Elk and Edward Soja—point to 
the same ontopolitical conditions under which the Earth was discursively 
transformed into a territory. For Black Elk, the shift signified a radical 
new trajectory, for the life sustaining “sacred hoop of life” had been bro-
ken. Indigenous peoples seemed to have little choice but to accommo-
date to the new logic, certainly not of their making, nor to their liking. 
For Soja, the introduction of the logic of new territoriality meant a new 
form of thinking on locating human life in the world. “Our being in the 
world,” he wrote, “occurs through a distancing (detachment, objectifica-
tion) that allows us to assume a point of view on the world” (Soja quoted 
in Rundstrom 1995, 3). This sort of objectification of the world in ways 
that representationally detach and spatially distance Indigenous people 
from the elements of the world could not easily be accommodated, nor 
accepted by the native peoples, once the implications became clear. The 
objectification of the Earth displaces it from its inherent agency, which 
is expressed not simply in “natural elements” but also through the Indig-
enous bodies, which are constitutive of nature as well. Therefore, detach-
ment and distancing of Indigenous being in the world have the effect 
of disarticulating Indigenous human, as detachment and distancing 
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empower a different mode of agency and impose unfamiliar, often intol-
erant, boundaries on Indigenous bodies and their Earth. The shift from 
transversality to territoriality was traumatic for Indigenous peoples.

The historical consequence of this shift to privileging geopolitical ter-
ritoriality anchoring and bounding nation-roots has since been the sub-
stantial eclipse of transversal identity practices, and “fixing and taming 
such practices within the spatial coordinates of territorial jurisdictions” 
(Rundstrom 1995, 14). The geopolitical map of the territorial states and 
nations has become predominant, in spite of the continued resistance, 
thus still shaping political and ethical problematics the world over (Sha-
piro 1997, 175). In large measure, it continues to be the imposed loca-
tion of politics, attempting always to confine individual and collective 
horizons within its limits; but more than its territorial limits, within its 
ontopolitical limits.

It is in the imposition of Cartesian epistemology that Europe would 
attempt to transform the landscapes of transversality, so deeply embed-
ded in Indigenous life practices, into a place of its dreams, not in nego-
tiation with Indigenous epistemologies, but in spite of them and for the 
purpose of subduing or vanquishing them in Europe’s totality. So when 
Winnebago, a chief of a Mississippi Valley group, retorted that “It would 
be difficult to divide it [the land] up, for it belongs as much to one as 
the other,” he was not expressing a simple difficulty. He was performing 
an alternative epistemology in which the land was conceptualized and 
practiced primarily as a place of transitions, not of exclusionary propri-
etary territories and borders. Between what was imposed and what was 
preserved, a heterotopic form, with its inspiration rooted still in patterns 
and cycles, was enlisting transversality to resist.

Drawing permanent exclusionary borders through the space was 
strange for North America’s Indigenous peoples from the time of the 
initial encounters. While the land was intimately known to and used by 
Indigenous people in what Robert Rundstrom (1995, 46) calls “recipro-
cal collaborations,” it was not generally regimented in ways permanently 
to deny access to others for use (Rundstrom 1995, 46). In fact, it is this 
nonexclusionary understanding of the use and control of land that char-
acterized the early encounters of settlers with the Indigenous peoples. 
People’s “mutual exoduses” into and through places determined the 
modalities of territoriality in Indigenous landscapes into a sort of ater-
ritoriality. In the polyvalent transversal unity that had brought together 
so many Indigenous groups in North America, peoples’ relations and 
identities were thus simultaneously rooted and open: rooted in an aware-
ness of the ritualized construction of their identities and relations in 
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collaboration with the land and open in the recognition of the agency of 
the land. The land possessed agency; it possessed a voice. That which has 
agency and a voice also has spirit; it cannot be divided up, fenced in, or 
otherwise possessed. One collaborates with it, one does not conquer. One 
moves with it as it unfolds through rivers, mountains, and forests. One is 
“it” in all the cosmological senses.

Consider the words of the Nez Perce leader Hin-mah-too’yah-kekht, 
“Thunder Traveling to Loftier Mountain Heights,” which bespeak the 
deep epistemological differences that shaped the Indigenous conception 
of territory: “The Earth and myself are of one mind. The measure of the 
land and the measure of our bodies are the same . . . Do not misunder-
stand me, but understand me fully with respect to my affection for the 
land” (Dunsmore 1997, 39).

At the time of these words, at issue were the claims to the Nez Perce 
land right before the Nez Perce war broke in 1877. The United States 
government was trying to force the Nez Perce away from their ancestral 
lands into a reservation at Fort Lapwai. For the Nez Perce, the relation-
ship still centers around an effort to communicate across epistemological 
divides to convince the self-declared “sovereign,” the United States, of the 
legitimacy of the Nez Perce epistemology and the modalities of territo-
riality and transversality that flow from it. Hence the plea against being 
excommunicated: “Do not misunderstand me, but understand me fully 
with respect to my affection for the land.”

The conception of the land, and thus of territoriality, expressed in 
Chief Hin-mah-too’yah-kekht’s words point to much more than what 
the Nez Perce’s antagonists might have characterized as “stone-age” sen-
timentality and romanticism wrought in “primitive logic.” They reflected 
a real “contemporaneous” alternative epistemology vis-à-vis the Car-
tesian vision of the land undergirding Euro-American modernity. The 
Indigenous claim that the Earth has a mind and its mind expresses itself 
in the contours and content of the land was strange and inaccessible to 
U.S. government negotiators. That the Earth’s mind could be one with 
humans’ mind was stranger still, and more importantly, construed as a 
sign of Indians’ lack of historical agency by the “civilized” standards to 
speak and be heard and fully understood—this form of transversality 
was excommunicated from political consciousness and history. As trans-
versality was excommunicated, so was indigeneity.

Interestingly, General Howard, who represented the U.S. government 
in the “negotiations,” demonstrated this orientation as he referred to the 
chief spokesperson for the Nez Perce, Toohoolhoolzote, as nothing more 
than a “cross-grained growler.” Ironically, Toohoolhoolzote in the Nez 
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Perce native language meant “rhythmic vibrant sound.” Not only did the 
general not recognize the rhythm in Toohoolhoolzote’s sound as a voice, 
but he also had him imprisoned for a week during the “negotiations.” 
Toohoolhoolzote refused to give up the land by “agreement” (being com-
municated into the territorial logic through the agreement meant being 
excommunicated into the dustbin of history without any claim to his-
torical legitimacy). He refused to participate in the casting of the Nez 
Perce as “bare life” to be confined to a reservation, saying: “You white 
people get together, measure the earth, and then divide it . . . The earth is 
part of my body, and I never gave up the earth” (Dunsmore 1997, 44–45). 
Toohoolhoolzotes’ protests were to no avail; the Nez Perce were forcibly 
removed to the reservation at Fort Walpai—a paragon of the “relation of 
ban” elaborated by Agamben (1995) in the sense of a form of modernity 
that works by banning entire horizons of Indigenous universes.

Reservation Logic, Territoriality, and 
the Location of Indigenous Peoples

The Nez Perce were neither the first nor the last of Indigenous groups 
thus ontopolitically incarcerated in what later evolved into the modern 
United States of America. Reservations as a mode of othering and disap-
pearing the “Indians” became the official policy of the U.S. government 
in the late nineteenth century. Nor was the Nez Perce imprisonment 
unique to the United States. In fact, progressively, as the territorial state 
system emerged as the prevailing model of governance throughout the 
world, reservation as a regime of confinement (and as a location of 
regimentation) has become the mode of problematizing Indigenous 
groups, particularly in Latin America, from Columbia and Ecuador to 
Brazil and Peru. It has become the instrument of “ban” simultaneously 
excluding Indigenous peoples from the community of “rule” and cap-
turing them within its regime of relationality in both territorial and 
ontopolitical senses.

Where formal reservations were not established, the logic of reserva-
tion has been deployed in practices of governmentality vis-à-vis Indig-
enous peoples to deny or truncate Indigenous agency. From Mexico and 
Guatemala to the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, Pakistan, 
Iran, Algeria, and others, indigeneity as been problematized through gov-
ernmentalities that incessantly work to inscribe on Indigenous political, 
cultural, religious, and aesthetic spaces the relations of reservation as a 
relation of ban.
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Reservation logic as a logic of ban, at the same time that it manifests 
in both formal and informal governmentalities casting indigeneities as 
bare life, has cultivated and empowered the territorial nation-state as a 
project of taming and controlling transversality. Where Indigenous con-
tra-modern epistemologies, articulated in transitions, translations, and 
flows, were disciplined and marginalized into reservations as (primitive) 
exceptions, territorial nation-states were crafted into reality as the pre-
sumed “rule,” the primary territorial locations (containers) of politically 
qualified lives, proper agencies, audible voices, and modern identities. In 
territorial statism, territoriality attempted to exceed and even terminate 
transversality.

Surely, exclusionary boundaries were transposed over the boundless-
ness of transversality to create spaces of territoriality, anchoring the state 
system. But transversality, while it has served as the ground of territoriality, 
has also given rise to “heterotopic-relationality” as a condition and location 
of resistance to the “reservation” logic of territoriality. In his discussion of 
heterotopias, Foucault (1986) argues that all the predominant spaces pro-
duce their counter spaces—heterotopias—that not only reflect the pre-
dominant spatial processes and projects, but also contest and invert them, 
thus exceeding their control (boundaries). In this paradoxical relationality, 
heterotopias work to unbind the prevailing boundaries of predominant 
spaces. Dominant spaces are unbundled within and across movements 
where the transversal imperative makes possible the heterotopic spaces. 
And where heterotopic-transversality inevitably emerges as both the con-
dition and location of life, what is cast as an exception could still chal-
lenge what is declared as the rule. Epistemologies that are marginalized 
or suppressed in planes of domination can still preserve the material and 
symbolic resources with which contra-sounds and voices that challenge 
the dominant voices are produced.

As they resonate in this chapter, Toohoolhoolzote’s and Hin-mah-
too’yah-kekht’s “sounds” and voices, for example, continue to echo the 
heterotopic-transversality of space in which transitions and translations, 
not boundaries and confinements, shape spaces into places for living. 
Their voices continue to point to the possibilities of “difference,” with 
respect to the locations of life. Their besieged yet fugitive knowledges 
show, in the emergent discourses and practices of critical transversal 
(transnational/transterritorial) environmentalism, migrations, politi-
cal economy, and democratic governance, how it might be possible to 
be one with Earth’s mind. To theorize this tension, one is compelled to 
dwell on heterotopic-transversality, reflecting the conditions of Indig-
enous histories in the Americas and beyond in the Columbian era. In 
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heterotopic-transversality, transversality conditions Indigenous histo-
ries in spatial terms in the forceful linking of Indigenous horizons with 
colonial and imperial projects while the heterotopic dynamism born in 
these linkages transforms Indigenous horizons into resistant productive 
spaces, or locations, of Indigenous histories. In their practical fusion, 
transversality and heterotopic dynamics make possible not only the sub-
alterning of Indigenous peoples, namely the relations of ban, but also 
their resistant capacities.

In his work on “Other Spaces,” Foucault (1986, 23) maintains that his-
torically space has always taken the form of relations among multiple 
sites as spaces. Any one space in time not only manifests points of link-
ages and intersections with other spaces, but also contains in it a plu-
rality of spaces. On the one hand, it hosts practices constitutive of the 
predominant trajectories of the societies and, on the other, practices 
contesting and exposing dominant ideologies and their methodologies. 
For Foucault (1986, 23), the latter, the contestatory practices, are made 
possible in what he calls “heterotopic spaces,” in other words, in counter-
sites within which the prevailing sites, their relations and subjectivities, 
are taken hold of and “simultaneously both represented and contested 
and inverted.”

In relation to heterotopic spaces, transversality represents a certain 
ontology in spatial practices that exerts itself relentlessly in space. In the 
Glissantian sense, transversality is a mode of history-as-movement that 
constantly ushers multiple historical trajectories into each other’s politi-
cal, economic, and cultural proximities in convergences and dispersals. 
It creates new networks of identity in unexpected ways. It establishes 
novel relations across peoples and places in movements and flows, effect-
ing “subterranean” convergence of histories.3 In the fluid encounters of 
peoples and places political and cultural consequences ultimately remain 
unforeseeable in the diffraction of elements. Construed thus, a subma-
rine unity contains too many roots and trajectories to be fully controlled 
in history.

What Glissant then wants to stress is the relentlessly open, if unpre-
dictable, condition of transversality that ultimately offers no guarantees 
for even the most hegemonic identity practices. In the openness of the 
transversal space, even the relation of ban is not guaranteed permanent 
success. Clearly, Glissant echoes de Certeau (1988) in the argument that 
while the predominant relations and trajectories are instantiated in 
spaces, paradoxically, they also draw attention to the conflictual strug-
gles therein. After all, de Certeau (1988, 117) maintains, “spaces occur as 
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the effect[s] produced by the operations that orient [them,] temporalise 
[them,] and make [them] a function in a polyvalent unity of conflictual 
programs.” Thus, spaces as historical political products always remain 
open to new alignments of relations, identities, and institutions in trans-
versality. The dynamism fueled by the transversal imperatives makes pos-
sible, for example, the colonization of continents and their peoples, but 
also activates and concentrates the resources for resistance and transgres-
sion. Geographic expansions, for instance, heighten the value of the land, 
economic exploitations increase the calls for solidarity, and cultural era-
sures sharpen the subordinated cultures’ role as a locus of critical enun-
ciations. The relations of ban bear the capacities of insurrection, for the 
incessant mobility of the elements disallows the stability of relations in 
the long run.

It is in the productive convergences that heterotopic-transversality 
reveals the terrestrial and subterranean linkages and intersections con-
ceived, established, and imposed on Indigenous peoples, but also resisted, 
contested, and even inverted by those peoples. It is the same convergences 
and dispersals that have fueled Indigenous responses not only to preserve 
their material and symbolic anchors and grounds in life, but also to assert 
their Indigenous selves in the relations of control.

Conclusion

They took away everything except the spirit, which they were incapable of 
seeing.

—Julia Esquivel, 1998

In taming transversality, territoriality largely excommunicated Indig-
enous nations from “sensible” politics, particularly in national and 
international arenas. It accomplished that by investing sovereignty and 
authority in anchors distributed territorially across the Earth’s surface. 
Subterritorial political formations such as Indigenous governments were 
denied sovereignty, thus effectively banned from the political realm and 
flattened into the cultural landscapes. Indigenous peoples have struggled 
to respond to this stranglehold, primarily, to communicate indigeneity 
in ways that augment transversality as an alternative planetary compass 
of governance, a form that does not insubstantialize land as the soil upon 
which life takes place, but challenges the territory-articulating moder-
nity as the only measure of the world. As de Certeau said, Indigenous 
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diplomacy is not simply about avoiding being communicated and flat-
tened into the conquerer’s map, but rather marking and redistributing 
their traces onto the map differently.

If Foucault, Glissant, and de Certeau remind us that indigeneity 
remains, intact, in heterotopic spaces, Armond Mattelart (2008) shows 
how indigeneity might be communicating itself by using unusual modes 
of communication in concert with resurgent transversal instincts. This 
mode of communication works through a “paradigm of the fluid,” as 
much as by the paradigm “of the mechanic.” In Mattelart’s thinking, the 
paradigm of the mechanic refers primarily to the dynamics of states and 
nations while the paradigm of the fluid highlights the rising transna-
tional or transversal interactions and exchanges shaping polities. The 
paradigm of the fluid characterizes the increasingly post-Cartesian spa-
tio-temporalities around the world’s mainstream. It activates an agentive 
mode in which the communication is not merely a line in networks of 
exchanges producing the dominant order. Rather, they are “deployed” as 
instruments of Indigenous struggles creating networks of what Mattel-
art calls “anti-discipline”—the loosely coordinated, counter-hegemonic 
practices engendering their own spatio-temporal worlds.

Following Mattelart, it is possible to contend that Indigenous peo-
ples’ struggles are situated in the transition from the paradigm of the 
mechanic (of states, territories, and nations) to the paradigm of the fluid 
(of rising interactive transversality) which characterizes the increasingly 
post-Cartesian spatio-temporalities.

Notes

 1. See Mignolo (2001) for a parallel reading through the notion of “contra-
puntal” as developed by Said (1993).

 2. For Locke, see Sokolow (2003, 140); for Vatel, see Jennings (1976, 61); and 
for Diderot, see Kemal and Gaskell (2000, 92–93).

 3. Discussion of transversality and relation can be found in Glissant (1996, 
1997).
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The Political Stakes of 
Indigenous Diplomacies

Questions of Difference

Mark F. N. Franke

The increasing and broadening of diplomatic engagements between 
Indigenous peoples and sovereign states has raised considerable 

interest in the possibility of difference within international politics. His-
torically, relations between the two have culminated largely in repeated 
acts of political and legal exclusion of Indigenous peoples from legiti-
mate standing and voice within the domain of the international. The 
recent and remarkable achievements of Indigenous peoples to gain the 
serious attention of states worldwide, then, are of enormous signifi-
cance, signaling the possible capacity of Indigenous peoples to transform 
modern international orders and the possible interest of states to open 
themselves to the different politics lived and aspired to by peoples in this 
world. The success of Indigenous diplomacies in itself, though, does not 
entail the introduction of difference into international politics. Indig-
enous diplomacies may just as well, and, perhaps, even more easily, func-
tion to reproduce the centrality or alleged normality of state sovereignty 
and the rights of sovereign states to subdue and fight against difference.

At stake in Indigenous diplomacies is not simply the encounter of dif-
ferent entities. Rather, it is the possibility of the transformation of these 
diplomacies themselves. International diplomacies already form a dis-
course of politics that is caught within states’ interests to reproduce their 
own sovereignty and the authority to exclude others, particularly in the 
terms of indigeneity. The possibility of introducing difference in inter-
national politics around Indigenous diplomacies rests in the ability of 
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participants to both recognize the politics of these acts and undo from 
them the disciplining interests of sovereign states. Thus, it is of crucial 
political significance that both the Indigenous peoples and states involved 
with and seeking difference within contemporary diplomacies with one 
another confront and open themselves not only to one another but to the 
very politics of difference itself.

To trace how politics of difference already function within the context 
of Indigenous diplomacies, I examine the observations of contemporary 
scholars on the stakes of Indigenous politics more generally, in relation to 
three useful critiques of difference relevant to the colonial and postcolo-
nial contexts of Indigenous struggles: the postcolonial theory of Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, the critique of anthropological knowledge put for-
ward by Johannes Fabian, and the study of politics in Latin American 
cultural studies by Alberto Moreiras. Considering what may be learned 
from this intersection of analyses, I contend that there is no manner of 
difference that may be introduced to international politics via diplomatic 
negotiations between Indigenous peoples and states. Rather, difference is 
to be found only as practices in the politics of negotiating the terms of 
the relations traditionally referred to as diplomacies.

The Foreclosure of Indigeneity from the International in Diplomacies

Diplomacies are not simply the relations in which sovereign states may 
engage one another, and they are not, then, a sphere of relations in which 
Indigenous peoples may be included as partners to states. It is through 
international diplomacies that sovereign states are constituted, and, even 
more significantly, they serve as a set of movements by which the political 
supremacy of sovereign states may be articulated and defended. It is thus 
of little surprise that Indigenous peoples have been regularly rebuffed in 
their attempts to engage in such relations with states. However, it must 
be understood that, in any event, there is no equal place for Indigenous 
peoples in these proceedings. The politics of international diplomacies is 
built against Indigenous peoples in such a way that they are inherently 
foreclosed from their possibility.

Ontologically, sovereign states are rendered possible by the ability of 
governing bodies to negotiate conditions under which they are willing to 
recognize each other as such. Students of International Relations regu-
larly rehearse this point, as they repeatedly point back to the 1648 Peace 
of Westphalia as the moment in which the principle of sovereignty gains 
modern definition and value. This Peace did not recognize pre-existing 
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sovereigns; it served as an agreement on terms through which sover-
eignty may be performed and recognized. In it and the traditions of state 
sovereignty that follow from its model, political personality, authority, 
and rights to self-determination are established as proper to state enti-
ties who have, via international diplomacies, convinced one another 
to accept each other’s credentials as valid and who have succeeded in 
defending each other’s right to subordinate all other social and political 
groupings as legitimately subject to themselves or one another.

Within the traditions of modern diplomacies, states negotiate their 
possible sovereignty in accepting the fact that they will coexist with oth-
ers, many of whom may express extraordinary differences. However, this 
acceptance of differences in other international persons is strictly limited 
to those that may occur within the precise principles that the negotiations 
of sovereignty prescribe. Consequently, Indigenous peoples may not fig-
ure within the class of others to any one sovereign state, in the same way 
that other states certainly do. Rather, as is convincingly argued by Karena 
Shaw (2002), Indigenous peoples are formed and identified first as the 
kinds of social groups against which the sense and validity of state sover-
eignty is idealized within the very idea of international diplomacies. For 
state sovereignty to even be thinkable, the conventions of international 
diplomacies necessarily establish the category of Indigenous peoples as 
an other both to each state and its international others, as societies even 
different to those differences acceptable within international community.

State sovereignty, then, is theorized and legitimated in a contradic-
tion. It is an authority that is supposed to be grounded in the particular 
rule of each state, in its specific diplomacies with other states, but states’ 
exclusive claim to it is supposed to hold as an authoritative univer-
sal rule. How is it that a principle that denies universalizable political 
principles, and, therefore, the possibility of different alternatives such 
as those offered by Indigenous peoples, may lay claim to universaliz-
able validity? To answer this question, it is helpful to pay attention to 
Spivak’s (1999, 1–111) tracing of how the central globalizing theories 
of modern human society attempt resolution of their own like contra-
dictions through both the production and foreclosure of “the native.” 
Pursuing deconstructions of Immanuel Kant’s statism, G. W. F. Hegel’s 
teleology of nations, and Karl Marx’s historical materialism, Spivak 
describes how the totalist globalism of each is made thinkable and ren-
dered apparently practicable insofar as a subaltern class or practice is 
imagined as outside this globe and this subject position is filled with 
actual persons deemed “native” and politically externalized as such. Her 
point, in each case, is that a Truth of the world can make sense as long 



50   MARK F. N. FRANKE

as the alternative truths that may trouble its universal acceptance are 
symbolized within this Truth as fundamentally external to the modern 
world and potentially a part of it only through the actions of modernity 
itself. Hence, according to Spivak, Marx must imagine and foreclose the 
Asian Mode of Production, labor portrayed as incapable of producing 
value except if overcome by capitalism; Hegel must imagine societies in 
Asia and Africa as culturally static, requiring the transformative push of 
European national histories to become part of human Time; and, Kant 
must imagine Indigenous others not capable of reasoning their way to 
the state as their form of political community, requiring the civilizing 
force of states for their own development. Most similar to Spivak’s read-
ing of Kant’s statism, one can see how the centering of state sovereignty 
and interstate diplomacies within the domain of international politics 
is accomplished by rendering, in diplomatic acts, alternative political 
orders as outside the political altogether. To this end, the designation of 
these alternatives as merely Indigenous becomes a crucial move.

Interstate diplomacies make the sovereignty of sovereignty presentable 
by representing its social alternatives as either prepolitical, subpolitical, 
or antipolitical. Across the foundational modern theories of sovereignty 
and the development of international law through diplomacies, peo-
ples are categorized as Indigenous insofar as they are deemed to live in 
arrangements either closer to nature than civil society, incompetent of 
sovereign order, or inherently hostile to the state (Nichols 2005). The 
sovereign state is, thus, presented as the only possible site for political life 
and a necessary remedy against the dangers to politics that Indigenous 
peoples supposedly pose (Buchan 2005). It may now be suggested that 
the increasing diplomatic engagements between Indigenous peoples and 
states offer the crucial opportunities in which Indigenous peoples may 
finally present themselves as very much within the political and capable 
of enriching the sense of political possibilities within the international. 
However, from the position of indigeneity, there is no unproblematic 
manner in which this might be accomplished.

On this point, it is useful to draw an analogy to Spivak’s (1988) 
examination of the possibility of subaltern peoples representing and 
contributing their different experiences and perspectives to postcolo-
nial orders. Spivak makes the point that, from the category of the sub-
altern, the differences that the subaltern may offer are already defined 
and limited by the colonial orders that have marginalized them as such. 
Subalterns may be understood to speak and be heard only insofar as 
they articulate what it is that the authentic subaltern would already be 
understood to say. The subaltern that is understood to have spoken is 
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already not subaltern and, thus, not different but, rather, a reflection of 
the nonsubaltern and colonial social understanding. Similarly, Indig-
enous peoples, as Indigenous peoples, are in no position to be heard as 
anything other than what interstate diplomacies have rendered them, 
those societies incapable of true diplomacies.

The political conventions of international diplomacies require that 
Indigenous peoples could be heard to speak, within the context of diplo-
macies, of only a very strictly limited set of objectives. It amounts to what 
Mahmood Mamdani (2001) refers to as the politicization of indigene-
ity, where formerly subject peoples are given the right to establish their 
political positions only from a standing understood to be already out-
side the political. They may be heard to negotiate places for prepolitical 
or subpolitical societies within the state; they may be heard to express a 
renunciation of antipolitical society and the desire for negotiating either 
assimilation or, again, social space for pre- or subpolitical existence; or 
they may be heard to utter defiance against the state and, thus, a back-
handed invitation for state violence against them.

Indigenous Diplomacies as Negotiating Places in the Past

Given that it is the case that states are increasingly welcoming or, at 
least, tolerant of Indigenous diplomacies and that Indigenous peoples 
are increasingly making diplomacies with states, it may seem absurd or 
an abstractly theoretical point to argue that the politics of diplomacies 
forecloses Indigenous peoples from international politics. It is fair to ask, 
how is it possible for sovereign states who are directly engaged in diplo-
macies with Indigenous peoples to both take up active and conscious 
political relations with Indigenous peoples and, yet, work to place them 
outside the limits of the political within the same practice? In response, 
I contend that such a contradiction can and does appear completely rea-
sonable within the context of international politics, given the complex 
ordering of spatial and temporal relations within the principles of sov-
ereignty. The politics of modern international diplomacies, as the condi-
tions under which the sovereignty of sovereignty is performed, allows for 
the location of indigeneity as both within the grasp of the sovereign yet 
outside the international proper, within spaces of the past.

The manner in which I am depicting the power politics between states 
and Indigenous peoples here is a reworking of what Fabian (1983/2002) 
already argues about the fundamental contradiction of time and space 
that is enacted by anthropologists and social scientists generally in their 
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efforts to know others. Fabian asks: how is it that social scientists can 
claim that direct empirical research, where the scholar is collecting data 
first-hand and among her or his subjects of study, is the firmest ground 
from which knowledge of other societies may be built yet, at the same 
time, profess their knowledge of others as if these others are objects at 
a distance from the researcher? Fabian’s own answer is that social sci-
entists must build within their manners of knowing a spatial-temporal 
matrix that privileges a position of knower for the social scientist and 
one of the known for all others. He argues that modern social scientists 
assume themselves and others to inhabit a universal time, a common 
flow in which the movements and changes of all societies take place and 
one through which the learned scholar may move to study these societ-
ies. However, Fabian submits further that, at the same time, social sci-
entists enact spatializations of this universe of time, segmenting other 
societies as prior to their own and limited to specific stages of develop-
ment in human time, such as inhabiting the “primitive” versus “modern” 
(1983/2002, 37–69). Moreover, in this respect, it is Fabian’s first point of 
argument to remind his readers that “knowledge is power.” He states that 
“there is no knowledge of the Other which is not also a temporal, histori-
cal, a political act” (1983/2002, 1). Fabian’s observation is that, by placing 
themselves in the position of a knower who may move throughout the 
universe of times that respective peoples on this planet supposedly live, 
while building knowledge of these others as descriptions of how they 
move only within specific spaces of time, social scientists give themselves 
license to both engage directly with others in their learning about them 
while knowing them as external to the privilege of knowing itself. Thus, 
the contradiction in knowing appears to be resolved in the knowing.

Similarly, one can see that the manner of diplomacies that produce 
the possibility of the sovereign state also privileges a political knowl-
edge that grants states power over others to the state system and sub-
ordinates these others to the states’ past. By rendering state sovereignty 
as the only site of politics and political understanding in international 
diplomacies, via foreclosure of indigeneity, states are formed not only 
as the only true international persons but, also, the only persons who 
have the authority to know other social orders in terms of the politi-
cal. As a result, states routinely come to know Indigenous societies not 
so much as different contemporaries but, rather, as examples of earlier 
forms of human community now overtaken by and subsumed within 
politics of the state. As demonstrated in Judy Rohrer’s (2006) study of 
the racialization of Kanaka Maoli by the United States, this dynamic may 
even reach the astounding point of understanding Indigenous peoples’ 
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interests as reducible to a common social heritage within the state. Addi-
tionally, while states can be willing to engage in direct negotiations with 
Indigenous peoples, these diplomacies regularly amount to developing a 
knowledge of how segmented spaces may be reserved or made for Indig-
enous societies within the universe of states. How Indigenous peoples 
may form social and political spaces in ways that challenge territorial 
sovereignty of states is rarely an issue (Biolsi 2005; Bruyneel 2007). The 
discourse typically centers on Indigenous peoples’ efforts to make spaces 
for their own movements, as distinct social dynamics in the world (Mue-
hlebach 2001; Stephenson 2002), and international diplomacies permit 
states to engage with Indigenous peoples in such ways that they become 
known and respected as proper to such spaces of time at a distance from 
the modern world of states.

Indigeneity is not an actual manifest and objectively constituted dif-
ference to which states must respond (Corntassel 2003; Corntassel and 
Primeau 1995; Hirtz 2003; Kingsbury 1998; Niezen 2003; Scheinin 2005). 
Rather, within the context of diplomacies, indigeneity is a quality that is 
subject to states’ recognition (Ku 2005; Mora 2007; Muñoz 2004; Okolie, 
2003). Moreover, to be “Indigenous” offers no specific content or social 
definition that is not already established within the international diploma-
cies that, generally, authorize the subordination of indigeneity under state 
rule. One must appreciate Frank Hirtz’s argument, with respect to claims to 
indigeneity and inter-Indigenous politics in Philippines, where he states “it 
takes modern means to become traditional, to be indigenous” (2003, 889). 
Diplomacies between sovereign states and Indigenous peoples, as such, 
may allow for Indigenous peoples’ claims to social existence and respect 
and support for this existence. Consequently, across the globe it is possible 
to see how the struggles of subaltern peoples for recognition by states often 
results in a competitive politics between them for the right to claim indi-
geneity (Afiff and Lowe 2007; Clark 2005; Damodaran 2006; Grossman 
and Cuthbert 1998; Karlsson 2003). However, these negotiations inevitably 
circle around and serve states’ primary interest in negotiating, under the 
rubric of “Indigenous,” the marginality of all nonstate peoples whose poli-
tics are irreducible to the principles of sovereignty. As is shown by Alice M. 
Nah (2003), in her examination of Indigenous identity politics in Malaysia, 
even within postcolonial contexts such negotiations can involve a formerly 
indigenized population seeking sovereignty, in part, through the indi-
genization of other societies within the jurisdiction of its territorial claim. 
Regardless of the conditions under which the identity is adopted, though, 
where Indigenous diplomacies focus on questions of Indigenous citizen-
ship and cultural rights within mainstream society of sovereign states, the 
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terms of negotiation tend toward a kind of assimilation or the institution 
of a second-grade citizenship and set of rights (Cairns 2003; Short 2003; 
Whiteley 2003).

The conventions of Indigenous diplomacies with states function to 
place Indigenous peoples within national and international memories. 
Increasingly, Indigenous peoples may be able to negotiate their ways to 
positions of living memories or legends, deserving of a form of autonomy 
and free enjoyment of their differences within the spheres cut out for them, 
but they become constituted as relics nonetheless. Just as Fabian argues 
that the knowledge of others expressed by social scientists is always a man-
ner of autobiography (1983/2002, 71–104), Indigenous diplomacies with 
states serve largely to render Indigenous peoples as aspects of states’ his-
tories. As the location of Indigenous peoples within nations is so often 
negotiated in terms of identity with the local nature and environment, 
risking primitivization within even a national natural history (Morgan 
2004), it is possible for states to engage and know indigeneity without 
troubling the political privilege of states in any way that would under-
mine the sovereignty of their sovereignty.

Re-productions of Indigenous Subalterneity: 
From Local to Global Diplomacies

Perhaps some of the greatest hope for both positive changes in the inter-
national status of Indigenous peoples and openness to difference within 
the dynamics of international politics more broadly is focused on the 
successes Indigenous peoples have had in recent decades to expand their 
diplomacies on transnational levels, as in their intense negotiation of and 
contributions to bringing about passing of the United Nations Declara-
tion on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (United Nations Human Rights 
Council 2006). The cornerstone to this document is the right of Indig-
enous peoples to self-determination, and there is a considerable range of 
opinion suggesting that this right builds into international law the pos-
sibility of Indigenous personality (Anaya 1993; Iorns 1992; Keal 2003; 
Lawrey 1990; Muehlebach 2003; Otto 1995; Porter 2002; Robbins and 
Stamatopoulou; Scott 1996; Simpson 1996). In this regard, it is variously 
supposed that Indigenous peoples may lay claim to and secure their iden-
tities on the bases of globalized standards that transgress and overcome 
the self-identity politics of any one state. While it is true that this global-
ization of Indigenous diplomacies results in a great transformation in 
the means by which Indigenous politics and identity may be produced, 
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I contend that the results are the same. The globalization of Indigenous 
diplomacies completes the foreclosure of Indigenous peoples, interna-
tionally, in its most concrete political form.

To develop this point, I turn to what may be learned from the explo-
ration of difference in Moreiras’ (2001) consideration of the politics of 
Latin Americanist studies, in its contested shift in recent decades from a 
regionally focused literary studies to a more globalized domain of Latin 
American cultural studies. Moreiras observes that the older literary 
studies form is caught in a bind of identity/difference, where scholars 
look to the fiction and poetry of Latin America to offer alternative criti-
cal perspectives on the modern world, framed as alternative moderni-
ties (2001, 4). Drawing on a point akin to Spivak’s line of argument, 
though, he indicates that there is no critical difference that can be read 
from the pens of Latin Americans, studied as such, given that what and 
how they may write are things already framed as points of difference 
defined in terms of a modern norm. The Latin Americanist, particu-
larly the non-Latin American Latin Americanist, is always already in 
the position of knowing best what the authentic difference is that Latin 
Americans must be able to tell the world (2001, 6). Moreiras then asks 
the question, once the difference and alternatives of Latin America are 
wrested away from specific, local, and nationalized bodies of literature 
supposedly offering the voice of difference and, rather, opened to much 
more mobile analyses at the level of cultural processes irreducible to the 
local, is Latin Americanist studies capable of generating a critique of 
modernity that is not already scripted by it? In response, he challenges 
his colleagues with a resounding “no.”

Moreiras understands that Latin American cultural studies do not 
privilege the difference of Latin American experience as something origi-
nating from an isolated and nonmodern setting. Moreiras is aware that 
cultural studies renders the difference of Latin America interpretable via 
modes of production that are temporally uncontainable. The question of 
Latin America becomes one of understanding the difference of cultural 
production that permits there to be a Latin America, in all its local forms, 
tracing these forces and relations as they move. However, Moreiras’ point 
is that cultural studies, therefore, reproduces the difference of Latin 
America as a cultural alternative to the cultural norms from which Latin 
Americanists may study so-called other cultures (2001, 13–16). The move 
from the local, national, or regional to the global may make it more dif-
ficult to understand difference as located within a separate time or space, 
with respect to the time-space of the modern nation. However, in the 
same move, modernity is refigured in the form of a cultural hegemony, 
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against and from which different cultures may become respected and 
known as such.

The turn of Indigenous diplomacies from local struggles within 
nations to the transnational movements capable of such successes as the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples offers no 
less a reproduction of the marginality of difference through other means. 
As Simon During (1998) argues, the localized postcolonial politics of 
many Indigenous people have been deeply catalyzed in recent years by 
their intersection with forms of globalism often thought to work against 
them. At the same time, though, Rhiannon Morgan (2007) is quite cor-
rect to point to this process as also involving a deep institutionalization 
of Indigenous politics within the global realm of interstate diplomacies. 
In the move to shift the conditions of possibility of Indigenous politics 
from its struggles within the space and subspaces of the nation to global 
flows of transnational relations, indigeneity is re-produced as an issue of 
cultural politics that may be rethought as fitting within a culture of rights 
and self-determination already supplied in the culture of United Nations 
ideals (Franke 2007). Consequently, Indigenous politics is addressed 
via diplomacies that become more concerned with a global Indigenous 
cultural class, as it makes sense to the community of states, and far less 
interested with the particular struggles that mobilize the different poli-
tics of each group claiming indigeneity (Otero 2004; Otero and Jugenitz 
2003). Once again, indigeneity becomes centered as something resolvable 
within and productive of the cultural hegemony of modern states, rather 
than offering any serious critique of that notion of global culture.

As Courtney Jung (2003) succinctly puts the point, the claims of 
Indigenous politics in this world are not reducible to efforts to secure 
an atomistic identity or tradition, but they are not expressive of a uni-
versal human need for cultural recognition within a global culture of 
humanity either. Rather, peoples’ efforts to stake their politics on the 
Indigenous identity they gain in diplomacies must be understood as the 
identity politics with which they find they must contract in order to have 
recognition in diplomacies on contemporary global registers (Jackson 
and Warren 2005). Ravi de Costa (2006a, 694) contends that this does 
not mean that Indigenous peoples have, therefore, forced a homogeniza-
tion of their politics, globally. However, while difference in the aspira-
tions and interests of Indigenous peoples may remain, it is surely the 
case that the heterogeneity that Indigenous peoples offer the domain of 
the global remains significantly suppressed, insofar as indigeneity is pro-
duced within transnational diplomacies in homogeneous terms. At the 
very least, as a discourse increasingly subsumed within the global culture 
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and politics of rights dialogue, indigeneity, as formed in transnational 
Indigenous diplomacies, has the effect of excluding local Indigenous 
struggles that have little relevance to its terms of reference (Ghosh 2006). 
Various case studies from different parts of the world demonstrate that 
Indigenous globalism has become an attractive site wherein political 
power may be established for subaltern peoples, whether the notion of 
indigeneity makes sense as an identity for them or not (Goodale 2006; 
Hodgson 2002a, 2002b; Igoe 2006; Niezen 2000). As is particularly well 
explored in Renée Sylvain’s (2002, 2005) discussions of the globalization 
of Indigenous politics in terms of the San of southern Africa, the politics 
of global indigenism, as developed in transnational diplomacies between 
Indigenous peoples, states, nongovernmental organizations, and inter-
national organizations, even has the capacity to force Indigenous people 
into practices of limiting—often primitivizing—their own identities as 
an “Indigenous other,” so as to be recognizable as potential participants 
within this discourse.

Critical Indigenous Diplomacies and Rendering 
International Diplomacies Impossible

Running parallel to what Fabian traces as the politics of objectification in 
the social sciences, international diplomacies conserve and contribute to 
the production of a normal space of world of politics, while simultane-
ously placing others, as Indigenous, on the margin, to the outside, and 
even in sites of alternative worlds. Spivak’s warnings of the foreclosure 
of difference remain pertinent to all levels of conventional diplomacies 
which Indigenous peoples may initiate or in which they may take part. 
It will always be so, as long as difference is produced and understood as 
something that exists somewhere else. The key to overcoming this ongo-
ing possibility of exclusion of the Indigenous, then, is to reengage diplo-
macies so that the separation of identity and difference into different 
sites is itself rendered an impossibility.

In the case of Latin American cultural studies, Moreiras (2001, 14–16) 
describes this identity/difference bind as a problem of hermeneutic cir-
cles, where a hegemonic (modern) sphere of knowing, grounded in its 
own privileged tropes, sets itself to interrogate and come to know sup-
posedly different nations, cultures, societies within what is supposed as 
the tropes peculiar to their own hermeneutic circles. However, in suggest-
ing that there can be engagement between the hegemonic and the alter-
native, as in the case of the universalization and spatialization of time 



58   MARK F. N. FRANKE

Fabian detects in anthropology, this vision betrays the fact that neither 
the hegemonic nor alternative hermeneutic spheres are actually closed—
certainly not to one another. Thus, Moreiras (2001, 16) asks what kind 
of tropology could replace the reproductive dynamic of this hermeneutic 
circle; what kind of thinking could theorize a release from a hegemony 
that forces the thinking of an external savage place? In the same way, the 
sovereign state requires its engagement with the Indigenous, to make it 
Indigenous, for its sovereignty to be sovereign. Thus, one must ask what 
kind of politics and political theory could allow us to abandon the sover-
eignty of sovereignty. To his own question, Moreiras (2001, 21) contends 
that the supposed outside of the hegemon, that which Spivak sees as 
foreclosed and Fabian sees as spaced in time, must be rendered unthink-
able, so that the hegemon no longer has an inside to which it may point. 
Likewise, one may argue that the sovereignty of sovereignty and, thus, 
the inherent externalization of difference, in the form of indigeneity, may 
be overcome once it becomes impossible to locate external, separate, or 
subordinate sites in which the supposed authenticity, originality, and the 
supposed pre-, sub-, and antipolitical of indigeneity may be reserved.

Establishing the conditions under which difference is possible in 
Indigenous diplomacies requires that participants focus on how they 
themselves are made and, thus, possibly unmade in the processes them-
selves and allowing bringing this ground of possibility to the fore. This is 
a point already well considered by John Cash (2004) in his study of rec-
onciliation processes between the Australian nation and Indigenous peo-
ples living within its territorial claims. He laments the fact that the terms 
of reconciliation are typically set as a “psychological process of personal 
transformation,” wherein Australians and Indigenous peoples living in 
Australia are supposed to find ways to reform the ethical relationship 
between one another. Cash complains, though, that such processes of 
reconciliation miss the fact that the ethical relations in question are being 
required of subjects, namely citizens and Indigenous peoples, who are 
already formed as such, through relations of racialization, primitiviza-
tion, and spatialization that are occluded in the current calls for a mere 
change of heart (2004, 165–67). Thus, he calls for a politics, rather than a 
shift in ethics, that compels the participants to address reconciliation as 
the ongoing work negotiating the making of one another (2004, 169–71).

Within the politics of Latin American cultural studies, Moreiras pro-
poses that this dynamic may take the form of a critical regionalism, wherein 
the Latin American nation, region, or local society is studied, known, and 
engaged in many possibilities, rendering it over-determined and irre-
ducible to either inside or outside, what he refers to as “a recalcitrant 
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production of subjectivity as something other than subjection to history: 
not what obtains at the intersection of historical time-space, but what 
exceeds it” (2001, 67). This is similar to what Spivak refers to, throughout 
her writings, as the forcing of catachresis in the subject-position of the 
Native-informant, pointing to her or his always mistaken identity. The 
catachrestic subject is one who is impossible, because she or he never 
speaks as nor stands as such but only because she or he is always speaking 
and standing as possible examples of such a figure.

Indigenous diplomacies may also allow for difference in international 
affairs insofar as they are rendered both groundless and incapable of 
mapping participants, given the multiple possibilities that may always be 
opened in the site. A moment for such critical diplomacies may already be 
found in at least the very fine example of Hopi negotiations of sovereignty 
in the United States’ legal systems available to them, as examined by Justin 
B. Richland (2007). Investigating a particular dispute of property, Rich-
land outlines the success of drawing out difference in the proceedings not 
in terms of Hopi ability to introduce a different legal culture or different 
cultural interpretation of the law but, rather, in the failure of iterations of 
both cultural differences and norms to necessarily establish either side con-
sistently or well. Richland’s point is to detail how even the most mundane 
levels of Indigenous diplomacies, if followed as actions of and not mere 
expressions of difference and differentiating, may lead to extraordinary 
ironies (2007, 553–54), where indigeneity is no longer thinkable as a side 
to negotiations but, rather, an edge that cuts both and, thus, neither way(s).

The possibility for such a neither-here-nor-there politics is, perhaps, 
what Lisa Palmer (2006) sees in the move of Indigenous peoples in the 
Canadian context to take up the position of stakeholders with govern-
ments and other social groups in the negotiations of the status and uses 
of national parks. She draws attention to the fact that these negotiations 
make it very difficult to reduce indigeneity to environmentally based 
apolitical communities, in part, because they are partaking in diploma-
cies regarding spaces that are themselves no longer reduced to the apo-
litical status of mere nature. Rather, Palmer’s suggestion is that these 
are moments in which social, environmental, economic, and cultural 
changes are understood to cut across the boundary between park and 
society, and Indigenous peoples are respected as subjects who are them-
selves involved in the negotiations of what occurs at these boundaries, 
these in-between places that undermine both the spacing of place and 
the placing of people in space.

David Welchman Gegeo’s (2001) movements to assert his own 
Kwara’ae identity offers a useful example of how the disorientation of 
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identity and place may be more fully thought. Refusing to accept Kwara’ae 
identity and existence as something that can be confined within a specific 
social circle on specific Pacific Islands, as has been attempted in colonial 
discourse, Gegeo notes how the very notion of place for the Kwara’ae is 
already multiple and more about questions of relations and experiences 
than mere territories (2001, 493–94). Thus, just as the non-Indigenous 
citizens may carry their national identities fully intact as they partake 
of cosmopolitan society, Gegeo locates the stakes of being Kwara’ae in 
the ability of Kwara’ae persons to locate their indigeneity wherever they 
are, to be able to draw on their differences in their relations with non-
Kwara’ae (2001, 495). To be Kwara’ae is not to reside on the outside of 
sovereign state orders or within the peripheral domain of potential sov-
ereignty; it is to draw from a knowledge of one’s location in places that 
cannot be erased in one’s movement in the world. At stake is the ability 
to maintain focus on the very mobility of this difference in the moment 
of relations with others.
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Indigenous Diplomacies 
before the Nation-State

Ravi de Costa

Introduction

The power of Europeans to represent Indigenous peoples remains an 
important part of the armory of conquest and colonization. Being 

convinced of the essentially parochial and passive character of Indig-
enous cultures, Europeans imposed their systems of representation and 
regulation soon after arriving on Indigenous lands. These obscured and 
profoundly damaged the ways in which the original inhabitants had his-
torically connected with other peoples and the environment around 
them. The imposition of fixed borders around territories, resources, 
and people and the establishment of administrative systems to regulate 
everything within those borders underwrote the global legitimation of 
the hegemonic model of sovereignty. In so doing, not only has much 
of the diversity of human experience of encountering and engaging the 
other been lost or rendered archaic, but a distinct set of human traditions 
for practicing what scholars call “international relations” has been cast 
aside. It should be cause for optimism then, that at precisely the moment 
when the variety, complexity and urgency of our shared global challenges 
mandates fresh thinking and new relations between human communi-
ties, Indigenous peoples are representing themselves anew, evading the 
denigration implicit in Europe’s hegemonic categories.

