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The desire for the truth is in itself a legitimate motive, and it is a motive that should not be
sacrificed to gratify social, professional, or spiritual desires. Those who violate their own
intellectual integrity, for the sake of values they hold more dear, corrupt the very values for which
they make the sacrifice. To sacrifice intellectual integrity for spiritual yearnings or political hopes
is sentimental and weak-minded, and to sacrifice it for professional ambition is cynical and
ignoble.1

For a number of years, Canadian political scientists have expressed concern about native
dependency and deprivation. This concern is not limited to political scientists with a
particular ideology; it is expressed across a wide political spectrum, and includes neoMarxist arguments as well as various liberal viewpoints.2 Even political conservatives,
who oppose state intervention in the economy to redistribute wealth, are uneasy that a
particular ethnic group continues to suffer from disproportionate levels of poverty,
unemployment and social, educational and health problems.3
With a few exceptions,4 this concern has resulted in the conclusion that “decolonization”
is the solution to native dependency and deprivation. Decolonization, as it is currently
defined with respect to aboriginal-non-aboriginal relations, is closely linked to what Alan
Cairns has referred to as “parallelism”.5 Also called the “Two Row Wampum” approach,
parallelism is the view that aboriginal cultures and the wider Canadian society should
exist separately from one another, continuously reproducing distinctive economies,
political systems and world views.6 Such a conception is opposed to the idea that cultural
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osmosis will eventually lead to aboriginal and non-aboriginal peoples becoming part of a
larger, integrated, and species-oriented whole because it is believed that "individuals are
born into [distinct] cultures, and they secure their personal identity through the group into
which they are born. This is their birthright, and it demands the recognition and respect of
all Canadians and the protection of the state".7 The most racially segregationist account
of this vision can be found in H. Millar’s “Record of the Two Row Wampum Belt”,
provided approvingly as the opening quotation in an article by the Canadian
anthropologist Marc G. Stevenson:
The Whiteman said, “…I confirm what you have said. …Now it is understood
that we shall never interfere with one another’s beliefs or laws for generations to
come.” The Onkwehonweh replied: “I have a canoe and you have a vessel with
sails and this is what we shall do: I will put in my canoe my belief and laws; in
your vessel you will put your belief and laws; all of my people in my canoe; your
people in your vessel. We shall put these boats in the water and they shall always
be parallel. As long as there is Mother Earth, this will be everlasting. The
Whiteman said, “What will happen if any of your people may someday want to
have one foot in each of the boats we have placed parallel?” The Onkwehonweh
replied “If this so happens that my people wish to have their feet in each of the
two boats, there will be a high wind and the boats will separate and the person
that has his feet in each of the boats shall fall between the boats; and there is not a
living soul who will be able to bring him back to the right way given by the
Creator, but only one: The Creator Himself”.8
These conceptions of aboriginal-non-aboriginal relations have resulted in challenges to
the discipline of political science itself. Because parallelism promotes the recognition of
indigenous world views as an aspect of decolonization, some political scientists now
argue that historical attempts to reach a universal understanding in the discipline have
made it complicit in the oppression of aboriginal peoples.9 This has created pressure to
incorporate “indigenous theories and methodologies” – often drawn from the field of
Native Studies – so as to “decolonize the discipline” of political science.
But how do aboriginal approaches to understanding politics differ from those that are
non-aboriginal, and how will incorporating the former into political science aid the
decolonization process and address native deprivation? In order to answer these
questions it is necessary to understand what aboriginal theories and methodologies are
separate communities whose paths never converge”. Michael Murphy, Canadian Review of Sociology
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and how they are perceived to be linked to decolonization. As will be shown below,
however, the linkage between the use of Native Studies’ approaches and aboriginal
liberation is not self-evident; in fact, promoting “indigenous theories and methodologies”
acts to obscure the causes of aboriginal dependency and entrench native marginalization.
What are “Indigenous Theories and Methodologies”?
