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39. Indigenous 
geographies

Introduction

Across human geography and beyond, 
“Indigenous” is a complex, contested, and 
highly mutable concept. As a diverse group of 
anti-colonial social justice-oriented authors 
who identify as (among other things) a young 
Métis woman, a black Nigerian physician, 
a white settler, a mother, a member of the 
Dakelh First Nation, a Filipina woman, and 
queer geographer, who all currently live in 
so-called Canada, we unpack and consider 
“Indigenous” from a variety of vantage points 
and through a series of theoretical frames 
that inform the ways “Indigenous” circulates 
amongst geographers and is taken up across 
geography.

Our considerations are specific and con-
tained: we are not considering Indigenous as 
physical geographers do – as, for instance, 
a modifier of plants or soils. Our exploration 
of Indigenous is informed by an anti-colonial 
orientation to geography, by which we mean 
that theoretically and in our daily practices, 
we work to unsettle states of coloniality, 
which we take as tightly yoked to social 
and cultural injustices that include extrac-
tive capitalism, sexism, ableism, heteropa-
triarchy, violence, and classism (to name 
a few). We also take as a starting point that 
geography has always been, and continues to 
be, a white settler colonial discipline, or as 
others (especially Indigenous geographers) 
have argued, geography continues to pathol-
ogize Indigenous peoples and places; sideline 
or suppress Indigenous peoples and world-
views; lack in Indigenous representation; 
and refuse to consider Indigenous peoples’ 
and places’ own terms as opposed to refer-
ence to mostly white non-Indigenous ways 
of knowing and colonial or non-Indigenous 
referents. Our focus rests on geographies 
located within modern states of colonial-
ity (mostly Canada, Aotearoa/New Zealand, 
Australia, and the USA, with some references 
to Central and South America and coun-
tries that now encompass the territories of 
circumpolar Indigenous peoples, including 
Russia, Denmark, Norway, and Sweden). 
We also consider Indigenous in tandem with 

words and concepts like Indigenousness, 
Indigeneity, and Indigenize.

Indigenous identities and the roles 
of geography

Indigenous identities are multiple. Indigeneity 
is impacted by and changing through kinship, 
migration, displacement, colonization, and 
inter-ethnic relationships. There is no sin-
gular ‘Indigenous identity’. Indeed, defin-
ing Indigenous identities and Indigeneity 
is deeply contentious and (often) political. 
Indigeneity is collective in nature, demon-
strating kinship and cultural ties, resting 
on a sense (and recognition of) community 
belonging. Indigeneity is also complicated 
through state attempts to define who can or 
cannot claim Indigeneity. Indigenous identi-
ties are typically self-determined and based 
upon cultural, kinship, and land claims to 
a specific place and people. Legislation in dif-
ferent countries, however, has a limited defi-
nition of Indigenous identity. For example, 
in modern states of coloniality, First Nations 
(status and non-status, as defined by the 
state), Métis, and Inuit, are all Indigenous 
identities within Canada; Māori are rooted in 
Aotearoa/New Zealand; with First Nations, or 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
in Australia; and the Native American and 
Alaska Native peoples in the United States of 
America. Circumpolar Indigenous peoples, 
such as the Sámi, are connected to lands in 
places now known as Russia, Norway, and 
Sweden. In Bolivia alone, the Constitution 
recognizes the languages of 36 distinct 
Indigenous Nations. Each of these Indigenous 
identities are unto themselves nested within 
diverse languages, cultures, beliefs, laws, 
spiritualities, and practices. Legislative defi-
nition of Indigenous peoples is often not 
based on self-determination, and fails to rec-
ognize the influence of colonialism, migra-
tion, and urbanization on Indigenous peoples. 
Coloniality has attempted to limit the scope 
of who Indigenous peoples are, including dis-
tinct rights that various Indigenous peoples 
have to their lands.

Although a pan-Indigenous identity 
does not exist, the United Nations defines 
Indigenous peoples through specific com-
monalities: “inheritors and practitioners of 
unique cultures and ways of relating to people 
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and the environment. They [Indigenous 
peoples] have retained social, cultural, eco-
nomic and political characteristics that are 
distinct from those of the dominant societies 
in which they live” (United Nations, n.d.).

