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Marginal voices: Indigenous and racialized dialogue in education 

 

Zuhra Abawi 

University of Toronto 
 

Abstract: The positioning of marginal identities (Indigenous and racialized students) 

in settler-colonial state education is such that solidarity and ‘allyship as resistance’ is 

silenced. The paper will provide an antiracist framework to address and interrogate the 

ways that education as part of the ‘racial contract’ (Mills & Pateman, 2015) to 

assimilate, ‘push out’ and systematically ‘other’ racialized bodies. The dominant 

settler-colonial narrative of citizenship and belonging, policy as colonization, and the 

perpetuation of the status quo of white, female teachers in diverse schools perpetuate the 

marginalization of such identities. This research conceptualized new possibilities and 

epistemologies through Indigenous and racialized dialogue and solidarity as pedagogy.  

 

Key Words: dialogue, hegemony, indigeneity, neo-liberalism, policy, racialization,  

solidarity, white privilege  

 

Citizenship, belonging, and identity are fundamental components of the settler-

colonial state institution of education. This paper will contemplate the mechanisms in 

which education can be centred to place the voices of Indigenous and racialized students 

both in context and in dialogue with each other as epistemology. I will address the 

positioning of marginal identities (Indigenous and racialized bodies) within publicly 

funded education through providing a critical analysis of neoliberal, equity and inclusive 

educational practices and policies, which act to perpetuate Eurocentric epistemologies as 

the normative, dominant, and the only ‘legitimate’ ways of knowing.  Widespread 

provincial and board-wide policies drafted to create and facilitate ‘equitable’ and 

‘inclusive’ learning spaces remain fraught with sweeping generalizations and problematic 

discursive practices which are concerned with ‘dealing’ with the ‘other’ rather than 

implementing anti-racist, anti-oppressive, and critical pedagogical practices to dismantle 

Eurocentric, colonial norms of education. Rather than interrogating the power structures 

embedded in the socializing institution of education, teacher education programs, school 

administrators, and boards have scrambled to initiate ‘sensitivity’ or cultural competence 

professional development programs to ensure their teachers are more prepared to ‘deal’  
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with the ‘increasing diversity’ of students. Thus, it is essential to critique the hegemonic 

conceptualization of what a ‘teacher’ identity is and how such an identity is inherently 

conceptualized as a feminized, white, heteronormative, and middle-class profession. 

Education as a central institution operating on behalf of the settler-colonial state and the 

‘racial contract’ (Mills, 2007) silences decolonial epistemologies of solidarity between 

Indigenous and racialized bodies in education.  

Dismantling White Privilege Through Anti-Racism 

Anti-racism includes interrogating systems of white privilege and white 

supremacy through critical understandings of how racism detrimentally impacts 

racialized bodies through systemic, systematic, and institutional oppression. White 

supremacy is a position or structure of dominance in which whiteness is normalized 

through dominance and unbalanced power relations (Dei, 2007, p. 10). It is imperative to 

deconstruct the embedded social normativity of whiteness, in order to disrupt narratives 

of meritocracy, colour-blindness, neutrality, and the perpetuation of Eurocentrism 

embedded in educational discursive and epistemological practices. Dei acknowledges 

Lawrence and Dua’s 2005 piece Decolonizing Anti-Racism which points out the lack of 

Indigeneity in anti-racism scholarship. Dei, in conversation with the authors, infers that 

there is more than one model of anti-racism and posits that “indigeneity and anti-racism 

are two interrelated struggles” (Dei, 2006, p. 4). Dei goes on to say that anti-racism 

counters multicultural education and whiteness as ‘dominance’ as antiracism “challenges 

white power and it’s rationality for dominance. It is about resisting colonial and neo-

colonial privileges…antiracism also challenges the problem of fixed social categories and 

designations” (Dei, 2006, p. 29).  

Anti-racist education goes beyond culturally relevant and culturally responsive 

pedagogical practices and “engages race as a social construct and ensures that racial 

inequalities are made visible and salient in any discussion of inclusivity and educational 

reform” (Dei, 2006, p. 56). Anti-racist educational approaches call on educators to examine 

their unchecked biases, as well as to unpack their social locations and how their relative 

positions of power and privilege implicate their teaching practices. Within contemporary 

neo-liberal multicultural education, the oppression and victimization of Indigenous and 

racialized students at the hands of white supremacy and white privilege are not 

contextualized, contested, or discussed. In fact, they are silenced.  

