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ABSTRACT
What does it mean for the refugee-serving sector to be an ally to Indigenous Peoples? This is the entry point
to our reflexive journey on Indigenous–refugee relations. In this conceptually orientated article, the authors
seek to consider decolonizing praxis in the refugee-serving sector in the context of settler colonial Canada. The
article examines the politics of the refugee-serving sector and argue that for it tomeaningfully establish allyship
with Indigenous people, we must continue to decentre the whiteness that has constructed and organized our
sector. The authors highlight the tensions that exist in allyship between Indigenous and refugee communities
and discuss ways to work with those tensions. Three concrete approaches are suggested that may lead to decol-
onizing praxis in the refugee-serving sector: critical reflexivity, settler responsibility, and renewing relationships
with local Indigenous communities and lands.
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RESUMÉ
Que signifie pour le secteur des services aux réfugiés d’être un allié des peuples autochtones? C’est le point de
départ de notre parcours réflexif sur les relations entre autochtones et réfugiés. Dans cet article d’orientation
conceptuelle, les auteures cherchent à examiner la praxis de décolonisation dans le secteur des services aux
réfugiés dans le contexte du colonialisme canadien. L’article examine la politique du secteur des services aux
réfugiés et soutient que pour qu’il établisse une alliance significative avec les peuples autochtones, nous devons
continuer à décentrer la blanchité qui a construit et organisé notre secteur. Les auteures soulignent les tensions
qui existent dans l’alliance entre les communautés autochtones et réfugiées et discutent de manières de gérer
ces tensions. Trois approches concrètes pouvant mener à une praxis de décolonisation dans le secteur des ser-
vices aux réfugiés sont suggérées: la réflexivité critique, la responsabilité des colonisateurs et le renouvellement
des relations avec les communautés et les terres autochtones locales.
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INTRODUCTION

Canadian flags, faces painted red and white,
and community events are a quintessential
scene on July 1, also known as Canada Day, a
national holiday. This day marks the anniver-
sary of Confederation in 1867, when the
British North America Act came into effect
and Canada became a self-governing domin-
ionofGreatBritainwith fourprovinces: Nova
Scotia, New Brunswick, Ontario, and Que-
bec. For many Canadians, Canada Day is an
occasion for celebration, with many festivi-
ties organized across the country. Refugee-
serving organizations also typically celebrate
Canada Day as part of their integration pro-
gramming as well as an opportunity to cel-
ebrate clients who have recently attained
Canadian citizenship. However, in the con-
text of truth and reconciliation with Indige-
nous communities,1 Canada Day celebra-
tions raise some critical questions: Should
Canada’s “birthday” be an occasion for cele-
bration considering that Canada is founded
on stolen land? What histories are we repro-
ducing and erasing by celebrating Canada
Day? What does it mean to reframe Canada
as “stolen land” for a refugee-serving sector
that is primarily funded by the government?

We begin this article with the imagery of
Canada Day celebrations because it reveals
the very tension that is often unrecognized
within refugee-serving organizations—the
humanitarian work we do, welcoming and
helping refugees, operates on the land that
was and is violently taken away from Indige-
nous Peoples. The purpose of this arti-
cle is to critically engage with this tension
by unpacking the politics and colonial prac-

tices embedded in the refugee-serving sector
and consider decolonizing praxis that may
lead to respectful allyship between Indige-
nous and refugee communities. The paper
is grounded in critical scholarship as well as
the co-authors’ experiences as migrants to
Canada and as refugee-serving profession-
als. First, we present a brief overview of
the refugee-serving sector in Canada in order
to contextualize the way in which mundane
nationalism—what we call Canadianizing—
operates in the everyday practices of refugee
organizations. We follow with a discus-
sion on the politics embedded in the con-
temporary refugee-serving sector, drawing
on critical race and settler colonial scholar-
ship. Next, we draw on existing critical schol-
arship on Indigenous–refugee relations to
highlight the tensionswithin andpossibilities
of allyship. Finally, we conclude with sugges-
tions on decolonizing praxis for the refugee-
serving sector to consider what may lead to
more meaningful allyship with Indigenous
Peoples.

CONTEXTUALIZING THE CANADIAN
REFUGEE-SERVING SECTOR

The refugee-serving sector includes service
provision by organizations that aim to sup-
port refugee populations and their inte-
gration into Canadian society.2 Many are
community-based organizations, primar-
ily funded by different levels of govern-
ment (i.e., federal, provincial, and munici-
pal). Refugee-serving organizations offer
services such as employment support, hous-
ing, English as a second language support,
mental health counselling, and host pro-

1Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) was established in 2008 to inform all Canadians about what happened
in Indian residential schools. In June 2015, the TRC released an executive summary of its findings along with 94 “calls to action”
regarding reconciliation between Canadians and Indigenous Peoples (TRC, 2015).

2To be clear, this paper does not deal with grassroots organizations that primarily work on refugee advocacy issues. Though
grassroots organizations do importantworkwith regard to refugee rights, theyhave adifferent relationship to theCanadiannation-
state.
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grams where individuals are paired with vol-
unteers. Someorganizations offer a Resettle-
ment Assistance Program that is specifically
designed for government-assisted refugees,
while the majority of the organizations pro-
vide services to refugees as part of broader
settlement provisions for all newcomers.
Though small in number, someorganizations
work with refugee claimants to gain their
legal status in Canada. Due to the diverse
nature of the refugee-serving sector, its scale
is unknown; however, the Canadian Council
for Refugees (2020) reports that it currently
has over 180 members across the country.