This chapter reflects on what non-Indigenous traditions of knowl-
edge, particularly in anthropology, already reveal about classical Indig-
enous diplomacy. Attending to the relationships between communities, 
transcommunal practices, and structures, it reconsiders Aboriginal 
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society and politics in Australia before the arrival of the British in the 
late eighteenth century. Indigenous Australians developed systems for 
encountering and engaging others beyond their communal boundaries 
that were based on sensitivity to the interests of others and a concern for 
the environment, relational systems that were shaped by a cosmologi-
cal understanding of totality. Given how central Australia’s Indigenous 
peoples were to the global anthropological theorizing about the innate 
capacity of peoples in the nineteenth century, a recovered history of their 
diplomacies may not only provide an appropriate rebuttal to that era of 
scholarship but also invite contemporary scholars to rethink the idea of 
diplomacy itself.

Part of the argument herein is that the very notion of diplomacy is a 
European convention, a way of denoting formal practices of encounter 
across sovereign boundaries. Orthodox accounts of diplomacy thus rein-
scribe modernity’s desire for boundaries and categorization, privileging 
separation and distinctiveness rather than connection and relation. What 
emerges from the following analysis, however, is that diplomacy can be, 
indeed has been, far more embedded in transcommunal practices and 
shared cosmologies. The chapter develops the notion of Indigenous trans-
nationalism as a way to capture both the formal and embedded aspects 
of Indigenous diplomacies. Formal structures of diplomacy are visible 
particularly in Indigenous protocols for encountering, communicating, 
and moving across boundaries, while diplomacy is also embedded in the 
way social orders are constructed and conceived.

Thus transnationalism is both a disposition to and connectedness 
with other human communities and nonhuman beings. The chapter fol-
lows the transnationalism of Indigenous Australians by using the three 
themes of cosmology, mobility, and exchange. I develop these themes 
with a short study of the long and shared history of the Yolngu people 
of Australia’s north coast and the Macassans from Sulawesi.1 In the con-
clusion, I reflect briefly on what an expanded idea of diplomacy that 
acknowledges the interrelatedness and connection of all things might 
imply for the study and practice of diplomacy and international rela-
tions more broadly.

The Cosmological Foundation of Transnationalism

In order to understand the patterns by which Indigenous communities 
in Australia related and negotiated with each other prior to the arrival 
of Europeans, it is important to grasp the extent to which those diverse 
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communities inhabited a shared metaphysical order. The anthropolo-
gist Les Hiatt (1996) gives this serious thought in an essay on the debate 
about “high gods.” Numerous different tribes of southeastern Australia, 
for example, have had initiation cults that revered the same figures: “The 
unusually high status enjoyed by gods such as Baiame is a consequence 
of internationalism and religious confederation” (Hiatt 1996, 109), he 
argues. In Arnhem Land, the Rainbow Serpent known as Yurlunggur, was 
“an ‘international’ God of Initiation” (Hiatt 1996, 112).

Hiatt (1996, 116) writes of “a genre, a suite of fleeting forms con-
nected with the rainbow through which the philosophers of Aboriginal 
Australia have sought to express the idea of an underlying reality . . . in 
the higher reaches of serious reflection, we find a persistent intuition of a 
presence or power whose Oneness is felt to account for the plurality and 
impermanence of the sensible world and those who live in it.”

Cosmologically, the unknown worlds nearest at hand and most accessible 
to the imagination lie in the regions above and below the earth’s surface—
the sky and the underworld. Rainbows appear in the former, and snakes 
emerge from the latter. Their unification in the concept of the Rainbow 
Snake constitutes not merely an imaginative connection between the two 
domains of mystery impinging on the everyday world but a theory of an 
external source of the latter’s Being. (Hiatt 1996, 115)

According to Luke Taylor, the use of the rainbow imagery by the Kun-
winyku of western Arnhem Land conveyed a “generalized message that the 
diversity of life masks an ultimate relatedness” (quoted in Hiatt 1990, 119).

Indeed, it is most fruitful to concentrate on the importance in Indig-
enous cosmologies of relatedness through shared origins. For the peoples 
of the Kimberley region of northwestern Australia (Ngarinyin, Wunambal, 
and Worrora) the creator-being had dreamt the ancestors (wanjina) into 
existence during the creation era (lalan) and these beings had taken vari-
ous forms as they traveled across the country, particularly clouds. The wan-
jina shaped landscapes, literally molding the physical space in which their 
peoples would live, find food and water (Keen 2004, 229–31). The mobility 
of cosmic agents of the Dreaming, as they created and named features of 
the landscape, provided near neighbors with shared narratives of creation.2 
The Pintupi people’s Dreaming ancestors traveled during the creation era, 
their paths creating stories that linked places hundreds of miles apart: “The 
continuity of stories classifies named places into larger systems, and indi-
viduals who have a place or part of the story have a claim to be considered 
for other parts. For some purposes, all those places on a Dreaming path 
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are considered to be ‘one country’, and those who own different segments 
may be considered ‘one countrymen.’ Such systems of stories undergo a 
continual process of being reworked, providing an ever-changing charter 
of who and what can be identified as ‘one country.’ ‘Countryman’ relations 
define potential productive ties” (Myers 1986, 155).

Shared narratives and songs do not imply equivalent ownership or 
identification but in fact characterize a range of higher and lower order 
identifications: groups may have strong secondary connections to adja-
cent “countries” because Dreaming tracks travel from one to another. In 
such situations, though songs and stories of the track may be shared, 
one group takes up the authoritative reading of it, giving rise to particu-
lar identifications of different groups through their shared relations to 
the story (Sutton 2003, 7). Such connections gave Indigenous peoples a 
context for engagement as well as reason to be mobile, to maintain their 
connections across different countries.

In their major study of Aboriginal Australia before contact, Catherine 
and Ronald Berndt confirm the political importance of shared stories, 
pointing out that, “when there is consciousness of a shared tradition, of 
ritual and sacred mythology held in common, this has helped to widen 
the horizon, drawing more people into the safe, known world of human 
beings. Quarrels and fights are not lacking, but in such cases they take 
place within the range of known behaviour, where the rules of killing or 
making peace are understood and accepted . . . Through the sanction of 
religion, a moral rightness is ascribed to the premises on which that soci-
ety rests” (Berndt and Berndt 1985, 336). Another anthropologist, Ian 
Keen (2004, 244), writes of the “genius of ancestral law . . . that people of 
a wide region could agree to a body of legitimate law without there being 
legislators, and in spite of the autonomy of individuals and kin groups.”

In the Kimberley, social relations within and between communities 
were shaped by the dual character of the concept of wunan (wurnan): first, 
that different social groups were distributed over the landscape in a “con-
stellation” formed in the Dreaming; and, second, that those groups then 
maintain relations through practices of exchange (Blundell and Layton 
1978, 231). However, it is misleading to think of creation myths simply as 
functional models of social order. Since the work of Levi-Strauss, anthro-
pologists have emphasized the ways that mythic accounts—whether 
of the physical origins of landscape, of biological events like birth and 
death, or of the rightness of particular social orders—emphasize both 
the ever-present potential of transformation and the essential relatedness 
of all things: “[Myths] lift ideas of exchange at the moiety and clan levels 
into a field of meaning where, by integration into narratives that also 
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use the imagery of eating, of transformation by cooking, of warfare and 
the transformation of man into animal, each of these particular images 
helps to give meaning to those others with which it is associated” (Blundell 
and Layton 1978, 243–44). By helping people to understand how they are 
already related, Indigenous cosmology contextualizes an external authority 
from which people draw ethical norms they use to shape their encounters 
with others.

The Ethics of Mobility and Nomadic Life

Though Indigenous peoples have understood their social organization 
and way of life as narrated by cosmological imperatives, anthropologists 
often emphasize the difficulties of the environment in which classical 
life took place. In ecologically adverse conditions, mobility and open-
ness were crucial (Kelly 1995; Young, Doohan et al. 1989, 25–27). How-
ever, even in territories where there were abundant resources, such as in 
parts of coastal northern Australia, people remained mobile, still moving 
several times per year. This “mobility ethos” kept people in touch with 
relations and gave them a wider knowledge of resource and environmen-
tal conditions. It also reinforced the central dynamic of hunter-gatherer 
society, which relied on movement to gather resources. Mobility encour-
aged conservation, akin to pastoral patterns of crop or field rotation 
(Kelly 1995, 152–58). It also ensured people maintained their links with 
foundational stories as they travelled along Dreaming paths.

Anthropologists differ slightly in their accounts of how mobility and 
its corollary of openness was manifest in social life. Peterson for example, 
suggests that Indigenous communities or bands were not in permanent 
relation, but “the interrelationships of ideas and practice receive their 
expression in the band” (Peterson and Long 1986, 143). That is to say, 
classical aboriginal life was characterized by openness to connection with 
others, regardless of the actual connections existing at given moments. 
However, Peterson argues that in times of ecological adversity, bands 
activated their “divergent networks” of kinship and marriage in order to 
secure access to resources on a household basis (Peterson and Long 1986, 
35). Lourandos (1997, 25–26) suggests that in regions of abundance, 
“alliance systems may have shielded people against greater levels of com-
petition between groups, brought about by overall denser concentrations 
of population.” Myers’ (1986, 96) account of the Pintupi emphasized “the 
positive qualities of exchange,” which extend social ties while maximizing 
the efficient use of resources.
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Some scholars have described the construction of boundaries in these 
Indigenous communities as “social boundary defense.” In areas of low 
density of resources, inhabitants hold membership in resource-owner-
ship groups, which allow access to custodial areas in order that hardship 
can be averted (Cashdan 1983, 49–50). This contrasts with “perimeter 
defence” which involves the maintenance of a physical boundary around 
resource-laden territories. These ecological explanations of territorial-
ity imply that the “costs” of defending territory decline as the territory’s 
resources increase; areas dense in resources are more likely to be physi-
cally defended (Cashdan 1983, 49).

Social boundary defense reflected principles on which such patterned 
reciprocity might occur, including the value of good knowledge about 
resources, a concern that lack of coordination about resource use leads 
to inefficiency and overcrowding, and an ethics arising from the real-
ization that today’s abundance may be tomorrow’s lack (Kelly 1995, 
193–97). Sutton (2003, 24) argues that such principles shaped the ideal 
of Indigenous encounters, noting that “reciprocity and balance, rather 
than an asymmetry between privileged permission-giver and importun-
ing permission-requester, [were] the preferred tone of interactions on 
the subject of intervisitation.” Peterson confirms the plausibility of the 
social boundary defense theory in the Australian context, pointing out 
that nowhere in Australia was access to resources limited by the physical 
defense of territorial boundaries. Rather, it was membership in particular 
social groups that carried with it the rights to use a territory’s resources. 
Sometimes in the case of resources that were localized but very abundant, 
groups from considerable distances away would be able to access the 
resources, even being invited to do so by messengers from the resource-
owning group (Sutton 2003, 24; Peterson and Long 1986, 33).

But such access did not imply that the door to Indigenous country 
was open to whoever might arrive. On the contrary, crossing territorial 
boundaries required formal protocols of recognition. In the case of indi-
viduals such as messengers, often a symbolic object was carried or deco-
ration worn on the body, and those entering foreign territories frequently 
lit small fires to indicate their presence. Fire symbolized “domesticity, the 
friendship of family life.” Early accounts of rites of entry also showed 
visitors refraining from immediate entry into the central body of the 
community, but waiting some distance away and indicating their pres-
ence with a small fire, until a community elder came to formally invite 
the visitor into the territory (Peterson and Long 1986, 27–28).

It is in the early accounts of European explorers and colonists that 
these protocols of diplomacy are best documented. British Captain 
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Watkin Tench’s journals record him witnessing his Indigenous compan-
ion, Colbee, engage another Indigenous group near Sydney in 1791. The 
account may be the earliest example of European knowledge of Indig-
enous protocol: “Colbee no longer hesitated, but gave them the signal of 
invitation, in a long hollow cry. After some whooping, and shouting, on 
both sides a man, with a lighted stick in his hand, advanced near enough 
to converse with us” (Flannery 1998, 62). John Mulvaney (1989, 1) notes 
that in these rituals of diplomacy, “speed was never a priority.” In the 
welcome given by a group of Arrernte men near Alice Springs in 1901, 
the anthropologists Spencer and Gillen noted the centrality of a brief 
period of waiting: “a deputation of eight of the elder men, who had deco-
rated themselves with bands of white pipe-clay, came into our camp to 
welcome us formally. It was a solemn ceremony. First of all they squatted 
on the ground in silence. Then, after a short pause, the head man of the 
Alice Springs group told us they were very glad to see us again . . . and that 
we were welcome to their country. We acknowledged their welcome with a 
present of tobacco” (Mulvaney 1989, 4).

Indigenous protocols made Aborigines indispensable members of 
explorers’ parties, often without the realization of the expedition leaders. 
As Tim Flannery (1998, 5) notes in his anthology of explorers’ journals, 
“Aborigines were the real, albeit unacknowledged, explorers of much 
of Australia. They generally carried the guns that fed and defended the 
expedition, they found the water, and they made the peace.” The heroic 
figures from the annals of Australian exploration would otherwise have 
“wandered aimlessly through countryside which displayed the invisible 
weathercocks and compasses of the aboriginals” (Blainey 1975, vi).

Within that genre of colonial literature, a set of Indigenous characters 
emerges, the “loyal and faithful servant” or the “black boy”—Forrest’s 
Windich, Eyre’s Wylie, Mitchell’s Yuranigh, Kennedy’s Jacky-Jacky—
men whose competence became evident as parties moved through thick 
bush, who read the landscape for presence of other humans, creatures, or 
sources of water. Reynolds (1980) stressed the ubiquity of these “black-
boys” among all manner of traveling parties through the Australian bush 
in the early years of settlement. He cites the experience of Burke and 
Wills as instructive: though their expedition was very well provisioned, 
the lack of Aboriginal assistance brought about their tragedy (Reynolds 
1980, 216–18).

Aborigines also “provided information about the customs and lan-
guages of contiguous tribes, and acted as diplomats and couriers arrang-
ing in advance for the safe passage of European parties. Mitchell realized 
that while accompanied by local Aborigines his party was “perfectly safe 
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from the danger of sudden collision’ with neighbouring clans” (Reyn-
olds 1980, 216–18). During his second trip into South Australia, rarely 
without Aboriginal accompaniment though they traveled chiefly by boat 
along the Murray River, Sturt (1834) developed a much greater under-
standing of the territorial diplomacy of Indigenous Australia. The events 
of January 22–23, 1830, are particularly instructive:

The natives, in attempting to answer my interrogatories, only perplexed me 
more and more. They evidently wished to explain something, by placing 
a number of sticks across each other as a kind of diagram of the country. 
It was, however, impossible to arrive at their meaning. They undoubtedly 
pointed to the westward, or rather to the south of that point, as the future 
course of the river; but there was something more that they were anxious 
to explain, which I could not comprehend . . . We had proceeded nine 
miles, when we were surprised by the appearance in view, at the termi-
nation of a reach, of a long line of magnificent trees of green and dense 
foliage. As we sailed further down the reach, we observed a vast concourse 
of natives under them . . . an attempt to land would only be attended by 
loss of life. The natives seemed determined to resist it . . . It was with con-
siderable apprehension that I observed the river to be shoaling fast, more 
especially as a huge sandbank, a little below us and on the same side on 
which the natives had gathered, projected nearly a third-way across the 
channel . . . With every pacific disposition, and an extreme reluctance to 
take away life, I foresaw that it would be impossible any longer to avoid an 
engagement . . . I took up my gun, therefore, and cocking it, had already 
brought it down to a level. A few seconds more would have closed the life 
of the nearest of the savages . . . But at the very moment when my hand was 
on the trigger, and my eye was along the barrel, my purpose was checked 
by M’Leay . . . Turning around I saw four men at the top of their speed. The 
foremost of them, as soon as he got ahead of the boat, threw himself from 
a considerable height into the water. He struggled across the channel to the 
sandbank, and in an incredibly short space of time stood in front of the 
savage against whom my aim had been directed. Seizing him by the throat, 
he pushed him backwards, and forcing all who were in the water upon the 
bank, he trod the margin with a vehemence and agitation that was impres-
sive . . . Thus, in less than a quarter of an hour from the moment when it 
appeared that all human intervention was at an end, and we were on the 
point of commencing a bloody fray which independently of its own disas-
trous consequences, would have blasted the success of the expedition, we 
were peacefully surrounded by the hundreds who had so lately threatened 
us with destruction. (Sturt 1834, 101–8)
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Later, Sturt reflected on this and acknowledged the diplomacy that 
had underpinned his progress: “They sent ambassadors forward regu-
larly from one tribe to another, in order to prepare for our approach, a 
custom that not only saved us an infinity of time, but also great personal 
risk. Indeed, I doubt very much whether we should even have pushed so 
far down the river, had we not been assisted by the natives themselves” 
(Sturt 1834, 126).

Of course, there was unlikely to be perfect comprehension across lan-
guages, cultures, and the gulf of intentions. Major Mitchell’s expedition 
into Queensland took him into territories far beyond the linguistic skills of 
his Wiradjuri guide, Yuranigh, where they met one “frustrated elder [who] 
burst into tears, finding himself incapable either in words or deeds for a 
meeting so uncommon” (Mulvaney 1989, 5). Mulvaney (1989) laments 
the consequences of misunderstanding Indigenous protocols: rituals such 
as those of the Arrernte of central Australia, wherein an initial massed 
approach of gesturing and armed men was rebuffed by Europeans as the 
behavior of “intruders or assailants.” What these rituals of power really sig-
nified was a demand to be acknowledged and respected, and for that to 
frame the future relationship (Mulvaney 1989, 7).

Networks of Exchange

We get an excellent sense of the productiveness of classical transnational 
relations by considering the manner and extent of trade between Indig-
enous peoples. Numerous writers since Adam Smith have pointed out 
that trade is a fundamental human activity. In The Wealth of Nations, 
Smith thought that trade and exchange were universal human character-
istics, likely to be the consequence of either instinct or the attributes of 
reason and speech (Smith 1976; Books 1–3, 117–18). More recently, Matt 
Ridley (1998) in his book The Origins of Virtue, concluded that “there is 
nothing modern about commerce . . . trade, specialization, the division of 
labour and sophisticated systems of barter exchange were already a part 
of a hunter-gathering life. Indeed, they had probably been so for many 
hundreds of thousands of years” (Ridley 1998, 197–99).

In the late 1930s, F. D. McCarthy’s major comparative study of 
Aboriginal trading networks documented three persistent features. First, 
regional networks connected peoples in heavy trading relationships, 
including that in southeastern Australia, from western Queensland to 
northern Australia, in the Lake Eyre basin, and in Arnhem Land. Second, 
well-defined “trunk routes” connected these regions. And third, some 
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goods were particularly heavily traded between and within the regional 
networks, including boomerangs, ochre, the narcotic pituri and pearl-
shells, as well as aspects of culture, like the knowledge of particular cor-
roborees (McCarthy 1939a, 1939b, 1939c).

Regional trade networks were important not merely because they 
allowed exchange, but because they activated existing social networks. 
McCarthy recognized that the density and familiarity of regional 
exchanges meant that many had become ritualized, especially across kin 
groups in contiguous areas, and should be seen as a “necessary adjunct to 
betrothal, marriage and initiation, and especially to the settling of griev-
ances and quarrels . . . At gatherings for barter in Australia the oppor-
tunity is taken to settle grievances and social obligations forming part 
of kinship and other relationships, to cement friendships, and to extend 
personal and group relationships” (McCarthy 1939b, 174–79).

Certain material objects and cultural items had special ceremonial and 
sacred value, thereby creating demand and facilitating exchange: “The 
granting of access to ancestral knowledge was a valuable service for which 
those in control could demand other valued items in return” (Keen 2004, 
377). In some Indigenous exchanges, although items actually changed 
hands, these were understood as “inalienable possessions,” by which the 
giver created an enduring bond with the recipient (Keen 2004, 352). Trade 
networks in the Kimberleys, for example, were highly complex with sacred 
items moving clockwise through territories among related kin groups and 
“defined partners,” and nonsacred materials moving in a counterclockwise 
direction (Akerman 1980a, 1980b). This was formalized in the wurnan: “a 
system of ‘paths’ of exchange homologous with marriage relations, linking 
individuals and patri-groups and connecting adjacent regions. The goods 
exchanged included foods such as meat and honey, ochres, stone spear-
points wrapped in paperbark, bamboo spears, songs and sacred objects.”

In some areas, such as Ooldea in central Australia, exchanges could 
involve the temporary use of skilled labor from neighboring communi-
ties, especially the services of healers or experts in ceremonial activities 
(Keen 2004, 357–61). According to Mulvaney (1989, 92), “ceremonial 
exchange networks were universal across Australia by 1788.” There were 
even “markets” held at designated sites, such as the “exchange fairs” known 
as manja boming amongst peoples of southwestern Western Australia. In 
the Lake Eyre basin, markets regularly convened, primarily to exchange 
the prized medicinal narcotic commodity pituri, which contains nicotine 
(Clarke 2003, 107–8; McBryde 1987, 267; Mulvaney 1987, 92).

The major trading paths, or trunk routes are especially interesting. 
McCarthy described seven major routes, understood as “the avenues 
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along which important culture elements—material, social, and reli-
gious—have diffused.” For example, the East coast route “functioned 
from the north to the south of this coast, which consists of a narrow 
strip of fertile land closed off from the interior by the Great Dividing 
Range. Traits that have diffused along this trunk route are the fish-hook 
technique, multi-pronged and bone-barbed spears, bark canoes and 
containers and increase rites” (McCarthy 1939a, 98–104). In a period 
of about twenty-five years, “the Mudlunga ceremonial dance [spread] 
from northwest Queensland to Alice Springs, through the Lake Eyre 
Basin to reach the South Australian coast” (Mulvaney 1989, 3). McCar-
thy also noted the diffusion of clear traits and goods from Melanesia 
and Southeast Asia, and suggested that trunk routes connected the 
north coast of the Australian mainland through the islands of Torres 
Strait across New Guinea to its northern coast, as well as from Arnhem 
Land and the Kimberleys through the Celebes and other island groups 
of Southeast Asia, as far as the Malay peninsula. Trade also “facilitated 
the peopling of Australia by making it possible for adventurers settling 
in new country to obtain from their homeland essential articles, and 
also others which they may otherwise have to abandon, while ascertain-
ing the resources of the new territory” (McCarthy 1939b, 175–92).

Goods traded over very great distances put trunk routes in greater 
relief. Prized commodities like pituri travelled great distances along trade 
routes (Clarke 2003, 61–62). Aborigines quarried a range of different 
types of stone, with some quarries providing stone for a large network 
of exchange, others serving only “local markets” (Clark 1965; Mulvaney 
1987, 92–93). The archaeologists Binns and McBryde used petrological 
techniques to establish a distribution network of hundreds of kilome-
ters in multiple directions for the axe-stone originating from the Moore 
Creek quarry in northern New South Wales (Binns and McBryde 1972). 
Pearl-shell sourced off the coast of the Kimberleys traveled even further, 
and was exchanged along networks of thousands of kilometers, ending 
up in South Australia (Keen 2004, 357).

One of the primary motivations for trade was the occurrence or pro-
duction of valued items in specific places, including items with super-
natural significance: “the localities where various objects are made are 
those where the spiritual ancestors introduced them or their method of 
manufacture . . . Such a specimen is imbued with the magical potency of 
the mythical world, the core of spiritual power” (McCarthy 1939b, 172–
73). Distance conveyed additional importance on objects like pearl and 
white baler shells: “As these objects travelled, their ritual importance 
increased, their functions changing from utilitarian, everyday use as 
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pubic covers or decorative purposes to secret purposes. In this manner, 
products from the Indian and Pacific oceans moved gradually across 
central Australia, their paths intermingling along distances up to 2000 
kilometres” (Mulvaney 1987, 93).

Expeditioners would often set out for ochre from the best locations 
and those proposing to visit key ochre production sites, like the mines 
at Pukardu or Parachilna in the Flinders Ranges of South Australia, held 
ceremonies with the owners of countries they traversed. Travelers were 
expected to alert the custodians of the mine with message sticks that 
invited the exchange of ochre for other goods, including other pigments 
and foodstuffs (Clarke 2003, 109–10). Such foreshadowing of intentions 
to trade was common: “Message-sticks form proof of the nature of the 
business of a trade-messenger,” thought McCarthy, “but the message is 
always a verbal one” (McCarthy 1939b, 176). However, after living for 
over three decades with Aborigines near Port Phillip, William Buckley 
recalled an encounter with one messenger who had come to trade veg-
etables for freshwater eels: stripes on his arms signifying either the timing 
of the trade, or the number of days journey it would take to reach the 
place where the trade would occur (Blainey 1975, 208).

The Macassans and the Yolngu

I would like to extend a warm welcome to our Indonesian friends. It’s 
not their first time being in Arnhem Land. They represent their ancestors 
who have been coming to visit my ancestors a long time before any white 
faces arrived in this continent. We are celebrating this Garma, the topic 
is “Livelihood.” While our Indonesian friends and north-east Arnhem 
Landers have met for so many centuries, so many years, to trade and 
carry on this particular thing that we talk about here, at this Garma. The 
“livelihood.”

—G. Yunupingu, “Opening Address”

The varied practices of classical transnationalism discussed so far can 
be seen very clearly in the shared history of the coastal Aborigines of 
northern Australia and the very different peoples living in the island 
archipelagos to the north. By the early 1960s, there was a growing body 
of empirical research in anthropology and archaeology documenting 
the dense contacts between Indigenous peoples of northern Austra-
lia and the inhabitants of what is now called Southeast Asia. Scholars 
were increasingly focused on “tangible and visible material” left in the 
sites of particular visitors; the “indirect evidence in Aboriginal art”; and 
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the documented evidence of contacts gathered by Europeans and oth-
ers (Berndt 1965, 3). Chief among these was historian and archaeolo-
gist C. C. Macknight, who showed in detail how Macassans encountered 
Aborigines in Australia’s “first modern industry”: the collection of the 
“edible holothurian” trepang (or beche-de-mer) from the shallow coastal 
waters of Arnhem Land for the markets of Southeast Asia and the tables 
of China (Macknight 1976, 1).3 The exact beginnings of the industry 
remain under some debate. However, Chinese culinary interest in tre-
pan—the only real source of demand—does not appear to predate the 
sixteenth century, when first mention of it is made in Chinese recipes, 
along with other Late Ming delicacies like Sharks’ Fin and Birds’ Nest 
soups (Macknight 1976, 7–8, 80–81, 94).

The trepang industry connected the Yolngu people of eastern Arn-
hem Land with the economic transformations taking place in the hin-
terlands and entrepôts of Southeast and East Asia, a confluence of what 
one historian (Bayly 2002) has called “archaic” and “modern” forms of 
globalization. The evidence Macknight draws on includes traders’ mani-
fests located in Dutch maritime archives, which indicate the scale of the 
industry. At its height in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, tre-
pangers would have collected at least three hundred tons per season from 
the north Australian coast. Up to one thousand Macassan men would 
come each season in ocean-going praus of about twenty-five tons. Their 
routine was so regular that, in the late-nineteenth century, South Aus-
tralian authorities were able to collect duties by finding the trepangers at 
favored spots like Karruwa (Little Vanderlin) Island (Bayly 2002; Isaacs 
1979, 264; Macknight 1976, 15; Mulvaney 1989, 26). Macassans came 
for trepang until the Australian government banned their visits in 1907. 
Until then, Macassans left the Celebes each November with the north-
west monsoon, arriving on the coast of Arnhem Land in December and 
staying until the beginning of the dry season the following April. Several 
praus would drop anchor and camp together on suitable beaches. Smaller 
canoes took divers out to collect trepang while others prepared the catch 
for the return journey: an elaborate process of sun-drying and smoking 
the trepang in specially constructed ovens. The fishermen arrived well-
provisioned with rice and other foodstuffs from their home, and though 
conflicts occasionally occurred, the Macassans’ activity largely took place 
independently of the Yolngu. However, the length of the visits plus their 
seasonal routine established over several hundred years, gave rise to abid-
ing impacts on the cultural life of the Yolngu. Macassans’ culture may 
also have facilitated their reception: though they were Muslims, Macas-
sans practiced certain forms of animism, leaving offerings at particular 
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rock formations along the coast, which the Aborigines clearly recognized 
and respected: “Before commencing at a fresh camp they lowered to the 
bottom of the sea a new plate containing portions of the best food they 
had on board. When leaving camp some ceremony was gone through for 
the purposes of making wind” (Macknight 1976, 59).

Yolngu mortuary ceremonies demonstrate that Aborigines observed 
the Macassans and drew their own significance from the Macassans’ 
activities. Yirritja ancestors are held to include Macassans and death 
for these Yolngu meant a return to those lands (Keen 2004, 233, 235).4 
The highly distinctive burial poles reflect the raising of the masts of the 
Macassan praus in readiness for departure, and therefore loss for the 
Yolngu. Macassan designs adorn these grave markers; flags attached to 
the top of the poles evoke the flags atop Macassan masts that fluttered as 
they sailed away. Yolngu song cycles tell of the exhilaration of travelling 
in a prau with its flapping sails and the “singing from the mast” (Berndt 
1965, 6–8; Isaacs 1979, 276).

The Yolngu adopted Macassan material culture, including buffalo 
horn, tobacco, and alcohol, and the Macassans’ dug-out canoe technology 
spread around the coast at the rate of eighty to one hundred kilometers 
per generation (Clarke 2003, 178–83; Keen 2004, 362–68; Macknight 1976, 
43–47; Mulvaney 1989, 26–28). Aborigines highly valued the material they 
received. It was the anthropologist Donald Thomson who first noticed the 
Yolngu “ceremonial exchange cycles” between coastal and inland groups, 
arguing that it was contact with the Macassans that had shaped this cul-
tural patterning of material and conceptual exchange. A pidgin exists in 
Indigenous communities of the north coast which probably originated as 
a means of discourse with Macassans and then became “a lingua franca 
among Aboriginal groups who did not share the same language or dia-
lect.” The linguists Urry and Walsh have argued that the Macassar language 
may have been the “catalyst in the establishment of the exchange system” 
(Macknight 1976, 84–85; Urry and Walsh 1981, 92–100).

Such contacts and exchanges also meant that when the praus 
returned in the dry season, it became “almost normal for Aborigines 
to visit Macassar.” Djaladjari’s voyage with the Macassans occurred 
in about 1895 when he was still a boy; he traveled extensively around 
the north coast collecting trepang before voyaging to Macassar on the 
prau Kandu’ulang. When he arrived in Macassar, he met Jamaduda, 
Gadari, and Birindjauwi, men he knew from Arnhem Land, as well as 
other Aborigines who had come on earlier voyages and stayed, often 
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marrying Macassar women. Djaladjari traveled on around the islands 
of the region, going so far as to see the Malay peninsula and the Banda 
Islands (Isaacs 1979, 269–72; Macknight 1976, 86).

The history Yolngu shared with the Macassans had deep and lasting 
effects. Early European visitors found themselves addressed in the same 
pidgin that had emerged as the means of discourse with Macassans. Ber-
ndt writes of how in the mid-twentieth century the memories of contact 
with Macassans were “a living and coherent tradition shared by the people 
as a whole.” Macassans became integrated into Yolngu narratives of cre-
ation, which told of the Bayini or Dreaming Macassans as mythological 
beings contemporaneous with the Yolngu creator-ancestors, Lany’tjun 
and Djang’kawu. In the sacred songs associated with the Bayini ances-
tor, Birrinydji, Yolngu “drew names from words such as manunu (ship’s 
anchor), mattjuwi (mast), or lati (sword)” (McIntosh 2004, 141–44).

Berndt felt that the history of the trepang industry had created the 
conditions of possibility for an “adjustment movement” that saw radi-
cally new cultural expressions take place from the 1950s onward. It was a 
way for Yolngu to deal with the massive change Europeans brought after 
World War II. Similarly, the anthropologist Ian McIntosh (2004) argues 
that these culturally embedded memories of visitors helped frame the 
response of some Yolngu to the incursions of the mining industry in par-
ticular. Consequently, Yirritja moiety people, as custodians of the Bayini 
stories, drew on this tradition to underpin a different response to mining 
than the prevailing opposition, one that saw mining as potentially offer-
ing greater autonomy and agency for Indigenous people: “Birrinydji’s 
vision included Yolngu membership in his new world blessed with many 
riches” (Berndt 1962, 13; McIntosh 2004, 144–45).

Encounters between Yolngu and Macassans did involve conflicts, 
but are remembered much more for the benign and productive rela-
tions that emerged. This was “a golden age, contrasting deeply with 
European-Aboriginal relations.” In the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century, there was talk in the colony of South Australia that the trepang 
industry should be regulated and customs duties were collected from 
1882 but sovereign imperatives prevented both Australian governments 
and Dutch administrators of what was to become Indonesia from rec-
ognizing this long-standing trade. The ongoing practice of detaining 
Indonesian fishermen caught in Australia’s “territorial waters” indicates 
how far this convivial history is from current practice (Balint 2005; 
Macknight 1976, 3; Mulvaney 1989, 27).
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Conclusion

Returning to think about classical Indigenous life need not be an anachro-
nism. As Mulvaney (1989, 27–28) suggests, we can at least appreciate the cul-
tural openness, exchange, and innovation that is visible in many situations 
when Indigenous societies came into contact with others (Mulvaney 1989, 
27–28). Australia’s Aborigines were not the static, parochial isolates of public 
discourse, but lived a life intimately aware of the connections with others that 
had been made by the agents of creation. Over tens of thousands of years, 
Aboriginal peoples developed social practices that helped them to manage a 
world of limited resources, of difference and competing interests. They did 
so by evolving a social order based on the cosmological principle of the inter-
connection of all things. This was structured into the social networks they 
formed across the blended edges of their countries and was acknowledged 
in the narrative paths that people took as they traveled. Some territories 
were open to people in need when rituals of acknowledgement had been 
performed. Economic life involved Indigenous peoples in a trade conducted 
across vast distances by pedestrians who invested great significance in the 
goods they carried. All of this is clear in the way the Yolngu engaged with 
and remember the Macassans. This matters because Indigenous experience 
resonates with contemporary difficulties. One of the core assumptions of 
the discipline of International Relations and the study of diplomacy is that 
humans live in stable and coherent bounded entities. Until relatively recently, 
sovereignty has constructed dominant understandings of what is in and 
what is out (Wendt 1992). Examining classical Indigenous traditions we see 
Indigenous peoples also held concern about boundaries and membership, 
but did so in ways that stressed the fundamental connectedness of human 
life, meeting their needs for identity, security, and order through cosmologi-
cally narrated relationships of material exchange and mobility.

Returning to this history cannot provide us with a template for the 
global societies we now inhabit, but it does more than merely reacquaint us 
with the antiquity of the challenges that comprise international relations. 
Globalization has forced many International Relations scholars and practi-
tioners to rethink their categories and structures of analysis. A corollary of 
this is the realization that a formal model of diplomacy cannot capture all 
the ways that human communities engage with others. In fact, encounters 
need also to be understood as taking place within the composition of our 
material interests in the maintenance of communal and environmental 
order and sustainability, and the ways by which we satisfy those interests.

What new spaces and possibilities for action have the transforma-
tion of state power created, in which older and newer aspirations might 
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find voice and autonomy? The contemporary Indigenous diplomacies 
discussed by other contributors to this volume reveal both formal and 
embedded aspects of diplomacies, adapted to the new circumstances of 
globalization but retaining the continuity of cultural difference. For-
mal practices are visible in those international bodies where Indigenous 
actors have become significant, especially the Working Group on Indig-
enous Populations and the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, with 
the recent triumph of the United Nations General Assembly Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Indigenous culture, particularly in 
the form of prayers, dance, songs, and dress, and most importantly in 
Indigenous peoples’ insistence on self-representation, has reconstructed 
these institutions’ formal rules about recognition and participation. 
However, a new kind of embedded diplomacy is visible in the transcom-
munal networks of the global Indigenous movement. Indigenous actors 
are representing themselves as discrete and distinctive communities who 
communicate with, learn from, and cooperate with others and who have 
a collective and unique contribution to make to the global commu-
nity. Shared experience, emotion, and solidarity are the lines of affinity 
that now stretch between communities, buttressed by the new forms of 
encounter made possible by modern communications and transport.

Not only by encouraging the reconstruction of formal international 
relations but also by attending to the embedded aspects of diplomacy, 
might we elide the destructive effects of a hegemonic but largely artificial 
order of sovereignty. As that order continues to be transformed, or perhaps 
breaks down, Indigenous conceptions of social order and transcommunal 
relations, both past and present, provide all of us with ways to reconstruct 
our understanding and management of international relations. They do 
this by focusing our attention on the material and environmental needs of 
living communities, rather than those of abstract sovereign entities.

Notes

 1. Elsewhere I have considered these stories as part of the long history of trans-
national Indigenous activism. See de Costa (2006b).

 2. A good introduction to the traditions of precontact Indigenous Australia 
can be found in Clarke (2003).

 3. Macassans came from Macassar, now known as Ujung Pandung, a city in the 
southwest of Sulawesi.

 4. Like much of Indigenous Australia, the Yolngu are divided into two moi-
eties, Yirritja (yiritja/jiridja) and Dhuwa (dua), with Yirritja people having 
responsibility for all things “foreign.”
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A “Revolution within 
a Revolution”

Indigenous Women’s Diplomacies

Laura Parisi and Jeff Corntassel

Tomorrow . . . if there is to be one, it will be made with the women, and 
above all, by them.

—Subcomandante Marcos, “Twelve Women in the Twelfth Year: 
The Moment of War, March 11, 1996”

Introduction

In his reflections on the early days of the 1994 Zapatista (EZLN) uprising 
that garnered global attention, Subcomandante Marcos acknowledges 

the real impetus for change behind this Mayan political and cultural move-
ment that was hidden from the headlines: the women. As Vinding (1998, 
12) notes, Indigenous women have been “underrepresented in Indigenous 
organizations and are seldom heard in international fora.” Although wom-
en’s rights and Indigenous rights are now officially codified as human 
rights,1 both women’s rights and Indigenous rights movements have been 
problematic spaces for Indigenous women’s participation in treaty mak-
ing and standard setting in domestic and international legal fora. Due to 
colonization and ongoing imperial influences, both rights movements 
often require Indigenous women to make trade-offs (either as women or 
as Indigenous peoples) rather than make space for the more fully intersec-
tional frameworks that Indigenous women have been demanding through 
strategies that go beyond political lobbying.
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Thus, Indigenous women have had to create new diplomatic spaces at 
the global, regional, state, and local levels to pursue simultaneous nego-
tiations for both their individual rights as women and collective rights 
as members of Indigenous nations.2 In this chapter we ask, what are the 
implications of Indigenous women’s unique location in terms of repre-
senting themselves in diplomatic arenas? In addressing this question, we 
assess the notion of diplomacy as applied to Indigenous women’s politi-
cal activities and strategies. We argue that, based on Indigenous women’s 
narratives of their own work and positions, Indigenous women engage 
in a politics of intersectionality in framing their diplomatic engagements. 
The concept of intersectionality encompasses a feminist theoretical and 
methodological approach to a nonessentialized identity politics as well as 
providing a basis for social justice action (AWID 2004, 1).

Intersectional approaches start from the analytical premise that peo-
ple’s identities (i.e., gender, race, class, sexuality, nation, etc.) are not 
mutually exclusive or additive, but rather multiple, layered, and inter-
related and, as such, produce unique and specific experiences that are 
not easily essentialized (AWID 2004, 1–2). Intersectional approaches 
take into account how the multidimensional nature of identities are 
derived from and embedded in “social relations, history, and the opera-
tion of structures of power” (AWID 2004, 2). Intersectional approaches 
go beyond simplistic binary gender-based analysis, which examines only 
one relationship of power, to highlight how social categories “gain mean-
ing and power by reinforcing and referencing each other” (CRIAW 2006, 
8). Furthermore, “for Indigenous women, who have long experienced 
violence and discrimination based on multiple identities, the notion of 
‘intersectionality’ is not an arcane academic concept but daily lived real-
ity” (IIWF 2006, 6). Intersectionality also provides a basis for social jus-
tice action. Therefore, intersectional analysis is an appropriate tool for 
understanding how Indigenous women locate themselves as diplomats in 
their families, clans, communities or nations, host states, and the trans-
national and international arenas.

Although not all Indigenous women may use the formal concept of 
intersectionality3 when referring to their work, they are acutely aware of 
their unique locations in terms of their simultaneous pursuit of indi-
vidual rights (as women) and collective rights (as Indigenous peoples) 
and how these identities are inextricable from, and define, one another. 
In the words of Blanca Chancoso, an Indigenous woman from Ecuador, 
at the Second Continental Meeting of Indigenous women in Mexico, 
December 1997,
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We, Indigenous women, wish to be recognized as people with rights, not 
only duties. We need to be seen, within our families and communities, not 
only as cooks and child-bearers, but as female human beings. This is what 
we want, not to be seen as second-class people. We need our voices to be 
heard as the expression of one single thought and one heart in order to 
strengthen our position as indigenous peoples. [Indigenous women] can-
not separate nor feel isolated from the situation lived by indigenous peo-
ples, nor can they detach themselves from their own situation as women 
within these peoples. (quoted in Palomo 1998, 279–80)

There is no doubt that there are many other intersecting identities, 
such as class, sexuality, age, ableness, spirituality, religion, geographic 
location, and motherhood, that are applicable to Indigenous women’s 
lives.4 Yet, for the purposes of this discussion, the above quote not only 
succinctly illustrates a core intersectional identity that guides many 
Indigenous women’s diplomatic activities but also frames their diplo-
matic activities in a rights and responsibilities discourse that is easily 
identifiable in a number of examples.

Building on the theoretical aspects of intersectionality and multi-
layered citizenship (discussed further below) by analyzing Indigenous 
women’s activism through two case studies that demonstrate the mul-
tiple and linked levels of Indigenous women’s diplomatic activities, we 
show how the diplomatic activities of Indigenous women reveal the limi-
tations of traditional definitions of state-based diplomacy, as well as a 
purely collective rights understanding of Indigenous self-determination. 
Although elsewhere we have analyzed Indigenous women’s interventions 
at the United Nations level in both the Indigenous and women’s rights 
arenas (Parisi and Corntassel 2007), in this chapter we focus on the Ejér-
cito Zapatista de Liberación Nacional (Zapatista Army of National Lib-
eration or EZLN) uprising and ongoing self-determination movement 
in Chiapas, Mexico, and the recent Rotinoshon’non:we (Six Nations 
Confederacy) clan mothers’ reclamation of their homelands in Ontario, 
Canada to highlight how Indigenous women have practiced intersection-
ality as a diplomatic strategy to represent themselves on their own terms. 
These two cases also transcend the artificial boundary between the local 
and the global and serve as an important illustration of Andrea Smith’s 
(2006, 17) claim that Indigenous women operate in a “framework that 
understands Indigenous women’s struggles as part of a global movement 
for liberation.”

In keeping with the premise of intersectionality, it is important to 
clarify whom we mean when we reference Indigenous women, since 
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we are cognizant of the pitfalls of an overgeneralized and essentialized 
identity category. There is no consensus on the question as to who is 
Indigenous, and international organizations, such as the United Nations, 
have not adopted an official definition of Indigenous peoples, despite 
the recent passage of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (Corntassel 2003). However, there are working definitions, such 
as the one developed by the United Nations Working Group on Indig-
enous Populations in 1986, that offer some generally accepted guidelines 
for self-identifying Indigenous peoples and nations:

• Self-identification as Indigenous peoples at the individual level and 
accepted by the community as their member;

• Historical continuity with pre-colonial and/or pre-settler societies;
• Strong link to territories and surrounding natural resources;
• Distinct social, economic, or political systems;
• Distinct language, culture, and beliefs;
• Form non-dominant groups of society; and,
• Resolve to maintain and reproduce their ancestral environments and 

systems as distinctive peoples and communities (UNPFII 2006).

While there is a great deal of discussion over the complexities of 
defining 370 million Indigenous peoples around the world, ultimately 
the question of who are Indigenous women is best answered by Indigenous 
women themselves, rather than imposing a state derived categorization 
that potentially reproduces colonial constructs of Indigenous women. 
This is especially important since many Indigenous women’s organiza-
tions, such as the International Indigenous Women’s Forum, also do 
not define Indigenous women. Although this may make the use of the 
term “Indigenous women” seem unwieldy or homogenous, the emphasis 
on self-identification is congruent with the criteria set forth by the UN 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues as well as other international 
legal instruments, such as ILO Treaty 169 (Corntassel 2003). A policy 
of self-identification is designed to overcome colonial practices of deny-
ing Indigenous identities while acknowledging the agency of Indigenous 
women in determining their own identities, thereby rendering the defini-
tion of Indigenous women as fluid and heterogeneous.
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“Where Are Your Women?”: Gendering Indigenous Diplomacies

When addressing a British treaty delegation in the late-1770s, Tsalagi 
(Cherokee) peace chief Ada gal’kala asked, “Where are your women?” He 
was speaking to the British exclusion of women in their treaty party; in 
contrast, Tsalagis always brought delegations comprised of men, women, 
and youth to participate in negotiations. While traditional (Realist) 
understandings of diplomacy in the field of International Relations 
have focused on the ability of sovereign states to negotiate solutions 
with one another in order to maintain peaceful relations and to avoid 
militarized conflict or war, Indigenous nations have practiced diplomacy 
long before first contact with colonial powers by sending delegations to 
global destinations in order to foster new alliances of peace and friend-
ship,5 and Indigenous women had been actively engaged in international 
diplomacies prior to and during first contact with colonial powers. Since 
Indigenous nations often identify as self-determining entities, the Realist 
understanding of diplomacy does not fully capture the complex nature of 
Indigenous interactions that occur both within their communities and in 
external relations between other Indigenous nations, states, and interna-
tional organizations. For example, many Indigenous nations regard their 
strategic interactions and formalized relationships with colonial host 
states as foreign policy, rather than as domestic policy, since many “see 
themselves as citizens in the communities of the stateless societies which 
existed in these countries” prior to colonization (Yuval-Davis 1999, 126).

There is also an important spiritual dimension to Indigenous diplo-
macies. For Tsalagis (Cherokee Nation), as with other Indigenous nations 
on Turtle Island (North America), political diplomacy goes hand in hand 
with spiritual integrity. For example, prior to any treaty negotiations or 
ceremonies, male and female Tsalagis spiritually prepared themselves and 
the community—these ceremonies ensured that spiritual and political 
compacts would be kept. Spiritual commitments superseded all political 
relations and the continuous renewal of one’s roles and responsibilities 
(individually, as well as to family, clan/society, community, etc.) formed 
the basis of Indigenous governance. Other Indigenous nations have simi-
lar philosophies and practices regarding diplomacy, further demonstrat-
ing that political action ideally emanates from the spiritual practices of a 
community. According to Oren Lyons (1984, 5), Faithkeeper of the Turtle 
Clan of the Onondaga Nation, “Spirituality is the highest form of poli-
tics, and our spirituality is directly involved in government.”

Indigenous women have also emphasized the importance of spiritual-
ity in their diplomatic pursuits, which in some cases, as we discuss below, 
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has challenged both the nation and the state to recognize their leader-
ship in their communities. As such, their diplomacies are not just politi-
cal processes in the Western sense. They are also spiritual processes that 
are inextricable from their lives as Indigenous women. As Sharon Venne 
explains, “Our spirituality and our responsibilities define our duties . . . 
Our sovereignty is related to our connections to the earth and is inher-
ent” (as quoted in Smith 2006, 17).

