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Indigenizing the Anthropocene
Zoe Todd

The language of postmodernism is ethnocentric and insufficient. 

— Guillermo Gómez-Peña1

Art is supposedly well within the digital age of fusion, beyond 
boundaries and anthropology. 

— Loretta Todd2

When I was a little girl in the 1990s, my dad, Métis artist Garry Todd, used to take 
my little sister and me to his painting studio in Edmonton. It was a basement ware-
house space in the inner city, a dusty and creaky building used by artists and theatre 
troupes and photographers and others to make things. We had little easels on which 
to paint, and we used non-toxic acrylic paints my Dad bought for us. Early on, he 
taught me about cross-hatching and shading, dimensions and perspective, how to 
mix colours, and how to view the world as a series of pigments mixed together in 
shadow and light. While he painted landscapes and images of buildings slated for 
demolition in my hometown of Edmonton, Alberta, my sister and I painted flowers 
and cats and other things that struck our fancy. Once, he cut out wooden templates 
for us to try our hand at carving our own wooden spoons, and he supervised us as 
we worked with his chisels. My Dad says I was obsessed with coyotes (properly 
pronounced in central Alberta as kai-oats), and I drew them over and over and over 
again, referencing the haunting howls of packs of coyotes that would call over the 
water when we spent our summers at Baptiste Lake at my mom’s family’s summer 
cabin. There, I learned how to fish and pick berries, and to see the land with a paint-
erly eye as my dad sketched out drawings of the landscape. My mom took me out 
in our little rowboat and I would cast a fishing rod into the water. She gutted and 
cleaned what we caught, cooking it in a hot frying pan. Land, art, animals, material, 
and space all intertwined in my understanding of myself as a Métis person from 
very early on. 

Fifteen years later I walked into the warehouse where my Dad used to paint, only 
now it was a high-end condominium and I was there to attend a poetry reading in a 
private residence. The cognitive dissonance of entering space that I had known so 
intimately as a child, that had loomed so large in my making as an artist and as an 
urban Indigenous person, only to find it finished with ten-foot ceilings, burnished 
metal and tasteful art, was jarring. The space had literally been gentrified. 

As I stood there in the condo listening to poetry being read, I was struck by how 
I had stopped making art; how I had stopped writing poetry and fiction; how I 
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had stopped believing I could make a good life for myself as a “creative” person. 
I had watched my dad struggle to support himself as a Métis artist in Canada, and 
imperceptibly and slowly, I stopped making art because I did not feel welcome in 
the gentrified, intensely white spaces where I perceived “real art” and “real liter-
ature” were made. And, when I stepped out for a bit of fresh air that evening, I 
cried because I realized that I had lost a part of myself in the process of trying, and 
failing, to make my body and my practice fit into those spaces. When our gritty, 

Fig. 01 Daffodil and coyote—an early work saved by my dad. 
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dusty, poor lives were erased to make way for shiny condos, so too had my belief 
that I could participate in the world of making as it is defined by a persistently 
white, Eurocentric academy and art world. 

To be at the margins, be they aesthetic, intellectual, or physical, is a shared expe-
rience for Indigenous people in Canada. What shape this marginalization takes is 
different for each person, and each Nation or People. But it occurs again and again, 
in slightly different forms: gentrification (or colonialism in the form of gentrifica-
tion) appears as a shape-shifter.3 When spaces are gentrified, which intellectual 
buildings are Indigenous and/or People of Colour allowed to occupy? I draw the 
building analogy from Sara Ahmed, who points out: 

To account for experiences of not being given residence (to be dislodged 
from a category is to be dislodged from a world) is not yet another sad po-
litical lesson, a lesson that we have had to give up in order to keep going. 
We learn from being dislodged about lodges. We come to know so much 
about institutional life because of these failures of residence: the categories 
in which we are immersed as forms of life become explicit when you do not 
quite inhabit them.4

Despite the shock of seeing my dad’s former studio transformed into gleaming 
high-end downtown real estate, there was a part of me that I reclaimed that evening 
in the warehouse-condo. There was a part of me that suddenly stepped into the 
“explicitness of my category,”5 as an Indigenous woman, as an outsider. Looking 
around at the crowd that night, I realized I could make things, that I could insert my 
Indigenous self into white spaces without apology or shame. Ever conscious of my 
complex position as a white-passing Métis woman and scholar, I insert here a note 
about the ways that my identity is contradictory, and acknowledge that the very act 
of occupying white spaces as someone who looks white courts the simultaneous 
familiarity and distance that comes with “passing” in non-Indigenous contexts. 
Everything I write in this essay is couched in the simultaneous belonging/not-be-
longing that I straddle as I study and work between Canada and Europe.

What follows is an examination of art and the Anthropocene as variations of “white 
public space”—space in which Indigenous ideas and experiences are appropriated, 
or obscured, by non-Indigenous practitioners. First, I offer a short exploration of 
how to use Indigenous philosophy and teachings from Indigenous legal orders, 
specifically the work of Papaschase Cree scholar Dr. Dwayne Donald, to decolonize 
and Indigenize the non-Indigenous intellectual contexts that currently shape public 
intellectual discourse, including that of the Anthropocene. Second, I explore how 
the Indigenization of the Anthropocene is taking place through Indigenous thought, 
praxis, and art. This decolonization/Indigenization is necessary in order to bring 
Indigenous epistemologies, ontologies, and practices to the fore in a meaningful 
and ethical way.  



244

A Crisis in Search of a Name

In a time of anthropological engagement with diverse and urgent environmental 
crises, current academic discourses in the Euro-Western academy have coalesced 
around the notion of the Anthropocene as a narrative tool.6 Popularized by Paul 
Crutzen in 2002, and subsequently taken up by the humanities, the Anthropocene 
references an epoch in which humans are the dominant drivers of geologic change 
on the globe today.7 As a Métis scholar, I have an inherent distrust of this term, the 
Anthropocene, since terms and theories can act as gentrifiers in their own right, 
and I frequently have to force myself to engage in good faith with it as heuristic. 
While it may seem ridiculous to distrust a word, it is precisely because the term has 
colonized and infiltrated many intellectual contexts throughout the academy at the 
moment that I view it with caution. However, my distrust is well-founded: Swedish 
scholars Andreas Malm and Alf Hornborg, among others, highlight the manner in 
which the current framing of the Anthropocene blunts the distinctions between the 
people, nations, and collectives who drive the fossil-fuel economy and those who do 
not. The complex and paradoxical experiences of diverse people as humans-in-the-
world, including the ongoing damage of colonial and imperialist agendas, can be 
lost when the narrative is collapsed to a universalizing species paradigm. As Malm 
and Hornborg state, “a clique of white British men literally pointed steam-power 
as a weapon—on sea and land, boats and rails—against the best part of human-
kind, from the Niger delta to the Yangzi delta, the Levant to Latin America.”8 Not 
all humans are equally implicated in the forces that created the disasters driving 
contemporary human-environmental crises, and I argue that not all humans are 
equally invited into the conceptual spaces where these disasters are theorized or 
responses to disaster formulated. 