While differences exist in focus and typeof
organization, the primary goal of the sector
has historically been to set refugees on apath
towards full integration and citizenship. Put
another way, a key function of the refugee-
serving sector, as we argue, is to “Canadian-
ize” refugees, a role that can be traced back
to the postwar period. Iacovetta’s (2006)
analysis of European immigrants in postwar
Canada, many of whom came as refugees,
shows how settlement workers and social
workers, amongotherprofessionals, playeda
key role in transforming European newcom-
ers into productive and democratic citizens.
In the context of Cold War politics, the supe-
riority of Western capitalist countries was
emphasized through the discourses of indi-
vidualism, freedom, opportunities, and con-
sumerism that were often used in settlement
work. The challenges that European new-
comers faced—wartime trauma, the migra-
tion process, unemployment and underem-
ployment, language difficulties, family sepa-
ration, gender inequality, and so on—were
believed to be solvable through education
and access to Canada’s expanded social wel-
fare service provisions. However, the incor-
poration of newcomers into the Canadian
welfare state was not simply about provid-
ing basic needs or supporting their integra-

tion into Canadian society. Rather, it func-
tioned to foster a sense of social conformity,
loyalty, and obedience on the part of new-
comers (Iacovetta, 2006).

The historical function of Canadianizing
refugees is carried forwards in the every-
day practices of the contemporary refugee-
serving sector. Ambivalent meanings of inte-
gration remain unchallenged, and service
provisions are designed to produce citizens
who “fulfill the image of a good settler”
(Cahuas, 2020, p. 210). As former and cur-
rent professionals with decades of combined
experience in the sector, we have become
painfully aware of the ways in which our
work reproduces racial and settler colonial
scripts of Canadian citizenship. So much
of what we do in our sector—for example,
the way we design and carry out our ser-
vices, the way we understand successful inte-
gration, and how funding deliverables are
conceptualized—is shaped by racial and set-
tler colonial scripts of Canadian citizenship as
we elaborate in the following section.

We are also aware, as first-generation
racialized immigrants to Canada, how deeply
our own immigrant subjectivities are shaped
by the white supremacy embodied in Cana-
dian citizenship. Even before migrating to
Canada, like many of our clients, coming to
Canada was one of our “dreams.” We knew
little about its colonial history, Indigenous
presence, or racism. It has been a challeng-
ing journey to realize how our own integra-
tion process completely dismissed the Indige-
nous Peoples of this land. In the words
of Potawatomi-Lenapé scholar Susan Dion
(2007), we had become “perfect stranger[s]”
(p. 330), in that we were trained to distance
ourselves from Indigenous issues through
our own settlement and integration pro-
cesses. Through our work in the refugee-
serving sector, we have spent our energy
on Canadianizing other newcomers, making
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them “perfect strangers” to Indigenous Peo-
ples and settler colonialism in Canada.

We are committed to disrupting this pat-
tern in the sector. We are committed to
challenging the taken-for-granted idea of
“refugee integration” by asking the follow-
ing questions: What does refugee integra-
tion mean in the context of settler colo-
nial Canada? What does it mean to wel-
come refugees on stolen land? We con-
tend that such questions have not received
enough attentionwithin the refugee-serving
sector. This article seeks to deepen the criti-
cal conversations about Indigenous–refugee
relations within the refugee-serving sector.

CANADIAN CITIZENSHIP AS A SOCIAL
GOOD, CANADIAN

HUMANITARIANISM, AND
TRANSNATIONAL WHITENESS

As the first step in disrupting the racial and
settler colonialist scripts within the Canadian
refugee-serving sector, we interrogate three
key discourses at play: Canadian citizenship
as a social good, the contemporary operation
of Canadian humanitarianism, and transna-
tional whiteness.

Canadian Citizenship as a Social Good

It is common practice for refugee-serving
organizations to organize small celebrations
when our clients receive Canadian citizen-
ship. Understandably, gaining Canadian cit-
izenship is a positive experience for many
refugees, a milestone in their migration jour-
ney. Attaining Canadian citizenship is often
viewed as the promise of a better life, safety,
and prosperity. The risk of deportation, in
most cases, is diminished. The notion that
attaining Canadian citizenship is fundamen-
tally a positive outcome is deeply ingrained in
the refugee-serving sector, even though we
know that our clients will continue to face

many challenges as they make their home in
Canada. Poverty, racism, under- and unem-
ployment, mental health issues, family sepa-
ration, and traumadonot disappearwith the
attainment of Canadian citizenship. Yet we
continue to believe in Canadian citizenship
as a social good. Bosniak (2006) calls this a
“habit of citizenship romanticism” (p. 1), the
tendency to perceive citizenship as the most
desired of conditions, as an ideal state of
democratic belonging and inclusion. Bosniak
(2006) argues that the habit of citizenship
romanticism obscures the deeper challenges
that the concept of citizenship poses: “Citi-
zenship as an ideal is understood to embody
a commitment against subordination, but cit-
izenship can also represent an axis of sub-
ordination itself” (p. 1). This contradiction
can be easily observed through many forms
of marginalization and oppression, but for
the purpose of this paper, we focus on the
subordination of Indigenous Peoples via our
investment in Canadian citizenship as a social
good.

