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9

Chapter.One

SETTING THE CONTEXT

BACKGROUND

The research that this book is based upon grew initially out of my own experi-
ences as a professor teaching Aboriginal students in post-secondary classrooms 
and my personal experiences as an Anishnaabe1 student. In my twenty-plus years 
as an Anishnaabe educator at the post-secondary level, I have been struck by the 
strong emotions of Aboriginal students attempting to understand the history of 
colonial violence against their people in Canada and Indigenous peoples around 
the world. For most, exploring the history of colonization is a difficult task. They 
experience waves of emotion that range from sadness and shame to anger, both 
at the systems of oppression and the people who represent the oppressors. These 
students repeatedly express difficulty with hearing accounts in their classes of how 
Aboriginal cultures, traditions and languages of their respective ancestors have been 
devalued. These experiences are compounded by the fact that for many Aboriginal 
students it is the first time they have heard and read historical narratives of the 
violence, brutalities and multiple abuses that Aboriginal children experienced 
while attending residential schools as well as the loss of generations of children to 
the child welfare system. It is important also to note that many Aboriginal students 
also express a strong sense of resistance to any further oppression and domination. 
At times, this is expressed in anger and by lashing out; at other times it takes the 
form of activism and awareness work. Classroom discussions of colonization also 
prompt many Aboriginal students to begin a journey of reclaiming their ancestral 
traditions and culture, often referred to as a “healing journey.” Other students, 
however, come to post-secondary classes already imbued with a strong sense of 
identity as Aboriginal persons.

Based on my experiences as well as qualitative research conducted during my 
doctoral studies, which included a series of in-depth interviews2 with a mix of fifteen 
Aboriginal students, professors and Elders who were all involved in post-secondary 
education either as students, teachers or support persons, this book explores two 
specific questions: how do Aboriginal students confront curriculum on colonial 
history that is marked by violence, in the classroom? And, what pedagogies, healing 
or otherwise, might be useful for Aboriginal students in post-secondary classrooms 
that cover the topic of colonial violence on Aboriginal peoples when those students 
have suffered from colonial violence, a violence that remains ongoing?

Drawing from the works of Fanon (1963, 1967), Memmi (1965), Said (1993), 
Trinh (1989, 1991), Dei and Asgharzadeh (2001) and Razack (1998), coloniza-
tion is conceptualized as violent, ongoing and traumatic. In other words, ongoing 
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10..Colonized.Classrooms

colonial violence is understood as the acts perpetrated upon a people, and trauma 
is the result of that colonial violence. Linking colonization and education, I trace 
how mainstream education for Aboriginal peoples has always been and continues 
to be part of the colonial regime — one that is marked by violence and abuse — 
and a regime that has had devastating consequences for Aboriginal peoples. I also 
draw on psychoanalytic theories of trauma that are largely informed by the work 
of Caruth (1995) and Herman (1997), but also by Indigenous scholars who have 
made links between the impact of colonization and intergenerational trauma (Brave 
Heart and Debruyn, 1998; Duran, Duran, Brave Heart, and Yellow Horse-Davis, 
1998; Wesley-Esquimaux and Smolewski, 2004) to assist with understanding how 
viewing and reading narratives of ongoing colonial violence can be traumatic to 
an Aboriginal student. These experiences are also compounded by the fact that 
many Aboriginal peoples continue to be subjected to violence and oppression 
as a lived daily experience. Finally, I interrogate how healing is constructed and 
organized. While it is natural to speak of healing when one is affected by violence 
and trauma, it is also important to understand that the notion of “healing” is not 
without problems.

Focusing my analysis on post-secondary Aboriginal studies classrooms, or 
classrooms where the history of colonization is covered, is important because 
issues of colonization and colonial violence are discussed in some detail. I recog-
nize, however, that there are limitations in the parameters that I set. For instance, 
Aboriginal professors are often marginalized and confined to a particular space in 
the academy. Although writing within the context of the United States, Elizabeth 
Cook-Lynn (1998: 111) points out that “the American Indian intellectual is to 
many people a bizarre phrase, falling quaintly on the unaccustomed ears of those in 
American mainstream.” Further, it is well known that many Aboriginal professors, 
despite holding doctorates in other disciplines, are typically hired in the academy 
to work in Aboriginal studies departments. However, Aboriginal studies is also 
an identifiable site in the academy where Aboriginal professors and Aboriginal 
students can be located either as teaching or taking classes that cover the history 
of colonization and Aboriginal peoples in Canada.

