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Introduction

Statistics are powerful persuaders. As systematically collected numerical 
facts, they do much more than summarize reality in numbers. Th ey also inter-
pret reality and infl uence the way we understand society. Th e researchers who 
create statistics leave their mark on them—not just because people are biased 
in overt or conscious ways, but also because social, cultural, economic, and 
political perspectives infuse the research data even when we think we are 
“just counting people.” 

Population statistics in particular are an evidentiary base that refl ects and
constructs particular visions considered important in and to the modern state. 
Th ey map the very contours of the social world itself. Th ey shape and thus create 
the accepted reality of things most of us think they merely describe. Population 
statistics also play a powerful part in defi ning a nation’s concept of itself. Th ey 
map national social and economic trends empirically: education levels; age and 
gender distributions; patt erns of birth, morbidity and mortality; labor market 
fi gures; income dynamics; and many other phenomena. Via this mapping pro-
cess they provide to the nation-state and its various populations a portrait of 
themselves. Th e social, cultural, and economic phenomena that are chosen for 
inclusion, and also those which are excluded, provide a refl ection of the nation-
state’s changing social, cultural, and economic priorities and norms.

 For example, up until the 1980s it was the norm in census questions relat-
ing to household structure in Western nations such as Australia, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States of America to categorize the male adult as the 
household head and the female adult as a dependent. Changes in the Western 
social norms around gender during the 1960s and 1970s led to changes in 

Indigenous Statistics: A Quantitative Research Methodology by Maggie Walter and Chris Andersen, 
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8 Introduction

how household data were sought within the census. From the 1986 census, in 
Australia, for instance, any adult, male or female, in a household could be nom-
inated as Person 1 on the census form (ASSDA n.d.). Likewise, in Canada chang-
ing definitions of the kinds of ethnicities that people could locate themselves in on 
the census played a role in the kinds of arguments they could make to government 
because they lacked “scientific” data to back up their claims. 

For Indigenous peoples, especially in first world countries where population 
statistics powerfully influence governance and social services, these numbers 
have become a foundational lens through which we, as Indigenous people and 
peoples, become known to our respective nation-states and how we engage in 
many of our relationships with government actors. Statistics are used to describe 
our population profiles and geographical distribution, and, almost universally 
across the colonized first world, our lagging levels of educational achievement, 
labor market participation, health, and economic status. They are nation-states’ 
chief tool for ascertaining and presenting the official “who,” “what,” “where,” and 
“how” of Indigenous life. Often positioned as a subset of overall national social 
trends, these data are accepted as a straightforward, objective snapshot of an 
underlying reality. As such, they have also become the backbone for the creation 
and implementation of social policy for Indigenous peoples. 

Australian census data on homelessness, for example, with their pattern of 
heavy over-representation of Indigenous peoples recorded among the homeless, 
influence government homelessness policy shape and program function (ISSR 
2012). In Canada, census data are used to produce the formulas with which the 
Canadian government and various Aboriginal organizations calculate funding 
for Canada’s Aboriginal employment and training programs and, increasingly, 
for post-secondary education for certain classifications of Aboriginal students 
(HRSDC 2004). In the United States, Census Bureau reports on where and 
how Native Americans live are a key factor in policy decisions on how best to 
deliver social services (Fonseca 2012). 

In a very real sense, statistics also increasingly frame Indigenous under-
standings. As we invest ourselves and our communities in their categories, 
we increasingly use statistics to help us tell ourselves who we are. For example, 
the data collected by the United States Census Bureau that enumerate Native 
American and Alaska Native populations are used by tribal groups to plan 
the infrastructure needed to meet tribal government responsibilities (Census 
Bureau 2012). Equally importantly, however, members of these populations 
recognize ourselves empirically in these depictions. In Australia, for example, 
population data appear to confirm not only that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples are growing as a proportion of the overall population, but 
also that we are increasingly urban (AIHW 2011a). Likewise, in Canada sta-
tistics have been used by Indigenous political leaders to document the long-
standing gaps in our respective qualities of life. Statistics, therefore, do not 
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just describe reality—they create it. In doing so, they not only influence how 
the phenomena they describe are understood, they also shape their accepted 
explanations.

 

Three Premises 
This book is based on three central premises that we will preface here. These 
premises that speak to issues regarding the cultural framework of Indigenous 
statistics, the methodologies that produce them, and understanding academia 
as a situated activity. Though we discuss them throughout the book, we would 
nonetheless like to preface them here.

The Cultural Framework of Indigenous Statistics

The first premise is that the quantitative methodologies that guide the col-
lection, analysis, and interpretation of data about Indigenous peoples both 
reflect and constitute, in ways largely invisible to their producers and users, 
the dominant cultural framework of the nation-state within which they (that 
is, statistics) operate. Although the statistical depictions used to summa-
rize the social complexity of Indigenous communities (all communities, for 
that matter) are neither natural nor normal, the cultural weight and power 
of statistical techniques and the numerical summaries they generate speak a 
“truth” about the communities on which they shine their statistical light. But 
the way that they shine that light pushes out other ways of conceiving about 
and acting upon those communities. In a straightforward Foucauldian sense, 
statistics—and official statistics in particular—operate as a powerful truth 
claim in most modern societies. 

How does this apply to Indigenous peoples in particular? At the risk of 
belaboring this point, we argue that rather than representing neutral numer-
ics, quantitative data play a powerful role in constituting reality through their 
underpinning methodologies by virtue of the social, cultural, and racial ter-
rain in which they are conceived, collected, analysed, and interpreted. For 
Indigenous peoples in first world nations in particular (for reasons we discuss 
later), population statistics operate as a primary vehicle for majority non-
Indigenous understandings of the minority Indigene in their midst (and for 
that matter, within Indigenous communities as well). As Māori scholar Tahu 
Kukutai (2011: 47) states, within the world of data, Indigenous populations are 
“statistical creations based on aggregated individual-level data, rather than ‘real 
world’ concrete groups.” 

Nonetheless, Indigenous statistics still define our relationship with our 
respective nation-states as though they constituted real things. The episte-
mological gap erased in failing to differentiate between social relations and 
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the statistics that draw estimates about them has effectively constituted the 
public Indigene in ways that, more often than not, are comparatively pejora-
tive, tending toward a documentation of difference, deficit, and dysfunction. 
Of course, very real and enduring problems do get reflected in statistics, but 
the major failing of current statistical methodologies is that they tend to only 
understand us according to these terms. Not only are Indigenous peoples 
constituted as “the problem,” non-Indigenous ways of life are left uncritiqued, 
despite the fact that in many cases current consumer lifestyles are environ-
mentally unsustainable (to provide one example of many). 

Methodologies Produce Indigenous Statistics

The book’s second premise is that we need to differentiate between methods 
and methodologies. We argue that it is the methodologies within which data 
are collected, analysed, and interpreted that shape the picture that the sta-
tistics produce, rather than the research method of statistical analysis itself. 
Methodology is the active element in constituting the portrait of the realities 
that statistical techniques eventually create; it determines why and how par-
ticular research questions are asked (and why others are not); how, when, and 
where the data are gathered; how they are explored; and how the resulting data 
are interpreted and, significantly, eventually used. With statistics at the base 
of most comparative analyses of social relations, for researchers in any disci-
pline, qualitative or quantitative, understanding how statistics are created and 
deployed—in everything from social service delivery and governance to cul-
tural affairs and personal identity—is crucial to being able to understand them 
as social constructions and, therefore, to being able to fashion alternatives. 

Academic Research Is a Situated Activity	

The book’s third and final premise—written in the spirit of emphasizing what 
Indigenous qualitative and quantitative methods share in common—is that 
we need to be more cognizant of the translative processes through which non-
academic knowledge is translated into the academy. In other words, while 
many qualitative researchers (Indigenous or otherwise) position their work as 
anathema to statistical research, we both remain invested in the sets of pow-
er relations specific to the academy. Therefore, when Indigenous qualitative 
researchers speak to the importance of cultural markers without accounting for 
the particular forms of translation or refraction that occur—must occur—for 
their use in academic scholarship, they elide important conversations about the 
differences between “community” and “academic” knowledge. Equally, quanti-
tative resources who fail to attend to these differences make the same mistake. 
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By emphasizing the underlying similarity of qualitative and quantitative 
academic knowledge, we are not suggesting that real differences do not exist. 
It is thus probably useful to lay out what we see as the key differences. For us, 
qualitative methodologies tend to focus on small or localized objectives and 
to examine them more deeply, analysing subjective experiences with a level 
of contextualization and depth, often over a long period of time. The point of 
qualitative methodologies is to situate the objects of analysis (a term not often 
used in qualitative research) in terms of the subjective feelings of their partic-
ipants. In sociology, for example, qualitative methods are associated with the 
ground-breaking work of feminist scholars who attempted to demonstrate how 
contemporaneous male-dominated statistical research tended to cut out wom-
en’s voices from the statistical “truths” they created. Likewise, many of the cat-
egories used to collect the data reflected male understandings (see Firestone 
1972; Ortner 1974; Pateman 1991). 

Quantitative research, in contrast, tends toward the numerical. Probably 
the most important element of this methodology is that it abstracts. That is, 
these methodologies allow researchers to draw information from local context, 
standardize it, and, removing it from context, deliver it to a central point of 
calculation (Curtis 2001: 31). Quantitative methodologies facilitate standard-
ization and render information specific to local social relations both mobile 
and combinable. In this way, what is seen as the “messiness” of local context 
can be removed, ordered, scaled, compared, and rearranged as required by 
researchers (2001: 31). This reordering and rescaling is used to draw conclu-
sions about larger numbers of people and broader sets of social relations (like 
“the city,” “the nation,” “the Western world,” or, in this case, “the Indigenous 
population”). It is the issue of abstraction that appears to cause the most con-
sternation among qualitative researchers, who suggest that this philosophical 
orientation tends to miss the complexity of our social relations in pursuit of 
broad macro-level patterns, tendencies, and summaries. It also seems to down-
play the importance of “place,” central to many expressions of Indigeneity. 

As one of this book’s reviewers rightly pointed out, quantitative 
methodologies are far broader than the specific subset we use in this book: official 
statistics. From a methodological point of view, censuses are distinctive among 
quantitative data in that they do not require methodological discussions (or 
methods) about sampling. Likewise, they need not worry in the same way about 
issues of representation—that is, the idea that a sample is generalizable to a broader 
population. By definition, populations are not representative1—they constitute 
the broader “group” that a representative sample would wish to speak on behalf 
of. In this book we focus specifically on issues of population and large scale survey 
data because, although quantitative samples carry their own forms of legitimacy, 
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census estimates and national surveys carry far and away the greatest weight 
when it comes to talking about empirical depictions of Indigenous qualities-of-
life and the forms of social policy that engage with their findings. 

Indigeneity and the Statistical Lens
We can immediately understand why Indigenous peoples in general, Indigenous 
scholars in particular, and those using qualitative methodologies would view 
quantitative methodologies with suspicion. Especially in the context of official 
data like those found in the census and other government databases, historical 
data collectors often had only the barest relationships with those whose infor-
mation they collected. Moreover, government taxonomies tended to reflect the 
times they were constructed in such that official classifications had little to do 
with the highly contextual collective self-understandings of Indigenous peo-
ples themselves. For example, in his discussion of historical state construction 
in South Asia, Benedict Anderson argued that “it is extremely unlikely that…
more than a tiny fraction of those categorized and subcategorized would have 
recognized themselves under [state] labels. These ‘identities’, imagined by 
the (confusedly) classifying mind of the colonial state, still awaited the reifi-
cation which imperial administrative penetration would soon make possible” 
(Anderson 1991: 165). 

Anderson’s (1991) point that official classifications reflect(ed) administra-
tive desires rather than on-the-ground realities—despite their power to render 
such categories “real”—has obvious links to Foucault’s concept of discourse as 
practices (seemingly in a way slightly different than pointed out earlier) that 
do not describe objects but rather “constitute them and in doing so conceal 
their own invention” (1972: 49). We note, too, a broad “governmentality” liter-
ature that explores the links between governance, identity, and statistics (see 
Barry et al. 1996; Burshell et al. 2001; Curtis 2001; Dean 2010; Rose 1999: ch. 
6). In particular, Foucault and others have argued that statistics represented a 
central technology through which social relations were rendered “governable.” 
Foucault (1991) fundamentally predicated the birth and legitimacy of modern, 
liberal forms of power on the calculated production of standardized knowl-
edge useful for administrative intervention into a new object of governance: 
“the population.” 

In this context, statistics have come to play a central role. Coterminous 
with the growth of “bio-power,” Foucault (1991) differentiated between 
what he termed an “art of government” geared towards intervening upon 
and regulating the citizenry as a whole (“the population”) and the “micro-
power” of discipline which acts upon individual bodies. Statistics were 
thought central to the practice of liberalism, which we broadly conceive as 
including a concern with limiting the exercise of formal state power while 
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developing the capacities of liberty among that power’s citizens. In this sense, 
“population” was thought to represent naturally occurring phenomena that 
possessed their own autonomy and internally produced regularities (Burshell 
1991: 126; Foucault 1991). 

Importantly, in avoiding the risks inherent in over-governing, popula-
tion-based statistics allowed liberal government authorities to respect the 
natural autonomy of certain “private zones,” like market economies and civil 
society (Rose 1999: 49), while concomitantly shaping the activities within 
those zones according to certain objectives: “good government depended on 
the well-being of these domains; hence political authorities simultaneously 
acquired the obligation to foster self-organizing capacities of those natural 
spheres” (Rose 1999: 49). Liberal government was ultimately about how 
to best make efficient use of the natural capacities of populations and their 
members without over-interfering (see Foucault 1991). Hindess (2001, 2004, 
2008) notes, however, that while early liberal thought focused on how best 
to govern in ways that guaranteed the liberty of those being governed, these 
rationalities presupposed a certain capacity to benefit from and contribute to 
that liberty. Using Adam Smith’s discussion of market economies as an exam-
ple, Hindess explains how collective interactions in the market were seen to fos-
ter, in an internal and self-regulated manner, values of prudence, autonomy, and 
self-direction. While these figured centrally in the reproduction of a “civilized” 
society, they necessarily presupposed individuals endowed with the capacity for 
such prudence, autonomy, and self-direction. In other words, only certain sub-
jects were endowed with the capacity to benefit from the kind of liberalism that 
population-based governance helped bring about and then shepherd. 

Hindess (2004) offers a second key insight: liberalism’s authoritarian ele-
ments (what he terms its “unfreedom”) cannot be understood as contradictory 
or aberrational to an otherwise enlightened form of rule. Rather, they speak 
centrally to its developmentally based notion of human capacity: government 
works best by making use of these capacities, and, as such, liberal authori-
ty required the discretion “to distinguish between what can be governed 
through the promotion of liberty and what must be governed in other ways” 
(Hindess 2004: 28). Perhaps unsurprisingly, early liberal theorists positioned 
Western civilization, with its form of civil society and exchange-based market 
economy, as most likely to foster the natural capacities of liberal subjects. As 
such, it was thought to represent the apex of civilized society. 

Presupposing the capacity of subjects to bear (certain forms of) liberty 
enabled liberal authorities to confidently distinguish between populations suit-
able for liberal rule and those requiring more authoritarian forms of governance. 
Certain “non-liberal” populations were thought unable to produce the capacity 
required to be ruled according to liberal ideals. Both preferable and necessary 
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to liberal rule in certain cases, authoritarian rule was thought to ensure the 
steady advancement of colonial locales and populations towards the European/ 
metropolitan norms of civilization: “Despotism…is a legitimate mode of gov-
ernment in dealing with barbarians, provided the end be their improvement” 
(J. S. Mill, in Li 2007: 14). Far from representing an irony or a contradiction of 
liberalism, then, authoritarianism constituted a necessary colonial potentiality, 
and Indigenous nations and communities were often the main targets of these 
forms of authoritative intervention. 

Colonial authoritarianism represented a key plank in the global prac-
tice of liberalism, but that doesn’t tell us much about what it looked like in 
practice. In his discussion of “colonial governmentality,” Scott (1995: 196) 
critiques the imprecision of Partha Chatterjee’s (1993) famous characteriza-
tion of colonial power as rooted in a “rule of difference.” Chatterjee argued 
that classifying differences marked a dividing line in the colonial dialectic 
of dominance and subservience, civilized and savage, self and other (also see 
McClintock 1995; Said 1978, 1993). While sympathetic to Chatterjee’s anal-
ysis, Scott argued that even if the fact of this rule of exclusion generally holds 
true across time and space, it tells us nothing about the form it takes. Scott 
asked instead: “What are the specific power-effects of race? How was it insert-
ed into subject-constituting practices, into the formation of certain kinds of 
“raced” subjectivities?” (1995: 196). In this sense, important—and more pre-
cise—questions emerge regarding who was targeted, how they were targeted, 
what effects or outcomes were prescribed, and what practicalities eventually 
emerged. Statistics played a central role in making these historical determina-
tions, just as they continue to resonate in powerful ways today. 

Despite its theoretical density, governmentality literature is thus useful for 
thinking about statistics as something other than neutrally describing artifacts. 
They hold real power to help constitute a social world that most of us more or 
less take for granted, and this is probably particularly the case in the context of 
communities that do not hold the power to produce their own statistical counter-
realities, as is the case in most Indigenous communities. As the weight of sta-
tistical representations and the massive amount of policy reports and academic 
scholarship which make use of them begin to pile up, the sheer volume of the 
work tends to stand in for the more complex realities that sit beneath it. In an 
Indigenous context, in the hands of state actors and scholars with little practical 
knowledge about the peoples their statistics analyze, these reports have pro-
duced very narrow but largely accepted lenses through which most people think 
about and “understand” Indigenous peoples today. 

Using the idea of a lens to think about statistical issues may seem slightly 
strange. In fact, it is surprisingly apt. Many of us who have gone to see an optome-
trist or an ophthalmologist for an eye examination have heard the refrain “better, 
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or worse?” as he or she attempted to calculate our sight deficiencies. This process 
helps them determine the correct eyeglass prescription. Unlike eyeglasses, there 
is no external standard to which populations can be submitted to determine if 
they are “true, or not true.” Nonetheless, in a very real way censuses operate as a 
kind of lens through which we look at the social world. Different questions, dif-
ferent enumerators, different enumeratees—each shapes, in a metaphorical way, 
the kind of lens through which we look at the world. Thus, like eyeglass lenses, 
censuses do not simply reflect the social world: they refract it. 

In addition to understanding the power of statistics for shaping the social 
world and its role in how governing takes place in nation-states, this book is 
also rooted in a second set of theoretical precepts. Indebted to the work of 
Foucault’s contemporary Pierre Bourdieu, the discourse we refer to through-
out the following chapters emerges from the dominant habitus of producers 
and users of statistical data peculiar to first world colonized nations, such as 
the United States, Canada, Australia, or Aotearoa New Zealand. Habitus, as 
Bourdieu (1984) explains, is the coalescence of our social dispositions: the set 
of beliefs, attitudes, skills, and practices possessed and employed by individ-
uals in their daily life. Our dispositions are shaped by our position in three 
dimensional social space, a position delineated by our social, cultural, and 
economic capital positioning. As argued elsewhere (see Walter 2010c), we add 
race as a fourth dimension of social space, and in settler states in particular, 
perceive Indigeneity or settler majority origins as a central aspect of a society’s 
race capital continuum. Our habitus not only shapes our worldview but also 
our life chances, and while we act as individuals, our life trajectories and our 
dispositions are likely similar to others with a similar habitus. 

Most critical for our purpose is Bourdieu’s (1984) argument that an indi-
vidual’s habitus is not a set of attributes and attitudes that is consciously worked 
out. Rather, it directs action largely unconsciously through beliefs that, while 
internalized, are nonetheless derived from external social forces. Thus, the social 
practices engendered by a particular habitus appear to the individuals involved 
in those social practices to be natural and normal, as “just the way things are.” 
In Bourdieu’s words, they possess a “synthetic unity” (1984: 173). Our central 
argument, therefore, is that the colonial habitus of the settler majority (who are 
the primary producers and users of Indigenous statistics) shapes the dominant 
quantitative methodological practices in these countries and that this habitus 
constitutes Indigenous statistics in a particular way. Equally importantly, we 
claim that as Indigenous policy actors and others become increasingly invest-
ed in statistical categories, the categories become naturalized by nearly all who 
make use of them. As Bourdieu might phrase it, they lose the forest for the trees. 

It is in this way that dominant methodologies emerge from the dominant 
cultural framework of the society of their instigators and users. The quantitative 
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methodologies predominantly used within nation-states that have colonized 
Indigenous peoples, therefore, are those of the colonizer. This is not meant as a 
depreciatory statement but, rather, as a simple fact. All quantitative methodolo-
gies are historical, cultural, and racial artifacts—they cannot be otherwise. A key 
concern of this book, therefore, is to demonstrate that it is not possible to differ-
entiate an Indigenous quantitative methodology without first delineating the pre-
dominant methodology with which the Indigenous quantitative methodologies 
will be compared and contrasted. 

Current mainstream statistical methodologies also largely fail to provide 
a vehicle for Indigenous peoples to understand, portray, and constitute our-
selves statistically. This is not to argue that current statistical data that focus on 
Indigenous issues are inaccurate or worthless. Statistical techniques are not only 
important research methods, they are methods that require considerable exper-
tise and long hours of analysis to achieve rigorous results. Rather, our argument 
is that many of these data, as they currently exist, tend to constitute Indigenous 
peoples as deficient and that these portrayals can, and do, restrict and inhibit other 
ways of understanding or using statistical data by, and for, Indigenous peoples. The 
other concern of this book, therefore, is to define, conceptualize, and operational-
ize Indigenous quantitative methodologies in ways that stimulate the imagining 
of quantitative research that operates within, and reflects, Indigenous historical, 
cultural, and racial methodological values, priorities, and frameworks. Our aim 
is to support the construction of alternative Indigenous statistical portraits and 
narratives, ones that accord with Indigenous worldviews and interests. Moreover, 
and perhaps more controversially, we will demonstrate that quantitative method-
ologies reflect aspects of our contemporary selves every bit as Indigenous as those 
of qualitative methodologies. 

In these contexts, the book proceeds according to two questions: 
1.	 How can quantitative research methods be integrated into an 

Indigenous methodological frame? 
2.	 What would such quantitative research look like in practice—how 

would it differ from “business as usual”? 

The Structure of Our Book
It should be clear to readers that the straightforward adoption of standard 
quantitative methodological practice by Indigenous researchers is not in itself 
enough to constitute an Indigenous quantitative framework. An Indigenous 
researcher undertaking quantitative research does not by any measure trans-
late into Indigenous quantitative methodological practice. Rather, as we argue 
in more detail in the coming chapters, Indigenous quantitative research is 
in essence quantitative research framed and developed from an Indigenous 
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socially positioned, epistemological, ontological, and axiological perspec-
tive (see Moreton-Robinson and Walter 2010). This is not as simple as: “add 
Indigeneity and stir.” Rather, approaching quantitative research from an 
Indigenous frame is a methodologically transformative process that acknowl-
edges all of our (Indigenous and non-) central presence in contemporary global 
modernity and does not assume that a movement toward modernity necessarily 
means a move away from Indigeneity. 

This book articulates this process and this presence. To our knowledge 
this is the only book that takes Indigenous quantitative methodologies as its 
subject. It is also one of the few writings in the broader field of Indigenous 
methodologies to move beyond what Indigenous methodologies are to how 
they are actually practiced. Our purpose is to provide a directly applicable 
resource for researchers, one that includes, but reaches beyond, theorizing 
philosophy and underpinning methodological and paradigmatic principles to 
conceptually and pragmatically map Indigenous research quantitative meth-
odology practices and processes. 

We start in the next chapter by demonstrating how dominant quantitative 
methodologies fail Indigenous peoples and their nation-states. Narrow and 
pejorative delineations of Indigenous peoples play a key role in perpetuating 
the colonizing framework in first world nations. In Chapter 2 we do what most 
research books do not: we define and conceptualize methodology as a critical 
prerequisite of our articulation of an Indigenous quantitative methodological 
frame. In Chapter 3 we begin the process of conceptualizing an Indigenous 
quantitative methodology by exploring and setting the parameters of this 
paradigm. Here we argue for an accounting of modernity within first world 
Indigenous methodologies; we also argue against positioning Indigenous meth-
odology dichotomously in opposition to Western frames and against grounding 
it in a concept of traditional knowledge and culture “outside of modernity.” 

Following this, Chapters 4 and 5 operationalize Indigenous quantitative 
methodology using case studies drawn from actual research conducted by the 
authors. Chapter 4 demonstrates nayri kati, an Australian-based Indigenous 
quantitative methodology, and in Chapter 5 Indigenous quantitative method-
ological practice is operationalized in a Canadian context. In the final chap-
ter we argue the urgent case for a greater take up of quantitative research by 
Indigenous researchers and scholars and our allies around the globe. 

Indigenous Peoples in this Book
Given the diversity of Indigenous peoples, the United Nations Permanent 
Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) declines to adopt an official definition 
of Indigenous. Instead, the body proposes a “modern understanding of this term 
based on the following: self-identification as indigenous peoples at the individual 
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level and accepted by the community as their member; historical continuity with 
pre-colonial and/or pre-settler societies; strong link to territories and surround-
ing natural resources; distinct social, economic or political systems; distinct 
language, culture and beliefs; form non-dominant groups of society; resolve to 
maintain and reproduce their ancestral environments and systems as distinctive 
peoples and communities” (UNPFII n.d.). 

This non-definition has led to the frequent use, by those wishing to define 
Indigenous peoples (see Axelsson and Skold 2011 for example), of the 1987 
working definition formulated by Jose R. Martinez Cobo (at the time a UN spe-
cial rapporteur):

Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which, having a 
historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that devel-
oped on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors of 
the societies now prevailing on those territories, or parts of them. They form 
at present non-dominant sectors of society and are determined to preserve, 
develop and transmit to future generations their ancestral territories, and 
their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued existence as peoples, in 
accordance with their own cultural patterns, social institutions and legal 
system. (1987: Add 4, paras 379 and 381)

We accept the central premises of the UNPFII’s criteria and Martinez 
Cobo’s definition, but this book is written primarily in reference to the sub-
group of Indigenous peoples whose own nations have been subsumed through 
colonization into Western first world nation-states because we believe that the 
liberalism which shapes these governing rhetorics requires a particular rela-
tionship with population statistics not (as) present in other global contexts (see 
Rose 1999: ch. 6). These Indigenous peoples fit also within with Dyck’s (1985) 
definition of fourth world peoples as those who: 

•	 are Indigenous to the lands that form the nation state; 
•	 have had their sovereignty and territory appropriated by settler 

colonialism; 
•	 are economically and politically marginalized; 
•	 have their Indigenous culture stigmatized by the dominant culture; 
•	 are struggling for social justice and for a right to self-determination and 

control over their traditional lands and resources; and
•	 constitute a tiny minority of the population of a nation, contributing to 

their political powerlessness. 

Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, American Indians, Canadian 
Aboriginals, Māori, Inuit and Sami, Native Hawaiians, some peoples from 
Pacific Islands and some Arctic peoples—among others—fit these criteria. 
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In this text, however, we use the term “colonized first world Indigenous 
peoples” because of the centrality of the shared colonized histories and contem-
porary social, economic, and political positioning of Indigenous peoples living 
in Western colonized first world nations and how the dominant quantitative 
methodologies currently position these peoples. Of course, we believe that our 
analysis and methodologies are useful to other Indigenous peoples. But because 
methodologies cannot be conceptualized or operationalized in isolation from 
an understanding of their historical, cultural, and racial antecedents, we are 
careful not to assume that our analysis applies wholesale to the vast diversity 
of Indigenous peoples outside of our own personal and research experience. 
“Indigenous” is an umbrella term; it encompasses many different peoples living 
in many different nation-states, and many different social, political, and cultural 
circumstances. Thus, our term, colonized first world Indigenous peoples, is a use-
ful heuristic that recognizes certain shared characteristics, but we still recognize 
diversity of peoples within this category, as well as connections and continuities 
with peoples outside this category.

Likewise, we emphasize, with many qualitative Indigenous methodology 
scholars, the importance of “place” to situating Indigeneity (see Battiste and 
Henderson 2000; Deloria and Wildcat 2001; Evans et al. forthcoming; Hart 
2010; Kovach 2009). The otherwise legitimate emphasis on place has, however, 
marginalized what we see as two important contextual elements. First, “place” is 
itself always contextual and always a matter of scale—for example, we might take 
a local Indigenous settlement as an example of place that holds deep ceremonial 
meaning to those who live or are from there. However, Indigenous places are 
also, in many cases, “large.” Whether we’re talking about urban Aboriginal com-
munities—remember, almost all cities were Indigenous spaces first—or about 
larger rural locales, statistical methods are in many cases more suitable to the 
research issues we seek answers to. 

Second, Indigenous peoples are modern and we are heavily invested in that 
modernity. We will have more to say about this issue in later chapters, but here 
we want to flag the fact that many of the abstractions that some might think sit 
in opposition to Indigenous methodologies—often exemplified in government 
administrative categories of Indigeneity, for example—are already abstractions 
that we recognize our selves in, both singularly and collectively. This invest-
ment is a necessary evil of living in modern nation-states, what Métis scholar 
Paul Chartrand (1991) has termed our “captor nations.” Therefore, to suggest 
that the kinds of abstractions that statisticians (must) engage in are innately 
anti-Indigenous is to ignore the extent to which we have already legitimized 
them in our daily lives.

We have written this book using primarily Australian and Canadian 
examples because it is in these places that our scholarship and Indigeneity 
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are grounded. From time to time we make use of examples from Hawaii, the 
rest of the United States, and Aotearoa New Zealand, but we remain mind-
ful that we do not have scholarly expertise nor the Indigenous understandings 
to legitimately center these places in our arguments. Nonetheless, presenting 
Canadian and Australian Indigenous realities provides a powerful proxy for 
other colonized first world nations. Indigenous Australia and Canada are geo-
graphically on different continents; and the heritage, culture, and traditions 
of our various peoples have no common Indigenous antecedents. As detailed 
above, however, what we share is the governing rationalities of our colonizers, 
and it is this that shapes our contemporaneous similarity. Our argument is, 
thus, that if Indigenous peoples as diverse as those from Canada and Australia 
share Indigenous quantitative methodological commonalities, then it is high-
ly likely that other Colonized First World Indigenous peoples will also in 
ways that, if not identical, are analogous. 

Conclusion: Take the Indigenous Quantitative Journey 	
As a final introductory word we want to emphasize that our book is not 
intended to be for the exclusive use of Indigenous researchers. Indigenous 
quantitative methodologies are open to all who wish to undertake research. 
Indeed, understanding and observing how we rearticulate, reframe, redefine, 
redesign, and re-practice quantitative methodologies within Indigenous world-
views may prove revelatory for all quantitative practitioners, Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous alike. The journey is not, however, without its challenges. In 
reading this book you are entering Indigenous statistical space, whether as a 
new researcher or as a long-standing ally. Some non-Indigenous researchers in 
particular may feel unsettled by entering such a “raced” space where you are 
the subject of, rather than the definer of, how racial categories are statistically 
explored. Unconsciousness of dominant cultural, social, and racial norms can 
make turning the analytical lens 180 degrees away from its examination of the 
‘other’ to being examined as the ‘other’ threatening. But it is also liberating. We 
welcome and encourage you to take the journey with us. 

Note

1	 This issue is actually more complicated than this. As internal demography debates make 
clear, different standards exist for more or less trustworthy analyses of population data. 
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Introduction
Th is chapter explores how dominant quantitative methodologies shortchange 
Indigenous communities. We use Canadian and Australian examples from our 
own work to explore how statistical constructions of Indigeneity are played 
out on a terrain of racialization1 specifi c to Canada’s and Australia’s colonial 
contexts. We know from discussions with our colleagues in Aotearoa New 
Zealand, the continental United States, Hawaii, and those nation-states that 
now encompass Sami lands that the issues we identify in this chapter are directly 
pertinent to their own experiences and understandings of how Indigenous 
statistics are done. Th ese issues are, we argue, part of the broader eff ects of 
colonialism on the investment of Indigenous identity in statistical forms, which 
are not specifi c to individual nation-states. Rather, we restrict the nation-state 
frame of our discussion because that is the limit of our expertise, and we do not 
wish to speak for other fi rst world colonized Indigenous peoples.

Development literature dominates contemporary discussions about 
research on Indigenous communities across fi rst world colonizing nation-states. 
What is less discussed, however, is the central role of statistics and statistical 
analysis within the development discourse and policy action. What we highlight 
in this chapter is how the categories utilized to collect data are methodologically 
confi gured to produce only certain kinds of data. In both Canada and Australia, 
the guiding quantitative methodology rather than the quantitative method itself 
shapes and limits the data and their utility. Th e outcome is that rather than pre-
senting numerical pictures of reality, as they are usually portrayed, Indigenous 
statistics become intensely political. Methodologically, they are colonizer-sett ler 

Indigenous Statistics: A Quantitative Research Methodology by Maggie Walter and Chris Andersen, 
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artifacts that serve their masters and disserve their subjects, and they do so in a 
manner that has become the norm, and as such, requires little thought or con-
sciousness about their restrictiveness. 

The Neo-Colonial Alliance of Statistics and Policy
In Canada and Australia, statistics about Indigenous peoples are enmeshed 
in discourses associated with long-standing government policies that aim to 
“close the (socioeconomic) gap” between Aboriginal and non-Indigenous 
populations. The unacknowledged power relations inherent in these dis-
courses position the Indigenous population as in need of being ‘brought up’ 
to the non-Indigenous standard in educational, labor market, and other socio-
economic indicators, and produce statistical configurations anchored in develop-
ment or deficit-based understandings of Indigenous peoples and communities. 
There is an extensive literature documenting the evolution of development stud-
ies, its explicit roots in modernity, and the colonial projects that comprise it as a 
field (see, for example, Desai and Potter 2002; Kothari 2005; Peet and Hartwick 
2009). This literature documents the discursive shift between colonial and con-
temporary times of perceiving the ‘problem’ of Indigenous people from one of 
inconvenient continued existence and biological inferiority to one of inconve-
nient cultural uniqueness and culturally linked behavioral deviation. 

 In both Canada and Australia, the contemporary response to the statis-
tically defined Indigenous problem is the creation and longstanding presence 
of a massive public policy infrastructure. This infrastructure is primarily ded-
icated to accurately measuring the “developmental lag” of “their” Indigenous 
communities and ruminating on how to best govern and “fix” our seemingly 
endemic problems and chronic conditions. This has been termed as “demog-
raphy of disadvantage” (Jones 2004; Taylor 2004). In Canada, for example, 
the federal government likes to tout that it spends billions yearly on alleviating 
these conditions, allocations most recently geared toward health, employment, 
and training. In Australia, officials similarly recently pointed to an investment 
of more than nine billion dollars to be expended over the next six to ten years on 
behalf of Indigenous Australians (FAHCSIA 2012). 

Historically, as liberal nation-states moved out of explicit administrative 
attempts to assimilate Indigenous communities toward a more integrative colo-
nialism that assumed that Indigenous peoples would (want to) become an eco-
nomic and political part of the nation-state, government policy began to dedicate 
itself to improving the social and material conditions of Indigenous communi-
ties and individuals. Gone was the era of targeted surveillance and disciplinary 
measures like those found in Church- or state-run schools for Indigenous chil-
dren. Increasingly, Aboriginal communities were incorporated into an expanding 
policy ethos that presupposed that we could and should participate in modern 
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life—but only if we were willing to do so within its increasingly narrow norms 
(see Shewell 2008). 

Along these lines, welfare “improvement” programs were fashioned, and 
program officers intervened into Aboriginal communities in the context of 
these new rationalities. Of course, given classic liberalism’s conflation of moral 
improvement with economic productivity, accompanying these changing ratio-
nalities were government-initiated “grand schemes of development that affected 
resources and Indigenous peoples in ‘peripheral areas’. These included, among 
others, agrarian reform, agricultural colonization, green revolution schemes, 
road building, dams, mining and oil exploration and production” (Blazer et 
al. 2004: 6) in both countries and efforts to “normalize” many predominantly 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander communities via the introduction of good 
governance, self reliance, and self support schemes (such as the Community 
Development Employment Scheme) in Australia (Petersen and Sanders 1998) 
and the so-called “White Paper” in Canada (Chretien 2011 [1969]). 

If statistical information was increasingly crucial to the modern governing 
of Aboriginal communities in Canada and Australia, however, the categories 
through which such information was (and is) collected and analyzed remained 
firmly rooted in the administrative ideals of previous eras. While the changing 
rationalities of government shifted the kinds of relationships through which 
government officials attempted to engage with Indigenous communities, per 
capita investment in these communities—in the absence, incidentally, of any 
sustained input from the Indigenous communities into which it was to be 
invested—remained much lower than that invested into non-Indigenous com-
munities in both countries (see Milloy 2008 for a Canadian discussion; see 
Altman et al. 2008 for an Australian one). Thus, these newly “integrative” gov-
erning rationalities took place almost entirely at the pace of government and, 
over time, helped produce the conditions of an increasingly low quality of life 
for many Indigenous individuals, families, and communities. 