It has long been argued that Canadian cit-
izenship is founded on the ongoing coloniza-
tion of Indigenous land, history, and people
(Alfred & Tomkins, 2010, as cited in Ander-
son, 2014; Battell Lowman and Barker,
2015; Mackey, 2002; Sharma, 2006; Simpson,
2014; Thobani, 2007; Walia, 2010). Citizen-
ship in Canada therefore originated through
the dispossession of Indigenous Peoples,
transforming Indigenous insiders into for-
eigners on their own territorieswhile at same
time turning settler outsiders into Cana-
dian citizens (Thobani, 2007). While the
violent colonization project has been under
way since the first contact between settlers
and Indigenous Peoples (e.g., intentional
transmission of smallpox disease; Lawrence,
2002), an aggressive settler colonial project
took shape in concert with the emergence
of the Canadian nation-state. Through a
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wide range of policies and legislation—the
Act for the Gradual Civilization of Indian
Tribes (1857), the Civilization and Enfran-
chisement Act (1859), the Dominion Lands
Act (1872), the Indian Act (1876), the Peas-
ant FarmingPolicy (1889), and theNumbered
Treaties (1871–1921)—Indigenous lands
and resources were systemically appropri-
ated (Battell Lowman & Barker, 2015; Cole-
man, 2006; Furniss, 1999). The Indian resi-
dential school system was further designed
to erase Indigenous languages, cultures, and
spiritual practices. The violence authorized
through these policies and institutional prac-
tices was aimed at eliminating Indigenous
Peoples’ land-based relationships to assert
the sovereignty of the Canadian nation-state
on Turtle Island. It is in this context that
Alfred and Tomkins (2010, p. 3, as cited
in Anderson, 2014) articulated the colonial
nature of Canada as follows: “The invasion,
seizing control and exploitation of Indige-
nous land and populations by successive gen-
erations of non-Indigenous Peoples, and the
institutionalizing of this situation into a form
of government and law define what is called
‘colonialism’ in Canada.”

Essential to the settler colonial project
was the discourse of civility, in which Indige-
nous Peoples were constructed as uncivilized
vis-à-vis civilized European settlers (Coleman,
2006). Thobani (2007) asserts that Indige-
nous Peoples have come to be constituted as
the “other” in relation to white Canadians,
or what she called “exalted subjects.” Histor-
ically, the Europeans perceived Indigenous
Peoples as “uncivilized,” “not fully human”
non-Christians with no recognizable legal
system and thus lawless. In this way, Euro-
peans were able to strip away the human-
ity of Indigenous Peoples and erase them
from the landscape. She contends that “the
sovereign institutionalized the subjugation

of Aboriginal Peoples, and the nation’s sub-
jects, exalted in law, were the beneficiaries
of this process as members of a superior
race” (Thobani, 2007, p. 61). Such presumed
racial superiority, Thobani argues, was then
extended to immigration policies that con-
tinued to produce a racialized structure of
citizenship. She succinctly summarizes the
nature of Canadian citizenship:

Canadian citizenship emerged with the clear inten-

tion to produce racial divisions among the popu-

lations within the territorial bounds of the nation-

state, divisions which remain significant to this day

and which continue the project of all racial states to

produce national/racial homogeneity in the face of

actual heterogeneity.

(Thobani, 2007, p. 102)

Razack (2002) similarly argues that Canada,
as a white settler society, was established on
and continues to be structured by a racial
hierarchy. In the national mythologies of
Canada, Indigenous Peoples were presumed
to bemostly dead or assimilated, and Canada
was believed to be “developed by hardy and
enterprising Europeans settlers” (p. 3). Peo-
ple of colour were imagined as late arrivals
who came to Canada long after much of the
development had occurred. These mytholo-
gies justified thepositioningof European set-
tlers as the original inhabitants who were
entitled to the rights and entitlements of
citizenship. Razack (2002) further contends
that such national mythologies were deeply
embedded in contemporary laws and social
practices and thus continue to reproduce
racial hierarchies in Canada.

Bannerji (2000) also argues that a racial
hierarchy continues to structure policy
changes around multiculturalism in Canada
and toorganize the identity ofwhite Canada.
She states that the federal government’s
policy on multiculturalism was introduced
as a way of managing diverse immigrant
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demographics. It was a “coping mecha-
nism for dealing with an actually conflict-
ing heterogeneity, seeking to incorporate
it into an ideological binary which is predi-
cated upon the existence of a homogeneous
national, that is, a Canadian cultural self
with its multiple and different others” (Ban-
nerji, 2000, p. 37). Multicultural policy has
therefore functioned to “reduce immigrant
communities to the position of ethnic oth-
ers marked only by “symbols of religions [or]
so-called tradition” that must be tolerated
by white Canada (p. 45). Bannerji (2000) fur-
ther argues that such an emphasis on sym-
bolic identities allowed the state to dismiss
larger questions of social justice issues such
as unemployment, and racism.