There is also a risk associated with limiting my analysis to Aboriginal students’ 
and professors’ experiences and not examining, in any depth, how white students 
are implicated in the ongoing colonization in the post-secondary classroom. This 
limitation is intentional on my part. Other researchers, including St. Denis (2007) 
and St. Denis and Schick (2003), have already taken up the challenge of examin-
ing the implications of white student teachers’ responses to anti-racist curricula. 
However, there is no research that I could locate that specifically examines how 
Aboriginal students confront narratives of colonial violence in the classroom, and 
there is relatively scant literature on documenting Aboriginal students’ responses 
to ongoing racism and colonial violence in the classroom. Womack also makes 
a particularly relevant point noting the need for Aboriginal people to examine 
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Setting.the.Context..11.

themselves is an important and often missed opportunity: “Even postcolonial ap-
proaches, with so much emphasis on how the settler culture views the other, largely 
miss an incredibly important point: how do Indians view Indians?” (1999: 13). 
I therefore decided very early on to engage only Aboriginal students, Aboriginal 
professors and Aboriginal Elders in order to gain a fuller understanding of how 
they view the issues dealt with here.

This book should be viewed as a snapshot or a case study on experiences 
and negotiations that Aboriginal students and professors must contend with 
within a specific context: post-secondary classrooms where colonial history and 
Aboriginal peoples are discussed and covered as part of a course. This book con-
firms that despite some changes to the education system, Aboriginal students and 
professors still confront significant challenges when they enter sites such as the 
post-secondary classroom. The most profound finding in the research on which 
this book is based was the extent of racism that Aboriginal students confront and 
negotiate in post-secondary classrooms. These negotiations are especially profound 
and painful in mixed classrooms where the narrative of ongoing colonial violence 
is discussed. Aboriginal students also employ a number of strategies to resist on-
going colonialism and racism. While the narrative of racism is not new, this book 
does reaffirm that colonialism persists in society despite the fact that many would 
rather ignore or downplay the levels of violence that exist today, and this book 
offers some suggestions and insights for mitigating this impact in the classroom. 
This work is different from others in the field in that it is links current-day racism 
in post-secondary classrooms to longstanding and ongoing colonial experiences. 
Current literature largely separates these two areas, thereby creating a sense that 
they are unrelated. Further, current literature often cites racism as one of many 
factors that contribute to Aboriginal students’ lack of success in post-secondary 
education. However, there is a lack of literature that documents and analyzes the 
extent and impact of racism on Aboriginal students. In this regard, this book also 
uniquely links the impact of racism to psychological trauma.

In terms of the parameters of the study, the Aboriginal students were inter-
viewed no more than two years after completing at least one Aboriginal studies 
course, or the equivalent of one, at the undergraduate or graduate level that focused 
on the history and impact of colonization of Aboriginal peoples in Canada. The 
two-year limitation on the taking of a course was intended to facilitate recall for 
the participants. Aboriginal students were also interviewed because they are the 
recipients of the pedagogy in question. As students, they come to hear, view and 
read accounts of colonial violence through participating in classroom discourse. As 
such, their perceptions and understandings of how they receive and view course 
content is important. Aboriginal professors who were included in the research 
were selected based on their experience with having taught at least one university-
level course in the two years previous to the interview that contained narratives 
of colonial history and Aboriginal peoples in Canada. The in-depth conversations 
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12..Colonized.Classrooms

with Anishnaabe Elders covered the topic of pedagogy in the classroom. I felt it was 
important to speak with them because they are recognized as carriers of Anishnaabe 
traditional knowledge and, therefore, in my view, it is imperative to include them 
in this discussion in order to gain an understanding of what constitutes a relevant 
Aboriginal pedagogy and to assist with developing a deeper understanding of the 
concepts of trauma and healing.