To rationalize and measure their process, since the 1960s for Canada and 
the 1970s for Australia, succeeding government administrations have com-
missioned numerous official reports documenting, and making suggestions 
for improving, the conditions of their respective Aboriginal populations. In 
Canada, this era began with the publication of the Hawthorn Report in 1966, and 
though continuing today, was again brought to the forefront of public attention 
with the 1996 publication of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples. This 
thirty-year era has apparently convincingly demonstrated the tremendous gap 
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians. For example, in the mid-
1960s the authors of the Hawthorn Report originally wrote that “it has become 
increasingly evident in recent years...that the majority of the Indian population 
constitutes a group economically depressed in terms of the standards that have 
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become widely accepted in Canada…[and] there are indications that the gap 
between the two groups is widening” (1966 part 1: 21). Th irty years later, the 
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996) stated that while conditions in 
our communities had improved since 1966, a massive gap still existed in rela-
tion to the quality of life of non-Aboriginal Canadians, characterized by social 
conditions in which: 

Life expectancy is lower. Illness is more common. Human problems, from 
family violence to alcohol abuse, are more common too. Fewer children 
graduate from high school. Far fewer go on to colleges and universities. 
Th e homes of Aboriginal people are more oft en fl imsy, leaky and over-
crowded. Water and sanitation systems in Aboriginal communities are 
more oft en inadequate. Fewer Aboriginal people have jobs. More spend 
time in jails and prisons.2

To give one example of this apparently dire picture, below is a graph 
(Figure 1.1) of the diff erential between the Aboriginal and the non-Aboriginal 
Community Well-Being Index (CWI). Th e CWI measures the relative quality 
of life of First Nations and Inuit communities in comparison to non-Aboriginal 
communities in Canada. Four indicators shape this measure: education, labor 

Source:  Aboriginal Aff airs and Northern Development Canada, 2011. Reproduced with the 
permission of the Minister of Aboriginal Aff airs and Northern Development Canada, 2013.
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force participation, income, and a qualitative and quantitative housing measure 
(see O’Sullivan 2011). Though for First Nations only, the CWI figure demon-
strates convincingly that while the quality of life measures for First Nations 
and non-Aboriginal communities have both grown steadily over the past 
three decades, the quality of life for First Nations still remains far below that 
for non-Aboriginals. 

Similarly, in Australia Indigenous statistics are a core business of the nation-
al government statistical agencies, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), and 
the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW). Indigenous peoples 
make up around 2.5 percent of Australia’s total population and are comprised 
of two separate groups, Australian Aborigines (90 percent) and people from the 
Torres Strait Islands (10 percent) (AIHW 2011a). The limited availability of 
policy-relevant Indigenous data was identified as a significant problem by the 
1991 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (RCIADIC 1991). 
In partial response the AIHW now produces a biennial report, The Health and 
Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People. As a further 
response, the federal government commissioned the 1994 National Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Survey (NATSIS): the first Australian national specific 
Indigenous data collection exercise, and additional NATSIS data collections 
have occurred in 2002 and 2008 (with another due in 2014).

In more recent years, as the “Closing the Gap” policy direction has gained 
momentum, there have been increasing demands for Indigenous population 
statistics to satisfy the emergent “evidence based” policy dictum. From 2008 

Indigenous % Non-Indigenous %

Proportion of the population 2.5 97.5

Aged 0–14 years 37 19

Aged 50 years + 11 31

School retention rate to Year 12 47 79

Aged 25-34 years and completed Year 12 30 73

Labor force participation 65 79

Home owners or purchasers 32 66

Live in overcrowded conditions 25 4

Rate of diabetes (age standardized) 12 4

Source: Statistics drawn from AIHW (2011a) 

Table 1.1: Australian National Demographic and Socio-Economic Comparison: 
Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Population
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the Australian Prime Minister has given an annual Closing the Gap report to 
Parliament, outlining how its policies are being implemented and presenting 
statistical analyses of their results so far. Yet, despite the increasing focus, the 
evidence to date merely confirms that apart from small changes and large-
ly short term, incremental changes, Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders 
remain firmly embedded at the bottom of every socio-economic indicator, as 
shown in Table 1.1. 

In addition, our mortality and morbidity rates also stand out for all the wrong 
reasons: we are likely to die eleven years before our non-Indigenous counterparts; 
we retain much higher rates of infant mortality and lower birth weights. Adding 
to this somber picture are the data indicating that we are imprisoned at about 
seventeen times the rate of non-Indigenous Australians (AIHW 2011a; Walter 
2008). Moreover, while the majority of our Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
population is urban and only around one quarter of our population resides in 
remote locations, we share a common low socio-economic position. Poverty may 
be more visible in our remote communities, but remains the predominant materi-
al state of Australian Indigenous peoples regardless of where we live. 

Regardless of the lack of progress in closing the gap, the policy response is 
more of the same: more behavioral intervention to address perceived Aboriginal 
deficits. For example, the non-attendance of children at school can now lead to 
their parents’ welfare payments being suspended (Gordon 2011). This is not to 
suggest that such tough love policies are not well intended—there is a genuine 
desire among politicians and policy makers to reduce the socio-economic dis-
parity between non-Indigenous and Indigenous Australians; rather, the point 
is that with the nation-state only being able to see Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people as in deficit, Indigenous policy also can only be seen through 
the lens of changing the Indigene to be more “normal.” 

Increasingly, the lack of policy success is also being linked to Indigenous 
behavioral deficits. In interviews relating to “Closing the Gap: Prime Minister’s 
Report 2013,” Australian Prime Minister Julia Gillard admitted that Indigenous 
children’s literacy and numeracy results had not improved, and may have in fact 
worsened, since the previous year. She immediately followed this admission 
with the comment: “I have real fears that the rivers of grog that wreak [havoc]
[sic] among Indigenous communities are starting to flow once again” (Woodley 
2013: 1). The juxtaposition is very telling in what it did not say. She did not point 
out that the literacy and numeracy results applied across the nation but that the 
alcohol laws to which she was obliquely referring only applied to one small state.

What do these dire statistical pictures mean? We think Māori scholar 
Hokowhitu’s (2009) concept of the “Indigeneity of immediacy” can help us 
think outside the dominant discourses that mark much of the debate in statisti-
cal discussions of Indigeneity. Hokowhitu’s (2009) argument takes as its central 
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axiom the importance of emphasizing “indigenous extentialism.” Originally 
presented as a critique of Indigenous studies, his argument is that the field has 
been mired in a focus “around either the purity of a mythical pre-colonial past 
and/or ‘decolonisation’. Meaning, [it] is largely divorced from the immediacy of 
the Indigenous condition” (2009: 101, emphasis in original). He suggests that 
the “colonial ghosts” that continue to haunt Indigenous studies’ hunt for purity 
in the past must be excised to avoid the universalizing primitive/civilized dis-
courses which lie at the heart of colonial constructions of Indigeneity. 

Though perhaps not immediately obvious, Hokowhitu’s broad approach 
to Indigeneity is useful to our critique of dominant statistical constructions of 
Aboriginality. That is, “savage constructions of Indigenous people” (2009: 101) 
sit as a dominant discourse at the heart of the larger projects of modernity that 
anchor colonizer settler nation-states’ approaches to dealing with Indigenous 
peoples. It permits certain ways of talking about Indigeneity, while marginaliz-
ing others. Hokowhitu’s (2009) argument also has a deep resonance for think-
ing about the kinds of knowledge construction that characterize Indigenous sta-
tistical research. It helps us to explore and delineate the paradigm of Indigenous 
quantitative methodologies.

 Using Hokowhitu’s lens of Indigenous immediacy, therefore, we perceive 
the current state of Indigenous statistics to mean two things. First, although he 
is talking specifically in the context of the “authenticity/ inauthenticity” debates 
characterizing Indigenous studies, his observations help to more broadly situate 
the power of dominant discourses to shape boundaries about which statements 
seem reasonable or useful in an Indigenous context and which are seen as divi-
sive, irresponsible, or even nonsensical. Indeed, we can quickly see the extent 
to which development-based discourses, backed by a multiplicity of “objective” 
statistical data detailing the socio-economic depression of Indigenous commu-
nities (see Salée 2006 for an in-depth discussion of the Canadian literature), 
complicate our ability to demonstrate the value of such data to our commu-
nities beyond existing configurations. So the story (one with which we are in 
partial agreement) goes: the problems experienced by many of our Indigenous 
communities are real and longstanding (in relative terms), and as such, need 
solid information to be addressed and alleviated. 

Closely following from a landscape sitting so squarely in the light of these 
development discourses—and in many ways more concerning than the issue 
of a lack of uptake in the Indigenous scholars’ community—is how profoundly 
these discourses have shaped the manner in which policy makers and data col-
lectors produce information about them. In our own research, we see the extent 
to which the very categories used to collect statistical information profoundly 
shape the kinds of interpretations possible, regardless of the technical accuracy 
of the statistical analyses themselves. Indeed, statistical experts spend far more 
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time perfecting the technical flaws in their techniques and “cleaning” the data 
than they do exploring the interpretive limits of the very categories from which 
they draw their information. Even existing data are rarely analyzed in a manner 
that sits outside existing policy discussions. Indeed, in their defense, it would 
quite literally be a waste of public money to do so. 

Our point is not to critique existing quantitative data for its technical defi-
ciencies or inaccuracies. Instead, and more complexly, our point is that govern-
ment policy makers (and for that matter, many Indigenous knowledge schol-
ars, too) miss important elements of contemporary Indigenous sociality when 
they conceive of it only in the context of developmentally derived categories of 
analysis, or, in the spirit of resistance to this categorization, when they posi-
tion Indigeneity in a manner that fails to account for our place in the everyday 
life of modern nation-states. In the context of contemporary Aboriginal pol-
icy making in Canada, Salée (2006: 5) asks: “Have the right questions been 
posed? Have all the issues been looked at? Have all the policy implications been 
examined? Has every angle of analysis been considered? Have the appropriate 
policies been proposed?” The answers to many of these kinds of questions rely 
on statistical information, so the same questions must be asked of the catego-
ries that shape those statistics and the “objective evidence” upon which policy 
claims about Indigenous communities are made.

Indigenous Statistics, Canadian Style 
The Switch from Ethnicity to “Self-identification” in the Canadian Census

By definition, statistical fields like those of official census organizations are local 
to their national context. For more than a century and until recently, Statistics 
Canada (which collects Canada’s census data) had been considered among the 
world leaders for quality of data, transparency of collection techniques, and 
broad collaboration with various groups and organizations in the “statistical 
cycle.”3 Canadian officials have been collecting “official” statistical information 
since 1871,4 and until the 1980s had used ethnic ancestry as a primary basis for 
measuring the socio-cultural group differentiation (including Aboriginality) in 
Canada following successive policies that opened Canadian doors to waves of 
immigration during the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

The ethnicity literature underwent a transformation in the 1970s, however, 
from the idea that ethnicity is immutable and that we were born into it, to one 
that explored the varied contexts within which ethnicity is constructed and 
maintained through a mix of self-identification and community attachment 
(see Brubaker 2004 and Wimmer 2008 for a discussion of this literature). 
Not surprisingly, the broad changes in this literature were paralleled by 
longstanding discussions in the Canadian statistical field about how best to 
measure the socio-cultural variation among its population. Much of the early 
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census administration divided humanity by racial designations, but by the end 
of WWII these had fallen out of vogue in favor of understanding it in terms 
of ethnicity (see Boyd et al. 2000; Walker 1997). Indeed, by 1951 all Canadian 
census references to race had been replaced by ethnic ancestry or origins 
questions. Both stressed the importance of commonality of descent or origins, 
but today ethnic ancestry or origins (rather than race) constitutes the principle 
category through which Statistics Canada measures socio-cultural variation in 
Canada (see Andersen 2013b).5

However, this issue assumes a particular form in the context of census mea-
sures of Aboriginality. It cannot be separated from its colonial context, either 
with respect to the racism that produced certain measures of Aboriginality, or 
in how it was counted in the census. Statistics Canada’s information explains 
that although an ethnic origin question has been asked since 1871, it has under-
gone numerous changes with respect to the measurement of Aboriginality: 

Prior to 1951, Canada’s Aboriginal people were defined by their tribal 
descent or their matrilineal descent (from the mother’s side). This changed 
between 1951 and 1971 when Aboriginal people were defined by their 
patrilineal descent (from the father’s side). From 1981 to the present, 
Aboriginal ancestry has been defined by descent from both the mother[’s] 
and the father’s side. In addition, since then, the ethnic origin question has 
allowed for the reporting of single and multiple responses. Prior to 1981, 
only single responses were permitted. (Statistics Canada 2010: 7)

It is important to understand, in a Canadian context, that the category of 
“Indian” sits at the administrative heart of more than a century of Canadian 
attempts to govern Aboriginal peoples, and as such, it has also served as the 
main category through which Aboriginal peoples were counted. Though 
“Indian” was defined legislatively in the mid-1850s, in 1876 an omnibus bill was 
created to incorporate previous pieces of legislation about the governance of 
Indigenous communities. This has become known as “The Indian Act.” It has 
massively impacted the lives of Aboriginal individuals and communities who 
were defined as “status Indians” and who fell under its provisions. Likewise, it 
has shaped the kinds of social and legal relationships many Aboriginal peoples 
have been able to enter into with Canada (see Eberts 2010 and Palmater 2011 
for a discussion of these issues). 

However, even though the term “Indian” has maintained a longstanding 
presence, its legal and political meanings have undergone numerous changes, 
changes reflected in the census strategies for measuring it (and presented earlier 
in the Statistics Canada quote). Additionally, Curtis (2001), Hamilton (2007), 
Inwood and Hamilton (2011), and Ruppert (2009) have made it clear that the 
enumeration practices themselves took decades to stabilize as the saturation of 
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official terms into Indigenous communities increasingly took hold alongside 
previous expressions of identity. Numerous difficulties plagued enumeration 
in these locales, in fact: basic problems included sharing a language; seasonably 
based, migratory lifestyles of Indigenous communities; geographical challenges 
of actually trekking into “remote” locations; legal and census definition conflicts; 
changing census categories (for example, in 1891, many Métis were recorded 
officially as French); differential access to confirmatory Department of Indian 
Affairs (DIA) band lists; following the so-called Riel Rebellion in 1885 (an 
Indigenous armed “insurrection”), increasingly fragile race relations that 
exacerbated already-existing suspicion about outside authorities; and Indigenous 
lifestyles (polygamy, different land tenures) that failed to fit existing census 
classifications (Hamilton 2007; Inwood and Hamilton 2010; Ruppert 2009). 

In fact, census enumeration was considered so expensive, time consuming, 
and frustrating that census enumerations were often collected, second-order, 
through treaty lists and Indian Agents, and in other cases, through house-to-
house visits (though these were thought to induce unnecessary excitement and 
speculation among enumeratees). Only when enumerations were otherwise 
unattainable did statistics officials distastefully rely on enumerations conducted 
by missionaries, explorers, and the Hudson’s Bay Company. Indeed, in 1901 the 
census instructions explicitly extolled the virtues of employing Indian agents 
instead of census enumerators (Hamilton 2007: 65).

 Despite these numerous changes in how information was collected and 
who collected it, “Indian” continues to represent the principle category through 
which Census Canada measured Aboriginal ethnic ancestry throughout much of 
the twentieth century. Its position—and what it was said to measure—appar-
ently changed in the 1980s, however, when Statistics Canada officials under-
went a change from more than a century of measuring Aboriginality by ethnic 
ancestry to measuring it via self-identification. Importantly, however, not just 
any self-identification: only a small number of categories of self-identification 
interested census enumerators, including “Inuit; Status or registered Indian; 
Non-status Indian; or Métis” (Statistics Canada 1981: 6). 

This is somewhat confusing, not least because self-identification is usual-
ly positioned as an important element of ethnic ancestry: that is, ethnicity is 
the “subjectively felt sense of belonging based on the belief in shared culture 
and common ancestry” (Wimmer 2008: 973). Statistics Canada differenti-
ates between ethnic ancestry and self-identification by defining the former in 
terms of a subjective sense of the ethnicity to which one’s ancestors belonged 
(farther back than, say, one’s grandparents) while defining the latter in terms 
of actual self-perception: that is, how one positions one’s self in relation to 
that ancestry. Creating a divide between these two concepts, however, raises 
as many questions as it answers. How, for example, would this division allow 
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for differentiating between differing levels of personal attachment to that 
feeling of ethnic origins or ancestry? Nonetheless, in 1986 Census Canada 
introduced the idea of “identity” to replace their origins/ancestry question. 
The new question asked: “Do you consider yourself an Aboriginal person or a 
native Indian of North America that is, Inuit, North American Indian or Métis?” 
to which respondents could answer “No, I do not consider myself Inuit, North 
American Indian or Métis; Yes, Inuit; Yes, Status or Registered Indian; Yes, 
non-status Indian; or Yes, Métis” (Statistics Canada 2010: 15). 

The modification of census categories in the 1980s has today produced 
two principle estimates of Aboriginal population: the longstanding Aboriginal 
“ancestry” population, and a new “identity” population. With a size of about 1.7 
million, the ancestry population is about 50 percent larger than the identity pop-
ulation, socio-economically much better off, and far more urban. Conversely, 
the identity population is much smaller (around 1.1 million), more socio-
economically depressed, and more rural6 in character. Given the kinds of policies 
government-sponsored data are used to support, Statistics Canada’s switch to 
“identity population” data for its official presentation of the “Aboriginal pop-
ulation” is not surprising. Identity population characteristics are now broadly 
disseminated, both through Statistics Canada’s publication series and through 
the “public use” data available to a wide array of data users. For all intents and 
purposes, it has become the primary population from which information is 
taken to shape policy on and intervention into Aboriginal communities in 
Canada. And, while ancestry estimates are still published, comparatively few 
policy actors make use of their information in relation to the identity data. 

In a moment we will detail several problems with assuming that the move 
from ethnicity to self-identification indicates what we might think it does, as 
well as what it marginalizes. First, however, it is important to get some sense of 
the social context within which the “new” population began to gain in legitimacy 
following this switch. The split took place in the early 1980s during the lead up 
to (and immediately following) broad public consultations regarding possible 
changes to Canada’s Constitution. In interviews with Statistics Canada officials 
undertaken by one of the authors, one informant explained that an Aboriginal 
organizational leader was dissatisfied with the ethnic ancestry question, believ-
ing that it failed to adequately capture the true character of Aboriginal identity. 
This leader asked for the addition of a self-identification question to be distrib-
uted to every Canadian household (as opposed to one in five as per the previous 
long form questionnaire schedule). 

Analysis of these new data revealed stark differences in the population param-
eters of the “ancestry population” (whose members indicated only Aboriginal 
ancestry) and those who, in addition to indicating ancestry, also self-identified 
according to one (or more) of the government categories listed. As noted earlier, 
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the identity population numbers were smaller, tended to live in rural areas, and 
were more socio-economically depressed. From an efficiency standpoint, it 
thus made far more sense to target the more developmentally lagged identity 
population than the larger but apparently better off (from a socio-demographic 
standpoint) ancestry population. Indeed, when asked why Statistics Canada 
made the switch from ethnicity to self-identification permanent, one Statistics 
Canada research participant concurred that this was most probably the case 
(see Andersen in press). 

While the identity population has come to represent the base of virtually 
all analyzed and publicly disseminated data on Aboriginal people in Canada, 
important questions remain about what the switch actually means epistemo-
logically and what it might indicate in terms of our understandings of identity. 
In a forthcoming article, Andersen (in press) explains these issues in further 
detail. He argues that on the one hand, most of us can easily discern between 
ancestry and self-identification in light of the fact that we probably know many 
people who have an Indigenous ancestor or two in their background but feel 
no day-to-day resonance. Surely, many might legitimately ask if this type of 
respondent can be differentiated from one with feelings of affiliation that rise 
to a level beyond that of historical curiosity? By definition, isn’t someone who 
self-identifies as Aboriginal more legitimately Indigenous than someone who 
does not? Equally importantly from a policy perspective, aren’t we more inter-
ested in the socio-demographic characteristics of respondents who self-identify 
as Aboriginal than those who (apparently) do not?

If it isn’t obvious by now, our argument is that the issue is more complex 
than the way it is glossed over by most statisticians and policy makers. So let 
us begin by pulling at a puzzling string that statistical analysis cannot help us 
with (since by the time the data arrive for cleaning and analysis, it is too late to 
ask such interpretative questions): how do we go about differentiating between 
self-identification and ethnic ancestry and what did Statistics Canada think 
was the difference when they switched from the one to the other, especially giv-
en that the first census after the switch used the same categories to measure 
self-identification as had previously used to measure ancestry (see Kerr et al. 
2003: 2–3)? Clearly, despite Statistics Canada’s suggestion that this switch was 
monumental, the “new” self-identification data they derived were created using 
the same questions as they used to create previous data based on ethnic ances-
try but with more specific administratively prescriptive answer categories. 

However, this is not meant as a gotcha moment. The point of our discussion 
is not to “out” Statistics Canada for painting a switch from ethnic ancestry to 
self-identification that did not occur. Instead, our argument is that the categori-
cal horizons of self-identification they switched to—that is, what came to count 
as Aboriginal self-identification—were narrowed according to developmentally 
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based policy priorities in powerful but largely invisible ways (see Andersen in 
press). Little of this is critically examined with respect to thinking about the 
complex contexts within which this “policy population” gets naturalized as an 
“identity” population, nor does it assist us in thinking more broadly about what 
alternative—and arguably equally legitimate—identity populations might 
look like, ones more attentive to an Indigeneity of immediacy as detailed earlier 
by Hokowhitu (2009). 

Aboriginal identity population estimates, shorn of this historical and con-
textual complexity, thus offer legitimate but predictable results. Within such 
narrow parameters of statistical configurations, it is little wonder that Canadian 
officials can speak so confidently about the(ir) statistical picture of the social 
conditions of Canada’s Aboriginal communities and, in particular, the extent to 
which these communities lag behind those of the rest of Canada. Daniel Salée 
(2006: 5) writes that policy makers appear to possess

a fairly good sense of what ails Aboriginal communities and individu-
als: the higher incidence of family violence, youth suicide, psychological 
distress and substance abuse, poorer individual health, weak or unde-
veloped capacity for economic development, the greater likelihood of 
exclusion from key labour markets, substandard housing and sanitary 
conditions—all of which makes life for them, at least on the surface, more 
difficult and less appealing. 

It would be surprising if existing census classifications produced data on 
anything but these kinds of conditions. Not because they are not legitimately 
afflicting our communities but, rather, because current statistical configura-
tions are only geared to produce empirical pictures of such conditions. 

Indigenous Statistics, Australian Style 
The Australian story of Indigenous statistics is a fraught one. Until amended 
by referendum in 1967, Section 127 of the Australian Constitution specifical-
ly excluded the “aboriginal race” from official population figures (Chesterman 
and Galligan 1997). The colonial assumption that Australian Aborigines were 
a “dying race” combined with concern that those states where larger numbers 
of Aboriginal people survived, by virtue of later colonizations, only claimed 
resources based on their Euro-Australian citizenry (Attwood and Markus 
1999). Indigenous people were included in the national census from 1971. In 
1995 the ABS formally adopted the following racial origin question as the stan-
dard for identifying persons as members of the Indigenous population: “Are you 
of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin? For persons of both Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander origin please mark both ‘Yes’ boxes. Response options 
are: No; Yes, Aboriginal; and Yes, Torres Strait Islander” (ABS 2010). In this 
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section we argue that while the direct racial discrimination of omission from 
previous censuses is remediated, the vestiges of the racialized presumptions 
that underpinned them remain. 

Our argument that racialized presumptions remain embedded in official 
Indigenous statistics in Australia is centered around the political realities in 
which Indigenous statistics reside. As Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva (2008: 7) note, 
data do not tell a story in themselves. Rather, “we use data to craft a story that 
comports with our understanding of the world.” The first Indigenous statis-
tical “story” influence is that in the 2010s, despite the addition of statistical 
collections such as the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Survey 
(NATSIS), the five-year national censuses remain the main official source of 
data on Indigenous Australia. As noted above, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people were not included in official census counts until 1971, and 
then, as now, Indigenous data were primarily generated by the inclusion of an 
Indigenous identifier question (Altman and Taylor 1996: 193). That is, they 
are an add-on, collected and collated according to the national count priorities 
already established for non-Indigenous Australia. 

Secondly, and more compellingly for our argument, the “and Indigenous 
people” approach to data collection is that the apparatus of the nation-state 
is both the primary generator and the primary user of Indigenous statistical 
data. In a circular process, Australian state and federal government depart-
ments and authorities not only design, interpret, and disseminate nearly all 
Indigenous statistical data, they are also the predominant users and commis-
sioners of these data. Indigenous statistics are fundamentally an Indigenous 
free zone with Indigenous peoples firmly the object of the research. While 
official data collection agencies such as the ABS laud their “engagement” with 
Indigenous people, this engagement is deeply circumscribed. For example, the 
ABS reports its consultations with its Advisory Group on Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Statistics (AGATSIS), a group drawn from commonwealth, 
state, and territory agencies, Indigenous peak bodies (associations of groups 
with allied interests), and data working groups (ABS 2007). Engagement, how-
ever, is not a “doing word,” and it is clear from ABS reports that Indigenous 
presence within the action part on the purposive commissioning, analysis, 
interpretation, and use of the data is both limited and beholden. 

We argue further that this circumscription is not neutral. Rather, the veiled 
but definite demarcation lines about the Indigenous presence in statistical 
space reveal the political and racial position from which Australian Indigenous 
data emanate. More significantly, they reveal that the dominant position in the 
realm that controls, commissions, analyses, and interprets Indigenous data is 
occupied by a group who constitutively share a social, racial, and economic 
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position: middle class Euro-Australian. The result is a (mostly) subconscious 
shaping and restriction of Indigenous statistical portrayals, confining and/or 
prescribing how Indigenous data are conceived. 

The social, economic, and racial distance of those producing data from 
the object of the data, Indigenous peoples, reinforces a largely uncontested, in 
Bourdieu’s (1984) terms, a “synthetic unity” of dominant perspectives. Their 
underpinning ontology is clear in their genesis, practice, and interpretation. 
Within this worldview the Euro-Australian is the (unacknowledged) norm and 
the consistent Indigenous failure against these normed standards across multi-
ple measures is deemed the problematic. The ontological frame is a presumption 
of pejorative Indigenous racial/cultural difference and a norm of Indigenous 
deficit. The discourse underpinning this ontological frame is common across 
the colonizer settler world and variously theorized as the deficit model along the 
lines of the culture of poverty thesis (Lewis 1966), or the poverty of Indigenous 
culture thesis (Sutton 2009). Within these theses, the common explanatory 
for statistical socio-economic differences between cultural sub-groups and the 
majority are posited as the values, behaviors, attitudes, and capacities of the 
“underperforming” group—in this case, Indigenous peoples. The questions gen-
erated from this ontological frame are “what” questions. They seek to establish/
re-establish the degree of that “what” via a constant probing of measures of the 
deep social, health, and economic inequalities that plague Indigenous peoples. 

From an Indigenous ontology the more important question is not what dif-
ferences exist, but why? A reversing of the ontological lens would compel different 
questions in a different research agenda. Yes, there are strong similarities in the 
social deprivation and marginalization of colonized Indigenous peoples in first 
world nations. Yet, culturally and experientially, our major similarity is our dis-
possession and subjugation by Anglo colonizers. Is this the central explanatory 
facet? Should the research agenda focus on probing the dimensions of white col-
onizer settler privilege to identify how societal resources and opportunities can 
be shared more equally? Such questions are more than just the inverse of ques-
tions related to Indigenous disadvantage. They resituate the problematic from the 
“deficit” Indigene to ask how the processes of colonization remain inextricably 
entwined on contemporary patterns of settler privilege. They also bring into the 
examination the concepts outlined earlier of liberal Western thought, civilized 
society, and how these are operationalized in contemporary settler states to 
embed and sustain race and culture aligned inequalities. 

The overtly benign evidence base of Indigenous statistics, therefore, we 
argue, is methodologically embedded within a dominant middle class, coloniz-
er settler ontological, epistemological, and axiological frame. Not surprisingly, 
it produces data that conform to its underpinning assumptions, values, and ways 
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of understanding Indigenous reality. In the next section we use two examples 
to demonstrate how the dominant quantitative methodology of how Australian 
Indigenous statistics are done shapes the emergent statistical picture. 

Simple Presentations, Difficult Interpretations 

For State and Federal Government departments and authorities, the primary 
producers and consumers of Indigenous statistics, the criticality of Indigenous 
data has risen with the evidence base prerequisites for determining Closing the 
Gap policy directions. The disparate socio-economic position of Indigenous 
people is deemed so urgent that progress on closing the gap must be report-
ed annually to Federal Government. The fifth prime minister Closing the Gap 
speech was made to the Australian Federal on February 6, 2013 (Closing the 
Gap 2013). There is, therefore, an increasing imperative as time since pol-
icy implementation elapses for data to indicate not only demographic and 
socio-economic patterning, but a (positive) change in that patterning. The pol-
ity of the Closing the Gap policy direction is a neo-liberal project with its focus 
on applying market solutions to Indigenous social and economic arenas (Walter 
2009). Implicit in this frame is the individual as the object of enquiry. Yet, with-
in the individualized focus, the racial demarcation remains undisturbed. The 
Indigene is a raced individual, and the statistical evidence on the position of 
these raced individuals is political territory. 

The Indigenous statistical yardstick by which policy success, or lack of suc-
cess, of measures such as Closing the Gap are publicly reported tend very strongly 
toward simple comparison and limited interpretations. The primary Indigenous 
statistical publication, The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander People, provides an example of how such presentations operate to 
entrench the position of the Indigene as deficit and to underplay the lack of policy 
outcomes. For example, the 2008 publication reports the Indigenous unemploy-
ment rate decreased (from 20 percent to 16 percent) between 2001 and 2006, an 
absolute positive change, adding that the ratio of decline is similar to that of the 
non-Indigenous population. What the term “similar ratio” does not make clear 
is that the relative proportional change is negative; the gap increased. The non-
Indigenous unemployment rate declined by around 29  percent, but the 
Indigenous rate, off a much higher base, declined by only 20 percent (Walter 
2008). The 2011 publication, while noting that the halving of the gap in 
employment outcomes between Indigenous and non-Australians by 2018 is 
a key policy objective of governments, reports no direct comparison. Rather, 
it is just noted that “the unemployment rate for Indigenous Australians was 
higher than for non-Indigenous Australians across all age groups.” This state-
ment is accompanied by an aggregated bar chart with no percentage figures 
given and which compares Indigenous and non-Indigenous employment 
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proportions to a total of 100 percent. The portions of the bars comprise the 
proportion of each group undertaking CDEP employment (the Commonwealth 
Development Employment Program is an Indigenous only “work for welfare 
payments” program), the proportion employed non-CDEP, the proportion 
unemployed, and the proportions of each population categorized as “Not in 
the Labour Force” (AIHW 2011a: 19). It is nigh on impossible to assess from 
this figure if the Indigenous/non-Indigenous unemployment gap is widening 
or closing. Given the highlighting of even marginal statistical improvements 
in other parts of the publication, we can only assume that the gap has widened.

Simple frequency counts also occlude vital aspects, such as the dramatical-
ly different demographic composition of the aggregate Indigenous population. 
The AIHW (2008) reports an increase, from 20 to 23 percent between 2001 and 
2006, in the proportion of Indigenous people aged fifteen years and over who had 
completed Year 12 (the final year of secondary schooling in Australia)—a posi-
tive absolute change. Incorporating the very youthful profile of the Indigenous 
population into the analysis, and given that the vast majority of Year 12 com-
pleters are aged seventeen to nineteen provides a different interpretation. The 
higher proportion of the Indigenous population (more than double) in this age 
range means Indigenous Year 12 achievement rates should be rising faster than 
in the older non-Indigenous population (Jackson 2008). But it is not. In relative 
terms, the ratio of non-Indigenous to Indigenous Year 12 education achieve-
ment also rose (Walter 2010c). In the 2011 edition (AIHW 2011a), there is no 
comparative percentage reported for the proportional rates of Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous people holding a Year 12 achievement. There are data on reten-
tion rates from Year 7/8 (the start of Australian secondary schooling), with the 
text reporting that the 2010 Indigenous retention rate to Year 12 is 47 percent 
versus 79 percent for non-Indigenous school children. But while the text says that 
halving the school retention rate gap by 2020 is a government policy and that 
the retention rate has increased from 29 percent in 1996, there is no infor-
mation provided on whether the relative retention rate gap is still declining. 
Again a hard to interpret graph suggests that the gap is not narrowing. The 
simplicity of the presentations belies the statistics’ active existence as racially 
politicized objects. This is not a claim of ideological subjectivity. Instead, the 
purpose is to highlight the context in which data are produced and presented. 
While the overt intention is to disseminate a neutral statistical reflection of 
the Australian Indigenous social and economic reality, this perception fails 
to acknowledge that it is a particular view of reality being reflected. The dif-
ficulty of the data interpretation highlights the implications of these data. A 
simple, undemanding, but very difficult to interpret analysis keeps the focus 
on Indigenous people and culture, epistemologically situated as “the object 
problem,” as Hokowhitu (2009) argues: a problem with problems. Covertly 
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then, such statistical “results” prove that Indigenous peoples and culture are 
in deficit and both must be reshaped to remediate their lack of fit, axiological-
ly and ontologically, into “normal” Australian society. 

The Orthodoxy of the Dichotomy

While the process vagaries of simple presentations and difficult interpretations 
obscure policy outcomes while highlighting deficit, the practice of comparison 
is itself deeply political and methodology entrenched in the way Indigenous sta-
tistical data are done. The default analytical norm of Australian Indigenous data 
is their comparison with data from the non-Indigenous population. Yet, such 
methodological practice operates to place the Indigene as the Other before data 
are even examined (Walter 2010c). It is the Indigene compared to the rest in a 
way that allows the ordinariness of this dichotomized portrait to be infused by 
a subtle depreciatory tone. 

The comparatively small Australian Indigenous population magnifies the 
dichotomizing pejorative effect. This statistical imbalance leads to the ana-
lytical and interpretive tendency to aggregate, via the broad category of the 
“Indigenous population.” While conventionally categorized as one group for 
statistical purposes, Australian Indigenous peoples are by no means homo-
geneous, and significant demographic, social, and cultural differences exist 
within and across populations. Even the existing aggregations are a statis-
tical convenience rather than a reflective picture. There are more than 500 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander nations, and before colonization more 
than 250 distinct languages were spoken. More than 145 are still spoken 
today (Office offor the Arts n.d.). Today, it is Indigenous peoples such Dharug, 
Noongar, Yorta Yorta, and Larrakia who make up Indigenous Australia. Each of 
these peoples has a unique history, a unique historical and contemporary affili-
ation to country and each also has a unique and living cultural identity, (Walter 
2008; 2010c). State, geographically remote or urban disaggregation does occur, 
but usually only for limited variables. The outcome is a dichotomized, most-
ly nationally aggregate comparative norm that, while supporting statistical 
function, is an essentialist positioning. It disregards and nullifies, in both poli-
cy and Indigenous understanding terms, the diversified identity and reality of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australia. It also decontextualizes the 
dire picture of embedded social, economic, political, and cultural inequality 
that the data represent from the places and spaces where this inequality is tak-
ing place on a daily basis. 

Figure 1.1 and Table 1.1 presented earlier in this chapter are examples of 
how Indigenous data are commonly presented in both Australia and Canada. 
And as argued earlier, the “what” and “how” of the comparisons and the meth-
odological presumptions shaping how these comparisons are conceived and 
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interpreted also shape our understanding of their apparent “reality.” Our cen-
tral argument is that simple comparisons are not race neutral statistical displays. 
Dichotomizing and framing Indigenous data using Euro-Australian defined 
studies, variables, priorities, and interpretations is not the only, or the best, way 
to use Indigenous data (see Walter 2008; Taylor 2011). 

More crucially, the norm of the dichotomous analysis, in its apparent-
ly benign presentation, still reflects the differential social space positioning 
of the object and subject. The acquired and subjective natures of established 
approaches are shielded by the ordinariness (and narrowness) of existing 
Indigenous data traditions. That is, in established practices using Indigenous 
data the analysis and interpretation are so normalized that they belie their 
foundational methodology—which, since colonization, has been that of the 
Euro-Australian majority. The social positioning of the non-Indigenous “own-
ers” of data flows into their interpretation without conscious intent, but with 
substantive and often predictable outcomes. As argued by Atkinson, Taylor, 
and Walter (2010: 328), “rooted in the hermetic boundedness and power 
asymmetries inherent in the shared position of their producers, Australian 
Indigenous data ‘stories’ are unlikely to deviate from well-worn, themes of 
disadvantage and deviation.”