As an Indigenous scholar working both in Canada and the UK, I am intensely aware 
of how discourse is deployed within and between geographies, disciplines, and in-
stitutions. Whenever a term or trend is on everyone’s lips, I ask myself: “What other 
story could be told here? What other language is not being heard? Whose space is 
this, and who is not here?” With the prevalence of the Anthropocene as a conceptual 
“building” within which stories are being told, it is important to query which hu-
mans or human systems are driving the environmental change the Anthropocene 
is meant to describe. What “modernist mess,” as Fortun eloquently describes it,9
characterizes this moment of “common cosmopolitical concern”—Latour’s term to 
describe the fact that the climate is a shared heritage, cross-roads, site, or milieu 
that we all inhabit, and one which deserves our deep attention as a commons and 
context for engaged involvement in the crises of climate change10—that is the 
Anthropocene? And, finally, who is dominating the conversations about how to 
change the state of things?

I am not alone in questioning the Euro-Western academy’s current approach to 
human-environmental relationships. A number of other scholars have critiqued 
current popular trends in the Euro-Western humanities: posthumanism and the 
ontological turn have all been queried and challenged as Eurocentric.11 These 
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critiques re-centre the locus of thought, offering a reconfiguration of understand-
ings of human-environmental relations towards praxis that acknowledges the 
central importance of land, bodies, movement, race, colonialism and sexuality. 
Human geographer Juanita Sundberg, for example, takes posthumanism to task 
for its erasure of non-European ontologies. She writes, “the literature continuous-
ly refers to a foundational ontological split between nature and culture as if it is 
universal,”12 and points out that posthumanist theories tend to erase both location 
and Indigenous epistemologies. Sundberg urges scholars to enact the “pluriverse” 
as a decolonial tool, in her case drawing on Zapatista principles of “walking the 
world into being,” as one locus of thought and praxis to decolonize posthumanist 
scholarship and geographies.13 As Sundberg notes, “the Zapatista movement theo-
rizes walking as an important practice in building the pluriverse, a world in which 
many worlds fit.”14 For Sundberg, walking and movement are necessary to bring a 
decolonizing methodology to fruition because, “As we humans move, work, play, 
and narrate with a multiplicity of beings in place, we enact historically contingent 
and radically distinct worlds/ontologies.”15 This methodology of decolonization 
through walking worlds into being aligns very closely with geographer Sarah Hunt’s 
(Kwakwaka’wakw, Kwagiulth) discussion of dance at a Potlatch as a mode through 
which Indigenous ontologies—she specifically describes her own experience of 
engaging with Kwakwaka’wakw ontology—are brought to life.16 Hunt outlines the 
epistemic violence inherent in Euro-Western academic treatments of Indigenous 
knowledge, specifically by analyzing the ways that Indigenous ontologies are rei-
fied and distorted in the ongoing colonial structures of the European and North 
American academy. In fact, she notes that “the potential for Indigenous ontologies 
to unsettle dominant ontologies can be easily neutralized as a triviality, as a case 
study or a trinket, as powerful institutions work as self-legitimating systems that 
uphold broader dynamics of (neo)colonial power.”17 Hunt argues that the systems of 
knowledge production that we, as Indigenous scholars, engage with and legitimize 
through our presence in the academy, must be changed.18 Hunt evokes dance as a 
way to negotiate the demands of colonial academic institutions and praxis, for it is 
through dance that Indigenous ontologies are brought to life.19 Zakiyyah Jackson 
also problematizes the erasure of race from posthumanist philosophies, bringing 
the focus back to topics all too often sidestepped by posthumanism, including 
“race, colonialism, and slavery.”20 By returning to decolonial theorists overlooked 
and forgotten by dominant posthumanist discourses, such as Aimé Césaire, Jackson 
reminds scholars of the continuing need to decentre the Eurocentric, heteropatri-
archal focus that posthumanist studies ironically perpetuates within the “order of 
rationality” that shapes Euro-Western institutions. 

Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe scholar Vanessa Watts operationalizes a prin-
ciple of “Indigenous Place Thought,”21 which can stand in place of, or alongside, 
discourses such as an “ontology of dwelling,”22 the theoretical position advanced 
by British anthropologist Tim Ingold, based in part on his close reading of Irving 
Hallowell’s ethnographic work with Anishinaabe people.23 This Place-Thought 
“is based upon the premise that land is alive and thinking, and that humans and 
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non-humans derive agency through the extensions of these thoughts.”24 Watts takes 
Euro-Western Science Studies theorists to task, including Latour and Haraway, for 
operationalizing non-human agency in Eurocentric, colonial ways.25 For example, 
Watts points out that: 

Haraway resists essentialist notions of the earth as mother or matter and 
chooses instead to utilize products of localized knowledges (i.e. Coyote or 
the Trickster) as a process of boundary implosion: “I like to see feminist 
theory as a reinvented coyote discourse obligated to its sources in many 
heterogeneous accounts of the world” (Haraway, 1988, 594). This is a lev-
el of abstracted engagement once again. While it may serve to change the 
imperialistic tendencies in Euro-Western knowledge production, Indigenous 
histories are still regarded as story and process—an abstracted tool of the 
West.26

Watts also rejects the “hierarchies of agency”27 imposed by common understand-
ings of Actor Network Theory. She urges an understanding of non-human agency 
that integrates Indigenous Place-Thought and which implodes the mechanistic, 
hierarchical delineation made by some Euro-Western scholars between flesh and 
things. Rather than situate elements like soil as mere “actants,”28 who can only have 
agency in relation to the interactions they have with humans and exist “where the 
plane of action is equalized amongst all elements,”29 Watts suggests that “if we think 
of agency as being tied to spirit, and spirit exists in all things, then all things possess 
agency.”30