SITUATING MYSELF IN THIS WORK

I also need to position myself in this work. I do this for several reasons. One is 
that as an Anishnaabe woman, student and professor I am directly implicated in 
the narratives described in this book. In many ways the experiences of Aboriginal 
students and professors who were interviewed in this research mirror the experi-
ences I have also had. I cannot act as if I am writing from an objective standpoint 
as it is an impossibility to separate myself from these narratives. Second, as an 
Aboriginal person, as with many Aboriginal and Indigenous people I have come 
to know (Absolon and Willett, 2005; Baskin, 2005; Cole, 2000; Fitznor, 1998), 
it is important that I introduce and identify myself so that people may know and 
understand the context out of which I come. This is an important Anishnaabe 
value and protocol, one that is shared by many Indigenous people who write on 
the importance of acknowledging that we exist in relationship to everything in 
this world. For example, Absolon and Willett point out the importance of resisting 
colonial models of writing by taking an active stance on introducing oneself first 
“and then relating pieces of our stories and ideas to the research topic” (2005: 98).

For me, this book is akin to entering the sacred circle so important in the teach-
ings of the Anishnaabe peoples. In these teachings, one can enter the circle or the 
Medicine Wheel at any point, but I have chosen to enter this circle in the centre. 
Professor Michael Hart (2002) notes that the Medicine Wheel is an ancient symbol 
that is typically described as a circle divided into four equal sections. The centre 
of the circle represents many things: it is the place that joins the four directions 
(Hart, 2002) and is considered the very heart and soul of who we are as Anishnaabe 
peoples. Similarly, Eber Hampton (1995), a well-known leader and Aboriginal 
educator from the Chickasaw Tribe, in searching for an Aboriginal approach to his 
doctoral research, writes of his experience during a fast and continually coming 
back to the centre after praying in each of the six directions:

I spent four days walking and praying in a pattern that started in the centre 
facing the sky. Then I walked and prayed facing the east; then back to 
the centre and out to the north; back to the centre to pray looking to the 
earth. Each direction reminds me of a complex set of meanings, feelings, 
relationships, and movements. (16)

Boozhoo, kwe kwe, Semaa-kwe ndishnikaaz (Hello, my name is Tobacco 
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Setting.the.Context..13.

woman). Tobacco is one of the sacred medicines used by my people for the pur-
poses of praying directly to the Creator. I am from the Mukwaa Dodem, the Bear 
Clan. People of the Bear Clan are known for their work in the areas of justice and 
healing. For me, this has involved advocating for equity and social justice in the 
fields of health and education. I have lived in a number of places, most recently 
in northern Ontario, which is close to my mother’s traditional territory — the 
Temagami-Anishnaabe. I have three children and six grandchildren. Over the last 
twenty years or so, my work has been dedicated to the field of Aboriginal education, 
where my passion is to facilitate change to ensure a better future for our people.

I situate myself as an Aboriginal woman of mixed heritage, both Anishnaabe 

and Irish. Briefly, I received my formal education from mainstream institutions, 
along with informal education and understanding from my family, community 
members, traditional teachers and Elders in a variety of Aboriginal communities. 
However, as a direct result of race, class and gender discrimination, the white 
Euro-Canadian familial influences resulted in internalized feelings of insecurity 
about my own identity. When my parents married, my father, who came from 
Irish descendants, was essentially disconnected by his family; naturally, children 
from such a union carry a strong sense of feeling unaccepted. I now understand 
that racism — and to a lesser extent sexism and classism — played a significant 
role in our family’s disconnection with this side of our family ancestry. While a 
relationship between my immediate family and my father’s family was established 
later, it always remained distant. Thus, the major influences in my life and in my 
upbringing have been my mother’s Anishnaabe family, although I also have to 
acknowledge that despite feeling alienated from my father’s family, that family has 
influenced the person I have become.

I grew up always knowing that I was Anishnaabe, and, like many Aboriginal 
people, there were times that I had mixed feelings about being visibly Aboriginal, 
when faced with extreme forms of racism and discrimination, for example, despite 
my strong sense of Aboriginality. It is a daily struggle for many Aboriginal people 
to retain their identity and stay grounded in their beliefs and values in the midst 
of a society where they are inundated with racism, discrimination and a Western 
value system that is diametrically different from that of their own (Cajete, 1994; 
Fitznor, 1998). Given my own history, it was important for me to carry out this 
work drawing on my own beliefs, ways of knowing and experiences that ground 
me as an Anishnaabe-kwe (Aboriginal woman).