Finally, in some cases a lack of comparative data can also serve to highlight 
Indigenous deficit. In the 2011 The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander People data on the proportion of the heavy disease 
burden of the Indigenous population caused by eleven selected health deter-
minants are cited. Labelled in the heading as “risky health behaviours” (AIHW 
2011a: 36), 12 percent of the burden is attributed to smoking; 11 percent and 
8 percent to obesity and inactivity respectively; alcohol, 5 percent; low fruit 
and vegetable consumption, 3 percent; and 1 percent for risky sexual behavior. 
There are no comparative data of disease burden related to “risky behaviour” 
among the non-Indigenous population, nor is there any attempt to place these 
factors in any socio-structural context of poverty, marginalization, or limited 
and neglected social and health infrastructure. 

Conclusion
This chapter has focused on the ways in which officially conceived data like that 
produced through the census create technically accurate but narrowly con-
ceived statistical configurations of Aboriginal sociality in Canada and Australia 
and, more specifically, how deeply such statistical stories are indebted to devel-
opment-based models of policy. Moreover, the categories of “identity” to which 
the various indicators of socio-demographic status are cross-tabulated constrict 
or limit our “statistical imagination” in ways unhelpful for thinking more broad-
ly about who our communities are, statistically, and what can be measured that 
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is not. In Canada, the switch from ethnic ancestry to self-identification is real-
ly a switch from non-policy-relevant ethnic identification to policy-relevant 
identification. Thus, in a very real way current dominant trends in Aboriginal 
statistics are marginalizing alternative (and in many cases, more positive) sto-
ries about Aboriginality that sit in stark contrast to the stories told using official 
data. Unmasking the unspoken methodological approach to Indigenous data 
production allows their usual “straightforward” comparative presentation in 
national data to be seen within the political and racial terrain of their origins. 

Notes

1	 In this book we define racialization as the “processes through which certain physical and 
cultural differences are emphasized, elevated, and distinguished between such that races 
are produced and legitimized” (Andersen 2011: 57).

2	 Highlights from the Royal Commission on Aboriginal peoples. www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/
eng/1100100014597 (accessed March 1, 2012). 

3	 We use the term “the statistical cycle” here to help us think in terms of the creation, 
collection, analysis, dissemination, and policy use of census information, from start to 
finish, for each five year cycle between (Canadian) censuses. Importantly, the cycle is 
also comprised of a series of interpretive decisions that ultimately shape what follows 
it, in that cycle and in future cycles. 

4	 1871 is considered the first “scientific” census. Large-scale census collection had 
occurred prior to that but was considered unreliable for various reasons (see Curtis 2001 
for a fascinating and in-depth discussion of the dynamics of historical data collection in 
Canada). 

5	 This was augmented by the addition of an arguably more biologically deterministic 
“visible minority” question in 1996. 

6	 In Canada, many Aboriginal communities are contained within administrative “reserve” 
locales that are largely situated in rural areas. Such reserves have been in place for 
more than a century and have retarded the growth of the urban Aboriginal popula-
tion in Canada (which is why the current proportion of the Aboriginal population that 
is urban—slightly more than 50 percent—is so low compared to virtually every other 
country that counts an Aboriginal population). Administratively, the federal government 
only admitted responsibility for “Indians living on reserve lands,” greatly impacting the 
ways in which urban Aboriginal policymaking has been undertaken (see Andersen and 
Strachan 2012). 

www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/

eng/1100100014597
www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/

eng/1100100014597
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Chapter 2 

Conceptualizing Quantitative 
Methodologies

Introduction 
What is a methodology? How do we recognize one when we see it and how 
do we determine what sort of methodology it is? Equally importantly, what 
makes it Indigenous? Th ese seem like straightforward enough questions, but 
they are surprisingly hard to answer using research tomes as your sources. 
Yet these questions must be both asked and answered as a fi rst step in artic-
ulating an Indigenous quantitative methodology. Only when we understand 
what constitutes a methodology can we diff erentiate Indigenous quantitative 
methodologies from other kinds. 

Within the whitestream academy, clearly explaining to our students what 
a methodology is—as well as how it diff ers from a method—has always been 
fraught. Method, of course, is relatively straightforward in its defi nition as a 
technique for gathering and analyzing information, such as a survey or content 
analysis. Methodology is a diff erent matt er. Our experience with research books 
and texts is that they either avoid the problem by not defi ning methodology 
at all (for example, see Bryman 2004; Denzin and Lincoln 2008; Matt hews 
and Ross 2010; Neumann 2004) or provide only very limited defi nitions. In 
their text on research methods in politics, for example, Burnham et al. (2004: 
4) defi ne methodology as “a study of the principles and theories which guide 
the choice of method.” Th e best selling US text, Th e Practice of Social Research
(Babbie 2007: 4), mentions methodology only once, stating, “Epistemology 
is the science of knowing: methodology (a subfi eld of epistemology) might be 
called the science of fi nding out.” In a similar vein, Maxim (1999) terms meth-
odology as the approach or philosophy of how we study social phenomena. 

Indigenous Statistics: A Quantitative Research Methodology by Maggie Walter and Chris Andersen, 
41–57.  © 2013 Left  Coast Press, Inc. All rights reserved.
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Our own early definition of methodology (see Walter 2006) was slightly 
more expansive than these. It positioned methodology as the theoretical lens 
or worldview through which research is understood, designed, and conducted. 
This definition, which added the concept of worldview, was arguably more use-
ful than those cited above, but only just. At least one bright student each semes-
ter asks what exactly is included in this lens and, more particularly, how can 
the data it brings into focus be recognized, described, and conceptualized in 
research? Our search through available resources found no clear-cut responses 
to these excellent and flummoxing questions. So we also tended to obfuscate, 
just repeating the worldview explanation in different words. 

Students were never really satisfied, and neither were we. Our desire to more 
clearly articulate methodology’s meaning(s) was further piqued and clouded by 
the other scholarly attempts to delineate at least some of the aspects of what 
‘worldview’ might mean within methodologies. For example, many feminist 
methodologies include a reflexive component, an open acknowledgment of 
the power and the presence of researchers in the field. This reflexivity tends to 
sit alongside the more specific recognition of the previously unacknowledged 
importance of gender in how research is conceptualized and practiced. Other 
fields, such as hermeneutics, epistemically recognize that understandings of 
truth and reality are created socially via a process of constantly evolving inter-
pretive frameworks (Ezzy 2002). Participatory Action Research and Critical 
Discourse Analysis also build in aspects of their methodological lens by making 
their value systems explicit. Participatory Action Research, for example, cen-
ters the ownership and control of the research enquiry, process, and practice 
with the community that is the subject of the research problem; the researcher 
is considered the facilitator (Walter 2010b). Critical Discourse Analysis places 
the importance of accounting for power and its deployment at the heart of its 
research practice and disavows the possibility of objectivity within any research 
method (Jacobs 2010).

A few methodological tracts do define aspects of their epistemological 
framing, but they are exceptions that prove the rule and highlight the absence of 
this practice within these debates more generally. Nowhere is this more evident 
than in research that uses quantitative methodology. While the vast majority of 
quantitative social researchers now strongly resist the positivist label, the posi-
tivist framework has not been explicitly replaced; it seems to have merely been 
discarded. This consensus has produced a ubiquity of quantitative methodolo-
gy that seemingly requires no further explanation. Its primary methodological 
point of reference is reduced to its differences from qualitative methodologies. 
The problem with such ubiquity is that the methodological practice of such 
quantitative research failed, and fails, to recognize its own culturally and racial-
ly situated origins and, more particularly, its contemporary dominant cultural 
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and racial parameters. By emphasizing racial and cultural parameters we are 
overtly recognizing that the majority of its practitioners are racially white and 
from European or Euro-colonizer origins—and that these origins not only 
shape but vastly narrow the methodological cultural assumptions under which 
research is conducted and analyzed. We suggest, further, that these method-
ological prescriptions prevent the clear conceptualization of a non-positivist 
quantitative methodology. More specifically, a conceptualization of quantita-
tive methodology for researchers of Indigenous topics in the first world nations 
where colonized Indigenous peoples now live does not seem to exist. 

Our dissatisfaction with methodology was amplified when we began trying 
to understand how our own work could be categorized as Indigenous quanti-
tative methodology. How could we define our research practice as a distinctly 
Indigenous quantitative methodology if we did not first delineate, in a concrete 
way, our employment of the term? We also noted that students and scholars 
(often of European descent), on hearing us present our work, would ask how 
our methodology differed from theirs. In response, we asked them to articulate 
exactly which aspects of standard quantitative methodologies they wanted us to 
contrast Indigenous methodology with. That is to say, we attempted to turn the 
telescope around, to get them to denaturalize their own methodologies and to 
think about them as something other than “the norm,” with which Indigenous 
methodologies should then be contrasted. 

Most were unable to name any specifics, perhaps just commenting distract-
edly and imprecisely about “approach.” We then asked them to outline their 
own approach so we could clarify where the differences lay. You can see where 
the circulatory pattern of this question and answer session usually ended up: 
nowhere. What intrigued us about such questioning was not that our audience 
wanted to know how an Indigenous quantitative methodology differed from 
other methodologies, but that they wanted us to provide a coherent picture of 
our methodologies when they could not provide a coherent picture of theirs. 
Though we thought we knew what an Indigenous quantitative methodology 
was, we realized that answers based around the principles and philosophical 
tenets that underpin Indigenous methodologies were not enough. We needed 
to define a more generic methodology before we could define an Indigenous 
quantitative methodology. 

Our thinking started with the ambiguities of our own field, social science. 
As teachers we emphasize to students the scientific, methodical aspects of 
research practice, the need for clarity of purpose, transparency of approach, and 
rigor of method and objectivity in analysis and interpretation. However, we also 
stress that the practice of social research is not a neutral endeavor. No research 
is “objective” if by objective one means standing outside of social power. For if 
research is truly impartial, how can we explain why we prioritize some social 
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research projects over others or why some questions are asked, but not others? 
And how is it that different researchers interpret the same data so differently? 
Our methodology, we realized, is at least in part an explanation of this com-
plex terrain. We also realized that being Indigenous researchers gave us special 
insight into the fraught task of conceptualizing the dimensions of a methodolo-
gy when geared toward Aboriginal issues. 

The understandings we bring to research thus incorporate, up front, 
important elements that usually remain unstated and unacknowledged within 
Western methodologies. That is, as Indigenous researchers, it is incumbent 
upon us not only to approach our research from the position of Indigenous 
people as the knowers rather than as merely the subjects of Indigenous society, 
but also to declare who we are as researchers and why the research question we 
are asking and answering is important—not only for our academic discipline, 
but also to us as individuals and, relationally, as members of our respective 
peoples. According to the old standby definition of a methodology as the lens 
through which the research is approached, we were already directly addressing 
at least some of the facets of this lens. 

A Recipe for Methodology
When Sonia Maria Sotomayor, a United States federal judge of Puerto Rican 
descent who was raised in a South Bronx tenement by a single mother, was 
nominated to the Supreme Court, a debate exploded about whether her cul-
tural and socioeconomic background would influence her interpretation of the 
constitution. By contrast, the same debate did not exist when John Roberts—a 
Caucasian from Indiana with an “American as apple pie” background—was 
nominated for the court. Only “the other” is cultural and thus incapable of 
impartiality. The same phenomenon exists in academia: the question of how 
culture, race, gender, and socioeconomic background affect research methodol-
ogy tends to arise only when the researcher is seen as somehow “other” and not 
when the researcher is part of the “unmarked,” dominant norm.

It is critical, however, to insist that these considerations are central to all 
methodology. Figure 2.1 shows our conceptualization of methodology in three 
components: standpoint, theoretical frame, and methods. These elements are 
inextricably entwined in practice, but it is helpful to clarify each ingredient 
separately. We emphasize that we are providing an overarching definition of 
what a methodology is—a starting point that underpins all methodologies, not 
just Indigenous or just traditional Western methodologies. In this section we 
have chosen specifically not to use Indigenous examples in order to keep the 
reader’s attention on how all methodology is comprised of these three elements, 
not just the methodologies used by those positioned as “the other,” such as 
Indigenous peoples. 
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This understanding and the deliberate attempt to denaturalize what we 
might otherwise take for granted allow us to identify and explicitly declare facets 
of a methodology. Who we are, the values that underpin our concept of self, our 
perspectives on the world and our own position within it, our realities, and our 
understandings of how knowledge is construed and constructed are each part 
of the complex puzzle involved in exploring the underpinnings of methodology. 
As a component of methodology, we summarize this set of facets as our research 
standpoint. Research standpoint is arguably the most important determinant 
of a research project’s methodology. It pre-exists and fundamentally influences 
our choices of theoretical frame and method. Most critically, research stand-
point is a fundamental component of all methodologies, not just Indigenous 
ones. Moreover, the failure to recognize one’s standpoint in fact magnifies, 
rather than mitigates, its influence on research practice. 

The term ‘standpoint’ has been used by other research methodology 
scholars, especially feminist scholars, but while acknowledging the theoretical 

Figure 2.1: Conceptualization of a Research Methodology
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debt to such work, we conceptualize the term differently. In our formulation, 
standpoint incorporates within it the philosophical tenets of epistemology, 
axiology, and ontology that have been central to the Indigenous methodological 
literature (which we discuss later in further detail), as well as social position (see 
Moreton-Robinson and Walter 2010). 

Social Position 

Our social position comprises and reflects much of who we are socially, econom-
ically, culturally, and racially. It underpins the research questions we see, the 
answers we seek, the way we go about seeking those answers, the interpretations 
we make, and the theoretical paradigms that make sense to us. Social position 
is an essential element of methodology because, as Bourdieu (1984) argued, 
it is this position in three dimensional social space—comprised of social, cul-
tural, and economic capital—that creates the filters and frames through which 
we make sense of the world and our own position within it. We would add 
racial capital (see Walter 2010c) to Bourdieu’s set and speak in terms of four-
dimensional social space. Race is also a capital, the various values of which are 
reflected in the racial hierarchy of each society. First world settler nations have 
particular patterns of racial hierarchy. These reflect colonization and its processes 
of possession/dispossession, privilege/disprivilege, and entitlement/marginal-
ization (Walter 2010c: 47). The descendants of the Anglo-colonizers occupy the 
top position, usually followed by others of Western European descent, followed in 
turn by various other migrant groups with hierarchical position largely dictated 
by the elapse of time since the major waves of their migration. 

Also patterned is the position of the Indigenous peoples of those nations 
at, or near, the bottom of the hierarchy. A four-dimensional conception of social 
space, therefore, allows the recognition of the raced nature of social, cultural, 
and economic capital within our social position. Like social, cultural, and eco-
nomic capital, race capital is deployed to competitively garner the societal goods, 
knowledge, status, services, and power relations that are produced and circulate 
as resources in societies. It is our position in social space, our capital relational-
ities, that shapes our life chances, and while we experience relationalities and 
life chances as individuals, we share this position with those of similar social, 
economic, cultural, and racial capitals. Social position not only substantially 
prescribes our life circumstances and experiences themselves, it also shapes the 
worldview through which we understand them. 

Shining a light on the social, cultural, economic, and racial aspects of our 
personal identity as a crucial aspect of framing methodology helps us under-
stand the ambiguous terrain of research practice. Our gender is central to how 
we understand ourselves and how society understands us, and as Pateman 
(1991) has made clear, in research gender shapes not only the questions we 
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ask, but how we conceptualize the role of research itself. Similarly, our age, the 
times we were born into and have lived through, means that older and young-
er researchers are likely to see the social landscape of research in different 
terms (Howard et al. 2002). Race also matters. As Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva 
(2008) argue in the United States, African-American researchers tend to ask 
different questions than do White-American researchers (Zuberi and Bonilla-
Silva 2008); Kerbo (1981) asks why most (predominantly middle class) social 
researchers tend to investigate topics that concentrate on poorer, less educated 
segments of the population, rather than their own class grouping. 

Critically, social position is neither just about the individual or just about 
individual choices. A researcher can be consciously egalitarian, libertarian, 
non-sexist, and non-racist in his or her attitudes, but this does not nullify the 
impact of his or her class, culture, race, and gender on his or her worldview; not 
least because so much of it is taken for granted. Social position is, thus, a verb 
rather than a noun: we do, live, and embody social position, and as research-
ers, it covertly, overtly, actively, and continuously shapes how we do, live, and 
embody research practice. And as Bourdieu (1984) argues further, it marks us 
not only as individuals but as members of a group who share specific social, cul-
tural, economic, and racial positions. Despite post-modernist emphasis on the 
fluidity of our own sense of identity, it is not possible to move completely away 
from the self that is indelibly marked by who we are socially, racially, culturally, 
and economically. The self is bounded. No matter how much we empathize and 
engage, we cannot be “the other” nor can we inhabit that social space, however 
much we think it is or wish it were so; we remain irretrievably our specifically 
located selves. 

Equally crucially, it is this self that is reflected in our research practice. 
This is not to disparage empathy and active engagement. Both are vital to good 
research practice, no matter the social position of the researchers. They can and 
do result in genuine insight for the researcher (including Indigenous research-
ers) into the reality of the object group of the research. But they are an addition 
to, not a replacement for, the impact of the researcher’s social position on his or 
her own research practice. 

Epistemology

We can glimpse the impact of social position within the milieu of the next ele-
ment, epistemology. Epistemology, the study of knowledge, is, of course, cen-
tral to all research practice. Epistemology explores theories of knowledge or, 
more pragmatically, ways of knowing. Research, concerned with the generation 
of new knowledge, is at its core. Its epistemological base must also, therefore, 
be core to the “what” and “how” of that new knowledge. Yet, while traditional 
Western philosophy saw epistemology as outside of, or prior to, culture, what 
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we regard as “knowledge” is in fact encapsulated within a social and cultural 
framework. Epistemological theory concerns itself with understanding how the 
(mostly unwritten) rules about what is counted as knowledge are set—what is 
defined as knowledge, who can and cannot be “knowledgeable,” which “knowl-
edges” are valued and, by extension, which are marginalized. 

Epistemological reflexivity is typically absent from traditional Western 
methodologies, particularly quantitative ones. They have been the norm, and 
“normal” gets conflated with “natural.” These methodologies contain within 
them the basic tenets of societally dominant ways of knowing, but like a fish 
in water, most researchers don’t subject these ways of knowing to scrutiny. 
Sometimes, however, the fish unexpectedly finds itself out of water, and for 
research this is when the epistemological shapers of research become clear. For 
example, the United States Census used to employ official census takers who 
made home visits to count individuals and make demographic designations, 
such as race and ethnicity. When this practice was replaced by surveys and indi-
viduals self-reported their demographic data, the racial make-up of the United 
States changed radically. When civil servants made racial determinations, 40 
percent of those with Puerto Rican background were designated as white/
Caucasian, whereas over 80 percent of these people self-reported as white when 
they had the chance to create their own demographic knowledge about them-
selves. Changing the identity of the knowers of racial identity from civil ser-
vants to the people themselves dramatically changed the results (Wade 2012).  

Who was right? Western nations still debate whether racial identity is 
something that only scientists can know objectively, or a decision individuals 
make for themselves, or some complex combination of the two. This question 
of how to identify knowers, who can know, and how hierarchies of knowledges 
are constructed is critical for all research methodologies, not just Indigenous 
ones. But because the dominant society has refused to acknowledge Indigenous 
peoples as knowers, and historically seen them only as subjects of knowledge, 
Indigenous scholars are justifiably at pains to emphasize epistemology as an 
essential element of Indigenous methodologies.

Dominant epistemological research practices have, of course, not gone 
without critique. Many Indigenous scholars (see, for example, Moreton-
Robinson 2004) and feminist scholars have challenged the assumed objectiv-
ity and rationality of dominant ways of designating and valuing knowledge. 
The central critique for feminists is how these research practices have ignored 
how the social relations of gender shape knowledge production and the value 
and validity of that ensuing knowledge. A feminist social epistemology chal-
lenges the abstract individualism of social theories and theorists. It points out 
the invisibility of what should otherwise be blindingly obvious—that until 
very recently these social, economic, psychological, and cultural theories 
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(and many others besides) were essentially all produced by middle and upper 
class European or North American males. In contrast, Annie Oakley’s (1974) 
groundbreaking thesis placed gendered knowledges at the center of her analysis 
to show how housework oppressed women via the emotionalization of menial, 
dirty, and unrewarded labor as “love and care” and, by default, an exclusive-
ly feminine activity. This scholarship acknowledges (and celebrates) gendered 
knowledge as a central aspect of its epistemological base. Oakley’s work also 
illuminated the basic fact that knowledge production is framed by the attributes 
of the knowledge producer, that the epistemology within the methodology—all 
methodology—is culturally and socially positioned. 

The experiential existence of knowers (researchers and scholars) therefore 
has epistemic consequences. The epistemology of methodology is about whose 
voices or knowledges are validated and prioritized, and perhaps even more 
decisively, whose are not. The epistemic core of research methodology is thus 
as much about absences as it is about presences. Critically, these presences and 
absences are not merely related to voices prioritized and validated within the 
data. The epistemic validation and prioritization, the presences and the absenc-
es, occur at each and every step of the research process, from conception to 
conclusion. Imperative to this understanding is the recognition that, even more 
than individual researchers or scholars who reflect a positional epistemology 
into their research methodology, social institutions—all institutions, really, 
but for our purposes especially universities—constitute central sites of knowl-
edge production. As such, they reflect, maintain, and sustain dominant societal 
understandings of how knowers are and can be and the dominant way of orga-
nizing the hierarchy of both knowledges and the knowledge production itself. 

To give one example of many regarding institutional constraints: quantita-
tive research articles usually follow a reasonably rigid structure of presentation. 
The research problematic is introduced, the literature reviewed, followed by a 
discussion of the method, the data, their analysis, and discussion of the results, 
all of which require a certain format. Despite how natural or normal it feels for 
those who undertake their research dissemination using that form, both the 
knower and the data themselves are positioned within a specific epistemologi-
cal context. For those living outside the Western methodological norm (that is, 
outside the university setting and without the training required to make this 
format seem rational), this format can be alien to their ways of knowing. To 
comply is to feel epistemologically straitjacketed, but to deviate from that for-
mat is to risk having the article rejected by reviewers. 

Axiology
Axiology refers to the theory of extrinsic and intrinsic values, concepts that are 
palpably part of methodology, all methodology. Hard-line positivism is now 
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passé within social and other population research, and few if any researchers 
in these fields still hold the view that research and researchers can and do pro-
duce value-neutral knowledge from the mere and objective observation of facts. 
The more contemporary question is to ask how a researcher’s value systems and 
those of the groups and institutions associated with the research can be disen-
tangled from their practice of research. 

If we accept that regardless of intent, research can never exist in a value free 
zone, then we must also recognize values as an unavoidable feature of research 
practice. Further, these values will likely reflect the social position of the research-
er and/or his or her institution or funding body. The reasoning we offer to support 
this claim is balanced on two key points. First, social and population research 
occurs in the social world, a world where moral, political, and cultural values are 
an integral, if largely invisible, facet of the social landscape. Therefore, research 
conducted within the social landscape must at least partly reflect the dominant 
mores of that landscape. Second, the formulated research topic or question brings 
with it its own social, cultural, political, and moral milieu. The topic cannot be 
extricated from its context without rendering it devoid of meaning (Walter 2010a). 

Researchers can gain insight into their own axiological framework by ask-
ing themselves reflective, value-querying questions, like why are we interested 
in the research topic? The fact that funding was available is still reflective of val-
ues, because it still begs the question of why that one was chosen; why have we 
decided to focus on this specific aspect of the topic; how and why have we framed 
our research questions in the ways we have; how have we conceptualized our 
key concepts and why we have conceptualized them this way; how and why did 
we decide that this particular topic and/or question was worth researching as 
opposed to the uncountable others that could also be the subject of our research? 
The critical point is that the questions we ask and the research decisions we make 
are not spontaneous. They emerge from somewhere, and having emerged, are 
deemed by us as worthy of investigation. 

When asked why a particular topic or question, most researchers will respond 
that it interests them. But what stimulates that interest? The answer is invariably 
interlaced with value statements. As embedded members of their society, 
researchers’ questions reflect the moral, political, racial, and cultural values that 
guide and frame their research. To suggest, therefore, that our research is divorced 
from our personal and cultural values is patently not true. Yet, researchers 
frequently continue to make such claims, often calling upon their disciplinary 
professionalism as proof of their status as independent, objective scholars. 

For example, MaryRose Casey (2008) showed how the race of European 
Australian academics has been deployed to protect white Australian virtue 
in current debates on what actually happened to Aboriginal peoples during 
colonization. White history academics, she argues, assumed the perspective 
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of detached, disinterested subject to present and judge Australia’s histories 
while simultaneously positioning Indigenous perspectives as non-rigorous and 
politicized. In Canada, this has taken the form of a recent attack by Widdowson 
and Howard (2008), who have argued that Indigenous society is less advanced 
on the human evolutionary scale in comparison to non-Indigenous Canadian 
society and, as such, any knowledge put forward by contemporary Indigenous 
communities toward (for example) the environment (that is, traditional 
ecological knowledge) must necessarily be reviewed as inferior and, as such, 
regarded with suspicion.

 Importantly, the presumption of objectivity is rarely extended to 
Indigenous scholars or scholarship. At discipline-based conferences we are 
often confronted by audience comments that because our work frequently 
involves questioning accepted Western assumptions, it is political and, by 
inference, not “proper” research. When we respond by pointing out the political 
character of their work, which often reflects the very (dominant) assumptions 
we are querying, they are frequently outraged. It seems that, by default, our 
work can only be political, whereas their work, apparently unaffected by their 
racial and societal positioning, is, equally by default, rigorous, neutral, and 
objective. Our efforts to point to the value-laden genesis of such an assumption 
is usually met with incredulity and often dismissed as further proof of our own 
inability to exhibit the core researcher values of neutrality and objectivity. There 
is a conscious resistance to recognizing how race and culture are present in the 
work that settler scholars do, while at the same time Indigenous researchers are 
labelled as activists. As whiteness scholars argue, whiteness, and the privileges 
attached, usually remains invisible, unnamed, and unmarked, and this is how 
it preserves its privilege (see Bonilla-Silva 2010; Frankenberg 1993;  Lipsitz 
2006; Mills 1997; Moreton-Robinson 2008;Riggs 2004). 

 Acknowledging our axiological frame, of course, does not mean we should 
not aspire to ensure the trustworthiness of our analyses (if not necessarily an 
obsession with ensuring that the analyses are replicable). The research project 
relies on open and professional practice in which research rigor remains 
an essential element, regardless of the researcher’s location in social space. 
Nevertheless, all researchers make choices within their research, and these 
choices not only have an integral values base, they also influence how the 
data are interpreted and presented, as shown in the previous chapter. Gaining 
insight into our own axiological frame and its position within our methodology, 
alongside the recognition that values are, implicitly at least, embedded in all 
research, allows us to read our own research and that of others reflexively, with 
an eye to the values informing it. More specifically, reflecting on the influence 
of particular values and on how we are approaching our research practice is not 
enough; we have to acknowledge those values within the research itself. 
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Ontology

Ontology is concerned with the nature of being and the categories that we use 
to make sense of social reality. An ontological frame refers to how people per-
ceive and operationalize a conception of that reality; how they “be” within their 
social world; and the relationship among themselves, others, and the constitu-
tive entities of that world. Like the other elements of standpoint, ontology tends 
to merit little discussion in research methodology debates, especially those of 
quantitative methodology. The primary reason for this, we argue, is that how 
people “be” is only seen as a legitimate question if those people or peoples are 
not of Euro-settler origin. The discourse of individualism eschews the concept 
that how we “are” in the world is a cultural construction. Instead, the focus is on 
how the individual “‘is”’ who he or she really is, with this special “you” expressed 
through his or her personal style—clothing, hair, friends, leisure activities. 

Of course, it is not as simple as that. Actualities of one’s sense of reality and 
of being are neither concrete nor immutable. Our experience of what is real and 
how we respond to that perceived reality can be fluid and, at times, contradic-
tory. A home, for example, is just a dwelling that is designated as “home.” But 
the concept of home still has a palpable existence, one that is liberally laced with 
emotional, psychological, cultural, social, and even economic realities that have 
very little to do with the physical shape and form of the house. Moreover, the 
reality of what constitutes home changes over time or by the viewer. The home 
may be the center of life for a young family, but to the engineer planning a road 
through the area, it is just a building in the way (Walter 2010a). 

When the nature of reality is taken for granted, it is extremely difficult to come 
to grips with ontology. Returning to the example of Puerto Ricans in the U.S. 
Census, until the perceptions of Puerto Ricans themselves were solicited, it would 
have been extremely difficult for census takers to understand why there was any 
judgement involved in what they were doing—why they were not just counting the 
reality that was out there. And one’s own understanding of reality can be very com-
pelling, especially for dominant settler populations, where it is rarely challenged. 
It can feel just like common sense, and other ways of being and conceptualizing 
reality seem nonsensical. What these other ways of being and perceiving reality 
actually are is ontologically untranslatable. For Indigenous people and other “oth-
ers,” the ongoing clash between their own ontology and the governing societal 
understandings illuminates ontological boundaries. 

The ontological framework of researchers and funders, then, plays a critical 
role in determining how research is perceived, conceptualized, and practiced. 
Researchers’ ontologies mold how they think about the world. They are what set the 
boundaries—usually invisible—around what research is doable, and how. They 
shape researchers’ understandings of what topics seem worthy and what ques-
tions can reasonably be asked. Ontology opens certain topics and questions, just 
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as it forecloses others. Most fundamentally, researchers’ ontological frameworks 
also influence perceptions of what humans are, their way of being. Observable 
examples of presumptive ways of being can be found within all disciplinary onto-
logical frames. Homo economicus, so beloved by economists, is a prime example. 
As the theoretical base of classical economics and present day market econom-
ics, homo economicus, or “economic man,” presumes that people are rational and 
self-interested actors who have the ability to make informed judgments. From 
this understanding of reality, people will always attempt to maximize utility for 
themselves as either producers or consumers. The broad strokes of such models 
miss, of course, the historical embeddedness of what those terms mean within 
any given culture. Altruism, especially anonymous or unacknowledged altru-
ism, is ontologically untranslatable as a way of being for homo economicus. 

History also provides examples of how conceptions of reality change 
observably at the societal level. For instance, before the European enlighten-
ment, Europeans believed that the earth lay at the center of the solar system. 
This taken-for-granted reality was embedded in a specifically European ontolo-
gy—the perception that humans were God’s special creation, superior to other 
creatures over which God had given humans dominion. As Galileo found out 
(at great personal cost), counter suggestions were considered completely ludi-
crous, even dangerous or heretical. But wait, you might argue, those perceptions 
of reality were changed by the provision of hard scientific evidence to support 
an alternative perception. And this is so; the ontological base was exposed as a 
chimera and so was replaced by another. Yet, still now, the majority of individ-
uals in our society equally accept these alternate views of reality without a scin-
tilla of knowledge of how the universe or DNA works. Why? Because it is what 
we have been authoritatively told. Our view of reality in these areas, therefore, is 
still set the same way as those of the pre-Enlightment era, by social and cultural 
consensus rather than acontextual evidence—or at least, only a narrow band of 
evidence is deemed appropriate for answering research questions. 

Perceptions of reality, therefore, were and remain held up by a framework 
of beliefs about “the way things are” and the way people and the social world 
understand and act on their social worlds. This is not to argue, of course, that 
there are no realities and that all things are relative. What it does mean, however, 
is that as human beings we all live in a world about which our frame of reference 
is socially constructed and hence cognitively constricted. More importantly, it 
is incredibly difficult to view that world outside of this frame of reference and, 
insofar as this is true, it serves to shape and contain our perceptions of reality. 
As embedded members of dominant society in colonized first world nations, 
researchers’ reality of the research topic, object, or objective is framed by domi-
nant perceptions of that world and the humans that inhabit it. 
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Theoretical Frame and Methods
Theoretical frameworks make up the next aspect of methodology. It is not with-
in the purview of this book to analyze the broad range of theoretical frames, 
for several reasons. First, apart from macro theories that cross disciplinary 
boundaries (for example, Marxism), they tend to be located within a particular 
discipline. As such, a researcher’s selection of a theoretical frame tends to be 
informed by the researcher’s disciplinary training and the range limited only 
by the breadth of literature and other research deemed relevant to the field of 
study. However, we want to emphasize that like data, theory is not neutral. This 
claim of the lack of neutrality concerns more than the fact that theories are com-
peting sets of ideas, or that many theoretical frames, at least those connected to 
the social world, are clearly ideologically aligned. 

Our argument is more complex: in much Western colonizing settler framed 
research, the theoretical frame is positioned as the lens through which the 
research is approached, conducted, and interpreted. It is essentially positioned 
as the non-method bit of methodology. We do not dispute that a researcher’s 
theoretical frame and his or her methodology are linked. What we question, 
rather, is the order. More specifically, we argue that the researcher’s stand-
point dictates how he or she makes sense of the many competing theoretical 
frames and therefore selects it (or them) as most appropriate for the research. 
Theoretical framework selection is thus an ontologically, axiologically, and 
epistemologically driven task. Sense-making, or the alignment of a particular 
theory with how we view our topic, is framed by the researcher’s standpoint and 
the original theorist and the disciplinary field to which the researcher and the 
theory are situated. 

Early feminist scholars researching topics such as the family, for exam-
ple, found that the existing literature was predominantly built on theoretical 
frameworks that reflected the standpoint of earlier researchers, white middle 
class males. Talcott Parsons had theorized the family as reducible to two basic 
functions, the primary socialization of children and the stabilizations of adult 
personalities. Within these functions men and women had prescribed “natu-
ral” roles. Others, such as John Bowlby’s theory of the psychological need of 
children to be cared for intensively by their mother, reinforced the idea of a nat-
ural division of household labor and relatively fixed gender roles (cited in van 
Krieken et al. 2000). Feminist researchers’ response was to develop new the-
oretical frameworks that better reflected their own standpoint. Annie Oakley 
(1974), as per our earlier example of gendered knowledges, theorized that the 
household division of labor, rather than being natural, was about patriarchy and 
the power of men over women. 

Additionally, while commonly presented as universal, the vast majority 
of existing and commonly used theoretical frames have similar social position 
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origins. Most emerge from the Metropole (Connell 2007)—a white European 
and North American upper middle class, mostly male realm—and it shows. 
They are rarely presented this way, however, either by their creators or their 
users. Connell (2007) has argued that the gendered, raced, and geographical 
positions of theoretical frames tend to be acknowledged only if the theorist is 
not male, not white, not middle class, and/or not from a northern hemisphere, 
Western society. In this case this “difference” is frequently used to delimit the 
social spaces within which theory has relevance; that is, feminist theory is usu-
ally labelled as such and restricted to topics that focus on gender. 

Yet the standpoints of all theorizers are reflected in the theories they pro-
duce. The groundbreaking work of Pierre Bourdieu on the mechanisms of social 
inequality is instructive in this context. Bourdieu, a white Frenchman, was born 
in the early part of the twentieth century and schooled initially in the disci-
pline of philosophy. Although his family was lower middle class (his father was 
a peasant-turned-postal worker), he rose to occupy the Chair of Sociology at the 
College de France (Swartz 1997). His academic career, while eventually stellar, 
was not a linear rise to the top, however. Bourdieu’s own social position, there-
fore, helps to explain his conceptual emphasis on the workings of social class. 
We might speculate that his lack of high status family background, common 
amongst his academic peers and rivals, stimulated insights into how class—and 
the social, cultural, and economic capitals bound to social classes—shapes how 
we see and experience the world, as well as shaping our life trajectories. His 
relegation of gender and race to second order dimensions of inequality are also 
likely influenced by his dominant gender and race position. In Bourdieu’s expe-
rience, it seems, they were not as ontologically coherent as class. As such, while 
powerful, Bourdieu’s work, as for us all, is both aided and limited by his own 
social positioning, and thus standpoint. 

While the theoretical frames being formulated by Indigenous scholars 
are rapidly expanding beyond Western academic norms, the established the-
oretical frames available within disciplines are still largely those of white 
Western northern hemisphere sources. For Indigenous researchers this does 
not mean that such theories cannot be useful; they can. The insights and theo-
retical understandings of the Western canon can be, and are, reshaped to serve 
Indigenous needs. For example, Moreton-Robinson (2006) utilizes the work 
of Michel Foucault to extrapolate her theory of white possession. In particular, 
she makes use of his theoretical framework on rights, regimes of truth, and sur-
veillance for analyzing how colonial possession (of Indigenous lands, peoples, 
cultures) is a mode of white rationality. This rationality defines and circum-
scribes Indigenous sovereignty. The discourse of rights in colonized first world 
nations, Moreton-Robinson argues, supports white possession through regula-
tory mechanisms including legal decisions, government legislation and policy. 
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Likewise, her discussion of Foucault’s notion of discursive frameworks helps 
us understand how Indigenous peoples come to be understood as “known” 
rather than as “knowers” and, in particular, as knowers of whiteness (Moreton-
Robinson 2004).