As a discipline, geography has often dis-
regarded Indigenous self-determination. 
Indeed, geography has long been colonial, 
facilitating the dispossession of Indigenous 
lands. Mapping technologies delineated 
Indigenous territories and forcefully trans-
ferred land to colonial powers. Efforts to 
reclaim these lands require geographic 
mapping of Indigenous peoples’ culture, lan-
guage, and traditional practices to their lands. 
Scholars have criticized state requirements 
for Indigenous peoples to ‘prove’ their claims 
to land, particularly when Indigeneity is tied 
to identification with traditional practices. 
Many Indigenous peoples live outside tradi-
tional territories and should not be limited to 
homelands constructed outside Indigenous 
legal orders that legitimately refuse colo-
nial law. Colonialism attempts to detach 
Indigenous peoples from cultural prac-
tices, rendering problematic recognition of 
Indigenous identities based solely on cultural 
ties to land, and offering a narrow under-
standing of Indigeneity. Indigenous geog-
raphers such as Renee Pualani Louis, Jay 
T. Johnson and colleagues (2012) propose 
counter- and Indigenous mapping as an 
emerging practice and useful tool to retell 
Indigenous stories and reclaim Indigenous 
lands. Indigenous mapping practices often 
document Indigenous place names, ritual and 
sacred sites, histories, and land management 
techniques on maps, thus telling a richer story 
about geographic areas while also contribut-
ing to land reclamation efforts and to cultural 
and language revitalization.

Geography as a discipline buttresses 
coloniality in other ways: data collection 
and interpretation often rely on geographic 
information science (GIScience) soft-
ware and interpretation of data by expert, 
non-Indigenous peoples. Demystifying and 
decolonizing the use of GIScience technol-
ogy requires geographers to understand their 
positionality and the ontology of GIScience 
and map-making itself. Indeed, Reid and 
Seiber (2021) argue for Indigenous ontol-
ogies in GIScience. With recent GIScience 
technology relying on crowd-sourced and 
social media data, data collection might 
instead be done through immersive engage-

ment within Indigenous communities and by 
partnering with Indigenous peoples to verify 
and ensure a self-determined approach to 
data acquisition and application. Such actions 
would ensure that mapping practices respect 
and recognize expert Indigenous knowledges.

Toponomy, or the study of place naming, 
is another geographic tool that has sup-
ported and detrimentally affected Indigenous 
self-determination. Indigenous place naming 
tells rich stories of ancestral origins and 
interactions of Indigenous peoples with the 
land. However, Mt. McKinley in Alaska, the 
highest peak in North America, was named 
after a former United States President. Settler 
naming obscured the Athabaskan Native 
American worldview reflected in the original 
name of the mountain, Denali, which means 
“the tall one” or “mountain-big”. Indigenous 
peoples’ place naming reflects relationships 
with place and, as such, naming places for 
people is not customary. It took a century 
to reclaim and rename Mt. Denali. Denali 
gives a richer and fuller perspective of the 
history of the mountain and its relationships. 
Geography is positioned to uphold, or risk 
undermining, Indigenous knowledge systems 
when studying toponomy.

Indigenous geographers in 
geography

Human geographers tell complex stories of 
relationships formed at the intersection of 
humans, place, and space. These complex 
stories are best told by Indigenous peoples 
who have access to ancestral knowledge 
systems, names, connections, and spirituality. 
Such knowledges, when appropriate to share 
with a wider audience, can illuminate under-
standing of historical and ongoing connection 
of place. Work by Indigenous geographers 
spans myriad research interests, theoretical 
and praxis orientations, and applications. Just 
as Indigenous identities are complex, sum-
marizing the breadth of diverse scholarship 
by Indigenous geographers and scholars, as it 
impacts Indigenous geographies, is impossi-
ble to neatly cohere or homogenize.