In situating myself within this work, I have had to come to terms with my own 
history as it relates to oppression and colonization. Through my own personal 
journey in this work, I have come to realize the enormous impact that family, 
community and larger society, including sites such as the classroom, have on me as 
well as on many Aboriginal people. Such sites often assist in maintaining existing 
systems of domination and control, thereby perpetuating racial hierarchies that 
are inherent in colonialism. For example, hooks (1994), writing on the politics 
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14..Colonized.Classrooms

of race and gender within the classroom, examines how voices of marginalized 
groups in the classroom become silenced and are afforded space only when the 
basis of their experience is demanded as Native informants. This is one example 
that highlights how the site of the classroom remains part of the deeply embedded 
colonial regime in which we all live.

I also draw from my experiences in teaching in post-secondary education as 
well as the theoretical perspectives available in academic literature. Thus, my writ-
ing utilizes reflexivity,3 moving and weaving narratives of experience, knowledge 
and understandings gained from Anishnaabe knowledge, personal experience 
and academic discourse. In this centring place, I am continually in the process 
of understanding and centring Aboriginal epistemologies, practices, culture and 
tradition, as well as critically understanding how resistance to ongoing domination, 
control and oppression are part of decolonizing the mind, body and spirit. Emma 
LaRocque, a well-known educator and Métis scholar, describes this similarly as 
“resistance scholarship, a critical scholarship not only based on Aboriginality but 
one borne out of colonial experience” (2002: 214). As LaRocque writes, “Such 
scholarship confronts knowledge which has been privileged in a dominating so-
ciety and includes the critical use of ‘voice’ and ‘engaged research’ as well as the 
exploration of the social purpose of knowledge” (2002: 214).

A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY

I have come to realize that the use of words and specific terminology are not without 
problems. Throughout this book, I have chosen to use “Aboriginal peoples” as an 
inclusive term to describe First Peoples of Canada, including First Nations, Métis 
and Inuit, regardless of their “status” as defined by the Indian Act. This is not done 
to homogenize Aboriginal peoples; rather, I utilize one term to recognize the shared 
impact that colonization has and continues to have. For example, Chrisjohn and 
Young (1997) argue that it is impossible to separate First Nations who attended 
residential schools from those who did not. They note:

The idea that there must be large difference between these two groups, 
again while popular, merely reflects the thinking behind the belief in 
rss [Residential School Syndrome]. To see the problem with this no-
tion, remember that residential schooling was only part of the pervasive 
economic, religious, social, cultural, and political attack on First Nations. 
Those who somehow avoided residential school did not, somehow, also 
avoid day-to-day discrimination, racism, prejudice, or other poisonous 
experiences. The differences between attendees and non-attendees is 
thus roughly analogous to differences between Jews imprisoned in Nazi 
death camps vs those who took refuge in hiding places: the imprisoned 
Jews had much the worse time of it, but no one in either group had any 
reason to be cheerful. (171)
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Setting.the.Context..15.

What Chrisjohn and Young (1997) draw attention to is that despite the fact 
that there are differences in how colonization proceeded, Aboriginal people were 
affected similarly by governmental policies instituted in education and social 
welfare, for example. Both of these institutions enforced polices directed at as-
similating Aboriginal peoples. In addition, I use the plural term “peoples” when 
referring to Aboriginal peoples and Indigenous peoples to recognize that there are 
many distinct nations, each with its own culture, language and traditional practices.

Having said this, I also utilize other terms where participants or various authors 
use different terminology such as “First Nations,” “Native” and “Native studies,” or 
where “Indian” is used in reference to a legal document such as the Indian Act. In 
my utilization of scholarship from the United States, I also use the language that 
is referred to in the writing I am drawing from. For instance, despite the fact that 
some terms are considered dated, I use them because they are used in the literature 
that I draw from. Therefore, terms such as “tribal,” “American Indian,” “Indian” and 
“Native American” are used periodically because they are still commonly used in the 
literature from the United States and elsewhere. I also, where possible, utilize more 
specific terminology if I am drawing on a specific Aboriginal peoples’ experience or 
knowledge. For example, I use the term “Anishnaabe” in my discussion to refer to 
the fact that I am drawing from information that is specific to Anishnaabe peoples.

In this book I also refer to Native/Aboriginal studies interchangeably as a 
discipline within the university system. This discipline is known to provide a vari-
ety of courses and knowledge on a range of Aboriginal perspectives, worldviews, 
issues and history.