As Indigenous researchers we must be careful not to discard the value of 
the scholarship merely because Indigenous scholars did not develop it. This 
would be a serious, needless, and potentially disabling error. In Chapter 3 we 
explain in more depth the relationship between Indigeneity and modernity 
because we think it is critical not to get ourselves caught up in the “rule of differ-
ence” (Chatterjee 1993) that has shaped the last five centuries of global colonial 
projects. What it does mean, however, is that theoretical frames emanating from 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous disciplinary sources and knowledge produc-
tion theoretical frames should be subject to the same critically rigorous exam-
ination about the standpoint “who” and the “what” they represent. What is it 
about these particular theoretical frames that does, or does not, make sense to 
us, and, perhaps more importantly, what is it about us that means we are in sync 
with this or these frameworks and not others. 

Finally, as quantitative researchers, the methods we use (as distinct from 
our methodology) are statistical, mathematical, or computational techniques. 
The who, how, and what of how we use our method is, of course, definitively 
shaped by the researcher’s standpoint. Who is asked what, in what manner, by 
whom, for what purpose, and how those responses are then analyzed, interpret-
ed, and presented are, we argue, more a product of that standpoint than they are 
of the topic of the research. As argued in Chapter 1, Indigenous statistics in par-
ticular make the standpoint from which these data are created apparent. They 
emerge from the conduct of surveys, census or administrative data collections 
that have been designed, developed, analyzed, and reported from a particular, 
usually dominant, societal standpoint. For colonized first world Indigenous 
peoples this dominant societal standpoint is a reflection of its Western, white, 
colonizing settler society origins. We want to make clear that we are not ques-
tioning the validity of statistical analysis techniques such as ordinary least 
squares regression, factor analysis, chi square, correlation, or the myriad of oth-
er statistical tools. Rather, it is the powerful influence of the usually invisible 
standpoints that inform what data are gathered, by whom, and for what purpose 
that shapes how we use our quantitative methods. 

Conclusion 
Clearly, the approach we have outlined in this chapter will make some people 
uncomfortable, on both sides of the methodological rail. For those who have 
been trained in, and thus cling to, a notion of objective (as opposed to biased) 
research, we appear to be suggesting that no such thing exists. We humbly 
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suggest that we are in fact saying the opposite: that objectivity remains pow-
erfully tethered to one’s axiological, epistemological, and ontological position. 
Moreover, we want to stress that this tethering of research standpoint and 
methodology is a central facet of Western colonizer settler quantitative meth-
odologies. Yes, standpoint is central to Indigenous quantitative methodologies, 
but this is the case for all research. However, Indigenous methodologists and 
researchers cannot be so blithely (and conveniently) unaware of this social posi-
tioning as are colonizer settler researchers, since our work is often positioned as 
more political simply because it is different from the status quo. More critically, 
as argued in the previous chapter, the standpoint of their methodology silences 
and obscures how colonizer settler researchers’ values, knowledge hierarchies, 
and ways of being impact quantitative research on Indigenous issues, commu-
nities, and peoples in ways no less powerful for their invisibility. 

	 On the other side of the rail, some are wedded to the differentness of 
Indigenous methodology as its defining feature. We appear to be refuting dis-
similarity by suggesting that the building blocks of a methodology are the same 
regardless of whether our research engages with Indigenous or settler popu-
lations. Are we not, therefore, removing the central methodological pillars of 
Indigenous peoples’ relationship to our land, territory, and communities? We 
disagree and suggest, again, that we are doing the opposite. Creating building 
blocks of a methodology helps us account not only for differences from and sim-
ilarities to dominant colonizer settler methodological paradigms but also their 
differences from and similarities to ours. 

This two way perspective is central to how we position first world 
Indigenous quantitative methodologies. When we conceive of Indigenous 
methodologies only in terms of difference, we value them for their separateness 
and ultimately opposition to colonizer paradigms. This is constraining because 
we can only be what they are not, we can only be measured in the extent of our 
difference from the unmarked, standard Western paradigms. To make matters 
worse, colonial settler paradigms tend to cannibalize Indigenous spaces as 
their own. That is to say, as non-Indigenous researchers begin to decolonize 
their methodologies and methods and venture into Indigenous research spaces 
formerly marginalized, they may begin to see these methodologies and methods 
as “normal.” In these cases, those spaces, formerly Indigenous, now seem less so 
because white scholars come to inhabit them, physically and intellectually, and 
as such, claim them. Presuming the essential differentness of Indigeneity limits 
the what, where, and how we can engage in critique as Indigenous scholars (see 
Andersen 2009: 110). Spaces—all spaces—are not acontextually Indigenous or 
not. Rather, they are embedded in competing claims to their authenticity. As we 
explain in the next chapter, Indigenous methodologies, situated within the full 
spectrum of our Indigenous subjectivities, are much more than this. 
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Chapter 3 

The Paradigm of Indigenous Methodologies

In order to develop an Indigenous quantitative methodology, we must fi rst syn-
thesize the overarching principles of all Indigenous methodologies. While the 
literature on Indigenous research methodologies of any kind is slim, the fi eld is a 
vigorous and active domain of knowledge production. Th e ground-breaking work 
of noted Māori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) introduced the concept of 
Indigenous methodologies as fundamentally diff ering from Western traditions 
and sharing, across Indigenous nations, key tenets and underpinning philos-
ophies. Th is scholarship set the stage for the acknowledgment of Indigenous 
research methodologies as a unique and valid methodological approach. It under-
scored how, globally, Indigenous peoples apply their own lenses, perspectives, 
and understandings to the research process. Indigenous research methodologies 
are emerging and developing at a rapid pace. 

As Porsanger (2004) postulates, Indigenous methodological frames rec-
ognize knowledge as grounded in Indigenous ways of being, knowing, and 
doing in everyday life. From an Indigenous methodological frame all aspects 
of the research process must be reframed and redefi ned. Th e range of research 
spaces where Indigenous methodologies are producing new scholarship evi-
dence the breadth and divergence of the outcomes of this process. For example, 
Tuhiwai Smith’s (1999) groundbreaking work on decolonizing methodolo-
gies not only challenged how Indigenous peoples have come to be known and 
defi ned through the research methodology of the West but also demonstrated 
how research developed within a Kaupapa Māori methodology reframes all 
aspects of the research process. Sharing knowledge is a long-term commit-
ment she argues, and our communities and our peoples know that knowledge is 
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power, but the challenge for Indigenous researchers is to demystify and decol-
onize (16).  Building on Tuhiwai Smith’s legacy, Cree scholar Wilson (2008: 
58) used an Indigenous methodological frame to investigate the experience 
of being an Indigenous scholar within university systems. If Indigenous ways 
of knowing have to be narrowed through one particular lens, he asserts, then 
that lens would be relationality, and this concept permeates the scholarly writ-
ing of Indigenous scholars. Other scholars like Dine academic Gail Cannella 
(Cannella and Manuelito 2008) draw on feminist decolonizing discourse to 
develop modes of research practice that emphasize Native epistemologies and 
spiritualities, concepts grounded in the Dine way of life. From such Indigenized 
practices, it is argued, an anti-colonial social science might emerge.  

In the field of education Russell Bishop (2008) brings a Māori worldview 
to his outline of educational practice by using Whanau (extended family) as 
the basis of research. Developed within a Kaupapa Māori frame, such research 
uses Māori metaphors and repositions researchers within Māori sense-making 
contexts, with a focus on the centrality of relations to others to Māori episte-
mologies. Bishop (2008) further develops a culturally responsive pedagogy of 
relations. He describes this pedagogy as:

education where power is shared between self-determining individuals 
within non-dominating relations of interdependence, where culture counts, 
and where learning is interactive, dialogic , and spirals and participants are 
connected and committed to one another through the establishment of a 
common vision of what constitutes educational excellence. (445–446)  

Using this framework to compare narrations of students’ classroom experiences 
and meanings with stories from parents, teachers, and principals, Bishop demon-
strates a disparity in understandings and the pejorative power of pathologizing. 

Storytelling, or “yarning” as it is referred to in Australia, also figures 
strongly within explications of Indigenous qualitative methodologies and 
methods as a form of communication and as a bearer of traditional knowledg-
es. For example, Dawn Bessarab (2010), a Bardi/Indjarbardi scholar, incor-
porates the Australian Aboriginal communicative tradition of yarning as an 
information gathering tool into a qualitative analysis to explore the growing 
up, in family gendered experiences, of her participants. In her book, Indigenous 
Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations and Contexts, Cree scholar Kovach 
(2009) takes storytelling as the center of the transmission of Indigenous epis-
temologies, knowledges, and teachings. Her explication of an Indigenous based 
approach incorporates Indigenous conceptual and analytical frames and the 
significance of stories in the conduct of culturally valid Indigenous qualitative 
research practice. In a similar vein Sioux literary scholar Cook-Lynn (2008) 
argues that storytelling and incorporating tribal culture, knowledges, and 
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historical perspectives assist in both defining what Indigeneity is and clarify-
ing the function of Indigenous origins in modern thought. Not only the stories 
coming through to Native American people from the past, but also the Indian 
stories being told today, she argues, are bearers of traditional Indian knowledge, 
history, and myth. 

Notwithstanding the diversity of disciplines in which they have been devel-
oped and uses to which they have been put, Indigenous methodologies share 
some common philosophical premises that accord with some, if not all, of the 
facets outlined in Figure 2.1—our definition of a methodology. For example, 
Tuhiwai Smith (1999: 185) cites G. Smith’s 1990 summary of Kaupapa Māori 
research as: related to “being Māori; is connected to Māori philosophy and prin-
ciples; takes for granted the validity and legitimacy of Māori; the importance 
of Māori language and culture; and is concerned with the struggle for autono-
my over Māori’s own cultural well being.” Similarly, Wilson (2008) argues that 
Indigenous research is the ceremony of maintaining accountability to relation-
ships. For Indigenous peoples, he states, relationships don’t just shape reality, they 
are reality. As such, Indigenous researchers must be accountable to all our rela-
tions in the way that we approach, perceive, and do research. Indigenous research, 
he contends, is the ceremony of maintaining accountability to these relationships. 
Martin Nakata (1998) challenged the Western knowledge systems’ way of know-
ing Torres Strait Islander people by developing his own Torres Strait Islander 
standpoint. Meyer (2008) more specifically developed thematics for organizing 
the vast and seemingly limitless province of Indigenous knowledges according 
to her native Hawaiian epistemology by the use of body, mind, and spirit to tri-
angulate the Hawaiian way of meaning. At the center of Meyer’s framework is her 
positioning of  “all ideas, all histories, all facts, and all theories” as interpretations 
(230, italics in original). This starting point, she argues, is essential to the concep-
tualization and operationalization of all methodologies.  

Nurungga scholar Rigney (1997) and Nunukul/Bidjara scholar Martin 
(2003) each articulates a set of inter-related principles that informs his or 
her conceptualization of Indigenous methodology. In articulating Indigenist 
research, Rigney emphasizes political integrity, resistance as the emancipatory 
imperative, and the privileging of Indigenous voices, arguing that using such 
an approach means pushing boundaries “in order to make intellectual space for 
Indigenous cultural knowledge systems that were denied in the past” (2001: 9). 
In a broadly similar (though distinct) approach, Martin summarizes the shared 
philosophical underpinnings of Indigenous methodological framework into 
four theoretical principles: recognition of our worldviews, our knowledges, and 
our realities as distinctive and vital to our existence and survival  while serving 
as a research framework; honoring Aboriginal social mores as essential process-
es through which we live, learn, and situate ourselves as Aboriginal people in 
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our own lands and when in the lands of other Aboriginal peoples; emphasiz-
ing the social, historical, and political contexts which shape our experience, 
lives, positions, and futures; and privileging the voices, experiences, and lives of 
Aboriginal people and Aboriginal lands.

Grande (2008), like many other Indigenous scholars, describes the ten-
sions of identity and the practice of research, a tension she negotiated via the 
conscious development of her own Native American Indigenous methodology, 
“Red Pedagogy.” Red Pedagogy, Grande states, operates at the crossroads of 
Western critical pedagogy and Indigenous knowledge and is a space of engage-
ment rather than a method or technique. Within this space it critically analyses 
the precepts of critical pedagogy on the basis of its Western roots, pinpoint-
ing where its assumptions diverge from critical Indigenous methodologies.  In 
particular, Grande questions the capacity of any non-Indigenous pedagogies 
to truly theorize Indigenous identity, the notion of Indigenous sovereignty, 
and the sacredness of lands within an non-anthropocentric view of peoples, 
land, and natural resources (238). In her case study of culturally responsive 
pedagogy, Kau Kahakalau’s (2004) Indigenous heuristic action research meth-
odology integrates Hawaiian cultural protocols and Indigenous epistemology. 
This methodology frames Kakakalau’s education research and includes as a 
central premise, the participation of the researcher within the research itself. 
As Kahakalua (2004: 22) states:

As a native Hawaiian I bring to every task my mana, my personal power, 
which includes all my strengths; physical, emotional, intellectual, and spir-
itual. I also bring my personal skills and experiences, my hopes, my dreams, 
my visions, and my ancestral endowments, including the wisdom that my 
ancestors share with me while I sleep, as well as the knowledge my many 
teachers have imparted to me. 

For Kahakalua (2004: 24) the development of her methodology shifted the 
research problematic from the students to the model of education. Her original 
research question changed from “How do we teach Hawaiian students to be 
pono?” to “What constitutes a quality K–12 model of education?” The results 
of Kahakalua’s complex, rigorous, multi-method (qualitative and quantitative) 
research changed the way the education system is understood in Hawaii. 

Indigenous methodologies inevitably also include an Indigenous perspec-
tive on research ethics. Using her own experience as a member of a working 
party to develop research processes involving Mi’kmaw knowledges, Canadian 
Indigenous scholar Battiste (2008) raised the clash of ethical values that contin-
ue to arise between Western researchers and Indigenous peoples in relation to 
Indigenous knowledges. Battiste contends that Indigenous knowledges are, and 
continue to be, culturally misappropriated by Western researchers. Noting that 
“few academic contexts exist within which to talk about Indigenous knowledge 
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and heritage in an unprejudiced way” (503), Battiste critiques the value and 
validity of the standard academic ethical safeguards, such as including an 
Indigenous person on ethics committees. Such measures, she argues, never tru-
ly address the central issue of the ownership of the research and its outputs. She 
further contends that such individualizing practices fail to consider protection 
issues for the collective and as such may themselves contribute to the continued 
appropriation and pillaging of Indigenous culture, heritage, and knowledge. 

Differentiating First World Indigenous Methodologies
Commonalities among the Indigenous methodologies do exist in some of the 
work of Indigenous scholars from outside the colonized first world. Building 
on the innovative work of Indigenous Mexican scholar Anzaldua (1987), 
Central American scholar Saavedra, for example, outlines with co-author 
Nymark a feminist borderland-mestizaje methodology (Saavedra and Nymark 
2008). This methodology takes as its focus the analysis of the blank spots in 
dominant ideology and discourse in any analysis of gender, class, and race, 
especially as they relate to Chicana and Latina women. As such, borderland-
mestizaje feminism emerges from the lived experiences of the (Indigenous) 
self and others and is perceived by Saavedra and Nymark as operating in the 
space between methodologies. Its fundamental role is to create the space for 
subversive ideas and practices with an end goal of transformation. Others, 
such as African scholar Chilisa (2012), premise their Indigenous method-
ological frame on understanding how non-academic knowledge systems fit 
within research paradigms. Utilizing a post-colonial frame, her focus is on par-
adigms and practices that highlight methodologies that support Indigenous 
epistemologies and honor integrative knowledge systems.  

Methodological commonalities between first, second, and third world 
Indigenous scholars, however, do not necessarily result in globally applicable 
Indigenous methodologies. As explained in the Introduction, we do share a cen-
tral critique of the dominance of the Western ontological base in the research 
interrogation of the Indigenous other. But the diversity of our histories, our 
contemporary and historical experiences of colonization, our traditional and 
contemporary cultural lives, and our current social, political, and economic 
positioning mean that often we are more different than we are similar. As such, 
our methodological frames will also be widely diverse. 

Certainly, Indigenous scholars from around the world can and do learn 
from each other, as well as support each other in our quest to reshape research 
relating to our peoples. But we recognize that not only are there Indigenous 
methodologies rather than an Indigenous methodology, but that there are dif-
ferent categories of Indigenous methodologies. These should not be conflated, 
but rather recognized for the strengths each brings and the specificity of the 
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contexts in which they apply. Categorizing Indigenous methodologies as a 
homogenous group risks essentializing Indigenous peoples even more than we 
do now. More critically, we cannot, and do not have the right to, speak to how 
Indigenous statistics and Indigenous quantitative methodologies are, or might 
be, practiced in other Indigenous peoples’ countries that do not have similar 
colonizing antecedents as those in first world nations. 

From our perspective, then, it is the centrality of the shared colonized 
histories and contemporary social, economic, and political positioning of 
Indigenous peoples living in Western colonized first world nations that bind 
our definition of Indigenous methodologies. Again, this is not to suggest that 
first world colonized peoples are the same, or that Indigenous methodologies 
developed within this context will equate to a prescriptive orthodoxy. We are 
not, and they do not. The conceptualization, operationalization, and most crit-
ically, research practice of the epistemologies, axiologies, and ontologies that 
underpin our methodologies occur in myriad ways and vary by researcher and 
by country and cultural belonging. Instead, we point to the similarities of our 
Anglo histo-colonizing antecedents, the consequent similarity of the institu-
tions and instruments of the state that shape our contemporary colonizer settler 
interactions, our shared social and politically marginalized positioning with-
in the (predominately) English speaking first world nations, and our mutual 
minority status as a platform and a strength in the development of an observ-
ably aligned paradigm of Indigenous quantitative methodologies. 

These similarities inform the plethora of literature across disciplines that 
comparatively examine Indigenous issues across first world colonized nations. 
In the area of Indigenous rights, Ivison, Patton, and Sanders’s (2000) edited col-
lection relates to Indigenous peoples in Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand, and 
North America, and Havemann (1999) compares Australia, Canada, and New 
Zealand. Cottrell (2010) discusses the striking parallels of education experi-
ences of Indigenous peoples in Canada, the United States, Australia, and New 
Zealand, and Cassidy (2006) compares the similarity of the removal and detain-
ing of Aboriginal children in the twentieth century in Canada and Australia. 
On the colonizing process itself, Miller, Ruru, Behrendt, and Londberg 
(2010) explore how the doctrine of discovery was used to rationalize the col-
onization of the United States, Canada, Aotearoa New Zealand, and Australia.  
Comparative research, however, is not just about identifying the similarities of 
our historical and contemporary positioning. As Hayward (2010: 139) remarks 
in her comparison of Indigenous representation in Canada and New Zealand, 
“Comparative research is an empowering component of ‘research as resistance’ 
for scholars in Indigenous studies.” 

Our historical and contemporary similarities are also recognized by our 
respective nation-states. For example, the statistical entities of the state in first 
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world colonizing nations tend to compare the “progress” of their own Indigenous 
populations across health, education, and socio-economic dimensions 
with those of other first world colonizing states. In Australia, the Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW 2011b), for example, compares the life 
expectancy of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples with Indigenous 
people in New Zealand, Canada, and the United States. Though less so, 
Canada has undertaken comparisons between Indigenous peoples in Canada 
and elsewhere using the United Nations’ Human Development Index (see, for 
example, Cooke et al. 2007). 

Developing the Paradigm of 
Indigenous Quantitative Methodologies
Indigenous methodologies share underpinning philosophical principles but 
still vary in their focus, topic, approach, and utility of method. That said, a 
body of work in Indigenous quantitative methodology does not, as yet, exist 
to any substantive degree. Thus far, the field of Indigenous methodologies 
has been dominated by debates around Indigenous qualitative methodologies. 
Indeed, qualitative research techniques have generally been seen by Indigenous 
researchers to fit more squarely with Indigenous agendas and community 
interests than quantitative methods, despite the power and reach of the lat-
ter. As a result, their use is comparatively rare among Indigenous researchers. 
Epidemiology is probably one of the few quantitative fields to have an observable 
Indigenous presence, with Māori scholars especially prominent in their field.  
For example, Simmonds, Robson, Cram, and Purdie (2008) write on Kaupapa 
Māori epidemiology, and the Te Rŏpŭ Rangahau Hauroa A Eru Pŏmare Centre 
at the Wellington School of Medicine conspicuously places its research with-
in a Kaupapa Māori space. Others, such as Māori demographer Tahu Kukutai 
(2011; 2012), also stand out.  However, the need for more Indigenous quantita-
tive researchers and a body of work on Indigenous quantitative methodologies 
to inform their practice is vital if Indigenous peoples are to take hold of the reins 
of knowledge production about ourselves and our social relations. 

A principle premise of this book, to paraphrase Bourdieu (1991), is that 
research methodologies are always open to excluded groups to develop hereti-
cal discourses and categories and practices that go against the official grain. 
Discourses by their nature evolve and change as power relations evolve and 
change, and those from excluded groups, by the insights derived from their 
positionality within those discourses, are uniquely positioned to challenge 
the status quo. Developing heretical discourses on how Indigenous statistics 
are created, disseminated, and interpreted is the job of quantitative Indigenous 
researchers. Our first imperative is to decouple and segregate, intellectual-
ly as well as practically, the research method (statistics) from its standard 
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methodological framing. This decoupling is necessary to create some space 
between the narrowly conceived aspects of Indigeneity traditionally associated 
with Indigenous quantitative research that in turn have created a  “deficit-based” 
visage of Indigeneity and the use of statistical analytical techniques themselves 
(see Chapter 1).  Our argument is that methodology, rather than the method of 
analysis, contains the cultural, social, and consequently, political meanings of 
research process and practice. And it is within Western settler quantitative meth-
odological frames that the continuing authorization of our Indigenous peoples 
as the “other”’ occurs. 

Indigenous Statistical Space
In claiming statistical space is Indigenous, we are mindful that Indigenous 
quantitative research involves more than an Indigenous researcher leading 
research on Indigenous related topics. Despite this caution, we also need to 
acknowledge that the repositioning of the Indigene within the research process 
and practice is the starting point of an Indigenous quantitative methodological 
frame. Moving the Indigene from research object to director—from “known” 
to “knower”—can, in itself, be methodologically transformative. Indigenous 
researchers placing themselves (rather than being placed) at the forefront 
immediately alters the research practice terrain. But we suggest that in itself, 
this is not enough.

The terrain of Indigenous quantitative methodology is currently largely 
uncharted. It is necessary to explore, identify, and establish parameters to our 
conceptualization and operationalization of Indigenous quantitative method-
ologies.  We now detail four such parameters. These are overlapping in practice 
but divided here to demonstrate their separate influences on Indigenous quan-
titative methodologies. To establish these parameters we must delineate:

1.	 the “fit” of the quantitative within Indigenous methodologies;
2.	 modernity and Indigenous quantitative methodologies; 
3.	 our position within the field of quantitative methodologies; and
4.	 the purview of Indigenous quantitative methodologies. 

The Fit of the Quantitative within Indigenous Methodologies

Though to many it is heretical to say so, there is nothing necessarily “less 
Indigenous” about quantitative than qualitative methodologies. While the field 
of Indigenous methodologies has been dominated by qualitative approaches, 
quantitative methods fit equally well within an Indigenous methodological 
frame and can speak to elements of our Indigeneity. The current tendency with-
in Indigenous methodologies to concentrate on qualitative practice has left a 
large and troubling gap. As we argue further in Chapter 6, Indigenous scholars 
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are currently limited in what we teach our students about Indigeneity and the 
kinds of official representations of Indigeneity that get produced because there 
are not enough of us involved in the “statistical cycle” (described in Chapter 
1)—the on-going process of envisioning, commissioning, collecting, analys-
ing, and interpreting statistics to engender a more robust conversation. This 
has serious and unfortunate consequences for the production of knowledge 
about Indigenous sociality, particularly in the numerous official contexts with-
in which they are used. 

As quantitative Indigenous scholars, we are sensitive to the near absence of 
discussion of the quantitative within the field of Indigenous methodologies. This 
gap is reinforced by the propensity of qualitative Indigenous methodologists to 
legitimize the authenticity of their approaches by contrasting their Indigenous 
epistemological base with an inferred epistemologically constricted premise of 
quantitative methods, especially in relation to the now outmoded idea of equating 
Western quantitative methodologies with positivism. Indigenous qualitative 
researchers are not alone in this practice. Western qualitative researchers have 
long set up their own qualitative framework in opposition to quantitative tech-
niques, despite the false dichotomizing it requires. For example, on page one 
of their book on in-depth interviewing, Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, and 
Alexander (1990) write that most research books are written from a quantita-
tive research frame, which they define as “methods based on positivist under-
standing of social reality.” Qualitative research, they add, is in opposition to this 
way of seeing the world (1990:2). What is unique about how quantitative meth-
odology is positioned within current writing on Indigenous methodologies is 
that they are by their way of doing research, ipso facto, unsuitable for the study 
of Indigeneity (see Gilchrist 1997). 

We argue that such arguments, although probably benign in intent, are 
not helpful to building more sophisticated relationships between Indigeneity 
and quantitative knowledge. No convincing arguments or evidence is given to 
support the inferred claims that some methods are suited for adaptation into 
Indigenous methodologies, while others are doomed by their institutional 
genealogies. Moreover, it should be clear by now that the absence of quantita-
tive methods from the research armory of Indigenous scholars is problematic. 
Restrictions on how we engage in research as Indigenous scholars disarms us 
in the very terrain where we need to be most active, the relations of power that 
allow current statistical analysis of us to be accepted as exhaustive descriptions 
and definitions of who we are.

An example from African American scholarship elucidates our argument. 
Robin Kelley (1997: 17) suggested that during the 1970s (white American) 
social scientists had reduced blackness to ghetto culture in much the same way 
as they do so now with respect to Indigenous communities. As Kelley (1997: 
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16) put it, “Sociologists, anthropologists, political scientists and economists 
compete for huge grants…to measure everything measurable in order to get a 
handle on the newest internal threat to civilization.” Statistical constructions 
were ordered according to more or less tacit social disorganization theses 
that perceived black “ghetto” culture either as a manifestation of individual 
pathologies (drugs or sexualized behavior) or as a reaction to and means of 
enduring poverty and racism.1 

In response, Kelley (1997: 9–10) articulated a concept of black density. 
Density speaks to numerous subject positions that eclipse standard tropes 
about African American blackness to come to terms with a more complex 
“immediacy” which defies easy (academic) description. Much official statistical 
analysis about Indigenous communities is similarly obsessed with narrow 
aspects of our daily life, as explored in previous chapters, particularly around 
the apparent “truth” of our social disadvantage, as though those conditions—
and resistance to them—constitute all there is to know about us, or the only 
way we can be known in quantitative contexts. As articulated by Kelley, the 
theorization of such a narrow band of research questions led to authoritative, 
and thus frequently unchallenged, definitions of who we are and the essence of 
our social relations. 

Certainly, dangers exist in qualifying Indigenous colonial experiences in 
terms of larger forms of oppression impacting other racialized entities. Not 
the least of these is the erasure of an important difference between Indigenous 
and other disadvantaged groups: our sovereignty. Nonetheless, whitestream 
representations of blackness operate according to similar epistemological and 
ontological forms of abstraction. Like blackness, Indigeneity is often (still) 
positioned in opposition to white/colonial identity along a series of binary 
oppositions that labor to reaffirm their supposed superiority and our apparent 
primitiveness. And like blackness, Indigenous complexity has been reduced 
in time and space through apparently objective, logical markers that come to 
stand in for our sociality itself —that is, the lens through which officials “look” 
at our communities comes to stand in for the communities themselves. 

Indeed, our respective nation-states and social researchers are keen to 
fix us in time (that is, the past) and space. Our growing urban presence has 
largely been ignored within the research and public discourse against a heavy 
concentration of those peoples among us living remotely in more rural settings 
(see Peters and Andersen 2013). For example, as far back as 1981, Aboriginal 
scholar Marcia Langton railed against the lack of research by Australian 
social scientists into urban Aboriginal life and the lack of acknowledgment 
that Aboriginal culture could and did exist within urban settings (Langton 
1981: 16), despite the fact that four in five Indigenous people live in urban areas. 
In Canada, despite the fact that roughly half of all Aboriginal peoples live in 
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urban areas, only a single chapter in the massive 1996 Royal Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples was dedicated to urban issues. As we detail more in the next 
two chapters, Indigenous quantitative methodologies not only challenge the 
legitimacy of these discourses, they provide the evidentiary base for new and 
efficacious competing discourses. 

The placement of artificial and unnecessarily restrictive boundaries 
around the conceptualization of bona fide Indigenous methodologies works 
against Indigenous interests. And while allusions to the continued power of our 
traditional Indigenous ontologies and epistemologies within methodological 
descriptions operate as arenas of resistance to colonial projects, they also 
(unnecessarily) limit the range of our conceptual toolbox for dealing with 
contemporary issues. “Tradition” still holds epistemic and ontological salience, 
but as we argue in the next section, its automatic precedence is essentializing 
and epistemologically and ontologically restrictive. It also is indicative of the 
numerous ways in which the cultural power of first world nation-states does not 
merely oppress, but seduces as well.2  The logical endpoint of these anchoring 
conceptions denies Indigenous methodologies the central role they ought to 
play in denaturalizing dominant constructions of Indigeneity, a task which 
must make use of all available theories and methods, especially quantitative 
knowledge. As we explain next, the marginalization of quantitative methods as 
Indigenous ignores those methodologies most able to deal with powerful actors 
such as actors of nation-state agencies. 

Modernity and Indigenous Quantitative Methodologies  

We also assert that the binary between “modernity” and “tradition” is a false 
one. This is a bold claim and in the spirit of inviting what we see as a sorely 
needed discussion on the relationship of that binary to an equally popular one—
quantitative/qualitative—we should probably explain to readers what we mean 
when we use the term ‘modernity’ and why we think that Indigenous methodolo-
gies and modernity do not require the split between quantitative and qualitative 
(and the marginalization of the former) that the field appears to have created. 

We use the term ‘modernity’ to signify the here and now in our respective 
colonizing settler nation-states. The full complexity of the concept of moder-
nity is far beyond our ability to define it here, except to say that we generally 
position it to refer to the political, economic, social, and culture changes pro-
duced in the development of the modern state, the capitalist economy, and the 
industrial revolution (see Hall 1995). In this context, we are interested in those 
aspects of modernity that speak to: 1) the rise in secular forms of political power 
and authority, with allied notions of sovereignty and legitimacy; 2) exchange 
economies, the stabilized consumption of market commodities, and the accu-
mulation of wealth and private property; 3) the replacement of traditional 
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hierarchies of order with new divisions of labor (including patriarchal); 4) the 
rise of secular culture and the associated decline of religious worldviews; 5) the 
novel ways through which knowledge was produced and classified; and finally, 
6) the growth of nationalism (see Hall 1995: 8–9).

Of course, broad definitions like this, while orienting, are not as helpful to 
exploring more specific concerns like those discussed here. Hence, the particular 
“node” of modernity we make use of in this book refers more specifically to chang-
es in the post-WWII period in those countries like Australia, Canada, Aotearoa 
New Zealand, and the United States, in which strategies for governing Indigenous 
peoples underwent fairly profound changes from “assimilationist” to “integrative” 
modes that fit more squarely with their own self-conceptions of liberalism. In this 
context, we do not see a useful distinction between modernity and colonization 
since, in the context of the nation-states we discuss, they amounted to the same 
thing in practice. Nonetheless, while we agree that within these societies, our tra-
ditional knowledges remain vitally important and continuing aspects of who and 
how we are as Indigenous peoples, we must nonetheless make use of all of our 
Indigenous knowledges, not just those created in the eras preceding modernity 
and our interactions with an investment in it. 

Conceptions of Indigenous knowledge that fail to account for and make 
use of this newer complexity epistemologically bind our research to specific 
cultural and traditional spaces. We cannot afford to be so bound. Indigenous 
methodologies are much more than methodologies built on culture and/or 
traditional and/or local knowledges relegated to some (more or less) mythol-
ogized past. For example, in their justifiably lauded 2008 Handbook of Critical 
and Indigenous Methodologies, Denzin, Lincoln, and Tuhiwai Smith define 
Indigenous methodologies as “research by and for indigenous peoples, using 
traditions and methods drawn from the traditions and knowledges of those 
peoples” (cited in Denzin, Lincoln, and Tuhiwai Smith, from Evans, Hole, 
Berg, Hutchinson, and Sookraj  forthcoming). While nothing in this defini-
tion necessarily excludes quantitative methods, the ways that “traditions” and 
“knowledges” are usually defined devalue quantitative methodologies as a cen-
tral form of modern knowledge production that is, therefore, dismissed as an 
important ally to Indigenous cultural and political projects. 

The prominence of the Denizen et al. text and its definition compels us, in 
this section, to engage in a deeper discussion about the relationship between 
Indigeneity and contemporary everyday life in our first world nations and, 
more precisely, the role of quantitative knowledge in this context. And inci-
dentally, this realization does not come from any particular critiques of 
Indigenous methodologists themselves; rather, it speaks to the wholesale 
marginalization of quantitative methods from that field of inquiry—simply 
put, no one writes about it. 
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Our broader point—and one which we think most Indigenous methodolo-
gists would agree with—is this: despite the deliberate efforts of colonial projects, 
within each of our first world nation-states our communities and peoples are still 
here as complex, dynamic, and growing communities. The curved wall of the 
National Museum of the American Indian in Washington proclaims that “WE 
ARE THE EVIDENCE.” This evidence reflects not just the concerted endeavors 
to destroy and/or assimilate us but evidence of our continued existence and the 
ongoing vibrancy and vigor of our communities, societies, and peoples. We are 
part of our respective modern societies, not a remnant of the past, and Indigenous 
methodologies that fail to engage in a primary language of modern power—
quantitative methods—miss out on a crucial tool, not only for resisting colonial 
projects but, more fundamentally, for constituting the social representations 
through which Indigeneity is understood by the public at large. Sahlins (1999) 
summed up the power of the “tradition/modernity” binary by positing that the 
relationship between Indigeneity and modernity skewers the pretentions of early-
to-mid twentieth century anthropological thinking poised to document the 
logical endpoint of effects of modernity on Indigenous peoples: our extinction. 
In this context, his phrase evokes the extent to which Indigenous collectivities 
have retained the principles that animate our social relations, not just in spite of, 
but in some cases because of, its social processes. Indeed, for many of our peoples, 
our supposedly “traditional” cultures had already been changed by decades or 
even centuries of interaction with capitalism/colonialism by the time anthropolo-
gists began to remark on our cultural difference. More pertinently, our traditional 
forms of existence were/are not necessarily incommensurable with the evolving 
cultures and practices of capitalism/colonialism (Salhins 1999). 

Modernity is thus not patently coterminous with the destruction of 
Indigenous societies, communities, cultures, and ways of being, knowing, see-
ing, and acting: we are still here. To be crystal clear, however, this observation 
is not to suggest that modernity—the growth of the modern state, colonialism, 
and so forth—is not as bad as it has been made out to be. Rather, our point is 
that it was and is never as effective as its engineers’ pretensions and hubris made 
and make it out to be. We resisted and incorporated as required to survive its 
storms, and these strategies constitutively impacted our sense of Indigeneity. 
However, modernity/colonialism was never as powerful or as far-reaching as its 
progenitors presented it, nor were its various forms of power as unidirectional.  

Few scholars who undertake Indigenous community research would 
quarrel with the argument that our communities differ in fundamental ways 
from dominant, whitestream society. We agree. Yet these same scholars must 
also acknowledge that our communities and nations are embedded within 
their respective first world nation-states in complex and longstanding ways. 
Regardless of where or how we live, we can no longer, and have not been able 
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to for a very long time, exist outside our colonizing nation-states, though our 
degrees of engagement vary in kind and degree. Nonetheless, we live our dai-
ly lives awash in a sea of quantitative methodologies through which modern 
nation-states govern. Telephone numbers, credit cards, employee numbers, tax 
forms, health information—in these and enumerable other contexts, we con-
tinue to recognize our many selves in the categories expressed through these 
numbers. If we live in modernity and if we “continue to exist” as Indigenous 
peoples, there is absolutely no reason to think that how we learn to live in and 
navigate these social relations cannot or should not be thought of as valuable 
Indigenous knowledge. 