Indigenous women have sought to complicate the picture even fur-
ther by challenging not only the state driven model of diplomacy but 
also Indigenous nation-centered depictions of diplomatic activity and 
treaty making. They have done this through enacting a politics of inter-
sectionality, which demands that their multiple locations as women and 
as Indigenous peoples must be made visible, and by linking the local to 
the global and the private to the public, thereby challenging the artificial 
boundaries of these political and personal spaces.

For Indigenous women, these locations (i.e., families, communities, 
host states, and international fora) are not approached as separate, mutu-
ally exclusive spaces but rather as interlocking entities in which local issues 
are connected to global ones and vice-versa. This framing can be thought 
of as multilayered citizenship “in which one’s citizenship in collectivi-
ties in the different layers—local, ethnic, national, state, cross- or trans-
state, and supra-state—is affected and often at least partly constructed 
by the relationships and positionings of each layer in a specific historical 
context” (Yuval-Davis 1999, 122). As Yuval-Davis suggests, a multilayer 
model of citizenship presents a challenge to Western understandings of 
citizenship that equate citizenship (and, by definition, diplomatic activ-
ity) solely with the state, and allows for analysis that is gendered and 
non-Western-centric (1999, 118).

Multilayered citizenship is not necessarily hierarchical in the sense of 
traditional International Relations understandings of levels of analysis. 
Rather, the layers are relational, overlapping, intersecting, and contextual, 
allowing for an understanding of acts of citizenship that are simultaneous 
across and within various layers rather than isolated acts within a hierar-
chy of levels of governance that are construed as mutually exclusive. For 
example, Yuval-Davis (1999, 122–23) includes the concept of “intimate 
citizenship” which problematizes and politicizes the profoundly femi-
nized domestic or private sphere as part of her construction of multilay-
ered citizenship. This frames citizenship, which in the Western tradition 
is usually thought of as only a public act, as inextricable from private 
life. This move allows for the analysis of the gendered body as a site of 
“multi-layered rules and regulations” (Yuval-Davis 1999, 123), which 
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is particularly important to Indigenous women’s struggles against 
violence as well as the protection of their ancestral homelands. It also 
provides a conceptual space for the inclusion of Indigenous women’s 
spirituality and informal leadership responsibilities deemed to be out-
side of the public sphere, which are often marginalized or ignored when 
utilizing Western citizenship and diplomatic frameworks. By adopting 
a multilayered citizenship framework, spirituality and politics become 
interconnected and Indigenous women’s multiple and intersecting 
roles and responsibilities as family members, clan mothers, and leaders 
become an integral part of an examination of diplomatic strategies.

While a few International Relations scholars have noted how mar-
ginalized and invisiblized Indigenous peoples are in the global dip-
lomatic arena (Beier 2007; Keal 2003; Shaw 2002; Wilmer 1993), the 
complexities of Indigenous women’s diplomacies are not accounted 
for. For example, Epp’s (2001, 301) definition of Indigenous diploma-
cies as Indigenous practices is too sweeping, since it begs the question 
of whose practices, and on whose behalf? As Rao (1995) argues, politi-
cal positioning or activity done in the name of culture or a cultural 
group is not value or power free. It matters whose voice is heard—
especially in the context of Indigenous diplomacies since Indigenous 
cultural and political practices have not been immune to the effects 
of ongoing colonialism. Indigenous women have been quick to recog-
nize the limitations of a Western definition of diplomacy that is purely 
understood as a state based activity as well as notions of Indigenous 
diplomacy that recognize only the activities of the official represen-
tatives of nations, who are, more often than not, male. In summing 
up the position of Indigenous women in Latin America, Alderete et al. 
(1994, 9–10) argue that “the invasion of non-Indian values has drasti-
cally changed the relationship between men and women and the role 
that women play in the communities and nations . . . from now on, we 
will work on the continental level, in a coordinated manner, and we will 
actively participate in local, national and international meetings.”

This observation by Alderete et al. links together the issues of colo-
nialism, gender inequality, and resistance. One notable consequence of 
Western imperialism has been the shift from matriarchal and/or matri-
lineal or gender equitable to patriarchal and/or patrilineal societies and 
the subsequent devaluation and invisibilization of Indigenous women’s 
contributions to public and private life in many Indigenous communi-
ties.6 Thus, the nation as a political and diplomatic representative for 
Indigenous women vis-à-vis the state, as well as in international fora 
such as the United Nations, is fraught with difficulty as Indigenous 
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women’s interests are often ignored. In the global Indigenous rights 
fora, Indigenous women have fought to keep their interests from being 
subsumed under Indigenous rights rhetoric that does not take seriously 
the important intersection of indigeneity and gender. Such an approach 
assumes that Indigenous men and women experience infringements on 
their rights in the same ways. Put another way, Indigenous women have 
mobilized to ensure that the Indigenous male experience is not read as 
the only Indigenous experience at all levels of governance. The follow-
ing examples of the Zapatista women and the Rotinoshon’non:we (Six 
Nations Confederacy) clan mothers illustrate the power and necessity of 
Indigenous women’s diplomacies.

¡Ya Basta!: Zapatista Women Revolutionize the EZLN

One year prior to the EZLN’s January 1994 uprising in which they 
declared war on the State of Mexico, Zapatista women within Mayan 
communities in Chiapas launched what many in the EZLN have declared 
the first EZLN uprising, by presenting and demanding the acceptance of 
the Ten Revolutionary Laws for Women (Mora 1998, 167). Taking advan-
tage of the Zapatismo ideology to give voice to the voiceless through self-
representation and the new space created by women joining the military 
arm of the EZLN, Zapatista women, in the words of Comandante Susana 
in an interview with a journalist, “decided that things would be better if 
there was a Law of Women . . . The women, my compañeras, saw there 
isn’t any respect, that is why we wrote the law, so that there would be 
respect” (as quoted in Mora 1998, 167). The laws were the result of an 
effective diplomatic strategy of a long period of grass roots community 
consultation and consensus building within and across Mayan commu-
nities (Hernández Castillo 2002). This consensus building was achieved 
through the affirmation that Indigenous women cannot, and should not, 
separate their lives as women and as Indigenous peoples.

The Ten Revolutionary Laws reflect the intersections of these identi-
ties by insisting, for example, that Indigenous women have the right to 
choose the number of children they have and who to marry as well as the 
right to participate in the revolutionary struggle as soldiers and leaders. As 
Hernández Castillo (2002, 386) notes, these women “questioned their his-
torical exclusion from political spaces and [advanced] a platform advocat-
ing democracy from within the private, family space,” thereby articulating 
a position grounded in multilayered citizenship. Thus, Zapatista women 
issued a challenge to both government and Indigenous discourses by 
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pointing out their intersecting oppressions as Indigenous peoples within 
the state, and as women in their own communities, where cultural argu-
ments justifying gender inequality were prominent. Yet despite these cul-
tural arguments, the Revolutionary Laws were accepted unanimously by 
the EZLN, a testament to the power of Indigenous women’s strategic and 
diplomatic interventions. As Subcomandante Marcos, a spokesperson for 
the EZLN observed, it was a “revolution within a revolution” (as quoted in 
Pellarolo 2006).7

What is particularly noteworthy about the diplomatic success of the 
Zapatista women is that unlike many other revolutionary struggles in 
which women’s issues are put on the back burner until the revolution is 
successful, the EZLN, by adopting the Ten Revolutionary Laws, before the 
public uprising that would make them known to the rest of the world, 
put women’s rights at the forefront of their overall revolutionary objec-
tives (Mora 1998, 175). Thus, the Ten Revolutionary Laws were incorpo-
rated and read, as follows, on the radio and published online as part of 
the EZLN’s first proclamation on January 1, 1994:

In its just fight for the liberation of our people, the EZLN includes 
women in the revolutionary struggle without regard to race, creed, 
colour or political affiliation. The only prerequisite is that they make 
the demands of the exploited their own and that they abide and enforce 
the laws and regulations of the revolution. In addition, and taking into 
account working women’s situation in Mexico, their just demands for 
equality and justice are included in the following Revolutionary Law for 
Women:

Article One: Women have the right to participate in the revolutionary 
struggle, wherever and to the degree that their own conscience and abili-
ties dictate, without regard to race, creed, colour or political affiliation.

Article Two: Women have the right to work and receive a fair wage.
Article Three: Women have the right to decide the number of children 

they can have and care for.
Article Four: Women have the right to participate in community affairs 

and hold posts if they are freely and democratically elected.
Article Five: Women and their children have the right to basic health 

care and decent food.
Article Six: Women have the right to education.
Article Seven: Women have the right to choose their partners and not 

be forced to marry.
Article Eight: No woman may be struck or physically mistreated by 

either family members or strangers. The crimes of attempted rape and 
rape shall be severely punished.
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Article Nine: Women may hold leadership posts in the organization 
and military rank in the revolutionary armed forces.

Article Ten: Women will enjoy all rights and obligations established 
in revolutionary laws and regulations. (Reprinted in Millán 1998, 74–75)

Although the Revolutionary Laws were also incorporated in the first 
round of accords (San Andrés) that both the government and the Zap-
atista leadership signed (thus setting the stage for representation at the 
global level), at the time of the initial uprising, most news media out-
lets failed to even acknowledge the Revolutionary Women’s Laws and 
their significance (Millán 1998). In addition, the press did not consider 
Zapatista women to be the diplomats or spokespeople of the EZLN, 
despite the fact that the first EZLN insurgency on January 1, 2004, was 
commanded by a woman, Major Ana Maria, whose name we only learn 
fifty days after the fact when she is asked by female journalists (Marcos 
2001). In his reflections on the event, Subcomandante Marcos recalls 
that after the first insurgence, reporters asked him his name but not 
Ana Maria’s even though she was standing right next to him, rendering 
her invisible (Marcos 2001).

Even though Subcomandante Marcos, with his ability to speak flu-
ent Spanish, has often been the public voice of the EZLN, it is also 
important to note that often it has been Indigenous women higher up 
in the EZLN leadership who have been the diplomatic representatives 
of the EZLN. For example, Comandante Ramona, who also led a com-
mand in the initial uprising, was the EZLN’s delegate for the first round 
of peace talks with the Mexican government in 1994, and continued 
to be a highly visible leader of the EZLN until her untimely death in 
2006. In 2001, Comandante Esther was the first Indigenous woman to 
ever address the Mexican Congress. In her speech urging the Congress 
to adopt the Commission of Concordance and Peace (COCOPA) law 
that would include Indigenous rights in the Mexican constitution she 
highlighted the importance of her diplomatic presence: “And it is also a 
symbol that it is I, a poor indigenous Zapatista woman, who would be 
having the 1st word, and that the main message of word as Zapatistas 
would be mine” (Esther 2006, 17). Two years later, a speech written by 
Comandante Esther was read out loud at the World Trade Organiza-
tion’s convention in Cancun.

Zapatista women’s diplomacies have taken place in all levels of the 
EZLN—from the highest leadership level of the Clandestine Indigenous 
Revolutionary Committee (CCRI) to the women only militias to the sup-
port bases. Although exact figures are unknown, it is thought that women 
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now comprise 40 percent of the military arm of the EZLN, up from 30 
percent a decade ago (Nash 2001, 180). There are many other examples 
of their diplomatic engagements which include rejecting government 
funding for their collectives (Swords 2007), participating in marches and 
protests, preventing troops from entering their villages, and taking over a 
university radio station in Oaxaca for three months to air their demands 
(Hernández Castillo 2008).

Although Zapatista women’s diplomacies are notable in that they 
have served as an inspiration for Indigenous women around the world 
and have influenced many Indigenous women’s participation in treaty 
processes in the state, regional, and global arenas, it is also important 
not to romanticize the position of Zapatista women as their struggles 
for self-determination are ongoing. Zapatista women’s diplomatic suc-
cesses have ironically made them more empowered in some ways and 
more vulnerable in others (Bogado 2006; Hernández Castillo 2008; 
Millán 2006; Mora 1998; Nash 2001; Olivera 2005). For example, Zap-
atista women continue to struggle to fully implement the Revolutionary 
Laws for Women within their communities, where domestic violence is 
still a widespread problem. As Millán (2006, 80–81) explains, “Family 
structure works as a contradictory core: it is simultaneously a unit of 
solidarity and resistance, which implements cooperative strategies for 
survival and reproduction, and a power structure, which establishes the 
internal relations and the women’s place within them, where inequality 
is marked by gender and generation.”

In an act of intimate citizenship, as Zapatista women are negotiating 
gender roles in the private sphere, they are simultaneously negotiating 
their public ones as well. Their roles in the private sphere profoundly 
affect their diplomatic opportunities and abilities in the public sphere. 
Hernández Castillo (2008, 153) cautions that, “for the most conserva-
tive sectors of mestizo and indigenous society, the presence of organized 
women in a community is virtually synonymous with political radical-
ism.” This creates an ironic and untenable counter-loop between their 
communities and the Mexican state. For example, their increased vis-
ibility at all levels in the EZLN has also marked them as central political 
targets of the counter-insurgency. The state violence against Zapatista 
and other Indigenous women has taken the particular form of sexualized 
violence as well as the criminalization of their organizations in order to 
imprison leaders. In both of these cases, Zapatista women’s bodies are 
gendered and indigenized by playing on internalized sexism in their 
communities as a source of reverse-leverage by the counterinsurgency. 
Yet, at the same time, as delineated in the Women’s Revolutionary Laws 
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as well as their participation in barricades, Zapatista women have used 
their own bodies as diplomatic leverage. In this way, we can see that their 
experiences are profoundly different than men’s, even as they serve as 
envoys for the EZLN as a whole.

As Speed (2006, 219) notes, Zapatista women have rejected the indi-
vidual-collective rights binary and have articulated “a conjunction of 
the individual and collective as central to their struggles” as well as their 
diplomatic engagements. For Zapatista women, individual rights can-
not be conceptualized and pursued outside of the community context. 
Perhaps the most symbolic diplomatic act of this precept is the masks 
that they wear, which simultaneously render them (in)visible as they 
speak publicly about their struggles as Indigenous women. Coupled 
with the Women’s Revolutionary Laws, which are perceived as an ongo-
ing diplomatic process, the EZLN is a significant example of Indigenous 
women’s intersectional identities at work. It illustrates both violence and 
discrimination perpetrated by the state as the result of colonization and 
ongoing colonial processes, as well as violence in their communities. It 
acknowledges that violence against Indigenous women has taken a spe-
cific form and shape (especially domestic violence and sexual abuse) that 
is not equally applicable or the same as the violence that Indigenous men 
have experienced in the colonial process. Rather, it names the profoundly 
gendered private sphere of family and community violence as well, and 
holds Indigenous communities accountable for their actions. It is also 
an illustration of the complexities of multilayered citizenship in that it 
intersects the private and public spheres with community, state, and sys-
temic practices.

Behind the Barricades: The Rotinoshon’non:we 
(Six Nations Confederacy) Clan Mothers

As suggested throughout this chapter, Indigenous women occupy mul-
tiple sites of citizenship and intersecting identities that frame their 
ongoing diplomatic engagements at all levels of governance. Indigenous 
women on Turtle Island and around the world currently engage in dip-
lomatic strategies that demonstrate the complexity of their political and 
cultural relationships, emphasizing the need for spiritual and cultural 
renewal. We acknowledge that there are vast differences among Indig-
enous nations in Canada and we do not assume homogeneity of cultural 
practices, experiences, or worldviews. However, there are two issues that 
link all Indigenous communities: violence and land rights. These two 
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issues have been at the forefront of many Indigenous women’s move-
ments and organizations in Canada,8 and they are concretely linked to 
the diplomatic activities of the Canadian state, international organiza-
tions, and international treaties.

A recent example of Indigenous women’s diplomacies illustrates the 
resurgence of Indigenous women’s leadership in Six Nations Confederacy—
another revolution within a revolution—and demonstrates the complex 
linkages between internal and external community relations. On Febru-
ary 28, 2006, Rotinoshon’non:we (Six Nations Confederacy) clan moth-
ers and warriors reclaimed forty hectares of their traditional territory 
in Ontario, Canada. The disputed Haldimand Tract, which includes six 
miles of territory on each side of the Grand River, had been granted to 
Six Nations peoples by the British Crown (subsequently Government of 
Canada) in 1784 and Six Nations’ title to this territory had never been 
relinquished. In order to prevent a housing developer, Henco Indus-
tries Ltd., from constructing a new subdivision on their homelands, Six 
Nations clan mothers and warriors reoccupied their traditional territory 
along the Grand River.

The roots of the Haudenosaunee reoccupation began in October 2005 
when Six Nations’ spokeswoman for the hereditary chiefs, Janie Jamie-
son, organized a potluck in order to commemorate the 221st anniversary 
of the Six Nations’ Haldimand Tract (Walkom 2006). As part of the com-
memoration, Jamieson held a two-day protest at the site of the proposed 
subdivision, along with the potluck supper, and the event was widely 
attended by community members. The potluck supper was an interest-
ing diplomatic strategy to pursue within the community, since cooking 
is often regarded as a domestic activity and the responsibility primar-
ily of women. Thus, an activity typically thought of as belonging to the 
private sphere helped shape the public sphere diplomatic response. After 
publicizing the illegality of the proposed subdivision for several months, 
Jamieson and her allies received permission from the hereditary chiefs to 
occupy the site indefinitely and they reoccupied the territory on Febru-
ary 28, 2006 (Walkom 2006).

From the very beginning of the struggle, Rotinoshon’non:we clan 
mothers established themselves as the legitimate representatives of 
the Six Nations peoples and the true title holders of their homelands 
because, as Janie Jamieson explains, “In our teachings, all forms of life 
come from the women. All responsibilities towards life come from 
the women” (Edwards 2006). After pointing out that the elected Six 
Nations Council of Grand River, set up under Canada’s 1876 Indian 
Act, did not represent the Rotinoshon’non:we people, the clan mothers, 
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along with hereditary chiefs, took the leadership role as the legitimate 
protectors and representatives of Six Nations territory people by meet-
ing directly with federal negotiators. In fact, on March 27, 2006, the 
clan mothers and hereditary chiefs sent the federal negotiator back to 
Ottawa and demanded that an appropriate Canadian authority (i.e., 
Attorney-General or Governor-General) be sent to Caledonia in order 
to engage in authentic diplomatic negotiations.

Behind the barricades, clan mothers also exerted their authority with 
warriors by lining up in front of them at heated moments in the stand-
off in order to quell action against Ontario Provincial Police (OPP) 
forces until it was deemed necessary. For example, on March 28, 2006, 
more than a hundred Indigenous women, including clan mothers, using 
their bodies as a source of diplomacy, locked their arms in a human chain 
to prevent police officers from crossing the barricade. As one young Six 
Nations’ warrior relates in his observations during the occupation, “I saw 
clan mothers there [at the barricade] every night. I never saw one Chief 
there, not once in the entire blockade, I never saw a Chief. But there were 
clan mothers there sitting with the people, talking with us and support-
ing us any way they could” (Alfred 2006a, 24).

Utilizing all diplomatic avenues available to them, Rotinoshon’non:we 
clan mothers, as “Title Holders” of the land, also issued an “Objection 
to Invasion of Kaianereh’ko:wa territory by the Foreign Governments of 
Canada and Ontario” on March 20, 2006. Citing the illegality of Cana-
dian and Ontario governments’ invasion of their traditional territory 
in Caledonia, clan mothers invoked UN General Assembly resolution 
1541, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966), 
Canada’s Constitution Act of 1982, as well as the traditional laws of 
Rotinoshon’non:we, including Two Row Wampum and Wampum 44 
(Rotinoshon’non:we Clan Mothers 2006). The clan mothers also asserted 
that the only legitimate forum to discuss the illegal encroachment onto 
Haudenosaunee territory was “the traditional Rotinshon’non:we pro-
cess as set out in the Kaianereh’ko:wa [and that] Canada and Ontario 
have no authority to make political decisions on behalf of our People” 
(Rotinoshon’non:we Clan Mothers 2006).

The clan mothers’ declaration was presented to the UN Permanent 
Forum on Indigenous Issues in May 2006, as well as to the UN Com-
mittee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights in Geneva. In response 
to the clan mothers’ oral intervention at the UN Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Issues, the attending Canadian delegates abruptly left the 
room. However, United Nations officials responded quickly to the clan 
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mothers’ declaration. On May 22, 2006, Rodolfo Stavenhagen, the UN 
Special Rapporteur on Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms of 
Indigenous Peoples, and Pablo Espiniella, a Human Rights Officer, vis-
ited Kanehsatake and Kahnawake communities to document the struggle 
to retake their original Kaianereh’ko:wa territory. As of this writing, the 
blockade continues and all forms of Haudenosaunee diplomacy have 
been utilized at the local and global levels.

The ongoing leadership and diplomatic strategies of the Rotinoshon’-
non:we clan mothers demonstrates the complexities of internal and external 
diplomacies that Indigenous women continue to pursue in order to reestab-
lish their traditional roles as community leaders, both spiritually and politi-
cally. Their engagement with multilayered strategies means that diplomatic 
relations pursued at one level of governance can influence and condition 
other levels of governance. This, in turn, has put external pressure on the 
Canadian government. Their fight against neoimperialism in their commu-
nities is conditioned by their location as part of a wider Indigenous struggle 
against the Canadian state, which is connected to the global Indigenous 
rights movement as well as women’s rights movements more generally. The 
Rotinoshon’non:we clan mothers, like the Zapatista women, fighting against 
violence in their communities are operating on multiple and intersecting 
layers of identity and citizenship, thereby simultaneously acting as diplomats 
on the global level.

Conclusion

As indicated in our opening paragraph, Indigenous women historically 
have had an important role to play in Indigenous diplomatic activi-
ties. However, due to colonization and ongoing neoimperial practices, 
Indigenous women have often been marginalized and invisiblized. In 
response to these developments, Indigenous women have challenged the 
traditional diplomatic structures and activities in their communities, 
host states, and at the international levels in ways consistent with their 
understandings of their responsibilities as Indigenous women. They have 
sought and continue to seek self-determination for themselves as women 
and as Indigenous peoples.

This analysis has sought to complicate the study of Indigenous diplo-
macies by using an intersectional framework that highlights the inter-
secting identities of Indigenous women. Indigenous women use these 
intersecting identities and multilayered citizenship as the basis of their 
diplomatic activities, and such an analysis is important in understanding 
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the wider Indigenous rights movement. Indigenous women have engaged 
in a politics of intersectionality that allows them to represent themselves 
on their own terms by invoking both the global Indigenous and women’s 
human rights discourses to further their aims in ways that ostensibly ben-
efit the collective whole. This analysis reveals that, for Indigenous women, 
there can be no true Indigenous self-determination as long as internal-
ized sexism exists in their communities.9 Indigenous women’s intersec-
tional positioning mirrors what Yuval-Davis (1999, 131) calls “transversal 
citizenship politics” in which it is possible to pursue equality across dif-
ference by breaking down perceived homogeneity of specific identity 
groups in diplomatic spaces, such as Indigenous peoples and women. 
Furthermore, transversal citizenship politics also recognizes that there is 
much “unfinished knowledge” in these processes (Hill-Collins 1990, 236, 
as quoted in Yuval-Davis 1999, 131). The idea of unfinished knowledge 
allows for the construction of Indigenous women’s diplomacies as an (re)
evolutionary process, as seen in the diplomatic actions of both the Zap-
atista and The Rotinoshon’non:we clan mothers. In short, a revolution 
within a revolution.

Notes

 1. Respectively as CEDAW 1979 and the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples 2007.

 2. See, for example, the Asian Indigenous Women’s Network, http://www
.asianindigenouswomen.org/; the Indigenous women’s biodiversity net-
work, http://www.nciv.net/spaans/iwbn/IWBN.htm; and the Continental 
Network of Indigenous Women, http://enlacemujeresindigenas.org/ing/.

 3. Nor may they explicitly subscribe to feminism, which is often perceived as a 
Western construct. See Tohe (2000) for a thoughtful discussion of this issue.

 4. See, for example, the essays in IWGIA (2004); Zea (1999); Vinding (1998).
 5. For more historical details on these diplomatic missions, see Deloria and 

DeMallie (1999), Williams (1997), and Viola (1995).
 6. The authors recognize that this statement is an overgeneralization, which 

masks the vast differences between Indigenous nations, but due to space 
limitations cannot delve further into this important point. Yet, many Indig-
enous and feminist postcolonial scholars have also made this point, suggest-
ing that the general idea is applicable to many nations. For more, see Smith 
(2005) and Loomba (1998).
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 7. For a recent interview with Subcomandante Marcos in which he further 
elaborates on the position of Indigenous women in the EZLN, see Bogado 
(2006).

 8. See, for example, Coulthard (2006) and Native Women’s Association of 
Canada (http://www.nwac-hq.org).

 9. Conversely, there can be no true gender equality for Indigenous women 
unless the women’s rights movement takes seriously their struggle for Indig-
enous self-determination. See Parisi and Corntassel (2007) for more on this 
important point.
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Achievements of Indigenous 
Self-Determination

The Case of Sami Parliaments 
in Finland and Norway

Rauna Kuokkanen

The postwar period engendered a dramatic period of change and 
adjustment for Indigenous communities. This is no less true for 

the Sami, an Indigenous people whose traditional territories have been 
divided between the four nation-states of Norway, Sweden, Finland, and 
Russia. Despite this fragmentation (and Russia notwithstanding), Sami 
in the Nordic countries have achieved an extremely high level of politi-
cal organization. They have also been very active in global diplomacies 
at the same time as they interact with and between the Nordic coun-
tries in a manner self-consciously understood and explicitly articulated 
as diplomacy. The Sami Council, a representative body with NGO sta-
tus at the United Nations Economic and Social Council, was established 
only a decade after the cessation of hostilities of World War II. However, 
as this chapter will show, official recognition and other forms of “suc-
cess” in hegemonic or “mainstream” diplomatic arenas may turn out to 
be quite hollow when diplomacy rests ultimately on mainstream rather 
than Indigenous ideational foundations.

Following schismatic events surrounding the Alta Dam affair1 in 
Norway in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the Nordic countries moved 
to recognize Sami rights (albeit at different speeds) with an emphasis 
on culture and language rights. Deeply influenced by the political sys-
tems and consensus models of the Nordic countries, Sami political and 
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organizational activism has resulted in representative Parliaments in 
each of the countries in which they reside, except for Russia. Norway, 
the country where the Sami are most numerous, is arguably where the 
most significant gains have been made, as signified by the recently passed 
(2005) Finnmark Act. A comanagement agreement governing the north-
ernmost county of Norway, the Finnmark Act ensures a measure of Sami 
representation and input into major decisions affecting the use of land 
and resources in the Finnmark County.

However, a closer examination of legislation shows that Sami, while 
ably represented by their own political assemblies, may have failed to 
realize the full potential of the political, financial, and social resources at 
their disposal. Are Sami land rights a reality or a distant dream while the 
Sami Parliaments struggle with issues that are more local or even internal 
in character? With renewed interest in the resources of the Arctic by the 
nation-states, Sami political organizations are faced with an explosion 
of development in their traditional territories. Will the Sami and their 
representative bodies have a real say in the natural resource deals and 
negotiations, or will their much vaunted success at playing the Nordic 
system prove to be an empty prize?

This chapter examines the achievements of Sami self-determination 
with a critical lens. Focusing particularly on Finland and Norway, the 
chapter asks whether the Sami, with their unrivaled level of political 
access and financial resources that most other Indigenous peoples could 
only envy, have fallen short in their quest for self-determination.

Sami Political Organization

The Sami are the Indigenous people of Sápmi (Samiland), a territory 
that today spans central Norway and Sweden through northern Finland 
to the Kola Peninsula of Russia. A rough estimate of the Sami population 
is between 75,000 to 100,000, with 45,000 in Norway. Historically, Sami 
society was organized locally by the extended-family system called the 
siida. Each siida had its own tribunal to look after such matters as hunt-
ing and fishing disputes and disputes about a certain territory between 
two siidas. The siida system was the early model for Sami self-determi-
nation which was, however, completely ignored and gradually erased by 
the colonizing states. From the 1800s onward, harsh assimilatory poli-
cies toward the Sami were implemented in the Nordic countries. This 
was done mainly in the name of education and social welfare. According 
to the governments, the need for education and social welfare could be 
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fulfilled only through learning the majority language of the country. In 
Norway, for instance, teachers were paid a bonus if they succeeded in 
teaching Norwegian to Sami. In 1902, a law was passed by which land 
could only be owned by a citizen who both knew and used Norwegian.

A cooperative body of Sami organizations, the Nordic Sami Council 
was established in 1956 as a result of increased pan-Sami collaboration 
after World War II. Its original mandate was to advance Sami coopera-
tion and promote the economic and cultural interests of the Sami people. 
The Council’s work is delineated by the Sami Conference held every four 
years and attended by the member organizations. Soon after the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, the Russian Sami officially joined the organization 
and the name was changed to the Sami Council in 1992. Prior to the 
establishment of the elected Sami Parliaments, the Sami Council’s focus 
was on internal Sami issues such as education, language, traditional live-
lihoods, women’s issues, health and social issues, and cultural heritage. 
It also allocates funding for cultural and other projects and grants the 
Sami Council Literary Prize every year (Sami Council 2007). Besides 
this, however, the Council has had a growing role in inter-national diplo-
macies over the last few decades. The Sami Conference was one of the 
cofounders of the World Council of Indigenous Peoples in 1976 in Port 
Alberni, British Columbia. Since the 1980s, Sami attentions have increas-
ingly focused on international Indigenous issues. For example, the Sami 
have been involved in the work of the United Nations’ Working Group 
on Indigenous Populations since its establishment in 1982. The Council 
has had consultative status at the United Nations Economic and Social 
Council dating to 1989. The Sami Council is also one of the Permanent 
Participants of the Arctic Council, a cooperation forum of eight Arctic 
states, six Arctic Indigenous organizations (called Permanent Partici-
pants), and other interest groups.

Like other social justice movements throughout the world in the late 
1960s and 1970s, the second wave of the Sami movement (the first took 
place at the start of the twentieth century) demanded particularly an 
improved recognition of Sami culture and the Sami languages (of which 
the North Sami is, by far, most widely spoken). In 1992, Sami Language 
Acts in both Norway and Finland gave the Sami the right to use their 
mother tongue when dealing with the government agencies and state 
authorities. There are, however, serious shortcomings in implementing 
these laws. A recent study on the Sami Language Act in Finland revealed 
that, despite amendments in the law, many authorities and state bodies 
either ignore or are unaware of their legal obligations with regard to the 
Sami language (Haapala 2007). In Sweden, the Sami language has only a 
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minority language status together with other minority and immigrant 
languages spoken in Sweden. In Russia, there are no special laws protect-
ing Sami languages.

The Sami movement also led to the establishment of Sami Parlia-
ments, first in Finland in 1973, then in Norway in 1989, and in Sweden 
in 1993. The Sami in Russia do not yet have their own parliament but 
the matter has been debated for many years. The Sami Parliaments are 
elected bodies representing the Sami in their respective countries and 
have an advisory status on Sami-related affairs, though limited political 
and decision-making authority. They differ slightly from one another in 
terms of their mandates and functions, but their advisory role is such 
that they are in a constant state of diplomatic interaction with the gov-
ernments in their countries.

The Finnish Sami Parliament started in 1973 as an experiment pro-
posed by an ad hoc Committee on Sami affairs and the first elections 
were not held until 1975. Its role was largely limited to issuing statements 
related to Sami affairs in Finland. It also had the right to raise questions 
that it deemed important to be discussed in the national Parliament. 
In 1995, the Finnish Parliament passed an Act on the Sami Parliament 
that strengthened the previously weaker position of the elected body. In 
addition to its existing tasks of attending to Sami cultural and language-
related affairs, issuing statements, and making initiatives, the new act 
“obligates the authorities to negotiate with the Sami Parliament in all 
far-reaching and important measures which may directly and in a spe-
cific way affect the states of the Sami as an indigenous people” (Myntti 
1997, 124). At the same time, the Finnish Parliament revised the Consti-
tution to include the recognition of the Sami as an Indigenous people in 
Finland and guarantee their right to “cultural autonomy” according to 
which the Sami, in their geographically defined Sami region,2 have self-
determination on affairs related to culture and language. This “cultural 
autonomy” is administered and implemented by the Sami Parliament.

Founded in 1989, the Norwegian Sami Parliament is a result of the 
work of the Sami Rights Commission appointed after the Alta Dam con-
flict in 1980 to consider and to make recommendations about the legal 
situation of the Sami in Norway, especially related to the question of land 
and natural resource rights. Its first set of recommendations led to the 
approval of the Sami Act in 1987 and a constitutional amendment to 
include Sami rights in 1988. The Constitution’s article 110a states that, 
“It is the obligation of the State authorities to create the conditions nec-
essary for the Sami to protect and develop their language, their culture 
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and their society” (quoted in Henriksen 1999, 37). The Sami Act man-
dated the establishment of the Sami Parliament and its areas of activity 
include, according to the Act’s article 2.1, “all questions that the Parlia-
ment considers to relate to the Sami.” Moreover, “the Sami Parliament 
has the authority to make decisions when this follows from other provi-
sions in the law or is decided in another way” (quoted in Henriksen 1999, 
39). Like its counterpart in Finland, the Norwegian Sami Parliament can 
also raise questions and issue statements related to Sami affairs. Despite 
the wording of the Act, the political authority of the Sami Parliament in 
Norway is also limited to an advisory role except in some administrative 
areas such as allocation of funds to Sami organizations and projects.

The Sami Parliament in Sweden was established in 1993. The Alta River 
conflict triggered growing pressure to address the question of Sami rights 
in Sweden as well. In 1981, the Sami in Sweden requested a comprehensive 
evaluation of their situation and urged the government to start working 
on a Sami Act. A commission was established to this end and its findings 
were published in three parts between 1986 and 1990. As a result, a Sami 
Act was passed at the end of 1992. The Act delineates the establishment of 
the Sami Parliament with the primary task of promoting “a living Sami 
culture.” Unlike Norway and Finland, Sweden did not approve constitu-
tional amendments to protect the Sami as an Indigenous people as recom-
mended by the Sami Rights Commission. Rather, it was argued that the 
Swedish Constitution already adequately protects the Sami alongside the 
country’s ethnic, linguistic, and religious minorities (Henriksen 1999).

Unlike the Sami Acts in Finland and Norway, the Sami Act of Sweden 
carefully defines the formal mandate of the Swedish Sami Parliament. 
Moreover, the Act specifies the Sami Parliament as a state authority not to 
be considered a self-determining body. The main functions of the Swed-
ish Sami Parliament include the administration of funding for cultural 
projects and language-related initiatives, dissemination of Sami-related 
information, and ensuring that Sami needs and interests are taken into 
consideration in local and regional planning. Further, the Swedish Sami 
Parliament is in charge of Sami-related EU programs such as the pro-
grams on Sami development and on Sami communities. Together with 
its counterparts in Finland and Norway, it has also participated in the 
European Union cross-border community initiative called Interreg II 
(Henriksen 1999).

In 1986, the Sami Conference, the highest body of the Sami Coun-
cil, formulated and accepted the Sami Political Program that states the 
following:
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1. We, the Sami, are one people and state borders shall not divide us.
2. We have our own history, traditions, culture and language. From our 

ancestors, we have inherited the right to the land, water and liveli-
hoods (Sami Council 1986).

In reality, the nation-state borders have divided the Sami people for 
centuries (the first border was drawn in 1751 between the present-day 
Norway and Finland). In general, however, the state boundaries were 
not explicitly felt until World War II and its aftermath, when the Nor-
dic countries fell under different camps of the Cold War.3 After the war, 
Sami were also required to settle down more permanently on either side 
of the river, although many families had land on each side. New laws 
were passed to regulate land ownership. According to the Norwegian law, 
“Finnish citizens” (i.e., the Sami who happened to live on the Finnish 
side of the river when the border was drawn in 1751) were no longer 
allowed to own land on the Norwegian side.

In 1995, Sweden and Finland joined the European Union while Nor-
way, following its referendum, decided to stay outside. This has had the 
effect of increasing the lived realities of borders dividing the Sami peo-
ple. The Sami in Finland and Sweden were successful in negotiating a 
separate agreement in the European Union, the Protocol No. 3 on the 
Sami People, which recognizes the Sami and their rights as an Indigenous 
people in Europe. The protocol acknowledges the obligations Finland, 
Norway, and Sweden have toward the Sami according to national and 
international law to protect and develop Sami language, culture, society, 
and livelihoods, especially reindeer herding (Henriksen 1999).

To counter the divisive nature of state borders, and thus different 
national policies and legislation, the Sami have been working toward a 
joint Sami policy and improved cooperation and collaboration in the 
four countries in which they live today. The Nordic countries, which have 
a long tradition of Nordic cooperation, have already created bodies such 
as the Nordic Cooperative Body for Sami Issues and Reindeer Herding, 
established in 1964, to address questions related to livelihoods, language, 
culture, and education (Henriksen 1999). In 1995, the Nordic Council of 
Ministers agreed to set up a working group to draft a Nordic Sami Con-
vention with the objective of strengthening the Sami rights to language, 
culture, and livelihoods. Established in 2002, the working group submit-
ted its proposal in 2005 to the Nordic ministers in charge of Sami affairs 
and the presidents of the three Sami Parliaments for their approval. 
Negotiations on ratifying the Convention were subsequently delayed due 
to a lack of action on the part of the Finnish government to debate the 
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text in the Parliament (Eira 2007). Finland has also had difficulties in 
accepting some of the articles in the draft Convention, such as Article 3 
on the right to Sami self-determination, Article 4 on Sami land rights, 
and Article 42 on reindeer herding as a Sami livelihood (Josefsen 2007b).

The collaboration between the three Sami Parliaments has been 
formalized by the establishment of the Sami Parliamentary Council in 
2000. With limited funding and no secretariat, the work of the Sami 
Parliamentary Council has been, thus far, largely limited to occasional 
joint meetings of the Parliaments and networking among the presi-
dents of the Sami Parliaments. The Sami in Russia attend the work of 
the Parliamentary Council as observers.

The Status of Sami Self-Determination

Henriksen (2004) outlines four main ways of organizing contempo-
rary Indigenous autonomy and self-government in various parts of 
the globe. These include autonomy through contemporary Indigenous 
political institutions; autonomy based on the concept of an Indigenous 
territory; regional autonomy within the state; and Indigenous overseas 
autonomy. The Sami Parliaments in Norway, Sweden, and Finland, 
along with the Torres Strait Islander Commission in Australia and the 
Waitangi Tribunal in Aotearoa/New Zealand are examples of Indige-
nous self-government models constructed and practiced by means of 
contemporary institutions.

It is important to bear in mind that self-determination is a much 
broader concept than self-government. Self-determination ultimately 
refers to the right and ability to determine and make decisions in all 
spheres and aspects of life as articulated, for example, in the Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Existing Indigenous self-govern-
ment agreements and structures are generally limited in their political 
and economic capacity and only allow for self-administration of certain 
programs. Below, I consider more closely the implementation and mate-
rialization of Sami self-determination in Finland and Norway.

Finland

In Finland, Sami self-determination is framed in terms of “cultural auton-
omy.” The Act on the Sami Parliament was passed amidst intense oppo-
sition by the non-Sami population of Northern Finland who feared that 
Sami cultural autonomy would lead to economic benefits for the Sami 
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and the recognition of Sami land rights. To dispel these concerns, it was 
emphasized at parliamentary hearings that cultural autonomy and Sami 
economic rights related to the land are two different issues and that the 
former does not anticipate solutions with regard to the latter. However, it 
has been argued that, as with other Indigenous peoples worldwide, Sami 
culture and land rights cannot be separated from one another. The Act 
on the Sami Parliament articulates the Sami participatory rights in rela-
tion to land use in the Sami area. For example Article 9 obligates the 
state representatives to negotiate with the Sami Parliament about “all far-
reaching and significant measures” that can affect the status of the Sami 
as an Indigenous people.

What is more, in international agreements such as the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO) Convention No. 169 on Indigenous and tribal 
peoples and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
culture is defined in a broad sense that includes economic and material 
dimensions. For example, the preamble of the UN Declaration recog-
nizes the importance of control over Indigenous peoples’ lands and ter-
ritories in maintaining and strengthening their cultures. Further, in the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights Article 27, widely 
employed by Indigenous peoples, culture has been defined to comprise 
numerous forms, including specific ways of life closely connected to the 
land and resource use (Scheinin 2001). However, as Henriksen notes, 
“The current Finnish legislation does not acknowledge or grant any spe-
cial land rights to the Sami people in their own Homeland, neither does 
the legislation acknowledge any exclusive rights for the Sami people to 
pursue their traditional livelihoods. Most of the land areas (90%) within 
the demarcated Sami Homeland in Finland are regarded as state prop-
erty” (Henriksen 2004, 5). Although “cultural rights” may provide a basis 
for Indigenous peoples to defend and advance their collective rights (e.g., 
see Robbins and Stamatopoulou 2004), it can also be argued that separat-
ing Indigenous self-government from a land base transforms “the iden-
tity of Indigenous peoples from peoples to other minority groups that do 
not have a territorial/homeland attachment.” It also “denies Indigenous 
communal ownership” (Altamirano-Jimenez 2004, 354). This approach 
reflects the neoliberal agenda and construction of Indigenous rights that 
seek to reduce and redefine Indigenous rights to fit into a new model of 
market citizenship with a focus on economic development.

Despite the Sami cultural autonomy guaranteed by law, it cannot be 
argued that the Sami in Finland have self-determination in any meaning-
ful sense of the concept. While a historically varied and contested concept 
without a single norm (Lâm 2000), self-determination for Indigenous 
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peoples means the right to “freely determine their political status and 
freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development” (United 
Nations Human Rights Council 2006, Article 3). In Finland, the Sami 
Parliament is not in a position to make decisions about the economic, 
social, and cultural development of the Sami people nor has it been very 
successful in putting and maintaining pressure on the national govern-
ment to ensure, for example, the implementation of the obligation of the 
state to negotiate with the Sami Parliament in matters affecting the Sami.

There is no real intention or political will to solve the land rights ques-
tion and the Sami Parliament has largely failed to keep it on their own 
or the national agendas. There are a few Sami Parliament representatives 
who consider ensuring Sami linguistic and cultural rights (in a narrow 
sense) sufficient to Sami self-determination, thus leaving land rights 
aside altogether because it has been proven to be so contentious. For sev-
eral years, the Finnish government has indicated that it is interested in 
ratifying the ILO Convention No. 169 but before it is able to do so it will 
need to address the unresolved Sami land title and find a solution to it. 
However, the national government is interested only in finding the mini-
mum requirements for the ratification of the Convention, not genuinely 
recognizing Sami people’s right to their territories.4 This is despite recent 
and extensive legal historical research that incontestably demonstrates 
that the land currently designated as the state property has belonged to 
the Sami until as late as the early twentieth century (Korpijaakko 1993; 
Korpijaakko-Labba 2000).

Why have the Sami in Finland achieved so little in terms of self-deter-
mination although they were the first to gain their own elected represen-
tative body already over thirty years ago? One explanation can be found 
in its politically weak structure. The twenty-one Sami Parliament repre-
sentatives are elected on an individual basis (i.e., there are no lists, orga-
nizations, or parties involved). Each candidate stands on his or her own 
merit and also, if elected, only represents himself or herself. This means 
that the Parliament consists of twenty-one individuals who are not com-
mitted to joint political platforms or agendas. Individual candidates may 
have election platforms but nothing prevents them changing their posi-
tions on issues upon being elected. Without a group behind the represen-
tative, voters have limited possibilities to have their concerns translated 
onto the agenda. Plenary meetings often are little more than opportuni-
ties for the voicing of a cacophony of individual opinions. Perhaps more 
significantly, due to institution of individual representation, there is no 
organized opposition in Sami politics in Finland that would exert pres-
sure on the Parliament, especially in no performance situations.5 As Eva 
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Josefsen (2007b, 19) notes, “The establishment of [the] Saami Parlia-
ment [in 1973] led to Saami activists changing their focus from politi-
cal mobilization to cooperation with the State.” This has resulted in an 
almost absurd situation where the most significant achievement of the 
last period (2004–7) of the Finnish Sami Parliament is, in the words of 
long-time president Pekka Aikio, the decision by the national govern-
ment to build a Sami cultural center in Anár/Inari—an issue that domi-
nated the Sami Parliament agenda and discussions for several years (Yle 
sámeradio 2007).

Norway

Unlike in Finland, the Sami in Norway have had strong national organi-
zations since 1948, when the Norwegian Reindeer Sami Association was 
established. In 1968, the Norwegian Sami Association was established to 
represent all Sami whatever their means of livelihood. Today, there are 
other central Sami organizations but it is the Norwegian Sami Associa-
tion that has been most successful in promoting Sami rights, including 
land rights. Also unlike the situation in Finland, the representatives of 
the Norwegian Sami Parliament are elected from lists created by Sami 
national organizations, Norwegian political parties, and local coali-
tions (Josefsen 2007b). Until the elections in 2005, the Norwegian Sami 
Association held a majority in the Sami Parliament. In autumn 2007, 
the “minority government” formed by the Norwegian Sami Association 
resigned and, for the first time, the president and the executive council 
were members of a Norwegian political party, the Labour party. This cre-
ated a curious situation wherein the Labour party found itself in control 
of both the Sami Parliament and the Norwegian national government.

The Sami in Norway have, by far, achieved the most in terms of self-
determination. The Alta River Case in the 1970s and early 1980s forced 
Norway to reconsider its Sami policies. In Finland and Sweden, the Sami 
“have not been able to confront the national authorities in the same man-
ner” (Josefsen 2007b, 23). In Norway, however, the recognition of Sami 
land rights has not been met with the same fierce opposition and resis-
tance as in Finland. The Finnmark Act, passed in May 2005 and hailed as 
an example for other states and Indigenous peoples to follow (Min Áigi 
2005b; 2005a), recognizes Sami rights to the land and water. However, 
in its current form the Act only gives a right to limited comanagement.6 
Besides setting up a comanagement board, the Act stipulates an estab-
lishment of a commission to further examine the nature of Sami land 
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rights. In practice, the act does not mean much for ordinary Sami people 
in their interaction with the land and resources (Utsi 2005a).

Norway was the first country to ratify the ILO Convention No. 169 
concerning the rights of Indigenous peoples in 1989. With the passing 
of the Finnmark Act, the Norwegian government is also considered the 
first country in the world to integrate the Convention into its national 
jurisdiction. However, it can be argued that even in Norway the Sami are 
not meaningfully in control of their own affairs. While in recent years 
there have been positive developments in terms of recognizing Sami land 
rights in Norway, the Finnmark Act merely gives the Sami the right to 
internal and only partial self-governance in the form of comanagement. 
And, as James Tully (2000, 57) points out, giving Indigenous peoples “a 
form of proprietary right to a small portion of their territories under 
the domestic legal system” does not represent self-determination under 
international law. “As a result,” he continues, “they are precluded from 
appealing to international law as peoples to redress infringement of their 
rights under the guise of domestic legal system” (Tully 2000, 57). Thus, 
internal self-governance “is not a valid form of self-determination at all,” 
but rather, “a form of indirect colonial rule.” As Tully explains, “The prin-
ciple or right of self-determination is, on any plausible account of its own 
criteria, the right of a people to govern themselves by their own laws and 
exercise jurisdiction over their territories, either exclusively or shared. A 
people are said to govern themselves, and thus to be a free people, when 
the laws by which they are governed rest on their consent or the con-
sent of their representatives” (Tully 2000, 57). In spite of the consultation 
agreement between the national government and the Sami Parliament 
signed in 2005 (Josefsen 2007a), the Sami Parliament continues to have 
limited authority and decision-making power. Lately, it has also been 
somewhat hindered from within by internal politicking and disarray, 
including a change of leadership in the middle of term.