These scholars point to how Canadian cit-
izenship is founded on whiteness and the
continuation of the settler colonial project.
Through the lens of Indigenous, critical race,
and settler colonial scholarship, Canadian cit-
izenship does not represent the conditions
for universal equality, democratic inclusion,
or social justice claims but rather functions to
erase and reproduce settler colonial histories
and practices. These bodies of scholarship
disrupt Canadian citizenship as a social good
and elucidate how the dynamics of invisi-
bilized settler colonialism and racial hierar-
chy mark the organization and institution of
Canadian citizenship.

Operation of Canadian Humanitarianism

In addition to Canadian citizenship as a social
good, the discourse of Canadian humanitari-
anism is a keydiscourse at play in the refugee-
serving sector. As McGrath and McGrath
(2013) argue, “Canada’s provision of settle-
ment support for refugees has been a part of
what is viewed as its humanitarian tradition”
(p. 2). Canada has prided itself as a human-
itarian leader of refugee resettlement since
the Indochinese refugee migration of the

1970s (Nobe-Ghelani & Ngo, 2020). Canada’s
humanitarian response through private and
public partnerships led to the resettlement
of over 120,000 people by the end of the
late 1980s (Canadian Council for Refugees,
n.d.). More recent examples can be found
in Canada’s resettlement initiatives for Syr-
ian refugees. The Canadian public eagerly
responded to this crisis when the body of
three-year-old Alan Kurdi was discovered
on a Mediterranean beach in September
2015 (Nobe-Ghelani & Ngo, 2020). A total
of 44,610 individuals were resettled between
November 2015 and November 2019 under
Canada’s Syrian refugee resettlement com-
mitment; of these, 18,920 were resettled
through the Private Sponsorship of Refugees
Program (Immigration, Refugees and Citi-
zenship Canada, 2020).

The attention given to the plight of
refugees among Canadian policy-makers
and the general public was indeed posi-
tive in both cases; however, critical schol-
ars have raised important questions about
the implications of these seemingly human-
itarian responses. Refugee resettlement
has been an important element in the con-
struction of Canada’s identity as a human-
itarian nation. For example, Ngo’s (2019)
work on Vietnamese communities in Canada
traces how the discourse of humanitarian-
ism in the Indochinese refugee rescue mis-
sion was fundamental to the production of
subject positions of the “model” refugee,
one who remains grateful to the Canadian
state. Ngo (2019) argues that when the dis-
course of humanitarianism dominates the
way that Indochinese refugee migration is
represented, it minimizes the complex Cold
War politics behind this refugee movement
and instead privileges a storyline of Viet-
namese victims and Canadian saviours. The
discourse of humanitarianism functions simi-
larly in representations of the Syrian refugee
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“crisis.” Although the Canadian government
and public were minimally interested in the
plight of Syrians at the beginning of the con-
flict, a sudden surge of interest took place
after the death of Kurdi. Molnar (2016) sug-
gests that the recirculation of “emotion-
ally charged stories” such as that of Alan
Kurdi can lead to “disastrous misapprehen-
sions and dangerous conflations” when they
are repeatedly done (p. 72). Canada’s Syr-
ian refugee resettlement efforts addressed
neither the complexity of conflicts that pro-
duce refugee migration nor its complicity in
the conflict; instead, they simply reaffirmed
Canada as a humanitarian nation (Nobe-
Ghelani & Ngo, 2020).

As current and former refugee-serving
professionals, we cannot deny the material
benefits of refugee resettlement and the
refugee-serving sector. Canada’s refugee
resettlement efforts do provide safety for
many who are fleeing persecution, and the
border must remain open for refugees.3

However, refugee resettlement is a mat-
ter of justice, obligation, and responsibil-
ity and should not be framed as a human-
itarian response. The legal scholar Cather-
ine Dauvergne (2005) makes an important
point when she argues that “humanitarian-
ism is not a standard of obligation, as justice
would be, but rather of charity. Humanitari-
anism defines us as good when we are able
to meet the standard, and justifiable when
we are not” (p. 72). Dauvergne (2005) fur-
ther argues that the performance of humani-
tarianism requires reinforcing the difference
between “us” and “them.” This relationship
is not founded on the values of equality or
mutuality but rather is a product of the oth-
ering process. This othering process con-

tributes to defining the identity of the Cana-
dian nation. Thus,

part of our humanitarianism is about … applaud-

ing ourselves. When humanitarianism is used in

immigration laws and discourses, it tells us some-

thing about ourselves as a nation—that is, the

extent of our aspirations to goodness—and some-

thing implicit about our national identity.

(Dauvergne, 2005, p. 73)

Drawing on Dauvergne (2005), we sug-
gest that the discourse of Canadian human-
itarianism positions Canada as a saviour
that brings civility to people’s lives vis-à-vis
refugee-producing countries that are unciv-
ilized, making it unlikely to address Canada’s
role in inducing migration from the Global
South (e.g., through military interventions
in the Middle East and Africa, mining com-
pany operations in Latin America and Africa,
etc.). As Canada’s status as a humanitar-
ian nation-state is reconfirmed, it makes his-
torical and contemporary racism, imperial-
ism, and settler colonialism less visible (Nobe-
Ghelani, 2019). The refugee-serving sector
reproduces this humanitarian discourse—for
example, when we (as professionals) plead
for Canada’s generosity and its humanitar-
ian reputation in our advocacy letters to
grant a refugee client immigration status, or
when our refugee clients repeat their grat-
itude and indebtedness with phrases such
as “Canada saved me and my family” and “I
thank Canada for welcoming me.” When
we enact this Canadian humanitarianism dis-
course in everyday practices and construct
Canada as a saviour, it becomes difficult to
imagine Indigenous Peoples and their lands
to be the host. In other words, we cannot
have relationships built upon respect with
Indigenous Peoples and their lands when

3Other precarious migrants also deserve protection. We recognize that the distinction between formerly recognized refugees
and other precarious migrants is not straightforward; however, a deeper discussion on migration status and how precarious
migrants relate to Indigenous Peoples is beyond the scope of this paper.
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they are excluded from the imaginary of
humanitarian Canada.