In critiquing the locus of agency, and by re-centring motion, bodies, spirit, race, 
and sexuality within the frame of the posthuman, Sundberg, Hunt, Jackson, and 
Watts plainly demonstrate the dangers of a Eurocentric conception of ontology 
and posthumanism. What do these critiques of posthumanism have to do with 
the Anthropocene? Put simply: both threads of inquiry, posthumanism and the 
Anthropocene, share a terrain, even if they do not have in common the same central 
emphasis in their respective discourses.31 Posthumanism (and, more specifically, 
its concurrent stream of work on multispecies ethnographies) “aims to decenter 
the human”32 in Euro-Western scholarship, whereas the Anthropocene is intensely 
pre-occupied with the human, the anthropos. John Hartigan recently examined the 
prevalence of the terms “multispecies” and “Anthropocene” at the recent meeting 
of the American Anthropological Association in Washington, D.C. in December 
2014. Noting the “overlapping concerns highlighted by these two keywords,”33

Hartigan was struck by the dominance of the word Anthropocene, rather than the 
term multispecies, throughout the conference presentations. Hartigan deems the 
Anthropocene a “charismatic mega-category,”34 which sweeps many competing 
narratives under its roof. 

So, the Anthropocene narrative gathers discursive steam, dominating contexts 
where other discourses struggle to circulate. And, it dominates in what is an 
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undeniably white intellectual space of the Euro-Western academy. It is perhaps 
unsurprising for popular thought to be Eurocentric when the institutions and 
structures within which it is generated continue to be largely heteropatriarchal, 
Eurocentric, and white. For example, Sara Ahmed takes the British academy direct-
ly to task for the whiteness and sexism of its praxis: she describes the problem of 
“white men” as an institution and code of conduct within the academy that repro-
duces whiteness and is inherent in what she calls the “citational relational” practice 
of citing white men generation after generation, reinforcing the white, patriarchal 
Eurocentrism of our disciplines.35 To drive the point home in a quantitative manner, 
journalist Jack Grove reports on the under-representation of people of colour, and 
particularly women of colour, in Times Higher Education. There were only eighty- 
five black professors of a total of 18,500 professors in the United Kingdom in  
2011.36 And as philosopher Catherine Clune-Taylor points out, none of those profes-
sors were working in the discipline of philosophy. 37

Anthropologists Karen Brodkin, Sandra Morgen, and Janis Hutchinson have stud-
ied the experience of people of colour in American anthropology departments, 
revealing widespread racism and discrimination within the discipline in North 
America,38 and describing it as “white public space,” a term they credit to a 1994 
article by Page and Thomas.39 For Brodkin, Morgen, and Hutchinson, anthropology 
in America is “white public space” because it operates both to: a) physically and 
procedurally discriminate against people of colour in anthropology departments; 
and, b) conceptually discriminate by minimizing or denying experiences of racism 
within departments. So, the “buildings,” or “white men as buildings” that Ahmed 
describes,40 within which ideologies are produced, serve to both literally and fig-
uratively reinforce whiteness. If the academy’s structures reproduce whiteness, 
what can we expect of the stories it is telling about the Anthropocene and our 
shared struggles to engage with dynamic environmental crises on the planet? 
Anthropologist Paul Stoller suggests that the current state of things—which has 
arguably arisen within a configuration of the “academy as white public space”—has 
not produced an engaged or active response to the challenges of the Anthropocene. 
As an anthropologist, Stoller suggests that “the politics of the Anthropocene is an 
anthropological challenge,”41 which requires an active and engaged academic praxis 
as crucial to responding to the impacts of the Anthropocene. I argue that in order to 
enliven and enact active scholarship and praxis as responses to the Anthropocene, 
the academy must dismantle the underlying heteropatriarchal and white suprema-
cist structures that shape its current configurations and conversations. 

However, academia is not the only white public space; Guillermo Gómez-Peña 
describes the appropriation of the bodies/aesthetics/epistemologies of people of 
colour/Latinos, and the uncritical centralization of whiteness of the American art 
world. He claims:

In the same way the US needs a cheap undocumented labor force to sustain 
its agricultural complex without having to suffer the Spanish language or 
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unemployed foreigners wandering their neighbourhoods, the contemporary 
art world needs and desires the spiritual and aesthetic models of Latino 
culture without having to experience our political outrage and cultural 
contradictions. What the art world wants is a “domesticated Latino” who 
can provide enlightenment without irritation, entertainment without 
confrontation.42

As Gómez-Peña demonstrates, the erasure of Latino/Latina bodies and the sanitiza-
tion of rage or dispossession in contemporary art obscures the visceral, racialized, 
gendered, and geographically distinct experiences of socio-political and environ-
mental crises in the world today. His critiques resonate with my aunt Loretta Todd’s 
critical analysis of the North American art world and its treatment of Indigenous 
people, bodies, and ideas today. She says: “Our ‘past’ was once the preoccupation 
of the colonizers, and we developed codes to negotiate the performative nature of 
being the Aboriginal of an imagined past. Now our future is the growing preoccu-
pation but the power dynamics seem to remain the same.”43

In a special issue of the journal Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education, and Society 
on Indigenous art, Jarrett Martineau and Eric Ritskes emphasize critiques resonant 
with that of Gómez-Peña. Martineau and Ritskes both highlight the ongoing white-
ness of mainstream art praxis, positing Indigenous art as a counter-narrative to 
the heteropatriarchy and white supremacy that informs artistic discourses. They 
argue that “the task of decolonial artists, scholars and activists is not simply to offer 
amendments or edits to the current world, but to display the mutual sacrifice and 
relationality needed to sabotage colonial systems of thought and power for the 
purpose of liberatory alternatives.”44 I would add that the non-human must also 
be incorporated into this equation. The “sacrifice and relationality” asserted by 
Martineau and Ritskes evoke the analysis of contemporary Indigenous materialist 
art by art historians Jessica Horton and Janet Berlo. Horton and Berlo suggest that 
in works by Indigenous artists like Rebecca Belmore and Jolene Rickard, which 
engage with materials (water, pollutants, corn) and urgent politics, “material might 
act as a bridge, instead of a mirror”45 to Euro-Western scholars, artists, and ide-
ologies. Material as bridge—between people and non-human agents—can allow 
a different understanding of the Anthropocene to emerge. In other words, the 
materials as conceptualized and enacted in the work of the Indigenous artists that 
Horton and Berlo review are no mere actants. They are, rather, as Watts proclaims 
in her intervention into Euro-Western materialist thinking, enlivened with spirit.46

With relationship. With sentience, will, and knowing. They thus bind whomever 
they encounter to the relationality that Martineau and Ritskes evoke. This under-
standing of material-as-bridge is therefore one site where Martineau and Ritskes’s 
“mutual sacrifice and relationality” is possible.