Between 2012 and 2014, geographers Brad 
Coombes (Māori), Jay T. Johnson (Cherokee) 
and Richie Howitt (settler Australian) (2012, 
2013, 2014) wrote three Progress in Human 
Geography reports on Indigenous geogra-
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phies. They highlighted methodological inno-
vations, resource conflicts and land rights, 
and theoretical developments beyond the 
post-colonial. Since these reports, and with 
much groundwork laid by Indigenous com-
munities and geographers such as Coombes 
and Johnson, Indigenous geographies and 
geographers have continued along a trajec-
tory that foregrounds resistance, reclamation, 
and lived experience for change. Cree geogra-
pher Michelle Daigle (2016, 2018, 2019a) is 
engaged in long-standing community-based 
projects regarding Indigenous food sover-
eignty and environmental governance. Diné 
geographer Andrew Curley (2021a, 2021b) 
examines extractive industry’s role in devis-
ing colonial economic policies that exploit 
Indigenous lands and waters. Sarah Hunt/
Tłaliłila’ogwa is a Kwakwaka’wakw scholar 
whose work has markedly expanded the scope 
of political ecology and critical legal geogra-
phy. Hunt (2018a, 2018b) has expounded the 
role of the state in perpetuating gender-based 
violence against Indigenous women, girls, 
and Two-Spirit peoples. Hunt’s (2014) work 
also articulates the (im)possibilities of defin-
ing ontologies of Indigeneity and situates 
the structures and processes of Western 
academe in ongoing legacies of epistemic 
violence, legacies resultant in the systematic 
subjugation and delegitimation of Indigenous 
knowledges and practices. Michi Saagiig 
Nishnaabeg geographer Madeline Whetung 
(2019) has written about the interconnections 
of law, gender, and shorelines through infra-
structure projects, while Tlingit scholar Anne 
Spice (2018) has challenged normative ideas 
of  critical  infrastructure.  Māori  geographer 
Brad Coombes (2007a, 2007b) has written 
extensively about ontological politics and 
the meaningful participation of Indigenous 
peoples in environmental decision making. 
Cherokee scholar Jay T. Johnson (2008, 
2012) has long written about Indigenous 
sense of place and politics. The Bawaka 
Collective, a collaborative of Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous researchers, grounds its 
work, literally, in geography, deferring lead 
authorship in academic contributions to the 
Bawaka Country of north-eastern Arnhem 
Land, Australia (Bawaka Country et al., 
2016).

Given that Indigenous survivance is 
actively threatened by continued violence 
(both physical and discursive) of states of 

coloniality, including the discipline of geog-
raphy, it might be tempting to characterize 
Indigenous geographers as united in political 
resistance. While many Indigenous geogra-
phers do identify as being engaged in some 
form of activism and/or resistance, within 
and beyond the academy, it would be erro-
neous and perpetuating of epistemic violence 
to suggest that Indigenous geographers share 
a common socio-political lens. This is made 
evident in the many discussions and debates 
about how to approach geography’s reckon-
ing with its own colonial history and present.

Indigenous peoples and places in 
geography’s subdisciplines

Indigenous knowledges and practices have 
been intentionally and systematically rele-
gated to positions and places of inferiority 
in states of coloniality. The subdisciplines 
of geography – health, legal, social, cultural, 
environmental, political, and so on – have 
ontological and epistemological foundations 
firmly rooted in Western knowledges and 
often perpetuated the erasure of Indigenous 
knowledges. Early health geography (a sub-
discipline many of us work in), privileged 
(and in many cases, continues to privilege) 
quantitative, biomedical approaches, perpet-
uating a devaluation of Indigenous health 
expertise and experience. This narrative 
traces its origins to medicine as an instru-
ment of colonial violence. In settler colonial 
and postcolonial societies, colonial violence 
was frequently enacted under the benevolent 
auspices of delivering health to local popu-
lations. Traditional medicines, knowledges, 
and practices, honed over thousands of years 
through deeply relational and holistic healing 
protocols, were deemed premodern cultural 
curiosities, or worse, were criminalized 
and banned altogether, replaced by the ser-
vices of settler doctors and nurses trained in 
Euro-privileging institutions. The imposition 
of ‘modern medicine’ constituted some of 
the most egregious acts of colonial violence 
perpetrated against Indigenous peoples and 
places, resulting in widespread epidemics 
of infectious diseases, coercive sterilization, 
and medical experimentation. This legacy 
continues to grip many health systems, where 
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evidence of systemic anti-Indigenous racism 
is rampant.

The work of Indigenous geographers in the 
subdiscipline of health geography advances 
fundamental understandings about healing 
from colonial violence being anchored in 
reclamation of self-determined Indigenous 
health expertise, including the resurgence 
of traditional knowledges and practices, as 
well as sovereign control over health ser-
vices  delivery  and  data  governance.  Māori 
geographer Naomi Simmonds (2017) uses 
a mana wahine (Māori women’s) framework 
to support the reclamation of tikanga, or 
“protocols and practices” of birth. Simmonds 
stories  the  innovative  ways  Māori  women 
continue to enact tikanga despite hundreds of 
years of colonial displacement and the institu-
tionalization of birth, which has widely alien-
ated Māori mothers from their homelands.