Transnational Whiteness

Another key discourse at play in the refugee-
serving sector is what Arat-Koç (2012) has
called “transnational whiteness.” In the con-
text of the refugee-serving sector, transna-
tional whiteness is manifested in the ways
in which migrants, us included, often hold
a particular image of Canada—beautiful,
peaceful, democratic, and prosperous—prior
to arriving in the country. For those who
come as refugees, additional conceptions of
safety and protection are also attached to
Canada’s image. Where do these mystical
images of Canada come from? Drawing
on critical whiteness studies, Arat-Koç (2012)
argues that the current context of neolib-
eral globalized capitalism made it possible
to enact a new form of “whiteness” outside
Europe and European settler colonies. This
whiteness, Arat-Koç (2012) argues, is linked
to a transnational bourgeois identity, one
in which new consumption patterns, aes-
thetic choices, and lifestyle patterns in non-
European countries aremodelled afterWest-
ern values and norms. Whiteness has been
transported and reconfigured via historical
and local relations of power and has become
part of the social identity that informs the
world view and politics in non-European
and non-white contexts. For some poten-
tial migrants, refugees included, such white-
ness becomes the aspiration and standard of
goodness. Drawing on the work of Arat-Koç
(2012), Jafri (2012) suggests that the national
identity of Western states, Canada included,
is re-whitened in accordance with an imag-
ined set of common civilizational markers,
such as democracy, modernity, and liberal-
ism, particularly after 9/11. These mark-
ers have become synonymous with West-
ern/Canadian values, which are generated

transnationally and ingrained in us even
before we set foot on this land.

What is more, these images of Canada are
reproduced through migrants’ everyday sto-
ries. Nobe-Ghelani’s (2019) doctoral disserta-
tion on social workers who work with nonci-
tizen migrants found that while many social
workers with a migration background might
critique the Canadian immigration system,
they rarely critique the life they or their fam-
ily have attained once in Canada. The narra-
tives of social workers with migration histo-
ries are filled with their own or their families’
stories of hardwork and subsequent achieve-
ments. It is not uncommon for migrants
to unintentionally reproduce the uncivilized
image of their countries of origin (e.g., “hard
life back home,” “repressive government”) in
comparison to life in Canada (“better oppor-
tunities here,” “more freedom”). These sto-
ries are not simply about their or their fam-
ily’s migration but also about how they con-
struct a migrant settler identity: they rep-
resent how migrants are recognized and
how they belong in the Canadian nation-
state. Transnational whiteness is enacted
prior to, during, and after migrants settle,
informing the way we conceptualize our
integration and sense of belonging on this
land. Indigenous Peoples are excluded from
migrants’ stories of integration or belonging
to Canada. Transnational whiteness affirms
settler Canada as the generous host, displac-
ing theoriginal inhabitants outside the imag-
ined civilized land.

CONTESTED ALLYSHIP

The previous section addressed three key
discourses within the refugee-serving sec-
tor: Canadian citizenship as a social good,
Canadian humanitarianism, and transna-
tional whiteness. The discussion above is
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intended to disrupt the racial and colo-
nial script of Canadian citizenship within
refugee-serving organizations in order to
move towards respectful allyship between
Indigenous and refugee communities. But
what does allyship really mean in the con-
text of Indigenous–refugee relations? While
the literature on Indigenous–refugee ally-
ship/relations remains scarce, in this sec-
tion, we draw from scholars who engage
with Indigenous–people of colour/racialized
migrant relations.

Fifteen years ago, Bonita Lawrence and
Enakshi Dua (2005) made an important
intervention in their essay “Decolonizing
Antiracism” with regard to relationships
between Indigenous Peoples and people of
colour. They argue that Indigenous Peoples
and their perspectives are excluded within
anti-racist theories and practices, and accord-
ingly, it is difficult for Indigenous Peoples to
see people of colour as allies. Sharma and
Wright (2008-09) responded to their inter-
vention, raising concerns about conflating all
migrants into the category of settlers since
some migrants come to Canada due to the
impacts of colonization elsewhere. They
also question the implication of “naturaliz-
inganethnicized, racializedandnationalized
relationship between people and with land”
(p. 121) in the discourse of decolonization.