Symbolic Institutions without Influence?

Sami political and representative bodies such as the Sami Parliaments and 
the Sami Council are in many ways direct copies of their Nordic coun-
terparts. They have adopted mainstream political structures, practices, 
and procedures without careful examination of their appropriateness and 
without employing traditional Sami self-determination models, such as the 
siida system, as a foundation or set of guiding principles for contemporary 
Sami organization. As Australian political scientist Peter Jull (1995) points 
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out, the trusting approach to the mainstream Nordic governing structures 
is reflected in the establishment of the Sami Parliaments. Jull’s inquiries 
into process in the context of the Norwegian Sami Parliament “revealed 
little or no serious thought to structures, staffing, program management, 
etc. Those things were taken for granted. Capable Sami would simply slip 
into an elite Norwegian hierarchy” (Jull 1995, 132).

Instead of bringing a greater self-determination for the Sami in the 
form of increased control over our lives and future as a people, main-
stream practices and agendas contribute first and foremost to the 
increased personal power and high-level positions for a handful of indi-
viduals. It is important also to recognize the ways in which mainstream 
politics and practices reflect patriarchal bias and thus reproduce existing 
gender hierarchies and inequality. The three Sami Parliaments in Nor-
way, Sweden, and Finland have been male-dominated and, in the cases of 
Sweden and Finland, continue to be so (the percentage of women is 35 
percent and 43 percent, respectively). The Norwegian Sami Parliament 
has had special campaigns to recruit more women as candidates as well 
as to encourage women to vote in its elections. In the autumn 2005 elec-
tion, women formed, for the first time, the majority (51 percent) of the 
Norwegian Sami Parliament’s total of 39 elected representatives (before 
the 2005 elections, the percentage of women representatives was as low 
as 12 percent). There is, however, a need to look beyond numbers and 
percentages. Although significant, the achievement of gender parity in 
the Sami Parliament does not automatically guarantee political practices 
or procedures that revoke or even challenge patriarchal structures, pri-
orities, and political processes.

In contemporary Sami and other local organizations and political 
processes, they manifest, for example, through practices of trivializing 
and discrimination against women. Most often, these practices are very 
subtle and difficult to expose as discrimination but, as feminist scholars 
(see, for example, Enloe 2004, 5; Plumwood 1993) have pointed out, they 
nevertheless function as powerful mechanisms of control. Sami women 
politicians’ perspectives and attempts to participate in a political debate 
is particularly trivialized when the topic under discussion is something 
traditionally considered as belonging to the “male sphere”—for instance, 
all-terrain vehicle permits, reindeer herding policy, and natural resource 
management. Aili Keskitalo, the first woman president (whose term 
came to an early and unexpected end in autumn 2007), challenged the 
practice of trivializing women’s perspectives on such issues on several 
occasions (Utsi 2005b). She was the first high-ranking Sami politician 
to point to the reality of male mechanisms of control operating in Sami 
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politics—such as having her views discounted by her male colleagues 
who considered her lacking in competence—as well as witnessing the 
undermining of other Sami women politicians who have been told that 
“they don’t know what they are talking about” (Aslaksen 2007).

The Nordic countries are considered world leaders in terms of social 
welfare, well-being, and equality of all of their citizens. Importantly, these 
countries also choose to promote and present themselves in that very way 
in international contexts. In keeping with this, they also cultivate an image 
of themselves as governments friendly to Indigenous peoples at the UN 
and in other fora where Indigenous rights are debated. They all voted for 
the adoption of the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in 
September 2007 at the UN General Assembly. In the midst of this appar-
ently favorable environment, the Sami also enjoy relatively good access 
to national authorities and politicians with long-standing cooperation 
(rather than mobilization) (Josefsen 2007b). Why, then, have the Sami 
not achieved a stronger position to implement their self-determination?

In his comparative study, Jull (1995) notes that, unlike countries 
such as Canada, New Zealand, and the United States, there is no visible 
Indigenous opposition in the Nordic countries in politics, the media, the 
academy, or other public arenas calling attention to Sami issues and criti-
cizing the governments. There is a noticeable lack of political and public 
debate of the sort that is required to change public perceptions—as Jull 
points out, there is no change in policy without changing public percep-
tions. The Sami have also failed, by and large, to use media, courts, and 
other avenues to demand attention to Sami issues and to place and main-
tain political pressure on governments. Jull concludes that, although the 
postwar Sami movement developed somewhat earlier than Native move-
ments in Canada and although the Sami appear among “the best edu-
cated, the most work-skilled, and the greatest participants in mainstream 
politics” of all Indigenous peoples in the world, the Sami seem “to have 
achieved less of what Canada’s indigenous peoples regard as the main 
indigenous political agenda” (Jull 1995, 131).

The Sami leadership has chosen a different strategy, that of diplo-
macy and collaboration. Sami politicians have traded off their political 
agendas “for some official recognition and high-profile positions” and 
have “chosen to cooperate quietly” (Jull 1995, 138). As a result, Sami 
political discourse can be characterized as conservative; radicalism is 
commonly considered negative and “troublemakers” are made unwel-
come if not ostracized altogether in and by public and political Sami 
discourses. During my own involvement in the work of the Sami Coun-
cil in the late 1990s, I was told that the Sami approach is decidedly 
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different from the militant, radical, and adversarial ways of Indigenous 
peoples in North America. According to what I was told, the Sami 
approach, that of diplomacy, was much better because it has brought 
the Sami respect in various circles and led to leadership positions in 
international circles. This is a kind of conservatism that is commonly 
framed as a “common-sense approach” and validated by arguments 
according to which it is not a Sami tradition to “rock the boat.” Instead, 
the central Sami strategies have always been adaptation and withdrawal 
and these have guaranteed the continuance of Sami culture despite 
assimilative pressures and policies. As Sami scholar Veli-Pekka Lehtola 
argues: “In the face of new influences, new models of government, new 
restrictions and new abuses and drawbacks, the Sami never rushed to 
an uprising and resistance. Instead, they have always given way, receded 
and retreated but yet held their own and integrated changes as an inte-
gral part of their own culture” (Lehtola 1996, 17–18).

Such strategies can be at least partly explained by the strong influ-
ence and heavy emphasis on equality in the Nordic context. Despite 
the Sami presence as well as the presence of historical minorities and 
increasing numbers of immigrants and refugees, the notion of homoge-
neous nations (the national romantic idea of “one people, one nation”) 
prevails in public imaginaries and political discourses (Tuulentie 2001, 
2003). This has led to framing equality as sameness, minimizing dif-
ferences and emphasizing similarities (Gullestad 2001). Moreover, this 
framing of equality as sameness takes place in the framework of indi-
vidualism in which there is very little, if any, attention paid to structural 
relations of power. In other words, although Sami rights are recognized 
as having a collective dimension, they nevertheless are largely con-
structed and represented within the frameworks of individualism and 
equality of individuals.

Another explanation for the apparent complacency of Sami political 
discourse and leadership can be found in the integration of the Sami 
in the Nordic welfare state after World War II. This has meant that, at 
present, “welfare services are by and large extended to Sami individuals 
in the same way as they are to the majority population in each of the 
Nordic states . . . [including] a wide variety of health and other personal 
social services, social assistance, education and occupational training, 
and housing” (Olsson and Lewis 1995, 162). As a result of this integra-
tion, the Sami in general are not plagued by social problems such as 
housing, unemployment, and ill health to the same extent as Indigenous 
peoples in other “First World” countries like Canada, the United States, 
and Australia. While the positive effects of the welfare state on the Sami 
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are visible to everybody, the negative effects have not been considered, 
even among the Sami themselves.

Sociologists Sven E. Olsson and Dave Lewis (1995, 177) have analyzed 
the conflicting ideologies of the welfare state and Indigenous peoples’ 
collective rights and note that the principles of egalitarianism, social 
equality, and individualism represent “fundamental obstacles to the 
development of Sami cultural autonomy” and contribute “to the limited 
perspective of Sami minority [sic] rights held by non-Sami, Scandina-
vian policy-makers and society at large.” They argue, “Of particular effect 
in this regard has been the dual Scandinavian expression of individual-
ism and societal wholeness, leaving little space for the Sami to express 
or develop their own collective cultural interests. In essence, the Nor-
dic welfare states have provided social security to Sami individuals with 
the intent of ensuring them a parallel standard of living to that of the 
Scandinavian majority while, simultaneously, tending to diminish both 
the importance and realization of the Sami’s collective rights to protect 
their culture” (Olsson and Lewis 1995, 177–78). Individualism and social 
equality, the much-praised pillars of the Nordic welfare states, have dis-
missed and thus diminished the sense of collective existence of the Sami 
as an Indigenous people who, besides individual rights and freedoms, 
also have collective rights. Interestingly, this conflict between individual 
and collective rights has not been raised, discussed, or further examined 
by the Sami themselves, including the Sami leadership and political bod-
ies. This is so despite the fact that the conflict goes to the very core of the 
question of Sami identity as a distinctive collectivity separate from the 
Nordic nation-states and peoples.

If the Sami are to achieve a higher level of self-determination, there is a 
need to examine the incompatibility of the values of the welfare state ide-
ology and the basic tenets of Indigenous peoples’ collective rights. Rob-
ert Paine (1977) has coined the term “welfare colonialism” to describe 
the economic integration of Northern Indigenous peoples by the Cana-
dian state. The central elements of welfare colonialism include a radical 
undermining of traditional livelihoods and placing Indigenous people 
on welfare benefits. As a form of colonialism, welfare represents a subtle 
means of neocolonial social control through well-meaning policies 
which erode and hinder local autonomy. By creating dependency and 
passivity, welfare colonialism paralyzes mobilization and practices of 
self-governance.

Tully (2000) also discusses the strategies of incorporation as contem-
porary forms of internal colonization. He points out that, in the Canadian 
context today, there are two main competing strategies: assimilation and 
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accommodation. One of the characteristics of assimilation is difference-
blind liberalism that treats Indigenous people like any other members 
of the mainstream society. The ideologies of individualism and social 
equality that translate into “sameness” have been very powerful driving 
forces in Nordic society for the past several decades without prevailing 
counter-discourses (except, to some extent, in Norway since the Alta 
River conflict) to make a strong case for a collective “Indigenous differ-
ence” of the Sami as is the case, for example, among Indigenous peoples 
in Canada, New Zealand, and the United States. As a result, there are 
Sami who are content with rights that are more individual in nature, such 
as the promotion of Sami language in daycare, education, and media, 
and consider demands for collective land rights excessive or “impossible 
to achieve, thus utopian.” A strong pressure to conform and the faith in 
the authorities—that the government will provide—have resulted in a 
general atmosphere of passivity, the lack of mobilization, and, in many 
cases, the adoption of a colonial mentality.

Conclusion

In recent years, particularly Indigenous women around the world have 
mounted timely and legitimate criticisms toward existing self-govern-
ment models that must be taken seriously if we want Indigenous peoples’ 
self-determination to succeed beyond words and beyond internal self-
governance. The realities of multilayered violence faced by Indigenous 
women within and outside their communities are directly linked to the 
question of survival of Indigenous communities. Indigenous women 
play a crucial role in maintaining and cultivating practices, systems, and 
bodies of knowledge, values, languages, modes of learning—aspects 
that the recently adopted United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, for instance, seeks to safeguard. In short, Indigenous 
women play a crucial role in envisioning models of autonomy that do not 
merely replicate patriarchal, hierarchical structures that often reproduce 
the marginalization and subjugation of sections of society.

If the Sami are to succeed in establishing and putting in practice suc-
cessful and viable structures of local autonomy and self-determination, 
it is necessary to closely and critically examine the hegemonic, often 
invisible and even taken-for-granted systems and relations of power 
that naturalize (if not deny) the social and political inequalities and thus 
undermine, prevent, and sometimes also negate the realization of Sami 
self-determination. This necessarily includes analyses within Sami society 
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and local communities in order to prevent the replication of colonial, 
patriarchal, and masculinist practices and structures of power. It might 
also be necessary to reconsider the centralization (and thus, consolida-
tion) of power to national bodies such as Sami Parliaments while recent 
examples from other Indigenous peoples—in Canada, Chiapas, Bolivia, 
and elsewhere—indicate that implementation of self-determination is 
most successful at local and regional levels.

Sami leaders and Sami scholars alike have yet to engage in this kind of 
critical analysis and interrogation. Perhaps most importantly, there is a 
pressing need to engage in an ongoing public and political debate about 
the underpinning, unexamined (and unchallenged) liberal notions of 
Sami rights that construct them in individualistic, equal opportunity 
terms and thus fail them. One of the reasons that Indigenous peoples in 
Canada and New Zealand, for example, have achieved more in terms of 
articulating their rights as collective rights is that they have questioned 
and rejected “difference-blind liberalism” and argued for Indigenous dif-
ference that is not only cultural difference but includes material practices 
(see Macklem 2001). Obviously, the Sami Parliaments and other political 
bodies are an important dimension in implementing Indigenous self-
determination, but far from the only one, especially if they exert their 
power and authority by and large in symbolic terms.

Notes

 1. This was a major political issue in Norway that mobilized significant protest 
and other forms of oppositional politics in response to construction of a 
hydroelectric dam in Finnmark at the cost of flooding of Sami lands.

 2. In Finland, the Sami region consists of the three northernmost municipali-
ties as well as the northernmost province of Soađegilli/Sodankylä munici-
pality. Only in the northernmost municipality, Ohcejohka/Utsjoki, are the 
Sami in a numerical majority.

 3. Northern Norway was liberated from the German occupation by Russians 
while Finland was, at the end of the war, a German ally. Norway became a 
member of NATO while Sweden remained outside the military alliances. 
Although also officially neutral, Finland was, for decades after the war, 
under heavy supervision by the Soviet Union.

 4. This is a good example of the continuing double standard of the Finnish 
government and its position on Sami rights. In international fora, Finland is 
keen to present itself as a progressive promoter and defender of Indigenous 
rights, yet at home the same Ministry of Foreign Affairs gives its support to 
Metsähallitus, the state-owned enterprise that administers “the state lands” 



114   RAUNA KUOKKANEN

and which is logging in the winter grazing areas of Sami reindeer coopera-
tives (Scheinin 2001).

 5. There is only one national Sami organization in Finland, Suoma Sámiid 
Guovddássearvi, established in 1996 to solve a representation problem with 
regard to the Sami Council. Previously, the Sami representatives from Fin-
land to the Sami Council were elected from the Sami Parliament due to 
the lack of a national Sami organization. Another Sami organization, Sami 
Litto, was established in 1945 but never gained much strength in terms of 
representing the Sami in Finland (Sillanpää 1994). The organization no lon-
ger exists.

 6. Limited because the Act excludes, for example, traditional fishing rights 
of the coastal Sami. Further, the Act only covers the northernmost county, 
whereas the Sami inhabit several other counties in Norway.
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Coming in from the Cold

Inuit Diplomacy and Global Citizenship

Frances Abele and Thierry Rodon

In the past, Inuit societies were often pictured as unorganized, primi-
tive, and isolated. Their impressive success in domestic and interna-

tional politics over the last forty years contradicts these early stereotypes. 
Inuit have been strong partners in an international movement to create a 
stable and equitable political regime in the circumpolar world. Beginning 
in the 1970s, Canadian Inuit made common cause with Inuit of Alaska 
and Greenland, forming the very effective nongovernmental organiza-
tion, the Inuit Circumpolar Conference (ICC) in 1977. They developed 
an Arctic Policy to support international efforts to better manage the 
circumpolar basin, fought and won a battle to create a global program 
to reduce the production of persistent organic pollutants, and have led 
international efforts for action on climate change.

In this chapter, we review the diplomatic activity of Canadian Inuit, 
identifying continuities in their diplomatic practices from the times 
before there was extensive contact with other peoples, through colo-
nial times, to the present. As a transnational people relying entirely upon 
peaceful means, they were able to transform the colonial logic in the Arctic 
using four strategies: (1) forming a transnational Inuit polity cutting across 
four nation-states, but directly challenging none of them; (2) creating an 
Arctic region based on cooperation between nation-states; (3) establish-
ing the Inuit as international people; and (4) negotiating self-governing 
arrangements in most of the Inuit regions. We shall argue that these 
achievements have been possible as a result of the successful adapta-
tion of practices present in traditional Inuit societies, as well as certain 
structural conditions, such as the relatively late and qualitatively different 
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colonization of the North and the strategic location of the Arctic between 
two superpowers for most of the postwar period.

We have previously argued (Abele and Rodon 2007)1 that the tradi-
tional meaning of “diplomacy” should be expanded to include the mul-
tiple levels of diplomatic activities that can exist inside states, notably in 
federations where Indigenous peoples have engaged the greater society in 
the process of decolonization.

The international activities of Indigenous peoples have been studied 
by a few scholars (Coates 2004; Forest and Rodon 1995; Jhappan 1992; 
Ponting 1990; Salée, Field, and Horn-Miller 2004; Sanders 1992; Wilmer 
1993; Woodward and George 1983). These authors have seen the impor-
tance of Indigenous peoples’ international legal and diplomatic initiatives 
for international law, and for various domestic and international political 
processes. A strand of analysis locates Indigenous peoples’ contemporary 
international diplomatic activity in a tradition of interaction that began 
in the earlier colonial period (Delâge 1995; Sanders 1992; Woo 2003). 
While not focused on Indigenous peoples, others (Chatterjee and Finger 
1994; Princen and Finger 1994) have challenged the state-centric model 
in much International Relations scholarship (Badie and Smoots 1992; 
Bloomsfield 1981; Rosenau 1990), while Beier (2005a) aims to reform the 
field of International Relations at the level of the very terms and concepts 
of its core analysis to take fully into account the significance of colonial-
ism and Indigenous peoples’ political actions.

Canadian Indigenous peoples as a whole have long been very active 
internationally (Manuel and Posluns 1974; Petersen 1984; Sanders 1992). 
Inuit have often collaborated with other Indigenous groups,2 but they 
have also developed a distinctive path based upon circumpolar col-
laboration with Inuit from Greenland, Alaska, and Russia. In the early 
1970s, Inuit overcame significant geographical and financial obstacles to 
create the ICC, an active international organization that advocates for 
Inuit land rights, human rights, and environmental protection. Their 
circumpolar work likely strengthened awareness in the nation-states of 
the circumpolar region of these states’ common interests and the need 
for cooperation, leading the states themselves to form the Arctic Council 
to advance international cooperation. It is significant that Canada’s first 
two Circumpolar Ambassadors were Mary Simon (an Inuk leader from 
Nunavik) and Jack Anawak (a former Member of Parliament from Nun-
avut), and that Inuit have been leading supporters of Indigenous causes 
in other countries, such as Australia (Jull 1993).

Oran Young has noted the early and explicit internationalism of Inuit 
politics and their constructive role in drawing international attention to 
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the urgent policy issues in the circumpolar basin (Young 1992, 11) and 
he has speculated that the pronounced internationalism of Inuit political 
activity may be a reemergence of pre-1930s patterns of interaction among 
Inuit societies. We support this suggestion: the boundaries of nation-
states have come only very recently to the Arctic, and, we shall argue, to 
a region where people were accustomed to orderly, free-ranging interac-
tion. There are thus important continuities between the very effective 
diplomatic initiatives undertaken by Inuit with respect to the Canadian 
state, and their international relationships and campaigns. Some of these 
continuities appear to have their roots in very old cultural traditions of 
interaction, conflict avoidance, and conflict resolution, while other mea-
sures appear to be innovations prompted by the very urgent concerns 
facing Inuit societies at the present time. In what follows, we attempt to 
describe the spirit, content, and intent of Inuit diplomacy by way of illus-
trating the contemporary salience of their distinctive approach.

Inuit Diplomacy in Historic Times

Inuit are a circumpolar people who live in Greenland, Canada, the United 
States (Alaska), and Russia, numbering about 155,000 people. Their rela-
tions with the states within which they now find themselves, and the 
history of these relations, share some common qualities but also vary 
considerably (Armstrong, Rogers, and Rowley 1978; Damas 1984). We 
hope that our work on Canada will encourage others to write in a similar 
vein about developments in the other Inuit territories.3

It is known that over the last several thousand years, Inuit have made 
a number of migrations in the circumpolar region, and that the region 
has known the elaboration of various similar but distinct material cul-
tures of peoples who today share a common language, although there are 
different dialects. In virtually all times and places, save the very recent 
past, Inuit lived by marine and terrestrial harvesting, in relatively small 
groups of people who knew long periods of isolation. In Canada, Inuit 
encountered other unrelated groups of Inuit and, on their southern bor-
ders, groups of Dene, Cree, and Innu, and eventually European wayfarers 
and emissaries. Not enough is known about most of these encounters, 
but in Inuit oral history and early written records may be found some 
indication of external relations practices.4

When diplomacy failed, leading to a complete disintegration of the 
relationship between two groups of Inuit, small-scale warfare broke 
out (Bennett and Rowley 2004, 136). It seems clear that relations with 
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Dene and Cree were more distant, characterized by mutual distrust and 
occasional violence. Where peaceful interaction occurred, traditional 
diplomatic practices (involving mutually beneficial exchange of mate-
rial goods, services, information, and cultural practices) appear to have 
been crucial.

A review of Bennett and Rowley’s (2004) compilation, and sev-
eral other sources,5 permits a few generalizations. Without claiming to 
have produced an exhaustive list, or to have identified characteristics 
of all Inuit societies at all times, we suggest that the following attitudes 
and practices characterized Inuit diplomacy in the period before they 
encountered modern industrial cultures, have advanced the well-being 
of many of the peoples whose descendents have formed today’s Inuit pol-
ity, and have been an asset as they have been forced to adapt to intensive 
contact with exogenous forces.

1. Voluntary associations. The creation of bonds between unrelated peo-
ple based upon food sharing, adoption, trade partnerships, cultural 
exchange, and so on, in order to establish pathways of peaceful inter-
action among unrelated groups.

2. Collective persistence. Without at all requiring unanimity, an ability to 
work cooperatively and in the longer term toward a common goal, 
despite numerous setbacks and roadblocks.

3. Political Realism. Strategies and actions taken based on a close appraisal 
of the balance of power.

4. Adaptability. An ability to readily recognize changed circumstances, 
however unwelcome these may be, and to react constructively and 
quickly.

5. Well-developed strategies to avoid win-lose confrontations. A tendency 
to soften direct criticism by indirect expression and a reluctance to 
force an opponent into a corner.

Inevitably, these diplomatic practices informed Inuit approaches to 
European visitors whom they began to encounter around the turn of 
the first millennium.6 Europeans responded to each of these diplomatic 
styles from their own rather similar repertoire, driven by various pur-
poses: acquisition of local knowledge to facilitate exploration, trade, 
employment of local labor, collection of material objects, and kidnap-
ping of people (Harper 1986).

As far as is known, Inuit in Greenland and eastern Canada first encoun-
tered Europeans when Viking seafarers arrived over one thousand years 
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ago.7 Little is known about the pattern of interaction between Vikings 
and the Indigenous peoples they encountered, although it is likely that 
there was not intensive, friendly contact. The next wave of Europeans 
to arrive in Inuit territories came as part of the expanding mercantilist 
wave that was to cover the globe. John Frobisher was the first recorded 
explorer to land on Baffin Island (1566 and 1567), in what is now known 
as Frobisher Bay, at a place where Inuit were accustomed to fish, and 
where Iqaluit, the capital of Nunavut, is presently located. This contact 
ended in bloody skirmishes. Whalers followed the explorers, and Inuit 
and Inuvialuit in a number of places (Pangnirtung, Chesterfield Inlet, 
Hershel Island, among others) established trade and laboring relations 
with them. From what is known of these encounters, it seems clear that 
they followed a pattern quite similar to that which characterized relations 
among Inuit societies who were not related, and among Inuit and the 
Amerindians described above. That is, there was wariness, but eventually 
relations were established involving the exchange of goods, information, 
and shared cultural practices, the establishment of some kin relation-
ships, with occasional resort to violence or the threat of violence when 
this was considered necessary (Dick 2001).

The next phase of Inuit-European relations (ending in the middle of 
the twentieth century) was dominated by the famous northern triumvi-
rate: the fur traders, the missionaries, and the Royal Northwest Mounted 
Police (who entered most parts of the north in that order). The intensity 
of contact varied with time and place, but it is clear that religious con-
versions, the introduction of a written form of Inuktitut, the eventual 
enforcement of Canadian law, and the sheer presence of these emissaries 
did have a widespread effect in Inuit societies due to the introduction of 
new diseases (tuberculosis and influenza, among others) and resulting 
widespread loss of life.

Anxiety over Canada’s ability to maintain sovereignty has been more 
or less constant, if not always a source of action, since Great Britain trans-
ferred sovereignty over the high Arctic to Canada in 1880. The federal 
attitude toward the inhabitants of the Arctic was, in general, vague and 
neglectful, with responsibility lodged in an Ottawa-based Eskimo Affairs 
Committee, and very little besides a police presence in the north itself. 
In contrast to the policies followed with respect to Aboriginal peoples in 
more southerly parts of Canada, Dominion authorities did not attempt to 
assimilate, expropriate, or otherwise disturb the Inuit, adopting instead 
the view that they would be best left to their existing means of making a 
living (Coates 1985; Grant 1988; Rea 1968).



120   FRANCES ABELE AND THIERRY RODON

Almost everything changed with the advent of World War II. It has 
been repeated often that Inuit moved from “pre-capitalist” times to 
capitalist liberal democracy in a single generation, traveling a path that 
required three centuries in Europe. Regardless of whether such a com-
parison can be entirely sustained, it does give some indication of the 
force of the changes experienced by Inuit in virtually every part of the 
north in the first few decades after World War II. By the 1960s, virtually 
everyone was living in a wooden house in a community, with children 
who were attending school (sometimes very far away). There were more 
wage labor opportunities, and patterns of hunting, fishing, and gather-
ing changed with the introduction of new technologies such as guns and 
snow-machines. Nascent institutions of local self-government (in the 
cooperatives and later in housing associations, and finally in municipal 
governments) were established. From many people’s accounts, the 1950s 
and 1960s were not only a period of massive cultural change, but also a 
period in which Inuit confidence in their ability to cope with newcomers 
was at its nadir. Peter Ittinuar, a member of the generation of Inuit who 
were to transform the relations of power in the Arctic forever, was a child 
in the 1950s. He describes the situation this way:

When I went to work in Churchill, I said to myself as Tagak Curley did, 
“What’s wrong with this picture? There is something wrong here. Ottawa 
is being the lord and master and governing us and we are just little nobod-
ies.” Life was pretty good, but I hate to say it, the white man was still God. 
When I was a kid in Chesterfield Inlet any white man could tell any Eskimo 
to do something, like shovel their porch for no pay. There was like a slave 
class and an upper class. Rankin Inlet also became like that during the six-
ties. The white man stood head and shoulders above the Eskimo man in 
terms of standing. (Ittinuar 2008)

The changes brought by the emissaries of the state, be they police or 
bureaucrats, were massive, and, for the generation that lived through this 
transition, the exercise of power and rapidity of the changes were taxing. 
For the first time, Inuit experienced feelings of dependency on outside 
forces (Canada 1994, 12–16; Robinson 2004, 205–13). In the 1970s, with 
the maturing to adulthood of the first generation of children to attend 
school in large numbers, dependency turned to a constructive defiance. 
As this generation came of age in the 1960s and 1970s, the interna-
tional movement of Indigenous peoples quickened, international move-
ments of decolonization erased the old imperial ties, and young people 
throughout the developed world joined what seemed for a time to be a 
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global social revolution. It was in this shining time of the Generation of 
’68 that a new form of Inuit diplomacy, domestically and internationally, 
was developed. Although the Inuit movement grew alongside the more 
confrontational racial politics of these times, it did not itself build upon 
confrontation or upon racial difference, but upon the traditions of exter-
nal relations already present in Inuit culture.

Decolonization by Diplomatic Means

Inuit efforts to respond to the massive incursions into their territory 
extended to domestic Canadian institutions and to international affairs. 
In both venues, Inuit responded pragmatically to what appeared to be 
unchangeable, while making the most of the opportunities that pre-
sented themselves and of the advisors that were available to them.

Within Canada, Inuit created representative organizations to negotiate 
land claims agreements (modern treaties) and to establish self-governing 
political entities throughout the Inuit territories. They identified and 
used the levers of power available in the Canadian federal liberal democ-
racy. Canada’s unfinished, relatively permeable constitution (already 
accommodating of the francophones) seemed to offer some space for 
the inclusion of other collectivities, including Inuit and other Indigenous 
peoples. The various avenues for public participation that opened after 
the mid-1960s (core funding for representative organizations, policy 
consultations, inquiries, and commissions) created opportunities for 
influence and mobilization. The actions of other Indigenous organiza-
tions and movements, and a consequential series of superior court deci-
sions, ultimately changed federal policy: where once any special political 
status and land rights for Indigenous peoples was denied, after 1973 a 
process for negotiating land rights and special status was gradually elabo-
rated (Abele 1987; Ponting and Gibbins 1980). For Inuit, whose territory 
was the circumpolar north, concurrent and somewhat parallel processes 
in Greenland and Alaska were also important.8

Initially, Inuit living in three subnational jurisdictions—Labrador, 
northern Quebec, and the Northwest Territories—considered seeking 
a single, self-governing Inuit territory. The formidable complexity of 
dealing with federal, provincial, and territorial governments, along with 
increasing pressures for development of their lands, led them to pursue 
separate and somewhat coordinated regional negotiations (Amagoalik 
2007). This approach has been successful. Inuit political action led, in 
1999, to the establishment of the new territory of Nunavut, which has a 
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public government; that is, in contrast to the case for First Nations who 
live under Band government or modern treaties, Inuit share their terri-
tory with non-Inuit who participate as equals in all areas of governance. 
In Nunatsiavut (in Labrador) a form of self-government was recently 
created, while the two other regions, Nunavik9 and the Western Arctic10 
are actively negotiating the establishment of regional governments. In all 
four jurisdictions, Inuit have negotiated modern treaties with the Crown, 
under which they have clarified their exclusive ownership of surface and 
subsurface lands; gained a pool of capital to be used for common pur-
poses in partial compensation for land rights ceded; and established a 
number of new institutions for shared management of key northern 
resources, such as water and caribou.

The negotiations that produced these outcomes took place during 
one of the most tumultuous periods in Canadian constitutional history, 
when federal policy with respect to Aboriginal land rights underwent a 
series of dramatic changes and elites from all sectors of Canadian society 
were occupied with patriation of the Canadian constitution and nego-
tiations over what would be enshrined there. Throughout the period, 
Inuit kept focused on their objectives, and collaborated through their 
original representative organization, Inuit Tapirisat of Canada (ITC).11 
Inuit women formed Pauktuutit—The Inuit Women’s Organization—to 
focus on social and health policy, an area that might otherwise have been 
neglected in the “high politics” of land claims negotiations and constitu-
tional battles. To deal with the struggles and stresses that attended patria-
tion of the Constitution, Inuit created another organization, the Inuit 
Committee on National Issues.

Very early and with impressive pragmatism, Inuit leaders accepted and 
adapted to the colonial pattern that divided their territories with north-
south boundaries, even though the Inuit consciousness and thousands 
of years of practice followed an east-west axis. The decision to sustain a 
single representative organization, the ITC, comprised of regional rep-
resentative organizations and to negotiate self-governing arrangements 
in the very different political circumstances of each region cannot have 
been easy, but it was taken early and acted upon consistently. The other 
organizations provided them with mechanisms for cooperating to make 
progress on other key issues. We would argue that this early pragmatism, 
even in the highly uncertain and chaotic policy framework of the last 
forty years does recall the pragmatism and superb adaptability of pre-
contact Inuit societies. and show the ability to adapt to the complexities 
of Canadian intergovernmental diplomacy



COMING IN FROM THE COLD   123

Each of the four Inuit jurisdictions that exist today have an interest-
ing history. For reasons of space, we have chosen to discuss just two of 
these—Nunavut and Nunavik—in order to illustrate the scope and prac-
tice of the internal diplomacies practiced by Canadian Inuit.

Nunavut

In 1967, the Government of Canada moved to extend a rudimentary 
form of regional self-government to the old Northwest Territories—at 
that time a vast territory extending from the eastern boundary of Can-
ada, west to the Yukon border, and north from the sixtieth parallel to the 
North Pole. About half of the old Northwest Territories was comprised 
of Inuit and Inuvialuit lands. In 1967, the seat of territorial government 
was transferred from Ottawa to Yellowknife, a territorial bureaucracy 
was established, and, in stages, the old Northwest Territories Council of 
appointed members became a Legislative Assembly of elected representa-
tives. Inuit held about half of the seats in the Assembly and, after 1979, 
Inuit legislators worked with non-Inuit legislators on further political 
development. Specifically, they persuaded the other members of the 
Legislative Assembly to support a plebiscite on the matter of division of 
the Northwest Territories; a measure they saw would create a territory in 
which Inuit were the vast majority. In 1983, the plebiscite returned an 
affirmative answer in support of division (Abele and Dickerson 1985). 
Concurrently, the Inuit of what is now Nunavut were negotiating a land 
claims settlement through another organization, the Tungavik Federa-
tion of Nunavut.12 These separate processes—the project to garner sup-
port for division of the Northwest Territories by Inuit legislators, and the 
negotiation of a modern treaty—resulted in the creation of the new ter-
ritory of Nunavut in 1999. Having built (and then, through the plebiscite, 
demonstrated) support for division of the Northwest Territories among 
all its residents through the territorial political process, Inuit negotiators 
of the modern treaty insisted upon the inclusion of a clause in the treaty 
providing for the creation of the territory of Nunavut.

Nunavik

The Nunavik path to self-government offers an even more striking exam-
ple of political Realism and active diplomacy. In fact, the relationship 
between Nunavik and the province of Quebec can only be understood 
in the sometimes competing, sometimes congruent quest for autonomy.
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Nunavik was added to Quebec through the Boundaries Extension Act 
(Quebec) of 1912. This did not have much of an effect on the Inuit, who 
were not made aware of the change (Zebedee Nungak, 1995). Change 
began during World War II with the extension of the welfare state to the 
Inuit of Northern Quebec. It was accompanied by a strong incitation 
to sedentarization and in some cases relocalization in the far North13 all 
amounting to a loss of control by the Inuit over their lives. However, in 
1969, when the Inuit were asked which level of government should pro-
vide service to them, some Inuit strongly advocated for the creation of an 
Inuit government.

The issue of Inuit self-government resurfaced in 1973 during the 
negotiation of the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement (JBNQA) 
but the governments were only willing to grant a measure of administra-
tive autonomy to Northern Quebec. The proponents of self-government 
refused this limited autonomy and created a dissident organization called 
Inuit Tungavingat Nunanimi. Three villages, Puvirnituq, lvujivik, and 
Salluit, refused to endorse the JBNQA and the notion of self-government 
seemed to be far from reach.

However, Quebec Premier René Levesque renewed hope when asked 
by Eliyassi Sallualuk during a parliamentary commission on Aboriginal 
rights: “If all existing groups of Nouveau-Québec decide to work together 
for the creation of such a government, could you tell them: OK, let’s go?” 
He answered that he was ready to consider entering into talks about self-
government once the Inuit were united behind a common proposal. His 
position was not very surprising given the fact that the Parti Québecois 
government was trying to obtain more political autonomy for the prov-
ince of Quebec, if not separation from the Canadian federation. The 
Inuit were very aware of this situation and this created a rapprochement 
between Quebec and the Inuit.14

In order to overcome their dissension, the dissident and the Inuit orga-
nizations stemming from the JBNQA agreed to create a joint working 
group in charge of consulting Inuit communities and proposing a proj-
ect for self-government. The Nunavik constitutional committee visited all 
communities to hear people’s opinions and drafted a project for a constitu-
tion that was approved in a referendum held in 1991. The Inuit were now 
reunited behind a common process and negotiations could take place. It 
should also be noted that it was at this time that Quebec agreed to use the 
term Nunavik instead of Nouveau-Québec, a very symbolic and significant 
change.

In 1995, as Quebec prepared for a second sovereignty referendum in 
respect of its own place in the Canadian federation, Nunavik took a back 
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seat in Quebec politics. Inuit were more than willing to challenge this and 
during the referendum campaign they clearly expressed that if Quebec-
ers could choose to separate from Canada, the Inuit of Nunavik could 
in turn choose to separate from Quebec. In order to assert this right, 
the Inuit organized their own referendum one week before the Quebec 
referendum and 96 percent of Inuit voted in favor of remaining within 
Canada in the event of Quebec separation. This was a strong statement 
that demonstrated to Quebec sovereignists that they needed Inuit sup-
port if an independent Quebec were to include its northern region.

The Inuit of Nunavik are now very close to a final agreement that 
would allow them to create a Nunavik regional government—a form of 
the self-government that they have been seeking since 1969. Throughout 
this process, the Inuit of Nunavik have had to overcome deep divisions 
through a very democratic process. They have also had to contend with 
Quebec nationalism and federal politics and have gradually shifted their 
focus toward the Quebec government. The signing of the AIP is a tribute 
to their adaptability, resilience, tenacity, and political Realism. Further-
more, they are creating a new type of jurisdiction in Canada: a regional 
government inside a province that allows for political decentralization 
and provides a model for the decolonization of the province’s north.

The ability to establish good relations with and to gain support from 
the non-Inuit northern residents has been an important asset in Inuit 
efforts to realize self-government in both Nunavut and Nunavik. For 
example, the plebiscite on division of the Northwest Territories would 
not have been held, and it would not have passed without the support 
of non-Inuit voters and legislators (Abele and Dickerson 1985). Without 
the support of senior public servants during the negotiation of the Nuna-
vut Agreement (modern treaty) it is unlikely that the provision of the 
Agreement that provides for the creation of the new territory of Nunavut 
would have been adopted. The Inuit from Nunavik were able to overcome 
the deep dissension among themselves and take advantage of the federal 
and provincial rift to develop their own aspirations for self-government.

These examples illustrate very well the benefits of the flexibility and 
the political Realism of the Inuit leadership. In this connection we recall 
the pre-contact methods for establishing peaceful and mutually benefi-
cial foreign relations. Resilience, pragmatism, a readiness to form alli-
ances based upon cooperation and exchange, and perhaps a certain skill 
in working together in groups, seem to characterize Inuit social interac-
tion in historic times and in modern politics.

In developing a collective strategy for securing a future in which they 
might maintain a sufficient and practical level of self-determination, 
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Canadian Inuit recognized two features of their political context. First, 
they found themselves within Canada: a federal liberal democracy with 
certain traditions of participation and inclusion; they developed a nego-
tiating approach that took full advantage of these attributes.

International Diplomacy

During the intense period of internal diplomacy that produced the 
four negotiated new governments within Canada, Inuit were also active 
internationally, again with the objective of enhancing their collective 
security. Although we do not have space to discuss the full range of 
international diplomacy practiced by Inuit, by way of example we offer 
a brief discussion of the foundation and activities of the ICC, illustrat-
ing the successes and characteristics of Inuit diplomacy on the interna-
tional scene.15

ICC is a transnational organization with institutional members in 
Greenland, Canada, Alaska and, since 1990, Russia. The United Nations 
recognized the ICC with nongovernmental organization status in 1983.16 
In this forum and elsewhere, ICC has worked to promote and to partici-
pate in the establishment of the Arctic as a coherent political region, to 
foster international cooperation in a strategic Cold War zone, to develop 
and advocate a pan-Arctic environmental strategy, to support a non-
threatening decolonization of the Arctic, and to establish the Inuit people 
as international actors (Bloomfield 1981; Lauritzen 1983; Petersen 1984). 
Pressure from oil development, the desire for self-government, and cul-
tural survival were issues shared by most Inuit living in the circumpolar 
nation-states. They particularly saw that the protection of the viability 
of the northern ecosystem could not be addressed adequately within 
each nation-state. Eben Hopson, an Inupiat leader from Alaska who was 
instrumental in the founding of ICC, clearly expressed this need in his 
testimony to the mid-1970s Berger Inquiry into the Construction of a 
Pipeline in the Mackenzie Valley:

There is only one Beaufort Sea. It is a single ecological system shared by 
the North Slope Borough, and the Northwest Territories. We Inupiat are a 
single Beaufort community living under two national flags. We must con-
tend with two different political systems, and two sets of rules governing 
oil and gas development, to protect our environmental values within our 
larger Beaufort coastal community. For this reason, we have undertaken 
to create a circumpolar Inupiat Assembly with which to work with the 
multi-national oil industry to develop a single set of rules for the industry 
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to follow for safe and responsible circumpolar Arctic gas and oil develop-
ment. (Hopson 1976, quoted in Shadian 2006)

In 1988, Mary Simon, then president of ICC commented,

Inuit have a legitimate, extensive and varied role to fulfill in international 
matters. This role has yet do be adequately recognized. In light of the 
increasing impact of the actions of the international community on Inuit 
rights, our culture and northern homeland, we have a compelling respon-
sibility to become increasingly involved.

When Inuit speak of promoting Inuit rights at the international level, 
we are primarily referring to our aboriginal rights, based on past and pres-
ent use and occupancy of vast circumpolar land and marine areas. These 
areas transcend the boundaries of Greenland, Alaska and also the Soviet 
Union. (Simon 1988, 265–66)

If ICC has played a crucial role in the recognition of the circumpolar 
basin as an important environmental and geopolitical region, by fram-
ing major issues in Arctic terms, and by addressing the colonial context 
(Young 1992), it has also been a means through which Inuit advanced the 
separate projects of decolonization undertaken in each of the national 
jurisdictions. Gains in one jurisdiction have been seen by both Inuit and 
government negotiators as relevant precedents for the other jurisdictions.

ICC has been particularly active in international environmental advo-
cacy, first in opposing a series of offshore oil development projects and 
North Slope oil development, as well as the Arctic Pilot Project—a 1970s 
plan to transport liquefied natural gas through the Northwest Passage. 
ICC did not remain very long in the role of reactive protest, since the 
scope of environmental issues faced by the Inuit was broadening rapidly 
to include transnational atmospheric pollution, military waste, ozone 
layer depletion, and global warming. ICC sought international support 
for means to manage and respond to these threats, first presenting to 
the world an Inuit Regional Conservation Strategy in 1985. This led to 
a lobby for the establishment and adoption of an Arctic Environmental 
Policy Strategy by all the Arctic countries. The objective was fulfilled in 
the Rovaniemi Declaration on the Protection of the Arctic Environment 
signed by all the Arctic countries in 1991, and developed later in the 1993 
Nuuk Declaration, where the same countries agreed to establish an Arctic 
Policy. In 1996, the Arctic Council was created to become a forum for 
cooperation among Arctic states, with the participation of the Aboriginal 
people of the Arctic. ICC has been instrumental in all these initiatives 
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and has a participant seat on the Arctic Council. The creation of the Arc-
tic Council has been an important step in the institutionalization of an 
Arctic region, fulfilling one of the objectives of ICC: “The Inuit through 
the ICC implicitly and explicitly redefined the North as a region” (Simon 
and Jull 1994, 10, quoted in Shadian 2006). The history of the role of the 
ICC in the creation of the Arctic Council, and all of the diplomatic prac-
tices and conventions now in place, illustrates the effectiveness of steady 
participation and concerted cooperation toward a specific goal.

Environmental concerns have not caused the member organizations 
of ICC to eschew participation in nonrenewable resource development 
projects. All of the beneficiary organizations formed after the negotia-
tion of modern treaties have used their capital resources to invest in 
the development of the regional economies, with interests in airlines 
and oil and gas ventures, among others. Arguably, the high level and 
concerted work to protect the northern environment by organizations 
that are prepared to participate in development projects as they arise 
reflects the traditionally pragmatic approach of Inuit, who recognize 
the need for economic development even while they seek to limit and 
manage its negative effects.

Finally, we would like to draw attention to a subtle and effective strat-
egy based upon the use of ICC’s transnational character to avoid possible 
direct confrontations with national governments on core issues. This 
approach seems to be a sophisticated elaboration of earlier diplomatic 
techniques, taking advantage of the existence of an international alli-
ance of Inuit (i.e., ICC). Inuit representatives have been able to wield the 
power of international opinion and international alliances while avoid-
ing direct international embarrassment or direct confrontation of their 
home nation-states. Thus, Greenlandic Inuit led the opposition to the 
Arctic Pilot Project, a U.S.-Canadian venture, and the ICC position on 
Quebec secession was prepared by an Inupiat from Alaska (Forest and 
Rodon 1995). A very recent example concerns efforts by the ICC leader-
ship to prompt United States action on climate change.

In recent years, Canadian Sheila Watt-Cloutier, recently retired presi-
dent of ICC, has led an international initiative to draw attention to the 
calamitous impact of climate change and global warming. She took the 
campaign directly to the United States, the largest source of the pollut-
ants that contribute to global warming. In a speech that illustrates well 
the approach and tenor of contemporary Inuit diplomacy, Watt-Cloutier 
explained to a climate change conference hosted by Global Green USA 
why ICC submitted a complaint to the Inter-American Commission on 
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Human Rights, seeking an investigation of the impact of climate change 
on the Arctic environment and “a declaration from the Commission that 
the United States—the source of approximately 25 percent of the world’s 
greenhouse gas emissions—is violating our human rights detailed in the 
Declaration on the Rights and Duties of Man” (Watt-Cloutier 2006), 
noting that Inuit, by virtue of their reliance upon hunting and residence 
in the Arctic, are the “sentinels” of the world, warning of the impact of 
climate change. She emphasized that they do not seek compensation, 
but rather, they want “the United States to stop violating [their] rights,” 
specifically by adopting mandatory emissions controls, including a con-
sideration of Arctic impact assessment in major policy decisions, consul-
tatively developing a plan for Arctic impact mitigation, and developing a 
plan to help Inuit adapt to unavoidable climate change impacts.

Conclusions

Of all the Indigenous peoples upon whose territory Canada was con-
structed, Inuit have been among the clearest in asserting that their iden-
tity as Inuit does not preclude their full exercise of Canadian citizenship. 
Clearly, too, exercise of Canadian citizenship has included the realization 
of collective self-determination in a variety of institutional forms. Simi-
larly, Inuit are claiming global citizenship. Indigenous peoples’ interna-
tional political activity presents a challenge to the classical notion of the 
nation-state and to the conventions of International Relations theory. 
Inuit offer probably one of the most convincing and effective examples 
of this dynamic. As transnational peoples, they have been able to reframe 
the colonial logic in the Arctic using the four strategies we have men-
tioned in the introduction to this chapter.