There is no way to get around the fact that the business of making knowledge and 
making art in the European and North American academies is still very much a 
Eurocentric endeavour. But I would offer: An effective art of the Anthropocene is 
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one that directly engages with the structural violences of heteropatriarchy and white 
supremacy as they shape discourse and praxis. This is where the work of Indigenous 
scholars and artists promises to speak back, reshape, and change the direction of 
current human-centric and Eurocentric framings of the Anthropocene. I now at-
tend to the promise of Indigenous praxis and thought as decolonizing tools in the 
Anthropocene.

Indigenizing the Anthropocene: Dwayne Donald’s “Ethical 
Relationality” and Indigenous Métissage

Thankfully, there are ways to counter the Eurocentrism of the academy and the art 
world and its discourses about global environmental crises. I investigate here how 
Indigenous scholarship can accomplish what anthropological and arts discourses 
struggle to do: decolonize the academy and its contemporary concerns, including 
the Anthropocene. As discourses of the Anthropocene heat up across and within 
various disciplines, Papaschase Cree scholar Dwayne Donald, who teaches and 
writes about education in Canada, has called for an “ethical relationality.”47 Though 
his work originates in education and curriculum discourses, his thinking serves 
as a powerful tool with which to examine underlying assumptions about, and re-
sponses to, human and non-human relationships in the Anthropocene. He advances 
two related ideas that can serve as strong responses to the current structures and 
frameworks that shape discussions about the Anthropocene, and indeed our com-
plex existence on the planet. The first idea is “ethical relationality,” which in a 2010 
talk he defined as: 

an enactment of ecological imagination. Ethical relationality doesn’t deny 
that we’re different, so it’s not a way to say we’re all the same. But it seeks 
to understand more deeply how our different histories and experiences po-
sition us in relation to each other. It puts those at the forefront: who you are, 
where you come from, what your commitments are, what your experiences 
have been. So, it’s a desire to acknowledge and honour the significance of 
the relationships we have with others, how our histories and experiences 
position us in relation to each other, and how our futures as people in the 
world are similarly tied together. It is an ethical imperative to see that de-
spite our varied place-based cultures and knowledge systems, we live in the 
world together and must constantly think and act with reference to those 
relationships.48

Donald envisions ethical relationality as rooted in what he defines as our “ecologi-
cal imagination.”49 At its core, Donald’s approach to our position as humans on this 
fraught planet is rooted in balance and reciprocity: 

I use that term “ecology,” and this comes from, I guess, the little bit I know 
about Cree and Blackfoot philosophies, which I know are connected in this 
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way. And of course I use ecology not in the sense I use it, typically, in Science. I 
don’t mean “ecology” in that you study the environment separate from where 
we live or who we are as people. Actually, ecology, the way I think of it—the 
way I’ve been taught to think about it—is: paying attention to the webs of 
relationships that you are enmeshed in, depending on where you live. So, 
those are all the things that give us life, all the things that we depend on, as 
well as all the other entities that we relate to, including human beings.50

In turn, his notion of “ethical relationality” also “seeks to understand more deeply 
how our different histories and experiences position us in relation to each other,”51

and provides an Indigenous framework through which to read the discourses of 
the Anthropocene. Donald unambiguously emphasizes the relationality between 
all things, all relationships. Though humans may drive some changes on the planet, 
Donald’s framework re-centres how these connections are enmeshed in “webs of 
relationships.” 

The second idea that Donald advances is that of Indigenous Métissage, which he 
defines as “a place-based approach to curriculum informed by an ecological and 
relational understanding of the world,”52 one that fosters reciprocal discourse 
between colonizer and colonized. In outlining the logics and praxis of Indigenous 
Métissage, Donald reminds readers that in order to mobilize Indigenous Métissage, 
there must be an “ethic of historical consciousness”: 

This ethic holds that the past occurs simultaneously in the present and influences 
how we conceptualize the future. It requires that we see ourselves related to, and 
implicated in, the lives of those yet to come. It is an ethical imperative to recognize 
the significance of the relationships we have with others, how our histories and 
experiences are layered and position us in relation to each other, and how our 
futures as people similarly are tied together. It is also an ethical imperative to see 
that, despite our varied place-based cultures and knowledge systems, we live in 
the world together with others and must constantly think and act with reference to 
these relationships. Any knowledge we gain about the world interweaves us more 
deeply with these relationships, and gives us life.53

An orientation towards Donald’s philosophical framework helps to address the 
shortcomings that Malm and Hornborg54 identify in the current framings of the 
Anthropocene, which currently acts as white public space and erases the differ-
ential histories and relationships that have led to current environmental crises. 
Historical consciousness, ethical relationality, and Indigenous Métissage—rooted 
in reciprocity, relationships, and responsibility—are among many principles the 
Eurocentric academy struggles to address in current framings and responses to 
the Anthropocene. Donald offers a philosophy rooted in the things he has learned 
from Cree and Blackfoot legal orders and his experiences in the world. His ethical 
relationality and Indigenous Métissage are processes through which to move away 
from human-centric discourses about the Anthropocene, and to envisage ourselves 
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as rooted in reciprocal, ongoing, and dynamic relationships that are informed by 
Indigenous legal orders and our embeddedness in the meshworks that connect us 
through an “ecological imagination.”55 Such relationality can inform decolonizing 
approaches to both art and anthropology in the Anthropocene. 

In the brief space remaining, I attend to ways of “Indigenizing the Anthropocene,” 
or at least providing Indigenous responses to the notion of the Anthropocene, in 
order to mitigate the gentrifying forces it is embedded in. 