Phung (2011) takes up both arguments
and grapples with the question: Are people
of colour settlers too? She understands that
not all migrants are economic migrants who
come to Canada to seek better jobs or busi-
ness opportunities, and not every migrant
or refugee would be privileged and fortu-
nate enough to choose or be allowed to
enter Canada. Further, some refugees are
Indigenous themselves on the land they came
from, and this heritage may even be the rea-
son for their migration to Canada. Amadahy
and Lawrence (2009) make an important

point about the unique relationship of
Black communities with Indigenous Peo-
ples because the presence of Black peo-
ple in Canada is intimately related to the
history and legacy of the enslavement of
African people. However, Phung (2011) finds
it useful to use the term settler in talking
about Indigenous–people of colour relations
because it acknowledges people of colour’s
role and complicity in thebuildingof anation
that is foundedon the ongoing displacement
and dispossession of Indigenous Peoples,
regardless of the lack or presence of colonial
intent or military and legal participation in
obstructing Indigenous sovereignty and self-
determination. Similarly, Jafri (2012) con-
tends that although most people of colour
do not enjoy settler privilege (considering
systemic inequities, underemployment, and
the racialization of poverty), as settlers on
this land, they are still complicit in an ongo-
ing colonizing process. As Battell Lowman &
Barker (2015) argue,

It is entirely possible—and in fact quite common—

for communities of marginalized Peoples to buy in

to the structures of invasion, to identify stronglywith

settler Canadianmyths andnarratives, and topartici-

pate in systemic dispossessionof Indigenous Peoples,

all the while struggling against their own marginal-

ization or oppression (p. 72).

Tuck and Yang (2012, citing Fellows &
Razack, 1998) have warned that as non-
white settlers, we can move ourselves to the
assumption of innocence in settler colonial
dynamics via colonial equivocation, the claim
that we are all from oppressed communities
that are affected byWestern imperialism and
colonization.

Webuild on these arguments and contend
that the refugee-serving sector, made up
of mainly racialized professionals and client
base, has been mostly silent on Indigenous
struggles andunawareof its complicity in set-
tler colonialism. While some organizations
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have voiced their concerns for Indigenous
struggles, meaningful change that addresses
settler colonial dynamics at the sectoral level
are yet to be seen. We have unintentionally
moved ourselves to the site of assumed inno-
cence as we address refugee struggles.

How, then, is it possible for the refugee-
serving sector to meaningfully engage in
allyship with Indigenous communities? In
her discussion of Indigenous–non-white set-
tler relations, Lee (2016) offers a potentially
transformative conceptual space. She cri-
tiques the centrality of white settlers’ per-
spectives and experiences in contemporary
social movements and argues that social jus-
tice efforts may be transformed if the foun-
dations of political engagement are built
on Indigenous and non-white settler world
views and realities instead of those of white
settlers. Lee (2016) argues,

There is no space to tell different stories of relations

with indigenous peoples. When all conversations

center on white settlers’ experiences, non-white

settlers’ realities in the colonizing process—equally

important for critical unpacking—are pushed to the

margins. There is a pressing need for social jus-

tice organizations wishing to decolonize through

alliances to center the voices of marginalized and

indigenous groups who have been pushed aside to

advance white centrality and ascendancy (p. 16).

Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg scholar Leanne
Betasamosake Simpson (2011) articulates
that intentionally turning away from white-
ness as a universal reference point consti-
tutes a deliberate act of decolonization.
Indeed, this is no easy task. Yet the refugee-
serving sector is perfectly positioned to bring
together diverse stories of colonization, dis-
placement, resistance, and world views to
create a space of meaningful engagement
with Indigenous Peoples because our sector
is made up of populations who come from
different parts of the world. When we let go

of our investment in whiteness, the refugee-
serving sector might find a potentially trans-
formative site for Indigenous–refugee ally-
ship.

DECOLONIZING PRAXIS IN THE
REFUGEE-SERVING SECTOR

Cahuas (2020, p. 212) asks, “If implicated
or complicit, how can racialized migrants
enact an alternative kind of politics or cit-
izenship practice that refuses white settler
citizenship in Canada? And in what ways
can racialized migrants work towards decol-
onization?” How do we move away from
normalized whiteness that has constructed
and organized the refugee-serving sector,
and how can we consider decolonizing
praxis for meaningful allyship with Indige-
nous Peoples? Tuck & Yang (2012) remind
us that decolonialization must move out
of the metaphorical realm, which requires
concrete action that leads to repatriation
of land and Indigenous sovereignty. We
have no definitive guidance or answers
as to how the refugee-serving sector can
move towards decolonization. However,
some positive initiatives are taking place
within the sector: the Canadian Council
for Refugees has increasingly engaged the
topic of Indigenous–refugee relations in its
resources and annual consultations, and
the Ontario Council of Agencies Serving
Immigrants has been vocal about advancing
Indigenous sovereignty and rights. Individ-
ual refugee-serving organizations are also
engaging in educational programs such as
Kairos blanket exercises to deepen their
knowledge about Indigenous histories. To
expand on these positive initiatives and
inform more systemic, everyday changes in
the refugee-serving sector, we suggest three
approaches that we believe are foundational
to achieving concrete action: critical reflexiv-
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ity, settler responsibility, and renewal of rela-
tionships with local lands.