I also use the term “Indigenous,” which has become a widely accepted term 
to refer to First Peoples who inhabited a country. I draw from the United Nations 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues to provide a working definition:

There are more than 370 million indigenous peoples spread across 70 
countries worldwide. Practicing unique traditions, they retain social, 
cultural, economic and political characteristics that are distinct from those 
of the dominant societies in which they live.… [Indigenous peoples are 
the] descendants — according to a common definition — of those who 
inhabited a country or a geographical region at the time when people 
of different cultures or ethnic origins arrived. The new arrivals became 
dominant through conquest, occupation, settlement or other means. 
(Secretariat of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 2009)

Finally, a word about how I use the term “post-secondary classroom(s).” I 
recognize that there are a number of classrooms that could be included in this 
descriptor, including trades training for instance. However, in this research I use 
this term to describe classroom spaces either at the college or university level. I also 
make reference to specific post-secondary classrooms where narratives of colonial 
violence and Aboriginal peoples are introduced and discussed.
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16..Colonized.Classrooms

THE CHAPTERS AHEAD

In the next chapter I set the context for how Aboriginal education is viewed today. I 
do this first by laying out the theoretical constructs that are foundational to under-
standing the questions in this book. No discussion of colonization can take place 
without discussing violence. Specifically, I frame colonization as violent, ongoing 
and traumatic. Recognizing violence as an inherent part of the colonial regime 
also requires understanding how violence continues to shape current practices, 
behaviours and responses. I also examine the literature of historical trauma as a 
central concept that also informs my work. Finally, I interrogate the use of terms 
such as “violence,” “trauma” and “healing.”

Chapters three through to six provide a snapshot of the complexity of negotia-
tions that Aboriginal students and Aboriginal professors must contend with in the 
post-secondary system. Specifically in chapter three, I contextualize the discussion 
of education and Aboriginal peoples by tracing how education for Aboriginal 
peoples has always been and continues to be part of the colonial regime — one 
that is marked by violence and abuse and has had devastating consequences 
for Aboriginal peoples. While the focus of the discussion in this chapter is on 
Aboriginal academics, it is important because it also provides some context for 
understanding the full view of Aboriginal peoples in the academy.

In chapter four I focus on the negotiations that Aboriginal students face in 
mixed classrooms where discussions occur on Aboriginal peoples and colonial 
history, contextualizing this discussion by examining what the literature says on 
classroom spaces that Aboriginal students enter. I extend the discussion of racial-
ized constructions of Aboriginal professors to Aboriginal students who also find 
themselves negotiating identity and culture. The most profound finding in the 
analysis of the data from Aboriginal students interviewed in this research is the 
extent of the racism that they must negotiate while in post-secondary classrooms. 
This negotiation is especially profound in classrooms where narratives of ongoing 
colonial violence are discussed. It also became evident that Aboriginal students are 
constrained by existing racialized constructions of Aboriginal peoples.

In chapter five I expand on the impact that ongoing racism and colonialism 
has on Aboriginal students. Based on the series of interviews that I conducted, 
there is no question that Aboriginal students find it extremely difficult to listen 
to the narratives of historical and ongoing colonial violence perpetrated against 
Aboriginal peoples in an environment where they are constantly barraged by 
racism. Aboriginal students describe varying emotive responses that range from 
sadness, anger, shame, embarrassment, feeling overwhelmed and the feeling of 
being under a microscope. Karumanchery (2003), as cited in Dei et al. (2004), 
clearly notes that ongoing racism is emotionally damaging and that naming the 
effect as trauma is the only real way to begin addressing it. This chapter affirms 
that racism can be traumatic.

Despite the significant challenges that Aboriginal students confront, they 
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Setting.the.Context..17.

identify a number of strategies that assist them with negotiating racism in the class-
room. Chapter six discusses the range of strategies employed by Aboriginal students 
including seeking safe places to express feelings, assisting with education and critical 
consciousness raising, accessing available Aboriginal supports, including Aboriginal 
traditional supports, and engaging in acts of active resistance. Aboriginal students 
also suggest ways that assist with mitigating the impact of racism.

In the seventh and final chapter, I discuss the racialized experiences of 
Aboriginal students and professors in the broader context of pedagogy and difficult 
learning. Fanon’s (1967) theoretical understanding of colonialism and the process 
of decolonization provides insight on what might constitute a transformational 
pedagogy that might assist with a way out of or away from ongoing racism and 
colonialism. Derman-Sparks and Phillips (1997) note that Fanon (1967) de-
scribes two central responses of oppressed people to ongoing colonialism: either 
to continue participating in their own oppression or to begin resisting their own 
oppression. While I think there is debate in the either/or binary that this suggests, I 
draw specifically on the notion of resistance for clues to transformational pedagogy.