Conclusion

When discourses and responses to the Anthropocene are being generated within 
institutions and disciplines which are embedded in broader systems that act as de 
facto “white public space,” the academy and its power dynamics must be challenged. 
Eduardo Viveiros de Castro’s call for the “permanent decolonization of thought”56

must be coupled with a radically decolonizing praxis: a praxis that dismantles and 
re-orients not only the academy’s and the art world’s presuppositions about them-
selves, but also dismantles the heteropatriarchy, racism, and whiteness that con-
tinue to permeate political and intellectual systems in North America and Europe. 
It is important that the academy’s current push to challenge the Euro-Western 
ontological split between nature and culture not obscure the concurrent, ongoing 
radical questioning and disruption of racism and colonialism that permeate aca-
demic institutions. Decolonization requires that we change not only who is spoken 
about and how, but also who is present in intellectual and artistic “buildings.” This is 
because there are so few of us, so few Indigenous bodies, within the European acad-
emy. Even when we are present, we are often dismissed as biased, overly emotional, 
or unable to maintain objectivity over the issues we present. 

Ultimately, what I am contesting are the ways in which well-meaning contem-
porary artists and academics recreate exploitative patterns from the past. The 
Anthropocene, like any theoretical category at play in Euro-Western contexts, is not 
innocent of such violence. Exploitative patterns, when they manifest, in turn con-
centrate the voice of Indigenous issues in white hands. It is precisely these power 
dynamics that must be questioned and challenged. Gómez-Peña puts it beautifully: 
“‘We want understanding, not publicity.’ We want to be considered intellectuals, 
not entertainers; partners, not clients; collaborators, not competitors; holders of 
strong spiritual vision, not emerging voices; and, above all, full citizens, not exotic 
minorities.”57

As Indigenous actors, we do not need anyone to speak for us. And, all of us involved 
in the business of art and academia need to question existing relationships in 
intellectual and/or art contexts that privilege white voices speaking Indigenous 
stories. In order to engage in global conversations about the state of the world, 
such as the current discourse of the Anthropocene, there must be a concomitant 
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examination of where such discourses are situated, who is defining the problems, 
and who decides the players involved. Rather than engage with the Anthropocene 
as a teleological fact implicating all humans as equally culpable for the current 
socio-economic, ecological, and political state of the world, I argue that we should 
turn to examining how other peoples are describing our “ecological imagination.” To 
tackle the intertwined and complex environmental crises in which the world finds 
itself, a turn towards the reciprocity and relationships that Donald addresses in his 
writings and talks must be seriously considered, as locally informed responses to 
in situ challenges around the globe cannot be constructed using one philosophical, 
epistemological, or ontological lens. Art, as one mode of thought and praxis, can 
play a role in dismantling the condos of the art and academic world and help us 
build something different in their stead. The Anthropocene, after all, need not gen-
trify our discourses of outrage at the state of things when there are so many other 
ways to engage with our shared plight as beings on this planet. In order to resist 
the hegemonic tendencies of a universalizing paradigm like the Anthropocene, we 
need joyful and critical engagement through many forms of praxis. I see Indigenous 
thought and practice—including art—as critical sites of refraction of the current 
whiteness of Anthropocene discourses.

In recent years, my dad has engaged with the complexities of space and place, 
environmental degradation, and Indigeneity in his own work. In one series, he 
painted landscapes in diptych—one half presenting a landscape as it was pictured 
a hundred years ago, and the other half presenting how a landscape appears in his 
pleine air bicycle painting trips today. He also painted a series of ships, capturing 
their economic, political, and environmental presence in Vancouver harbours 
today, juxtaposed against the sea, mountains, and sky. The incursion of capitalist, 
resource-hungry interventions in the land is perhaps unavoidable at this point 
in time; however, Indigenous artists offer an important perspective on the inter-
twined and relational connections between people and land, and through their art 
can craft concrete responses to the mess and violence of the economies operating 
in the Anthropocene. Ironically, when my dad tries to show this new work, he is 
told it is not “Indigenous enough” by non-Indigenous curators and gallery owners, 
and so he continues to quietly paint on his own terms, radically questioning the 
landscapes and materials around him. Maybe someday this type of work will be 
seen as an “authentically Indigenous” response to the Anthropocene, too. This will 
only happen, though, if we manage to shift the ethical relationality of the academy 
and the art world, and the understandings of the Anthropocene produced within 
these “white public spaces.” I know that I am already doing everything that I can to 
make that change possible. And I know there are many others involved in the same 
gleeful disruption.
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My Mother’s Garden: 
Aesthetics, Indigenous Renewal, 
and Creativity
Laura Hall

Indigenous aesthetics are rooted in culture and community, with the enmeshed 
responsibilities of living well in the ecologies of our ancestors. Utilizing Native 
American arts and media scholar Steven Leuthold’s broad take on Indigenous 
aesthetics, the Indigenous artistic practice outlined here is rooted in commu-
nity responsibility, accountability “in religion, myths, and relations to nature.”1

Challenging Western dichotomies between art and craft, aesthetics and spiritual 
practice, I am naming the garden I’ve inherited from my mother as the core of my 
own aesthetic practice. My mother’s garden is both the garden around the home 
where my Haudenosaunee-French mother raised my brothers and me, but it can 
also be considered in a wider sense—the garden as a creation within Creation—
evoking not only cultural lineage but territorial histories and stories that can serve 
to renew fractured cultural and ecological connectivity. 

My mother’s garden was a space where we could talk; planting, tending to, and 
caring for the garden and its medicines were topics that my mother and I discussed 
without tension. When my mother passed into the spirit world, and my grieving hit 
so hard that I could barely breathe—not just because she was gone (though that 
was enough to floor me) but because her own life had been so pressured by the 
impacts of colonialism—the garden was and is a place to continue these conversa-
tions with her, albeit on a very different level. These conversations now appear as 
tending to tobacco plants, or cultivating the perennials favoured by the Monarch 
butterflies she once insisted we see in their annual migration from the Lake Erie 
shoreline. 