Critical Reflexivity

First, we suggest critical reflexivity as an
approach to decolonizing praxis. Critical
reflexivity is about examining how power
relations operate in a given context and
how we become complicit in the process
of marginalization and oppression as we
conform to pre-existing discourses (Nobe-
Ghelani, 2018). In the context of Indigenous–
refugee relations, critical reflexivity may lead
to greater awareness of how the refugee-
serving sector has become attached to racial
and settler colonial scripts of Canadian cit-
izenship (e.g., through language curricula)
and, in turn, has been complicit in the era-
sure of Indigenous Peoples. We suggest
that this reflexive practice must take place
at both the sectoral and the individual level.
Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) has
stated that decolonization is a process that
engages imperialism and colonialism at mul-
tiple levels, not simply at a structural level.
Similarly, Bradfield (2019) argues that decol-
onization cannot remain as an institutional-
ized project or academic discipline: “Decolo-
nization is notmerely anundoingof the colo-
nial and political apparatuses that maintain
its authority, but rather a reflexive engage-
ment with one’s participation in coloniza-
tion’s continuing existence” (p. 7). For Asher
(2009), decolonizing

entails not only our self-reflexive efforts to get

past binaries of self and other, colonizer and colo-

nized but also the commitment to transformation in

social and educational contexts. In other words, the

work of decolonization needs to occur in both the

inner/individual and outer/systemic realms (p. 10).

Those who work in and with the sector must
engage with difficult questions about how

we as individuals are complicit in settler colo-
nialism as we migrate to, live on, and work
on this land. The idea of being a settler is
indeed uncomfortable, uneasy, or even unfit-
ting, particularly for those who had to flee
from persecution (such as refugee popula-
tions). Yet, we cannot embody assumed
innocence (Fellows&Razack, 1998) in the set-
tler colonial dynamics in Canada. We can-
not equate the struggles and oppression of
refugee communities with that of Indige-
nous Peoples of this land (Tuck&Yang, 2012).
Here it may be helpful to learn from Jafri’s
(2012) suggestion that we “think about set-
tlerhood not as an object that we possess,
but as a field of operation into which we
become socially positioned and implicated”
(para. 10). This means that critical reflexivity
of our settlerhood is not merely about exam-
ination of privilege, complicity, or oppression
(or the question of whether you are settler
or not) but also about attending to broader
processes throughwhichwe are socially posi-
tioned.Wong (2008) offers a conceptual shift
in unpacking our settler subjectivity:

What happens if we position Indigenous people’s

struggles instead of normalizedwhiteness as the ref-

erence point through which we come to articulate

our subjectivities? How would such a move radically

transform our perceptions of the land on which we

live? (p. 158).

Building on Wong (2008), we suggest that
the refugee-serving sector engage in criti-
cal reflexivity that centres the settler colo-
nial violence and colonial dynamics that pro-
duced refugee migration. This is not to
equate the struggles of Indigenous Peoples
and refugee communities; their struggles
are different and should not be conflated.
But it is important to understand that the
operations of colonialism in different places
and contexts are interrelated and interwo-
ven, producing a particular settler subjectiv-
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ity. Practically, it is about posing the ques-
tion: How do we relate to the land we come
to and how do we relate to the land we
come from? This line of questioning in crit-
ical reflexivity may allow us to see how our
settlerhood is constructed via multiple colo-
nial dynamics and open up a space for pro-
ductive dialogues. In practice, such question-
ing can be incorporated in staff orientation
and training at the organizational level.

Settler Responsibility

Critical reflexive practices must be accom-
panied with the consideration for settler
responsibility. Settler responsibility, simply
put, is a responsibility that comes with being
a settler on this land. Walia (2013) discusses
four concrete steps required in the undertak-
ing of settler responsibility:

• understanding ourselves as complicit
within settler colonialism;

• taking up the responsibility to educate
our communities about Indigenous histories
on the lands we reside on;

• prioritizing active support for Indige-
nous self-determination; and

• steering away from seeking greater
recognition from a colonial system and go
beyond demanding citizenship rights from a
settler state.

We suggest that refugee-serving organi-
zations engage in conversations about what
concrete steps can be taken in their own con-
texts.

Mohawk scholar Ruth Koleszar-Green
(2018) makes a useful conceptual distinction
between settlerandguestandoffers her per-
spective from the point of Onkwehonweh
people. According to Koleszar-Green (2018),

a settler is an individual who states that they are on

stolen land. They might know whose “traditional

territory” they are on, and they might wish to be

a good ally, but usually a settler’s intentions stop

there! A Guest, on the other hand, understands

through a reflexive process that as a Guest they have

responsibilities to learn about rematriation of the

land (including for example, stewardship andposses-

sion are foundational to environmental revitaliza-

tion). The Guest learns the history and current story

of the land that they are Guests on! They politicize

that understanding. Finally, they listen to and learn

protocols which do not appropriate but unsettle the

privilege of ignorance. The Guest is an active and

respectful individual who recognizes their privilege

and uses that privilege in a way that does not centre

them self but centres the community (p. 174).

Koleszar-Green’s (2018) articulation of set-

tler and guest subjectivities offers helpful

direction to the refugee-serving sector about

how it may take up responsibility to and on

this land. In practice, this may mean more

inclusion of topics on settler responsibilities

aswell as truthand reconciliationat theorga-

nizational and sectoral professional develop-

ments and training.