Our embeddedness and our investments thus play a powerful part in 
shaping our contemporary Indigeneity—we speak the official languages of the 
state (almost always not our own); we engage in various forms of technology to 
facilitate ceremony (whether driving out to ceremonial sites or phoning or even 
Facebooking to set up meeting times); we eat food and drink liquids that are not 
only not traditional but in fact have proven immensely harmful to us. However, 
none of these social factors necessarily makes us “less” Indigenous, since these 
trappings of modernity were also faced, in their contemporaneous forms, by our 
ancestors. Nonetheless, the failure to heed this social fact pushes us unnecessarily 
and uncomfortably close to an “Aboriginalist discourse” (Attwood 1992) that 
defines us by who, apparently, we are not: white/capitalist/ secular/modern. 
Indigenous scholars and our allies have labored too intensively to interrogate and 
denaturalize such reductive logics to allow these constrictions to regain traction.3 

Further, the reduction of Indigenous methodologies, quantitative 
or qualitative, to tradition and culture rearticulates a standard trope for 
positioning Indigenous authenticity that is heavily invested in by our colonizing 
settler powerbrokers.  For example, Canadian Aboriginal rights law is ordered 
precisely according to juridical notions about what apparently makes Indigenous 
communities truly Indigenous, namely, our pre-contact occupation. Similarly, in 
Australia, under the Native Title Act 1993, groups must be able to demonstrate 
both that they are descended from the Aboriginal group who occupied the land 
at the time of the British claiming of the continent (1788) and that over the 
ensuing generations they have maintained an unbroken traditional connection 
to that land. The lived result is that the many peoples forcibly removed from 
country and cultural practices forbidden in constraining Aboriginal missions 
are deemed to have their claims to country legally extinguished. Moreover, 
it is only pre 1788 culture that is recognized. Cultural reinvigoration, such as 
that argued by the Yorta Yorta people, the traditional owners of the country on 
which the city of Melbourne now sits, is not valid. Their application was rejected 
on the basis that they had lost their connection with the traditional law and 
custom that would have sustained native title (Keen 1999).    
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This should not surprise us. Whitestream colonizing societies are at their 
most magnanimous when recognizing symbols of difference, since, according 
to Claude Denis (1997: 83), these societies have always “relied on a rhetoric of 
cultural difference to ensure the rule of the whitestream over non-European 
peoples.” Yet our contemporary Indigenous communities constitute complex, 
tangled mélanges of difference and sameness, exoticism and familiarity. Thus, 
our critique is one familiar to post-structuralist/post-colonialist debates 
about authenticity, namely, that “the rhetoric of difference is a double-edged 
sword: a claim to difference can lead to (a degree of) empowerment at the 
same time that it creates and sustains images of the radical other, who is 
always subordinate” (Denis 1997: 83). 

In sum, an emphasis on Indigenous tradition within our research 
methodologies vastly oversimplifies the complex set of relations within and 
through which Indigenous collectivities and subjectivities contemporarily 
manifest themselves. This simplism marginalizes the complex ways in which 
our Indigenous habitus (to borrow from Bourdieu 1984) is inevitably and 
irrevocably constituted in and by the fields of power we cohabit. And for 
good and ill, these fields of power are inextricably located within relations 
of modernity. So while we do not contest the centering of Indigenous 
communities and nations at the forefront of research within an Indigenous 
methodology, analysis without regard to the complex societal positioning of 
those communities and nations is problematic. 

More specifically, our point is that in the attempt to analytically separate 
Indigenous communities from the broader social fabric of dominant, 
whitestream society, we have effectively removed a large part of our arsenal for 
combating the damaging (not to mention plainly inaccurate!) representations 
of Indigeneity woven into larger society. As we argue, one of the impacts of 
this kind of thinking has been the creation and encrustation of “deficit-model” 
based policy understandings of Indigeneity that dominate quantitative analyses 
of Indigeneity. To repeat: our point is not that models that emphasize our 
disadvantage are wrong. Rather, our point is that they are neither exhaustive 
nor contextual, nor do they produce the only legitimate statistics depictions of 
Indigenous communities. 

This discussion brings us back to definitions and understandings of 
Indigenous methodologies. Indigenous knowledges are a central component 
of Indigenous quantitative methodologies, but such knowledges are not (and 
should not be) restricted to historical knowledges. Indigenous societies evolve, 
and the knowledges we bring to the research process and its methodological 
base must reflect the evolutions of our ontologies, axiologies, and epistemolo-
gies. Thus, quantitative methodologies can reflect Indigenous standpoints, but 
they do so within a broader understanding of our investment in modernity and 
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modern nation-states. These can and do encompass and are related to all areas 
of the modern societal existence of first world Indigenous peoples. That they 
should do so is only logical. Modernity in all its aspects is the primary shaper 
of the life circumstances of Indigenous peoples in colonized first world nation-
states, both in terms of our investment in and our resistance to it.

Position within the Field of Quantitative Methodologies

Indigenous quantitative methodologies are distinct from, but not necessarily 
dichotomous with, Western-based quantitative methodologies. Yet, a layered 
understanding of who we are and how we are Indigenous researchers (such as, 
for example, that articulated by Salhins [1999]) is not a dominant one. Instead, 
much of the current theoretical discussion on methodologies presupposes that 
to be authentically Indigenous is to be situated in tension with colonizer settler 
research paradigms. This, we argue, is (or can be) a serious misapprehension. 
While the dissimilarity of the standpoints will necessarily result in divergence 
between Western and Indigenous quantitative methodologies, this difference 
should not be conflated with the reverse: to differ from Western quantitative 
methodology is not the same as opposing it. Nor, as is the practice in much of 
the current discussion of Indigenous methodologies, should difference from 
colonizer settler methodologies sit at the core of what makes Indigenous meth-
odology Indigenous. 

In addition to eliding the boundaries of the development-based thinking 
currently dominating quantitative configurations of Aboriginal communities, 
we are not claiming that being Indigenous gives us answers that others could 
not find (although it might). Rather, we suggest that it increases the likelihood 
that we will ask questions that others have not and fashion categories that here-
tofore have not been used. Indigenous quantitative methods lay down an explicit 
challenge to the current boundaries of what counts as Indigenous knowledge. 
Certainly, statistical techniques cannot measure all or even most aspects of 
Indigenous sociality. But neither can Indigenous traditional knowledge-based 
research methods and methodologies—for example, how would Indigenous 
methodologists assist an Indigenous community who wanted to create a 
questionnaire to gauge Internet use in their community or wanted to compare 
water quality samples to those taken by state actors?

Properly conceived and executed quantitative evidence simply “speaks back 
to the state” in a manner that both incorporates Indigenous knowledges and 
is ontologically translatable to state actors. As such, an Aboriginal investment 
in the statistical form of our identities should be included in any discussion of 
Indigenous knowledge. We do not seek to replace more qualitatively oriented 
knowledge but, rather, to demonstrate that the deployment of qualitative or 
quantitative methodologies is equally appropriate depending on the research 
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problematic. Both can be equally authentically operationalized within an 
Indigenous methodology.

As such, we critique what we see as an unnecessarily narrow and inflexible 
construction of Indigenous subjectivity within methodology. Such approaches 
can be construed as buying in to the identity discourse that argues that one’s 
authenticity as an Indigenous person can only be evaluated in terms of one’s 
difference from “whiteness”—speaking language, possessing an Indigenous 
“look,” growing up in an Indigenous community, and so on. We do not, of 
course, reject the distinctiveness of Indigenous methodologies or, for that 
matter, Indigenous peoples. But we do reject the idea that Indigenous individuals 
and communities have to be different, and the alignment of such differentness 
to their white settler majority population definitions of Indigeneity. This is 
problematic not least because, as described in Chapter 2, as white researchers 
begin to decolonize and reach into Indigenous spaces, what happens when 
they attempt to claim those analytical spaces as their own? Are spaces long 
understood as Indigenous spaces now less so simply because state or university 
researchers (for example) also claim them?

Of course Indigenous methodologies hold Indigenous values and 
viewpoints at their center, but positioning these viewpoints only in terms of 
their apparent difference marginalizes our position as knowers of whiteness as 
well.  A full consideration of the power and utility of quantitatively produced 
Indigenous knowledge requires that we “crack open” Indigeneity to denaturalize 
what we see as the ontologies of our respective colonizer settlers’ whiteness. 
It is these particular practices of whiteness that reproduce and legitimate 
representations of Indigeneity that are tied only to discourses and practices of 
our difference. To conceive of our Indigeneity in these terms is to legitimize 
that discourse.  Rather, we make an alternative argument that an appreciation 
of our full density/complexity/modernity must account for what Hokowhitu 
(2009) terms “Indigeneity of immediacy” as outlined in Chapter 1.   

As scholars is it easy to see the seductive nature of simplistic notions of 
Indigeneity-as-difference. Indeed, across our nation-states, “state of the disci-
pline” pieces in Indigenous Studies often begin by discussing the disciplinary 
content and boundaries thought to distinguish our scholarship from that of lon-
ger standing disciplines (see, for example, Cook-Lynn 1998; Weaver 2007). In a 
U.S. context, for example, Native American scholar Clara Sue Kidwell (2009: 6) 
suggests that such discussions play out in a tension between two poles of analy-
sis: essentialism/difference and adaptation/assimilation. The essentialism cluster 
is rooted in an extreme form of post-colonialism (her term) which “implies that 
[Indigenous] ways of thinking existed before colonialism and remain unknow-
able by anyone outside those cultures. [Indigenous Studies] can recover the 
long-suppressed values, epistemologies, and voices from colonial oppression” 
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(Kidwell 2009: 6). Conversely, adaptation clusters typically emphasize the 
agency of Indigenous collectivities in the face of whitestream colonialism, the 
ways in which Indigenous peoples both colluded with and resisted (in her case) 
U.S. policies. As with the essentialism cluster, Kidwell (2009: 6) argues that 
in its extreme variant, “the idea of adaptation, or acculturation, or agency rep-
resents the ultimate disappearance of a distinctive [Indigenous] identity into 
[modernity] as citizens of the colonial nation states in which they live.” 

We agree that colonizer settler quantitative methodological orientations are 
beset with problematic concepts and practices in their engagement with things 
Indigenous. However, we argue that supposing a binary between Indigeneity and 
the immediacy of everyday Indigenous life (Hokowhitu 2009) is both false and 
misleading. As Hokowhitu argues, the tendency of many Indigenous and non-
Indigenous scholars to focus on tradition and culture has encouraged the idea that 
cultural knowledge is beyond their lived experience. Using the example of Māori 
culture, he argues that such discussions seldom refer to everyday practices, such 
as the importance of the sport of rugby for contemporary cultures of Māori mas-
culinity.  Positioning Indigenous methodologies, therefore, as somehow removed 
from everyday Indigenous life and as the converse of colonizer settler disciplinary 
research, limits and constrains our methodological and research range of topics 
regarding what makes Indigenous peoples truly Indigenous and what colonizer 
settler methodologies remain unable to explain. 

Such constraints leave little analytical purchase to deal with the complex-
ities of being Indigenous in modern, Western societies, with respect to how we 
identify ourselves, how we critique dominant, whitestream representations, or 
how we employ colonizer settler discursive authorities—like official statistics—
in our daily struggles. A reliance on tradition or cultural difference as the key 
delineator between Indigenous and Western methodologies also does little to 
help us disentangle these complexities and leaves us few tools for undertaking 
our analyses of modernity. Equally importantly, such analytical lenses remain 
focused solely in the direction of Indigenous communities, and in doing so hand-
cuff our ability to undertake a task which should be central to any Indigenous 
research program: the deconstruction of Indigenous representations produced 
in and by dominant, settler, whitestream society (see the next section). 

Additionally, there is a second set of factors at work here—our privilege 
and investment in academic fields. In the introduction we noted that the one 
thing that most scholars share in common, whether we aspire to be qualitative 
or quantitative in our orientation, is the fact that we are located in a university 
setting. To be sure, independent scholars exist, as do those located in govern-
ment and non-government sectors of society. But a bulk of academic scholarship 
comes out of the academy. This is an important point to emphasize, because the 
privilege that we accrue from our position—the legitimacy our scholarship is 



76 Chapter 3

given, the regard our interpretations are given, our ability to compete for funds 
to undertake said research, and our comparative privilege to travel the world to 
present our findings—separates us from others who make use of various kinds 
of Indigenous methods. 

Thus, when we argue that, for example, storytelling constitutes a central 
element of Indigenous methodology, it becomes crucial to ask questions—and 
to be reflexive—about who is telling the story; who is in the audience, listening; 
what parts of the story are included, which are removed; what language it is told 
in; and what its effects are hoped to be. This is clearly part of a larger story about 
epistemology—what counts as truth and how we go about establishing it. But 
it is also a story about translation and about acknowledging the gaps between 
the kinds of power/truth produced in communities and those produced in the 
academy. The forms of investment, prestige, and expertise that exist in the acad-
emy mean that, by definition, stories told therein do not mean the same thing 
as those told in the community and, more importantly, do not have the same 
effects. For example, the stories of Leslie Marmon Silko (1981) that tell of her 
family and her Pueblo Indian community are not the same thing when they are 
analyzed in a literature thesis as when they are shared between family and com-
munity. Or when we write up the results of an elders discussion circle we cannot 
include all personal and cultural nuances and probably not even all the words 
that were spoken. The academic form, as do all forms of communication, places 
specific restrictions on which knowledge is conveyed and how. What is import-
ant is what this methodology represents—a form of academically legitimated 
Indigenous knowledge, and this, regardless of whether we use qualitative or 
quantitative means, is ground-breaking, orthodoxy breaking, and often brave 
scholarship. Similarly, with quantitative methodologies, while we may use dif-
ferent methods and report our results differently from qualitative scholars, what 
all those tables and coefficients represent is the legitimated entry of Indigenous 
knowledges into the academy by quantitative means.

In sum, we reiterate that Indigenous quantitative methodologies should 
not automatically be positioned as co-terminus with colonizer quantitative 
methodologies, despite the apparent similarity of their methods. To primarily 
define Indigenous quantitative methodologies in terms of their differences from 
colonizer settler frames underrates how the practice of quantitative research 
is distinctively shaped through an Indigenous methodology. Nonetheless, as 
outlined in the next section, Indigenous quantitative methodologies can be 
construed as challenging colonizer settler quantitative practices. Rather than 
gazing at the Indigenous, Indigenous quantitative methodologies use statisti-
cal methods to do the heavy lifting to clear intellectual space for exploring and 
analyzing what the colonizer settler gaze rarely acknowledges, the social situat-
edness of its own methodological choices.    



77The Paradigm of Indigenous Methodologies

The Purview of Indigenous Quantitative Methodologies

Indigenous quantitative methodologies reach well beyond the collection or 
use of statistical data about Indigenous peoples. We are knowers not just of 
Indigeneity, but of colonizing settler whiteness as well. Geonpul scholar Aileen 
Moreton-Robinson (2008: 85) argues that Indigenous peoples are well aware 
of and deeply steeped in knowledge about whiteness—how it operates, what 
it takes for granted, and its gaps, silences, and illogicalities. In many ways, we 
know the white colonizer/settler and the form and function of the white colo-
nizer/settler state better than they know themselves. Despite the fact that “the 
knowledges we have developed are often dismissed as being implausible, sub-
jective and lacking in epistemological integrity,” Moreton-Robinson continues, 
“colonial experiences have meant that Indigenous people have been among the 
nation’s most conscientious students of whiteness and racialization.” Indeed, 
as Nicoll (2004: 21) states, “The fact that it is possible for Indigenous and/or 
non-white people to know [whites] demonstrates that epistemologies do exist 
outside the scopic regimes of Western modernity.” 

Situating Indigenous peoples as knowers within Indigenous quantitative 
methodology creates two unique research vantage points. First, as Indigenous 
people we know things about our Indigeneity that sit outside of the likelihood 
of Western disciplines to discover or analyze. In doing so, we challenge 
the otherwise unacknowledged power of colonizing settler whiteness in 
determining Indigenous subjectivity. As Moreton-Robinson (2008) also argues, 
within our first world nations Indigenous peoples are almost always situated as 
objects rather than subjects—not knowers, but known. Just as whiteness is often 
universalized to humanity, such positioning results in divisions regarding not 
only how valid knowledge is produced but also about who can produce it within 
colonially inscribed regimes of whiteness.4  

The “unnamedness” of whiteness is the means through which dominant 
representations of Indigeneity are positioned as authentic, objective, and “true” 
at the expense of Indigenous knowledge production, either about ourselves or 
about others. For example, as argued in Chapter 1, in both Canada and Australia, 
Indigenous statistics are routinely paired with comparative data from the non-
Indigenous population. The purpose is to demonstrate how far the Indigenous 
population deviates from the norm. That the vast majority of this comparative 
population are white Euro-Australians or Canadians is unnamed, and indeed, 
even the terminology ‘non-Indigenous’ actively refutes the idea that this group, 
as opposed to the Indigenous group, are raced at all. They are defined by the 
race they are not, not the race they are. Likewise, since the non-Indigenous 
norm is taken for granted, we rarely interpret the data in alternative ways—like, 
for example, comparing consumption levels or ecological footprints between 
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Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations, a comparison which would 
almost assuredly favor the Indigenous population. 

Second, and equally important, Indigenous knowledge about whiteness 
can be used to “disrupt its claims to normativity and universality” (Moreton-
Robinson 2008: 87). From this second vantage point colonizing white settler 
representations of Indigeneity—and of themselves—need to be challenged. 
Indigenous use of quantitative methodologies challenges the impression that 
such representations are logical even within their own epistemological premises. 
Colonized Indigenous first world nations’ peoples have, through our centuries 
of interaction with our settler colonizing majorities, learned about dominant 
society on its own terms. As such we are uniquely positioned to critique it on 
its own terms. Indigenous quantitative methodologies, then, should and can 
provide empirical and theoretical insights into colonizer settler first world 
peoples’ values and ways of being. 

Indigenous methodology-framed research of our respective white peoples 
is unfortunately less widespread among Indigenous scholars than it should be.  
Moreton-Robinson’s (2000) groundbreaking Talkin up to the White Woman, which 
qualitatively explored white feminist academics’ understanding of race, is a notable 
exception, as is Vine Deloria’s (1997) well known discussions of anthropologists 
in the U.S. context. Quantitative examples are even rarer (see Walter 2012 in 
Chapter 4). So long the object of study, for Indigenous scholars the terrain of the 
knowing research investigator on peoples other than our own feels unfamiliar, the 
responsibility large. If we move away from the relatively safe analytical ground of 
investigating ourselves to investigating our colonizing settler others, then we know 
we had better “get it right,” for the position of research subject is also uncustomary 
for the non-Indigene. And as with any disruption of the traditional order of 
privilege the response to research subject/object table turning tends to be swift 
and harsh. As such, our research must be consciously framed and designed to be 
resistant to easy marginalization, if not outright dismissal. 

This is where the strength of quantitative methodologies is most evident. 
The Western reverence for number and statistics as methodologically sound 
hard evidence valued over and above qualitative results reinforces the authority 
and the veracity of the reversal of the gaze research from ourselves to our colo-
nizer settler populations. There is a belief in the veracity of  statistical evidence 
within the political and policy realms of our nation-states institutions only 
infrequently extended to qualitative research, and, we argue, to Indigenous 
qualitative work in particular.  

Indigenous quantitative research, therefore, presents Indigenous researchers 
with unique advantages. We can use the colonizer settler valuing of quantita-
tive research to place our own quantitative research where it cannot be so easily 
rejected or excluded. Providing valid alternative visions of how colonizing settler 
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peoples and societies operate breaks the current discursive  paralysis and provides 
a healthy replacement for the everyday hegemonic uni-dimensional portraits 
of non-Indigenous/Indigenous relations we constantly encounter. Alternative 
interpretation, however, is not enough: as we speak to in the book’s conclusion, 
Indigenization of the statistical cycle—including a role in the production of the cat-
egories themselves—is equally important (see Martin et al. 2002; Morphy 2007).

Indigenous quantitative research with predominantly colonizer settler 
subjects, however, must also be ethical in its approach. “Working ethically with 
white people” might sound facetious or at the very least ironic, but nonetheless 
remains an important issue. Having been treated unethically by white colonizer 
settler researchers ourselves is not an excuse to return the disfavor. As noted 
above, most colonizer settler peoples are epistemologically and ontological-
ly unprepared to be the subject of Indigenous-framed research. The absolute 
normalcy of colonizer settler white privilege and its invisibility to its holders, 
combined with the unexpected resurgence of the Indigenous as the knowers 
and determiners of what is knowledge, can be an inflammatory and even incen-
diary mix. The response from those who become the subject of Indigenous 
study—possibly for the first time ever—can include anger and/or even rejec-
tion of the research as political and can lead to charges of reverse racism. 

Thus, while Indigenous quantitative researchers must be prepared for 
dominant group power plays that attempt to silence our research and refute its 
epistemological legitimacy, we must also be mindful of the embeddedness of 
our subjects’ colonizing settler epistemological norms. In Indigenous statistical 
space, colonizer settler peoples are the vulnerable ones. Their naivety in how 
their social positioning might emerge in highly unflattering ways can make 
such research the quantitative equivalent of shooting fish in a barrel. For exam-
ple, in a recent co-authored article, Walter, Habibis, and Taylor (2011) argued 
that current Australian social work curricula and educational practices privilege 
white students and academics. One anonymous reviewer wrote: “I wondered who 
were the authors, regarding their cultural background, professional background 
(experience and qualifications) as this seemed to be relevant for me to know in the 
context of the paper.” The article appeared to have caused the reviewer an “onto-
logical shudder” (Mills 1997), and we can only surmise that he or she was seeking 
to establish if we were Aboriginal (one out of three), and by inference, if we were 
Aboriginal then perhaps we didn’t have the experience or qualifications (we all 
did) to legitimize the piece. Our (accepted) response to the journal was that we 
thought this suggestion was inappropriate for a reviewer. So, we understand that 
our methodological practice and our results are likely to be epistemologically and 
ontologically disturbing, but their importance lies in their attempts to build a 
broader societal understanding of Indigenous standpoints, rather than to score 
points in the long-standing “blame game.” 
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This second vantage point also allows us to escape from the confines of set-
tler-imposed definitions of what it is to be an Indigenous scholar. For example, 
in challenging a book reviewer’s criticism of her use of conventional academic 
rhetoric in formulating an argument, Moreton-Robinson (2006: 249) stated 
that the non-Indigenous reviewer appeared to be arguing that “Aborigines only 
speak with a colloquial flavour and, by implication, when we use conventional 
and or academic language we become less Aboriginal.” Torres Strait Islander 
scholar Martin Nakata (1998: 5) argues similarly that “the issue for Indigenous 
scholars is one of how to speak back to the knowledges that have formed around 
what is perceived to be the Indigenous positions in the Coloniser settler ‘order 
of things.’” As Indigenous scholars within academic relations of power, practi-
tioners need to avail themselves of the symbolic power of, and launch part of 
their critique using, the very disciplinary knowledges that they are critiquing. 

Conclusion 
We conclude this chapter by arguing that first world Indigenous quantitative 
methodologies allow us to challenge methodological concepts and research 
practices that emphasize our difference at the expense of the density on full dis-
play in our relationship with modernity. Moreover, the terms and the social 
relations encapsulated in our relationship to modernity comprise an important 
part of the density of contemporary Indigeneity. Writing off or ignoring these 
concepts is the analytical equivalent of burying our heads in the sand. A prio-
ris don’t simply evaporate if we fail to problematize them; rather, they niggle 
their way further into the foundations of discursive representations, insulating 
themselves from critique. Similarly, their dismissal creates a situation in which 
a dominant modality of knowledge production about Indigenous subjectivities 
is left to the labors of those who have little experience with or knowledge about 
our communities. As such, they “measure” us using methodologies that, though 
longstanding, carve out only narrow slices of our daily lives. In Chapters 4 and 
5, we explore this issue in more practical detail, beginning with a discussion of 
nayri kati to explore Indigenous statistical space in Australia. We follow this 
with a discussion of similar issues in a Canadian context. 

Notes

1	 Also see Wacquant 1997.
2	 For a general discussion regarding Canadian colonialism as seductive as well as 

oppressive, see Day 2000.  
3	  We should also balance the argument by stating the social fact that these power relations 

cut both ways, such that the constitution of our colonizing settler populations and 
institutions are also powerfully influenced and shaped by their long-standing interaction 



81The Paradigm of Indigenous Methodologies

with Indigeneity.  As with first world colonized Indigenous peoples, the traditions, 
culture, identity, and knowledge systems of our respective colonizer settler peoples 
have also evolved via the process of colonization and settler state establishment and 
maintenance. Why is it that only Indigenous peoples’ culture, knowledges, traditions, 
and identity are expected to remain unchanged?  

4	 I say similar in their apparent difference from whitestream normality, but I am certainly 
not conflating their subject positions. Moreton-Robinson argues elsewhere in a feminist 
context that the very prestige and privilege through which white, middle-class women 
are able to articulate their oppressions vis-à-vis their position in patriarchal societies as a 
universal experience is made possible by the unacknowledged dispossession of Indigenous 
territory. Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Talkin up to the White Woman: Indigenous Women 
and Feminism, University of Queensland Press, St. Lucia, 2000 (hereafter Talkin Up to the 
White Woman). 
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Chapter 4

nayri kati (“Good Numbers”)
Indigenous Quantitative Methodology

in Practice

Introduction
An Indigenous quantitative methodology is a quantitative methodology that 
embodies an Indigenous standpoint. In this chapter we defi ne and demonstrate 
Indigenous quantitative methodology. Our aim is to make evident, fi rst, how 
Indigenous quantitative methodologies can provide radically diff erent insights 
into the statistical Indigene. Second, we show how Indigenous quantitative 
methodologies can provide insights into sett ler colonizing peoples and institu-
tions, especially in their relationship to fi rst world Indigenous peoples. 
 Our conceptualization of Indigenous quantitative methodology incor-
porates all the elements of a generic methodology defi ned in Chapter 2, but from 
an Indigenous frame. To demonstrate how this frame fundamentally changes 
the practice and processes of research our operationalization of a quantitative 
methodology, through the example of nayri kati,1 is purposively constructed to 
refl ect the embodiment of each of the constitutive elements of standpoint and 
the theoretical frame. Th e researcher’s social position is fi rst laid out, followed 
by an outline of the primary nayri kati theoretical framework. An explication 
of one of the three other standpoint tenets—epistemology, axiology, and 
ontology—is then aligned with the description of a specifi c research project. 
Th is format explains the philosophical underpinnings as well as the practice 
realities of research using an Indigenous quantitative methodology. Th e nayri 
kati examples, however, present only a hint of the potential and the capacity of 
Indigenous methodologies to reframe and re-invent Indigenous statistics. 

Indigenous Statistics: A Quantitative Research Methodology by Maggie Walter and Chris Andersen, 
82–110.  © 2013 Left  Coast Press, Inc. All rights reserved.
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Defining Indigenous Quantitative Methodologies
Indigenous quantitative methodologies are methodologies within which the 
practices and the processes of the research are conceived and framed through an 
Indigenous standpoint. This definition aligns with our conceptualization of meth-
odology in Chapter 2 and the discussion of the Indigenous methodology param-
eters in Chapter 3. As demonstrated in Figure 4.1, it is the researchers’ standpoint 
that delineates the shared philosophical base that not only defines a quantitative 
methodology as an Indigenous methodology, but also situates that methodology 
within the broader Indigenous quantitative methodological paradigm. 

	 Indigenous standpoint influences every aspect of the research meth-
odology. The social position of Indigenous researchers differs politically, cul-
turally, racially, and often economically from those of researchers from settler 
backgrounds. Using our extension of Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of habitus to 
include race capital as well as social, economic, and cultural capital (Walter 
2010c), the filters and frames through which Indigenous researchers make sense 
of our world as well as our own position within it result in an Indigenous-shaped 

Figure 4.1: Conceptualization of an Indigenous Quantitative Methodology
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social position. Again, as argued in Chapter 2, our social position is not about 
individual choices. Our social position, inclusive of our capital relationalities, 
not only substantially prescribes our life circumstances, it forms the worldview 
through which we understand them. Thus, our research practice and how we 
approach research itself are molded by our social position. More particularly, 
while the makeup of social position will vary between Indigenous researchers, 
our similarities in racial, cultural, social, and economic capitals translate to 
shared understandings, values, and ways of seeing the world aligned with an 
Indigenous habitus. For us, the dominant settler population is the sometimes 
difficult to comprehend “them.” 

Epistemologically, this means that as Indigenous researchers what we 
regard as knowledge and how knowledges are prioritized is encapsulated within 
our Indigenous social and cultural framework. The epistemic consequences of 
Indigenous experiential existence will, therefore, differ from that derived from 
dominant settler social and cultural frameworks. For example, for Indigenous 
scholars, the Western canon of our respective disciplines is theoretically useful, 
but must be reframed and re-interpreted to be made sense within our research, 
as per how we have reframed Bourdieu’s concept of social space to include 
racial capital. From these same frameworks, the axiological values we incorpo-
rate into how we do research will influence the practice and processes of that 
research. The topics we deem important and the way we go about investigating 
them will reflect Indigenous cultural, racial, political, and moral value systems 
rather than dominant Western mores. For example, our interactions with our 
Indigenous participants will be relational (Martin 2008; Wilson 2008) rather 
than transactional. Ontologically, Indigenous realities and ways of being vary 
significantly from settler understandings. From our various perspectives who 
we are, as Indigenous peoples and people, is far more than an individual state-
ment of personality traits. This, of course, is the same for settler peoples, but 
the discourse of individualism operates as a cover for the majority of the settler 
population for what are equally strong, but dissimilar understandings of identi-
ty, cultural alignment, and belonging. It also follows that our theoretical frame 
will emanate from, and reflect, our standpoint. 

In defining Indigenous quantitative methodologies, we stress the plurality: 
methodologies, not methodology. As we explained in the Introduction, while 
colonized first world Indigenous peoples share many attributes, such as our col-
onizing histories, our minority status, and our economic and political margin-
alization, we are not the same. Neither will Indigenous researchers from the 
same first world nation-states necessarily come from a single standpoint. This 
is not part of the essentialism debate. What we are arguing is that the quan-
titative methodologies of Indigenous people within and across colonized first 
world nation-states will have points of similarity along their social position, 
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epistemological, axiological, and ontological continuums. This will be manifest 
in the questions we pose, the answers we seek, the way we seek those answers, 
and the guiding theoretical frames that align with our standpoint. These par-
allel points are what categorize Indigenous quantitative methodologies as a 
distinctive paradigm. They form the demarcation line between Indigenous and 
colonizer settler quantitative methodological paradigms. Keep these caveats—
that is, the differences as well as the similarities between first world colonized 
Indigenous peoples and the differences as well as the similarities between first 
world colonizing settler peoples—in mind when reading the next two chapters. 
For example, in nayri kati, standpoint is developed from within the Australian 
nation-state from the perspective of Australian Aboriginal peoples and con-
tains other aspects unique to the researcher. We ask the reader to look past these 
specifics to garner a more general portrait of how an Indigenous quantitative 
methodology can be conceptualized, operationalized, and practiced. 

The central message of these examples is that they represent research that 
is framed through and within an Indigenous standpoint. It is not that non-In-
digenous researchers could not physically do this work, just as it was possible 
for male researchers to have undertaken much of the groundbreaking work of 
feminist researchers in the 1970s and the 1980s. It is just far less likely that they 
would do so. The social position, epistemological, axiological, and ontological 
frame of settler researchers (or male researchers in the case of feminist research-
ers) is not conducive to envisioning the research and its processes and practices 
in the same way as envisioned by Indigenous researchers. Standpoint dictates 
research practice. 

nayri kati: An Indigenous Quantitative Methodology
Meaning “good numbers” in the palawa Tasmanian Aboriginal language, nayri 
kati encompasses much more than a name. As philosophers such as Wittgenstein 
(1974) and Foucault (1972) have argued convincingly, language is neither a 
neutral nor transparent medium; it shapes not only what we say but what we can 
think and how we understand our social world. Language creates boundaries 
around our discursive capacities. Naming this quantitative methodology from 
my own Indigenous language, therefore, is more than artifice. It aligns the 
methodology with my2 standpoint, proclaiming the influence of Indigeneity on 
how I see the world and, in turn, the project of quantitative research. Similarly, 
the reference to good numbers indicates that dominant modes of doing 
statistics do not necessarily operate in the interests of Indigenous peoples. As 
detailed in Chapter 1, the dominant terrain of Indigenous statistics operates in 
ways that entrench political, cultural, and social marginalization for Indigenous 
communities and, conversely, entrench the privileged positions and viewpoints 
of  the settler majority. 
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nayri kati encapsulates two key methodological purposes. The first is to gener-
ate statistical data through an Indigenous lens that: 

1.	 privileges Indigenous voices, knowledges, and understandings; 
2.	 does not take Euro-Australians or their accompanying value systems as 

the unacknowledged norm; 
3.	 does not take a presumption of Indigenous deficit as its starting point. 

The second purpose is to challenge the hegemony of Indigenous statistical 
practice by exposing the standpoint from which it operates. This standpoint is 
currently obscured under a mantle of presumed neutrality. These two purposes 
are manifest in the following demonstration of nayri kati and are articulated in 
each of the examples of nayri kati in practice. 

naryi kati Standpoint
naryi kati Social Location
How a researcher perceives the world in which his or her research topic is 
located is inevitably, but complexly, influenced by the filters and frames of life 
experiences and social, cultural, economic, and personal identity location. 
The personal, political, cultural, and the academic become entwined. We 
are not just researchers; we are socially located researchers. This applies to 
Indigenous researchers as much as it does to those from other racial and/or 
cultural backgrounds. As Indigenous researchers from colonized first world 
Indigenous peoples, we share an Indigenous lived reality. But our experiences 
of Indigeneity are not identical, nor are our other life and social positions. In 
Australia, Indigenous women’s life experiences and circumstances differ from 
those of Indigenous men; being a salt water person is not the same as being a 
desert person; being pakana is not the same as being Yolngu (an Australian 
Aboriginal people from northeastern Australia); being an older person means 
my perspectives and priorities are different from those of a younger person; and 
I have lived through, and been influenced by, different life circumstances and 
social and historical actualities. None of these dimensions of the experiences 
of Indigeneity accord directly with the Indigenous lived reality of being 
Māori, or Native Hawaiian, or Native American, although the similarity of the 
logic of our nation-states’ rationalities ensure some similarities. nayri kati is 
therefore influenced by my social, cultural, and economic location as well as my 
Indigenous identity, my life history, and that of my Aboriginal nation. 

For researchers, explicating our social position can be a double-edged 
sword. On one hand, spelling out who we are, who we think we are, and why 
provides insight across the multiple facets of our lives, and life biography allows 
us an understanding of why we are the scholars and the researchers that we are. 
In illuminating and often surprising ways, how the intersections of biology, 
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class location, biography, and history have influenced our understanding of 
both ourselves and the social world can be cathartic and reassuring. The pro-
cess also refutes the capacity to hide within what Mills (1997) refers to as 
“epistemologies of ignorance.” While specifically referring to racial epistemol-
ogies of ignorance whereby the cognitive model of the dominant Euro major-
ity precludes self-transparency and any genuine understanding of racial social 
realities, epistemologies of ignorance which preclude self-transparency and 
a genuine understanding of social realities and the (white) world which they 
themselves both create and sustain, can also be linked to the other key social 
forces of class and gender. We are not, and cannot be, separated from these posi-
tions and lived realities when we research. We are as embedded in our social 
worlds as our research subjects, and we embody our social position in how we 
approach, understand, and do research.	

On the other hand, explicating our social position publicly can make us 
vulnerable as both people and researchers. This is particularly the case for 
Indigenous researchers. The social position of others to whom we are revealing 
can mean that what we reveal can actually further our construction and essen-
tialization as the Indigene, an object of curiosity, diminishing our scholarship 
in the process. For example, while now being very clear about how I understand 
my social position when I present my work, I consciously resist public discus-
sion of my personal background as part of that presentation. This resistance 
emerges from a scenario, faced by many Indigenous scholars, of being asked 
personal identity or generic Indigenous questions rather than scholarship relat-
ed questions by conference or other audiences. 

For example, I was once asked after a presentation on the terrain of race 
relations in Australia if I could explain why some local Aboriginal people (a 
community of which I was not a member) were unwilling to participate in an 
event he was trying to organize. I am also frequently asked to tell the audience 
about my Aboriginal background. Publicly, I am firmly polite that that is not 
the topic of my presentation, please ask a relevant question. Privately, I am 
irritated at what I perceive as a racialized affront and a white privilege pow-
er play, although the asker may or may not have perceived it as such. Asking 
a personal rather than a presentation-related question is tantamount to a pub-
lic refusal to recognize my scholarship. Such a question indicates that, for the 
asker, Indigeneity trumps scholarship. I am being defined by race in a way that 
those who are Euro-Australian never are, and a consequence of that definition 
is that the questioner is reasserting his or her dominant racial positioning. The 
assumption of a right of entry to the personal also reduces me from a peer to an 
object of voyeurism. 