Perhaps future scholars will consider the evolving dynamics of the 
circumpolar Arctic basin in recent decades as a showcase example of a 
new world order in which states and nonstate actors cooperate. At the 
very least, other scholars should follow Oran Young’s interest in afford-
ing the complex intergovernmental and interorganizational relations of 
the circumpolar basin further study for what these may teach us about 
the denser byways of international affairs in which nonstate nations 
and peoples and their various organizations have an impact on state 
behavior and on outcomes.

On first consideration, Inuit may appear to have vaulted from life in 
isolated small societies characterized by little knowledge of the outside 
world and scant capacity to cope with the complexities and demands of 
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an increasingly global consciousness in a dangerous and complex world. 
We acknowledge that there is some truth in this observation, but, as we 
have tried to show in this chapter, it also contains important miscon-
ceptions and a serious underestimation of the strengths inherent in the 
original Inuit societies. On the evidence of what they have achieved in 
the last two generations, it is clear that the original societies of Inuit had 
developed a number of attitudes and practices that have been capable 
of successful adaptation to new challenges. That all of what Inuit have 
achieved to date, in the arena of internal diplomacy and externally as 
well, has been achieved peacefully and without disadvantage to other 
people or groups, should recommend their approach to others.

Notes

 1. Some sections of this chapter are drawn from Abele and Rodon (2007).
 2. For example, Inuit have been active at the UN Working Group on Indig-

enous Populations at the United Nations. See Sambo (1992).
 3. With special emphasis on the Russian Federation, see the chapter by Heather 

A. Smith and Gary N. Wilson in this volume.
 4. We discuss these here, aware that our selection certainly blurs important 

regional differences, and probably imports an unwarranted functional-
ism. For fuller information, see our sources: Schledermann (1990); Fossett 
(2001); Mitchell (1996); Dick (2001); and Robinson (2004).

 5. Most of the following traits are explained by several authors. For an exceed-
ingly clear and concise explanation, see Kusugak (2000); also Simon (1989); 
Mitchell (1996), especially 398–99; Fossett (2001); Dick (2001); Harper 
(1986); and Briggs (1970).

 6. On the diplomacy of the early contact period, see Dick (2001); Harper 
(1986); and Fossett (2001).

 7. Eric the Red reached Greenland in 982. There were Viking settlements in 
Greenland and Newfoundland, and there were contacts between Inuit and 
Vikings farther north. For more sustained and searching discussions about 
these issues, see McGee 2004 and Stevenson 1997.

 8. In 1979, Greenland achieved Home Rule, a form of public government 
dominated by the Greenlandic (Inuit) majority there. The Alaskan Inupiat 
gained some autonomy through a supra-municipal status for their com-
munities following negotiation of the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act 
in 1971.

 9. An agreement in principle for the creation of a Nunavik Regional Govern-
ment was signed in December 2007.

 10. The Inuvialuit joined with the Gwich’in, a non-Inuit Aboriginal group, to 
negotiate the creation of a Western Arctic Regional Government.
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 11. Inuit Tapirisat of Canada (ITC), or Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK) as it is 
called now, was created in 1971 in order to represent all the Inuit in Canada. 
At first ITC was responsible for land claim and self-government negotia-
tions. Today, it takes on an advocacy role, leaving the self-government nego-
tiation to the Inuit regional organizations.

 12. The Inuvialuit of the western Northwest Territories, also members of ITC, 
negotiated a comprehensive claims agreement in 1984; Inuit in Nunavik 
were parties to the first modern treaty, the James Bay and Northern Quebec 
Agreement (1976); Inuit in Labrador concluded their treaty negotiations in 
2005.

 13. For example, Inuit from Inukjuak were relocated to Grise Fjord and Reso-
lute Bay, thousands of kilometers north of their traditional territories. See 
Canada (1994) for more details.

 14. In fact, some Inuit dissidents went as far as becoming Parti Québecois 
members.

 15. We have not the space here to discuss very important international politi-
cal campaigns (such as that concerning persistent organic pollutants in the 
Arctic), the efforts to develop a standard written form of Inuktitut, and con-
sistent programs of cultural and youth exchanges. For more information, 
see the chapter by Heather A. Smith and Gary N. Wilson in this volume; see 
also Young (1992); Forest and Rodon (1995); Sambo (1992); and Shadian 
(2006).

 16. Aqqaluk Lynge, a former president of ICC, is a member of the UN Perma-
nent Forum on Indigenous Issues.



This page intentionally left blank



8

Between the Leader of 
Virtù and the Good Savage

Indigenous Struggles and Life 
Projects in the Amazon Basin

Marcela Vecchione Gonçalves

In between borders in an area with the greatest biodiversity in the 
world, it can be said that Indigenous peoples in the Amazon Basin are 

still in a process of colonial encounter and under constant identity rec-
reation. Regarded as “human resources,” in the sense that they are the 
best interpreters of the sociopolitical space that is the Amazon, Indig-
enous peoples are the path to the Eldorado in the region. Even though 
this sounds cliché, there is some truth to this story in the deep Amazon 
rain forest. Upon closer study of the region, however, it is immediately 
clear that its people are much more than mere human resources or 
instruments, as most mainstream discourse has framed them. Much 
to the contrary, Indigenous peoples are fundamental agents in shaping 
the political aspects of this region, which each day is turned more and 
more into a zone of multiscale relationships involving the global, the 
international, and the local. In other words, it is an area of postcolonial 
diplomacies (Beier 2005a).

Obviously, the present relationships are not the same as when the 
area was important to define the borders and the sovereignty of the 
states whose territories intersect in the Amazon Basin. At those times, 
the Indigenous peoples faced choices that included only slavery or con-
flict with colonists—or, later, with national armies—that brought not 
only violence and dislocation, but also many continental European 
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diseases (Viveiros de Castro 1992). Today, Indigenous peoples know 
the instruments they have at their disposal to negotiate their place in the 
global assemblage1 in the Amazon Basin. Even if in the first instance this 
goes against traditional lifeways, Indigenous peoples are devising strat-
egies to put traditionalism at the fore in sharing a different language 
about the political.

They are moved to do so specifically because they are certain they are 
part of the assemblage. They know this because it is part of their cos-
mologies, their beliefs, and identities as political beings and as natural 
and cultural creatures—categories that are not exclusive, but comple-
mentary. Even so, the struggle for the Indigenous political self, for being 
and becoming political (Isin 2002), is still one of the major issues that 
recurs in the extended colonial encounter in the deep rain forest, regard-
less of the political instruments for bargaining that are discernible in 
agreements, alliances, and some political achievements in the sphere of 
the state and of international organizations.

Based on both these internal and external struggles, I offer a narrative 
account of the construction of some Indigenous peoples’ contemporary 
political identities in the Amazon Basin. This is a narrative about alterna-
tive political subjectivities emergent in the forest, which are counterbal-
ancing and complementing the idea of a cosmopolitan citizenship relayed 
in notions of environmentalism. This counter-narrative to the usual 
stories about Indigenous peoples in the Amazon Basin is told through 
the analysis of some Indigenous struggles and by observations on how 
their idea of being Indigenous, how their explanations about indigeneity, 
counters the discourse of sovereignty and the political attributes of the 
state performed by the practice, concealment, and denial of citizenship. 
The focus here rests mainly in the Brazilian Amazon, the largest area of 
the rain forest, and in its borders regions, considered the most conflict-
ridden and prosperous territories for Indigenous peoples in the region.

Reminiscences of the Past and the 
“Fortuna” in the History of the Present

The particular diplomacies based on Amazonian indigeneity should be 
regarded with careful consideration of where the states which Indigenous 
peoples of the region are negotiating with and within stand vis-à-vis the 
North/South discourse. In this context, there is a “borderization” of the 
Indigenous peoples that corresponds to limits traced between the states 
and to limits imposed on what the sovereignty of these states means in a 
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global order wherein colonialism is still a strong discourse in shaping the 
relationships between the South and the North. Such discourse should 
not be overlooked in an analysis that intends to tackle the issue of scales 
of government and political practices and the consequences they have for 
the political identities in process in an ex-colonial area, as is the case of 
the Amazon Basin.

In the political space of the Amazon, Indigenous peoples are either 
seen as a medium for neocolonization by global civil society actors from 
Northern countries, seizing the opportunity to improve their material 
condition and to become independent of the states in which they live, or 
as naive actors seduced by international capital and being corrupted by a 
system moved by global decisions centred in the North. On the one hand, 
the “leader of virtù”2 looks to the past of exploration and sees in the pres-
ent opportunities to ensure that the ethnocide and genocide of earlier 
times will not be repeated. On the other hand, the “good savage”3 with 
no state to step up for her or his situation, without national identity, and 
lacking a sense of the unjust character of traditional political structures, 
believes in the changes brought by progress in politics, without knowing 
that this would corrupt her or his way of life and undo the balance inher-
ent in the “natural condition.” These are the simplistic characterizations 
upon which most of the resistance to Indigenous projects in the Amazon 
Basin is based.

Between the leader of virtù and the good savage, Indigenous peoples 
in the Amazon experience their life projects and try to tell a different 
story about cooperation and alliances through the lens of indigeneity. 
As a narrative about Indigenous political condition belonging to Indig-
enous peoples themselves, indigeneity could be understood as the way 
they classify and experience their political, social, and cultural experi-
ences in a changing environment where the history of conquest and 
colonization has been among the crucial changes and influences affect-
ing their own cosmologies. Under these circumstances, indigeneity is a 
terminology created at the forefront of the conquest, since the point at 
which the Indigenous came to be defined as such. Notwithstanding this 
colonial moment, indigeneity is the reading and the political narrative 
Indigenous peoples tell and live to account for the world as it was and 
as it is now and the role they as Indigenous have in it—the political sub-
jectivity they embrace through this process (Alfred 2005; Beier 2005a). 
By this interpretation, indigeneity is something common to Indigenous 
peoples all over the world but, at the same time, it marks the differences 
between them according to their varied experiences of colonialism.
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Difference arises because, although Indigenous groups, their classifi-
cations, and attendant labels are products of the colonization process—
occurring in the Americas between the sixteenth and the nineteenth 
centuries—the groups involved experienced European settlement dif-
ferently and variously resisted or complied with the construction of the 
state as an institution in different ways as well. Nevertheless, it is worth 
stressing that these different resistances confirmed Indigenous peoples 
as political agents within and across state boundaries and, through this 
agency, they established relationships between them and with varied 
social movements which, more than denials and reforms of citizenship, 
were the definitive steps in their political struggles. Such movements as 
connect Indigenous peoples to the world and to other groups as well as 
to their land, their past, present, and future is termed “relationality,” and 
the possibilities for political arrangements that emerge from it under a 
global order are immense (Osco, forthcoming).

In this sense, it is necessary to trace the relational movements in the 
Amazon back to the colonial order in order to speak back, as Linda Tuhi-
wai Smith (2007) says, to the past relationships between settlers and 
Indigenous peoples in order to understand the political narratives artic-
ulated in the present. This speaking back, together with the recovery of 
histories from a different perspective, is important not only to demystify 
the Indigenous as passive voices in the process and as objects related to a 
remote past. It is also an action relevant for bringing Indigenous histories 
to the present, where Indigenous peoples are important actors in a poli-
tics that has never been concentrated solely in the state, although most 
mainstream academic discourse suggests the opposite. In resisting the 
position that Indigenous peoples and lifeways may be confined to proj-
ects employing participant observant anthropology or reduced to objects 
to write the history of the continent, the focus must be on how Indig-
enous peoples have been constructing their present relationships in the 
Amazon today and in such a way as to foreground their agency and their 
particular positions inside the North/South discourse. This is necessary 
as well in order to understand how the strategies of internationalization 
embraced by South American states via the neoliberal program of struc-
tural adjustments and shrinking of the state presence in the provision of 
social goods has affected Indigenous peoples in the forest, especially in 
the area under Brazilian control.

As Taiaiake Alfred (2005) and Beier (2005a) argue, Indigenous sto-
ries are not part of the past, but are as present as their survivances. The 
ways in which academia and governments feature them make us feel 
that the figure of the Indigenous is lost somewhere in the past because 
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the recognition given them by states in the form of integration policies 
brought them out of the indeterminate position of a remote past and cast 
them as citizens. They are Indigenous but, above all, citizens if they want 
recognition accompanied by active political rights in the state—voting 
and running for political candidacies, for example. They are first people 
with Indigenous status—as distinct from Indigenous peoples in the col-
lective sense—if they want to have their individual rights preserved in 
the collective, with rights guaranteed inside the legally demarcated, rec-
ognized, and homologated territory. As Isabel Altamirano put it in an 
interview with Taiaiake Alfred,

To be indigenous is to use our dreams, not as a way of thinking about 
what we are not, but as a way to interpret our reality, our circumstances. 
To be indigenous is to have a sense of community as whole, a sense of 
exchanging and talking until we all have a similar vision of where we are 
going. To be indigenous is consensus and is reproducing certain ways 
of doing things. Being indigenous is to have a collective memory of our 
myths, the ramifications of our concepts, and of what is behind our lan-
guage . . . In my country, we say that the Mexican recovered the greatness 
of indigenous cultures as a way of building the mestizo identity, but what 
the state recovered was the history of dead Indians, who have a culture 
that is rooted not in the pyramids but in everyday life. Dead Indians are 
secure because they do not oppose what the state does. Dead Indians are 
good for the state because they are reduced to folklore, rather than form-
ing a conception of the world, politics, and otherness. (Isabel Altamirano 
in Alfred 2005, 143)

In the Amazon, the dead Indian colonial political story of conces-
sion and recognition is similar to the one sketched by Altamirano, spe-
cifically because Brazil and the South American countries shared with 
Mexico a different experience of being colonized from what manifested 
elsewhere in the Americas. This difference, which wrought unique 
configurations for a history of the present, relates to the fact that in 
South America the colonies were not settler societies as in Canada or 
the United States, for example. Rather, the colonizers who had come 
to the region had done so to explore it to the extent possible, pillaging 
the resources of the area in response to the exigencies and maintenance 
needs of their nation-states in Europe: the metropolis in relation to the 
colonized, made possible under the protectionism and the exclusivity 
of the mercantilist state (Hobson 2004).

In Brazil, most of the European exploration in the sixteenth, sev-
enteenth, and eighteenth centuries was concentrated on mineral 



138   MARCELA VECCHIONE GONÇALVES

exploration in the province of Minas Gerais. Some other natural 
resources such as wood were also exploited in the southeast and north-
east of the country in the first two hundred years of colonization. The 
first contacts with Indigenous peoples thus occurred in the coastal 
areas, whence all of these goods departed for the metropolis. At this 
time, the Catholic Church had an immense impact in the colonization 
process due to the fact that it was the institution responsible for build-
ing peaceful (or, conversely, fraught) relationships with Indigenous 
peoples, converting them to the Catholic faith or denouncing those 
who did not want to embrace it.

In these first two centuries of Brazilian colonization, dominated by the 
cycles of exploration for mineral resources and the development of cof-
fee plantations in the southeast, the Amazon had never been an impor-
tant territorial issue in terms of the division of South American territory 
between the Portuguese, the Spanish and, unofficially, the English.4 The 
Amazon started to be an issue after independence in 1822, however, 
when the borders and the meanings of sovereignty in the country had 
begun to be redefined, particularly during the late nineteenth century as 
the idea of the nation-state took hold in Brazil.5 Not having been a cen-
tral basis for colonization or exploration in the previous centuries, the 
Amazon Basin at this time was almost untouched by settlers and most of 
the population was of Indigenous peoples, most of them not having any 
direct contact with Western “civilization” before.

With the conflicts that were starting to occur in the region in the 
eighteenth century due to local insurgent movements fighting for the 
independence from Spain of several of Brazil’s neighboring countries—
Colombia, Venezuela, Peru, Panama, Ecuador, and Bolivia through 
the Bolivarian wars—the Brazilian government began to focus on the 
surveillance and exploration of the Amazonian territory. The focus 
on surveillance had connected the protection of the national terri-
tory, already considered the largest in Latin America, to the need of 
exploring another primary resource, as the principal commodity (cof-
fee) exports from the country were in a crisis of over-production due 
to lower consumption. Consequently, entrepreneurs in the southeast 
connected with the few small settler populations in the north who had 
learned from people in the forest how to extract latex from the Para 
tree (typical of the Amazon forest). This quickly began to be exported 
to Europe and the United States for the production of rubber, used 
mainly in the new automobile industry. During the expansion of the 
commodity-export oriented economy to the Amazon Basin, many poor 
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people from the northeast migrated to the forest not only to extract 
latex, but with the hope that they would find gold there.

For the Indigenous peoples of the region, contact was violent. Large 
numbers of those who lived in the forest were killed to open room for 
the villages established around the extraction pools. The Amazon at the 
time was popularly regarded as “the last frontier” and the Indigenous as 
an obstacle. For the reason that they were not considered to be Brazilians, 
under national legislation they could at best be regarded as “noble sav-
ages” in need of protection and “civilizing,” for those who would accept 
it. Thus, they had the possibility of becoming Brazilians if they were will-
ing to cooperate with the national integration project—failing this, they 
would be viewed as barbarians for setting themselves against the national 
interest. In the eyes of regional administrators, entrepreneurs, and the 
central government, the Indigenous were obstacles to national aggran-
dizement, even assumed to be cooperating with enemies beyond the bor-
ders. The simple fact, however, was that the borders were political and 
economic fictions to them and an obstacle to their existence.

Leaving aside borders for now, the main point here is that, from the 
beginning, the encounter with Indigenous peoples in the Amazon Basin 
was stimulated by the insertion and definition of Brazil first as a colony 
and later a commodity exporter dependent on international capital for 
its survival. This survival had been made possible at the expense of the 
autochthony population in a surge of exploration as well as by the exploi-
tation of slaves trafficked from Africa. The state had already developed 
and was struggling with a major structural problem under the pressure 
to come to terms with a competitive international economy. Indigenous 
peoples not included in the process of transformation of abject popula-
tion into cheap labor were either killed or left to the forest as barbarians. 
By the mid-twentieth century, anthropologists contributed to their isola-
tion and to tracing a clear division between Indigenous peoples and white, 
civilized men and between the remote past and the future in a modern-
ized country. Ethnography by anthropologists from Northern countries 
served to depoliticize the Indigenous peoples of the Amazon. Mirroring 
similar experiences in other contexts (see Beier 2005a), the Indigenous 
peoples became restricted to the past, their struggles and political narra-
tives in the present left aside in a colonial practice of authorization and 
hierarchization of political identities.

This authorization and hierarchization went on in the policies and 
processes of legalization and recognition of Indigenous identities as the 
Brazilian state was further inserted into the international. At times during 
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the 1940s through the 1970s, Brazil was under dictatorial governments. 
Through this time, the country was more concerned than ever about 
its national integration through surveillance and about the moderniza-
tion of its economy, understood as possible only under strict political 
control against insurgent groups influenced by communist ideas. In this 
Manichean frame, the policy toward Indigenous peoples was surveillance 
veiled in a discourse of protection with the founding of the Indian Protec-
tion Bureau (SPI, Portuguese acronym) to control and watch Indigenous 
populations in the country. The SPI would be responsible for determin-
ing Indigenous status through tribal affiliation and, later, with the provi-
sion of a register according to which access to state services was directed 
to Indigenous people. With the recognition of belonging to a tribe native 
to Brazil, Indigenous people would have access to citizen rights, with the 
exception of voting and forming a political or social movement, which 
was prohibited at the time.

It is important to note that international capital had never been so pres-
ent in the Brazilian economy until dictatorship. This capital could circu-
late freely in the country as long as the military government authorized 
it, which increased state control over access to the Amazon. By this time, 
external relationships between Indigenous peoples and workers in the for-
est with international and national social groups, including the Catholic 
Church, was already occurring, albeit in a very restricted and repressed 
manner. This increased feelings that Indigenous politics could be a threat 
to the national project and, thus, that Indigenous peoples had to be con-
trolled. It was not for nothing that the SPI had been created by the military 
government.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, with redemocratization, what had 
been seen as an economic miracle collapsed into debt crisis and poverty 
and inequalities in the country increased dramatically. In the Amazon, 
one of the richest areas in resources in Brazil, but with one of the high-
est levels of inequality (to the extent of reports reminiscent of slavery at 
this time), a strong, articulated, and effective social movement emerged. 
Latex extractors together with some Indigenous and other social and 
international movements began to articulate themselves in a struggle 
against the exploitation of the work force in the Amazon Basin and the 
irresponsible use of the environment. Indigenous peoples started to be 
seen as icons in such struggles because their lifeways and survival were 
vulnerable to these changes and the inequalities and poverty began in 
this sense to reach them.

With Chico Mendes, a rubber tapper in the province of Acre (lower 
Amazon Basin), as its main voice, the movement was a touchstone in 
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bringing the articulation of grassroots movements in the country with 
the new form of activism that exploded in late 1990s: the nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs). Unsettling local oligarchies still present 
in the Brazilian Amazon, this brought to the national political debate the 
undue exploitation of the forest and the lip-service the Brazilian state 
paid to the local communities in the forest, especially Indigenous peo-
ples forced to leave their communities to make money. The movement 
connected sustainable development, local political representation, and 
participation of the traditional communities in the stewardship of the 
forest, arguing that the state was favoring local elites—as in the colonial 
state—in order to maintain the integrity of the federation. Chico Mendes 
was murdered in 1988, inflicting a blow to the fight for sustainable devel-
opment in harmony with Indigenous knowledge from which it has never 
fully recovered.6 Political violence thus addressed the connection the area 
began to have with the discourse of sustainable development.

The year of Chico Mendes’ death was also the year that the new Brazil-
ian Constitution was created. A symbol of the redemocratization process 
and called the “Citizen Constitution,” it reflected the attempt to broaden 
the promotion and guaranteeing of rights in Brazil, including minori-
ties and marginalized groups such as Indigenous peoples. The SPI was 
renamed the National Indian Foundation (FUNAI, Brazilian acronym), 
part of the Ministry of Justice, and responsible to promote and guaran-
tee Indigenous peoples’ rights, mainly in the recognition, demarcation, 
and homologation of traditional lands. Indigenous peoples would have 
autonomy over their lands and freedom to control them in a sustainable 
manner, not permitting their predatory exploitation. The state thus gave 
Indigenous peoples a voice in citizenship that is related to the control of 
their land inside the state, and established for them a kind of territorial 
control of areas rich in resources.

The colonial discourse lingered, however, in public policies, in the 
Constitution, and in relation to international politics, notwithstand-
ing that the legislation theoretically was protecting Indigenous rights. 
In practical terms today, two decades after the Citizen Constitution, less 
than 25 percent of Indigenous lands have been properly demarcated and 
homologated in Brazil.7 The situation in the Amazon is particularly deli-
cate because of the borders and because demarcation can mean conflict 
with neighboring countries. Meanwhile, lumbering and gold mining 
proceeds on Indigenous lands without proper government oversight. 
When Indigenous peoples react, they may be killed; even when they do 
not, their survival is threatened by deforestation and the pollution of riv-
ers upon which they depend.
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Performing Diplomacies in Liminal Spaces

What, then, are the alternatives to extinction? Indigenous peoples of the 
Amazon raised a political voice in Brazil because of the limitations of the 
state and the limited citizenship granted to them. Some became social 
entrepreneurs, organizing discussions, articulating with NGOs, and 
doing fundraising for the operation of their councils and organizations, 
which involve the participation of many groups in the Amazon: Catholic 
missionaries, local association leaders, and advocacy networks. The larg-
est of these is the Confederation of the Indigenous Organizations in the 
Brazilian Amazon (COIAB, Brazilian acronym).

COIAB was created in 1988 as part of the Alianca dos Povos da Flo-
resta (Peoples of the Forest Alliance), including also the Amazon Work-
ing Group and the National Conference of the Rubber Tappers when 
Chico Mendes started to build alliances between Indigenous peoples 
and the laborers in the forest. The Alliance as well as COIAB emerged 
anchored in the protection of Indigenous rights and the rights of people 
of the forest more generally. Mendes inaugurated a way of doing poli-
tics in the country, especially in areas where the actuation of the state 
is precarious. COIAB is an example of this way of exercising citizenship 
differently, supported by the principles of love for the forest and respect 
for Indigenous traditions. COIAB’s main projects are around sustainable 
development in the forest, guaranteeing Indigenous cultural space for 
the development of their work, but at the same time striving for access to 
basic rights such as health and education in a differentiated manner for 
Indigenous peoples.

Most of the people working at COIAB have Indigenous roots and 
understand the organization as militancy for their future. The language 
used in the projects is one related to development and rights claims. Dur-
ing the 1990s, with the advent of the neoliberal state and the explosion of 
civil society discourses, such languages were incorporated into the vocab-
ulary of abject populations. Their politics had begun to be informed by 
the possibility opened for an individual and group based politics ahead 
of the stimulation given by the neoliberal state to projects connected to 
the promotion of specific rights that more and more disconnect people’s 
welfare from the state.

In the case of COIAB, a political project was formulated in order to 
bring ethnicity to the structures of government in the Amazon. The pro-
posal was to create representative organs with the involvement of all the 
peoples of the Amazon so that claims could be better discussed and taken 
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as a whole to the Brazilian government. The claims are seen as a means 
toward self-government and more independence from the government 
of Brazil. Nevertheless, the structures created by the organization have 
an institutional design similar to governmental structures, although it 
has attempted to maintain a better sense of horizontality. Among the 
approximately twenty Indigenous organizations that are part of COIAB 
are groups without demarcated lands and in trouble with landowners 
who are pressuring the government to diminish Indigenous areas in 
deference to the expansion of agribusiness. As the government has an 
interest in the expansion of this sector, the majority of policies are cur-
rently being concentrated on the provision of special health and educa-
tion needs instead of the regularization of land. Even so, the provision of 
these social goods is precarious.

This reflects the fact that the neoliberal reforms in Brazil put an 
emphasis on economic growth and the international position of the 
country as a developed or almost developed one. They move to increase 
individual rights and, in the case of Indigenous rights, to ensure that 
the individual has the freedom to pursue self-determination for her or 
himself. The problem is that the apparent redemocratization, combined 
with market-oriented public policies, has placed Indigenous peoples at 
an extreme disadvantage in the process because Indigenous projects typi-
cally are not market-oriented, they are communal strategies of survival. 
In some senses, the experience in the Amazon is unique. As Linda Tuha-
wai Smith stresses about the somewhat different case of Maori people in 
New Zealand,

Neoliberalism presented an economic theory for addressing issues of 
social inequality and disadvantage and offered a promise for social inclu-
sion and participation to various marginalized and disadvantaged com-
munities that differed from the welfarism that had become a feature of 
post-WWII social programs. Dismantling the Welfare State alongside 
major reforms in health and education were key platforms for delivering 
the promise of inclusion and greater equality . . . The old system was often 
viewed as patronizing, paternalistic and racist. A new approach that prom-
ised less dependency on a welfare system and more opportunity for choice 
and for the devolution of the state was viewed with hopeful anticipation 
by the Maori. (Smith 2007, 334–35)

The fundamental difference with Indigenous peoples in the Amazon is 
that the welfare system has never really existed in South America. Pater-
nalistic states were common in the region and they were limiting of 
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Indigenous political agency, as signaled in the work of the SPI as inclu-
sion of Indigenous peoples in a national integration project. Paradoxi-
cally, however, the atomist politics of neoliberalism did hold a certain 
promise for the communal activism of Indigenous peoples. Very astutely, 
Indigenous peoples in the Amazon used the disadvantageous situation to 
boost political alliances for their causes.

A specific trend observed in this process of alliance building through 
COIAB—a process built into an institutional design that has been widely 
disseminated to other organizations in the Amazon Basin—is its financing 
by international organizations, NGOs, and some international governmen-
tal agencies, such as USAID and the German Technical Cooperation. This 
is explicitly politicized as a way to establish contacts, construct discourses, 
and question the political order; it is another way of being political. Under 
the agonistic citizenship model guaranteeing minimal rights and under-
stood as an impossibility for the Indigenous, they search for solidaristic 
strategies to build political resistances as alterity (Isin 2002), as a different 
narrative about their political subjectivity, and through new conceptions of 
what it means to be a citizen in the neoliberal era.

Despite the evident gains realized in this relationship, there would be 
problems if Indigenous cosmologies were to be brought under meticu-
lous consideration. One of the aspects of rights set forth by Indigenous 
peoples in the Amazon as necessary for their autonomy and survival 
is the possibility of subsistence activities related to the selling of native 
crafts and the sharing of traditional knowledge. This is seen by people 
in the organization as a way to support the resistance activities, of self-
financing, and of more independence in the activities. The use of the 
fortuna, represented in the natural resources and the traditional use of 
the land, is an asset for Indigenous peoples in their alliances both with 
civil society groups and among themselves. These alliances are part of the 
history of the present of Indigenous peoples who are searching in other 
“places” for possibilities for the preservation of the memory of them as 
a people. Indigenous peoples enact relationality to advance negotiations 
based on the idea that the preservation of memory is connected to the 
relationship with other groups and to the recognition of them as agents, 
as part of the process of changes in the world. It is not possible to isolate 
Indigenous peoples from processes of change that are occurring in the 
world; to attempt to do so is to deny the ill effects such process have had 
in Indigenous peoples’ lives.

That is why Indigenous peoples in the Amazon do not disconnect 
their struggles from the struggles for sustainability on a global scale or 
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from other cases of exclusion in the forest. They understand that every-
one involved in the process is part of the same process that started long 
ago, in the fifteenth century, and that their political memory now cannot 
be disentangled from this encounter. The mistake would be to believe 
that this is somehow due to constitutional modifications brought by 
neoliberalism—the struggle for preservation and survival of Indigenous 
identities through communal claims, understood in the neoliberal case 
as special rights, was there long before neoliberalism was operating in 
the forest. Nevertheless, it can be said that the regime contributed to the 
attenuation of the relationships arising from an identification based on 
class, highly influenced by communist and socialist ideas, to a relation-
ship based on the experience of everyday life, in the present.

For some critics, this is problematic for the evident disconnect 
between the means employed and the ends expected. According to 
Taiaiake Alfred,

One of the problems of indigenous politics is that there is no consistency 
of means and ends in the way we are struggling to empower ourselves. 
Approaches to making change that advocate reforming the colonial legal 
system or state policy or that seek empowerment through the accumu-
lation of financial resources may seem to hold promise, but they are 
opposed to basic and shared Onkwehonwe in either the means they 
would use to advance the struggle or in the ends they would achieve. 
Legalist, economic, and, for that matter, violent insurgent approaches 
are all simply mimicking foreign logics, each in a different way. How 
you fight determines who you will become when the battle is over, and 
there is always means-ends consistency at the end of the game. For Onk-
wehonwe, the implication of a legalist approach is entrenchment in the 
state system as citizens with rights defined by the constitution of the 
colonial state, which is the defeat of the idea of an independent Onkwe-
honwe existence. (Alfred 2005, 23)

Certainly, this is not something that Indigenous peoples in the Ama-
zon Basin and, specifically, in the Brazilian Amazon have forgotten. 
However, a rupture of state institutions cannot be afforded, though 
the forms of resistance can continue to be disruptive and call attention 
to the inconsistencies in state policies. The means-ends consistency, in 
like vein, is subtle and perennial in the Amazonian Indigenous peoples’ 
experience. Their perspectives about the colonizers, their states, and 
the new actors that are operating in global politics are ways of exer-
cising their indigeneity in that sense (Viveiros de Castro, 1992). In 
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the Brazilian Amazon, such exercise is perceived in the land struggles, 
related to accommodation of the concept of sovereignty in the country, 
occurring in the lowlands of the forest.

Indigenous Articulations as Justification for Violent Sovereign Acts

When one is making an analysis about Indigenous issues in the Brazilian 
Amazon, it is necessary to address land demarcation and the process of 
homologation of these lands, and the inevitable connection it has with 
sovereignty. The Amazon Basin accounts for a very large territory both 
in South American and Brazilian terms. Almost 40 percent of Brazilian 
territory is part of what is called the “legal Amazon” or that area of the 
Amazon forest that is inside the national territory and under the surveil-
lance of the Ministry of Justice via the Federal Police.

The truth of the matter is that the borders of that territory are 
immense—more than seven thousand kilometers—enclosing a vast area, 
which makes surveillance of the territory almost impossible. If overall 
territorial surveillance is difficult, the control of the limits of Indigenous 
lands in the Amazon in order that people do not invade those lands is 
even more complicated. It is especially so because the state can go back 
and forth until the land is homologated and can do so also when a situa-
tion of conflict in the Indigenous land is taken as threatening the balance 
in the federal system and in state sovereignty. The rule of the previously 
acquired rights guaranteed to all citizens is not extended to Indigenous 
peoples, in this sense. The hierarchy of values here is clear because Indig-
enous peoples can, by protection and tutelage, have rights but they can-
not exercise them in the same manner as others because they have special 
rights. One can say that this is contrary to the difference and ethnic poli-
tics of neoliberalism. However, I would like to suggest that, if the “big pic-
ture” of the Brazilian domestic and international politics is considered, it 
makes a good deal of sense.

I have noted how the North/South discourse influenced the condi-
tion of Indigenous peoples in the Amazon forest. Such discourse also 
influences Brazilian politics and ideas about borders, indigeneity, and 
the conflict over land, defensively or in an opportunistic manner. Par-
ticularly when neoliberal policies for increasing agricultural produc-
tion and the stability of domestic policies are at stake, such discourse 
creates opportunities to legitimize actions against Indigenous groups, 
and sovereignty is an expedient that may be conveyed together with 
behaviors that at times favor Indigenous peoples and, at other times, 



BETWEEN THE LEADER OF VIRTÙ AND THE GOOD SAVAGE    147

the landowners. The case of the Raposa Serra do Sol land is an example 
of this to which I briefly turn.

The Raposa Serra do Sol territory is located in the province of Roraima, 
western lower Amazon Basin. It is more than 1.6 million of hectares of 
“continuous land,”8 homologated in 2002, with some fourteen thousand 
Indigenous people of five different ethnicities.9 Unlike in Canada and 
the United States, after the homologation is sanctioned by the president, 
the state maintains the function of arbiter in the territory; the definition 
of what is conflict and what constitutes the need of protection in Indig-
enous territory comes from the Supreme Court, not from Indigenous 
leaders. Such problems related to arbitration and definition of conflict 
are now occurring at Raposa Serra do Sol (henceforth RSS) and bring 
to the fore the question of authorship in politics and rights and how this 
can play in inappropriate ways with respect to Indigenous peoples.

The process of homologation at RSS approved in 2008 is creating sig-
nificant conflict with rice growers in Roraima who held large amounts of 
land to produce rice for both export and internal consumption. Unused 
land was kept without plantation for land speculation in agribusiness. 
These rice growers alleged that homologation would cause unemploy-
ment and rice shortages in the national markets. The biggest problem 
was not the allegation per se, but the attendant discourse of hate toward 
Indigenous peoples and the serious implications that has for Indigenous 
people’s safety in the context of a mobilization of the farmers organized 
against them.

Since the beginning of 2008, landowners are inflaming migrant work-
ers coming from other provinces to work in rice cultivation against 
Indigenous peoples on the pretence that they are the cause of poverty 
and impoverishment in the region and an obstacle to economic growth. 
At the same time, landowners are advancing into Indigenous territories 
in order to expand their cultivation. They justify this by arguing that it 
is absurd for Brazilian citizens to accept that 0.4 percent of the popula-
tion in Roraima should have 40 percent of the provincial territory, which 
in this case is within the province but is not provincial territory, but an 
Indigenous territory protected by the federal government. In addition, 
the quoted percentage of the territory is not only related to the RSS, but 
to other Indigenous territories in Roraima, which, as it happens, was cre-
ated in the mid-1960s because of the large Indigenous presence and to 
guarantee better control of the border area with Venezuela.

A major inconsistency in the homologation process of continuous 
land in Brazil is that non-Indigenous people continue to live and to 



148   MARCELA VECCHIONE GONÇALVES

maintain their own structures of governance inside the territory. This 
is problematic because Indigenous peoples have the responsibility to, 
among other things, ensure that the land is used in a sustainable man-
ner and for noncommercial activities. The landowners who invade the 
territory, however, do not ensure this and the responsibility for their 
deforesting activities ultimately remains with Indigenous peoples. In 
furtherance of their efforts to improve their control over the territory, 
landowners use local associations, such as peasants’ guilds, to incite 
violence and racism against Indigenous peoples, claiming that they are 
selling the country to international interests and threatening national 
development and sovereignty.

This claim is being made because, as Indigenous peoples have auton-
omy over their territories and are each day more articulated with inter-
national civil society associations as a means of surviving politically and 
physically, it is said that they are permitting the entrance of foreigners 
to use natural resources without state concession. Indigenous peoples, 
by this logic are usurpers, possessing the land for profit and using their 
racial minority condition to threaten the citizens and the sovereignty of 
the state, or so goes the discourse. It is also a perspective supported by 
the military that argues, for example, that it is absurd that a Brazilian 
cannot transit freely in an Indigenous territory that has become prop-
erty in a sovereign land. Following this reasoning, of course, we could 
rhetorically ask why an Indigenous person of the RSS cannot circulate 
freely in the rice farms or to Venezuela. The answer is that sovereignty 
and the concept of a popular sovereignty through the acts by which 
citizens exercise and incorporate them is not an appropriate concept 
when we turn to Indigenous peoples here. Legally, the territories are 
not their property because the government has conceded the right of 
living in them without it being necessary to acquire them; they have 
control over the land but not in the manner of property. Moreover, they 
are not creating a parallel government inside the demarcated territory; 
they do not seek territorial emancipation, which is not an issue. The 
imagined threat to sovereignty is proffered mainly because Indigenous 
life projects and ways of life are incompatible with the agricultural 
entrepreneurs’ project.

If the problem is the amount of land devoted to a small number of 
people, then the terms of quantity must also be revised or the naive 
notions of sovereignty under threat must be put into context with what 
sovereignty means in the political struggle for land in Brazil and its con-
nections with productivity and foreign trade in the country. Denying 
the deployment of sovereignty as an expedient for the normalization 
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of power discourses inside the country is in the minimum naive, and 
Indigenous peoples are at the center of this process not because they are 
a threat to sovereignty per se, but because they deny what the idea of 
sovereignty represents. In other words, their politics is made for other 
purposes, although sometimes incorporating much of the liberal state 
discourse according to which citizenship is the basis to stand (by one-
self) for one’s rights. Citizenship in this case is the counterfactual for 
Indigenous peoples, something they use in the struggle for rights, but 
which is under complex negotiation through the various discourses 
popular sovereignty assumes depending on the government, on the 
public policy, and on the political context. One thing that cannot be 
denied is that this is a political and not solely a legal process, and sov-
ereignty and autonomy in the Indigenous territory are less a narrative 
about concession and more one about control and keeping peace in 
the vast Brazilian territory. Sovereignty is not an issue for Indigenous 
peoples because borders make no sense to them, except for the fact that 
this will define to whom they must address themselves and seek for 
political authorization. It is not a matter of secession. As Alfred puts it, 
“Those who advocate sovereignty as a goal seek only a limited form of 
autonomy, not independence; the goal relates only to powers of self-
government within a framework of constitutional law and authorities 
delegated by the state . . . The problem is that the assertion of a sover-
eign right for indigenous peoples continues to structure the politics of 
decolonization, and the state uses the theoretical inconsistencies in that 
position to its own advantage” (Alfred 2006b, 324).

The inconsistencies and the discourse of power immersed in the 
dynamics of the conflict in RSS made the Brazilian Supreme Court step 
back from homologation in mid-April 2008 on the basis that the con-
flict was bringing imbalance to the provincial autonomy regulated by 
the federal arrangement and, thereby, to the unity of the Federation. 
Mainly, this decision was made because the Federal Police were forced 
to intervene to take people out of the Indigenous territory. In this case, 
the popular sovereignty distributed through federal autonomy was 
used to justify the decision and, once more, the Indigenous were for-
gotten in the conflict.

The conflict opened the opportunity for articulation with the Indig-
enous Peoples in RSS with other Indigenous peoples in other areas of the 
Amazon Basin as well as with organizations like the Indigenous Coun-
cil of Roraima (CIR) and the COIAB, which is the Indigenous politi-
cal organization active in the process. COIAB had started to articulate 
a global resistance in response to the episode, contacting Indigenous 



150   MARCELA VECCHIONE GONÇALVES

communities in other parts of the world via the UN Permanent Forum 
on Indigenous Issues and Alianza Amazonia. The CIR, with all the alli-
ances formed through COIAB, had started to pressure the Brazilian gov-
ernment to offer protection to the Indigenous peoples in the continuous 
territory. In relation to the peasants and to the allegations of unemploy-
ment, the argument of the CIR, mostly administered by Indigenous 
peoples of the area, is that most of the occupied land is unproductive 
and used as back-up in case of necessity to stock rice to raise the prices 
internally and externally.

In this sense, the Indigenous organizations that emerged inside the 
Raposa Terra do Sol territory were influenced by global initiatives to act 
in the local, particularly through policies with community sustainable 
development. The CIR, for example, has four axes for actions and all of 
them are public policy oriented bringing to the organization the func-
tion to operate in a realm that a few years ago was restricted to the state. 
Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that the work of CIR and also of 
COIAB is possible due to sponsorship coming from global NGOs, some 
corporate actors, and from the state in the form of policies linked to spe-
cialized agencies in the Ministries. In the case of the Indigenous peoples 
in RSS, we can say that “Indigenous organizations are both inside and 
outside civil society, the state and markets. But this positioning . . . fits 
quite well with contemporary processes that make it difficult to sustain 
the distinction between civil society, state and market” (Blaser, Feit, and 
McRae, 2004, 15).

In this sense, Indigenous Peoples in Brazil have been accused of 
being intermediaries of multinational and NGO interests when striv-
ing for their survival. Of course, these connections can never be abso-
lutely free of external influences. However, the openness to this new 
kind of relationship is increasing the influence of Indigenous articula-
tions in policies beneficial to their survival as political beings. Even if 
the military or the state say that Indigenous peoples are compromising 
sovereignty, one should ask of which sovereignty they are speaking and 
for what purposes and how Indigenous peoples could possibly be jeop-
ardizing it, if this is not their aim in seeking political survival. Much to 
the contrary, this has always been the aim of a politics of forgetting of 
their life projects and cosmologies.
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Conclusion: Becoming Political, Being Indigenous

The situation in the RSS is an example of how Indigenous peoples are 
negotiating in the interstices of broader negotiations of Brazilian sover-
eignty. These negotiations show how Indigenous peoples organize in the 
face of difficulties affirming political identities in a place that is in constant 
movement to negotiate its own. Their own negotiations are examples of 
the principle of relationality and of cosmology illustrated in the constant 
and perennial relationships between political identities and the space they 
are in. Relationality is a process that if put in parallel with citizenship, for 
instance—if sameness is considered as alterity and as a technique for polit-
ical survival and negotiation inside, within, and throughout the states—is 
the Indigenous way of seeking recognition and personal accomplishment 
amid the collective.

Under these circumstances, Indigenous peoples are never political, 
they are constantly becoming political. The process of construction of 
political subjectivities responds to relationships to the family, the tribe, 
the Earth, and the European colonizers. They are never one, they are 
multiple and their identities are always in formation as are their rela-
tionships. Without looking at relationships, very little can be said about 
Indigenous peoples and their relational identities (Alfred 2005; Beier 
2005a; Blaser et al., forthcoming; Smith 2007; Martin-Hill 2004).

Between the classifications of a Machiavellian leader of virtù and the 
Rousseauian good savage, Indigenous peoples are in the end a nomencla-
ture established outside their own through which the political as official 
state practice is not allowed. That is why they are condemned for doing 
politics, simply because they are not ascribed to do it. That is the reason 
their understandings of the political, relationships, and relationality are 
important to understand the becoming political not only of them, but 
of us in the form of a changed and negotiated citizenship, which by no 
means is a firm concept and which reflects the changes in the state as 
political concept and practice (Isin 2002).

By way of concluding, I would repeat a question posed by the Brazilian 
anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro: “Who are not Indigenous?” 
The question makes us think that the attribution of this characteristic 
was made from without and in a specific time. In that sense, what is the 
Indigenous today and who is not Indigenous, if most of the people inside 
the state territory are now native? This question is the basis for the Ama-
zon perspectivism, but what of the definitions and political subjectivities 
if the Indigenous are understood via their perception about the anthro-
pologist, the social scientist, or whoever is in contact with them? Turning 
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the question around brings to the fore the relationships and the ideas 
Indigenous peoples have about the “civilization” that has wandered into 
their midst. In the case of the Amazon Basin, it brings an understanding 
about what the Amazon really is and the kind of relationships with the 
environment, the people, and the institutions it entails.

Who are not the Indigenous and who are the Indigenous in this sense 
would not be a line of division for understanding the conflicts over land, 
resources, and the definition of sovereignty in the Amazon. It would be 
but a point of departure to the possibilities for new diplomacies in mul-
tiple, alive, and changing political zones broadly understood and trans-
lated by Indigenous political subjectivities and relationships.

Notes

 1. According to Aihwa Ong, global assemblage is a cultural, political, economic, 
and social interrelationship occurring through, within, and inside the state 
constituting political spaces in perpetual motion. In the global assemblage, 
there are inter-actions between many social groups that produce a situated 
politics and a situated ethics (Ong 2006). The global assemblage also pro-
duces a sort of governmentality that entails political activities proper to the 
assemblage that can be disarticulated and rearticulated, according to the sit-
uated politics emergent in the assemblage. In other words, the politics that 
leads to the assemblage is not necessarily the same that will emerge inside it 
or in the aftermath of the particular moment that could have led to its disar-
ticulation. For Saskia Sassen, this is the result of globalization and is the sign 
of the emergence of a global scale that is not the same as thinking in a world 
scale resulting from internationalization. The globalization process leads to 
different forms of doing politics and exercising authority through differ-
entiated spaces and scales (Sassen 2008). In this way, the global assemblage 
can be present in a local space and the local can be part of the global scale. 
The concept, as theorized by Ong and Sassen is important to understanding 
Indigenous political geographies and life struggles in the Amazon Basin.

 2. Machiavelli’s (1985) leader of virtù is one who is able to learn from lessons 
of the past in order to avoid repeating mistakes. The leader of virtù thus 
effectively controls fortuna, or luck.

 3. The image of the “good savage” is described by Rousseau (1992) as describing 
a natural state of being, before the state and civil society, in which survival is 
presumed to have been pursued according to instincts of self-preservation 
but without appetites or ambitions such as Rousseau felt undermined com-
passion for others in “progressive” society.

 4. The English were an exception in the Portuguese colonial pact of the Brazil-
ian colony as they financed the Portuguese Crown during the process.

 5. The idea came mainly with the proclamation of the Republic in 1889.
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 6. On this fundamental issue for Indigenous struggles in the Amazon forest, 
see Mendes (1992).

 7. On the legal basis for Indigenous rights, see article 231 in the Brazilian Con-
stitution, available at http://www.v-brazil.com/government/laws/constitution
.html (accessed May 1, 2008).

 8. The terminology “‘continuous land” in the Brazilian Constitution means 
that many Indigenous territories can have recognition, demarcation, and 
homologation under one large continuous territory, which makes more 
sense to Indigenous peoples accustomed to living in close and overlap-
ping regions before and during the division of the national territory into 
provinces.