There is a fundamental lack of dialogue concerning various subjectivities and 

positionalities about the experience of white supremacy. Smith (2012) says that not only 

are people of colour victims of white supremacy, but they also are complicit in it by the 

false premises of a neo-liberal, marketized, and capitalist society.This acceptance infers 

that if one is willing to ‘adapt’ or work hard (meritocracy) they too can move up the 

social-economic ladder and achieve ‘privilege.' (Smith, 2012). This phenomenon is 

indicative of internalized oppression within Indigenous and immigrant people of colour, 
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in which adaptation or assimilation of themselves and their children is orthodoxly 

undertaken with the ambition of moving higher up the social ‘food chain.'  

The inherently colonial practice of ‘divide and conquer’ is twofold; on the one hand 

it prevents solidarity through dialogue against white supremacy and oppression and on 

the other hand it places marginalized bodies in competition with one another over scarce 

resources in a neoliberal political economy premised on the marginal bodies’ proximity to 

whiteness.  

 Anti-racist education calls for multiple stories, histories, and locations, which have 

been silenced to create dialogue to understand, unpack, and deconstruct dominant 

Eurocentric histories and ways of knowing. (Dei, 2012, p. 104) Dei articulates that these 

different experiences and stories challenge the ‘static’ discourse of culture and its 

differential impacts on different racialized bodies (p. 106). For us to decolonize education 

through antiracism, we must not only embed the social locations of students in the 

classroom through a shared learning space based on dialogue, we must also re-think how 

society conceptualizes teachers and teaching as a white, feminized, and middle-class 

profession. We must also lend though to how the dismantling of this normative identity 

can create possibilities for reimagining teachers as agents of social justice praxis.  

Citizenship, Race, and Belonging in the Settler-Colonial State 

Canada was declared terra nullius by European settlers who determined the 

‘legality’ of whether or not Canada could be occupied without any regard for the 

communities, peoples, and societies richly inhabiting Turtle Island. As Pateman (2007) 

emphasizes: “defenders of colonialism in North America, including political theorists, 

frequently invoked two senses of terra nullius: first, they claimed that the lands were 

uncultivated wilderness, and thus were open to appropriation by virtue of what can be 

called the right of husbandry, second, they argued that the inhabitants had no 

recognizable form of government. In short, North America was a state of nature” (p. 36).  

Pateman outlines the dual structure of the ‘settler contract’, in which the first 

component is focused on the “strict logic of the original contract” and the second 

emphasizes the “tempored logic” in which the “state of nature is eradicated and replaced 

by civil society” through Eurocentric, capitalistic mechanisms of appropriation, 

exploitation, private property, and ownership. (Mills & Pateman, 2015) Mills believes that 

the ‘racial contract’ is inseparable from the ‘settler contract’ as he writes:  

the ‘whiteness,' I suggest, reveals itself in two ways. First, there is the historical 

 fact, at least arguably, that the original contract theorists had overt or tacit racial 

 restrictions on who counted as a full ‘person’ with equal rights. Non-white 

 ‘savages’ and ‘barbarians’ were generally seen as lesser beings covered by a 

 different set of normative rules, as manifested both in the actually colour-coded 
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 moral code obtaining and the racist socio-political institutions imposed on non-

 whites by Europeans in the modern period. (Mills & Pateman 2015, p. 110) 

 The racial and settler contracts have informed settler state ‘relations’ with 

Indigenous and racialized peoples, through the Federal Indian Act which remains firmly 

intact, as well as through restrictive, xenophobic immigration policies. Thobani discusses 

the categorization of Indigenous peoples and immigrants within the settler-colonial 

mythical ‘national’ imagination where:  

 in the national imaginary, ‘Indians’ are presented as making impossible and 

 unending demands for special treatment in their claims to land and state funds and 

 to hunting, fishing and logging the nation’s fast depleting resources. Immigrants 

 are made responsible for importing their backward cultural practices into the 

 country, along with their diseases” (Thobani, 2007, p. 4) 

 Settler-colonial narratives have violent and devastating impacts on both 

Indigenous peoples and non-whites. From the onset of the creation of the mythical, illegal 

state in 1867, the Indian Act was created as a tool of control and domination to regulate 

and track Indigenous peoples and communities in order to remove any claim to 

Indigenous sovereignty. Rigid categorizations which inform labels such as ‘visible 

minority,' also have rigorously enforced blood quantum guidelines concerning who is 

eligible for ‘Indian status,' band membership rules have mimicked colonial quantified 

guidelines concerning who is sufficiently ‘Indian’ to hold band membership. The Indian 

Act provided the colonial state with full control and authority over Indigenous affairs, 

including the notorious residential school system in which education became a tool of 

genocide.  