Again, I regard this as a manifestation of white privilege, although I 
know that the requester is often unaware that I might find the question 
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offensive. I see it as an attempt to reassert the traditional subject-object order non-
Indigenous/Indigenous relations (Indigenous audiences never ask me these 
sorts of questions). Regardless of my qualifications or the strength of my schol-
arship I have to be the object, not the subject analyser. Can you imagine a male 
white American historian presenting on the American war of independence being 
asked to describe how being Euro-American had impacted on his life and how he 
practiced his culture. But in the interest this book’s standpoint focus, I will here 
contextualize my research standpoint through a description of my social position. 

nayri kati Indigenous Context of Social Location

I am a descendant of the trawlwoolway people of northeastern Tasmania. This 
identity and heritage is heavily influenced by the colonizing history of Tasmania 
and its Aboriginal peoples. When the British established their first colonial set-
tlement in Tasmania in 1803, it is estimated that the island was already occu-
pied by between 4,000 and 10,000 Tasmanians, grouped across the island in 
nine nations (Ryan 1995). Unlike other Indigenous lands they colonized, such 
as those now situated within the United States, Canada, and New Zealand, the 
British made no formal treaties with Australian Aboriginal peoples. Instead, 
they chose to interpret those peoples’ hunter-gatherer lifestyle to mean that no 
recognizable rule of law existed. Under the British legal doctrine of terra nullius 
(un-owned land) the land was claimed and occupied in the name of the British 
Crown without recourse or recompense to its population. 

The overt purpose of British colonization was to provide a dumping ground 
for the convicted felons overcrowding English jails and other penal institutions. 
And although initially limited to small areas of Tasmania, the first killings of 
Aboriginal people took place within the first weeks of the British presence. 
European diseases also quickly took their toll on those living in proximity to 
the penal colonies and supporting townships. An additional menace was the 
sealers who came to plunder the large fur seal populations of the islands off the 
northeast coast of Tasmania. By the early nineteenth century these men were 
regularly kidnapping Aboriginal women as concubines and workers, prized for 
their seal catching and skinning skills. 

By the mid 1820s, an influx of British settler colonists moved what had been 
sporadic contact violence to all out war. The “black wars” saw regular military 
expeditions against the Tasmanians and growing public demands by the 
colonists for something to be done about the “Aboriginal problem” (Bonwick 
1969). The failure of military means to subdue the Tasmanians saw the colonial 
authorities moved to conciliatory ploys. In exchange for relocating to off-shore 
islands, the Tasmanians were promised they would be free to live an unfettered 
life. With a population now reduced to just hundreds, the Tasmanians agreed. 
The promise of freedom was never kept. Exile was captivity and confinement 
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under colonial authority in the purpose built establishment at Wybalenna 
(Black Man’s Houses) on Flinders Island (Reynolds 1995). 

At Wybalenna, unhealthy living conditions and despair resulted in 
on-going illness and early death among the Tasmanians. Numbers continued 
to plummet. By 1841, when my matriarch Woretemoeteyenner was released 
into the care of her daughter Dalrymple Briggs in mainland Tasmania (the 
only Tasmanian ever released from Wybalenna), only forty-seven other 
traditional Aboriginal people remained alive. By 1876, the last of the original 
Tasmanians, Trucanini, was also dead.3 The only survivors were the progeny of 
the sealer-kidnapped women who escaped the initial roundup. I, and the vast 
majority of other contemporary Aboriginal Tasmanians, am descended from 
these women and their captors. 

For the colonists, the extinction of the Tasmanians, supported by theories of 
social Darwinism, was portrayed as a regrettable but unavoidable consequence of 
colonization. It was (is) as if the Tasmanians had merely faded away rather than 
being hunted, shot, and held in disease-ridden captivity until they were all dead. 
Myths of the Tasmanians as the occupiers of the lowest rung on the Chain of Being 
also circulated and bodily remains were much sought after by British, European, 
and North American museums, universities, and other seats of Western learning. 
The skeleton of Trucanini, against her express wishes, was disinterred and put 
on public display at the Tasmanian Museum until the mid 1950s. And perhaps 
as the ultimate extinction, throughout most of the twentieth century it was offi-
cial Tasmanian government policy that there were no Aboriginal Tasmanians. 
Tasmanian descendants, such as myself, were told we didn’t exist. The official and 
the actual were of course very different. The Aboriginality of many Tasmanian 
families was well known by themselves and their neighbours, and Aboriginal chil-
dren were specifically targeted for welfare removal from their families. 

This all changed in the 1970s when Aboriginal political activism led to offi-
cial (re)recognition of the Tasmanian population. In 1976, Trucanini’s cremated 
remains were scattered in the D’Entrecasteaux Channel as per her original wishes 
by Tasmanian descendants, and we began and continue our efforts to have the 
stolen remains of our people returned for respectful burial in their homelands. 
Small parcels of land, including the Wybalenna site, have now been returned to 
the community, and an official state apology for the forced removal of Aboriginal 
children was made in 2006, along with the establishment of a compensation fund. 
Despite these advances, the Aboriginal population, now numbering over 10,000, 
remains the poorest and most socially disadvantaged group in Tasmania. 

The Translation of Social Location to Research Methodology

What does all this mean for my social position? My age means I know what 
it is to be disallowed my Aboriginal identity, simultaneously with that same 
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Aboriginality being a pejorative social marker. My understandings are also 
consolidated through my family’s involvement in the political and functional 
revival of Aboriginal Tasmania in the mid 1970s and my own early employ-
ment at a then fledgling Aboriginal community legal and social support 
organization. Coming from a large, poor family contributed to my leaving 
school early without qualifications. As such, my journey into academia and 
research has been a long, arduous one, undertaken as an adult and combined 
with family and other paid work responsibilities. Yes, I now fit the profile, 
socio-economically, of being middle class, but such class status is most defi-
nitely “late onset.” It is also one in which my fit, in terms of my social and 
cultural capital, remains tenuous. 

This social position obviously affects my understanding of my place in the 
world as a person and as a researcher. It means I am highly sensitive to race as 
a social construct and as a lived reality, and tend to perceive the key Australian 
racial binary of whiteness and Indigeneity in ways usually not open to my non-
Indigenous (mostly white) academic colleagues. For my scholarship and research 
these sensitivities foster my intrigue with the politics of race and how race, partic-
ularly whiteness, is performed to create the “everyday” of Australian social space, 
in contrast with Indigeneity. This intellectual prism energizes my fascination with 
the phenomenon of power, especially as it pertains to the relations between the 
colonizing state, the white settler majority, and co-resident Aboriginal popula-
tions. The social forces of gender and class and their intersection with race also 
fall under this scholarly purview. In the following sections, this social position is 
clearly reflected within nayri kati’s conceptualization and practice. 

nayri kati Theoretical Framework 
In our methodology map, the research theoretical framework flows from stand-
point, and this is how nayri kati should be conceptualized. Its exposition is 
placed here to demonstrate how theoretical framework embodies the nayri kati 
standpoint and how this is reflected in the research examples. The major theo-
retical and conceptual frame used within nayri kati is my theory of the domain 
of Aboriginality. This is a theoretical frame that has been evolving for me over 
a number of years (see Moreton-Robinson and Walter 2010; Walter 2009). My 
theory is aligned within the broader critical race relations paradigm and has 
power as its central theoretical concern. It seeks to provide a theoretical plat-
form for understanding how power is used in micro and macro social arrange-
ments and interactions to bolster the claims and interests of the privileged that 
are the dominant Euro-Australian population, culture, political, and economic 
interests. naryi kati’s theoretical frame, then, is informed by the terrain of race 
relations and the position of Indigenous people in Australian society, in relation 
to the dominant group. Its focus is the way power embeds this disadvantaged 
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and privileged positioning via the everyday racial landscape of present and past 
social-structural reality. 

The relationship and power interactions of the Australian nation-state 
towards its Indigenous peoples are also theoretically central. This conceptual 
grid can be figuratively and theoretically mapped as the domain of Aboriginality.4 
Within this context, the term Aboriginality does not denote identity. Rather, 
the term encapsulates the lived experience of being Indigenous in Australia 
in relation to the settler population and the broader impact of these power 
relations on individual and group life chances and life options. The domain is 
multifaceted, with intersecting layers, but components can be identified within 
thematic clusters. 

Cluster 1: Material Poverty
Cluster 1, material poverty, incorporating our comparative socio-economic 
position, is the one most readily identified Indigenous positioning, especially 
for non-Indigenous Australians. Indeed, as argued in the Introduction, it forms 
a central platform, based on statistics, on how the Indigenous people in this 
country are seen by the Euro-Australian majority, the nation-state, and some-
times by ourselves. What this cluster indicates first is that, regardless of region, 
background, urban or remote location, Indigenous peoples are always the most 
disadvantaged across all socio-economic indicators (AIHW 2011a). But mate-
rial poverty is more than just contemporary socio-economic position. Material 
poverty must also be understood as stemming from Indigenous exclusion from 
a relative share of Australian society’s resources and opportunities. It is also 
about the embedded over-privilege of the majority and the normalization of 
this privilege in Australian society. Our exclusion from resources and oppor-
tunities is historic as well as contemporary. The result is the second item: an 
inherited socio-economic deprivation accruing and accumulating across and 
into the life chances of Indigenous individuals, families, and communities. 
This material poverty marker can be contrasted with how privilege accrues 
and accumulates across the life chances of settler populations, especially those 
granted our dispossessed lands. Additionally, not only are Indigenous people 
poor, but we are explicitly and implicitly excluded from the right to any mate-
rial privilege. Non-Aboriginal Australia expects Aboriginal people to be poor, 
and any notion of Indigenous prosperity appears to be resented (Walter 2008). 
Equality, in non-Indigenous terms, does not seem to extend to an equitable 
share of privilege. 

Cluster 2: Absences and Omissions
A cluster of four absences encapsulates the normalized Australian omission of 
the Indigenous. First and second, Indigenous people are spatially and social-
ly separated from non-Indigenous Australia. Over two-thirds of Aboriginal 
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people live in regional and metropolitan urban areas, yet Indigenous lives 
remain separated in almost all spheres from non-Indigenous lives within the 
same geographic location. Most non-Indigenous Australians’ lives are totally 
disconnected from Indigenous people or realities. As shown in the research 
example later in this chapter, the vast majority of Euro-Australians do not mix 
regularly with an Aboriginal people, and census mapping of the urban places 
where over three-quarters of Aboriginal people reside shows that even when 
we live in the same cities, we don’t live in the same spaces, physically or social-
ly (Atkinson, Taylor, and Walter 2010; Walter 2008). Third and fourth, these 
absences are magnified by the physical and symbolic absence of Indigenous 
Australia/ns from the political realm and spheres of influence. This extends to 
the nation-state’s concept of itself and the business of state. Except as a direct-
ly problematic topic, Indigenous people as citizens are missing in conceptions 
of everyday Australian life, and these absences are unremarked and deemed 
unremarkable in contemporary mainstream Australian culture. The one place 
we do appear is as culturally appropriated icons. Our dancers, our didgeridoo 
players, and our traditional cultural ceremonies are regularly called upon to 
provide spectacles of Australianness, especially for visiting dignitaries and 
high level public and political events, but the spaces for our contemporary 
realties remain firmly restricted. 

Cluster 3: Burden of Disregard

The social and spatial separations of Indigenous absences allow for non-
Indigenous/Indigenous relations to be pejoratively based. Indigenous Australia 
carries what Sheehan (personal communication 2007) refers to as the “burden 
of disregard,” the normalization of disrespect towards Aboriginal peoples 
that permeates everyday Australian life. Within our social institutions, if we 
are represented at all, it is as an equity group. This allows the core business 
of the institutions to be conducted outside any regard for the specific needs 
of their Indigenous constituents or, more problematically, the benefits such 
engagement could bring. And while most Australians are horrified at the 
idea of being cast as racist, a constant patter of casual and usually thoughtless 
denigration of Aboriginal people and culture is threaded into the fabric of the 
nation’s conversations. It is heard everywhere: in taxis, in the hairdresser’s, in 
restaurants.5 The widely discussed “deficits” and “inadequacies” of Indigenous 
people, culture, and lifestyles also provide a circular rationale for Indigenous 
inequality. Our inequality is deemed the consequence of our inability to live 
“normal lives.” Moreover, the huge inequities in life chances are perceived 
through an on-going, individually and community invasive, judgemental, but 
socially remote, media and public scrutiny. Despite our making up only 2.5 
percent of the total Australian story there is not a week that does not include an 
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Indigenous story in Australian mainstream media, and the vast majority of these 
focus on aspects such as poverty, alcohol consumption, lack of attendance at 
schooling, and the list goes on. And while many of these stories are sympathetic 
to the Indigenous plight, they also embed negative stereotypes. 

Cluster 4: Ongoing Dispossessions

Categorizing dispossessions encompass more than loss of land or culture or 
traditional knowledges. Colonization has meant most Indigenous people are 

Figure 4.2: 
The Domain of 
Aboriginality: 
The Terrain of 
an Indigenous 
Life in Australia

Source: An 
earlier iteration 
of this figure 
appeared in 
Walter 2008 
and Moreton-
Robinson and 
Walter 2009
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separated from country, and claims to country thus remain perpetually subser-
vient to the entitlement demands of non-Indigenous Australia. In my own case 
of Tasmanian pakana peoples, lack of ongoing physical inhabitation of the tra-
ditional country from which we were forcibly dispossessed has also meant that 
our identity as Indigenous peoples has also been consistently challenged. And 
for a significant proportion of Indigenous people, the legacy of dispossessions 
also means a separation in some shape or form from family. Yet, perhaps the 
most penetrating dispossession is in the expectation of a poor deal. The lived 
experience of this generation and those who came before is too often found-
ed on ill-health, substance abuse, and the early and pointless deaths of family 
members. The result is that dramatically circumscribed life chances and a hard 
daily reality have become a normalized aspect of Indigenous life. For many the 
weight of today’s difficulties means a soul destroying dispossession from hope 
for a different future, for individuals or for communities (see Dudgeon et al. 
2012 for a searing account of how lack of hope, and lack of self worth emanat-
ing from the burden and disregard, absence and omissions, and dispossessions 
damage Indigenous peoples). 

nayri kati Epistemology
As detailed in Chapter 1, epistemology concerns what is counted as knowledge, 
who can and who cannot be knowledgeable, and the hierarchy of how knowl-
edges are valued. In traditional (Western) quantitative methodologies the epis-
temic designation of knowers and knowledge is value-ranked along a culturally, 
racially, and socially laden continuum. Hierarchies of knower and knowledge 
by subject/object position exist in which the usual position of the Indigene is 
limited to data source, even if it is increasingly fashionable to “consult” this 
data source. The epistemic boundaries of nayri kati challenge these established 
hierarchies of knower and knowledge. naryi kati epistemically places race, and 
relatedly power, at the center of its approach, placing the Indigene as the observ-
er of these phenomena. 

The vast majority of existing Indigenous related quantitative research in 
Australia (and other colonized first world nations), as detailed in Chapter 1, 
is research conducted by non-Indigenous researchers on data collected from 
Indigenous peoples. These studies use national omnibus surveys, such as the 
national census, or administrative collections, such as birth, death, and mar-
riage records, or, in some cases, specifically collected data, such as that from 
the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Surveys (NATSIS), which 
were run in 1994, 2002, 2008, and are due again in 2014. The prevailing meth-
odology for these researches is Western quantitative methodology, with Euro-
Australian dominant knowledges shaping how the research is done. The ques-
tion or questions that the research addresses are conceived and developed by 
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non-Indigenous, predominantly Euro-Australian entities and are usually pred-
icated on the primary objective of measuring what are defined as Indigenous 
problems. For example, census, health administrative collection and NATSIS 
data are all used to provide the results for the biennial national report—The 
Social and Health Wellbeing of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Peoples—produced by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. In almost 
all of these studies (see next section for an example of an exception) Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people are the objects of the research, providing data 
whose subject, level, type, analysis, and interpretation have been developed by 
non-Indigenous expert knowers. 

 In deliberate and direct contrast to this approach, within nayri kati, even 
when some of the same data sources are utilized, Indigenous knowledges and 
Indigenous knowers are prioritized. This methodological practice entails overt-
ly including Indigenous voices and knowledges in all “knowledge related” 
aspects of the research process. That is, Indigenous knowledges and conceptual 
and practical understandings are the lens through which research knowledge is 
revealed. This epistemic hierarchy also forestalls the restriction of Indigenous 
quantitative research to Indigenous subjects. 

Research Example 1: Indigenous Knowers and Evaluators 

Indigenous participation in higher education has long been a subject of the 
higher education sector, government, and policy interest in Australia and oth-
er first world settler nations. Under the Howard Government (1996–2007), 
Indigenous education was considered such a high priority that a report on all 
aspects, including Indigenous higher education, was delivered annually to 
the national parliament. Each of these reports (2001–2008) was written by 
non-Indigenous bureaucrats from the responsible government department. 
Their common format was to aggregate statistics provided by individual uni-
versities, highlight points from the individual university Indigenous Education 
Statements (IES), and intersperse these statistics with vignettes about, and pho-
tos of, various Indigenous student centers. The general message of each of the 
reports was that although progress was slower than desired, progress was being 
made. For example, the 2006 report (DEEWR 2008: 129) concludes regarding 
Indigenous student enrolment that: 

after a decline in 2005, overall 2006 Indigenous enrolments return to 
2001–2004 levels. Especially noteworthy is the increase in participation in 
higher level courses and the rapid decline in students undertaking Enabling 
and other non-degree courses. 

In 2011 I was the quantitative researcher on a study which also had as its 
topic Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation in higher education 
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(Moreton-Robinson, Walter, Singh, and Kimber 2011). This research was com-
missioned by the panel of The Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People. Our brief was to evaluate the pub-
lic Australian universities’ performances in relation to Indigenous governance. 
This study, similar to the previous national reports, also used departmental 
statistics and the publicly available annual Indigenous Education Statements 
issued by each university. Our selection of the same data sources was a deliber-
ate strategy to forestall delegitimization of our analysis by labelling it political 
or activist. Epistemologically, for this project, however, Indigenous research-
ers were the observers, not non-Indigenous bureaucrats. And it was Indigenous 
conceptual and practical understandings that formed the knowledge lens 
through which university Indigenous governance was evaluated. The process 
and practice of this research shows how this epistemological positioning shaped 
the research design, data analysis, and interpretation of results. 

First, we conceptualized governance to encompass Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander participation and direct influence on university executive func-
tions and the regulation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation 
in higher education. Regulation refers to the strategies, programs and objec-
tives to increase Indigenous outcomes including embedding Indigenous knowl-
edges within universities’ operations. 

We then translated this conceptualisation into two research questions: 

1.	 How well do universities incorporate Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander participation into their structures of governance? 

2.	 How efficacious is the governance of programs to build Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander student and staff participation and cultural pres-
ence within universities? 

Our theoretical framework, customary management practice, also deliber-
ately drew on standard (Western) management theory. Customary management 
practice was defined as per Collier (1998) as practices, processes, activities, and 
monitoring systems organizations implement in any area of major activity. My 
role was to quantitatively analyze the departmental statistics on Indigenous 
students, undergraduate and graduate, as well as staff numbers, and to devise a 
way of numerically evaluating data from the content analysis of the Indigenous 
Education Statements on Indigenous staff and student participation and par-
ticipation in university governance undertaken by other members of the 
research team. 

Rather than statistical aggregation, we purposely kept the data 
disaggregated by university. Aggregation can be a statistical decontextualizing 
device that distances data from the people and institutions whose actions, or 
lack of, contribute to creating the thing these data are measuring. I further 
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devised a numerical scale whereby the performance of each of the thirty-seven 
Australian universities could be evaluated across the dimensions of Indigenous 
governance presence, Indigenous undergraduate and post-graduate student 
access, and attainment and Indigenous staff employment. First, we accorded 
scores to each institution based on what the IES content analysis indicated 
about the level of that university’s policies, objectives, targets, key performance 
indicators, and formal evaluation of its Indigenous participation activities. 
Student and staff enrolment and employment statistics were also analyzed 
and scored by comparing actual numbers with what the numbers would be if 
Indigenous staff and students were represented at Australian Bureau of Statistics 
state-based Indigenous population figure rates. For the governance and cultural 
competence measures we also included a score based on whether the university 
reported an Indigenous appointment at the senior management level. 

Our scale allowed us to rate individual universities and then rank them by 
order of overall performance. Our results indicated that two-thirds of Australian 
universities recorded total scores of less than 50 points out of a possible 100. A 
reduced anonymized version of this rating/ranking is represented in Table 4.1. 

For this study, the Indigenous standpoint of knowers has significant epistem-
ic consequences. How were these manifested? First, in contrast to most similar 
studies, the universities were our objects of study, not our knowers. We evaluat-
ed their performance against publicly available data, just as the bureaucrats had 
done, but interrogated those data in a very different manner. It was a critical anal-
ysis framed through an Indigenous world view. Second, our Indigenous scholar 
knowledge informed our conceptualization, question generation, and operation-
alization of the key concept, Indigenous governance. Together, these knowledges 
allowed us to evaluate aspects of governance more broadly and in ways more in 
tune with our own understandings of sector connections. Third, by individually 
rating and ranking universities we showed not only that progress is slow but in 
what spaces and places. We brought a relational accountability of specific uni-
versities to their Indigenous communities into the analysis for the first time. The 
fact that some universities, albeit a minority, were achieving a rating of above 
50 points also foreclosed the standard responses that the sector is committed to 
raising levels of Indigenous governance. For example, each of these universities 
has Indigenous clauses in their industrial awards, and each talks about their com-
mitment to Indigenous employment and leadership (NTEU 2012). Our results, 
however, clearly demonstrate that while some universities are taking active steps 
to increase Indigenous participation, others remain in the “committed to being 
committed” category. The fact that some universities are making gains also refut-
ed the common argument reported by our colleagues at universities around the 
nation that they, the universities, were committed to greater Indigenous partici-
pation, but that the Indigenous community was hard to engage. 
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Fourth, and most critically, by asking different questions of the same data, 
the problematic of low and only minimally increasing Indigenous participation 
in the higher education sector was situated within the individual university and 
the sector, not with Aboriginal staff or centers. We found that those universities 
who had best defined policies, backed by clear objectives, targets, key perfor-
mance indicators, and on-going evaluation of these, were also those with the 
highest number of Indigenous enrolments, staff, and Indigenous participation 
in governance. This correlation was not related to chance. Clearly, university 
leaders who back their commitment with action achieved better results. 

Finally, the power of the data is demonstrated by how this report has been 
used. As expected, the first response by a number of university hierarchies was 

University

Students
Access & 

Attainment
40%

Academic 
Professional

Staff 
30%

Governance
Engagement 

30%

Total Score
100

University a 26 17 21 64

University b 26 30 7 63

University c 19 25 14 55

University d 18 21 14 53

University e 21 26 3 50

University f 17 20 11 48

University g 18 19 5 41

University h 13 22 3 38

University i 14 16 6 36

University j 9 16 9 34

University k 13 18 2 33

University l 7 15 10 32

University m 16 12 2 30

University n 7 8 12 27

University o 7 14 5 26

University p 9 13 3 25

Source: Derived from Moreton-Robinson, Walter, Singh, and Kimber 2011

Table 4.1: Indigenous Governance Scores of Australian Universities
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to question our methods, a response quickly blunted by reference to our data 
sources and theoretical frame. More importantly, it has been widely picked up 
by Indigenous higher education leaders and others throughout the sector and 
used both to commend their universities and as evidence for the need for uni-
versity-wide changes in how Indigenous business is done. 

Aiming for an Indigenous Epistemological Fit

In research where Indigenous people are also the subject of the research, the nay-
ri kati epistemic prioritization of Indigenous voices goes further. Most critically, 
the information sought from Indigenous subjects and the “for what purpose” 
must be developed using Indigenous knowledges and understandings. This does 
not preclude the involvement of non-Indigenous researchers in the work, but in 
the hierarchy it is Indigenous knowers and knowledge that take the dominant 
position. As the Indigenous knowers framing the research and the Indigenous 
subjects of research are rarely the same people, this epistemological rule does 
not guarantee epistemic fit. Unless we are working with our own individual 
Indigenous communities, we are also outsiders. And as the literature on insider/
outsider debate makes clear (see Acker 2000; Adler and Adler 1987), being an 
insider is still problematic when determining the relationship and most appro-
priate interaction between a researcher and the researched. This positioning can 
be even more problematic in Indigenous research given the family and kin rela-
tionships involved. But it does provide a broader scope for symmetry. It does 
lessen the power differential between the researcher and the researched from 
that common in the dominant methodology of research on Indigenous peo-
ple, which even within the major data collection agencies tends to restrict the 
Indigenous presence to controlled “consultation.” 

nayri kati also recognizes and incorporates existing philosophical work 
on Indigenous epistemologically. As our scholars cogently argue (see Martin 
2008; Rigney 2001; West 1998), knowledges located within research are not, 
ever, the property of the researcher. For Indigenous peoples worldwide, know-
ing and seeking knowledge is never a solo enterprise. It also cannot be separat-
ed from our understanding of who knowers can be—that not all knowers can 
be knowers of all things, and not all things can be known (see Martin 2008; 
Wilson 2008). Knowledge, therefore, cannot be discovered, or owned. But it 
can be revealed and shared, and the how, by whom, to whom, from what per-
spective and for what purpose this revealing occurs is one of the facets that 
delineate an Indigenous methodology. 

nayri kati Axiology 
Research cannot be a value free zone, and all quantitative methodologies are val-
ue infused entities. Critically, the decisions we make about the research process, 
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from the inception of the research idea to its final interpretation and dissemina-
tion, are not spontaneous. A key shaper of these decisions is the researcher and/
or his or her controlling institution’s value systems, even when—perhaps espe-
cially when—these are unacknowledged. The question asked in Chapter 2 of 
how much a researcher’s and/or his or her funders’ value systems can be disen-
tangled from his or her research practice, therefore, is also valid for Indigenous 
quantitative researchers. For nayri kati, the answer stems from personal values 
and judgement systems embedded in my particular milieu: I recognize the 
unattainability of the holy grail of research objectivity but also recognize the 
imperative of always aiming towards it. 

Other value systems, however, are consciously included. nayri kati’s explicit 
axiological frame incorporates and prioritizes relevant Indigenous value systems. 
The primary value is that the research is tangibly operating for, and in, Indigenous 
interests. The first axiological infused decision, therefore, is whether the research 
should be undertaken at all. For example, research framed from a model of 
Indigenous deficit outlined in Chapter 1 actively undermines the Indigenous 
position across colonizer settler nations. Other research can be less malignant 
but no more axiologically valid. For example, the seemingly intransigent socio-
economically deprived position of many first world Indigenous peoples can 
lead to quantitative research undertaken without any pre-ordained Indigenous 
benefit or purpose. That is, research for research’s sake. Collecting data on an 
Indigenous community’s housing situation, for instance, without that research 
being directly tied to the possibility of remedial housing funding is harmful 
in its lack of purpose and its imposition of a research burden. A better topic, 
if you could get the funding, would be an evaluation of the efficacy of hous-
ing social services for Indigenous people. Alternatively, research that might 
ostensibly be in Indigenous peoples’ interests does not always automatically 
reflect Indigenous value systems. This lack of fit can be very frustrating to non-
Indigenous research commissioners or designers who cannot understand why 
there is resistance to some of their plans when they are manifestly trying to 
improve the social position of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. What 
is primarily at issue here is not Indigenous value systems but the non-recognition 
of settler value systems, by those that hold them, as actually being value systems. 

An example of how these barriers and clashes of value systems can be suc-
cessfully mediated is found in the research processes of the on-going Australian 
Longitudinal Study of Indigenous Children (LSIC 2005). This large scale pan-
el study of nearly 2,000 study children from around Australia took four years 
to move from design to implementation. From the beginning the project has 
been overseen in all its elements by a steering committee co-chaired by lead-
ing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander researchers. The rest of the commit-
tee is made up of Indigenous and non-Indigenous (nearly all Euro-Australian) 
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researchers and the implementing department officials and project team. The first 
misfit of values was over how the recruitment of families would be conducted. 
From an Indigenous value frame, research with these families could not pro-
ceed without their full engagement. This was much more than signed consent. 
It meant that any participants fully understood what they were committing to 
and what the project would mean for their family and the broader Indigenous 
population, were fully in agreement with the philosophy and aims of the study, 
and felt the project to be tangibly in their interests. In short, trusting relation-
ships had to be built, and the building of those relationships had to conform to 
what our Indigenous families and communities regarded as the appropriate way 
to build a relationship. The non-Indigenous researchers who had worked with 
Indigenous peoples were also supportive of this need.

The steering committee needed to convince, and then convince again, the 
funding department that we could not begin surveying until we were assured 
that the study communities and families were fully informed and in support. The 
minimal informing and consent processes common for Euro-Australian partici-
pant survey research were not consistent with Indigenous values. More critically, 
their deployment would likely render the research ineffective—the success of 
the longitudinal survey is all about the success of recruiting participants, and 
standard Western approaches could not just be translated to this study. Instead, 
we needed repeated, not one-off, community visits from study staff, on-going 
contact with our families, the employment of local Indigenous data collection 
staff where possible, and a start date for data collection that built in these require-
ments. To the funding department’s credit they made the axiological transition 
and put in the extra time, training, and visits required, along with coping with 
the extra expenses such consulting work required. We are now collecting Wave 8 
data in what is proving to be a high participant retention study. 

Even now new axiological problems emerge. The very success of the survey 
has led to many other agencies and government bodies requesting survey items 
be included. The steering committee mostly resists these additions. Yes, the 
items might be interesting, but unless they fall within the original purview of 
the intent of the survey—exploring how Indigenous children grow up strong—
then they are outside of the agreement we made with our families and commu-
nities. We do not have their permission. 

Research Example 2: Exploring Non-Indigenous Values 

Projects that reflect Indigenous values and operate perceptibly in Indigenous 
interests do not necessarily involve research on, or with, Indigenous peoples. 
nayri kati’s axiological frame can also be applied in research based on colonizer 
settler Australian responses; in essence, evaluating non-Indigenous value systems 
through an Indigenous value frame. This practice is demonstrated by my inclusion 



102 Chapter 4

of three sets of Indigenous-related items within the 2007 Australian Survey of 
Social Attitudes (AuSSA) (Walter 2012). The AuSSA survey is a mail out/mail 
back survey that canvasses the attitudes of a national representative group of 
Australians on items as varied as government priorities and abortion (AuSSA 
2007). The 2007 survey had 2,699 respondents, around 94 percent of whom 
were from European or Euro-Australian backgrounds. 

My topic was contemporary race relations as evidenced through the attitudes 
of non-Indigenous Australians towards Indigenous issues. The topic emerges 
from my interest in race related inequality and seeks to apply an Indigenous lens 
in making sense of the unequal Indigenous positioning in the broader Australian 
society. From this perspective research on Indigenous inequality is intricately 
entwined with its opposite, non-Indigenous privilege. These two seemingly 
embedded aspects of Australian social relations are also embedded in the terrain 
of non-Indigenous/Indigenous race relations. My theoretical framework was the 
domain of Aboriginality (Walter 2009). As detailed in Chapter 1, this theory 
operationalizes the power dimensions of non-Indigenous/Indigenous race rela-
tions via the continual positioning of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander as the 
“other,” socially, politically, culturally, and economically. 

How strongly do you agree or disagree with the 
following statements?  

Agree*
%

Neither
%

Disagree*
%

a.  Aboriginal people are now treated equally to  
other Australians  23 19 58

f.   Injustices towards Aboriginal people are now all 
in the past 26 22 52

c.  Aboriginal people should not have to change 
their culture to fit into Australian society    53 23 25

e.  Aboriginal people who no longer follow 
traditional lifestyles are not really Aboriginal   23 20 58

b.  Aboriginal people’s levels of disadvantage 
justifies extra government assistance   45 21 34

d.  Granting land rights to Aboriginal people is unfair          
to other Australians 42 25 33

* Results on Strong Agree and Agree categories and Strongly Disagree and Disagree 
combined in this table. 

Note:  The 4 responses from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were removed from 
the analysis.  

Source: Derived from data from AuSSA 2007

Table 4.2:  Frequencies of AuSSA questions H1, a through f—Indigenous Attitude 
Statements
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From this topic I posed two research questions (as opposed to survey items) 
about contemporary race relations. The first was concerned with non-Indige-
nous attitudes towards Indigenous people and issues, and the second was about 
the level of social proximity between non-Indigenous people and Indigenous 
people. Together, the research questions sought to identify the social, demo-
graphic, and cultural dimensions of non-Indigenous attitudes towards 
Indigenous inequality and how these related to their actual social interaction 
with Indigenous people. The first research question was operationalized by a set 
of survey items that asked respondents how much they agreed/disagreed with 
six statements about Aboriginal people; two relating to inequality; two relating 
to culture and identity; and two related to aspects of restorative justice, extra 
government assistance, and land rights. The aggregated frequency results are 
included in Table 4.2.

The second research question was operationalized via the inclusion of a 
non-Indigenous/Indigenous social proximity question. Respondents were 
asked about their level of interaction with Indigenous people across three levels. 
The responses were as in Table 4.3.

The analysis of the data from these survey items was conducted over three 
levels. The univariate frequency counts were followed by a cross-tabulation 
of the attitude responses with the socio-demographic characteristics of the 
responders. These results found that in line with other studies (see; Dunn et 
al. 2004; Goot and Rowse 2007; Goot and Watson 2001; Western 1969) that 
older, male, less educated, and more rural respondents were significantly more 
likely to have less egalitarian attitudes towards Aboriginal people and issues. 
A principle component analysis and reliability analysis also found that the 
items could be reduced to a single scale. An ordinary least squares multivariate 
regression, using this scale as the dependent variable, confirmed that, holding 
all other variables constant, non-Indigenous Australian women, those living in 
urban areas, those working as professionals, and those with higher education 

Social Proximity Items Frequency Percentage

I mix regularly with Aboriginal people on a day to day basis 245 9

I know Aboriginal people but do not mix regularly with them 1,187 45

I do not know any Aboriginal people personally 1,236 46

Totals 2,668 100

Source: Derived from data from AuSSA 2007

Table 4.3: Frequencies of Non-Indigenous/Indigenous Social Proximity Question
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all scored significantly higher Aboriginal attitude scores than non-Indigenous 
men, those in rural locations, those working in non-professional occupations, 
and those with less than a bachelor degree education level. The strongest pre-
dictor of a high score was being educated to a bachelor degree or above. In the 
multivariate analysis stage the level of social proximity of the respondents to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people was not significant. 

These results were then interpreted through the Domain of Aboriginality 
theoretical framework. The findings indicate that while a small majority of 
non-Indigenous Australians recognize the continuation of Indigenous inequal-
ity, a significant proportion actively disagree and a similar proportion choose 
not to agree or disagree. Given the continuation of the readily available dire 
socio-economic data emerging from the census and other national collections, 
and the regular media reporting of discrimination, poverty, and poor health 
outcomes, these results are remarkable. They indicate that Indigenous social 
inequality has become so normalized within Australian race relations that its 
pervasive presence is accepted without asking the burning question of how that 
inequality arises or is sustained. 

Similarly, the cultural equality item results are also remarkable. With rough-
ly one quarter of non-Indigenous Australians agreeing that Aboriginal people 
should have to change their culture to fit in, or lose identity if not traditional, 
they reflect the dominant position of non-Indigenous Australians within race 
relations. First, the results demonstrate a basic lack of acceptance of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander culture as the original Australian culture—that is, 
that all “other” cultures are migrant cultures. Second, somewhat inconsistent-
ly, there is a refusal to acknowledge that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
cultures, like all cultures, cannot be static but must change over time. The cul-
ture of the Euro-Australian majority is markedly different from that of the First 
Fleet arrivals, yet no one suggests that to be truly Euro-Australian one must 
practice the culture and lifestyles of the first settlers. 