Notes
1. Anishnaabe is an Ojibwe word, which translates into “the people.”
2. In terms of sample size, the number of interviews makes it difficult to generalize find-

ings to the larger Aboriginal population. However, this was not the intent of this work. 
Rather, this book provides an in-depth exploration of Aboriginal students’ experiences 
in the post-secondary classroom, which is consistent with qualitative designs where 
smaller sample sizes allow for the exploration of experiences in more profound and 
personal ways, rather than research designed to generalize to other populations (Tutty, 
Rothery and Grinnell, 1996).

3. Reflexivity in research “requires researchers to operate on multiple levels: being aware 
in the moment of what is influencing our internal and external responses, while also 
being aware of what influences our relationship with our topic and our participants. 
Those influences inform personal, cultural or theoretical constructs that we use to guide 
our interactions as we engage in the research and represent our data” (Etherington, 
2004: 46).Exc
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Chapter.Two

CONCEPTUALIZING THE IMPACT  
OF THE COLONIAL ENCOUNTER

This chapter draws on the fields of psychology, cultural studies and variations of 
Native studies to lay out the theoretical constructs that are central to understanding 
the questions in this book. Specifically, colonization is framed as violent, ongoing 
and traumatic. This framework is informed by the earlier anti-colonial works of 
Fanon (1963, 1967) and Memmi (1965) and the more recent works of Dei and 
Asgharzadeh (2001), Razack (1998), Said (1993) and Trinh (1989, 1991). I also 
draw on psychoanalytic theories of trauma that are largely informed by the work 
of Caruth (1995) and Herman (1997) and locate this chapter alongside the work 
on historical, intergenerational trauma, grief and loss (Brave Heart and Debruyn, 
1998; Duran et al., 1998; Wesley-Esquimaux and Smolewski, 2004). This chapter 
provides insight into key concepts such as decolonization, intergenerational trauma, 
historical trauma, pedagogy and racialized constructions of Indigenous peoples.

The work on intergenerational trauma, also called historical trauma, arose 
out of the work done on the effects of the residential school era, when Aboriginal 
children were forcibly removed from their families and communities to attend resi-
dential schools that were allegedly designed to “civilize” and “assimilate” them. The 
abuses suffered at residential school are well documented (afn, 1994; Chrisjohn 
and Young, 1997; Miller, 1996; Milloy, 1999), as is impact of colonization (Adams, 
1999; Battiste and Henderson, 2000; Chrisjohn and Young, 1997; Churchill, 1998; 
Fanon, 1963; Lawrence, 2004; Monture-Angus, 1995). The ensuing aftermath 
of this violence has resulted in longstanding effects that have been passed from 
one generation to the next, thus the term “intergenerational trauma.” What is 
interesting in this literature is that little has been written on how education may 
assist with healing from the impact of colonial historical violence despite the fact 
that “reclamation of history” is identified as one of the three pillars of healing the 
residential school legacy (Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2004).

In the latter part of this chapter I explore how healing is constructed in the 
literature and I problematize the concepts I have chosen to work with in this book, 
including violence, trauma and healing.

CONCEPTUALIZING COLONIZATION AND ITS IMPACT

Defining Colonization

Colonization is conceptualized as having four dimensions — it concerns the 
land, it requires a specific structure of ideology to proceed, it is violent, and it is 
ongoing. Both Memmi (1965) and Said (1993) theorize that colonialism and 
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imperialism require a specific structure of ideology about colonized peoples in 
order to advance. They also believe that colonialism is very much about the quest 
for economic resources, including land. Memmi’s (1965) initial analysis of colonial 
relationships is rooted in his personal quest to deepen his own understanding of 
his identity. However, he also realized that his work would have far greater im-
plications for adding to the general understanding of colonization. Through his 
own experiences, Memmi came to understand that the relationship between the 
colonizer and the colonized actually “chained the colonizer and the colonized into 
an implacable dependence, molded their respective characters and dictated their 
conduct” (1965: ix). In essence, Memmi came to realize that the colonizer cannot 
exist without the colonized.