In 2007, the political scientist Kiera Ladner presented the paper “Decolonizing the
Discipline: Indigenous Peoples and Political Science” at the University of Alberta.10 In
this paper, Ladner argues that political science espouses a “western-eurocentric”
conception of the world, limiting the acquisition of knowledge about indigenous politics
in this country. Incorporating indigenous methods into political science, according to
Ladner, would help to decolonize the discipline, thereby contributing to native liberation
and social justice.
Arguments such as Ladner’s have put pressure on the discipline of political science, and
there is an increasing tendency for positions in aboriginal politics to be jointly offered
with Native Studies. The University of Toronto, for example, recently advertised such a
position. As it was to be located in both departments, the job description stated that
“interest in applying Aboriginal methodologies to the study of politics” would be an
“asset”.11
But while the use of aboriginal theories and methodologies is promoted, their specific
character often remains elusive.12 A question posed to the Chair of the University of
Toronto’s political science department – the person designated to clarify the job
description of the Political Science/Aboriginal Studies position – asking “what
‘Aboriginal methodologies to the study of politics’ are, and how these methodologies
differ from non-aboriginal methodologies used in political science”13 even was not able
to shed light on the matter. It was merely stated that
…with respect to the job description, as reflected in our advertisement, we have
found it best to let the ad stand on its own, without further interpretation, and
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invite everyone interested in the position to apply on that basis, framing their
application as they see fit….14
This response, of course, poses difficulties for applicants. If it is not known what
methods are considered to be “aboriginal” by the hiring committee, how can an
application be constructed to increase the likelihood of a candidate’s success? Surely the
declaration that the use of these methodologies would be an “asset” indicates that there is
some understanding of what they are and how they can contribute to political science.
One of the disturbing possibilities is that the reluctance to explicate these methodologies
could be an attempt to avoid transparency in the hiring process; the vagueness of the job
description enables the hiring committee to avoid accountability for promoting a
methodology that could, if scrutinized publicly, be found wanting. The University of
Toronto does not maintain that other ethnically based “world views” are necessary for the
study of politics, and so why has it singled out “Aboriginal methodologies”?
Despite the reluctance to identify the specific nature of indigenous theories and
methodologies, it is possible to investigate their distinctiveness through a review of the
literature. This literature relates to the incorporation of indigenous world views in a wide
variety of academic disciplines, including political science. The Royal Commission on
Aboriginal Peoples, for example, discusses aboriginal theories and methodologies with
respect to understanding history, which is applicable to all the social sciences. It
maintains that there are actually two “conceptions of history” – one espoused by
aboriginal peoples and another by non-native Canadians.15 The main difference between
the two, according to the Royal Commission, is that while non-aboriginal peoples see
history as being "linear" in character, to native cultures it is "cyclical".16 More
specifically, the Royal Commission argues that these "conceptions of history" can be
distinguished from each other in terms of four criteria: secularity, objectivity, conceptions
of evolution/progress, and the sources that are used.17 It points out that the Aboriginal
tradition in conceptualizing history "crosses the boundaries between physical and
spiritual reality" and “is less focused on establishing objective truth and assumes that the
teller of the story is so much a part of the event being described that it would be arrogant
to presume to classify or categorize the event exactly or for all time”.18
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One of the main distinctive characteristics of aboriginal methodologies, therefore, is that
they do not strive for objectivity,19 enabling any belief about the past to be considered an
aboriginal “conception of history”. This holds even if it is contradicted by written
records or archaeological findings. Furthermore, there is generally no attempt to
reconcile contradictions between oral accounts.20
Eschewing objectivity is related to two other characteristics of aboriginal methods
referred to in the literature – the oral character of the aboriginal historical tradition and
assumptions about the existence of a “spiritual reality”. Both contribute to subjectivity
because there is no way for spiritual beliefs and “legends, stories and accounts handed
down through the generations in oral form”21 to be verified as accurate by the wider
academic community. When it is asserted, for example, that “the Creator placed each
nation on its own land and gave the people the responsibility of caring for the land – and
one another – until the end of time”22 there is no way of determining that this is the case
because the contention is a matter of faith, not evidence. The same can be said of claims
that prayers, dreams, prophecies, and spiritual ceremonies are pathways to
“knowledge”.23 As no “spiritual world” has been shown to exist, it does not make sense
to claim that there are methods and theories that can access this realm and increase
human understanding.