 Finally, there is the mismatch between the proportions recognizing the 
continued existence of inequality and injustice and those agreeing to the jus-
tice of redress. This finding suggests a dissonance between egalitarian attitudes 
expressed and a willingness to put those attitudes into action: an attitude/
action gap. The interpretation is that the findings reflect the imbalance of pow-
er in Australian non-Indigenous/Indigenous relations. Addressing Indigenous 
rights and structural disadvantage is presumed to lead to a reduction in non-In-
digenous privilege. From this conceptual vantage point we can understand why 
those non-Indigenous Australians with higher education, with their higher sta-
tus and incomes, are less likely than those from lower socio-economic groups to 
perceive a risk of loss of privilege, and are therefore more likely to be supportive 
of remediating strategies. 
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The finding that less than 10 percent of non-Indigenous Australians mix reg-
ularly with Aboriginal people was an illuminating insight into non-Indigenous 
Australia’s relationship with Aboriginal Australia. More enlightening, however, 
were results showing that interaction or non-interaction with Aboriginal peo-
ple were not significant factors in their own right in predicting non-Indigenous 
Australian’s Aboriginal issues attitudes. The logical explanation is that these 
attitudes are formed and held outside of any interaction with real Aboriginal 
people. The alternative attitudinal framing sources are the dominant discourses 
of Indigeneity presented within media and political realms. These sources in 
Australia, to date, are usually pejorative and static. The theoretical conclusion 
is that the disconnection between interaction with Aboriginal people and atti-
tudes towards Aboriginal people underpins the non-translation of recognition 
of continuing inequality into support for remedial actions. 

naryi kati Ontology 

The ontology that informs nayri kati privileges Indigenous world views and 
Indigenous understandings of who and what we are as peoples and individu-
als and our place in the world. It incorporates an Indigenous understanding 
of a world that is defined by our relationships with kin, community, ances-
tors, country, and place. Perceptions of the lived reality of being colonized 
Indigenous peoples sequestered within first world nations is reflected in the 
methodology’s focus on non-Indigenous/Indigenous relations (and vice ver-
sa). This ontological aspect encompasses how Indigenous people are perceived 
to “be”—these societies’ operational relations with their resident Indigenous 
peoples. Pragmatically, the ontological frame informing nayri kati is also one 
that challenges and exposes the ontological hegemony of Indigenous statistical 
practice. While statistics do not lie, the version of reality they reflect can, and 
does, vary. More critically, the statistical story framed through an Indigenous 
ontological lens will reflect this in both the questions the data seek to answer 
and the questions the researcher asks of the data. 

An Indigenous Ontological Frame

As detailed in Chapter 1, standard Australian quantitative practice promul-
gates Indigenous data as benign numerical summaries presenting a picture that 
is objectively real. Not so. The ontological frame is a presumption of pejora-
tive Indigenous racial/cultural difference and a norm of Indigenous deficit. Or 
more simply, our assertion is that the quantitative research questions asked are 
shaped by the askers’ ontological frame, which extends to the results generat-
ed. For example, the central question of the Longitudinal Study of Indigenous 
Children project discussed earlier is: “How do Australian Indigenous children 
grow up strong?” (LSIC 2005). This question, developed by a predominantly 
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Indigenous researcher steering committee, has a specific ontological frame. It 
seeks information on how our children can grow, develop, and live in a way that 
maximizes their life chances within and through their Indigeneity. A hypothet-
ical question generated from an ontological frame built around a presumption 
of pejorative Indigenous racial/cultural difference for a similar longitudinal 
study of Indigenous children might have asked: “What are the patterns of eco-
nomic, education and health disadvantage of Australian Indigenous children?” 
The answers to the former question are to be found in the stories and respons-
es of Indigenous families on data items relating to the capacities and circum-
stances that operate to best support their raising of strong, healthy, resilient, 
and happy children in dire socio-economic and culturally marginalizing life 
circumstances. The answer to the latter question would be an over time exam-
ination of Indigenous children, reliant on their continuous comparison against 
an unquestioned white Australian norm via sets of standard socio-economic 
and demographic measures. For the first question, the ontological presump-
tion is that the data can portray a unique, compelling picture of contemporary 
Indigenous peoples within this society, of value and validity in their own right. 
In the other, the ontological presumption is that the data always need dichoto-
mous comparisons to allow interpretation and to give them substance.

Research Example 3: Mapping the Ontological Landscape

What might seem simple ontological differences lead to significantly different 
approaches to quantitative research. First, it depends how we understand the 
reality of our nation. For example, in the Commonwealth of Australia map in 
Figure 4.3, the light lines indicate the demarcation between the formerly indi-
vidual colonies, combined under Federation in 1901 to form the six Australian 
states and two territories. From this perspective I have highlighted the city of 
Perth and towns of Maningrida and Dubbo as a precursor to the upcoming 
research example. These state and territory lines of course do not exist in reali-
ty. They are a conception of what Australia “is” based on colonization and colo-
nial practices which are given solidity via legal processes. From an Indigenous 
perspective, Australia “is” very different—Australia is comprised of more than 
500 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander nations, the boundaries of which may 
cross contemporary state boundaries. From this perspective I have included in 
the map, again for the later research example, the nations of the traditional and 
contemporary owners of the lands on which Perth, Dubbo, and Maningrida sit. 

These two perspectives of what is Australia are ontologically different. More 
crucially, the perspective of the researcher as to which one is the “true” version 
will likely sharply alter the questions asked and the interpretation of results in 
any analysis. A project I undertook for the Australian Bureau of Statistics using 
2006 Census data offers an insight into this process (see Walter 2008). Writing 
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for a predominantly non-Indigenous audience, my first ontological challenge was 
to disturb the standard practice of aggregating Indigenous data to the national 
or state level. Rather, I argued, broad stroke labelling under the bland and essen-
tializing category of “the Indigenous population” decontextualizes Indigenous 
lived experience and blunts the compelling impact of statistical data. Each people 
has a unique history, affiliation to country, and cultural identity, and their loca-
tion in specific places and spaces shapes the context and circumstances of their 
community and individual lives. Three Indigenous nations in their locations were 
selected for analysis: Kunbidji country at Maningrida, a remote community in the 
Northern Territory; Wuradjuri country at Dubbo, a regional town in New South 
Wales; and Noongar country at Perth, the capital city of Western Australia. The 
distinction between a primarily Indigenous township such as Maningrida with 
Indigenous/non-Indigenous shared geographic locations of Perth and Dubbo 
allowed dimensions of spatiality to figure in the interpretative frame alongside 
the broader social, cultural, political, and economic factors of place. 

The second ontological break was to prefix the data analysis with the 
Indigenous story of each place. The historical and contemporary context was set 
as the interpretive mechanism for socio-demographic statistics. For example, 
Dubbo, a regional hub for western New South Wales, is Wiradjuri country and 
the traditional lands of the Tubbagah people. The Tubbagah people’s historical 
and contemporaneous connection to country is tied to the cultural signifi-
cance of the Terramungamine area. Systematically dispossessed via frontier 
violence during the mid 1800s, the remaining people were contained within 
the Talbaragar Reserve on the outskirts of town where the New South Wales 
Aboriginal Protection Board regulated every aspect of their lives until the 
late 1960s. The government closure of the Talbaragar reserve in the 1960s 

Figure 4.3: Australia by Urban Site and Traditional Country

© copyright Commonwealth of Australia (Geoscience Australia) [2006]
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resulted in a heavy concentration of Aboriginal residents within the town’s 
public housing areas. 

Now, the public housing “Gordon Estate”—home to a significant proportion 
of the Tubbagah people—is also being forcibly closed and its mostly Aboriginal 
residents moved. The history of resistance is also an important context of place. 
Tubbagah people have never accepted dispossession and oppression. Tubbagah 
leader William Ferguson launched the Aboriginal Protection Association in 1937 
to lobby on behalf of Aboriginal rights and living conditions. In 1995 the Tubbagah 
people lodged a Native Title Claim over the 16.2 hectare Terramungamine 
reserve. Although immediately contested by local and state authorities on the 
basis of public access and the presence of a historic stock trail, an agreement was 
finally struck in 2002 over protection for Aboriginal burial sites and the preserva-
tion of Aboriginal cultural heritage. 

The statistical analyses of each place demonstrate a mosaic of similarities 
and differences between Indigenous lives and across place. Living a Noongar 
life in Perth differs from living a Tubbagah life in Dubbo or a Kunbidgi life in 
Maningrida. All three peoples live in the same geographic space as their ances-
tors, and all have in recent times reasserted, via land claims, the legitimacy of 
their belonging place. All also share a history of colonization and dispossession 
from land and subsequent legislative control of their lives. But how these conse-
quences are manifested varies by place. The Kunbidgi people form the majority 
population in their traditional country at Maningrida. At Dubbo the Tubbagah 
occupy their traditional space alongside a majority of non-Indigenous residents. 
And at Perth, the Noongar people form only a tiny minority within a metropol-
itan population of more than one million. 

These locational proximities shape and create different contexts, and the 
2006 census data reflect these different lived experiences by place. As shown 
in Table 4.4, Aboriginal people living in Perth are more likely to own their own 
home, be educated to Year 12, be in education between the ages of eighteen and 
twenty-four years of age, and have a higher weekly income than those in Dubbo 
or Maningrida. In Maningrida, home-ownership, education levels across all 
spheres, and median income are obviously differently constructed by remote-
ness, community owned housing stock, and lack of educational facilities and 
resources. Diversity between places, however, is overwhelmed by the endur-
ance of negative similarities.

As shown in the final column of Table 4.4, compared with non-Indigenous 
peoples living in the same places (proxied here by national population data), the 
Indigenous socio-economic position is consistent regardless of geographic loca-
tion. Across these widely divergent groups, that proportion of the population 
under the age of fifteen years is double or higher than that of the national (97.5 
percent settler) population, while the proportion over the age of sixty-five is less 
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than a quarter that of the total population. In the urban areas of Perth and Dubbo 
home ownership rates are only a little over half of the national level, and rates of 
overcrowding four times as high. Unemployment rates are at least three times 
the national level despite lower levels of labor force participation and rates of post 
school qualifications, and grade 12 achievement less than a third of national levels. 
That the proportion of Aboriginal youth in education aged eighteen to twen-
ty-four in the urban areas is less than a third of that of their settler compatriots 
indicates that this depressing picture is not likely to change in the short term. 

The statistical picture that emerges from this analysis is that although 75 per-
cent of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people live in the same geographic 

Indicator Dubbo
Indigenous

Perth
Indigenous

Maningrida
Indigenous

National 
Population

Aged < 15 years 42.4% 37.4% 36.8% 19.8%

Aged > 65 years 2.9% 2.2% 2.1% 13.%

Median age   17 years 20 years 20 years 37 years 

Owner/Purchaser 33.9% 37.6% 6.5% 64.8%

Renter 62.0% 55.5% 90.3% 27.2%

Household with 6+ 
usual occupants 11.3% 11.5% 92.1% 3.1%

Educated to Year 12 15.6% 21.3% 5.3% 44.9%

Post-school 
qualifications 12.0% 13.0% 2.6% 44.0%

In education 
18–24 years 12.4% 14.6% na 39.5%

Unemployment rate 21.9% 16.1% 16.4% 5.2%

Labor market 
participation rate 56.3% 51.1% 44.7% 64.6%

Median weekly 
individual income $306 $327 $209 $466

Table 4.4: Indigenous Figures by Location and National Population Figures

Source: Derived from Australian Census Data 2006
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places as non-Indigenous Australians, we reside in different demographic and 
socio-economic realms. This analysis also provides compelling evidence to sup-
port a reversing of the ontological lens from “What are the socio-demographic 
differences between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people?” to “Why do these 
differences exist?” The Aboriginal populations of these places are from very 
different Aboriginal nations historically, culturally, and in regard to the social 
and geographical circumstances under which they currently live their lives. Yet 
their socio-economic positioning in relation to the socio-economic positioning 
of their respective settler populations is remarkably similar. Through a domain 
of Aboriginality theoretical framework, the question might equally be asked: 
“Why do Australian settler populations always occupy a position of dramatic 
socio-economic privilege in relation to Aboriginal populations, regardless of 
location?” Such an ontological lens compels very different research questions 
that differ greatly from the current dominant Australian research agenda. 

Conclusion
We hope that this demonstration of Indigenous quantitative methodology in 
practice via the example of nayri kati demonstrates how quantitative methods 
can be successfully integrated and form an integral aspect of a valid Indigenous 
methodology. Indigenous quantitative methodologies can and do provide 
radically different statistical insights into Indigenous peoples. As critically, 
Indigenous quantitative methodologies can, and do, provide insights into white 
settler colonizing peoples and institutions, especially in their relationship to 
first world Indigenous peoples. In the following chapter, we explore similar 
issues in a Canadian context. 

Notes
1	 Capitalization of proper nouns is not a feature of the Tasmanian language palawa kani. 
2	 As nayri kati is a methodology used by author Walter, the singular voice is used in this part 

of the chapter.
3	 Trucanini was survived for several years by Tasmanian women kidnapped by sealers to 

the Kangaroo Island off South Australia.
4	 The description of the Domain of Aboriginality is summarized but also builds on parts 

of an earlier article: Walter 2009, “An Economy of Poverty: Power and the Domain of 
Aboriginality.”

5	 I have overheard similar casual denigrating conversations about Native American and 
Canadian Aboriginal peoples while visiting those countries. 
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Chapter 5

Indigenous Quantitative 
Methodological Practice—

Canada

Introduction
Th is chapter details a quantitative Indigenous research methodology wedded 
to Hokowhitu’s (2009) theory of Indigenous density or “immediacy” (detailed 
in Chapter 1) to explain how dominant quantitative methodologies can be 
reconfi gured for Indigenous community benefi t. In this context, the chapter’s 
second part explores the Canadian census’s inability to enumerate Aboriginal 
sociality, in three contexts: a tribally specifi c context, an urban context, and 
a Métis national context. Th ese are important issues insofar as both represent 
forms of Indigeneity every bit as legitimate as others currently in place and, 
likewise, they both speak to central tenets of my own Indigeneity.1 Th e major 
diff erence between them is that they largely fail to conform to the needs of 
existing offi  cial policy requirements. In emphasizing these three case studies, I 
seek to denaturalize the context within which offi  cial statistics are constructed 
and, thus, off er a basis for their deconstruction and alternative possibilities. 

I should begin by saying that my critique of the information currently 
being produced is not being launched at the technical level. Th ese categories 
produce legitimate statistical information within their conceptual boundar-
ies. My point is simply—but importantly—that other categories can produce 
alternative and equally legitimate statistical information. In other words, the 
methodology, rather than the method, is problematic. I thus take two points 
from Bruce Curtis’s (2001: 35) critical stance toward census-making to assist 
us in thinking about alternatives. First, censuses should possess a high level of 
“inter-subjective agreement” between enumerator and enumeratee: “Th e cri-
teria adopted for evaluating census making should be found in the character 

Indigenous Statistics: A Quantitative Research Methodology by Maggie Walter and Chris Andersen, 
111–129.  © 2013 Left  Coast Press, Inc. All rights reserved.
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of the social relations themselves”; and second, since not all statistical con-
figurations of social relations are created equal, different configurations offer 
“different practical possibilities for intervention and administration,” and as 
such, “the worth of census data [and quantitative research more generally] is 
related to the projects in whose service they are enlisted.” 

In this chapter I explore a different configuration of Indigenous sociality in 
light of the important considerations that Curtis (2001) details. One increas-
ingly important element of contemporary Canadian Indigenous sociality that 
sits largely outside the ability of current statistical configurations to document 
is the emerging urban Indigenous communities that have emerged as engines of 
cultural Indigenous power in both Australia and Canada. While official quan-
titative data analysts have begun to explore these social relations, they do so by 
cross tabulating existing census classifications with geographical residence. The 
chapter’s third and final part will explain the problems with attempting to “pour 
new wine into old bottles,” and how we might go about creating a new set of 
analytical lenses better suited for dealing with the Indigenous sociality of these 
novel and distinctive communities. 

Example 1: Tribal Affiliations as Ethnic Ancestry
I have written elsewhere about the ways in which Statistics Canada measures 
ethnic ancestry and the problems this presents for enumerating changes 
between Aboriginal categories—what Statistics Canada officials refer to as “eth-
nic drift” or “ethnic mobility” (Andersen 2013b). As explained in various parts 
of this book, current census categories are employed not because they measure 
Indigenous “identity” better or more accurately than other alternative catego-
ries might, but because they better measure the kinds of knowledge required 
as evidence for deficit-based policy interventions. But, as this chapter outlines, 
there is nothing acontextually superior about such categories and, indeed, the 
positioning of these as measuring “identity” to the exclusion of other, equally 
contextual measures naturalizes particular ways of understanding Indigenous 
peoples, our communities, and the issues within them. 

Back to the issue of ethnic ancestry. We explained in Chapter 1 how notions of 
“ethnic ancestry” have been embedded into development-based discourses. Here, 
I want to describe a different way to enumerate Indigenous identity—through 
tribal identity. I am not suggesting that tribal identity and “ethnic” identity are 
identical (to do so is to efface the realities of Indigenous sovereignty that separate 
them). Nonetheless, thinking in terms of official identification, tribal identities 
offer a particular kind of collective identification, despite the fact that contempo-
rary policy makers seem to hold little interest in these forms of affiliation. 

In the previous chapter, Walter explored the ways in which changing 
the ontological landscape within which we understand Indigeneity—from 
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the conventional mapping of Australia to one focused more specifically on 
Indigenous national boundaries—changes the ways in which we understand 
and enumerate it. The same is true, though in a different way, in Canada. As 
it stands, Statistics Canada officially enumerates Aboriginality according to 
two major questions, with several additional sub-questions depending on the 
answers provided to the first two. To provide some contextualization, we will 
detail some of the history behind why the current categories exist as they do and 
their relationship to Canada’s colonial history.

Canada’s Constitution recognizes three distinct Aboriginal peoples—
First Nations (formerly termed “Indians”); Inuit (formerly termed “Eskimos”); 
and Métis (formerly termed “Half-breeds” and “Metis”), but these are adminis-
trative distinctions that relate to the Canadian government’s attempts to govern 
the diversity of Indigenous peoples in Canada, rather than reflecting “real” or 
exhaustive accountings of Indigenous identities. For example, the term ‘First 
Nations’ encapsulates dozens of distinctive tribal societies that, while sharing 
broad cosmological similarities, nonetheless exhibit massive differences in 
their internal and external governance of language, lifestyle, land tenure, and 
gender relations, to name but a few of many sectors of social life. To provide one 
of many examples: Canada’s “Indigenous population” possesses more than fifty 
languages from a dozen different language groups. 

Despite this distinctiveness and diversity, British, and later Canadian, 
governing rationalities and policy was never intended to reflect this diversi-
ty. Instead, the major category through which they understood Indigenous 
peoples and attempted to produce governing policy was that of “Indian,” and 
before that, “friend and foe” (Tobias 1991), based in pre-confederate social and 
political dynamics of imperialism (Day 2000; Dickason 1992; Tobias 1991). 
Early relations were largely based in European sovereignty-based concerns 
with marking and claiming territory (see Hogeveen 1999). 

In the Indigenous territories that eventually came to be claimed by 
Canada, these concerns first assumed the guise of England and the Hudson’s 
Bay Company, through the former granting the Royal Charter of 1670 to the 
latter, and the relations of domination and subservience particular to the fur 
trade relations that followed in its wake. Concomitant with this rationality of 
accumulation, Indigenous territories were also variously claimed (often with-
out their knowledge) in a larger game of imperial power between England and 
France, and later the United States. Following the Seven Years War in the mid 
eighteenth century and the subsequent creation of treaties and agreements of 
friendship and collaboration, imperial claims to Indigenous territories began 
to stabilize. Despite this early if grudging equality, Aboriginal settlements and 
nations in “Canadian” territory came increasingly under the ambit of British 
imperial control. 
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Early relations between Aboriginal nations and various imperial powers 
were characterized by an uneasy equality, likely fueled by mutual trade con-
cerns. While this uneasy and often fragile equality shaped the protective stance 
of initial attempts at formal policy through which the British government 
attempted to ward off the growing intrusion of non-Indigenous settlers (exem-
plified in the precepts of the Royal Proclamation of 1763), governing rationalities 
from the non-Indigenous side remained powerfully anchored in the rule of dif-
ference alluded to in the Introduction (Chatterjee 1993) as the central marker 
of global colonial rule. By the end of the inter-empire rivalries with France and 
the United States at the dawn of the nineteenth century, Aboriginal commu-
nities suddenly found themselves targeted as “impediments to progress” and 
in need of “civilization,” rather than as the “valued allies” of their earlier rela-
tionships. Initial official attempts to “civilize” targeted Indigenous individuals’ 
moral capacity through their “souls” in the form of religious instruction and (in 
some cases) physical removal from the corrupting influences of white society. 
By the era of Canadian confederation in 1867, however, these interventions had 
turned into more deliberate and calculated attempts at assimilation. 

During and following the treaty era (roughly the period between 1870 and 
1920), Aboriginal communities—most extremely status Indian communities 
(described in Chapter 1)—came under increasing surveillance from Canadian 
government authorities, including the then-termed Department of Indian 
Affairs, the North West Mounted Police (a national policing agency formed 
in the 1870s), and the church. Interventionist techniques began to include the 
rationing of food, the imposition of a pass system controlling movement on- 
and off-reserve for those designated as “Indians,” the outlawing of ceremonies 
(though these interventions were uneven in their application), the imposition 
of Christianity, an expectation to take up farming, and the large-scaled creation 
of “residential schools” (for general overviews, see Dickason 1992; Miller 1989; 
Ray 2008). Such measures were widely viewed by contemporaneous authorities 
as a midway point in the eventual assimilation of the “Indian problem” and the 
disappearance of Indians.

Importantly, the rationalities undergirding this intervention were shot 
through with Victorian racializing and patriarchal mentalities, particularly 
(though not only) for those classified as “Indians.” Indeed, legislation such as the 
1876 Indian Act and the racism and patriarchy woven into its rules and regulations 
not only served as the basis for intervention into “Indian” communities, it shaped 
the very boundaries of the communities themselves. Once adopted as common 
practices of administrative policy, these policies enacted horrendous impacts on 
the kin relations of Indigenous women in particular, as well as their children. 

Nonetheless, the term ‘Indian’ became—and remains—the mainstay 
through which the complexity of Indigenous society was rendered visible to 
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Canada’s government, and a bulk of its knowledge about Indigenous peoples has 
keyed off this one term. Particularly, through the Department of Indian Affairs, 
Canada’s “Indian policy” enacted horrendous policies on tens of thousands of 
Aboriginal people in hundreds of Aboriginal communities across the country. 
Given the Department of Indian Affairs’s detailed colonial knowledge about 
Native communities, it is little wonder that the history of census-taking and the 
categories of its enumeration have been so deeply rooted in the colonial rationali-
ties animating Indian Affairs administration. This included both biological under-
standings of race (and racial “mixedness”) and an associated patriarchy through 
which “Indian” was defined legislatively and through which the Department of 
Indian Affairs excluded (formerly) status Indian women and their families upon 
their marriage to non-status men (see Eberts 2010; Palmater 2011). 

From its 1871 inception in the census, the category “Indian” was, of course, 
derived from Department of Indian Affairs legislation. Likewise, through 
most of the twentieth century, census enumerator instructions for collecting 
Aboriginal “ethnic ancestry” information required ascertaining the patrilineage 
of “Indian” respondents (that is, ascertaining whether the respondent’s father 
was “Indian”) rather than, for example, tribal affiliation. Not uncoincidentally, 
this fit squarely into policy requirements of the Indian Act. From the standpoint 
of longer standing ethnic ancestry like that found in tribal affiliation and broader 
kinship dynamics, however, such classifications wreaked havoc (see Lawrence 
2004; Simpson 2008). Despite the numerous changes to the official meaning 
and boundaries of legal “Indianness” the category itself has displayed a remark-
able endurance. Buoyed by a now-massive infrastructure geared toward the 
integration of “Indians” into the mainstream Canadian body politic, the term’s 
legitimacy enfolded its census visage to sit at the largely unquestioned center of 
Canada’s colonial/administrative “Aboriginal policy.”

Despite their widespread use and longstanding legitimacy, however, the 
current census categories are not the only logical categories that could be used 
to produce knowledge about the Aboriginal population in Canada. Arguably, 
equally (if not more so) contextual indicators of identity can theoretically be 
derived from existing ethnic ancestry data produced in the existing “long-
form” National Household Survey. For example, question 17 of the current 
National Household Survey asks, “What were the ethnic or cultural origins of 
this person’s ancestors?” with the caveat that the term “ancestor” refers to some-
one more distant than a grandparent (Statistics Canada 2011: 10). Among the 
twenty-eight options listed as examples of ancestral ethnic cultures, the form 
includes “Cree, Mi’kmaq, Salish, Métis, Inuit” as Aboriginal examples. 

Two problems prevent any data analysis and (thus) knowledge production 
using a tribal context. First, Statistics Canada does not publicly release data per-
taining to tribal affiliation. As such, even if tribal policy makers (or any policy 
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makers, for that matter) wished to apply for grants using publicly available, trib-
ally specific data, they couldn’t. A second sub-question of the Aboriginal identi-
ty question allows respondents to fill in their “First Nation” and so might serve 
as a (imperfect) proxy, not everyone fills these out and not all First Nations are 
included. But even in this case, the aspiring statistician would likely have to 
contact Statistics Canada directly (or, given current privacy legislation, become 
employed with them) in order to get access to this information. Likewise, while 
Aboriginal “first language” could also be used as a proxy for tribal affiliation, 
we run into the same problems in terms of how the census question is posed (in 
terms of language competency2). 

In addition to the problem of not releasing the data publicly, it is unlike-
ly that even if it were available, policy makers—Aboriginal or non- —would 
find it useful. This is because in Canada the current categories of analysis are 
so powerfully entrenched in the Aboriginal policy field (for reasons explained 
in Chapter 1) that any data produced in a tribal context would be of little value 
to the kinds of grants applied for and auditing requirements levied by various 
funding organizations. This is particularly problematic in an urban context 
where much of the funding supporting Indigenous social services organizations 
in Canadian cities is short term/year-to-year funding with onerous grant-writ-
ing requirements and, more often than not, “status free” requirements, meaning 
that the service organization must admit Aboriginal clientele regardless of their 
legal categorization (see Andersen and Strachan 2012). 

And yet. Given the internal diversity of Indigenous societies and given the 
broad span of colonial projects across such a geographically expansive landscape, 
we should not be surprised that Indigenous peoples encountered, endured, and 
reacted to colonial projects differently, for a wide variety of reasons relating to 
location, governing structures, and the eras within which colonial authorities 
attempted to colonize them. Likewise, the same diversity could reasonably be 
expected of the kinds of social conditions they find themselves and their commu-
nities in today. There are a number of reasons, then, to think that tribally specific 
data might be useful in ways that the current data categories are not. 

Another level at which we can think about this is to recall Curtis’s (2001: 
35) observation about the worth of census data: different configurations offer 
“different practical possibilities for intervention and administration” and, as 
such, “the worth of census data [and quantitative research more generally] 
is related to the projects in whose service they are enlisted.” In Canada, the 
Assembly of First Nations is the national organization that purports to speak on 
behalf of the vast bulk of all First Nations in Canada. Part of the organization’s 
problem, however, has always been that of dealing with the diversity of First 
Nations within it. One way tribally specific data might be useful would be in 
the context of making tribally specific claims within the organization itself. 
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It might prove equally useful, however, in the context of building links 
around language regeneration, tribally specific tribal justice courts, youth cul-
ture camps, health programming, or any number of projects that would benefit 
from tribally specific data. In particular, taking seriously the assumption about 
the importance of “culturally specific” programming, best practice information 
might prove useful according to tribally specific data. As we will explore further 
in the second case study, Canada has created a number of Aboriginal peoples 
“post-censal” surveys to produce more specific information on several sectors 
of social life (health and children’s health in particular), and in doing so, has 
asked literally hundreds of questions that would, if cross-listed with tribally 
specific responses, prove invaluable to the projects just listed, not to mention 
numerous others. We turn to that discussion now. 

Example 2: Urban Aboriginal Communities (Not) in the Census 
Over the past four decades, the Canadian federal government has begun to pay 
increased policy attention to the urban Aboriginal communities that have formed 
in many of its cities. Australia’s Aboriginal population is proportionately more 
urbanized than Canada’s,3 but the two countries nonetheless share a surprising 
number of structural similarities in both the processes of urbanization and in 
their current configurations. So, while this chapter’s argument is presented in 
a Canadian context, it resonates in other Indigenous first world contexts as 
well. More broadly, while Indigeneity is often authenticated in rough relation 
to its connection to land, rural spaces, and their attendant spirituality, urban 
Indigeneity has proven itself an engine of Indigenous cultural power, producing 
novel and distinctive sets of social relations that, while rooted in previous 
relations, are not limited to or by them (see Peters and Andersen 2013 for a broad 
discussion of urban Indigeneity in an international context). This newness and 
its separation from many of the policy silos previously used to govern Indigenous 
communities limit the ability of current statistical categories to explore urban 
Indigeneity’s empirical nuances. 

Traditionally, official statistics used to document urban Aboriginal 
communities in Canada are derived from a simple cross-tabulation of the various 
socio-demographical indicators deemed relevant with geographical residence. 
In Canada, this has produced estimates demonstrating in broad strokes that 
this population comprises slightly more than half of all Aboriginal people in 
Canada and that we are demographically better off—in some cases, far better 
off—than those living in rural locales. From a policy perspective largely rooted 
in developmental rationalities focused on “narrowing the gap,” it would therefore 
appear that urban Indigenous communities are in less need of official policy 
attention than more rurally based ones. Indeed, in terms of Canadian monies 
spent on the “Native problem,” the budget for dealing with urban Aboriginal 
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issues is disproportionately small in comparison. Still, in comparison to their non-
Aboriginal counterparts, the urban Aboriginal population is younger and more 
mobile (that is, we tend to move more often) with lower rates of post-secondary 
education.4 In other words, the population’s demographic characteristics continue 
to exhibit characteristics of interest to Aboriginal policy makers. 

Like the data used more generally for Aboriginal population statistics, 
the urban Aboriginal population is documented using “identity” population 
estimates. As discussed in Chapter 3, however, we might ask what makes it an 
urban Indigenous “identity” population when the categories used to “create” it 
were themselves fashioned in the context of historically rural policy concerns 
(and populations) that bear little in common with the “livedness” of urban 
social relations? Urban Aboriginal communities are distinct and growing: 
the configurations of social power that mark them are specific in ways that 
make it unlikely to be understood through categories created in the context 
of on-reserve colonial administrative policies now more than a century old. 
Existing statistical categories and definitions only seem effective or accurate 
because they have been understood and positioned for so long as objective and 
neutral, corresponding to some underlying reality. 

We may nonetheless understand census categories (per Curtis’s [2001] 
discussion) as being rooted in particular assumptions about the social relations 
being examined and intervened upon. In this alternative context, we can see 
in a very practical way how, although they conjure up only partial elements of 
a fuller complexity, existing statistical configurations nonetheless continue 
to be positioned as impartial, objective, and widespread accounts of those 
relations. Sure, most statisticians would likely not argue that cross-tabulating 
geographical residency with various socio-demographic indicators captures the 
full complexity. But then, there is no need to: these configurations represent 
virtually the only evidence available upon which policy can be based and, as 
such, are acted on by policy actors regardless of their partiality. 

At one level, claiming a distinctiveness to urban Aboriginal identities 
should be fairly uncontroversial. Much of the recent theorizing on identity posi-
tions it as socially constructed, and, therefore, the immediate contexts within 
which identity is produced should shape it in a manner distinctive from other 
contexts. Indeed, it might not only seem uncontroversial but obvious to expect 
urban contexts to produce distinctly urban Aboriginal identities (see Andersen 
2013a). In Canada, however, federal policy has long been based on the notion 
that as certain administrative categories of Aboriginals became urbanized 
(or perhaps more precisely, moved to urban areas), the federal government 
was no longer responsible for them, and therefore, no policies for dealing with 
urban contexts were necessary (see Andersen and Strachan 2012; Graham and 
Peters 2002). Hence, federal policy in Canada has largely—and until recently, 
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intergenerationally—failed to recognize anything distinctive about urban 
Aboriginality deserving specific policy attention.

What happens, however, if we begin with a starting point, one that 
presupposes the distinctiveness, and indeed the analytical separateness of, urban 
Aboriginal identities (and policy-relevant policy categories!) from currently 
existing Aboriginal categories like “Indian,” “Métis,” and “Inuit” (with their 
various sub-categorizations)? Given that estimates for the so-called identity 
population are generated in light of the three principle categories just listed, 
we can reasonably take away from them the idea that Statistics Canada does 
not find individual Indigenous self-identification in itself useful for governance 
but, rather, only as it fits into relevant administrative categories. In an urban 
context where such categories are playing catch up with a set of social relations 
still emerging and not yet congealed in the manner of rural social relations like 
those of First Nations, there is nothing irresponsible about asking fundamental 
questions about what we might ask instead. 

In a recent edited collection (Andersen 2013a), I detailed a number of 
elements comprising the distinctiveness of urban Indigenous communities. 
Several of these are easily discernable from existing statistical configurations 
and census categories, but importantly, many are not, nor are they collectively 
easily configured in ways that match existing policy priorities. Moreover, we 
are not suggesting that any one of the elements in its isolation supports the 
argument for the distinctiveness of urban Aboriginal communities, nor are 
we suggesting that rural communities (like First Nations in Canada) are not 
individually distinctive in their own right. Taken together, however—and 
accounting for some of the local vernacularity sure to accompany them—they 
mark urban Indigenous life in ways that qualitatively (and quantitatively!) 
differ from non-urban communities. 

The various elements of urban Aboriginal communities included: 1) 
Aboriginal economic marginalization that takes place largely in the context 
of non-Aboriginal prosperity; 2) a growing professional/middle class that 
is beginning to produce a class division in urban Aboriginal communities; 
3) the particular character of racism/social exclusion that involves daily 
interactions with non-Aboriginal residents; 4) the Indigenous diversity within 
the community, including cultural, linguistic, legal, and intergenerational; 5) 
urban Aboriginal institutions relating to social service delivery and beyond 
that must deal with the distinctive diversity discussed in point four; 6) the 
distinctive character of urban Aboriginal policy as it relates to the lack of a 
federally led “universal” policy for dealing with urban Aboriginal issues; and 
7) the character of informal networks that continue to include extended kin but 
also relationships with other Aboriginal residences of different tribes, cultures, 
and linguistic communities.
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In addition to these elements, others include: 8) a continued attachment 
to non-urban communities in a manner for which the reverse is not true; 
9) struggles over political representation, especially as urban Aboriginal 
organizations begin to claim responsibility for individuals whose “home” 
communities also claim responsibility; 10) the place(s) of Aboriginal women 
in urban contexts, in terms of both the increased likelihood of their formal 
public power and their victimization in various sex trades; and finally—and 
perhaps most important to understanding the Canadian context—11) the city-
city distinctive character of urban Aboriginality. While this list is certainly not 
exhaustive and these choices can be debated, we believe nonetheless that they 
sketch out the broad contours of a distinctive set of urban Indigenous social 
relations and, therefore, a distinctive urban Indigenous identity 5 (see Andersen 
2013a for a lengthier discussion of these elements). 

How would we construct a new statistical configuration attentive to the 
distinctive elements of urban Aboriginal identities just discussed, and what 
would it look like? Perhaps conveniently, we believe it neither responsible nor 
useful to deductively set out a new statistical configuration without broad 
consultation with the urban Aboriginal communities themselves. Certainly, 
and despite our criticisms of the existing census configurations, many members 
of urban Indigenous communities might choose to continue with them (a 
“pick the devil you know” arrangement). Indeed, those heavily involved in 
social service delivery are often just as deeply invested in these categories as 
“authoritative communities” (Curtis 2001) like government agencies (in 
ways that impact the very constitution of those communities6). Conversely, 
however, other urban Indigenous communities might find such configurations 
constraining to the goals and objectives specific to their urban locales. 

It is perhaps important to note that existing census instruments can deal 
with some of this complexity in a manner that summary “identity population” 
estimates like those derived from the National Household Survey cannot. 
For example, in 1991 Census Canada created a post-censal survey called 
the Aboriginal Peoples Survey (APS). Due to political wrangling with several 
Aboriginal political organizations, the survey eventually measured various 
socio-demographic characteristics of the off-reserve Aboriginal population 
only. The most recent cycle of the APS—nearly two hundred pages in length—
asks literally hundreds of in-depth questions relating to issues like household 
composition, marriage status, residential mobility, educational attainment, 
Aboriginal language use and fluency, residential school attendance, labor market 
activities and current status, engagement in traditional activities, sources of 
personal income, pregnancy and childbirth, height and weight, general health, 
chronic health conditions, injuries, mental health, distress, thoughts of suicide, 
smoking alcohol and drug use activities, food security, feelings of community 
support, and, finally, housing (see APS 2012). 
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Given that the APS’s sample (drawn from the original census) only 
applies to off-reserve respondents (the majority of whom are urban-based), 
APS would seem to allow for greater analyses of urban Aboriginal community 
characteristics. However, the APS suffers from the same issue as the National 
Household Survey (NHS) , which only interviews a subsample of respondents 
who self-identified according to one of the NHS’s administrative categories. 
The APS question is, “Are you an Aboriginal person, that is, First Nations, Métis 
or Inuk (Inuit)? First Nations includes Status and Non-Status Indians” (APS 
2012: 5 of 179). Any respondents who indicated Aboriginal ethnic ancestry 
without self-identifying according to policy categories were excluded from the 
survey. The reason for this, as indicated earlier, is simple and easily defensible: 
“The information collected will be used by Aboriginal organizations, groups 
and communities as well as government to help plan programs and policies 
in such areas as education, employment and health.”7 Hence, the socio-
demographic characteristics of those indicating ancestry without policy-
relevant self-identification are deemed of little value and, as such, do not figure 
in the current configuration of Aboriginal policy-making in Canada. That does 
not mean, however, that important information could not be collected over a 
wider spectrum of Aboriginality were policy makers to take a policy interest in 
the non-policy identity Aboriginal ethnic ancestry population as well. 