 9. For extensive information about the case, see the CIR (Indigenous Council 
of Roraima) Web page: http://www.cir.org.br (accessed May 1, 2008).
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Aboriginal Diplomacy

The Queen Comes to Canada 
and Coyote Goes to London

Keith Thor Carlson

The post–War of 1812 relationship between Indigenous people and 
the Canadian state has been examined primarily through the prism 

of domestic federal government policy initiatives, and within this para-
digm Native people have been seen principally as reacting to agendas set 
in Ottawa (see, for example, Dickason 1992; Miller 1989; Ray 1999). In 
western Canada, where British sovereignty was proclaimed much later 
than it was in the central and eastern regions of what has become the 
Canadian Dominion (and where First Nations never played the role of 
military ally in North American skirmishes between European powers) 
Native-newcomer relations have seldom been approached within the 
context of diplomacy. And yet, diplomacy is precisely the paradigm that 
many Indigenous people themselves use when discussing Indigenous-
Crown relations. Indeed, there exist among the Salish people of Coast 
and interior British Columbia several stories of one-on-one diplomatic 
negotiations between nineteenth- and early-twentieth century Aborigi-
nal leaders and reigning British kings and queens. The conundrum for 
historians has been that there are no archival documents to corroborate 
the oral canon; as such, the Indigenous histories have alternatively been 
ignored or dismissed as either “myth” or “fantasy.” Despite their singular 
status, these narratives reveal much about the way Native people not only 
understand their relationship with the non-Native world, but also the 
role of newcomers within Aboriginal history. As such, they are portals 
through which we can begin to see and appreciate diplomacy on terms 
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that go beyond the Western tradition of realpolitik and the assumption of 
the security dilemma. They suggest a diplomatic alternative where differ-
ence is not necessarily regarded as inherently threatening. When engaged 
on their own terms these narratives are every bit as valid as Western ones. 
Failing to appreciate the sincerity and veracity of this discourse is to close 
a door on another way of knowing, and to perpetuate a colonialist mind-
set that inevitably marginalizes Indigenous voices.

Not all Salish stories of diplomacy with the Crown are identical, and 
it is clear that not all the stories are meant to refer to the same encounter 
or encounters. Elizabeth Edwards of the Douglas Lake community near 
Merritt (aged ninety-four in 2004), for example, related an account of 
Chief Skakahtun’s mid-nineteenth century negotiations with Queen Vic-
toria—negotiations that took place on a ship anchored in British Colum-
bia waters. According to Ms. Edwards, the queen of England traveled to 
British Columbia after learning of the shiny colored rocks of gold that 
could be found along the Fraser River. When her ship arrived she was 
eager to come ashore and “walk on the land,” but Skakahtun (who was so 
highly respected that his people never allowed his feet to touch the earth 
when he attended high level meetings) intercepted the queen’s longboat 
and told Her Majesty, “No! Not this time. Maybe another time. [Instead] 
we are going to talk.” And talk they apparently did. As Ms. Edwards 
explained, the queen and Skakahtun acknowledged that the world would 
soon be changing, and that neither of them would live forever. They and 
their people, therefore, needed a long-lasting system of governance and 
finance that would accommodate the future needs of both the Natives 
and the newcomers. Seeing Skakahtun’s sacks of colored rocks, the queen 
proposed that she would look after the gold in exchange for ensuring the 
future welfare of both the Native and non-Native people; they would be 
able to “live off the wealth.” Ms. Edwards interpreted this to mean that 
the Crown had committed to providing social assistance or “welfare” to 
all those First Nations people who were truly “needy.”1

Though remarkable, Ms. Edward’s narrative is not exceptional. In a 
park in Lytton, BC, overlooking the junction of the Fraser and Thomp-
son rivers stands a vandalized marble memorial, erected in 1927, com-
memorating Chief David Spintlum (1812–87). Historical documents 
held in American and British repositories describe Spintlum as a pow-
erful and pragmatic leader who, in 1858, negotiated peace treaties with 
renegade outfits of American militia bent on waging a war of racial 
extermination within the British Crown colony to rid the region of 
Indigenous people and open the gold fields to capitalist development. 
Within the historiography, Spintlum’s actions are described as having 
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been unappreciated by the British Colonial and Imperial authorities 
who, ironically, quickly moved to take advantage of the peace Spintlum 
had created to assert their own more subtle system of alienating Native 
land and resources. But in the local Nlakapamux oral tradition, as cap-
tured in the text chiseled into the marble memorial, a different history 
is told—one where the queen herself acknowledges Spintlum’s contri-
butions to the Empire and recognizes his right to govern his people 
within their traditional territory:

When the white men . . . [first arrived in British Colum?] . . . bia the Indi-
ans were using the land and this caused bloodshed. David Spintlum did 
not want this loss of life and succeeded in stopping the war. He saw Queen 
Victoria who was visiting Canada and reported to her what he had done. 
Her Majesty was glad to hear this and said “there shall be no more war in 
Canada.” She presented him with a flag and a hunting knife and told him 
he should be chief for ever. David Spintlum made his posts at Spuzzum at 
Lilloet at Stathshone and at Sheneodos and those four posts are the limits 
of the Thompson tribal territory.

Two decades later, in 1946, in an appearance before a Special Joint 
Committee of Parliament, the highly literate and articulate Squamish 
Native rights advocate Andrew Paull (president of the North American 
Indian Brotherhood), referred to the agreement between Spintlum and 
Queen Victoria as an “unwritten treaty.” He added that Queen Victoria 
had subsequently “sent the Marquis of Lorne to Chief Spintlum with a 
flag and a bible and a sword . . . to ratify this early treaty.”2 Governor 
General Lorne is known to have met with British Columbia’s Aborigi-
nal people during his 1882 Pacific visit, but no written records exist to 
suggest his having ratified earlier agreements or treaties with Aborigi-
nal people.

But the Nlakapamux accounts of Spintlum’s relations with the monar-
chy are not the only ones to cite agreements entered into with the Marquis 
of Lorne. Chief George of Chehalis, from a settlement on the Harrison 
River (a tributary of the Fraser roughly one hundred kilometers upstream 
from the Harrison’s mouth) was, in the words of the famous anthropol-
ogist Franz Boas, a “prize.” So great was George’s historical knowledge 
that Boas used him as his primary authority in two separate publications 
(Boas 1894, 1895). But while Boas reveled in what Chief George could 
tell him about Aboriginal myths, legends, and the traditional cultural 
expressions of his tribal community, he was less than impressed with the 
chief ’s interpretation of the history of recent Native-newcomer relations. 
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In a letter to his wife in 1890 describing his research with Chief George, 
Boas wrote that “at least once a day I have to listen to a speech about how 
great he is . . . The main topic of his conversation is the fact that his wife 
once gave Princess Louise, [the daughter of Queen Victoria and] the wife 
of the former Governor [General] of Canada [the Marquis of Lorne], 
five cows which she did not even acknowledge, thus proving herself most 
unworthy” (Rohner 1969, 127).

If Boas failed to take Chief George and his wife’s complaints about 
the Governor General and Queen Victoria’s daughter seriously, the 
Canadian government failed to recognize their significance. An article in 
the November 21, 1883, edition of The British Columbian, titled “Gross 
Neglect,” noted that Aboriginal leaders were “very much disappointed 
and dissatisfied” that more than a year had passed since the Royal visit 
with the Marquis’s “voluntary promise” of gifts yet to be fulfilled. Over 
the subsequent months a flurry of letters between Prime Minister John 
A. Macdonald, I. W. Powell, the Superintendent of Indian Affairs for Brit-
ish Columbia, and the Auditor General, determined that no one in the 
Indian Affairs Branch or Prime Ministers office had been apprised of any 
such promise by the Governor General’s staff. Confused as to what the 
promise might have been, and unsure of its import within Aboriginal 
society, Ottawa officials eventually determined, four months later, to for-
ward sixty photographs of the marquis and princess to British Columbia 
with instructions that they were to be “distributed among the Chiefs to 
whom the presents were promised.”3 Given that seven years later Chief 
George Chehalis and his wife still considered their gift of cattle not only 
unreciprocated but a matter of weighty importance, we can conclude 
that the photos did not meet Aboriginal expectations.

Along similar lines, many contemporary Stó:lõ elders from the lower 
Fraser River carry oral histories of a promise that was made to them fol-
lowing negotiations between their leaders and the Crown’s representative 
at a large public gathering in New Westminster in the mid-1860s. Accord-
ing to these intergenerational memories, the Crown committed to pro-
viding the Stó:lõ people with one third (some versions say one quarter) 
of all royalties generated from alienated lands and resources within their 
territory. To express their frustration at the government’s unwillingness to 
acknowledge the promise, let alone live up to it, the Stó:lõ leaders staged a 
large reenactment ceremony in New Westminster on the queen’s Birthday 
in 2006. There, after ceremoniously receiving canoes that brought Aborigi-
nal delegates to the former colonial capital as had occurred on May 24, 
1864, volunteer actors dressed in period costumes repeated the words that 
Stó:lõ oral history states were spoken by the Crown Colony’s governor.
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As noted, narratives such as these sit awkwardly against the histori-
cal records preserved in archival documents and interpreted through 
scholarly histories. According to Western sources, Queen Victoria never 
visited British Columbia, no commitments were ever made to exchange 
gold for welfare, Spintlum was never appointed chief for life, the Mar-
quis of Lorne never affirmed the queen’s earlier treaty with Spintlum’s 
people, Queen Victoria’s daughter never accepted a gift of cattle from 
George Chehalis’s wife, and the Stó:lõ were never promised anything for 
their land and resources. And because such stories are incongruous with 
the documentary-based historical record, they inevitably fail to resonate 
with non-Native audiences. As such, in terms of their historical valid-
ity, they are marginalized. Because they do not correspond to notions of 
acceptable evidence as measured in Western culture, they are inevitably 
rejected as inaccurate, and the events they describe as having never hap-
pened. And yet to dismiss such stories is to close the door on another way 
of knowing—and to the possibility of building future respectful relations 
built upon the foundations of past ones.

Other ways of knowing reveal themselves through diverse, and some-
times unexpected sources. The September 1904 edition of the Kamlooops 
Wawa, the self-proclaimed “Queerest Newspaper in the World,” includes 
the daily travelogue of two sojourning Salish chiefs and an Oblate priest 
from the interior of British Columbia as they journeyed to Liege Belgium 
to attend a global gathering of Oblate priests discussing their missionary 
work, and then to the Vatican where they met the pope. The text of the 
published journal is difficult to penetrate for it is an obscure form of 
shorthand taught to expectant priests in mid-nineteenth century French 
seminaries. In addition to being in shorthand, the language itself, Chi-
nook Jargon, is also obscure. Chinook Jargon is a trade language with 
a vocabulary of less than one thousand words. It is an amalgam of Chi-
nook proper, Nuu-chah-nulth, several Salish languages, French, and Eng-
lish, and a sprinkling of Chinese and Polynesian. As such, it was never 
anyone’s first language, but rather a language in the middle that allowed 
people to communicate across cultural divides. And though widespread 
a century ago, it is now, for all intents and purposes, a dead language. 
Scholars have essentially ignored the journal.4

On the Wawa’s pages we read that on the way to Europe, the three 
stopped in Britain and took in the tourist sites, including the famous 
London Zoo. There, among the exotic rhinoceroses, platypuses, and 
elephants, was a Canadian coyote. For Chief Celestin Chilihitza and 
Chief Louis, this was a striking moment. One of their own (the cen-
tral figure in interior Salish creation and transformation stories) had 
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preceded them to Europe.5 Inspired by the account of the European 
journey presented in the Kamloops Wawa, Salish leaders with a much 
more political agenda organized a second trip to Europe two years later. 
Originally meant to include one or both of the original chiefs who vis-
ited Coyote in London and the pope in Rome, the four members of this 
second delegation bypassed politicians in Ottawa (they stopped merely 
to inform Canadian officials of their mission but would not reveal their 
goals) then secured an audience with King Edward VII in Buckingham 
Palace. A little over a month later, they returned home with accounts 
of high-level diplomacy and Royal promises—promises denied by the 
Canadian government.6

More than seventy years later, in 1980, the anthropologist Wendy 
Wickwire interviewed an eighty-year-old interior Salish Elder named 
Harry Robinson, who told her a remarkable historical narrative of Coy-
ote’s journey to London and his negotiation with, and ultimate betrayal 
by, the king of England. Long ago, Robertson explained, near the dawn 
of time, Coyote’s twin brother stole the knowledge of literacy and took 
it with him to distant England where he became the founder of Brit-
ain and father of the British people. Later, after English settlers and laws 
had begun to over-run interior Salish lands, Coyote was directed by an 
angel to seek redress by traveling to London to confront the king. Coy-
ote did this, and ultimately secured promises from the king that Native 
lands and rights would be protected. The king promised Coyote that he 
would write all this in the “Black and White”—a book that would codify 
Native-newcomer relations. Through subterfuge, Robinson explains, the 
promise was never properly fulfilled. However, the balance of his nar-
rative explains in great detail the important events in Native newcomer 
relations that resulted ostensibly from the historic diplomatic negotia-
tions between Coyote and British Monarch.7

Myth and history: both terms convey something about the past, but in 
the mind of contemporary Westerners, or at least in the minds of most 
contemporary Westerners, the two are distinct narrative forms. The con-
veyor of one is seldom associated with the practitioner of the other, just 
as the reality of one is seldom considered with the truthfulness of the 
other; and as such, both are poorly understood. This is especially the case 
when the terms are applied to forms of narratives pertaining to the past 
as understood and used by people from cultures and languages who have 
not inherited the Western tradition, let alone participated in its creation 
and evolution.

Whereas most Western newcomers to North America associate myths 
with premodern fictional understandings of temporal dimensions, no 
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such distinction exists within the minds of many North American 
Indigenous people. As such, the term “myth” sits rather uncomfort-
ably as the title of a genre of Indigenous narratives about the distant 
past. “Oral traditions,” and “oral history,” (terms often used to describe 
the unwritten historical narratives of Aboriginal people) are, therefore, 
English glosses that obscure as much as they reveal. The former tend to 
be associated with myth-like or myth-age stories, the latter with more 
“real” and more recent (that is, “historical”) happenings. If descriptive 
words are thought of as metaphors that can help bridge cultural gulfs 
of understanding, then perhaps the terms oral tradition and oral his-
tory might best be regarded as preliminary allegories whose greatest 
strengths are to serve as starting points for the creation of ever more 
sophisticated metaphors.8

Harry Robinson’s narrative of Coyote’s trip to London and “The Black 
and White” does not fit neatly into either of the two standard identi-
fied genes of Aboriginal historical narratives. As Jan Vansina (1985) has 
documented, Indigenous oral histories are richest in their descriptions of 
what has been interpreted as the ancient past (the period when supernat-
ural beings mingled with human characters at or near the beginning of 
time), and the relatively recent past during the lives of living individuals 
and their immediate antecedents. In the interior Salish language spoken 
by Harry Robinson, stories of the first type are known as Spakwelh, and 
those of the second Spilaxem. While interior Salish people considered 
both equally true and real, outsiders have tended to classify the former 
as myth and the latter as history, the first as fiction and the second as 
potentially true.

Metaphysics and politics mingle in Harry Robinson’s story. So too do 
history and legend. In Robinson’s narrative, Coyote, the Okanagan Salish 
“Trickster figure” who Robinson describes as being half-man and half-
animal, receives a message from an angel of God directing him to Lon-
don to confront the king of England about the abuse Indigenous people 
are suffering at the hands of the king’s English children and to “make the 
law between the white people and the Indian.”

Coyote accepts God’s will and travels to England. Once there, how-
ever, Coyote cannot gain access to the monarch as he is protected by sol-
diers and will see no one save the Head of State. Undeterred, Coyote goes 
to the king’s kitchen door and speaks with the cook, who is frightened 
by Coyote’s less than fully human form. Coyote tells the cook not to be 
afraid. Through this lowly servant Coyote’s message is delivered and the 
British monarch learns that Coyote, too, is a king. He is then admitted to 
the palace, walks up to the king of England and says,
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“I am another King. I come to see you . . . You and I, we can talk the busi-
ness, then we’re gonna make a law, because you King and I am King.” He 
says to the King, “All of your children, they come and they went from here, 
and then they did cross into my place, into my country. Then from there 
they go east and they go west . . . and they went about half-ways already 
and they don’t do good to my children. So that’s how I come here to see 
you. So we can make a law and show our children they can be good. Not to 
be in trouble, not to be bad to one another. That’s what I want.”

The English king, however, requires further convincing. He asks what 
it is, exactly, that his children have done to Coyote’s people. Was it seri-
ous? Did they try to kill Coyote’s people? Coyote is quick to answer; 
his people’s grievances are clear: “They just don’t care for it . . . they 
just go and they trade the land and they just do what they like. If my 
children tell them . . . ‘here, this is mine’ . . . they will kill them. So it 
shouldn’t be that way. Should be good to one another, and that’s what 
I come here for.”

The way it should be, of course, is peaceful—and the Coyote king 
understands that the English king’s people will only be peaceful if their 
behavior with Coyote’s children is regulated by a predictable rule of law. 
Coyote wants a codified relationship written in “Black and White” that 
will clarify Native-newcomer relationships principally by defining their 
rights and obligations toward one another. But the English king is not 
eager to embrace this. Assuming the superiority of his Western tech-
nology and demographics, he suggests that armed conflict would be a 
quicker and more effective way of resolving the tensions: “Your word is 
not right. Your word it sounds like war . . . If you are King and I am King 
we should fight. We’ll have a war.”

Coyote, however, is prepared for this diversionary tactic. Before agree-
ing to a fight he instructs the king to look out the window, explaining 
that he is confident that the English king’s attitude will change once he 
has seen what awaits him through the portal. Summoning the power 
given to him by God, Coyote makes it so the king “could see plain.” Before 
him were “all kinds of Indians, just as thick as could be; nothing but Indi-
ans . . . They all had a feather on their head, and they all had a spear . . . 
with a sharp end.” Coyote clarifies for the king that if there is a war, his 
feathered soldiers would be sure to “kill you first before the children 
here.” Frightened at the Indigenous resolve, the king in Robinson’s narra-
tive sits back down, contemplates his options for a few minutes, and says 
“I think we not going to have a war because you was ready. Your soldiers 
are all there . . . But I’m not ready.”
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There is no honor reflected in the English king’s thoughts or words. 
Given the opportunity, it is clear he would have preferred to simply take 
Coyote’s people’s lands. Though he has aged, and supposedly matured, the 
king is as greedy and conniving as he was when he first stole literacy from 
his twin at the dawn of time. Indeed, Coyote reminds him that this is the 
second time the English king has promised before God that he would treat 
Coyote fairly and not fight—the first being when the king was young and 
Coyote was still a pup. As such, Coyote needs more than a verbal prom-
ise and demands that an agreement be written and signed that will for-
ever define the relationship between Natives and newcomers and ensure 
everlasting peace “till the end of the world.” This “law” would specifically 
articulate the king’s commitment to protect Aboriginal lands. Faced with 
Aboriginal strength and acumen, the English king acquiesces.

Prior to signing the papers, Coyote makes an additional, and seem-
ingly unusual demand of the king—one associated with historical pres-
ervation of another kind: “‘Before we can talk the business . . . Before we 
can sign the paper . . . get your camera . . . King, get up and get your cam-
era.’ He took pictures of Coyote sitting or standing or walking . . . [The 
English king] takes pictures.” These pictures would later prove fortuitous, 
for as Robinson explains, the king subsequently welches on his promise 
to write the “Black and White.” All Coyote’s people have, in the end, to 
prove Coyote had indeed met the king and secured the guarantees, is the 
photo of Coyote in Buckingham Palace.

The photographs having been taken, Coyote and the king enter into 
full diplomatic negotiations over what should be included in the “Black 
and White.” But time is precious and Coyote must return to his land. 
Rather than a full treaty, they have time merely to create a “point” form 
list. Within this inventory is a clear commitment that the Indian peo-
ple would be able to identify for themselves what lands they wanted as 
reserves; that such lands would be forever protected from encroach-
ments by the king’s children; and that in exchange, the white people 
“can use the rest.” Before departing, Coyote instructs the king to “take 
your time and do the rest [i.e., write the document] . . . when I leave.” 
As Robinson explains, it was not really necessary for Coyote to take the 
finished written document with him at that time because his people 
were still nonliterate. As such, in the end, Coyote leaves England with 
only the king’s verbal promise that he would compose the written text 
and provide BC Aboriginal people with a written document in due 
course. What Coyote failed to anticipate was the extent of the king’s 
mendacious character. Without Coyote there to monitor him, the king 
was in no rush to fulfill his promise.
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The tendency for scholars engaging narratives like Robinson’s has 
been to either employ strict synchronic methods—where the words are 
engaged as though their meaning is best appreciated in totally self-refer-
ential terms that are particular to the speaker’s time and worldview—or 
to approach them through a diachronic prism where their principal value 
is seen as a product of their ability to contribute to what we already know 
about the past through alternative (archival) texts. Either approach used 
in isolation denies the insights of the other. But more to the point, in 
isolation such approaches fail to capture and reflect the story of cultural 
hybridity that inevitably shapes the way the Aboriginal speakers think 
about and understand their own past. For European ideas and beliefs 
often mixed in Indigenous minds and traditions in a manner that simple 
notions of syncretism struggles to accommodate—and which were not 
necessarily always exploitative and destructive.

Robinson does not date the visit to the king. Nor does he make any 
explicit reference to either the 1904 or 1906 Salish delegations to Europe. 
His description of what Coyote secured in the way of a Royal promise, 
and his account of the long delay in having the promises committed to 
paper and recognized by non-Native government and society can, how-
ever, be read against the accounts of these earlier actions to reveal strik-
ing parallels (Carlson 2005). Speaking before the Royal Commission on 
Indian Affairs in the Province of British Columbia in the spring of 1913, 
for instance, Cowichan delegate Charlie Isipaymilt described the 1906 
delegation, of which he was a part, by declaring

I went to the King a few years ago to try to get some settlement from the 
King, and when I got there, the King gave me this photograph. His Majesty 
promised to do something for us, and said he would send somebody out to 
look into the matter. The King told me that I need not feel very sorry about 
these things, as if there was anything he could do[,] anything for me, he 
would do it. His Majesty promised to give each male Indian on the reserve, 
160 acres of land, as this land belongs to us Indians.9

Three years earlier, the 1906 delegation’s frustrated leader, Chief Joe Cap-
ilano, told a reporter from The Province newspaper: “They [non-Native 
detractors] say here that I never saw the Great White Chief in London. 
They say I make too much of that affair and that I am full of untruth. The 
men who say such things are little men, the men who have no honour 
and think all others have no honour also. The big men, the men who deal 
with real men, know that I speak the truth about all these things. They 
know that when one chief meets another great chief he not go about 
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telling all the world what they speak . . . Great men are silent and hon-
ourable.” Capilano continued, “The Crown is above all and when I go 
London I speak with the Crown, with the Great White Chief . . . We talk 
with the King and at the end he shake my right hand hard and with his 
left hand pat my left shoulder three times . . . and say Chief we see this 
matter righted but it may take a long time, five years perhaps.”10

The 1906 delegation is not the only event recorded in Western archival 
documents that echoes features of Robinson’s narrative as related above. 
Parallels are also found with the earlier 1879 efforts of both Interior 
and Coast Salish communities to negotiate and codify a self-governance 
system with Indian Reserve Commissioner Gilbert Malcolm Sproat.11 
There too, hybridity was at work. In 1879, the aspirations of the interior 
Nlakapamux and coastal Stó:lõ leaders revolved around securing land 
and resources from non-Native settlers, and in enabling Salish people to 
retain and standardize mechanisms for self-governance within the con-
stitutional framework of the Canadian dominion.

Seeking to explain the significance of Coyote’s early departure from 
the king, Robinson’s narrative goes on to discuss the ramifications of the 
king’s failure to put his verbal promise onto paper. For, from Robinson’s 
perspective, the king was reneging on his promise to put pen to paper 
and encode a law for the Aboriginal people. Indeed, Robinson explains 
that the point-form paper negotiated between Coyote and the king sat 
in the palace and was ignored by no less than four successive English 
kings. Only after the ascension to the throne of a queen (the original 
king’s great-great-granddaughter) was the promise belatedly honored; 
and even then, improperly: four copies of the text were prepared, three 
of which were sent immediately to Canada. The first went to Ottawa, 
the second to Winnipeg, and the third, the one that was supposed to go 
to Coyote’s people, was instead spirited away to the British Columbia 
provincial capital of Victoria where nefarious provincial politicians con-
cealed it from the Indian people.

The Okanagan Salish, however, knew it had arrived because one of 
their members, a man Robinson identifies as “Toma” (i.e., Thomas), was 
known to have acted as a guide to the government agent transporting 
the “Black and White” over the mountains between Kamloops and the 
Pacific Coast. Toma, according to Robinson, had been shown the photo 
of Coyote taken by the king of England and included in the Black and 
White’s pages.

In trying to link his narrative to a chronology that the anthropologist 
Wendy Wickwire would recognize, Harry Robinson calculates that the 
delivery of the “Black and White” to Canada must have occurred at least 
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one hundred years after the original promise was made. He also hazards 
the guess that the date of the book’s arrival must have been “somewhere 
around eighteen hundred and fifty, somewhere around that time . . . I 
couldn’t be sure . . . I’d liked to find that out some of these days.” Helping 
to anchor the narrative and the chronology, Robinson also relates how he 
had seen and met Toma personally: “And I seen him in 1917 and I was 
seventeen at that time, and I seen him and he was kind of way older than 
me now. See I’m eighty years old now [in 1980] . . . but the time when I 
seen him in 1917, he was more than eighty . . . Pretty old. I seen him in 
Penticton [BC], I seen him twice.”

The balance of Robinson’s remarkable narrative describes how the 
interior Salish people eventually, through the initiatives of one of their 
community’s first literate members, a man named Edward Brent, were 
able to go to Victoria and successfully demand a copy of the great “Black 
and White.” Robinson estimated that he and Brent were born about the 
same time, but that Brent had died many years earlier. Brent brought his 
“700 page” copy of the “Black and White” back to his people and orga-
nized a series of roughly bimonthly regular gatherings of Salish people 
from the different language groups living in the region. At each session, 
he is said to have read three or so pages from the Black and White. Rep-
resentatives of the various language speakers then translated the English 
words Brent read into their own language so they could take the informa-
tion home with them. In this way, Robinson explained, over the course of 
many months, the people from all around became familiar with the great 
book and its laws.

Throughout Robinson’s discussion, diplomacy and communication 
are shown to have played a central role in the history of Native-newcomer 
encounters and relations. Coyotes’ desire to encode, standardize, and 
make predictable the relations between newcomers and Natives through 
the repatriation of literacy and the “Black and White” illustrate that 
Indigenous people see differences between themselves and the strang-
ers who came from afar to their lands, but that they anticipate means of 
peaceful and prosperous relations. Indeed, as twins they share a history 
of creation. In discussing the “Black and White” Robinson explained, 
“Now, they had them all finished . . . that’s the Indian Law. That’s where 
the Indian’s Law is, in that book. Nothing but the Indian Law and that’s 
what they call the ‘Black and White,’ because whoever made that law, one 
he was black and the other was white. See that’s the key . . . that he was 
white. And Coyote was black: that was Indian. Black and white. He made 
that law. That the reason why they called that book ‘Black and White.’ The 
law . . . they called the law ‘Black and White.’”
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The underlying historical truth and reality of Canada’s Pacific Coast 
Native-newcomer diplomacy and relations are conveyed through both 
Aboriginal and scholarly histories, even though the players are not 
necessarily the same, or the chronologies exactly compatible. History 
as portrayed through the scholarly prose of Robin Fisher, Paul Ten-
nant, Hamar Foster, Cole Harris, John Lutz, and a growing list of other 
academics essentially parallels and corroborates the basic elements of 
Robinson’s narrative: Native people were entitled to certain protec-
tions from the Crown, and were led to believe that such protections 
were forthcoming. These protections never materialized. Non-Native 
settlers, through the complicity of the provincial government and 
the indifference of the federal government, abused Aboriginal people 
and land rights. Out of frustration, and increasingly desperation, the 
Aboriginal people sought to have their rights acknowledged and codi-
fied. The British Columbia government, however, consistently thwarted 
Aboriginal efforts to have their lands protected and rights recognized. 
Literacy was a major barrier to Aboriginal people in their dealings with 
a text based newcomer society. Certain newcomers, such as Indian 
Reserve Commissioner Gilbert Malcolm Sproat, who represented the 
government and traveled by horseback between the interior and the 
coast, were sympathetic and nominally helpful to Indigenous people, 
if only in encouraging them to continue to try and have their rights 
clarified and protected. The British Columbia government did effec-
tively, and for many years, hide a book that outlined the improper way 
in which Aboriginal lands had been alienated: the Papers Connected 
with the Indian Land Question (British Columbia 1975). As well, they 
reneged on Sproat’s 1879 assurance that Nlakapamux and Stó:lõ pro-
posals for self-governance within a British system would be favorably 
received. A delegation of people associated with Coyote did meet with 
the king of England (in 1906) and upon their return claimed to have 
secured certain promises that they understood would be codified and 
acted upon by the Crown. It was a queen (Elizabeth II, in 1982) who, 
though not the great-great-granddaughter of King Edward, was in fact 
the fourth to wear the crown after him, who repatriated the Constitu-
tion that included for the first time a reference to Aboriginal rights.12

The congruencies between Robinson’s narrative and the general 
account of the fight for, and recognition of, Aboriginal rights in British 
Columbia as revealed through archival documents is suggestive of the 
power that Indigenous voices have to supplement and enrich what we 
know about the complicated history of relations between Natives and 
newcomers. But their value does not end there. Beyond being seen as 
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new evidence to be fit into established chronologies to enrich existing 
Western historical narratives, Aboriginal oral traditions open windows 
that can form the basis of new paradigms where entirely separate chro-
nologies and narrative forms exist into which European archival-based 
evidence and interpretation can be fit. Certainly, this is the way that many 
Indigenous people approach the history of Native-newcomer relations.

This should not imply that established academic interpretations 
should be thrown out, or that lineal chronology should be replaced by an 
elliptical nonsequential ordering of events. Indeed, little I have encoun-
tered in Coast Salish epistemology and historical consciousness sug-
gests the sort of irreconcilable worldviews Donald Fixico (2003) posits.13 
Rather, beyond efforts to integrate one voice into another’s story, there is 
potentially something very worthwhile to be learned from an examina-
tion of the structure of the other’s story itself—through a cultural read-
ing of the text.

To the extent that Indigenous people continue to see the world differ-
ently, the onus should be on newcomers, like myself, to try to figure out 
what those differences are, and what they mean. Newcomers are, after 
all, the ones who entered Aboriginal lands uninvited; and in most cases, 
what Aboriginal spokespersons have advocated is not that newcomers 
live according to Native laws and protocols, but that they live up to their 
own laws and political rhetoric—those that speak of specific protections 
and recognitions of Aboriginal rights. To accomplish this, non-Aborig-
inal people might want to consider inverting the intellectual exercise; to 
try to discern how Indigenous people understand history, and where we, 
as outsiders, fit into Indigenous history. Accounts like those shared by 
Ms. Edwards, Chief Chehalis, Chief Spintlum, and Harry Robinson not 
only offer insights into Salish understandings of their historical relations 
with the Canadian and British state, but portals through which non-
Natives can catch glimpses of themselves through the rippling surface 
waters of the deep pools of Indigenous culture. Beyond this, the extent 
to which these oral histories are regarded by Indigenous people as true 
and accurate representations of aspects of their community history helps 
explain Aboriginal actions and inactions of various kinds over the past 
decades. Simply put, people’s behavior reflects their perceptions of his-
tory and current realities. To the extent that oral histories signal a reality 
that is unappreciated by non-Natives, we should not be surprised to learn 
Aboriginal political actions do not always correspond with what outsid-
ers have paternalistically believed is in Aboriginal people’s best interests.

The fact that many Indigenous historians like those discussed above have 
only recently begun to share with non-Natives the metaphysical-bound 
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stories of Native-newcomer relations is indicative of the emerging confi-
dence Indigenous people feel about their cultural traditions vis-à-vis those 
of newcomer society. Our responses, as outsiders, to these overtures will no 
doubt determine if the Aboriginal generosity continues.

Oral histories of high-level diplomacy with the Crown suggest an ear-
lier time when Natives and newcomers could speak to one another and 
genuinely understand one another. That they reveal this through a his-
torical narrative that only occasionally interpenetrates and corresponds 
with the non-Native historiography is doubly ironic given the inability 
to communicate effectively now. In wrestling with these issues in her dis-
cussions of the Indigenous people of Oceania, Aletta Biersack (1990, 12) 
argued that to the degree that Aboriginal societies are not static, analysis 
of tensions and conflict within and between Native groups (and between 
these same communities and European colonizers) provides rich oppor-
tunities for understanding how communities change or remain the same. 
Along similar lines, cross-cultural analysis of the tensions and conflicts 
within historical understandings may provide the keys to opening deeper, 
more meaningful, cross cultural communication and understanding. As 
such, rather than looking exclusively for moments of congruence, value 
can be had by engaging the points of narrative departure and the moments 
of epistemological contention. The differences reveal that doing history 
involves more than simply embracing the best among competing nar-
ratives—for definitions of what constitutes best are inevitably premised 
upon certain culturally specific evaluations. It also involves more than 
creating a coherent synthesis from narrative fragments—for coherence is 
likewise culturally prescribed. The goal is to engage the cacophony and 
seek new patterns of harmony where previously only discord was appar-
ent. To do so is less an engagement in cultural relativism than a recogni-
tion of the relevance of culture.
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10

Inuit Transnational Activism

Cooperation and Resistance 
in the Face of Global Change

Heather A. Smith and Gary N. Wilson

Inuit have their own definition of sovereignty.

—Aqqaluk Lynge, “Address to the Ministerial Summit of Arctic Oceans Agenda 
Item: Issues Relating to the Local Inhabitants and Indigenous Communities”

Introduction

Inuit peoples have fostered and strategically strengthened their connec-
tions through transnational organizations such as the Inuit Circum-

polar Council (ICC). In turn, the Council has been active in state-based 
international institutions such as the United Nations (UN) and the Arc-
tic Council, thereby expanding their diplomatic reach. At the same time, 
increased bilateral relationships between Inuit regions have supplemented 
and enriched the emerging network of Inuit diplomacy. Working through 
existing national and international institutions has also provided them 
with a greater degree of collective influence in both national and interna-
tional policy making.

In addition to working through existing institutions, the Inuit, through 
the ICC, have also acted as agents of resistance to the dominant discourse 
that privileges Western constructions of the state and citizenship, sov-
ereignty, knowledge, and our relationship with the environment. The 
ICC has woven together pragmatic and strategic political engagement 
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with a message that implicitly, and often explicitly, rejects key normative 
assumptions that inform the organization in which they participate.

This chapter begins by discussing the theoretical perspectives that 
inform the assessment of Inuit diplomacy; in particular the critical the-
ory perspective, as articulated by Robert Cox. The second section exam-
ines the evolution of Inuit diplomacy and its main protagonist, the ICC. 
Part three explores the ICC’s involvement in a number of circumpolar 
political initiatives including the Comprehensive Arctic Policy, the Arctic 
Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS), and the Arctic Council. Part 
four provides a brief case related to climate change as a means by which 
to highlight the trends identified in part three. The final part of the chap-
ter considers the practical and theoretical relevance of the findings as 
well as considerations for the future of the ICC. It is argued that the dip-
lomats of the ICC elegantly create liminal spaces in their discourse, and 
engage in a sophisticated diplomacy that contributes to the internation-
alization of “indigenous ontologies as key principles for a transformed 
world order” (Stewart-Harawira 2005, 3).

Theoretical Assumptions

This chapter draws from complementary yet diverse literatures. The 
starting point is the work of International Relations critical theorist, 
Robert Cox, whose work has influenced scholars around the world, but 
for this case, most importantly those writing on global environmental 
issues (Broadhead 2002; Elliot 1998, 2002; Smith 2007) and Indigenous 
peoples and globalization (Stewart-Harawira 2005).

Consistent with the work of Robert Cox, it is assumed that “there is . . . 
no such thing as theory in itself, divorced from a standpoint in time and 
space” (Cox 1996, 87). There is a rejection of problem solving theory 
that informs our intention to inquire about the social order captured in 
the alternative discourse articulated by the ICC. This standing does not 
require us to disregard state-based institutions or “practical options.” It 
is not, as Cox (1996, 90) argues, “unconcerned with the problems of the 
real world.” However, critical theory “allows for a normative choice in 
favor of a social and political order different from the prevailing order, 
but it limits the range of choices to alternative orders which are feasible 
transformations of an existing world” (Cox 1996, 90). Thus it is reason-
able to investigate activities that simultaneously make use of and desta-
bilize existing international norms and institutions. Finally, through the 
lens of critical theory we acknowledge a “willingness to question all social 
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and political boundaries and all systems of inclusion and exclusion” 
(Linklater 1996, 286). This willingness encourages a theoretical curiosity 
of the intricacies of Indigenous diplomacies.

Related to the environment broadly, critical theorists find themselves 
suspicious of global environmental governance regimes. Lorraine Elliott 
(2002, 58) reminds us that global environmental governance is about 
power relations and not just about international environmental institu-
tions and argues that while there is an increase in state-based negotiation 
on environmental issues, these negotiations are neither altogether global 
nor have they “improved the state of the environment” (Elliott 2002, 63). 
The critical theory approach to international environmental issues is also 
skeptical of the role played by the state as well as assumptions that the 
market has the ability to respond to problems and that sustainable devel-
opment provides for the necessary environment-development balance 
(Broadhead 2002, 23). Finally, the critical theory approach encourages us 
to examine “the many ways in which the prevailing order maintains its 
control of the debate by masking dangerous practices and packaging the 
debate in ways that obscure the destructive forces at work in the system” 
(Broadhead 2002, 20).

The Evolution of Inuit Transnational Activism

Although relations between the various Inuit communities and peoples 
in the circumpolar north predate European contact, the evolution of for-
mal, multilateral relations has been the result of more recent external 
and internal factors that encouraged, and in some respects compelled, 
Inuit peoples to organize a collective response to the challenges they face 
(Wilson 2007).1

The most important Inuit organization to emerge over the past 
four decades is the Inuit Circumpolar Council.2 Founded in 1977 in 
response to a series of international and regional issues that impacted 
directly on the lives of the Inuit, the ICC represents approximately 
155,000 Inuit living in Greenland, Canada, the United States and Rus-
sia.3 It is a decentralized, transnational organization that consists of 
several national-level ICC organizations and a multilateral council. 
Delegates from each of the national organizations meet at a General 
Assembly every four years to elect an Executive Council and Chair. As a 
multilateral organization, therefore, the ICC has certain common pri-
orities, but the individual member organizations also engage in distinct 
activities (Jull 1989, 124).
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That the ICC would function both within existing norms and values 
and challenges those same institutions simultaneously was clear from the 
start of the organization. The work of Jessica Shadian (2006) shows the 
foundational principles for the organization, that continue to resonate 
today, sought to work within liberal political traditions and make claims 
on behalf of Inuit peoples that reflected their interests and their culture. 
For example, Shadian (2006, 252) notes the importance of Inuit rights 
to the ICC and how “this discourse of rights has been couched as part 
of a western liberal discourse.” Similarly, claims for self determination 
were not only about political autonomy, but were also about cultural 
autonomy or what Shadian (2006, 251) refers to as “cultural sovereignty,” 
which is understood as “the right to maintain an historical relationship 
with the Arctic land.” Complicated citizenship claims were also part of 
the early life of the ICC: members of the ICC are both citizens of their 
respective states and Inuit peoples. They are not either/or, they are both. 
This construction, articulated by Eben Hopson, the founder of the ICC, 
in the 1970s, has been restated by Inuit leaders such as Mary Simon 
(1985, 35), former Chair of the ICC, and Aqqaluk Lynge (Rowe 2008), 
President of ICC Greenland. Finally, throughout the early years of the 
ICC, Hopson and others engaged in the politics of the day, through the 
existing institutions, but also reminded their audiences of past colonial 
practices that impinged on and undermined the ways and means of Inuit 
lives (Shadian 2006, 252).

Many of the elements of the discourse noted above were enshrined 
in the ICC Charter. The charter preamble is worth consideration as it 
includes recognition of a common cosmology, shared traditions, and 
values that bond Inuit peoples as an Indigenous people. The preamble 
includes a construction of the Arctic and sub-Arctic as homeland and 
this homeland is an area that transcends “political boundaries.” The 
environment and Inuit culture are directly connected to the claim 
made for Inuit self determination. Also included in the preamble is the 
requirement that “Inuit participation in policies and activities affecting 
our homeland [be] assured” (ICC 2008). Thus, the preamble articulates 
a vision of peoples that feeds into competing notions of citizenship, 
establishes a connection between Inuit peoples and the environment 
that becomes essential to later Inuit statements around the environ-
ment, and enshrines notions of cultural sovereignty that disrupt con-
ventional notions of sovereignty that privilege political control (see 
ICC 2008). In doing so, the Inuit have claimed agency. They have 
emphasized their ability “to represent themselves and manage their 
own affairs” (Lindroth 2006, 244).
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The ICC Charter also outlines the purposes of the organization. It 
is important to provide these purposes in full because they help us to 
understand the focus of the organization throughout its history:

The purposes of the Conference are: a) to strengthen unity among the 
Inuit of the Circumpolar region; b) to promote Inuit rights and interests 
on the international level; c) to promote Inuit participation in political, 
economic, and social institutions which we, the Inuit, deem relevant; d) to 
promote greater self-sufficiency of the Inuit in the Circumpolar region; e) 
to ensure the endurance and the growth of Inuit culture and societies for 
both present and future generations; f) to promote long-term manage-
ment and protection of arctic and sub-arctic wildlife, environment and 
biological productivity; and g) to promote wise management and use of 
non-renewable resources in the circumpolar region and incorporating 
such resources in the present and future development of Inuit economies, 
taking into account other Inuit interests. (ICC 2008)

Since the late 1970s, the ICC and its partner organizations at the 
national level have become recognized actors in the international and 
circumpolar policy arenas (Nuttall 2000, 621). Despite its limited 
budget, the organization has developed and strengthened its internal 
structure and established important linkages in the international com-
munity. It created working groups in a number of policy areas that 
were important to its members and consistent with its political objec-
tives: whaling, education, language and culture, science and traditional 
knowledge, and the environment. The ICC also supported Greenland’s 
Home Rule movement and the island’s eventual withdrawal from the 
European Community in 1985. In the international sphere, the ICC was 
granted NGO status within the United Nations’ Economic and Social 
Council (ECOSOC) in 1983 (Rosing 1985, 17) and by the mid-1980s 
was an active member of the United Nations Working Group on Indig-
enous Populations (UNWGIP) (Nuttall 1998, 29). In the UNWGIP the 
ICC played an important role in drafting the Universal Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (Iorns Magallanes 2004, 240; Nuttall 
1998, 29–30).

The ICC has also been an active participant and agenda setter in a 
number of important circumpolar initiatives. The organization’s involve-
ment in the development of the Comprehensive Arctic Policy, the AEPS, 
and the Arctic Council as well as its work on transboundary pollution 
has been characterized by the pragmatic, sophisticated diplomacy envi-
sioned by the founders and articulated in the Charter (see Abele and 
Rodon 2007, 48; and Abele and Rodon in this volume).
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The process of developing a Comprehensive Arctic Policy began 
in earnest in 1983 when the ICC General Assembly sanctioned the 
creation of a policy document concerning political, environmental, 
and cultural matters affecting the Inuit. Described by Rosing (1985, 
16) as “a guideline for human activities in the Arctic” and “a mes-
sage from the Inuit people to themselves and to the world,” the pro-
cess produced a policy document titled Principles and Elements for a 
Comprehensive Arctic Policy (PECAP), which was published in 1992 
(ICC 1992). PECAP covers a wide range of areas including Inuit 
rights, peace and security, environmental, social, cultural, economic, 
and educational and scientific issues. The section on “Affirmation of 
Inuit Rights at the International Level” discusses Inuit perceptions 
of their place in the global community and establishes some impor-
tant future goals for the ICC. Consistent with the Charter, the sec-
tion on Inuit rights emphasizes that the rights of the Inuit transcend 
national boundaries and that it is necessary for national governments 
to recognize these rights and provide avenues for Inuit organizations 
to liaise with government departments that deal with international 
matters (ICC 1992, 10–11). It also discusses the need for meaningful 
connections between the Inuit and international bodies such as the 
United Nations and other international policy and law making fora 
(ICC 1992, 12). Finally, the document stresses the particular role of 
the ICC as the international representative of the Inuit and as a key 
facilitator of closer relations between Inuit groups across the Circum-
polar North (ICC 1992, 10–12, 15).

In the decade and a half since the policy was tabled, the ICC has made 
significant progress in terms of meeting these objectives and project-
ing its interests on the international stage. Since 1993, the ICC has been 
involved in the AEPS, a series of state-level meetings and declarations 
initiated by officials from the eight Arctic states. The AEPS not only 
provided the impetus for the creation of the Arctic Council, but it also 
established a role for the participation of Indigenous organizations in 
multilateral deliberations that would later be incorporated into the Arctic 
Council (Huebert 1998a, 144). In addition to recognizing the “responsibil-
ity [of the Arctic states] to protect and preserve the Arctic environment,” 
the formal Declaration on the Protection of the Arctic Environment recog-
nizes “the special relationship of the indigenous peoples and local popula-
tions of the Arctic and their unique contribution to the protection of the 
Arctic environment” (Nuttall 2000, 623). Throughout the process, Indig-
enous peoples and their organizations, including the ICC, have had per-
manent participant status in the AEPS meetings. The Canadian signatory 
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for the 1997 Alta Declaration on the AEPS was Mary Simon, a former 
Chair of the ICC and at the time the Canadian Ambassador for Cir-
cumpolar Affairs.

While the AEPS has enhanced the position of Inuit organizations in 
circumpolar environmental affairs, the ICC has not restrained its criti-
cism of some AEPS activities (Huebert 1998b, 45–50; Nuttall 2000, 624). 
Simon and other Inuit officials pressured the members of AEPS and other 
Circumpolar bodies to take a broader perspective on Arctic development 
and view environmental protection and sustainable development as part 
of the same process, not as distinct or conflicting goals (Nuttall 1998, 44). 
The result of this pressure was the formation of the AEPS Taskforce on 
Sustainable Development (Nuttall 1998, 43).

Another key recommendation in the PECAP document was the need 
for new multilateral state level forums among the eight Arctic states. The 
document also emphasized that any such forums should include the 
Inuit and other northern Indigenous peoples as permanent members 
(ICC 1992, 29). These objectives were realized in 1996 with the creation 
of the Arctic Council. The Council is a multilateral body comprised of 
eight member states4 and six permanent Indigenous members.5

The Arctic Council presents itself as an important “intergovernmen-
tal forum for addressing many of the common concerns and challenges 
faced by the Arctic states” and a “unique forum for cooperation between 
national governments and indigenous peoples” (Arctic Council 2006). 
The inclusion of the ICC and other Indigenous organizations as perma-
nent participants represented a significant step forward for Indigenous 
peoples and their relationships with the states that occupy the territory 
of the circumpolar north, although it is important to note that member 
states were divided on this issue. Some, such as Canada, openly advocated 
the idea and were vigorously supported by the Canadian Ambassador 
for Circumpolar Affairs, Mary Simon (Huebert 1998a, 146). Others, such 
as the United States, expressed concerns that separate Indigenous par-
ticipation would cause confusion over the question of who represented 
the Inuit of Alaska (the ICC or the United States) and that “permanent 
participant status could give rise to a push for Inuit self-determination” 
(Huebert 1998a, 146).