The use of oral accounts as evidence in aboriginal methodologies also contributes to their
subjective character.24 Although Kiera Ladner “…perceive[s] oral tradition to be a source
of information which is superior to the written tradition…”,25 this assertion is completely
without evidential support and fails to consider the added difficulties in using oral
accounts. Unlike interpretations of the past using written records, “oral histories” cannot
be "pinned down", making it possible for them to change dramatically over the years. As
the anthropologist Alexander von Gernet points out,
a written document, while often biased in its original formulation, at least
becomes permanent as it is archived and 'subtracted from time'. The original
biases may be compounded by the interpretations of the historian who makes use
of the document, but at least the content remains unaltered and may be interpreted
by other parties.
In the case of “oral histories”, on the other hand, “a primary or 'original' version (if such
existed to begin with) is lost to modern scrutiny since it is replaced by later versions.
19
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What is left may be multiple layers of interpretations which have accumulated over time
and a content that may only vaguely resemble an 'original' oration”.26 This is especially
relevant when one considers that oral traditions have been passed down through a number
of generations; the longer the passage of time between an event and a recollection, the
more likely the memory will be distorted by other events”.27 Such a problem exists even
when mnemonic aids like petroglyphs or wampum belts are used.28
Oral accounts also present the additional possibility that they could have been completely
changed from the original version after the fact (either consciously or unconsciously) to
put forward a particular view of history.29 This makes their incorporation different from
the historian's use of written documents since, as Keith Windschuttle points out, very
little of the written record that is available for historical interpretation "has been
deliberately preserved for posterity". According to Windschuttle, "the biggest single
source of evidence comprises the working records of the institutions of the past, records
that were created, not for the benefit of future historians, but for contemporary
consumption and are thus not tainted by any prescient selectivity. Most of these
documents retain an objectivity of their own".30
Bruce Trigger makes a similar point with respect to archaeological data. According to
Trigger, "the past…had, and in that sense retains, a reality of its own that is independent
of the reconstructions and explanations that archaeologists may give of it. Moreover,
because the archaeological record, as a product of the past, has been shaped by forces that
are independent of our own beliefs, the evidence that it provides at least potentially can
26
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act as a constraint upon archaeologists' imaginations". Although Trigger recognizes that
the "propensity of value judgments to colour our interpretations" must be taken into
consideration in analyzing archaeological data, he notes that "the deliberate construction
and testing of two or more mutually exclusive interpretations of data can…increase the
capacity for the constraints that are inherent in the evidence to counteract the role played
by subjective elements in interpreting archaeological data".31 This capacity of both
archaeological data and written documents to constrain “western-eurocentric”
interpretations is very different from oral testimonies, which are obtained specifically for
the purpose of constructing history.
The Western European Promotion of “Indigenous Thought”
The subjective character of indigenous theories and methodologies, and how these are
reinforced by spiritual beliefs and oral accounts, means that these cannot be considered
“theories” or “methodologies” at all. There is no attempt to develop any kind of
systematic approach for evaluating the evidence that is deployed to reach an
understanding of the natural world. A spiritual belief, for example, is not a “theory”,
since there is no evidence that can be evaluated to determine its validity. And although it
is often claimed that aboriginal peoples have their own standards for evaluating oral
histories, elaboration of these methods actually reveals a lack of systematic assessment.32
It is also difficult to determine why these world views are designated as “Indigenous”.
Does this mean that all aboriginal people believe in the supernatural and that “the
Creator” made their ancestors the custodians of “Mother Earth”? This is obviously not
the case since a number of aboriginal people do not accept these spiritual beliefs.