Stepping back to look at this picture more broadly, it appears that what is 
required is neither a discussion of possible new categories nor a better process 
for deciding on what these configurations would look like. For example, 
Statistics Canada is justifiably proud of their current consultation process: in 
explaining the design process of the APS, they explain that the design process 
“brought together expertise from a diverse group of researchers and subject 
matter experts from within and outside of Statistics Canada.”8 Moreover, 
since Canada’s Aboriginal policy environment necessarily takes place under 
the auspices of its largest government ministries (in this case predominantly 
Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, Health Canada, and 
Human Resources and Skills Development Canada), the categories from which 
statistical information is derived will reflect each government ministry’s policy 
concerns. The same is true for those who derive their grants from these policies 
and who interact with clientele based broadly upon these categories. 

Instead, perhaps, what is required is a commitment to what Ryan Walker 
(2008) has termed “transformative planning,” in which key urban policy makers 
at all government levels ensure broad collaboration with urban Aboriginal 
communities and their members. This would not only go a long way toward 
ensuring more respectful policy relations, it would also increase the likelihood of 
statistical imaginaries that transcend existing lenses for examining the Aboriginal 
policy world. It may well be that urban Aboriginal communities in fact decide to 
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“pick the devil they know” and continue to use existing census categories tethered 
to policy-identity priorities. In such instances, it may well come to pass that 
existing census classifications—especially those contained in the deeply detailed 
Aboriginal People Survey—may suffice for their policy information needs (see 
Andersen 2013b for a broader discussion of these issues).

It may well be, though, that urban Aboriginal communities instead decide 
to build a more complex and endogamous set of categories through which they 
think about themselves collectively. In such cases, existing census information 
will be of little use and, in fact, might even be counterproductive to the policy 
goals and priorities of the community. For example, in 1997 the (then) 
Office of the Federal Interlocutor for Métis and Non-Status Indians (OFI9) 
inaugurated an Urban Aboriginal Strategy (UAS) as a means of improving 
the social and economic opportunities of urban Aboriginals in Canada in 
a number of cities with substantial Aboriginal populations. In partnership 
with various urban Aboriginal policy actors, its terms and conditions focused 
on the improvement of life skills and job and entrepreneurial skills, with a 
specific emphasis on supporting Aboriginal women, children, and families 
(Urban Aboriginal Strategy 2005) and with an eye toward building self-
reliance and increasing life choices for urban Aboriginals. In this context, 
UAS hoped to increase the efficiency and coordination of the existing urban 
Aboriginal policy landscape. 

Each of the thirteen Canadian cities tagged by UAS was charged with 
fashioning a model of coordination and engagement. In Edmonton, Alberta,10 
this charge manifested itself in Wicihitowin: Circle of Shared Responsibility 
& Stewardship. As part of the process of creating Wicihitowin, local urban 
Aboriginal community members engaged in a three-year consultation 
process that included both quantitative and qualitative components. Through 
this community-led process, the predecessor to Wicihitowin identified 
three priorities: identifying urgent issues and priorities; creating an Accord 
Relationship Agreement to provide a set of principles and values so as to establish 
working relations; and creating a community mechanism for New Ways of 
Working together, now called “Wicihitowin: Circle of Shared Responsibility 
and Stewardship” (2012).11 In this context Wicihitowin eventually created 
a number of “community- and action-circles” dedicated to various priorities. 
Four action circles prioritized Aboriginal youth, men, women, and elders. The 
action circles prioritized economic development, employment and training, 
justice, arts and culture, health and well-being, a “welcome to the city” circle, 
education, housing, and a research circle to assist in providing information for 
the other action circles.12 

What is most interesting about this process from a policy perspective is the 
three years of community consultation—titled “Your City, Your Voice”—that 
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preceded the eventual creation of Wicihitowin. From July to December 2005, 
this community dialogue process interacted with more than 1,800 local 
Aboriginal residents. The resulting summary report explains that 

throughout the process, the Elders Circle provided guidance to not only 
ensure that proper cultural and spiritual protocols were followed, but also to 
provide needed insights into urban Aboriginal cultures. To this end, a variety 
of Indigenous methods were used to facilitate the listening and the build-
ing of relations in a good way. These included culturally appropriate Open 
Houses, Talking Circles, Executive Forum and the “Your City, Your Voice” 
workbook surveys. (Edmonton Urban Aboriginal Dialogue 2006: 10)

From our perspective, the inclusion of the workbook surveys as part of the 
“Indigenous methods” is a positive step. A thousand of these workbooks were 
distributed, and roughly 50 percent were completed. Unlike dominant gov-
ernment-led questionnaires, the Wicihitowin “workbooks” asked respondents 
about their ancestry rather than how they self-identified (though they offered 
the same categories as the census uses to capture self-identification). 

The workbooks were meant to capture five aspects deemed policy-
important to the urban Aboriginal community of Edmonton: 1) the extent to 
which Edmonton is a welcoming city for Aboriginal peoples; 2) issues affecting 
urban Aboriginal people in Edmonton; 3) new ways of working together; 4) 
the value of a relationship agreement between the City of Edmonton and urban 
Aboriginal people in Edmonton—an “Accord”; and 5) guiding principles for a 
relationship agreement.13 The important point here for us is that (assuming its 
methodological validity, which we cannot speak to) the data produced through 
this process in effect created an almost entirely alternative—yet equally 
legitimate—set of statistical summaries for the urban Aboriginal community 
of Edmonton. Moreover, it was far more cognizant of the on-the-ground 
needs and priorities of that community (in a phrase, it operated according to 
an Indigeneity of immediacy) than could ever hope to be deduced through 
existing census classifications. 

Example 3: National Métis Statistics
In Example 1, I provided a fairly in-depth administrative history of Britain’s, and 
later Canada’s, attempts to govern Indigenous communities. However, this his-
tory was skewed heavily toward a discussion about “Indians” or First Nations. 
This is defensible on a number of grounds, not the least of which is that First 
Nations comprise the largest administrative bloc of Aboriginals in Canada, have 
endured the most intensive relationship with the federal government, and have 
demonstrated the highest level of diversity with respect to languages, lifestyles, 
and geographical locations. Nonetheless, other Indigenous peoples endured 
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Canada’s attempts to govern them in ways distinctively different from those that 
impacted First Nations communities. I am referring to the Métis people.

The Métis are an Indigenous people whose origins can be found in the 
growth of the so-called “buffalo robe” trade on the nineteenth century north-
ern plains (see Peterson 2012; St-Onge et al. 2012). Part of a broad and polyeth-
nic fur trade society that had emerged and stabilized in the nineteenth century, 
the Métis shared many characteristics with other “post-contact” Indigenous 
peoples (see St-Onge 2009). Rising to economic prominence by the middle 
of the nineteenth century and centered in and around Red River (what is now 
Winnipeg, Manitoba, a province in western Canada), Métis buffalo hunters and 
fur traders more generally competed with non-Indigenous fur traders for their 
share of the massive buffalo herds that roamed the northern plains (Ens 1996). 

Two little known events in the latter part of the nineteenth century pow-
erfully shaped how the Canadian state came to govern the Métis in ways dis-
tinctive from their governing strategies for First Nations. In 1869, the Hudson’s 
Bay Company, granted the land by an English prince in the seventeenth centu-
ry, “sold” to a newly confederated Canada the territories that Métis and First 
Nations claimed as their own. In 1870, Canada sent in officials to survey “their” 
newly acquired territory, and their official cartographies clashed with those 
used by the Métis who lived part of their year in the region. The Métis famously 
rebuffed those attempts, several battles ensued, and the Métis formed a provi-
sional government as the traditional owners of the territory that Canada came 
to claim (see Stanley 1992 [1960]; Tough 1992). In 1870, the prime minister of 
Canada (Sir John A. MacDonald) negotiated an agreement with the Métis to 
provide 1.4 million acres of land. 

In the years following this negotiated agreement, the Canadian govern-
ment lagged in its duties to fulfill its land obligations. Meanwhile, the land 
was flooded with non-Métis immigrants. Many Métis left during these early 
years, moving to different parts of Canada and the northern United States, 
often to settle with kin who already lived there. By the 1880s, the dishonor-
able actions of the Canadian government had morphed from grumbling and 
grievances into an armed uprising by the Métis. This led to further battles, but 
in the end, the Métis people’s political power was destroyed at the hands of 
Canada’s militia. 

With the loss of their power, Métis individuals and communities were 
shoehorned into a state taxonomy created to deal with First Nations rather 
than the Métis. Métis in Canada are often seen as “mixed ancestry” in a way 
other Indigenous peoples are not. From a census standpoint, as the Canadian 
government began to collect information on Indigenous communities and 
individuals, they made use of a single “Indian” category. Since no room was 
made for Métis, from the 1870s onward Métis were denied an empirical census 
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presence. Indeed, with one exception in 1941, Census category had no ability 
to enumerate Métis specifically until 1991, when the category “Métis” was add-
ed to the post-censal Aboriginal Peoples Survey. 

As it currently stands in the NHS, only two questions elicit information 
on Métis enumeratees. The alert reader might have guessed that these relate 
to the same questions discussed in Chapter 1—ethnic ancestry and identity. 
Recall that question 17 of the NHS asks: “What were the ethnic or cultural 
origins of this person’s ancestors?” From an “identity” standpoint, question 
18 asks, “Is this person an Aboriginal person, that is, First Nations (North 
American Indian), Métis or Inuk (Inuit)?” Among the response categories is 
“Yes, Métis,” This answer category might appear obvious from an administra-
tive standpoint, but from a Métis national standpoint it eviscerates any pos-
sibility of producing an empirically reliable estimate of the number of Métis. 
Why is this the case?

To elaborate on the point I made above about Métis being understood as 
“mixed,” this mixedness competes with nationhood as the two major conceptu-
al categories available to most Canadians for thinking about Métis identity. In 
the introduction we used Bourdieu’s notion of habitus and investment to think 
about the ways we come to order our social worlds—that is, how we come to 
see them as settled or natural. For those who feel an allegiance to the Métis 
nation (described earlier), the census question allows them an easy opportunity 
to establish that allegiance empirically. From this perspective, you might think 
it fairly straightforward to use census data to produce empirical depictions of 
this nation, in a manner similar to, for example, Quebec, which though formally 
a province, understands itself as a distinct “nation within a nation.” 

However, the racialization that undergirds colonial projects (defined 
in endnote 2) and the extensive intermixing that has occurred through past 
centuries among all Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples means that 
because Indigenous self understanding includes an emphasis on their mixed 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous ancestry, many Indigenous individuals come 
to self-identify as Métis. This is so, even when they possess no allegiance to 
the Métis people and no Métis ancestors (see Andersen 2011). And, because 
the Canadian federal government is loathe to recognize Indigenous commu-
nities as “Indians” (many of whose ancestors were cut out of the Indian Act), 
with a couple of notable exceptions, there is nothing to be gained by making 
an argument for self understanding as First Nation in whatever tribal variant 
might be possible. 

Why is this an issue with specific respect to the census question in the 2011 
NHS? Simply put, because the census’s question can’t distinguish between 
these self-understandings of Métis. That is, when those filling off the census 
check off “Métis,” census officials have no idea what they mean when they do 
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so. For many census demographers—especially those who work at Statistics 
Canada—this isn’t necessarily a problem, since most of them have equally inter-
nalized racialized notions of Métis identity. Having said that, Statistics Canada 
authors who publish the data in the different formats they use to disseminate it 
publicly are quick to acknowledge the validity of the Métis nation. I have writ-
ten about this elsewhere (see Andersen 2008, forthcoming) and have no wish to 
repeat myself here except to say that, generally speaking, increases in the Métis 
population are pinned on two interrelated processes: increased pride in being 
Métis due to various social events of the last two decades (including court cases 
Métis have won) and, from there, an increased likelihood of people identifying 
as Métis who would not have done so in the past (see Andersen 2013b). 

The problem is that even when acknowledging these changes, Statistics 
Canada’s interpretation is followed with an empirical description of data 
derived from categories that capture more than the “ethnic” mobility described 
in the preceding paragraph (see Andersen 2013b). Moreover, while the public 
who make use of the data might also agree with these summaries, the data they 
receive fails to differentiate between two competing uses of the term. This is 
because Statistics Canada violently slams together what are in fact two oppos-
ing self-understandings of Métis, as though the ensuing data spoke to an under-
lying unity. In a sense, once the decision is made that these data are valuable and 
once they are released to the public, it can be no other way. 

It is thus a small step to take this deep internal cleft within the category 
itself and turn it into a confident articulation that “nearly nine of 10 Métis live 
in the western provinces and Ontario” (Statistics Canada 2008: 31); that “seven 
out of 10 Métis lived in urban areas” (2008: 31); that “Winnipeg is home to the 
largest number of urban Métis” (2008: 32); the “Métis population still young 
but has aged” (2008: 33); “Métis children twice as likely to live with a lone 
parent” (2008: 33); “crowding and need for major repairs more common for 
Métis living in rural areas” (2008: 34); “Métis more likely than non-Aboriginal 
people to move within the same census subdivision” (2008: 36); and “older 
Métis more likely to speak an Aboriginal language” (2008: 37). 

Statisticians who attempt to produce empirically robust depictions of “the 
Métis nation” are thus forced to do so with data that severely limit their ability 
to do so. Certainly, proxy measures are possible—since the Métis people are 
from western Canada, for example, geographical location can be used as a proxy. 
Likewise, since Métis nation members likely hold longer standing affiliations to 
the identity, and since in many of these communities being Métis is linked to 
certain cultural activities, perhaps the Aboriginal Peoples Survey—which asks 
questions on many of these activities—can also be used as a proxy for Métis 
nationhood, but either of these pales in comparison to a specific question that 
would produce a more specific measure of Métis nationhood. 
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A more specific question emphasizing a commitment to Métis nationhood 
is easy enough to create, as a matter of logic. As I have written elsewhere, such 
a question would be something like, “Are you a member of the ‘Métis Nation,’ 
i.e., the Aboriginal people whose ancestors historically self-identified as Métis 
and who resided in the Historic Métis Nation Homeland of western Canada?” 
(Andersen 2008: 359). If census officials wanted to differentiate between those 
who self identified as Métis based on the belief that it referred to their mixed 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal ancestry and those who claimed allegiance to 
the Métis nation, they could fashion a question that placed this additional query 
below the question framed earlier in this paragraph. Otherwise, this question 
could replace that one. Either way, the additional question or questions would 
allow for a more specific demographic analysis of “the Métis nation.” 

The situation is probably more complicated than I have laid it out here. For 
example, many experts and consultants who work for Métis organizations make 
use of the larger numbers to make additional claims to resources. When the Métis 
population increased by 50 percent between 1996 and 2001, for example, the 
Métis National Council used that statistic as leverage to call for more funding and 
resources for Métis specific programs (see Andersen 2008: 364). On the other 
hand, government officials have not validated the doubling of the Métis popula-
tion between 1996 and 2006, continuing to formulate their NARAM formulas 
(discussed in Chapter 1) using 1996 Métis population levels. As such, none of the 
increases in 2001 and 2006 are reflected in the population portion of the formula. 

Ultimately, demographically speaking it does not matter how respectful 
Statistics Canada or other government agencies are of Métis national aspirations. 
As long as the census questions they ask fail to differentiate between racialized 
and nationalist expressions of Métis self-identification, the outcome for the 
Métis remains negative. Empirical depictions of nation are critically important 
to naturalizing various kinds of political claims. Urla (1993) demonstrates that 
in the Basque region of Spain, for example, Basque nationalists used census 
measures of Basque language decline as a means of making political claims for 
Basque nationhood. The point, in this context, is not their use of the census itself 
but, rather, that a clear question existed through which they could make such 
claims. Failing to make changes to the current census question for delineating 
the “Métis population” will seriously complicate the ability of the Métis to enu-
merate themselves into “empirical reality” and, therefore, to make the kinds of 
claims to government that only such apparently natural depictions allow. 

Conclusion
This chapter has focused on the ways in which officially conceived data like that 
produced through the census create technically accurate but narrowly con-
ceived statistical configurations of Aboriginal sociality in Canada that remain 
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deeply indebted to development-based and racialized models of policy. This 
narrowness is somewhat mitigated by Statistics Canada’s creation and use of 
the Aboriginal Peoples Survey, but nonetheless, the categories of “identity” to 
which the various indicators of socio-demographic status are cross-tabulated 
constrict or limit our “statistical imagination” in ways unhelpful for thinking 
more broadly about our sociality. Thus, in a very real way current dominant 
trends in Aboriginal statistics are writing out alternative (and, in many cases, 
more positive) stories about Aboriginality that potentially sit in stark contrast 
to the stories told using official data. 

Bearing this in mind, in the chapter’s third part we explored the complexity 
and distinctiveness of growing urban Aboriginal communities. We explained how, 
even in cases like an Aboriginal Peoples Survey containing hundreds of questions 
relating to various aspects of our sociality, its exploration remains limited by the 
policy priorities of those funding the survey (in this case, government agencies 
prioritizing Aboriginal issues in general, health, and employment and training). 
The chapter then briefly discussed the creation of Edmonton’s Wicihitowin pro-
cess and their inclusion of a statistical component in their “Indigenous methods.” 
We find this to be a welcome inclusion and one that demonstrated the utility of 
statistical methods while still allowing for a research process endogamous to the 
research priorities and relations of the city of Edmonton. 

Ultimately, it is unlikely that processes like Wichitowin will ever replace 
longer standing data sources like the census. However, the process’s workbook 
surveys reveal a statistical configuration related to the kinds of information 
produced through the census yet still distinctive within the policy priorities of 
Edmonton’s urban Aboriginal community. Generations of a failure of federal 
government leadership in Canada means that provinces and municipalities 
have stepped into the policy gap in ways that have rendered urban Aboriginal 
populations highly vernacular by city (see Andersen and Strachan 2012). 
Edmonton’s Wichitowin process reflects that vernacularity, and, indeed, the 
policy priorities it identified and the statistical information it generated in their 
wake do as well. We think that statistical configurations like those generated 
through Wicihowin offer an important alternative to those produced through 
the census, ones far more attentive to the community’s immediate priorities. 

Finally, the chapter explored the racialization of Métis identity in the 
Canadian census, demonstrating how the lack of official interest in enumer-
ating Métis, which began more than a century ago after our political demise 
in 1885, continues to stymie attempts to create empirical depictions of Métis 
nationhood. This is deeply problematic not least because, as we have pointed 
out throughout the book, statistics offer an elementally powerful form of legiti-
macy that can buttress up related political claims. Despite the fact that data are 
socially constructed, they often function as a “thing” that political and policy 
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actors can hold up and say, “See? Here’s what it looks like.” A Métis national 
ontology is Indigenous no less than the ontology of any tribally specific group-
ing. Nonetheless, current census configurations muddy the waters and thus 
erase the contours of what that ontology might look like in empirical practice. 

Notes

  1	 Since this chapter is discussing the experiences of Chris Andersen, the first person “I” is 
used. 

  2	 So, for example, instead of asking what language is associated with the respondent’s 
ethnic affiliation, the current National Household Survey asks a number of questions 
regarding what language, other than English or French, the respondent is competent in 
and what language was spoken in the home. 

  3	 This is due to explicit Canadian policies meant to keep Aboriginal people out of (and 
in certain cases remove them from) urban contexts. See Peters and Andersen (in press) 
for a comparative discussion of Indigenous urbanization in Canada, Australia, New 
Zealand, and the United States. 

  4  Fact Sheet—Urban Aboriginal population in Canada. w w w.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/
	 eng/1100100014298/1100100014302 (accessed March 3, 2012). 
  5	 For a broad overview of the history of Aboriginal urbanization in Canada, see Peters (2011). 
  6	 One recent Canadian report suggests that urban Aboriginal communities remain 

centered around institutions wedded to development-based policies (social service 
delivery, and so forth). Middle-class urban Aboriginals may not recognize their urban 
Aboriginal “selves” in this context and, over time, may come to feel alienated from it. 
Intergenerationally, this impacts the contours of the urban Aboriginal community 
itself. From a family perspective, it might also impact the kinds of identity choices their 
children are likely to make in situations where, due to the impact of these feelings of 
alienation on their parents, they grow up in an urban community but not within an 
urban Aboriginal one. 

  7	  www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb-bmdi/instrument/3250_Q10_V1-eng.htm.
  8	 Aboriginal Peoples Survey: instrument design. www.statcan.gc.ca/cgi-bin/imdb/p2SV.

pl?Function=getSurvey&SDDS=3250&lang=en&db=imdb&adm=8&dis=2 (accessed 
March 3, 2012). 

  9	 OFI is an internal arm of the larger Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development 
(AAND), which was primarily responsible for “Indian” policy in Canada. AAND was 
formerly known as INAC or Indian Affairs and Northern Development but underwent 
a recent title change to the apparently more inclusive title it sports today. 

10	 Edmonton is the capital of the province of Alberta, located in western Canada. With a 
Census Metropolitan Area (CMA) population of over a million, it has the second largest 
urban Aboriginal population in Canada, at more than 50,000.

11	 wicihitowin.ca/history (accessed March 4, 2012). 
12	 wicihitowin.ca/action-circles (accessed March 4, 2012). 
13	 www.edmonton.ca/city_government/documents/PDF/YCYV_report.pdf (accessed 

March 4, 2012).
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Chapter 6

Conclusion
Indigenous Peoples and Statistics

Introduction
We conclude our book with a discussion of the importance of building what we 
term “statistical literacy” among fi rst world Aboriginal nations, communities, 
and researchers. By statistical literacy we refer, fi rst, to understanding in terms 
of the categories used to collect, analyze, interpret, and use Indigenous data 
relating to our own peoples within our own nation-states. Second, and perhaps 
more urgently, we refer to the need to massively build the practice and produc-
tion of statistical analysis under our own tent. We hope we have demonstrated 
in the previous fi ve chapters the utility of our Indigenous quantitative meth-
odological approach to guide Indigenous researchers towards both these ends. 
Certainly, statistical literacy has already begun to take hold in certain areas of 
the world (such as Aotearoa New Zealand) but, by and large, this remains the 
exception rather than the rule. 

Indigenous Statistical Resistance
Quantitative research appears to have a signifi cant image problem within 
Indigenous research circles. Not only are there very few Indigenous practi-
tioners of quantitative research, but, as articulated in Chapter 3, for many 
researchers the concept of quantitative methodology itself is viewed as anath-
ema to appropriate Indigenous research practice. Quantitative work is seen 
as both foreign and as the epitome of colonizer sett ler research methodology 
in action—a view that positions Indigenous methodologies and quantitative 
research as fundamentally incommensurable and, as such, to be either cri-
tiqued or avoided all-together. 

Indigenous Statistics: A Quantitative Research Methodology by Maggie Walter and Chris Andersen, 
130–136.  © 2013 Left  Coast Press, Inc. All rights reserved.
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Active resistance to, or lack of interest in, quantitative research by 
Indigenous researchers is understandable. Indigenous peoples in first world 
nations are well aware that there is little to support a claim that settler scien-
tific research paradigms—like those found in statistical research—operate in 
the interests of Indigenous people. Our experiences underpin the broad array 
of factors preventing greater engagement of Indigenous researchers with quan-
titative research. Perhaps the most significant of these is the historical link 
between quantitative research practice and science aligned research models. 
Such models, imbued with the positivist belief that scientific method can dis-
cover an underlying and “objective” social reality, led to the type of research 
that has resulted in the longstanding, widespread, and, in many cases, justifiable 
research suspicion among Indigenous people and communities. 

We have had to, and continue to have to, endure the analysis, theorization 
about, and problematization of our cultures and lives by researchers working with-
in these methodological paradigms. And while the introduction of Indigenous 
specific ethical rules and guidelines across our various first world nation-states 
has reduced some of the more flagrant abuses, the sins of the past continue to 
shape Indigenous attitudes toward research. Our elders still remember being 
measured and prodded, and their details recorded by a seeming endless stream 
of anthropologists (see, for example, Mallett 2002) more interested in their utility 
as unique specimens than as human beings, and the hurt remains (Walter 2005). 

Many sins of the past also remain unremedied. Indigenous peoples from 
Anglo settler nation-states remain locked in the ongoing battle to return our 
ancestors and their funereal artifacts from overseas museums and universities 
home to country.  Moreover, not all research wrongs remain in the past.  As 
demonstrated in the previous two chapters, research continues to produce, 
from colonizer settler quantitative methodological frameworks, politically and 
racialized “findings” that reflect and further the interests of the settler colonizing 
majority. In Canada, Australia, the United States, and Aotearoa New Zealand, 
these analyses continue to buttress, authorize, legitimize, and institutionalize 
the perception of Indigenous peoples as the deficit “other” within the dominant 
discourse of population statistics. Research, especially that aligned with a sci-
ence based empiricist model and linked to a rationalist framework, is inextri-
cably linked to European imperialism and colonialism (Tuhiwai Smith 1999).

Methodologies, Not Methods, Injure
And so it is that statistical analysis gets positioned in tension with Indigenous 
knowledge. As such, attempts to craft alternatives to the dominant and/or 
state-sponsored study of Indigenous peoples has largely rooted itself, we would 
argue somewhat irrationally, in opposition to statistical analysis. Indeed, if 
Tuhiwai Smith (1999) is correct and “research” has become a dirty word in 
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Indigenous communities, much of this tends to be statistical research, part of 
a larger critique of the scientific method. As one Indigenous researcher during 
the early 1990s put it: 

Most statistics do not accurately represent the reality of Native communi-
ties. Although Indigenous communities have been studied, health data are 
collected by federal officials and with little consistence in collection meth-
ods. Cultural barriers often complicate data collection and interpretation. 
In addition, urban Natives are either not identified or are not part of main-
stream research. (McAffee 1992, in Gilchrist 1997: 70) 

A text of this length cannot do justice to a century of statistical research on 
Indigenous communities, and any conclusions drawn will necessarily be sche-
matic. Nevertheless, we believe that McAffee’s (1992) interpretation of dominant 
trends in quantitative research on Indigenous communities is largely correct and 
that the statement remains as true today as it did when it was made. However, 
though this is often positioned as a fatal flaw in the collection of statistical infor-
mation in toto, we argue here that what is actually being described is a specific con-
text of power within which statistics have traditionally been collected. Moreover, 
we argue that this is the result of a situation in which Indigenous experts and orga-
nizations have little control over the categories employed to measure narrow slices 
of our social complexity. The answer to our lack of control is not to remove our-
selves from the methodological stage: it is, instead, to equip ourselves to retake 
at least some of the terrain, to turn into Indigenous space what is usually under-
stood—by whites and Indigenous peoples alike—as white space.

The fractured relationship between first world Indigenous people and 
research is problematic for Indigenous peoples and researchers in ways not typi-
cally experienced by first world non-Indigenous peoples and researchers (though 
this observation is obviously tempered in a number of ways, including by class 
and heteronormativity). As Indigenous peoples, many of us have internalized 
our peoples’ resistance and therefore are not immune from aversive respons-
es to research practice. However, this research negativity is not indiscriminate. 
Rather, it seems to attach itself to quantitative research in a way not mirrored in 
Indigenous responses to qualitative research practice, despite the fact that both 
research methodologies are located in the social field of academia. As discussed 
in Chapter 3, this may be because qualitative research methodologies, via their 
non-numerical and therefore seemingly softer formats, have tended to be judged 
to be in some way more amenable to Indigenous research practice, despite their 
similar culpability in past (and present) research wrongs and simplicities (Walter 
2005). Such assumptions are wrong in their less-than-critical adoption of quali-
tative methods, but more importantly in terms of their overcritical, and less than 
well-informed, dismissal of quantitative methods.   
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Thus, we find the juxtaposition of quantitative methods with tainted set-
tler research paradigms fundamentally wrong-headed. Perceived ties between 
damaging research practices and quantitative methods are seen to align with 
the colonizer settler obsession of calculating and quantifying. That is, the seem-
ingly unshakable reputation of quantitative research as embodying all that is 
wrong with research is largely built around a misplaced conflation of statistical 
techniques and processes within colonizer settler framed quantitative meth-
odology with the method itself. Since colonization, this methodology and its 
purveyors have been enumerating and measuring the Indigenous peoples in 
support of our dispossession in our “captor nations” (Chartrand 1991). But it 
is the methodology, not the methods, that framed how this counting was used 
to first estimate the level of threat we posed to colonizing intentions, later to 
predict and confirm our apparent extinction, and contemporaneously to pejo-
ratively compare us with the normalized majority. 

As we have shown in this book, the strength of statistical analysis and tech-
niques can and should be retained and positioned within an Indigenous quan-
titative methodology. Further, to reject quantitative work on the basis of the 
bad methodological company it has traditionally kept is at best pointless and at 
worst—and we believe there is a strong argument for worst case—harmful. The 
effects of the pejorative investment of our social relations in statistical form by 
generations of government policy makers cannot be levelled or balanced by a 
refusal to participate in the research arena in which these data are constructed. 
All such a refusal does is ensure that the guilty methodological frames and prac-
tices remain unchallenged as the “normal” quantitative methodologies.    

Another factor in the mistrust of quantitative research is the fact that the 
field remains a largely Indigenous-free zone. As detailed in Chapter 1, although 
Indigenous peoples are the subject of census and administrative collections 
around the health, welfare, and justice systems, it is largely non-Indigenous 
researchers undertaking research using these data. This is not to suggest a delib-
erate exclusion of Indigenous people or researchers. Statistics Bureaus in both 
Australia and Canada have developed Indigenous community engagement 
strategies over the last decade or so. But the major collection agencies in nei-
ther country have actively succeeded in engaging Indigenous researchers more 
meaningfully in how and why Indigenous data are collected and analyzed. This 
lack of an established Indigenous presence, combined with the specific and 
technical language used and the statistical basis of quantitative analysis create 
an atmosphere around the practice that is alien to many Indigenous researchers. 

The Power of Data 
A common response to our exhortation to Indigenous researchers to become 
more statistically skilled is the claim that research done “our way” (that is, 
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qualitatively) is as useful. But attempting to compete using non-quantitative 
techniques misses the essential point that statistical information will be col-
lected, analyzed, and disseminated by our respective nation-states and by our 
respective colonizing settler researchers with or without our involvement. If 
Indigenous researchers do not undertake quantitative research in areas of press-
ing concern for Indigenous people, we can be very sure that others will. And it 
will be their questions that get posed, their interpretations of the analysis that 
influence, and their prioritizations that drive research and policy (Walter 2005).  

Even more critically from a policy context, statistical results will almost 
always count for more than qualitatively obtained evidence. We underestimate 
the power of the data in our colonizing settler first world nations at our peril. 
From a political perspective, the results of such analyses are effective in influ-
encing the influential. Such quantitative “proof ” is fundamental to advancing 
a convincing case for much needed social and political change. The social and 
political acceptance of the validity of statistical analysis makes these tech-
niques powerful purveyors of an Indigenous research agenda. We point to the 
Indigenous quantitative methodology framed research example outlined in 
Chapters 4 and 5 to demonstrate the acceptance of statistics as “real” evidence 
within our respective states. While the findings of these research projects have 
not always proven politically palatable to some of our critics, the essential valid-
ity of the findings has not been queried. 

Our point here is not that the results were necessarily startling. Rather, that 
the fact that these results can be “proved” in statistical terms means that they 
are taken seriously in a way that qualitative findings are not. The reason for this 
less problematic acceptance is again the settler obsession with measuring and 
quantifying as a way of making social phenomena not just understandable but 
real. This belief system can be used to position the validity and consequences 
of our research. In turn, the quantitative mantle of legitimacy can support our 
drive for an Indigenous prioritized research agenda. 

Our essential point is that if, as Indigenous researchers, we want our 
research to be effective in achieving positive change and direct benefits for our 
people and communities, then we need to be able to confidently use research 
tools and methods that are both valued and deemed valid within the political 
and policy spheres where such changes can be made. Hence, Indigenous com-
munities must become literate in the entire statistical cycle of the construc-
tion, collection, interpretation, and dissemination of quantitative information. 
Increasing our statistical literacy can open the possibility of  levelling the rela-
tions of power within which statistical information is accorded its legitimacy in 
a manner that refusal or replacement with qualitative research cannot. 

Harnessing the power of the data into our research framework opens us, as 
Indigenous scholars, to a wider world of research possibilities as well as opening 
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up the world of research to the wider practice to Indigenous methodologies. 
As Martin (2003: 1) notes, “It would be illogical to presume one research par-
adigm could be applicable to all research paradigms.” We need to access all 
research areas to maximize our research relevancy. Quantitative techniques 
and statistical literacy are part of opening that door. Winch and Hayward 
(1999, cited in Humphrey 2001: 199) extend our understanding of accessing 
all areas of research to utilizing the full range of Western methods, as well as 
our own. Rather than reject all that is colonizer settler in origin, they argue that 
we can treat “Coloniser settler research traditions as a ‘toolbox’ from which 
to take methods deemed appropriate to Aboriginal knowledge production, 
and insisting on the development of new paradigms of research governed by 
‘Aboriginal Terms of Reference.’” Essentially, methods are tools to collect data, 
and in the social sciences, the vast majority of research methods, Western and 
Indigenous, are just different ways of using human communication processes to 
reflect, measure, or describe social processes. And as tools, they are adaptable 
and malleable. As such, they can almost always be utilized effectively within an 
Indigenous methodological framework. 

Active Participants or Enclaved Specialists?
If we operate within a restricted range of research practice, we effectively 
become enclaved within an Indigenous-only research space: marginalized 
from, segregated from, and, as we believe is increasingly obvious, patronized by 
the broader world of scholarly and policy related research. We build the walls of 
our own isolation, constructing a research terrain in which we might feel com-
fortable and secure, but from which we are unable to challenge or even engage 
those outside this realm as peers. All of us who work within or with research 
know the dangers here. Via our comparative lack of formal research qualifica-
tions like PhDs, for many years we have been constrained to the role of “help-
ers” of academically qualified white colonizser settler researchers. We need to 
be leaders, not helpers.

This colonizer settler determination of the proper/standard Aboriginal role 
regarding research into our various peoples, communities, and populations has 
played out in academia as well as within our communities. Our presence has 
legitimized and authorized their research, given them entrée to our communi-
ties and families, and built and funded their academic careers. And all for the 
price of casual employment (at best, many times such services were/are expect-
ed to be provided gratis; they are, after all, helping us), or if we were lucky, the 
inclusion of our name at the end of a list of authors of reports or papers over 
which we had no control, and which made little substantive contribution to, and 
even less benefit for, ourselves or our communities. Now that our various peo-
ples are increasingly gaining the academic skills and qualifications to initiate 
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and conduct research in our own right, we should not squander our new powers 
by re-restricting ourselves to just a small portion of the research stage: doing so 
handicaps ourselves and our peoples. 

Such restrictive research practices also play to the interests of that group of 
colonizer settler researchers who, having built a career studying and researching 
Indigenous peoples with impunity, now perceive our newly found capacities as 
researchers threatening and ontologically disturbing. This critique does not, of 
course, encompass all non-Indigenous researchers in the field. Many have played 
a critical role in assisting our research capacity building and support Indigenous 
research agendas. For that we thank them and want to continue to work in part-
nership. But all of us working in Indigenous research know of many who do not 
support our agendas. Occupying the field, if not also the tiny spaces we have been 
granted within universities and the higher education sector, they are reluctant 
to give way, or even create room, for Indigenous researchers and Indigenous 
methodologies. Their presence retards, rather than assists, our efforts to build 
Indigenous capacity, scholarship, and endeavors to engage our communities as 
partners and colleagues, not subjects. 

In effect, the Indigenous research terrain has been colonized, and the occu-
piers are not to be dislodged easily. But these are not simply settlers, they are 
squatters. And as Indigenous peoples, communities, and researchers we do not 
need to seek new research territories but to demand the equivalent of research 
land rights to the research country of which we are the traditional and the mod-
ern owners. The legitimacy of our claims to such research country relies on our 
capacity to demonstrate that we can, and do, use the terrain wisely and well. 
Quantitative research methodologies, the research practices they engender, and 
the skills base to interpret and use them are central to validating our declara-
tions of research self-determination. 
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