Memmi also clearly articulated that “privilege is at the heart of the colonial 
relationship — and that privilege is undoubtedly economic” (xii). However, he is 
also quick to point out that this privilege is not solely economic, noting that “even 
the poorest colonizer thought himself to be — and actually was — superior to the 
colonized” (xii). Thus, while the quest for economic resources, including land, has 
been at the centre of colonization, Memmi’s definition does point to the notion 
that there was more to colonization than merely setting up colonies for economic 
purposes. He also notes that there is a unique, complex and hierarchical relation-
ship that is locked in place between the colonizers and the colonized that extends 
beyond classism.

Similarly, Said’s (1994) definitions of colonialism and imperialism broadly 
implicate the metro or the centre as the colonizer. He defines imperialism as the 
“practice, the theory, and the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan center ruling 
a distant territory; ‘colonialism,’ which is almost always a consequence of imperi-
alism, is the implanting of settlements on distant territory” (Said, 1993: 9). Said 
makes two very explicit points in these statements that are particularly important. 
One is that colonization was about the quest for the land and the resources; the 
second is that, like Memmi (1965), Said views colonization as requiring a specific 
set of ideologies. As he notes:

Neither imperialism nor colonialism is a simple act of accumulation and 
acquisition. Both are supported and perhaps even impelled by impressive 
ideological formations that include notions that certain territories and 
people require and beseech domination, as well as forms of knowledge 
affiliated with domination: the vocabulary of classic nineteenth-century 
imperial culture is plentiful with words and concepts like “inferior” or 
“subject races,” “subordinate peoples,” “dependency,” “expansion,” and 
“authority.” (1993: 9)

These words add another dimension to colonialism and imperialism: the fact that 
Indigenous peoples inhabit that land is of little consequence to the colonizer as they 
are merely viewed as an impediment and require control. Similarly, in a discussion 
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about the dilemma that the colonizer finds him/herself locked into, Memmi notes: 
“A witticism which is more serious than it sounds states that ‘Everything would 
be perfect … if it weren’t for the natives.’ But the colonist realizes that without the 
colonized, the colony would no longer have any meaning” (1965: 66).

On the one hand, the colonizer is frustrated by the fact that Indigenous peoples 
inhabit the lands; on the other, the colonizer quickly realizes that he is nothing 
without the colonized. As a result, the colonized are constructed in very specific 
ways to uphold the notion that they are inferior to the colonizer. This construction 
of the “other,” the colonized subject, stands against the construction of the white 
colonialist as superior, all-knowing, civilized and capable of holding in place on-
going colonial, imperial and racist practices that become normalized. As a result, 
the colonizer sets out to debase the colonized at every opportunity to further the 
distance between them (Memmi, 1965: 67). The maintenance of this distance 
requires the body of the racial “other” to be marked in very specific ways and with 
very specific meanings. Through producing images and imaginings of Indigenous 
peoples as inferior, subordinate and dependent, the making of the white colonist 
as superior and in control emerges. In the words of Memmi:

The colonist resorts to racism. It is significant that racism is part of co-
lonialism throughout the world; and it is no coincidence. Racism sums 
up and symbolizes the fundamental relation which unites colonialist and 
colonized. (1965: 70)

Further, the racialized hierarchy that emerges situates Indigenous peoples 
at the very bottom of the hierarchy. The result is that the quest for land places 
any Indigenous person in their country of origin at risk, and Aboriginal peoples 
of Canada are no exception. This is an important point because it affects how 
Aboriginal peoples in Canada are constructed as somewhat different than people 
of colour, who actually have no real or imagined Indigenous ties to this land. 
Colonizers are most concerned and threatened by Indigenous peoples of the 
land because Indigenous peoples have real ties and claims to land and resources. 
Therefore, as peoples, they represent a significant threat to the colonial empire, 
and in the minds of the colonist, they must be debased.

Said also theorizes that culture played a significant role in European imperial 
expansion and the demise of Indigenous identities:

At the heart of European culture during the many decades of imperial 
expansion lay an undeterred and unrelenting Eurocentrism. This ac-
cumulated experiences, territories, peoples, histories; it studied them, it 
classified them, it verified them … above all, it subordinated them by ban-
ishing their identities, except as a lower order of being, from the culture 
and indeed the very idea of white Christian Europe. This cultural process 
has to be seen as a vital, informing, and invigorating counterpoint to the 
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