Furthermore, many people with native ancestry are doctors, wildlife biologists and
physicists, and this requires the use of methods that strive for objectivity.
“Indigenous theories and methodologies” also are not contrary to all “westerneurocentric” thought. One particular “world view” of western European origin, which
has come to be referred to as “postmodernism”, enthusiastically embraces subjective
indigenous theories and methodologies. Defined by Alan Sokal as "an intellectual
current characterized by the more-or-less explicit rejection of the rationalist tradition of
the Enlightenment, by theoretical discourses disconnected from any empirical test, and by
a cognitive and cultural relativism that regards science as nothing more than a 'narration',
a 'myth' or a social construction among many others",33 this particular “understanding of
the world” has profoundly influenced many academic disciplines, especially
anthropology, history and sociology. It has also led to the development of a number of
interdisciplinary programs – Women’s Studies, “Queer” Studies, and most importantly,
Native Studies.
31
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The support for integrating approaches from Native Studies into political science is due
to the belief that aboriginal peoples’ “subjective understandings of their conditions” must
be accepted for them to be the "agents of their own liberation".34 These subjective
understandings, it is argued, will give aboriginal peoples power by enabling them to
become stronger and better able to resist colonization.35 According to this view,
colonization occurred because indigenous world views were devalued, enabling
Europeans to demobilize the native population and establish sovereignty over them.36
As Angela Wilson asserts, "if Indigenous cultural traditions had been deemed to be on
equal ground with the colonizer's traditions, colonialist practices would have been
impossible to rationally sustain".37 This conception is found in the postcolonial writings
of Franz Fanon, Albert Memmi, and Paulo Freire, which maintain that colonization
requires the colonized to believe in their cultural inferiority.38 Consequently, restoring
the cultural pride of oppressed groups, including respect for “indigenous theories and
methodologies”, is essential for overcoming colonization.
In the case of aboriginal peoples, preserving culture is seen as necessary for
decolonization because traditional cultures are perceived to be an essential aspect of
indigenous existence.39 This is related to the belief of a number of aboriginal peoples,
including prominent indigenous educators like Marie Battiste,40 that culture, knowledge,
and spirituality are tied to their ancestry, and therefore unchangeable. Indigenous
knowledge is believed to be the "original directions given specifically to our ancestors”
and that colonization is resisted “by carrying that knowledge into the present".41 It is
argued that the "relationship with Creation and its beings was meant to be maintained and
enhanced and the knowledge that would ensure this was passed on for generations over
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thousands of years".42 These assumptions, in fact, explain why some aboriginal peoples
are opposed to the "spread of white-minded thinking" within the native population.43
Aboriginal Subjectivity, Political Science and Decolonization
The connection between subjectivity and decolonization, therefore, concerns the
postmodern assumption that the liberation of oppressed groups can be facilitated by the
preservation of differences, including their distinctive conceptualizations of reality. This
argument is sustained by postmodernism’s claim that all attempts to strive for common
understanding are power ploys aimed at maintaining subaltern marginality. Bruce
Robbins, an editor of the prominent postmodern journal Social Text, for example,
maintains that it is in the interest of oppressed people to insist that truth is socially
constructed (i.e., not universal) because “truth can be another source of oppression". To
illustrate this, Robbins notes that "it was not so long ago that scientists gave their full
authority to explanations of why women and African Americans…were inherently
inferior".44
But how can the claim that oppressed groups are “inherently inferior” be true? As Alan
Sokal points out, “claiming something doesn't make it true, and the fact that
people…sometimes make false claims doesn't mean that we should reject or revise the
concept of truth. Quite the contrary: it means that we should examine with the utmost
care the evidence underlying people's truth claims, and we should reject assertions that in
our best rational judgment are false”.45
In the case of political science, advocates for incorporating “Indigenous theories and
methodologies” maintain that a number of explanations in the discipline have
characterized the native population as inferior.46 These are those theories that accept
notions of historical progress and cultural evolution, such as neoclassical economics,
Weberian sociology, and Marxist political economy. All conceptions of development
maintain that humanity in general progresses with the increasing productivity of
economic systems.47 They propose that increasing productivity enables larger and more
complex societies to come into existence, resulting in a number of political and
intellectual developments. On the basis of the linkage between economic systems,
institutional complexity and advancements in human knowledge, these theoretical
42
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frameworks conclude that the cultures associated with hunting and gathering economies
are less developed than those that have emerged in the context of industrialization.