 The multicultural insertion of racialized and Indigenous students into mainstream 

curricula are generally tokenized and ‘recognition’ or representation-based in a similar 

way as reconciliation initiatives toward Indigenous peoples are (Coulthard, 2014). The 

recognition approach, therefore, acknowledges the difference, by signifying the subjective 

bodies ‘othered’ identity from the dominant white, Eurocentric fallacy of ‘Canadianness,' 

however, it conveniently omits the discussion and acknowledgement of endemic power 

relations that are the focal point of the racial contract in the settler-state (Mills, 2015). 

Therefore, the proximity to whiteness and the conformity of white institutions, the 

normalization of white teachers and the dominance of Eurocentric pedagogy silences 

epistemologies of resistance and counter-narratives from colonized bodies in the 

educational system.   

Neo-Liberal Educational Policies as Colonialism 

 Educational policies as assimilation have their roots in the 1867 Indian Act, which 

was responsible for the administration and oversight of thousands of residential schools 
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across the country. The focus on essentializing ‘difference’ through neo-liberal democratic 

discursive practices of tolerance, respect and fairness depict racialized minorities and 

Indigenous peoples through a deficit lens, in which cultural differences amount to their 

so-called ‘collective failure’ to succeed (Dei, 1996, p. 137).  Multicultural education is 

founded on such meritocratic ideals, as Dei infers: “multicultural educational paradigms 

tend to promote surface level changes to perception and understanding without critically 

examining the historical complex of disabilities that frame schooling” (Dei, 1996, 137). 

Multiculturalism has enabled the manifestation of white privilege without the 

interrogation of its unearned privileges and its positionality in past and contemporary 

colonialization. Furthermore, multiculturalism has amounted to what Razack refers to as 

the ‘culturalization of racism’ in which colour-blind attitudes have omitted the 

acknowledgement of race and power relations and culture has become the ‘medium’ for 

contextualizing ‘difference.' Razack writes:  

 If we live in a tolerant and pluralistic society in which the fiction of equality within 

 ethnic diversity is maintained, then we need not accept responsibility for racism. 

 We can conveniently forget our racist past and feel secure in the knowledge that at 

 least the residential schools are closed” (Razack, 1998, p. 60).  

 By promoting multiculturalism and policies of equity and inclusive education; free 

market, capitalist and meritocratic ideals and values of ‘equity’ and ‘tolerance’ and a 

supposedly ‘equal playing field’, the state is thus doing its job to ‘recognize’ and 

acknowledge diverse groups, while simultaneously demanding conformity and teacher 

directive learning. The purpose of education is thus not as Friere would call ‘problem 

posing’ education (Friere, 1970), but a passive student body that is productive, 

competitive and thus ready to enter the workforce, not as a thoughtful citizen but as a 

trained, docile worker. 

 Provincial educational policies, such as the 2007 “FNMI Educational Framework” 

has been set up to close the ‘achievement gap’ between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

students, while emphasizing the importance of self-identification. While the document 

describes altruistic attempts by the state to support such self-identification of Indigenous 

students, these demographics are tracked to measure Indigenous conformity and test 

results on standardized evaluations, such as EQAO and PISA. The 2009 Ontario’s Equity 

and Inclusive Education Strategy remains encapsulated by a liberal, inclusive narrative 

concerning how to ‘deal’ with the ‘other’ that is foreign and must be known.  

 Zero Tolerance Policies across school boards have been drafted on Eurocentric 

norms of ‘appropriate behaviour’ in which those who do not conform are viewed as 

‘deviant’ and must be punished, thus pushing racialized bodies out of the racial-settler 

contract of education (Mills, 2015). As McCaskell writes, such ‘safe schools’ exacerbate 

racial inequity by providing a ‘one size fits all’ panacea:  
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racial inequality, as expressed in a racially stratified class structure, cannot 

be addressed with changes to curriculum, or better harassment reporting 

procedures. It’s resolution requires taking into account economic, structural 

and institutional factors and would require redistributive programs and 

substantially increased educational funding, both of which fly in the face of 

neoliberal ‘rationality’” (McCaskell, 2010, 41). 

Equity and inclusive education strategies remain political buzz words with superficial 

outcomes, in which boards have rushed to enrol their employees in cultural sensitivity 

and as Schick would describe ‘competency’ training. Nelson and Jeffrey refer to the 

‘cultural competence model’ as an approach in which: 

 packaged forms of ethnographic knowledge were taught…which were 

seen to  offer an instrumental means of managing marked identities…the 

term ‘culture’ in this sense, referenced a specifically western, liberal 

perspective that was quite  removed from other world views-for example 

Indigenous perspectives” (Nelson & Jeffrey, 2011, p. 250) 

 The notion of ‘cultural competence’ training as part of various board polices for 

teacher professional development initiatives reinforces the basis of Said’s Orientalism 

(Said, 1978) in which dichotomous ‘us/them’, colonial ‘parent-child’ binary in which the 

‘other’ is tokenized, simplified and ‘known’, thus enabling the colonizers to effectively 

‘deal’ with them.   