Although supportive of the Arctic Council, the ICC raised two initial 
concerns about this body and its activities. Prior to the establishment of 
the Arctic Council, ICC leaders such as Mary Simon (1996, 24) argued 
that it would have to play a meaningful role in addressing issues that 
were of importance to the Inuit and other northern Indigenous peo-
ples. Furthermore, following the establishment of the Council, the ICC 
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criticized certain aspects of its founding document, the Declaration 
of the Arctic Council. According to Nuttall (2000, 631), “The ICC had 
hoped that more attention would have focused on sustainable devel-
opment and was disappointed that indigenous peoples’ organisations 
were only accorded the status of ‘permanent participants’, rather than 
being made full and active members of the Council, that they were not 
invited to sign the Declaration, that it avoids the use of the plural term 
‘indigenous peoples,’ and does not include indigenous perspectives on 
sustainable development.”6

Not only has the ICC been involved in the negotiations around the 
creation of what may be regarded loosely as Arctic specific initiatives, 
they have also engaged globally. The ICC actively presented their case 
during the multilateral negotiations on persistent organic pollutants 
(POPs). From 1998 to 2001 Sheila Watt-Cloutier and other ICC lead-
ers and supporters pressed the state representatives, including the Cana-
dian government, to take action on this critical issue. The interventions 
of the ICC at the convention negotiating sessions expressed several key 
themes—themes that are consistent with the founding principles. As 
Shadian (2006) has observed, there was a regular articulation of the nar-
rative that the Arctic was the barometer of the world’s environmental 
health. Watt-Cloutier stated in 1998 that “the Arctic region, seemingly so 
pure and pristine, but already laced with deadly and invisible pollutants 
has in my opinion become the canary. If the canary survives so can we 
all” (Watt-Cloutier 1998).

One of the key elements of the Arctic as the global barometer nar-
rative is the connection of the Arctic to the world and the world to the 
Arctic, and a reflection that the natural environment knows no politi-
cal boundaries. Watt-Cloutier also made this connection explicit, while 
simultaneously giving a human face to the issue, when she stated, “If we 
can help people to see that a poisoned Inuk child, a poisoned Arctic and 
a poisoned planet are one in the same, then we will have effected a shift 
in people’s awareness that will result without doubt in positive change” 
(Watt-Cloutier 1998, 1999). In this construction she challenges mod-
ern notions of our relationship with the environment that cast human-
ity as above the natural environment.

The homeland, cultural sovereignty, and agency themes also arise in 
the POPs-related statements. The connection of Inuit peoples to the nat-
ural environment is emphasized when Watt-Cloutier states “But we are 
back now and wish to speak out on behalf of the land that has sustained 
us for hundreds of generations. We are the land and the land is us. We 
cannot stand by, waiting for slow moving governments to step in and 
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make everything right, rather we must try to effect what change we can” 
(Watt-Cloutier, 1998; see also Watt-Cloutier 2000).

Another interesting aspect of the negotiating process, which deserves 
particular attention, was the international solidarity that Indigenous 
peoples expressed with people in the tropical regions of the developing 
world, many of whom rely on POP producing chemicals such as DDT to 
control malaria. In the opinion of Watt-Cloutier, Indigenous peoples at 
the negotiations chose the “high moral ground.” As such they “told the 
delegation that we would not be party to any agreement that threatens 
others as it was not our way, and we continued to push the delegation not 
to see the DDT issue in either/or terms as we felt it would lead to inap-
propriate choices” (Watt-Cloutier 2003a, 260).

Participation in these multilateral initiatives has created important 
partnerships and linkages between the ICC and state and regional gov-
ernments, other Indigenous organizations, and international nongov-
ernmental organizations. The goodwill and respect that has been built up 
has strengthened the ICC’s reputation and presence at the international 
level. Accordingly, the ICC has established itself as a legitimate political 
actor on the world stage and in Arctic governance (Shadian 2006, 250), 
including the area of climate change, a topic to which we now turn in a 
more focused way.

ICC and Climate Change

In the case of climate change, the ICC has been extremely active, on a 
number of fronts, including the Arctic Council, the United Nations, and 
its respective organs, leveraging their participation in international insti-
tutions as vehicles by which to have their voice heard—a voice that works 
in and through international institutions while simultaneously disrupt-
ing norms that underpin those institutions.

A key initiative, related to the Arctic Council, was ICC participation in 
the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA). The ICC Canada repre-
sented the other permanent participants on the ACIA steering committee 
and sat on the policy drafting committee. The ACIA is an international 
project of the Arctic Council and the International Arctic Science Com-
mittee (IASC) whose objective is to “evaluate and synthesize knowledge 
on climate variability, climate change, and increased ultraviolet radiation 
and their consequences” (Arctic Council 2004).

Through the drafting process of the ACIA, Watt-Cloutier regularly 
spoke about ICC perspectives on the negotiations and climate change. As 
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in the case of POPs, she emphasized the way in which the Inuit brought a 
human face to the case of climate change. Interestingly, in making these 
comments, there was often a challenge to environmental nongovernmen-
tal organizations and their conservation related focus on climate change. 
In a meeting on the ACIA, Watt-Cloutier stated, “All the Permanent Par-
ticipants want to put human faces to this issue and to show that climate 
change raises cultural as well as environmental concerns. WWF and some 
other environmental non-governmental organizations do valuable work 
on climate change in the North, but this issue is about people and peoples, 
as well as thinner and fewer polar bears” (Watt-Cloutier 2003c; see also 
Watt-Cloutier 2001).7

The ICC stressed the global nature of the issue of climate change 
by reinforcing both the Inuit connection to the land and the intercon-
nections between the Arctic and the global environment. Such broader 
statements about the health of the planet were infused with references 
to traditional environmental knowledge (TEK) and alternative ways of 
knowing. During the ACIA discussions, the ICC representatives restated 
the view that they were not victims. By claiming their agency, crafting 
climate change as a matter of Inuit survival, the ICC pressed states to 
take responsibility for their emissions and the impact they had on Inuit 
peoples (see, for example, Watt-Cloutier 2003c). The ICC also went fur-
ther by deeming climate change to be a human rights issue. This framing, 
as will be seen shortly, underpinned the ICC challenge to the U.S. intran-
sigence on climate change.

Following the release of the ACIA in November 2004, ICC Chair 
Watt-Cloutier remarked, “Ministers can be pleased with the ACIA. The 
science is of the very highest standard and a genuine effort has been 
made to include our traditional knowledge. I want to both thank and 
honour all those who worked on the ACIA—the Inuit hunters and 
elders in Arctic communities, scientist [sic] in universities and govern-
ment agencies, and policy experts” (Watt-Cloutier 2004b). Although 
Watt-Cloutier also commented that “the ACIA policy document is 
more than many expected, but less than we hoped for initially,” she 
went on to say that the ICC would continue to play a role in climate 
change negotiations through organizations such as the Arctic Council 
(Watt-Cloutier 2004b).

Besides the Arctic Council, the ICC has been very active at the United 
Nations. The ICC has been involved in the Conference of Parties meet-
ings of the Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 
These negotiations have shaped the international climate change archi-
tecture, producing the Kyoto Protocol in 1997. However, they have been 
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undermined by competing state interests, a lack of vision for the future 
that is intergenerational or beyond state boundaries, an unwillingness of 
large developed emitters such as Canada and the United States to genu-
inely engage in emissions reductions, and divisions between the global 
North and the global South (Smith 2006). More than anything, these 
negotiations seem to be infused with a denial that climate change is hap-
pening and has real human impacts. The ICC has challenged the myopic 
state-based, technocratic, and short term vision of climate change—at 
the negotiations themselves and in respective UN bodies such as the 
ECOSOC Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues.

Watt-Cloutier, for example, spoke at the Ninth Conference of Parties 
in December 2003 in Milan, and the Tenth Conference of Parties meeting 
in Buenos Aires. She challenged the sense of distance that might make 
some feel complacent about the state of the global environment, drawing 
on the now familiar metaphors that the Arctic was the global barom-
eter and that the Inuit are the “canary in the global coalmine” (Watt-
Cloutier 2003b). As with the ACIA, TEK was central to her assessment of 
the impacts of climate change. Indeed, she rejected the need for Western 
scientific justification for her claim and, in fact, privileged TEK, stating 
that “science has in recent years caught up with our observations” (Watt-
Cloutier 2003b). As per the discourse related to the ACIA, Watt-Cloutier 
defined climate change as a human issue affecting her homeland, and 
took states and corporations to task, asking, “What can Inuit do to con-
vince the world to take long-term action that will have to go far beyond 
Kyoto?” (Watt-Cloutier 2003b).

At the Buenos Aires meetings, she questioned the path of the 
UNFCCC, noting, “Where I come from we have a saying about ‘being 
lost but making good time.’ It refers to those who work hard, and this 
includes institutions, but without direction or wisdom and so they do 
not make much progress. Sometimes, I wonder if the UNFCCC process 
is a little bit ‘lost.’” (Watt-Cloutier 2004a). Agency was claimed again, 
as well as an unwillingness to be treated as victims: “I am not here to 
bear witness to the disappearance of my people. We are not going qui-
etly into the night. We are not powerless victims” (Watt-Cloutier 2004a; 
italics in original). More recently, the current Chair of the ICC, Patricia 
Cochran, spoke at the UN Secretary-General’s High Level Event on Cli-
mate Change (Cochran 2007). As in the case of POPs, Cochran invoked 
Indigenous solidarity and challenged those who framed climate change 
as a matter of adaptation rather than mitigation. She gently reminded 
her audience of the colonialism experienced by her people and yet again 
rejected any framing of the Inuit as victims.
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As noted above, the ICC has also been active in the ECOSOC Perma-
nent Forum on Indigenous Issues. The Permanent Forum took climate 
change as its special theme for its seventh session in 2008 and pro-
duced “Impact of Climate Change Mitigation Measures on Indigenous 
Peoples and on Their Territories and Lands” (UNPFII 2008). While it 
may be problematic to take the work of the Permanent Forum as an 
indicator of the views of the ICC, it is important to note that the co-
rappatour of the publication arising out of this session was Aqqaluk 
Lynge, Vice-Chair and Arctic Regional Representative of the Permanent 
Forum, President of the ICC Greenland, and the former Chair of the 
ICC. The document dedicates several sections to the effects of climate 
change on the Arctic, invokes the importance of TEK, and, consistent 
with the statements by Watt-Cloutier, takes states and international 
institutions to task for their lack of inclusion of Indigenous voices: 
“many indigenous peoples (including all indigenous peoples in the 
Arctic) are united in the opinion that the relevant international treaties 
are not sufficient” (UNPFII 2008, 9).

Given the construction of climate change as a human rights issue 
and the apparent willingness of the ICC to hold states accountable for 
their actions, the ICC human rights claim against the United States 
makes sense. At a meeting in Nome, Alaska in 2003, the ICC decided 
to develop a petition to the Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights, which operates under the Organization of American States. The 
petition asked the Commission to recognize that “human-induced cli-
mate change infringes upon the environmental, subsistence and other 
human rights of the Inuit” (Bell 2003). In December 2005, Watt-Clout-
ier, as Chair of the ICC, filed the petition against the United States, “say-
ing that greenhouse gas emissions produced by US industry threaten 
[the Inuit] way of life.”8

Prior to filing the petition, Watt-Cloutier had provided written testi-
mony on the issue of climate change to the United States Senate Com-
mittee on Commerce, Science and Transportation. In this statement she 
again invoked traditional knowledge, noting the Inuit elders had been 
witnessing change since the 1970s, and made connections between the 
Arctic and the global: “Global warming connects us all. Use what is hap-
pening in the Arctic—the Inuit Story—as a vehicle to re-connect us all, so 
that we may understand that the planet and its people are one. The Inuit 
hunter who falls through the depleting and unpredictable sea-ice is con-
nected to the cars we drive, the industries we rely upon, and the dispos-
able world we have become” (Watt-Cloutier, 2004c). In her address to the 
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committee, Watt-Cloutier told a story of her mother who had expressed 
gratitude for American support for the Inuit during World War II and, 
drawing on this, she asked again for American help in the fight against 
climate change. Although the application to the committee ultimately 
failed, Watt-Cloutier publicized the issue of Inuit rights in the face of 
climate change. Throughout the life of the climate change issue, she and 
other Inuit leaders have clearly articulated a discourse that has stressed 
Inuit rights, put a human face on the issue of climate change, linked the 
Arctic to the rest of the world, held states and international institutions 
to account, and reminded us all that global warming is happening now.

Conclusions

When we consider the discourse articulated by the Inuit Circumpolar 
Council, articulated over time, and especially with reference to the issues 
of POPs and climate change, several practical and theoretical conclusions 
present themselves. First, one of the ICC’s strengths has been the individu-
als who have led the organization. ICC chairs such as Mary Simon, Sheila 
Watt-Cloutier, and Aqqaluk Lynge have been consummate leaders and 
circumpolar diplomats who are completely comfortable in international 
settings and willing to devote their lives to representing the interests of the 
Inuit globally (Fenge 2003; Huebert 1998a). At the same time, these indi-
viduals are completely grounded in the values and the culture of the Inuit 
peoples they represent. In his recent work on transnational activism, Sid-
ney Tarrow refers to this particular type of international actor as a “rooted 
cosmopolitan” (Tarrow 2005, 42). Simon, Watt-Cloutier, and Lynge are all 
examples of leaders who, while they engage in diplomatic efforts that often 
take them “outside their origins, they continue to be linked to place, to 
the social networks that inhabit that space, and to the resources, experi-
ences, and opportunities that place provides them with” (Tarrow 2005, 42). 
They are part of a generation of leaders who have “experienced tumultu-
ous change in a short period of time, coming from a very traditional way 
of life to a modern, high-tech world” (Watt-Cloutier 2003a, 257). What has 
sustained and driven them throughout, however, is their close connection 
to their Inuit heritage and culture, their spirituality, and the intertwined 
nature of their personal and professional lives (Watt-Cloutier 2003a: 256).

Second, this leadership has taken place in spite of the fact that the ICC 
must deal with the changing nature of governance in the north (Wilson 
2007), limited resources, and the limited power of the agencies in which 
they operate. Even state-level multilateral organizations like the Arctic 
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Council have little decision making and enforcement capacity. The ICC 
itself has based its power on the rights claims and moral leverage it brings 
to the table, not an enforcement capacity. In a world of states, the ICC 
offers a different way of seeing the world. The ICC articulates notions 
of citizenship that weave between and among states. It is not simply a 
global citizen functioning above states; rather, the leaders of the ICC have 
regularly articulated visions that link them to states, to each other across 
state boundaries, and to the global. They situate their citizenship in mul-
tiple locations, challenging the traditional construction of citizen/state. 
In doing this, they challenge others to consider their relationship to the 
state and to each other—across politically constructed boundaries.

The ICC also challenges traditional constructions of sovereignty 
linked to notions of political autonomy and control. They claim their 
own agency and do indeed seek political authority, but they also ground 
their notions of sovereignty to the land, not in terms of ownership, but in 
terms of a relationship. They frame their “cultural sovereignty” in a his-
torical relationship to the Arctic. Their vision of the relationship between 
peoples and the environment is holistic. This holistic vision is articu-
lated regularly in references to the Arctic being the global barometer and 
through the connection of all of humanity to the environment.

The diplomacy of the ICC has been described elsewhere in this vol-
ume as nonconfrontational and characterized by political Realism (see 
the chapter by Abele and Rodon). While the ICC has been very strategic, 
we are not inclined to link this strategic diplomacy with political Realism. 
Political Realism, as understood in International Relations, is rooted in 
the state and state-interest. The activities of the ICC are not designed to 
support the state, or the status quo. Rather, their discourse as articulated 
above, challenges states, state-based institutions, and the construction 
of the present world order. Economic ideologies have been challenged, 
Western scientific understandings of climate change have been countered 
with TEK and the modern denial of our dependence to the environ-
ment has been turned on its head. We do not see this as political Real-
ism. Rather, the ICC is here read to function as a site of resistance to the 
dominant Realist vision of the world.

Finally, the ICC has put a human face on international environmental 
issues. Recall Watt-Cloutier’s reference to the Inuk child, or her mother, 
or the stories she tells of her peoples. While this human face may be a stra-
tegic move on the part of Watt-Cloutier and other ICC leaders to connect 
their audience with the ICC concerns, it is also a poignant reminder that 
environmental degradation affects people—real everyday human people. 
This is a reminder we should all take to heart.
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Notes

  Gary Wilson would like to acknowledge the excellent research assistance 
provided by Ryan Dyck.

 1. The Inuit are dispersed across four different countries. The main Inuit 
regions are the Chukotskii Autonomous Okrug (district) in the Russian 
Federation; northern Alaska in the United States; the Inuvialuit Settlement 
Region (Northwest Territories), the Territory of Nunavut, Nunavik (north-
ern Quebec), and Nunatsiavut (Labrador) in Canada; and Greenland, which 
has Home Rule status within Denmark.

 2. The Inuit Circumpolar Council was formerly called the Inuit Circumpolar 
Conference.

 3. The Russian Inuit, who live in the Chukotskii Autonomous Okrug, only 
became full voting members of the ICC in 1992, after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union.

 4. The member states are Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, 
Sweden, and the United States.

 5. The six permanent Indigenous members are the Aleut International Asso-
ciation, the Arctic Athabaska Council, the Gwich’in Council International, 
the ICC, the Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, and 
the Sami Council.

 6. Subsequent developments have addressed some of these initial concerns. 
See Huebert (1998a).

 7. Watt-Cloutier also held the Arctic Council members to account throughout 
the ACIA process. At Seattle in October 2003, she said the U.S. negotiating 
position was derailing the ACIA process (Watt-Cloutier 2003c).

 8. “Inuit File Human-Rights Complaint Over Warming,” Montreal Gazette, 
December 8, 2005.
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Where You Stand Depends 
on Where You Sit

Beginning an Indigenous-Settler 
Reconciliation Dialogue

Franke Wilmer

Indigenous peoples’ political resistance to conquest parallels the glo-
balization of European dominance and the world system created as 

a result of it by the twentieth century. By the late nineteenth century, 
several Indigenous leaders living within the postcolonial English settler 
states of Canada, the United States, and New Zealand were convinced 
that the European settlers were not and would not respect their rights 
as Indigenous peoples, in spite of the fact that these rights were recog-
nized in treaties either with the settlers or the imperial government itself. 
Indigenous representatives traveled to Britain to present their grievances 
to King George, but were denied an audience with the king and told that 
their concerns fell within the “domestic jurisdiction” of the settler states.1 
Thus began the long quest for justice in settler-Indigenous relations, and 
the pattern of dislocation and relocation, forced assimilation and, at 
times, outright brutality, was reproduced wherever European settlers (or 
Indigenous agents of European state-building) expanded their control 
over resources and territories through the state-building process. Indig-
enous representatives persisted in seeking redress through international 
structures, approaching, but denied a voice in the League of Nations, 
and later, the United Nations. Finally, in the 1970s, the United Nations 
took up the question of Indigenous peoples within the Economic and 
Social Council and created a special sub-commission to study and make 



188   FRANKE WILMER

recommendations regarding their “situation.” The study, authorized in 
1971, was completed some eleven years later.

Since the mid-1970s, the movement among Indigenous peoples has 
grown to global proportions, and has involved both local and global 
strategies for political change (Wilmer 1993). Indigenous peoples have 
established a presence at the United Nations through massive NGO par-
ticipation. A number of Indigenous NGOs have been granted observer 
status. Indigenous activists have lobbied the World Bank in order to 
challenge projects involving their relocation and the destruction of their 
lands, resources, and sacred sites. They have successfully lobbied interna-
tional organizations such as the International Labor Organization in an 
effort to eliminate Western institutional paternalism in the organization. 
They have mobilized networks of political activism through the media, 
including the Internet; met regularly in a variety of nongovernmental 
organization forums and conferences; organized politically within states 
to orchestrate labor strikes, elect representatives to national assemblies, 
and institute legal proceedings in defense of their rights; and brought 
cases before the United Nations Human Rights Commission. Several 
cases (Western Shoshone land claims, Navajo relocation, Lakota Black 
Hills land claim, and interference in the affairs of the Six Nations or 
Haudenosaunee Confederacy) have generated complaints against the 
United States. The United Nations declared 1993 the “Year of the World’s 
Indigenous Peoples.”

This chapter attempts first to consider what the present world sys-
tem looks like from an Indigenous perspective—a perspective that flows 
from the experience of Indigenous peoples as they have encountered the 
sociopolitical forces that have constructed contemporary politics in the 
world system. Thus, where one “stands” in relation to the present world 
system is determined by where one “sits” in relation to the process of 
world system construction. I will outline some of the recurrent themes 
in Indigenous political rhetoric and activism as they bear on historical 
interpretation of contemporary world order, and argue that Indigenous 
peoples’ experiences and perspectives intersect in many ways with those 
of postcolonial theorists and writers. The analysis is necessarily limited 
by my own experience and standpoint as a non-Indigenous social sci-
entist culturally positioned in a Western settler society. Listening to and 
following the political activism of Indigenous peoples over the past two 
decades has given me not only a more complete “picture” of the political 
landscape of contemporary world order, but also a more acute sense of 
the deficiencies of exclusive or Western-centered perspectives not entirely 
captured by other critical discourses. What follows is my understanding 
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of Indigenous perspectives rather than a representation of those per-
spectives. It concludes with recommendations for the reconciliation of 
Indigenous-state/system relations that emerged out of specific discus-
sions with Indigenous activists.

American Indians and People like That

Indigenous peoples, for the purposes of this chapter, are those whose col-
lective identities are rooted in cultural narratives of their descent from 
the first human inhabitants of regions they occupied at the time of Euro-
pean conquest. The process of “defining” Indigenous peoples continues 
in institutional venues, such as the United Nations, and although par-
ticipants engage the controversy, dissent, and contention that character-
ize any open discourse, the articulation and legitimation of Indigenous 
peoples’ claims for international recognition, rights, and protection has 
also somewhat progressed over the past two decades or so in spite of the 
lack of consensus on a fixed meaning of the term.

The concept of “Indigenous” nations is a product of colonization 
as well as of state expansion, since prior to their encounter with these 
processes they were simply, as all nations, societies of people who lived 
where they lived—in the lands of their ancestors, according to the logic 
of their own cultural evolution. Although political colonization ended 
effectively in many places during the first half of the twentieth century 
as norms of decolonization and self-determination emerged in the after-
math of dismantling imperialism, state expansion, in the form of both 
expanding global industrialization and state assimilation, continues to 
threaten the existence of Indigenous peoples as culturally distinct societ-
ies. If we look at colonization as the imposition of alien control over the 
people and resources of an area, then decolonization is the withdrawal of 
that control and its replacement by structures of internal control or self-
determination. Many Indigenous peoples, in this sense, were colonized 
during the first wave of imperialism but have failed to receive the benefits 
of political decolonization.2 Furthermore, through state expansion, for 
example, in Central and South America, many Indigenous peoples dur-
ing the post–World War II period have only recently been subjected to 
outside domination. For this reason, Indigenous peoples are sometimes 
referred to as “internal colonies” (Snipp 1988).

Secondly, even if one accepts the existence of a “law of conquest” (and 
it goes back to Roman law, long before the creation of modern Euro-
pean nation-states), then the terms and conditions through which it 



190   FRANKE WILMER

operates would have to have existed in the U.S.-Indigenous relationship, 
and they did not (see Anaya 1996; Williams 1993; Wilmer 1993). Finally, 
and most importantly in my opinion, whether one uses the written his-
torical accounts or Indigenous oral histories, there are few cases in which 
Indigenous peoples and settlers engaged in direct military confronta-
tion. Most of the cases in which Indigenous sovereignty was compro-
mised or diminished were the consequence of agreements made by the 
U.S. government as a more powerful state to provide protection to the 
smaller, more vulnerable Indigenous nations. Chief Justice John Marshall 
recognized this fact in his famous Cherokee cases when he likened the 
Indian nations to vassal states.3 The protection was sought mainly against 
settlers’ attacks and persistent encroachment on Indian territories. The 
United States, of course, hardly kept up its end of the bargain, but worse 
by many accounts, used the nature of the agreements as a pretext for 
appropriating Indigenous sovereignty.

Thus, the U.S. response to the UN, quoted in Felix Cohen’s Handbook 
of Federal Indian Law described how Indigenous sovereignty was extin-
guished through “conquest”:

(1) An Indian tribe possesses, in the first instance, all the powers of a sov-
ereign state. (2) Conquest renders the tribe subject to the legislative power 
of the United States and in substance, terminates the external powers of 
sovereignty of the tribe, e.g., its power to enter into treaties with foreign 
nations, but does not by itself affect the internal sovereignty of the tribe, 
e.g., its powers of local self-government. (3) Their powers are subject to 
qualification by treaties and by express legislation of Congress, but save 
as that expressly qualified, full powers of internal sovereignty are vested 
in the Indian tribes and in their duly constituted organs of government. 
(Cohen 1971, 122–23)

Today we have the paradoxical situation that while conquest is now 
regarded by the Western states who dominate the process of international 
normative development as illegal, some of the same states continue to 
assert domination over Indigenous peoples’ political destiny and deny 
them the benefits of self-determination on the basis of conquest. This 
is perhaps what Indian Law Resource Center Director Robert T. Coul-
ter tried to capture when he defined “indigenous peoples” as “American 
Indians and people like that.”4
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Third World, Fourth World, Many Worlds

The term “third world” came into use after the Bandung Conference 
when representatives from India coined the term in order to articulate 
a “third way” between the capitalist model of Western political and eco-
nomic development, and the socialist model. As the number of decolo-
nized, newly independent states in Sub-Saharan Africa and Asia grew, 
increasing the total number of states in the system threefold between the 
end of World War II and the mid-1970s, the term third world became 
widely associated with a more general concept of non-Western states pre-
sumed to be seeking industrialization. I say presumed because it is not 
as if these states constituted cohesive societies in which people demo-
cratically elected to pursue a path of industrial economic development. 
Rather, the boundaries of these new states were largely determined by 
the colonization and then decolonization processes overseen by the for-
mer imperial and imperialist societies of Western Europe and European 
settler states (Canada, the United States, Australia, and New Zealand). 
Following the collapse of communist Central and Eastern Europe, there 
was some debate regarding the continued usefulness of the terms first, 
second, and third worlds. The position I take is that these terms—as well 
as the term fourth world—can be useful in delineating broadly under-
stood paths of historical experience through which societies are being 
incorporated into a world system through a political process carried out 
and largely controlled by states, with Western states asserting more influ-
ence over the process historically at the present time. This use obscures 
neither the significant differences between peoples and societies within 
each group nor the fact that some societies are positioned in such a way 
as to include some cross-cutting experiences and characteristics.

As broadly conceived historical “ways of encountering” world system 
construction and incorporation, one view of the first, second, third, and 
fourth worlds suggests a core-periphery relationship delineated by two 
defining characteristics: (1) industrialization as the basis for the orga-
nization of economic life and (2) political institutions modeled on the 
European experience of state formation. The first is relatively straightfor-
ward, though controversial, but the second characteristic requires some 
elaboration. It should also be noted that the second, state formation, is 
very much an agent for economic industrialization, and so the two are 
interrelated. Stated differently, capitalism produced both industrializa-
tion and the state, and early capitalism additionally drove the expansion 
of the European state as empire. It might also be noted that the Euro-
pean state is constituted as a set of democratic institutions, but I contend 
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that democratization of the state has occurred as a concomitant and 
sometimes countervailing process in relation to the economic project 
of incorporating an expanding base of people and resources into cores 
or centers of concentrated and complex economic activity. Thus France, 
as Bourdieu argues, was produced as a society over several centuries of 
economically driven political incorporation emanating from the core of 
power in Paris. Great Britain was produced through the expansion by 
conquest of the Scots, Welsh, and Irish, and so on. The process of incor-
poration, both in Europe and through imperialism, was a violent and 
repressive process.

Being geographically located in the first, second, third, or fourth 
worlds is one way of evaluating the degree to which a contemporary 
society is shaped by the historical processes of industrialization and state 
formation when the latter are taken to mean the incorporation process 
described above. Central and Eastern European societies were from the 
start peripheral to this process, and the imposition of communist institu-
tions in these societies was legitimated (according to the rhetoric of their 
leaders) as a way of accelerating their own industrialization and state for-
mation processes. The concept of the second world is still a relevant term 
inasmuch as it refers to the historical experience of Central and Eastern 
European societies, both as peripheral to the industrialization and state 
formation taking place in Western Europe and for their common experi-
ence during the first forty-five years following World War II (and longer 
in Russia) of doing so within the framework of undemocratic commu-
nist institutions. Thus the economic and political challenges they face 
today are defined by their historical experience both on the periphery 
of Western European political developments as well as their experience 
under communist systems.

The third world, then, is defined by its formerly colonized status, 
where state formation might or might not have taken place had there not 
been colonization, but where European colonization took the form of an 
intervention in the social, cultural, economic, and political processes of 
non-European societies. Decolonization has, in reality, at best entailed 
an attempt at ending political intervention in the form of overt control. 
However, since even the boundaries of third-world states were largely 
determined by that intervention—in itself a significant reconfiguration 
of what is often considered artificial social boundaries—then it becomes 
obvious that European political intervention for more than two or more 
centuries cannot simply be “withdrawn” by the “granting” of indepen-
dence to these postcolonial states. Furthermore, the economic effects 
of colonization are profound. The people and resources of European 



WHERE YOU STAND DEPENDS ON WHERE YOU SIT    193

colonies were pressed into land and labor use patterns for the purpose 
of creating agricultural surplus for the colonizing society. The formal 
withdrawal of European colonial authority in itself does not alter these 
patterns. Societies in the third world today are engaged in the process of 
state formation, which, as in Europe centuries earlier, is also attended by 
violent and often repressive political struggles.

The fourth world is, in a sense, the most distant from the political 
and economic core, since the thrust of colonization here most often took 
the form of outright conquest and the attempt to absorb the people and 
resources of the fourth world into states created as extensions of empires 
populated with a majority of European descendants. There has been no 
political decolonization of the fourth world. They are nations without 
states in a world wholly carved up by and among states. The populations 
of fourth-world societies were decimated by direct violence, structural 
violence, and disease, and survivors were forcibly relocated into territo-
rial enclaves representing a fraction of the land and resource base they 
had originally occupied. As “settler” states continued to expand politi-
cally and economically, they also increasingly demanded incorporation 
of resources initially “reserved” to Indigenous peoples into the industrial-
izing economy of the state. Like third-world peoples, Indigenous peoples 
of the fourth world have been subjected to policies of European cultural 
supremacy. Unlike third-world peoples, the primary focus of these poli-
cies was and continues to be their “assimilation,” which means, from the 
perspective of Indigenous peoples, their complete cultural destruction 
as a people.

Indigenous Peoples and Postcolonial Theory

Postcolonial theory has emerged as a critical theoretical discourse in the 
literature and rhetoric of non-Western writers, literary and cultural crit-
ics, and social scientists, theorists, and philosophers over the past sev-
eral decades. It can be temporally located during the second half of the 
twentieth century, or in the aftermath of colonization, culturally located 
in once-colonized non-Western societies, and spatially located in those 
sites within non-Western societies where a people struggle against impe-
rialism and Eurocentrism (see Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 1989, 1998; 
Gandhi 1998; Loomba 1998; Mongia 1996; Moore-Gilbert 1997; Williams 
and Chrisman 1994). Black Martinique-born psychiatrist Franz Fanon’s 
Black Skin, White Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1963) are 
perhaps the earliest examples of postcolonial writing. Rey Chow (1991), 
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Chandra Mohanty (1991), Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1987), and Van-
dana Shiva (1993) explore the intersections between postcolonial, feminist, 
and ecological perspectives; Edward Said (1993), Amitav Ghosh (1992), 
and Homi Bhabha (1990), the construction of colonial/anti-colonial and 
national narratives and identities, and Ashis Nandy (1995), Gauri Viswa-
nathan (1989, 1998), and Ngugi Wa Thiong’o (1982), the psychological 
consequences of linguistic and cultural imperialism. There are many more. 
Among Native American Indians, postcolonial voices include writers Leslie 
Marmon Silko (1991),5 Elizabeth Cook-Lynn (1996), and Sherman Alexie 
(1994), psychologist Eduardo Duran (1995), and political activists Russell 
Means and John Mohawk (1992).6

While stressing particularism in contrast to the totalizing force of 
Eurocentric universalism, and resistance to dichotomous and hierarchi-
cal constructions of identity, there remains a consensus among postco-
lonial critics regarding the existence of a set of core issues with which 
people must struggle both in their respective experiences as postcolo-
nized and postcolonizer, as well as in dialogue between these spheres. 
Many of these issues and the critical discourses in which they are articu-
lated intersect with the central concerns of Indigenous peoples’ political 
activism. They include the following:

1. The cultural and political marginalization and/or exclusion of Indig-
enous/non-Western peoples from the structures of power through 
which agency is allocated;

2. The positioning of Western identity and ways of being in the world as 
privileged and subjective in relation to the “othering,” objectification, 
and essentializing (in both idealized and demonized or “savage primi-
tive/noble savage” terms) of Indigenous/non-Western identities;

3. The use of linguistic and cultural imperialistic strategies to assimilate 
and annihilate Indigenous/non-Western knowledge and identity;

4. The psychological consequences of the above three colonial processes 
in subverting the ability of Indigenous/non-Western people to be 
Indigenous/non-Western people in the world; and,

5. The political and economic marginalization of Indigenous/non-West-
ern peoples sustained by the psychological consequences of colonial-
ism that persist in the postcolonial condition.

Indigenous, fourth-world peoples clearly share in some of the 
experiences and aspirations of third-world peoples. But there are also 
points of divergence. Taken together, third- and fourth-world per-
spectives are, like other critical voices, a force for the democratization 
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of global political discourse and practice. Political theorists should 
and do take them seriously as such.7 Both third- and fourth-world 
critics and writers aim to decenter and disturb Western cultural and 
political hegemony. They call for “discursive reciprocity,” that is, for 
non-Western versions of historical experience and “ways of knowing” 
to be respected on equal footing with Western versions of history and 
knowledge systems. The perception that colonization involves hav-
ing “an outside power control every aspect of your life,” as Eduardo 
Duran (1995) has said, particularly when taken as the experience of 
whole cultures and societies of people, captures the experience of 
domination against which third- and fourth-world peoples struggle 
for liberation and self-determination.

Differences in their perspectives derive mostly from differences in their 
experience, or lack, of decolonization processes, which now have more or 
less a half century of history, beginning with the decolonization of India. 
Indigenous peoples, for instance, generally do not seek the creation of an 
independent state, nor do they assert that self-determination can only be 
fulfilled through secession. While the artificially constructed boundaries of 
“colonies” that demarcated the “non-self governing territories” of the third 
world were sometimes somewhat consistent with local understandings 
of boundaries (in some parts of Southeast Asia, Saharan Africa, and the 
Middle East, for instance), they often cut through the territory tradition-
ally occupied by the colonized peoples, or circumscribed multiple groups 
and parts of groups within a single territory that would, upon decoloniza-
tion, become a “self-governing” and independent state (particularly in sub-
Saharan Africa). These territories were then under the control of a colonial 
administration that often recruited and incorporated local, Indigenous 
people. But the majority of the population in these colonized territories 
remained Indigenous, though not constituting a single group with com-
mon ethnic and cultural affinities. Indeed, in some cases groups with a 
long history of enmity became subjects of a common colonial administra-
tion. All of these and other factors figured into the internal and external 
political conflicts of postcolonial states.

Indigenous peoples, as defined here, suffered a somewhat different 
fate. In most cases, as a result of disease, direct violence, war, and other 
cruelties such as forced relocation, they were overrun by an expand-
ing settler population along with an alien colonial administration.8 
The term “internal colonies” is therefore often used to describe the 
situation of Indigenous peoples. They were either forcibly relocated or 
pushed into smaller and smaller parts of their traditional territories, 
often leaving them on the most marginal and remote lands in climates 
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and ecosystems not particularly conducive to agricultural develop-
ment. They were subjected to forced religious conversion and forced or 
coerced cultural assimilation.

Some Indigenous peoples today prefer to see themselves as “nations,” 
while others see themselves as “tribes,” without, of course, attaching 
pejorative meanings to either. Some wish to reconstruct or revive con-
federacies that existed prior to European colonization.9 Whether as 
nations or tribes, Indigenous societies prefer to remain relatively small 
by contrast with state societies, and to retain a higher degree of cultural 
homogeneity. Most are open to negotiating new relationships of coex-
istence with states, and to experiment with varieties of shared as well as 
exclusive sovereignties in these relationships. This kind of experimen-
tation could very easily have application to a broader range of problem-
atic state-ethnic relationships.

Inside/Outside Indigenous-State Relations

Colonization as the political practice of Eurocentrism follows from an 
assumption of cultural supremacy. It presumes the moral superiority of 
European values, institutions, and knowledge, or ways of knowing. The 
delineation between moral superiority and moral inferiority has not only 
psychological but physical consequences, and serves to rationalize harm-
doing and violence—both direct and structural—against non-European 
peoples (Wilmer 1993). Colonization is a paradoxical combination of 
inside/outside configurations where non-Western and Indigenous peo-
ples are simultaneously excluded as non-Western and Indigenous peoples 
from the centers of privilege and equality and respect because they are 
socially constructed by Westerners as the antithesis to Western “enlight-
enment” identity. Western is forward, progressive, rational, and modern; 
Indigenous is backward, primitive, irrational, and traditional. Indigenous 
peoples have thus been the targets of assimilation practices through colo-
nial education and socialization in order to eliminate their “difference” 
as a condition for their inclusion in “modern” society. Whether in the 
African, Caribbean, Middle Eastern, or Asian colonies, or within the ter-
ritorial boundaries of states created by European settlement in Australia, 
New Zealand, and the Americas, Indigenous and non-Western peoples 
have been defined as “backward” and “primitive” by Europeans as a way 
of framing European identity as “progressive” and “civilized.” These colo-
nial norms in all cases are delimited by the “civilizing mission” or the 
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“White Man’s Burden” in the guardian-ward relationship of colonizer to 
colonized (Doty 1996; Wilmer 1993).

This relationship was only partly dismantled by political decoloniza-
tion, and even in the case of political decolonization, the momentum of 
a relationship constructed in terms of the progressive colonizer civiliz-
ing the savage colonized people is perpetuated both by its psychologi-
cal consequences and by its continuation under a series of reconstructed 
categories: Christianizing, civilizing, modernizing, and now, developing. 
Thus is it so often reproduced in the form of “modernizing” elites in 
decolonized states carrying out programs aimed at the deindigenization 
and “Westernization” of their societies. The result is a reproduction of 
the colonizer-colonized relationship, albeit between Indigenous groups 
within a “decolonized” society. Some examples include the Maasi as tar-
gets of Westernization in Kenya, and the transmigration program of West 
Papua New Guinea aimed at displacing local tribal peoples with Indo-
nesian “settlers.” Many programs aimed at the assimilation and physical 
displacement of Indigenous peoples in Central and South America also 
reflect this dynamic, though further complicated by the emergence of a 
Mestizo culture and identity over the past five centuries.

Finally, Indigenous peoples in European settler states, whose politi-
cal status is still circumscribed by the ward-guardian relationship or as 
“domestic dependent nations,” remain “undecolonized” and suffer both 
the continuing effects of psychological colonization and the continuing 
presence of “outside” political control. Native American Indian psychol-
ogist Eduardo Duran has referred to colonization as “an outside force 
having complete control over every aspect of your life. Your language, 
religious practice, politics, even your kids and family.”10 Indigenous peo-
ples’ governments and actions by their governments must be “approved” 
by the governments of settler states. Children removed from their fami-
lies by state practices and the actions of private agencies authorized or 
encouraged by state policies to do so, produced many “lost generations” 
of Indigenous children. Indigenous children forced to attend “boarding 
schools” commonly suffered physical, sexual, and psychological abuse. 
Even while non-Indigenous Americans prided themselves on constitu-
tional guarantees of religious freedom, Native American Indian religious 
practices were regulated and some prohibited by the state until the pas-
sage in 1978 of the American Indian Religious Freedom Act. Thus, while 
Indigenous fourth-world and third-world peoples share a common colo-
nial experience and postcolonial perspective, their worlds remain sepa-
rated by the fact of continued political colonization in the fourth world.
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Toward Reconciliation

Western democracies are unique in their attempt to develop democratic 
institutions through which relatively large populations can work out the 
allocation of resources according to articulated values. There have been 
other democracies, some more democratic, but the scale on which the 
model of the modern state is patterned is, I believe, historically unparal-
leled. Yet they were born deeply flawed, and by today’s standards, relatively 
undemocratic. Their history is the history of progressive democratiza-
tion, progressive inclusion, progressive achievement of higher standards 
of social justice. It is a history of coming to terms with the more undemo-
cratic elements and darker chapters in one’s own past. For African Amer-
icans, then, the United States was hardly a democracy at all until voting 
rights and equal opportunity reforms initiated in the 1960s and 1970s 
began. White America looks back on a time when our Supreme Court 
sanctioned the notions that African Americans were property and that 
racial segregation—an evil we came to call apartheid in South Africa and 
Zimbabwe—was legal within the framework of our constitution, and we 
note how far we have come, how much more “evolved” our moral sensi-
bilities and sense of social justice are today.

Social justice is progressive, and in constitutional democracies it is 
achieved by making adjustments between law and politics. A democracy 
must be self-critical if it is to fulfill its potential for the good society. 
Democracy is advanced as a society debates honestly its own shortcom-
ings in the face of pressures for justice and reconciliation from its mar-
ginalized sectors. In the case of justice for African Americans, we look 
backward on ourselves, and we appear to have been, in the past, quite 
backward. On women’s issues, the protection of children, the rights of 
minorities as individuals, restitution for interned Japanese Americans 
and their descendants, on these and other issues we are doing better 
than we did in the past. Yet oddly, the basis on which Native Ameri-
can social justice within American society is legally proscribed remains 
unchanged since the Cherokee cases in the early 1800s. Chief Justice 
John Marshall’s characterization of Native Americans as “domestic 
dependent nations” and “wards of the state”—images that draw on the 
norms of colonization that prevailed in the early nineteenth century—
remain the strongest statement on the rights of Native Americans in 
relation to the state with which they made agreements for the purpose 
of securing protection. While some degree of reconciliation between 
the United States and the Indigenous peoples who are the First Nations 
of this continent has begun, social justice for Native Americans lags far 
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behind the other emancipatory struggles that define progress in Ameri-
can democracy.11

In the 1970s, Native Americans joined other Indigenous groups from 
around the world and intensified their efforts to bring their grievances 
before an international audience as a strategy for influencing the domes-
tic as well as international political and legal framework within which 
they sought justice. After a decade of studying the contemporary efforts 
of Indigenous political activists to register their grievances with an inter-
national audience, what I wanted to know was, at this point in Indig-
enous activism—several years after Indigenous issues had made their 
way onto the United Nations’ agenda, after reconciliation policies and 
programs had been instituted in both Australia and Aotearoa—what had 
emerged from the experience of Indigenous leaders in their efforts to 
negotiate changes in their relationship with settler states? I wanted to 
know, were there no political obstacles, what sort of framework for nego-
tiating a new Indigenous-state relationship would represent a feasible 
starting point from the perspective of Indigenous activists? Discussions 
with Indigenous activists and leaders from Australia, New Zealand, the 
United States, and Canada revealed a surprising level of agreement about 
the terms and conditions for a new sort of Indigenous-state relationship. 
I came to call the main points that surfaced during these discussions a 
“wish list.” What would be the starting point of negotiating a meaning-
ful reconciliation between Indigenous peoples and states? How can the 
process of decolonization begin in the fourth world? If, in other words, 
political obstacles could be somehow set aside for the moment, and if 
Indigenous representatives were to sit down now to negotiate with rep-
resentatives of settler states and put forth a list of conditions that would 
enable them to rebuild their communities as viable societies with distinct 
and continually evolving identities and “ways of knowing,” and to make 
progress in their own healing from dysfunctions flowing from colonial 
and postcolonial injustices, what would this “wish list” contain? Here are 
the main points that emerged from these discussions:

(1) Indigenous peoples must have the right to freely determine their rela-
tionship with the state. The category “Indigenous peoples” has emerged in 
relation to Western colonization and the spread of modernist ideology. 
Indigenous peoples, however, constitute a tremendously varied constel-
lation of cultural differences as well as political aspirations. This diver-
sity and the uniqueness of each Indigenous community’s experience and 
perspective should never be overlooked even as the notion of common 
Indigenous interests gains support. Indigenous peoples are, however, 
similarly situated within a world-system perspective, as well as from the 
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perspective of having been cast as the backward “other” in relation to the 
West’s “modern” self. But each Indigenous group is distinct from every 
other group not only in a cultural sense, but in their own historical con-
text in relation to different nation-states.

Some Indigenous peoples seek a form of sovereignty that is both exter-
nal and internal, and in a very few cases perhaps sovereignty approaching 
that of the state. This has been part of recent public discourse in Aote-
aroa, although it is by no means clear that all Maori, or even a majority 
of Maori leaders, agree on the extent of sovereign aspirations. Never-
theless, this case contrasts sharply with many other (but not all—the 
Haudenosaunee are a much noted exception) Native peoples in North 
America, particularly in the United States, who have few or no aspira-
tions in the direction of external sovereignty or of sovereignty “equal” 
to the state and who focus instead on varying degrees of internal sover-
eignty—freedom from external interference. Others seek fulfillment of 
the “trust” relationship, the basis on which the idea of protection rests, 
and the promise of sufficient education about the ways and thinking of 
the Western world in which they are now located to be able to exercise 
self-determination effectively within their own communities. The right 
to freely determine one’s own status is consistent with the international 
principle of self-determination, and most Indigenous representatives 
to the United Nations have stressed that self-determination does not in 
itself entail a right to secession from the state.

(2) Indigenous peoples’ rights must be recognized, not “granted.” 
Indigenous peoples insist that their rights do not flow from the good 
graces of the states that have asserted, in various direct and indirect 
ways, their de facto “conquest” of Indigenous peoples. Instead, their 
rights flow from the law of nations which recognizes the right of self-
determination and upon which government-to-government relations 
between states and Indigenous peoples are based. This relationship 
is sometimes, but not always, evidenced by a treaty relationship; and 
treaties, similarly, fall within the purview of international law. This is 
also reflected in more recently articulated international legal norms 
protecting human rights. Indigenous peoples’ rights are also inherent, 
and have often been recognized as such within the legal framework of 
states whose courts have addressed the issue of Indigenous sovereignty. 
The notion of rights being “granted” presupposes the nonexistence 
of those rights prior to their recognition. Indigenous peoples’ rights 
predate the arrival of settlers in their lands. Indigenous peoples assert 
that their rights flow from their self-determining status prior to colo-
nization, and that global decolonization dictates that those rights be 
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recognized today and that past infringements on those rights have been 
both unjust and, under international law, illegal.