Indigenous geographers across other 
subdisciplines are rooting scholarship in 
Indigenous worldviews, kinship systems and 
law, and cultural knowledges to push against 
geography’s colonial roots. Indigenous 
geographers are also creating spaces of 
engagement that do not always re/focus on 
coloniality and work across the boundaries of 
subdisciplines, highlighting the intimate con-
nections of health, place, law, land, culture, 
politics, and relationalities, to name but a few.

Settler colonialism and Indigenous 
geography

Human geography is steeped in predom-
inantly Eurocentric Anglo-American ways 
of knowing and being. These geographies 
are tethered to the geopolitics of mapping as 
nation building, as discussed when profiling 
mapping and toponymy, and the violent con-
quest of Indigenous bodies and land. Settler 
colonialism is itself a structural determinant 
of Indigenous health. In white settler socie-
ties, state violence against Indigenous peoples 
(in the form of genocide, land theft, cognitive 
assimilation, erasure of languages, crimi-
nalization of economic, social, and spiritual 
practices) results in local, national, and inter-
national disruption, dispossession, and dis-
placement of Indigenous peoples and their 
kinship ties and place-based ways of knowing 
and being. At the same time, the institu-
tionalization of Eurocentric Anglo-American 

ways of knowing have rendered perpetrators 
of such violence invisible, thus normalizing 
epistemic violence. Through processes of 
normalizing violence, settler colonialism con-
tributes to dominant narratives of Indigenous 
peoples as damaged, in need of settler-state 
wardship, and Crown protectionism. Such 
racist narratives of settler colonialism natu-
ralize violence on Indigenous communities 
and bodies and demote Indigeneity into ste-
reotypes that result in financial and material 
benefit for white settler nation-states, perpet-
uating dominant myths of white innocence 
and benevolence.

Geographers are becoming more attuned 
to the complicity of ongoing entanglements 
of colonial and imperial implications in the 
discipline. Geographers have increasingly 
turned to discussions of decolonization and 
anti-colonial, queer, feminist, and creative 
frameworks. Geographers must actively 
de-centre dominant (non-Indigenous, settler, 
heteronormative, white, male) structures, 
gesturing instead towards socio-spatial pro-
cesses and practices of Indigeneity where 
Indigenous peoples and places have an onto-
logical, epistemological, axiological, and 
cultural distinction that contributes to the 
self-determination of lands and territories. 
Engaging with decolonization requires sus-
tained engagements with Indigenous com-
munities; reciprocal and relational ways of 
knowing and doing; and active resistance 
against ongoing settler-state interference. 
Decolonial research within geography must 
enliven an ethics of responsibility to disman-
tle systemic and structural oppression.

Geographers are grappling with the mess-
iness of ongoing processes of colonialism 
and coloniality. If we are to orient to the 
world in service of social justice, we must 
put our knowledge production, activism, and 
scholarly bodies to work with Indigenous 
communities, Indigenous geographers, and 
Indigenous scholars, in ways that actual-
ize transformative justice within and beyond 
the discipline. We must also be mindful 
not to reify and reproduce whiteness, settler 
colonial logics of extraction, possession and 
material and financial capitalist benefit by 
speaking for or speaking over Indigenous 
geographers and scholars. Michelle Daigle 
(Cree) and Juanita Sundberg (white settler) 
assert that “the discipline of geography will 
retain its Eurocentricity, coloniality and 
whiteness unless all geographers begin to do 
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the anti-racist and decolonial work histori-
cally done by Indigenous, people of colour, 
women and queer faculty and students” 
(2017, p. 340). How, then, does the disci-
pline of geography and geographic practice 
gesture towards transformative action of self 
and space towards an ecosystem embodying 
Indigenous feminism, anti-capitalist, queer 
and Two-Spirit knowing, resurgence and 
land-based ontologies?

Indigenous scholars demonstrate how 
geographers must reconcile Western epis-
temological ways of understanding land 
as ‘environment and/or ecology’ with 
Indigenous ontological understandings of 
land as an ancestral and embodied system 
outside of capitalism. While capitalism 
exists with colonialism alongside modernity, 
Indigenous peoples continue to act on princi-
ples and values about land and life that have 
existed since time immemorial. Yellowknives 
Dene First Nation scholar Glen Coulthard 
(2014) notes that Indigenous “modes of 
production” are generative, life-giving, and 
produce a different way of life from dominant 
forms of settler colonialism. Coulthard notes 
that capitalist extractive projects that do not 
have the free, prior, and informed consent 
of Indigenous Nations should die and be 
replaced by creating Indigenous alternatives 
to capitalism. This is a literal and metaphoric 
grounding that clarifies Indigenous strug-
gle; resistance and resurgence is sustained 
through land, intergenerational ancestral 
knowledge, and responsibilities of kinship. 
Indigenous geographies and knowledge insist 
that land is an embodiment of a collective 
past, present, and future.