But why is it asserted that developmental theories assume that societies with less
productive economies are inferior? This, in fact, is an incorrect interpretation of the
developmental theories used in political science today. It is based on the assumption that
these theories must be arguing that there is some biological (i.e. racial) reason for
developmental differences, when they could be relying on environmental explanations.
Marxist political economy’s conception of hunting and gathering cultures, for example, is
largely based on the writings of the anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan who linked
human development to “enlarging the basis of subsistence”.48 Morgan maintained that
human beings around the world were essentially the same, and that cultural evolution
involved advancements in controlling nature with thought processes that were universal;
it was just the fortuitous distribution of various plants and animals, making technological
advancements such as iron, the wheel, and alphabetic writing possible, which resulted in
different rates of this development.49
Opposition to developmental theories also results from what Jared Diamond has referred
to as "confus[ing] an explanation of causes with a justification or acceptance of results".
As Diamond explains, "what use one makes of a historical explanation is a question
separate from the explanation itself".50 In other words, recognizing the unevenness in
development that led to European conquest does not mean condoning the terrible harm
wreaked upon the aboriginal population. Acknowledging that the developmental gap
between hunting and gathering societies and industrial capitalism contributed to
aboriginal deprivation, on the other hand, can aid decolonization by addressing the roots
of aboriginal dependency.
The assumption that all evolutionary theories were invented for the purpose of
expropriating aboriginal lands, undermining native political systems and destroying
indigenous cultures,51 however, has resulted in a reluctance to apply them to aboriginalnon-aboriginal relations in political science. There is a tendency to deny that there is a
developmental gap, and assertions about the sophistication and complexity of aboriginal
political traditions abound within the discipline. With one exception,52 even introductory
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textbooks in political science do not discuss developmental differences between kinship
based systems and governance in modern nation-states.53
“Indigenous political thought” rejects developmental theories on the basis that they
harbour the “false assumption” that aboriginal political systems are relatively simple in
comparison to those that developed in Europe.54 But there is no way for subjective world
views to determine what is “false” or “true”. Claims by Kiera Ladner, for example, that
the Mi’kmaq had a pre-contact “constitutional order” similar to the one developed by the
British,55 that “Indigenous nationalisms are nationalisms with histories that pre-date
colonization”,56 or that “Indigenous ideas and practices contributed to how rights, liberty,
happiness, equality, democracy, and federalism were understood by American founding
fathers and institutionalized in the unique federal and constitutional system they
created”,57 are all truth claims, but none are supported with convincing evidence. They
either rely on redefining “governance” and “nationalism” in a way that that is not
generally applicable in the discipline of political science, or use oral accounts that could
have been refashioned for political reasons.58
Political scientists like Ladner, however, are able to prevent their own truth claims from
being scrutinized by arguing that their views are rooted in “Indigenist thought”, and
therefore any challenging of their veracity is an indication of “Eurocentrism”. The tactic
of name-calling is used to prevent the irrationality of “indigenous theories and
methodologies” from being recognized. The result is that many of the arguments linking
indigenous perspectives to decolonization have not been critically analyzed. This has
enabled ideas that actually maintain aboriginal dependency and marginalization to be put
forward under the banner of “decolonization”.
Justifying Aboriginal Dependency and Deprivation
In political science, indigenous theories and methodologies are largely supported because
doing so is seen as aiding the decolonization of aboriginal peoples. Academics who
would not support, for example, holding prayers at political science meetings, accept
these instances when they are claimed to be associated with aboriginal decolonization.59
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Canada’s native population has been terribly oppressed historically, and it is argued that
recognizing and respecting native culture is a harmless way to right past wrongs.