Renewing Relationship with Local Lands

The final approach we propose centres the

importance of land in Indigenous–refugee

relations. Since the 2015 TRC recommended

ways forwards to reconciliation with Indige-

nous Peoples, land acknowledgements have

become common practice in Canadian soci-

ety, including in the refugee-serving sec-

tor. But the practice of acknowledging the

land in itself does not lead to decoloniz-

ing praxis. Métis scholar Chelsea Vowel

(2016) argues that in some spaces, land

acknowledgements have lost their disrup-

tive power through repetition. Vowel (2016)

suggests settlers go beyond just making a

land acknowledgement to learn about what

expectations local Indigenous nations have

for guests and hosts. It is not simply about

knowing whose territories we are on but

engaging more deeply with local Indigenous

communities and lands.
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We suggest that in order to have deeper
relationships with local Indigenous commu-
nities and lands, we need to reconceptu-
alize the meaning of land through Indige-
nous epistemology and ontology. From an
Indigenous perspective, the land is under-
stood not as a source of resources or as pri-
vate property but as “a system of reciprocal
social relations and ethical practices” (Wild-
cat et al., 2014, p. ii). Settler colonialism has
attempted to destroy this Indigenous under-
standing of and relationship with the land
through various colonial policies and prac-
tices (Battell Lowman & Barker, 2015). It is
critical to renew this relationship with the
land that has been dismissed via settler colo-
nialism. Several scholars have argued that
land-based education that is grounded in
Indigenous ontologies and epistemologies
can be a direct contestation of settler colo-
nialism (see, e.g., Haig-Brown and Dannen-
mann, 2002; Leduc, 2018; Simpson (2014),
2014; Tuck et al., 2014; Twance, 2019; Wild-
cat et al., 2014). Land-based education is
a pedagogical approach that centres the
importance of land and place, where learn-
ings and knowledge are produced through
the interaction with and observation of the
natural world (Twance, 2019). We contend
that the refugee-serving sector could imple-
ment this pedagogical approach—learning
about and from land—in reconceptualizing
themeanings of settlement, integration, and
citizenship that decentre whiteness. In prac-
tice, this could mean implementing land-
based education in professional develop-
ment as well as settlement programming
and newcomer education that centres local

Indigenous histories and land relations. If
appropriate, organizations could consult or
hire Indigenous knowledge holders to facil-
itate the learning.4

When we deepen our appreciation
towards the lands that have welcomed us,
we may develop a clearer understanding of
how to be a good guest and ally to Indige-
nous Peoples.

CONCLUSION

In this article, we have considered decoloniz-
ing praxis within the refugee-serving sector
in the context of settler colonial Canada. We
argue that for the refugee-serving sector to
meaningfully establish allyship with Indige-
nous people, we must continue to decentre
thewhiteness that has constructed and orga-
nized our sector. We highlight the tensions
that exist in allyship between Indigenous and
(racialized) refugee communities and discuss
ways to work with those tensions. We argue
that pathways to decolonizing praxis require
three concrete approaches—critical reflexiv-
ity, settler responsivities, and renewed rela-
tionships with local Indigenous communities
and lands.

We would like to emphasize that this
paper does not offer definitive pathways
to Indigenous–refugee allyship. Our jour-
ney is ongoing, and we are committed to
continuously reflecting on our relationships
with Indigenous Peoples and lands that are
meaningful to both Indigenous and refugee
communities. Further, we argue that the
decolonial praxis we have suggested must
be accompanied by structural changes and

4Indeed, we (the authors) are currently conducting a land-based education project with a Toronto-based refugee serving orga-
nization, the Canadian Centre for Victims of Torture (CCVT). The CCVT has been serving refugee communities, particularly survivors
of torture and war, since 1977. While the CCVT’s key mandate is to support the well-being of survivors of torture and war, it has
identified the immediate need to consider Indigenous histories and presence in their service delivery in order to respond to the TRC
calls to action. The project honours Indigenous epistemology and ontology of the land and engages Indigenous knowledge holders
and decolonizing scholars. Through land-based education and circle sharing, CCVT staff members and clients are learning about
local Indigenous histories, presence, and knowledge systems and reflecting on their role in truth and reconciliationwith Indigenous
communities. For more information about this project, please contact the authors.
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supports given that the sector is already
stretched thin. While the recent revision
to the Canadian citizenship oath that rec-
ognizes Indigenous rights is a positive step,
more changes are needed, including but not
limited to an overhaul of the citizenship test
guide to acknowledge and centre diverse
Indigenous histories, presence, and knowl-
edge system across Canada and more fund-
ing for the refugee-serving sector, specifi-
cally for initiatives that support reconciliation
efforts.

In conclusion, we would like to come back
to the discussion of Canada Day celebrations
we shared at the beginning of this article. If
we were to centre Indigenous struggles as
reference instead of normalized racial and
settler colonialist scripts of Canadian citizen-
ship, how could we rethink Canada Day cel-
ebrations so that they remain meaningful
to refugee clients? Could Canada Day be a
day to reflect on our migration stories and
our responsibilities as settler/guest on this
land? Could we have a dialogue with local
Indigenous communities to share our rela-
tionship to the land (where we come from
and where we came to)? Would it not be
liberating to imagine what refugee integra-
tion might look like if we centre Indigenous
histories, presence, and knowledge systems?
Such imagining might have a transformative
effect on Indigenous–refugee relations.
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