There is a daily and material quality to the work of making, appreciating, giving 
thanks to, and finally letting go of, the beauty in the world’s cycles in Indigenous 
aesthetics. The garden is daily life—daily conversation—in a family life made tense 
and raw by the scars of my mother’s residential school experiences and her father’s 
before her. My mother’s garden is embodied thought and thanksgiving, where I 
plant seeds, watch them grow, come to fruition, and die, and where I plant roots 
in this place and commit to working toward and helping with the renewal of the 
people’s rights and environmental responsibilities. This embodied and creative 
project—with tobacco, the Three Sisters (corn, beans, and squash), heirloom po-
tatoes, and local species of flowers and plant medicines—is my reminder that we 
have a distance to travel in healing journeys. If an Indigenous aesthetic practice 
is one that is embodied and rooted in spirit, then burying my hands and feet in 
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soil and breathing the air is how I express and recreate beauty in the blooming of 
flowers from seeds sung to.

My mother’s garden is not the possessive singular; the garden is part of Anishinaabe 
territory, as is the house within its boundaries. And the garden is not singular. Soil, 
water, and air stream toward the same Great Lakes that continue to nourish both 
Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee nations, and indeed an entire continent, moved 
as they are by Grandmother Moon, warmed by Elder Brother Sun, resting and  
dancing and breathing on the back of Grandfather Turtle. 

The garden enfolds not just daily aesthetic and spiritual practice, but can be seen as 
a microcosm of Mother Earth as rooted in Haudenosaunee Creation. In this teach-
ing, Mother Earth was the daughter of Sky Woman, who lived and then died during 
childbirth, and was buried in the earth to continuously nourish life forever.2 As 
Barbara Alice Mann writes, Sky Woman, so long after her descent from Sky World 
into the world we know, created the Milky Way, reaching into her “to show her grand-
children the way home. She also lifted up the Moon, so that her grandchildren might 
never be lost in time.”3 An important element of an Indigenous worldview, which 
maintains an understanding of our interconnections and dependency upon the rest 
of Creation, comes in the form of women’s teachings about new life and singing life 
out the doorway through which it came, when the time comes. Anishinaabe scholar 
and writer Leanne Simpson describes the significance of sacred stories: “Creation 
stories in several different cultures speak to the ability of Indigenous women to 
give new life to beings, to transform, and to vitalize.”4 Gendering Indigenist thought 
doesn’t just highlight the exclusions of women and LGBT/2Spirited peoples, but 
this approach also deepens our understanding of the profundity and potentiality of 
learning and working within an Indigenous worldview, and supports those who do. 

In an age of colonial violence, the creative resistance of Indigenous Peoples is 
inherently rooted in the work of healing within Creation. Indigenous aesthetics 
are rooted in the original ecologies and lifeways of traditional territory, and of the 
responsibilities that come from Creation. Creation stories are truths of origin, of 
responsibility, and of wholeness in worldview and in being. Learning about these 
interconnections—between our human ancestors, and spirits, animals, and the 
cosmos—further actualizes our own creative endeavours. Our ancestors who have 
communicated with their ancestors, have co-created, learned, and furthered a 
reflexive and rigorous epistemology, rooted in experiential and Elder-led learning. 
Indigenous creative expression occurs in daily engagement with the territory I 
find myself on within Turtle Island. As Joe Sheridan and Dan Longboat describe 
it, “The ecology of traditional Haudenosaunee territory possesses sentience that 
is manifest in the consciousness of that territory, and that same consciousness is 
formalized in and as Haudenosaunee consciousness.”5 This general understanding 
is part of the complex web-work of Indigenous knowledge, within which I have my 
own responsibilities and understandings. At the same time, the pressures of colo-
nization have demanded that we interrogate false and simplistic interpretations 
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of tradition, while renewing the voices of those most specifically targeted by the 
colonial system.

Gardens of Knowledge

My mother’s garden carries the seeds that were planted far before her generation. 
Those seeds come in the form of stories, providing direction for my generation to 
continue to swim, while “unpacking the keeper current” that Marie Battiste de-
scribes: “The keeper current drags a person to the bottom and then to the top, but if 
one fights against the current one usually drowns. Decolonizing then is a process of 
unpacking the keeper current.”6 A decolonizing framework is one that assumes that 
complex Indigenous knowledge systems are capable of renewal despite centuries 
of oppression. Indigenous renewal is inherently about renewing human connec-
tions with all of life. As No One Is Illegal activist and writer Harsha Walia highlights, 
decolonization is a “prefiguring framework” that “grounds us in an understanding 
that we have already inherited generations of evolving wisdom.”7 Decolonization 
is not about undoing alone, but about creating the space and time necessary for 
Indigenous nations to flourish and renew themselves and their land against the 
toxins of colonization. Indigenous renewal is also inherently responsible for 
thanksgiving and honouring the laws and governance systems gifted by Creation. 

Suppressing the voices of Indigenous women and indeed a diversity of voices within 
Indigenous nations—along lines imposed by a colonial system based on hierarchies 
of race, class, ability, sexual orientation, and gender—has served to obscure the real 
meanings of traditional knowledge. As seminal Indigenous scholar Vine Deloria Jr.’s 
work attests, the loss of traditional knowledge is about a loss of understanding 
of our immense responsibilities to the spirit world that has been damaged by the 
material, anthropocentric paradigms taught in Canada’s Residential Schooling 
system.8 This has lead our people: 

[T]o discredit or discard facts that call into question the socially acceptable 
explanations of phenomena […]. This uncritical acceptance of modernism 
has prevented us from seeing that higher spiritual powers are still active in 
the world. We cannot, for the most part, believe that a firm relationship with 
them can be cultivated today. We need to glimpse the old spiritual world that 
helped, healed and honored us with its presence and companionship.9

Returning to the land is the return that actualizes these rememberings and recon-
nections. However, if Indigenous nations remain forcibly removed from their tradi-
tional territories, memory and belief will continue to be severed, for it is primarily 
in connection to the land that the stories and healing practices come. 

So forceful was the interference of European newcomers and their systems of  
power and control that stories of “contact” include the undermining of some 
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Indigenous nations by others. Haudenosaunee scholar Barbara Alice Mann writes 
about the Clan Mothers who unwisely sold Lenâpé nation land holdings. This 
story makes an historical point about the ways that colonization contextualizes 
Indigenous disconnections from land and culture; it is also about what comes next, 
about what we have to heal, and heal from, in order to move forward. For women’s 
leadership to be revitalized and renewed in Haudenosaunee contexts, the interfer-
ences and damages of colonial systems have to be pushed back. And crucially, the 
power plays of the colonial system have direct ecological effects, severing ties to the 
land until such time as they are renewed and restored. 