(3) Indigenous peoples must have the right to participate in the political 
and legal processes of the state without suffering a diminishment of sover-
eignty. Settler states as well as states constructed as a result of postcolo-
nial state-building have posited Indigenous peoples’ remaining territorial 
bases as enclaves within the state. Additionally, through programs of 
coerced relocation and assimilation as well as economic dislocation, 
many Indigenous peoples live apart from the territories of their commu-
nities. This situation is a direct result of the settlement and state-building 
processes. The multinational state, including both Indigenous and set-
tler communities, best serves the interests of justice and reconciliation 
when Indigenous peoples have a voice in the political processes of the 
state whose policies affect them, and when they have access to the legal 
machinery of the state in order to appeal for judgments involving their 
rights which rest on their sovereignty. Their sovereignty, which inheres 
in them and predates the creation of the states in which they now live, 
should not be diminished when they participate in the political and legal 
institutions of the state, particularly when the state remains the only 
institution through which their quest for justice can be given effect.

(4) Indigenous peoples must have a kind of veto power over state policies 
in some areas. Indigenous peoples’ dispossession from their land entails 
more than a loss of economic resources. Indigenous and European con-
ceptions of the human-natural world relationship are often vastly differ-
ent. For both, albeit in very different cultural contexts, the natural world 
provides a necessary resource base for the support and continuation of 
a way of life—different ways of life in many cases. Yet for both, the natu-
ral world also provides a sense of “place” in which identity is grounded. 
But for Indigenous peoples, the natural world has an additional, spiri-
tual dimension of meaning: sacredness. There is probably no comparable 
concept in Western systems of meaning for the Indigenous concept of 
a “sacred place,” where identity is meshed with spirituality. Some have 
compared the notion of a “sacred place” in Indigenous worldviews to 
the idea of a “church” in Western thinking, with the notable difference 
that a church can be moved or demolished and rebuilt. Nevertheless, it 
remains true that sacred places have a profound meaning for Indigenous 
peoples that has no comparable place in Western thinking at this time. 
The internal logic of capitalism does not generate any restraints. Yet both 
environmental concerns and the claims of Indigenous peoples are raising 
the question of whether or not the forces of capitalist expansion can be 
restrained for ethical reasons. Indigenous peoples must have a resource 
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base as well as a right to assert a special relationship with certain sacred 
places. Whether they choose, through their own internal decision mak-
ing processes, to exploit their resources as players in a capitalist system, 
and to what extent, should remain their choice and should not prejudice 
their claims with respect to sacred places. At the very least, Indigenous 
peoples must have some power to veto the appropriation for economic 
exploitation of areas considered by them to be sacred.

(5) There must be an end to policies and programs aimed at Indigenous 
peoples’ forced assimilation, and reparative policies developed to mitigate 
the present effects of such past policies. While boarding schools have dis-
appeared in the English settler states, practices similar to those in which 
children were lured or forcibly removed from their families in order to 
attend residential schools whose primary function was to stamp out 
Indigenous culture and language and replace it with the language and 
culture of the dominant society, continue in the more developmentally 
remote areas of Central and South America. Furthermore, the effects of 
past policies are profound and continuing, resulting in, among other 
things, a loss or severe reduction in Indigenous language speakers so 
that at present there are hundreds of Indigenous languages threatened 
by extinction. As many as 80 percent of Indigenous languages in the 
United States are presently threatened with extinction. Another effect 
of forced assimilation is what in Australia is being called the “lost gen-
eration” (though the same phenomenon occurred in other settler states 
as well). Indigenous children were adopted, or relocated, their ties with 
families erased, and they were, to make matters worse, also often vic-
tims of physical and sexual abuse in the hands of their new caretak-
ers. At the very least, there should be programs for reparative justice 
available to these victims and their descendants. There should also be 
programs (controlled by Indigenous peoples) aimed at facilitating the 
recovery of Indigenous languages and cultural knowledge.

(6) Indigenous peoples need the time and educational resources to 
develop decision-making mechanisms capable of negotiating on their behalf 
with the large corporate institutions of the state, multinational corpora-
tions, and intergovernmental organizations. Indigenous peoples’ tradi-
tional decision-making institutions developed in relation to their societal 
needs, needs far different from those generated by powerful political and 
economic corporate interests that continually pressure Indigenous peo-
ples to negotiate for the concession of their lands and resources, or for 
compensation pursuant to past dispossession. Indigenous peoples’ tra-
ditional structures are therefore not generally well-suited to the task of 
fairly and justly representing their interests in arenas constructed and 
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dominated by states, multinational corporations, and intergovernmental 
organizations. Furthermore, many Indigenous communities today are 
often represented by and subjected to the authority of political institu-
tions not of their own choosing or of their own creation. These institu-
tions are often regarded as “imposed” on them by the settler states, and 
are thus often also not regarded with a high degree of internal legitimacy.

(7) Indigenous peoples need access to the resources necessary to the devel-
opment of legitimate and effective political institutions. The most essential 
resource is knowledge. Indigenous peoples need support for educational 
programs focused both on their cultural traditions and history as well 
as about the political structure, motives, and social processes of the set-
tler societies. To promote Indigenous participation in the educational 
institutions of the settler society is, by itself, not sufficient. Indigenous 
peoples themselves must be supported in the development of Indige-
nous-controlled and community-based educational programs. In the 
United States, for example, tribal colleges remain desperately under-
funded, yet have provided the means and motivation for the reconstruc-
tion and recovery of Indigenous knowledge while also providing students 
with courses comparable to first and second year university or college 
requirements. They often host extension courses as well as community-
based programs for language and cultural revival. Here they can begin 
to recover their own knowledge base as well as acquire knowledge about 
the settler societies within which they coexist in a manner appropriate to 
their own needs, as determined by the Indigenous community.

(8) Until Indigenous communities develop effective and legitimate deci-
sion-making mechanisms, negotiations over issues like resources and land 
claims should be suspended, without diminishing or prejudicing their right 
to pursue these claims in the future. Many Indigenous communities have 
developed mechanisms for negotiating effectively with states and other 
actors, and they have developed governing structures perceived inter-
nally to be legitimate. But many have not, since much of their time and 
energy has been consumed by the more immediate necessities of physical 
and cultural survival. Suspending negotiations may mean that a particu-
lar mining or hydroelectric project cannot proceed, and that negotiations 
over such controversial issues may be suspended indefinitely, until such 
time as members of the Indigenous community feel confident of the 
legitimacy and effectiveness of its own decision-making structures.

This list is neither exhaustive nor does it represent conditions that 
all Indigenous leaders, all over the world would necessarily agree on. It 
emerged as a result of discussions with Indigenous peoples, and, after 
developing the list, each point was discussed with the Indigenous leaders, 
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activists, educators, and scholars I spoke with during my ten days in Bris-
bane and Auckland, and among these individuals, there was complete 
agreement. In 1995 the UN Sub-commission on the Prevention of Dis-
crimination and Protection of Minorities approved a resolution calling 
for a study of Indigenous land rights. After two decades of debate and 
discussion, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Decla-
ration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in September 2007. Efforts 
aimed at persuading key settler states, including the United States, to 
adopt a favorable position on the Declaration failed as 143 states voted 
for it, eleven abstained, and the four English-speaking settler states 
where Indigenous people interviewed for this study live, voted against 
the Declaration. Nevertheless, a similar declaration is also being prepared 
by the Organization of American States Inter-American Commission 
on Human Rights. The OAS document builds on the draft developed 
within the UN. The UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues met for 
the first time in May 2002. The first “Decade of the World’s Indigenous 
People” was declared by the General Assembly between 1995–2004, fol-
lowed by a second declaration of 2005–15 as the “Second Decade of the 
World’s Indigenous People.” The decade’s theme “Partnership for Action 
and Dignity” is expressed in five objectives laid out in the resolution:

1. Promoting non-discrimination and inclusion of indigenous peoples in 
the design, implementation and evaluation of international, regional and 
national processes regarding laws, policies, resources, programmes and 
projects;

2. Promoting full and effective participation of indigenous peoples in deci-
sions which directly or indirectly affect their life styles, traditional lands 
and territories, their cultural integrity as indigenous peoples with collec-
tive rights or any other aspect of their lives, considering the principle of 
free, prior and informed consent;

3. Re-defining development policies that depart from a vision of equity and 
that are culturally appropriate, including respect for cultural and linguis-
tic diversity of indigenous peoples;

4. Adopting targeted policies, programmes, projects and budgets for the 
development of indigenous peoples, including concrete benchmarks, 
and particular emphasis on indigenous women, children and youth; and,

5. Developing strong monitoring mechanisms and enhancing account-
ability at the international, regional and particularly the national level, 
regarding the implementation of legal, policy and operational frame-
works for the protection of indigenous peoples and the improvement of 
their lives.12
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Some settler states seem to be moving in the direction of satisfying 
some of these conditions, however reluctantly, and in some cases, how-
ever superficially, in response to the persistent activism of Indigenous 
peoples. Upon reflection, I would add another need to this list: the need 
to educate descendants of settlers about the history, heritage, aspirations, 
and present situation of Indigenous peoples. Activism by Indigenous peo-
ples and structural changes in their relationship with states can improve 
the conditions of Indigenous peoples, but do not necessarily lead to the 
repair of relationships and the healing of the whole societies in which 
Indigenous and European descendants coexist. It is within the context 
of both structural change and consciousness-raising that the long-term 
prospects for peace and justice reside. The eight recommendations dis-
cussed here could well serve as a starting point for dialogue within settler 
states, even in those that failed to support the International Declaration.

Notes

 1. It should be noted that the concept of “domestic jurisdiction” within the 
state is a reproduction of the patriarchal social structure in which the state/
father is free to arbitrarily assert power within the protected “private” sphere 
of the state/family. The subsequent relationship of state “wardship” over 
Indigenous peoples and policies of coerced assimilation is a direct reflection 
of this premise.

 2. The term “decolonization” should be viewed critically. After one to two 
centuries of outside control, and within boundaries artificially constructed 
by imperial powers, decolonization, according to Niranjana (1992, 7), “can 
refer only crudely to what has, in the language of national liberation strug-
gles, been called the ‘transfer of power,’ usually from the reigning colonial 
power to an indigenous elite.”

 3. This refers to a trio of cases, Fletcher v Peck (1819), Cherokee v Georgia 
(1831), and Worcester v Georgia (1832), though the latter two had more to 
say about the status of Indigenous peoples.

 4. Robert T. Coulter, Keynote Address, Native American Awareness Week, 
Montana State University, Bozeman, Montana, April 1992.

 5. For an excellent critical examination of how Silko’s book Almanac of the 
Dead (1991) interrogates the construction, maintenance, and negotiability 
of difference, see Jarmon (2006).

 6. See also Weaver (1996).
 7. See Ivison, Patton, and Sanders (2000), particularly the chapter by Young 

(“Hybrid Democracy: Iroquois Federalism and the Postcolonial Project”), 
and Newman (1998).
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 8. I say most here because there are some countries in Central and South 
America where the Indigenous population constitutes a majority or very 
large minority. Some of these states also reflect the pattern described previ-
ously, so that, for instance, there is a Mayan population in southern Mexico 
next to Guatemala where the Mayans constitute a majority. The Yanomami, 
who live in Brazil and Venezuela, and the Mapuche living in Chile and 
Argentina, are two examples.

 9. The Haudenosaunee (or Iroquois) Confederacy has been in continuous 
existence, but does not presently enjoy the full support of the communities 
that make up the confederated Six Nations. The Blackfeet or Pikuni are in 
the process of discovery, debate, and discussion about the revival and recon-
struction of a confederacy that originally extended from central Alberta into 
northeastern Montana.

 10. “Spirits of the Present: The Legacy from Native America,” Public Radio 
series, Native American Public Broadcasting Corporation, 1992.

 11. This is a debatable claim. I am referring here to U.S. legislation in the 1970s, 
such as the American Indian Freedom of Religion Act, the American Indian 
Education and Self-Determination Act, the American Indian Child Welfare 
Act, and more recently, the Native American Grave Protection Act (1990).

 12. See the “Draft Programme of Action for the Second International Decade of 
the World’s Indigenous People,” UN Document A60/270 of August 18, 2005.
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Responding to a Deeply 
Bifurcated World

Indigenous Diplomacies in 
the Twenty-First Century

Makere Stewart-Harawira

Introduction

The final ratification of the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) in November 2007 marks 

a certain culmination of the reconfiguring of the relationship between 
Indigenous peoples and colonizing states over several decades. It rep-
resents the triumph of the determination, persistence, and agency of 
Indigenous peoples who have struggled unceasingly to win recognition 
of their rights and of injustices perpetuated through acts of imperi-
alism that many argue continue today (see, for example, Beier 2005a; 
Corntassel 2007). It also draws a line in the sand between states who 
choose to acknowledge the rights of Indigenous peoples to be recog-
nized and identified as having specific rights within international law, 
and those who refuse to recognize these rights outside of their juridical 
frameworks. The reluctance of some key states to ratify the UN Decla-
ration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples contextualizes the demar-
cated responses to the needs and requirements of Indigenous peoples 
and the fourth world conditions in which many Indigenous commu-
nities exist inside leading industrialized states including Canada, the 
United States, Australia, and to a lesser extent, Aotearoa New Zealand. 
That these same key colonizing states have thus far refused to ratify the 
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UNDRIP speaks to the nature of the ideological struggle that under-
pins any diplomatic initiatives aimed at the recognition and enactment 
of Indigenous rights, including soft law initiatives such as the UN Dec-
laration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

This wider ideological struggle has long historical antecedents. It has 
involved a struggle over shaping the politico-economic architecture of the 
world within a particular framework. Within this framework, the inter-
section of particular global and local interests is redefining Indigenous 
diplomacies and ontologies in ways that have important political and 
ethical consequences and that are notably bifurcated. One of the points 
of bifurcation is the relationship between economic interests and self-
determination. Another is the separation between Indigenous politics 
and Indigenous philosophies and ontologies. Overarching these bifurca-
tions are rapid and significant changes to the national and international 
juridical frameworks, particularly with regard to juridical interpretations 
of self-determination and rights. It is these points of bifurcation that I 
seek to untangle in this chapter and it is at these intersections that I locate 
my argument for the relocating of Indigenous philosophies and ontolo-
gies at the center of Indigenous diplomacies.

Systemic Crisis and the Fragility of Rights

The juridical changes to the notion of rights that occur at the local and 
international levels are in large measure legitimated by ideological expla-
nations and interpretations of the multiple crises that have become part 
and parcel of the global discourse. The theme of global crisis is now so 
all-engulfing that it has become commonplace to center it in everyday 
conversations. In the wake of an over-700 billion dollar “bail-out” of the 
U.S. financial system that nonetheless continues its rapid collapse and the 
widespread acknowledgement of a global economic meltdown (Duncan 
2008), it is almost equally as commonplace to acknowledge the failure of 
the free market ideology and the greed and corruptness of its prime ben-
eficiaries (although should the bailout succeed in restoring confidence in 
the U.S. economic system, we might predict a recurrence of the amnesia 
that maintains its dominance). Foretold several years prior by thoughtful 
economists such as McMurty, Chossudovsky, and many others, the finan-
cial crisis that presently engulfs the United States, Britain, and much of 
Europe is the most recent in a series of unparalleled and interconnected 
global crises across multiple arenas. They include over-consumption and 
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over-exploitation of resources; global warming and global food short-
ages; democracy, freedom, and the global war on terror, and now, since 
late 2008, the unmasking and imminent collapse of a global economic 
system that is characterized by the mystification of greed and corruption 
and predicated on exploitation of the poor and the marginalised.

These are the signifiers of the troubled times that Wallerstein (1998, 
1999) and others presciently forewarned as the terminal crisis of the 
modern world-system. As Wallerstein points out, historical systems have 
terminal lives. Once they move far from equilibrium and reach points 
of bifurcation, they reach demise. There can be no doubt that we have 
reached those points of bifurcation and that the crises I have mentioned 
are but some of the most visible symptoms. Less obvious, perhaps, is the 
depth of the extent to which the death-throe struggles of a politico-eco-
nomic system fighting to survive impacts on the everyday lives of Indig-
enous and other marginalized peoples everywhere. These crises intersect 
with the redefining of the discourse and construction of rights in a man-
ner that unashamedly privileges market rights over civic or other human 
rights and employs a politics of fear to legitimate unparalleled surveil-
lance of particular individuals, groups, and populations. In the context of 
our highly developed technological sophistication, this is a time that has 
no parallel and it is against this backdrop that I unfold the central theme 
of this chapter.

In this time of deep global and local transformations, the imperative 
to strive to maintain our integrity as Indigenous peoples becomes more 
critical than ever. This requires, I argue, the reembedding of Indigenous 
philosophies and ontologies at the heart of our diplomatic endeavors 
and political ontologies. In this, my argument aligns with those of other 
Indigenous scholars and international relations theorists who assert 
Indigenous philosophies and cosmologies as a counter-hegemonic proj-
ect (cf. Beier 2007; Corntassel 2007). My argument that Indigenous phi-
losophies and ontologies should be located at the center of Indigenous 
diplomatic endeavors alongside political and strategic aspirations is a 
claim that connects across the thematics of this chapter and one to which 
I return in my conclusion.

A frequently argued limitation to this approach is that there is no 
single or essential Indigenous ontology or cosmology (cf. Widdowson 
2008). This is not disputed by Indigenous scholars. There are nonetheless 
broadly similar sets of beliefs and principles that have been passed down 
through and articulated by Indigenous leaders and scholars and are, I 
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contend, highly relevant to the development of international and local 
Indigenous diplomacies today. The dissemination of arguments to the 
contrary underscores a sorry lack of understanding and fails to diminish 
the credibility of these accounts. It does however give emphasis to Hei-
degger’s (1962) contention of the critical importance of ontology and of 
questioning our assumptions of “Being.”

Indigenous Philosophies in the Diplomatic Context

The political spaces in which diplomacy, mediation, and negotiation 
with states and other interested parties occur are not those constructed 
or traditionally practiced by Indigenous peoples. They are spaces that are 
constructed and bestowed by an imposed political regime and regula-
tion. Consequently, they are spaces within which diplomacy, like trade, 
is conceived of as occupying a separate and distinct space from that of 
the Indigenous cosmological and philosophical world. Turner (2006, 
81, 119) cogently argues that, given Indigenous peoples’ endeavors to 
regain, reclaim, and reassert measures of self-determination, defined as 
the right to determine their own way of life according to their own cus-
toms, mores, and beliefs and to engage on that basis in the affairs of the 
state, the ability to clearly articulate those customs and beliefs in terms 
that the non-Indigenous world can understand becomes crucial. Thus, in 
order to effectively engage, Turner states, Indigenous peoples are forced 
to use the normative discourses of the state. This leads to the engage-
ment of discourses of rights, sovereignty, and nationhood by Indigenous 
peoples in order to defend their position. On this basis, Turner contends 
that Indigenous peoples can most effectively articulate Indigenous sov-
ereignty arguments in the legal and political discourses of the dominant 
culture through a division of intellectual labor between Indigenous word 
warriors and Indigenous philosophers.

While I fully support the argument for the importance of Indig-
enous philosophies for preserving indigeneity, I find the proposed 
division of labor between Indigenous intellectuals and Indigenous phi-
losophers troubling. One of the consequences of neglecting to ground 
Indigenous diplomacies within Indigenous philosophies and cosmolo-
gies is that increasingly we find ourselves participants in a neocorpo-
rate mode of endeavor that over-exploits our means of survival while 
centralizing ownership and wealth in the hands of corporate elites. On 
the other hand, groups who for various reasons choose not to partici-
pate in exploitative modes of development are left vulnerable and face 
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increasingly disturbing consequences. These consequences include being 
designated as threats to the wellbeing of the state. Such designations lead 
inevitably to the reduction of civic rights and on occasion today, even the 
appellation of “terrorists.”

The struggle over more than one hundred years for recognition 
of Indigenous rights has been arduous and costly. Yet the inarguable 
effectiveness to date of these rights-based initiatives is demonstrated 
in the political gains achieved thus far. On this basis, the notion that 
Indigenous peoples should hone their skills to present themselves as 
inheritors of those same principles and ideologies by virtue of adopting 
the same legal language has much merit. My concern arises from ideo-
logically driven discursive reconstructions and interpretations of the 
nature of rights. This is demonstrated in two ways. Firstly, the drastic 
weakening of democracy and human rights through the substitution of 
market-based rights for social rights supported by the expansion of a 
politics of terror invokes a level of contradiction and compromise that 
undermines the feasibility of this position. Secondly, the unintended 
creation of new categories of “have and have-nots” among and between 
Indigenous nations and communities has arisen due to the tensions 
and contradictions between Indigenous philosophies and state-driven 
interpretations of Indigenous rights to self-determination as economic 
rights. It is my conviction that resolution of these troubling disjunc-
tures in our own communities can only be achieved through the reem-
bedding of our Indigenous spiritual and moral principles, beliefs, and 
values at the center of our diplomatic and economic aspirations and 
endeavors. Admittedly, given the already significant loss of expert 
understandings in these areas, that will be no simple matter. We might 
begin, I suggest, by reclaiming the political space in which diplomacy, 
mediation, and negotiation occurs and returning the fire of spirituality 
alongside diplomacy.

The following review of the relationship between Western philosophi-
cal thought and the philosophical underpinnings of the international 
juridical framework traces the ideological thought that underpins the 
changing landscape of rights. My purpose here is to recall the ideological 
nature of the international juridical and politico-economic order that, 
through our participation, shapes our diplomatic endeavors. Following 
this is a brief consideration of some core philosophical beliefs and val-
ues commonly held by Indigenous peoples, albeit without attempting the 
in-depth exploration that the imperative for reclaiming political space 
in this manner would require. That is for traditional knowledge-holders 
and political leaders to explore elsewhere. My brief discussion of the key 



212   MAKERE STEWART-HARAWIRA

elements of Indigenous philosophical ontologies precursors a commen-
tary on the shifting discourse of self-determination. Here my intention is 
to highlight the successful strategic and discursive endeavor that saw the 
concept of Indigenous self-determination reframed as economic devel-
opment and Indigenous peoples as (junior) players in the global capi-
talist economy. Most certainly this has come to also frame Indigenous 
diplomacies in ways that ultimately are neither to our advantage nor 
in keeping with our espoused Indigenous philosophies and ontologies. 
Examples drawn from Canada, the United States, and Aotearoa New Zea-
land illustrate my argument. I conclude the chapter with a commentary 
on the implications for Indigenous diplomacies in these days of the death 
throes of a particular form of empire.

Liberalism, Philosophy, and the International Institutions

The integral connection between Western classical thought and the inter-
national institutions of world order has been well-described by many 
authors (cf. Anaya 1996; Stewart-Harawira 2005) but is worth summa-
rizing here. For the purpose of this chapter, I take the beginning of British 
expansionism as my starting point. It was in this period that Enlight-
enment ideologies and their corollary, capitalism, established the ratio-
nale for capitalist expansion based on the acquisition of territory and 
resources. The need for consumption and the social benefits that thus 
accrued were seen as the driving force behind the development of the 
rational self and defined citizenship in terms of property rights (Tour-
raine 1995, 49). According to the Scottish Enlightenment philosopher 
David Hume, luxury was “a spur to accumulation and a moral discourse 
that civilises men” and hence the expansion of international trade for the 
purpose of satisfying the need for consumption was integral to the cre-
ation of civil order (Rosow 1994, 17). Lockean rationalism supplied the 
new foundations for the divorce between the individual and society. Civil 
rights were associated with property rights and property ownership was 
vested only in those of fixed abode. Locke’s theory of civil government 
was predicated on the creation of a private sphere that was separate from 
but exercised a constraining influence over the public sphere. As Fou-
cault (1991) has well established, by the eighteenth century, the analysis 
of community and the needs of its members as the foundation of gov-
ernment was replaced by an analysis of labor and property that must be 
protected by law. This cemented the total discontinuity between the state 
of nature and social organization.
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Those who wrote treatises on international law understood these 
principles to be the product of European civilization. As the interstate 
system of international law was unfolded, only such states as were inheri-
tors of that civilization were deemed subject to international law, the 
critical principle being recognition as such by other member states. Fol-
lowing the great revolutions of the seventeenth century in France and 
England, these ideologies came to frame a new model of civil society that 
enshrined aristocratic self-government and a market economy regulated 
by common law. This model was transmitted by transnational elite net-
works and powerfully shaped the development of the international legal 
system of nation-states (cf. Anaya 1996; Held 1999; Stewart-Harawira 
2005). The expansion in overseas settlement was accompanied by the 
expansion of transnational networks of power and influence that Pijl 
(1995) insists, “extended beyond the functional connection created by 
enterprise” and were often politically as well as economically motivated. 
These motivations were strongly linked to the political economy ideolo-
gies of those such as Hume, who linked consumerism and trade to social 
and political well-being, and Saint-Simon, who similarly conceived of 
the end of war through international trade (Stewart-Harawira 2005). As 
has been detailed by numerous authors, by the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, the influence of these networks of power was being dis-
seminated through “new, distinctive, non-territorial forms of power and 
domination” (Held, et al. 1999, 43). While these ideologies were chal-
lenged, notably by various state-socialist regimes, and most recently, 
the multilateral historic bloc of socialist and developing countries, the 
underpinning ideologies of the international juridical system did not and 
have not changed.

In order to fully grasp the significance of the changes that occurred 
in the interrelationships between Indigenous peoples and nation-states 
during this period, it is useful to examine them against the backdrop of 
politico-economic reshaping of the world at that time. It was a time when 
the politico-economic underpinnings of international order were under-
going significant structural changes that were ideologically located at the 
nexus of neoliberal economics and neoconservative politics. The 1970s 
was a period of peak activism for the civil rights and Indigenous rights 
movements across the world. Inside the UN, the bloc of unaligned states 
flexed their muscles, and Indigenous activists stormed the bastille of the 
UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations (cf. Stewart-Harawira 
2005). The 1980s saw an intentional rolling back of the freedoms that 
reigned during the previous decade and a reigning in of what was 
described by the American Council on Foreign Relations as an excess of 
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democracy. Ultimately the dissidence exercised during the 1970s by the 
bloc of unaligned countries gave way before the overwhelming power 
of structural adjustment policies based on the Washington consensus 
model and the (un)logic of the market.

The strategic reclaiming of political power by a consortium of neo-
conservative and neoliberal forces was enacted differently in West-
ern industrialized states including the four key colonizing states of the 
United States, Canada, Australia, and Aotearoa New Zealand. As these 
states increasingly took on the role of conduits for the military/indus-
trial/financial drivers of the global economy, the discursive construction 
of Indigenous self-determination presaged in 1987 by Professor Turk’s 
recommendation to the UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations 
became evident in the form and often the outcome of treaty settlements 
negotiated during the late 1990s. Turk’s rationale for recommending that 
Indigenous peoples’ requests for “autonomy” could be usefully inter-
preted as an “instrument necessary for their development and the devel-
opment of their members, as well as the state as a whole” made sense 
in the context of the politico-economic ideologies driving the emerging 
global order. As he then explained, “The usefulness of the idea of the 
right to development in the context of such groups is that it places the 
accent of their claim on development rather than political status as such” 
(Turk 1987, quoted in Kingsbury 1989, 140). As he suggested, this would 
see a reinterpretation of autonomy and self-determination as economic 
development rather than political status, a measure that would benefit 
the state. And so it has proved. Made at a time when the framework for 
a global economic order was being prepared, Turk’s comments were 
completely in step with the politico-economic climate of the time. The 
redirection of Indigenous aspirations for self-determination to economic 
determination changed the climate of Indigenous peoples-states rela-
tionships and solved the problem of Indigenous activism being viewed as 
a barrier to investment by overseas interests. New treaty settlements were 
negotiated and, as they were given effect, economic investment opportu-
nities and partnerships began to take shape.

In the decade and a half since, this interpretation of self-determina-
tion has gained currency to the extent that it is almost unquestioned. 
Indigenous tribes and nations seeking redress for the grievous losses of 
territories, languages, cultural knowledge, and political and economic 
self-determination are encouraged to negotiate new relationships with 
states through a corporatized framework based on a paradigm of market-
rights. Indisputably this model brings mutually beneficial economic out-
comes to both the state and the new body corporate of tribal governance. 
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However the effectiveness of benefits accruing to community members is 
a matter of hot debate. Following several years of careful study of treaty 
settlements and detribalization in Aotearoa New Zealand, Lashley (2000) 
concluded that by the end of the 1990s there was little evidence that sig-
nificant benefits had or would accrue to Maori communities themselves 
(cf. Ward 1999). The corporatized governance structures and politico-
economic endeavors of today bear little resemblance to historical Indig-
enous modes in which the status of Indigenous leaders was measured by 
their demonstrated ability to nurture or cultivate the well-being of their 
people. Today’s corporate Indigenous governance structures and their 
role in state-Indigenous communities’ relationships frequently invoke 
deeply problematic consequences that are played out in the relinking of 
citizenship to property rights and the delineation of new divisions among 
Indigenous peoples and communities. In some cases these divisions arise 
from contested tribal boundaries and identities resulting from a com-
petitively based settlement system that pits against one another tribal 
groups and nations that traditionally had shared or overlapping bound-
aries (cf. Barcham 2000; Bennion 1999; Stewart-Harawira 2005). In most 
cases, the result has been the resounding failure to significantly improve 
economic, social, or cultural well-being of Indigenous communities and 
an unacceptable expansion of class differences between Indigenous elites 
and working classes (cf. Lashley 2000). Critical divisions also arise over 
the application of resource development models that are seen by many 
Indigenous groups and individuals as antithetical to the principles and 
values of Indigenous ontologies and philosophies.1

Considering Indigenous Political Ontologies

Regarding ontologies, Heidegger (1962, 2, 31) argued, “Basically all 
ontology, no matter how rich and firmly compacted a system of catego-
ries it has at its disposal, remains blind and perverted from its ownmost 
aim, if it has not first adequately clarified the meaning of Being, and 
conceived this clarification as its fundamental task.” Heidegger’s cen-
tral concern in Being and Time is that we have forgotten to question the 
nature of our assumptions of “Being.” All our encounters and interac-
tions, Heidegger points out, are based on our suppositions of the nature 
of that with which we are interacting. In forgetting to interrogate the 
“beingness” of things, he claims that we have tended, particularly since 
Descartes, to concentrate on classifications of things—entities, humans, 
nature—that overlook and in fact obscure the inherent richness of their 
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differentiation. Our failure to interrogate “Being” has thus led us to an 
impoverished sense of “what being,” or of the nature of being in any 
particular entity. Mulhall (1996) helpfully clarifies Heidegger’s preoc-
cupation with the meaning of Being. As he notes, academic disciplines 
are built upon implicit assumptions about “beingness” of given entities 
based on our everyday experiences of those entities, and the bodies of 
theories that are produced as a result make up a body of “ontic” knowl-
edge, that is, “knowledge pertaining to the distinctive nature of particular 
types of entity” (Mulhall 1996, 4). So, too, are diplomacies. Heidegger 
of course is referring to the ontologies and philosophies of “the West.” 
My point is that as Indigenous scholars, diplomats, and political leaders, 
we too are in danger of forgetting to interrogate our own ontologies of 
being. Yet these same ontologies have not infrequently been invoked in 
support of our claims to self-determination and, most particularly, in 
relation to land and territory. This being the case, how might we define 
an Indigenous ontology or meaning of Being?

From a Maori ontological position, our encounter, or interrogative 
movement with the material world is experienced through matauranga 
Maori. Maori traditionally approached the “being” of things through 
Maori knowledge of the world and the sacred energy of which all “being” 
is simultaneously derived and comprised. Therefore the “beingness” of 
what we encounter shapes our “interrogative movement” and determines 
the outcome of our self-reflective experience. The qualities of that being-
ness are those of the “mauri,” or essence of life, of sacredness, of being 
one with all things, that is, interrelationality. Durie (2007, 137) identifies 
the defining characteristic of indigeneity as the inseparability between 
human beings and the natural world and notes that instead of the idea 
of human domination, there is a long-standing relationship with land, 
forests, waterways, oceans, air. Indigenous peoples recognize the interre-
latedness of all things and that everything has its own life-force (Cajeete 
1997; Duran 1995; Royal 2002). Relationships between human beings 
and their environment, as with those between humans, were mediated 
on the basis of reciprocity and relationality. In the same way that, within 
Indigenous ontologies and cosmologies, the spiritual or “unseen” world 
is not only present but also seen (cf. Smith 2006), in the Indigenous 
worldview, spiritual interests are not held as separate from other interests 
but are integral to all aspects of materiality (cf. Bennion 1999). This rec-
ognition gives rise to sets of moral principles, ethics, and values that are 
given expression in regulatory codes. These codes govern relationships 
with the environment and with one another (Durie 2003).
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Trade relationships between Indigenous groups were also undertaken 
on the basis of relationship and reciprocity. Trade involved all kinds 
of exchanges from stories and ceremonies to foodstuffs and materials. 
Ethical codes governing territorial boundaries and the shared areas of 
resource were also mediated on the basis of relationship and reciprocity.

The tensions between these principles and values and the principles 
and values of capitalism that sees the world’s resources in terms of a 
“standing reserve” (Heidegger 1962) are complex and difficult to unpack. 
The right of Indigenous peoples to economic development and pros-
perity is unequivocal, as is the right to determine the manner of such 
development. At a time when many Indigenous communities have the 
possibility of a level of economic parity for perhaps the first time, the ten-
sion between these principles is often difficult to mediate and negotiate 
and fraught with the potential for miscommunication and cooptation. 
The challenges and complexities involved in issues of shared prosper-
ity and conceptualizations of self-determination are nuanced and mul-
tilayered and require much more teasing out than is possible here. Yet, 
like Indigenous philosophies and ontologies, they must be acknowledged 
in any discussion of Indigenous diplomacies in the twenty-first century. 
The examples in the following section demonstrate some of the com-
plexities and tensions that frame Indigenous diplomatic endeavors in the 
twenty-first century. Here they are contextualized within a framework of 
new typologies of development.

Capitalism’s Seductions and Typologies of Development

One of the many poignancies of today’s diplomatic struggles lies in the 
fact that, at the moment when a number of Indigenous nations and com-
munities in the key colonizing states of the English-speaking world are 
poised in relatively strong negotiating positions in economic terms, the 
conditionalities of their economic engagement are frequently antitheti-
cal to the principles and relationships that have historically governed 
Indigenous peoples’ interrelationships to the natural world. Thus, while 
the resolution of long-standing grievances against colonizing states has 
indeed, as Anderson, Dana, and Dana (2006) note, enabled at least some 
Aboriginal communities to bring considerable “capital” to the bargain-
ing table, it has also been the catalyst for new divisions and exclusions 
among Indigenous communities themselves. Anderson et al. draw on 
entrepreneurship typologies as an explanatory framework for analyzing 
Indigenous peoples’ participation in the global economy. In this model, 
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social enterprises, defined as those in which “social purpose is the prin-
cipal driver of activity, with organizational sustainability as a core objec-
tive,” are achieved “primarily through entrepreneurship.”

One example of the linking of diplomacy and trade with mutually 
satisfactory outcomes of the kind advocated by Turk was the Nisga’a 
Nation settlement of a long-standing claim against the Canadian prov-
ince of British Columbia. Tully (2000) notes that, in this case, a settle-
ment sum of approximately 200 million dollars (along with Aboriginal 
title in the form of an estate in fee simple with certain proprietary rights 
over the remaining 7 percent, some rights with respect to trap lines, wild-
life, and migratory birds outside this area and the right to pay taxes and 
receive citizenship entitlements to training) opened the way to a level of 
economic development previously impossible for the Nisga’a people. In 
addition to compensation for 90 percent of the Nisga’a traditional lands, 
the settlement also provided for the retention of limited customary rights 
in regards to hunting and fishing and full citizenship for the Nisga’a 
people (cf. Tully 2000) and for a limited form of self-determination (cf. 
Durie 2003, 170). Significantly, it also cleared the path for a billion dol-
lars’ worth of foreign investment that had been dependent upon reso-
lution of Aboriginal customary rights (Stewart-Harawira 2005). Thus, 
Aboriginal development and state development were mutually assured, 
albeit at the cost of losing most of the Nisga’a Nation’s traditional lands.

In Aotearoa New Zealand, the Ngai Tahu and Tainui settlements, each 
totalling NZ $170 million, brought similar economic opportunities to 
these respective tribes. In both cases, traditional spiritual and genealogi-
cal ties to the traditional lands were central to the tribal claims. Both 
sets of negotiations were marked by contested historical and genealogical 
interpretations of occupation. In both examples, competing or oppos-
ing claims were brushed aside or under the proverbial carpet and, in 
all three cases, the final treaty settlements provided the means for the 
establishment of solid asset bases for the successful claimants. The Ngai 
Tahu treaty-based claim on behalf of what is arguably the third largest 
tribe in the country was supported by a substantial amount of develop-
ment money from the Crown, yet was heavily marked by controversy and 
challenge. Nonetheless, it succeeded in achieving one of the two largest 
settlements in New Zealand at that time. The asset base of the tribe was 
subsequently further enhanced by the exchange of foreign investment for 
lands returned under the settlement.2 Such situations inevitably heighten 
concerns regarding the gap between politico-economic endeavors and 
traditional values of historically embedded, genealogical, and spiritual 
relationships to land and place.
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The contradictions that are invoked in the treaty settlement approach 
to resolving ongoing inequities are most visible in the situations of Indig-
enous groups and nations that are less able or less willing to participate 
in this mode of wealth creation. These tensions are perhaps most vis-
ibly demonstrated in Canada’s western provinces of Alberta and British 
Columbia where oil and gas developments have come to symbolize the 
poignancy of the contradictions that Indigenous peoples face in regard 
to self-determination, development, and Indigenous philosophies. Here 
the tensions that are evoked between economic development, citizenship 
rights, and Indigenous ontological and political commitments are most 
poignantly demonstrated in relation to energy development, notably 
the extraction of oil from the tarsands that underlie Northern Alberta’s 
boreal forest.

In the Fort McMurray region of Northern Alberta, decades of impov-
erishment exacerbated by the toxification of the traditional lands of the 
five Aboriginal bands situated at the heart of development activity that 
has laid waste thousands of hectares of unique wetlands and ecosystems, 
was resolved through the Athabasca Tribal Council (ATC) All Parties Core 
Agreement [1998; 2002]. The ATC Agreement, which was first developed 
in 1998 to provide for First Nations participation in the aggressive devel-
opment of the oil sands in the Fort McMurray area, was the first step in 
a process that has seen the Fort McMurray bands reported as the richest 
First Nation in Canada (Stainsby 2007). In 2007, the ATC was expanded 
to provide for the development of partnership projects between the five 
Fort McMurray Bands and fifteen oil and forestry companies. The out-
come for their relatives 280 kilometers north is, to say the least, tragic.

Fort Chipewyan, site of the earliest European settlement in Alberta, 
was named after the Chipewyan inhabitants of the area. The Athabasca 
River flows directly upstream to Fort Chipewyan First Nations commu-
nity that occupied that land long before the establishment of the fort in 
1788. There, upstream from what is recognized as the largest and dirti-
est development project on the planet, the Athabasca River has excessive 
amounts of toxins such as arsenic and mercury that have been measured 
as over five hundred times allowable rates for human and animal well-
being (Timoney 2007). The unusually high death rates from rare forms 
of cancer have been directly linked to the excessive amounts of carcino-
gens in the river, yet, as Canada’s CBC News reported, despite support-
ing medical and scientific evidence, the Fort Chipewyan community’s 
efforts for recognition of its plight by the Provincial government have 
thus far been unsuccessful.3 It might, in any other place, be seen as 
unthinkable that a major waterway of the proportions and significance 
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of the Athabasca would be permitted to convey such volumes of toxic 
wastes through a major watershed, yet increasingly—and most certainly 
in Alberta, Canada—the imperative for energy resources and prosperity 
override any ecological, climatic, or human well-being considerations.

The dilemma of the Fort McMurray and Fort Chipewyan commu-
nities, both situated in close proximity to the tarsands development 
project, represents one of the deepest complexities inherent in Indige-
nous peoples’ engagement with the politico-economic structures of the 
global order. Indigenous communities appear to be caught in a similarly 
impossible bind when it comes to diplomacies. Ironically, and setting 
aside the thorny issue of Indigenous identities, spiritual connection to 
land, and the oft-repeated reminders from elders and knowledge-holders 
of the moral imperative to act as guardians of natural resources, eco-
nomic development models based on capitalist typologies may soon be 
recognized as much less advantageous when viewed through the lens of 
extreme climatic changes, conflicts over energy resources, and a lengthy 
global economic recession in which the drastically diminished value of 
investments exchanged for natural resources will equally diminish the 
ability of tribal corporations to sustain their communities.

Indigenous Diplomacies at the End of Empire

The need for Indigenous diplomacies that are able to successfully medi-
ate the interrelationships between and across Indigenous communities, 
Indigenous peoples, and nation-states, and our place on the global stage 
is enormous and in the context of multilayered global crises, urgent. In 
this context, the determination of viable alternatives for models of diplo-
macy and development that are sustainable ecologically, culturally, and 
spiritually is as much an imperative for Indigenous peoples as it is for all 
peoples. Perhaps one of the greatest challenges for Indigenous peoples is 
the means by which we afford such determinations. While such means 
will and must be as unique as the Indigenous nations and communities 
concerned, the common thread is the necessity of drawing on traditional 
knowledge sources such as songs, histories, and proverbs.

Manuka Henare (2001) demonstrates this approach when he draws 
on traditional Maori social and political interrelationships to formulate a 
culturally grounded typology of sustainable development, one that could 
just as well be articulated as a typology of Indigenous diplomacy. These 



RESPONDING TO A DEEPLY BIFURCATED WORLD   221

ethical values include: wholeness, cosmos; life essences, vitalism; reverence 
for life; being and potentiality, the sacred; power, authority, and common 
good; spiritual power of obligatory reciprocal relationships with nature; 
spirit and spirituality; the right way, the quest for justice; care and sup-
port, reverence for humanity; belonging, reverence for the human person; 
change and tradition; solidarity; and guardianship of creation. Henare’s 
“spiral of ethics” provides a typology of Maori diplomacy that recenters 
political interrelationships and diplomacies in the traditional teachings 
of spirituality and reciprocity without relinquishing participation in the 
wider global society. There are other Indigenous typologies for politi-
cal, economic, and diplomatic models, many of which are equally valid 
and relevant models for non-Indigenous nations and communities. For 
instance, Mark Anielski’s model of sociocultural economics for establish-
ing goals for community wellbeing looks to locally identified Indigenous 
values for models for development that are based on community-defined 
goals and aspirations (Anielski 2003; 2007). Marshall Beier (2005a) finds 
a similar typology in the traditional teachings and practices of the Lakota 
and Iris Young (2000) has identified a model for international diplomacy 
in the federalism of the Iroquois Five Nations.

While the philosophies that underpin these typologies are not unique 
to Indigenous peoples, in these cases they are drawn from the traditional 
repositories of Indigenous philosophies and cosmologies. Thus they 
provide appropriate and relevant roadmaps for Indigenous nations and 
communities to achieving the power in goodness, the power in right-
thinking, and the power in connectedness that sits at the heart of good 
diplomacy. If we are to achieve good diplomatic outcomes, these road-
maps should not be discarded, least of all for diplomacies based on mod-
els of commodification, competitiveness, and separation.

In conversation with the author regarding the relevance of Maori 
ontologies and philosophies in revisioning the notion of “being in the 
world,” noted Tuhoe leader and scholar Tamati Kruger4 drew on Tuhoe 
genealogies of the creation. In the beginning, in the long, long night 
before pre-creation, there was only the state of oneness, the state of the 
Divine. The ultimate goal of human existence, said Kruger, is to return to 
Oneness. This is the fundamental metaphysical principle that Indigenous 
knowledge holders and wisdom keepers in many and varied Indigenous 
communities and nations have consistently taught: that beyond the 
divisions and separations, the political, economic, and social divisions, 
the divisions of race, of class, of color, of place, we reach that place of 
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transcendence, of which our ancestors spoke and where there is no such 
thing as duality.

Critical to this journey, Kruger stated, is the achievement of self-deter-
mination. Self-determination is a right that accrues to all peoples and is 
embedded in human rights law. It is more than a human right, however; 
it is a spiritual and moral right. Self-determination is the cornerstone of 
freedom, whether personal, political, or spiritual. And without freedom, 
there can be neither justice nor equality. Given this, and the fact that—
according to Tuhoe traditions—it was Oneness that sang the world into 
being, how in this fragmented, divided, and degraded state of existence, 
how do, or how can, Indigenous diplomacies re-sing the world today?

At this point of multi-crises, the most critical Indigenous diplomatic 
functions are an imperative for traditional wisdom keepers and philoso-
phers—of reminding us of our traditional responsibilities of guardian-
ship and hospitality, of acting as interlocutors of the constructed power 
differentials between Indigenous and “Western” society, and of recen-
tering Indigenous teachings and spirituality at the heart of our diplo-
macies. This is neither tribalism nor cultural essentialism (cf. Rata and 
Openshaw 2007, quoted in Guyver 2008; Widdowson 2008). It is an 
appropriate, relevant, and principled response to crises that are greatly 
exacerbated by the cultivation of a global geopolitical divide based on 
political and financial power. Let me be clear about my meaning, how-
ever. The oneness that our genealogies and histories bespeak is not the 
oneness of universalism, for that is recast as an ideological rationale 
for political obliteration of our differences and unique contributions. 
Rather, the oneness that is bespoken is the oneness of transcendence that 
recognizes the depth of our profound interconnection across all politi-
cal, ideological, and material boundaries. This being so, then profound 
interconnection is surely the cornerstone of Indigenous diplomacies and 
the only appropriate context for articulating a language of “rights.” The 
task for Indigenous scholars and philosophers is to frame and articulate 
this profound interconnection of rights through the particular political 
and spiritual philosophies of the Indigenous Nations.

Notes

 1. This is highlighted by Maori lawyer Annette Sykes (2008) in relation to a 
recent landmark settlement in Aotearoa New Zealand involving multiple 
tribes and a large quantity of commercial forest land. Sykes raises impor-
tant questions about the implications for tribal sovereignty when tribes 
are incorporated into what she terms a regionalized corporate.
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 2. M. Solomon, Chief Executive, Ngat Tahu Runanga, Christchurch, New 
Zealand, personal communication, 2006.

 3. CBC News, Sunday. (2007). “A Town’s Toxic Questions.” Documentary 
posted by CBC.ca at http://www.cbc.ca/sunday/2007/12/120907_4.html. 
This is a good beginning point for accessing details. There are signifi-
cant contradictions between the reports of the then local medical doctor, 
Dr. Connor, and the findings of the Alberta Government. The Timoney 
(2007) report on behalf of the Fort Chipewyan Community is unequivo-
cal in its findings that contradict those of the Provincial Government of 
Alberta.

 4. Tamati Kruger, Director, Anamata Institute, Whakatane, New Zealand, 
interview, November 2007.
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