Indigenous feminist theories are also 
embodiments of countering capitalism and 
colonialism. Such theories do not seek 
recognition or equality from nation-states. 
Instead, they seek autonomy to pursue a gen-
erative future. Sámi feminist theorist Rauna 
Kuokkanen (2007) notes that Indigenous 
peoples’ struggles for self-determination are 
also a collective struggle for the future, pred-
icated on the ability to have control over that 
future as a people. Indigenous women are 
often at the forefront of resistance against 
capitalism. Geographic practice must pay 
attention to Indigenous feminist embod-

iments of agency, resurgence, survivance, 
refusal and futurity that exist inside and 
outside of the borders of the academy. Sarah 
Hunt/Tłaliłila’ogwa, writing with settler col-
league Cindy Holmes (Hunt and Holmes, 
2015), notes that queer Indigenous scholars 
play a role in transformative possibilities 
through an embodiment of relationships in 
the home and intimate settings. Such rela-
tionships found in everyday, familial inter-
actions gesture towards decolonial, queer, 
Two-Spirit, and trans solidarity through 
resistance to heteronormativity and cisnor-
mativity, rendering dominant discourses of 
large-scale settler colonial projects abnormal 
relative to Indigenous embodiment.

How does geographic practice become 
aligned and accountable to multiple and 
diverse Indigenous peoples and places, and 
Indigeneity across time and space led by 
Indigenous geographers, scholars, and knowl-
edge holders, while recognizing that there is 
no singular, reducible Indigenous geography, 
methodology, or worldview?

Geo-poetics within the discipline of geog-
raphy offers creative and fluid possibilities 
of encoding Indigenous knowledge in dis-
tinct artistic methodologies, methods, and 
cosmological understandings beyond lin-
earity, settler time constraints, and binary 
categories. Anishinaabe poet Kimberly 
Blaeser (Blaeser, 2019, p. 34) notes: “in 
my own creative work, I endeavour through 
image, language, presentation, and gesture 
to insinuate these complex bundles within 
bundles of relationships of my known culture 
and cosmology”. Such work becomes one 
form of a means and measure of sovereignty 
through a “geo-aesthetic” that reinscribes 
embedded sacred land and cosmological his-
tories, past, present, and future, with land 
(and water) as teacher, Elder, and spiritual 
guide. Indigenous scholars, artists, leaders, 
and activists are reminding us, as geogra-
phers, how Indigenous geographies extend 
well beyond a neatly defined discipline. 
Indigenous relationalities transcend discipli-
nary lines to uphold ways of being and 
relating in spite, in light, in defiance, and 
in disregard of the disciplinary attempts of 
geography. 
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Conclusions and implications for 
geographic practices

”Indigenous” as a category is a complex, 
contested, deeply rooted term of multiplic-
ities. Geography has attempted to engage 
Indigenous identities through definition, 
and conventional tools such as map-making 
and place naming. Indigenous geographers, 
however, have pushed Indigenous geogra-
phies to new spaces of relation to foreground 
and challenge conventional understandings of 
key disciplinary topics, such as land, ecology, 
resources, and ontology. The subdiscipline 
of health geography shows how Indigenous 
geographies and geographers transcend 
neatly defined disciplinary lines while, in 
other areas of geography, Indigenous geog-
raphies are challenging the naturalization of 
settler colonial structural processes. What we 
offered in this entry is in no way complete 
or exhaustive; this entry is a snapshot of 
“Indigenous” as it has been taken up, ignored, 
erased, transformed, silenced, tokenized, and 
revered by geography and geographers. We 
have attempted to profile the complex and 
ongoing challenges within the discipline, 
while holding up the transformative work 
that is also taking place. We thank those who 
have taken up this work and hope that many 
more geographers will take up anti-colonial 
efforts to think always critically about the 
very concept of “Indigenous”.

Christine Añonuevo, Sarah de Leeuw, 
Marion Erickson, Monika Krzywania, 

Laura McNab-Coombs, Omolara Odulaja 
and Onyx Sloan Morgan
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