The massive gardens of the Haudenosaunee inspired Euro-settler society to better 
understand that the world they had arrived in was rich in beauty and what now 
might be understood as a material and spiritual abundance nearly unimaginable in 
a context of escalating environmental destruction. Mann describes the abundance 
of Haudenosaunee cultivations, inclusive of diverse crops (of which the Three 
Sisters are perhaps the most well known) and governed by female leadership 
to whom the land holdings were entrusted and by whom their harvests were 
distributed fairly to each family.10 Haudenosaunee gardens were at the edge of 
treelines of “old growth engaged in a cultural relationship with the minds and 
spirits of everything that once existed and still exists in the spirit world.”11 Elder 
Jan Longboat teaches that Indigenous natural sovereignty has never been surren-
dered. She calls for Indigenous Peoples to strengthen spiritual ties to “our place” 
and recover the “richness” existing within traditional worldviews and lifeways.12

Battiste and Henderson reinforce these connections, telling us, “Ecological teach-
ings have defined for Indigenous Peoples the meaning of life, our responsibilities, 
our duties. They have also developed our consciousnesses, our languages, and what 
others have categorized as our ‘cultures.’”13 Environmental, ecological, or natural 
world-based knowledge is embedded in Indigenous worldviews in such a way that 
arguing for their inclusion becomes almost unnecessary when those worldviews 
are actually centred in methodological assumptions. As Lynn Jacobs contends: “The 
concept of planning for the Seventh Generation, or the faces yet to come, was an 
integral part of indigenous decision-making long before the Brundtland Report. 
Through the intimate knowledge of our traditional territories upon which we sur-
vived, Indigenous Peoples have been living this concept since time immemorial.”14

When my mother passed away, I was astounded at all of the seeds and medicines 
she had left behind. I felt as though she had thrown these medicines ahead of her on 
the path when it was time for her to take another, parallel journey. 

That our responsibility as Indigenous people is to renew the beautiful lifeways 
of our ancestors both past and future seems clear at times, but how do we think 
our way through to the necessary reconnections? When my mother was alive, she  
started tobacco seeds that grew into massive plants. When she passed away, I 
couldn’t get the seeds to grow the way she could. I am still working through the 
grief of the generations in my family whose cultural connections were interrupted, 
and this has had a direct effect on the garden, and the land on which I live. Indeed, 
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Elders and Knowledge Keepers instruct us to understand our interconnections. 
Carol Hopkins and Jim Dumont describe this process, writing: “All of us are respon-
sible for being related in a good and caring way within the family of creation. The 
Earth herself is a living, breathing, conscious Being, complete with heart/feeling, 
soul/spirit, and physical/organic life, as it is with all the relatives of creation.”15

Using Hendry and Fitznor’s concept of “storying” as a practice, I see storytelling as 
a sacred way of renewing relationships and well-being.16 Storying is how we speak 
truths back to life and how we bring to light the continuity of culture and worldview. 
Similarly, describing the worldview of the Haudenosaunee, Sheridan and Longboat 
write that “the encounter with Creation’s authentic qualities embodies what is and 
was and what can be in a cycle that is always returning to sacred time’s forever.”17

Working for the “Good Life,” or Mino Biimaadziwin in Anishinaabe thought, or work-
ing for the “Good Mind” in Haudenosaunee thought, means honouring life’s cycles 
and the raw beauty of our relationships with Creation. Indigenous movements 
toward independence and the recovery of culture are as much about environmental 
restoration and sustainability as they are about human health. In order to better 
understand the impacts that colonization has had on the environments of Turtle 
Island, it is vital to understand the colonial movement as rooting, justifying, and 
furthering those violations, especially in their gendered realities, where women 
have been displaced from central and powerful roles and are now, all too often, 
the recipients of colonial violence. It is equally important to understand the need 
for critique amongst ourselves. Indigenous traditions are reflexive and flexible, and  
require a deeper sense of multi-layered renewal.18 The layers of this approach strike 
me as being similar to that of a garden. It isn’t just the success (or lack thereof) that 
I find in growing the original seeds I’ve been given, though this is part of that reflex-
ive and reflective process—failing and learning from those mistakes; it’s also about 
understanding the depths of the garden and the interconnections of lifeforms. The 
garden is connected to the woods, to the responsibilities that I have to my clan, to 
the name I was given, and to the animal, plant, and spirit helpers of the whole of 
Creation. So it isn’t just a matter of growing a family garden for sustenance; it is also 
about learning how deeply the work of giving away, and giving thanks for the gifts 
of the garden, has changed and shaped my understanding of these interconnec-
tions. Renewing sustainable lifeways is about also renewing Indigenous knowledge 
of interconnection and responsibility. 

Ongoing colonization compounds the environmental impacts that lead to Indigenous 
displacement. The colonial system in Canada is one of “internal colonialism, the 
biopolitical and geopolitical management of people, land, flora and fauna within 
the ‘domestic’ borders of the imperial nation […] to ensure the ascendancy of a 
nation and its white elite.”19 Mohawk scholar and activist Taiaiake Alfred laments 
that, “For a long time now, we have been on a quest for governmental power and 
money; somewhere along the journey from the past to the future, we forgot that 
our goal was to reconnect with our lands and to preserve our harmonious cultures 
and respectful ways of life.”20 This is a result of internalized colonization, being 
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forced to live in a society not of our choosing which has committed untold violence 
upon Indigenous Peoples.

Ongoing colonization is reinforced through storytelling that privileges a Eurocentric 
worldview.21 Take, for example, the words of Dr. Ulrich Loening of the Centre for 
Human Ecology. He writes, in the introduction to Indigenous Knowledge and Human 
Ecology: “People have always exterminated whatever was eatable wherever they 
migrated, over thousands of years.”22 Here, the assumptions of a colonial mindset 
sneak in through one brief statement. For the Haudenosaunee, the “extermina-
tion” of food and medicine (and food as medicine) was not part of a vibrant and  
abundant approach to either agriculture or sustainable forest management. 
Instead, animal and spirit relations are understood as helpers, as the source of 
ancient and new knowledges.23 As vitally important as it is to take on the human 
and ecological challenges facing our species as a result of environmental degrada-
tion, perspectives that do not seek to understand the Creation stories and truths 
of Indigenous Peoples globally—and which pin evolutionary nihilism equally on 
all groups involved throughout time and history—exacerbate existing ecologically 
damaging colonial relationships. 