But, as Alan Sokal points out in response to Roger Anyon, a British archaeologist who
maintained that Zuni spiritual beliefs were “just as valid” as archaeological theories based
on evidence, “Dr. Anyon has quite simply allowed his political and cultural sympathies to
cloud his reasoning”. Sokal goes on to note that this is without justification because
we can perfectly well remember the victims of a horrible genocide, and support
their descendants’ valid political goals, without endorsing uncritically (or
hypocritically) their societies’ traditional creation myths. Moreover, the
relativists’ stance is extremely condescending; it treats a complex society as a
monolith, obscures the conflicts within it, and takes its most obscurantist factions
as spokespeople for the whole.60
While rational thinkers should not prevent the superstitious from going about their rituals,
intellectual integrity is compromised when one pretends agreement or becomes a
participant. This, however, is often what occurs in interactions with aboriginal peoples,
when those who know better stand for prayers and participate in smudge ceremonies and
sweat lodges out of a misguided display of solidarity. Political scientists who act in such
a sentimental and weak-minded fashion, including those who promote the incorporation
of irrational “indigenous theories and methodologies”, are, as Joseph Carroll notes,
“corrupt[ing] the very values for which they make the sacrifice”.
In addition to the hypocrisy and condescension that is involved in the promotion of
subjective world views in political science, questions should be raised as to why “valid
political goals” require such obfuscation in the first place. If the parallelist political
vision for aboriginal peoples will help the native population achieve self-sufficiency and
self-determination, why is it necessary to support this project with special pleading and
sophistry?
Such obfuscation is necessary because parallelist political goals are themselves invalid.
Instead of facilitating liberation from oppression, “indigenous theories and
methodologies” isolate aboriginal people, both as subjects of study and political
scientists, from everyone else in society. Political scientists of European descent can
collaborate with and criticize the views of other academics regardless of their culture or
ancestry, and so why is this not possible in the case of aboriginal political scientists?
Without honest interaction, in fact, aboriginal peoples will never be exposed to the
challenging ideas needed for intellectual progress. They also will be limited to
undertaking research within the field of Native Studies, since subjective theories and
methodologies by definition cannot have universal applicability.
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As well as preventing aboriginal people from participating in the wider society, the
promotion of indigenous theories and methodologies has an even more disturbing
consequence. This is that their subjectivity enables the actual causes of aboriginal
dependency and deprivation to be obscured. “Indigenous thought”, in fact, is deployed to
undermine developmental frameworks that can help political scientists understand the
aboriginal question. Declarations that notions of historical progress and cultural
evolution are “western-eurocentric” has meant that their application to aboriginal-nonaboriginal relations in political science is largely off limits.
The reluctance to apply notions of development to the aboriginal question in political
science has prevented the unviable and destructive character of the current policy
direction from being recognized. Land claims and self-government initiatives are
dependent on the racist assumption that aboriginal peoples are inherently different from
“western-eurocentric” cultures, making integration into the wider society impossible. At
the same time, however, it is argued that aboriginal people should achieve parity with the
non-aboriginal population in terms of income, employment, health, education and
housing. How this can be achieved when small and unproductive native communities
remain separate from the wider society is never addressed as this provides the
justification for demanding more money from government coffers.
Arguments that aboriginal cultures are both “different” and “developed”, in fact, are used
to support the professional ambitions of non-aboriginal lawyers and consultants who
negotiate and implement parallelist policies.61 They provide a rationale for the
expensive, separate structures being created in hundreds of aboriginal communities. But
because the developmental gap between aboriginal and “western-eurocentric” cultures is
denied, aboriginal problems continue, providing the necessity for more government
funds. And since indigenous methods and theories cannot be verified, and have no
capacity to evaluate the consequences of land claims and self-government initiatives,
there will be no way that this policy direction can be critically analyzed and changed. It
is time for progressive political scientists in Canada to resist this cynical and ignoble
agenda.
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