The divide between humans and the “natural” world cannot be understood in the 
Americas without contextualizing its origins in the Eurocentric project of genocide, 
ecocide, and control over Indigenous Peoples and Indigenous lands. Well-being 
diminishes in relation to environmental destruction, as “diminishing biodiversity 
augers against the continued capacity to know how to think with everything.”24 My 
mother’s garden is where I find my own healing, where I create a home for the 
Indigenous woman with whom I share my life, and for our future child or children. 

Deloria Jr. remarks, in relation to James Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis and the en-
suing debate over whether or not Earth can be considered one sentient system, 
that it “has often centered on false arguments, with both the advocates and the 
opponents of the theory restricting the definition of ‘life’ to reactive organic phe-
nomenon that are observed primarily in the higher organisms.”25 Deloria Jr.’s words 
resonate, as does his quip that traditional Indigenous thinkers “are quite amused 
to see this revival of the debate over whether the planet is alive.”26 Healing from 
colonization has meant reconnecting to the whole web of life on Turtle Island and 
to the understanding of living histories and roots in each territory. Colonization 
reduced land bases, stole sacred foods and medicines, and attacked the very belief 
in the Good Life; the responsibility for individual wellness is a responsibility for 
the wellness of relationships with more-than-human beings. For example, diabetes 
rates in Indigenous communities, and subsequent prevention efforts, have raised 
discussions about “food sovereignty,”27 while evoking far deeper issues related to 
Indigenous land-based practices of food gathering.28 At the same time, and deeper 
still, is the knowledge shared by Elders and Knowledge Keepers who remind us 
that our relationships with the land, territory, and space were first nurtured in 
seeds planted all the way back at the beginning. For my mother’s nation, some of 
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those sacred seeds—corn, tobacco, strawberry—came first with Sky Woman. The 
sacred foods, which are also sacred medicines, are part of Sky Woman’s arrival, so 
they are Sky World foods; in coming to understand how important their growth and 
sharing are for the Haudenosaunee, it is as important to link back to that story and 
to the teachings of the first sacred women, to walk and sing and think a good path 
on Turtle Island. This is no less significant than understanding the physical and 
physiological benefits of those foods. To talk about food security and food sustain-
ability in a culturally and spiritually rooted manner changes the terrain of the dis-
cussion, moving from utility to relationality, expressed through love and gratitude. 
Discussing the Canoe Journeys undertaken by Coast Salish peoples, Dian Million 
points to the ways that the community asserts “their responsibility to articulate 
sustainable practice in the bioregion, in sustaining interdependent life without an 
anthropomorphic focus,”29 while linking their wellness to ancient responsibilities 
to care for their territory—a responsibility protected through treaty rights.30

Knowing Our Beauty Again

Remembering the origins of Indigenous nations in the sacred stories of the spirit 
beings who first sang life-forms into the world means remembering and knowing 
the beauty of our ancestors and families again. Leanne Simpson draws on the 
words of Anishinaabe Elder and Knowledge Keeper Edna Manitowabi: “Our culture 
is beautiful and loving, and it nurtures our hearts and minds in a way that enables 
us to not just cope, but to live.”31 This is the beauty that is nurtured every day in our 
thanksgivings, in our thought, in our stories, and in our gardens. Importantly, rath-
er than romanticizing a construct of past traditional thought, an Indigenist-feminist 
approach treats the process as a process—a methodology for adding and uncover-
ing and renewing missing and lost pieces of our collective cultural traditions. This 
is a process of renewing deeper understanding of “true sovereignty” and freedom 
from the enforcement of heteropatriarchal family structures and limitations on the 
rights of Indigenous women to lead in governments, practices established by the US 
and Canadian nation-states.32 It is a process of healing from the horrific, genocidal 
acts of physical, psychological, and spiritual violence enacted against Indigenous 
Peoples, especially women, and Indigenous lands in the name of claiming “fertile” 
and “productive” areas.33 This violence has also manifested as intellectual thievery, 
whereby Indigenous communities are handcuffed into negotiations with non-In-
digenous scientific and environmental interests for the purposes of freeing up 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge for all to use.34 When we sing to the sacred foods 
and seed flowers and life into our gardens, it is a reminder of the beauty of the life 
gifted to us. 

We care for one another when we share the original stories of Indigenous lifeways. 
In Anishinaabe culture, this gifting is described by Jill Doerfler, Niigaanwewidam 
James Sinclair, and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark “as a relationship between people, 
animals, spirits, and other entities in the universe, given in the interests of creating 
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ties, honoring them, or asking for assistance and direction.” The authors continue: 
“[O]fferings are acts of responsibility. Making one includes acknowledging value, 
promising respect, and affirming the presence of another, […] forming what is 
hoped to be a mutually beneficial partnership, not only for participants, but for the 
universe around them.”35

My mother used to tell me absolute horror stories about the school she went to and 
the acts of priests in that place. She said that the children called each other sauvag-
es, and that this was her story to carry and hers to tell. I remember being young 
myself, imagining my mother as a young person, surrounded by other Indigenous 
children, all of them speaking such hateful words about themselves. I remember 
thinking “no, you’re beautiful, you’re beautiful,” like a chant in my mind. I wanted 
to go back in time and think it into reality. When I last saw my mother in this life, I 
remember thinking that she was somehow experiencing peace—more than I could 
recall in all the time I’d known her. When I met with her again it was in my dreams 
and in ceremony, and she told me to take care of myself; we walked together in an 
empty field and she told me: “I have work to do and so do you, so get to it… but 
don’t work too hard.” She made me sit by a fire in one of my dreams, the very night 
she passed into the spirit world; in another dream, she made me laugh out loud 
about the rush I was in to get things perfect. When I told an Elder about this, he also 
laughed; when I asked him about the ultimate meaning of time and environmental 
sustainability in Anishinaabe thought, he put me out to fast and told me to sit on 
Mother Earth for a few days. I don’t think that I am accomplishing anything all that 
profound in my mother’s garden, but I do think that she found a way to seed and 
deeply root peace in this place. I think this is the accomplishment of the women in 
our communities; they are planting peace and life for all the generations, and they 
are making the way beautiful. 
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