 Educational policies which purport a colour-blind, ‘equity’ approach to education 

are premised on the need to ‘accommodate’ and ‘modify’ the ‘way things are’ because of 

the lack of ‘ability’ of racialized bodies to conform to colonial forms of education. Thus 

the emphasis is never placed on the implications of severe power imbalances between a 

white supremacist educational system and colonized students.   

 The neo-liberal principle of meritocracy is intimately embedded in equity and 

inclusive educational policy and curricular discourses, with the notion that it is irrelevant 

where one is from because, in Canada everyone has the ‘equality’ of opportunity and can 

achieve anything regardless of social location. Giroux reiterates such ‘neutrality’ in the 

following excerpt:   

unlike the old racism, which defined racial difference in terms of fixed 

biological categories organizer hierarchically, the new racism operates in 

various guises proclaiming, among other things, race-neutrality, asserting 

culture as a matter of racial difference or making race a private matter” 

(Giroux, 2005, 66).  
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The colour-blind educational approach removes any discussion or dialogue of history, 

social location, and space; it fundamentally amounts to what Giroux describes as a “lack 

of ‘critical engagement’ with power and its imposition” (Giroux, 2005, 66).  

Interrogating Teacher Identity in the Settler-Colonial State 

 The teacher diversity gap in Ontario has been a contested issue for quite some time, 

with school boards quick to note their desire to hire candidates who are reflective of the 

demographics in Ontario. Despite the constant rhetoric on the part of GTA boards to 

pledge their commitment to hiring diverse teachers as well as address the diversity of its 

students, the Toronto District School Board (TDSB) is the only board to collect race-based 

data concerning staff, students, and families. Statistics Canada defines ‘visible minorities’ 

as the following: “this category includes persons who are non-Caucasian in race or non-

white in colour and who do not report being Aboriginal” (Statistics Canada, 2009). As the 

ONABSE states: “the demographic divide between teachers and students in Ontario and 

the Toronto CMA (Central Metropolitan Area) is large. In Ontario, racial minorities 

represent 26% of the population, yet make up only 10% of the 70, 520 secondary school 

teachers and 9% of the 117, 905 elementary school and kindergarten teachers” (Turner , 

2015).  

 There is thus a striking diversity imbalance considering the facts from Statistics 

Canada, 2011 which indicate the ‘visible minority’ demographics in various GTA 

locations, noting: Markham at 72%, Brampton, 66%, Mississauga, 54%, and Toronto at 

49% (Statistics Canada, 2011). Although the authors above estimate the racialized teaching 

population at approximately 10%, there is no further data concerning whether these 

teachers are in permanent positions, or precarious ‘occasional’ or ‘long term occasional’ 

teaching positions.  

 There remains a substantial lack of data concerning Indigenous educators, as self-

identification is highly problematized through the stigmatization and urban violence that 

continually dispossesses Indigenous people and marginalizes them from urban spaces. 

When conceptualizing the feminized, white, heteronormative, and virtue-laden dominant 

teacher identity, it is important to keep the colonial narratives of femininity and 

‘civilization’ in mind, as well as their historical parallels to the genocide of Indigenous 

peoples on Turtle Island.  

 I shall draw on the sexual contract in Mills and Pateman’s work, in which white 

men were historically the only people to be classified as ‘persons’ and white women could 

attain such status if married to white men. As Mills and Pateman write: “race is about 

reproduction and sexual relations, about purity, degeneration, and the right human 

stock” (Pateman, 2015, 141). In this racialized and gendered hierarchy, white women, are 

located on the second rung of the so-called racial ‘food chain’ as both ‘subpersons’ and 

‘subcontractors’, Mills (2007) describes the positioning of white women as follows: 

“contradictorily located, they are subpersons with respect to the white male, but are 
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nonetheless superior to the different variety of non-white male subpersons, and certainly 

to the non-white female subpersons” (p. 179).  

 As previously noted, there are significant connections to be drawn across time and 

space between the dominant white, middle class, female teacher and the white, female 

missionaries and nuns who were responsible for the ‘empire’s’ civilizing missions both 

within the residential school system, as well as in Latin America, Asia and Africa. Mills 

(2007) examines the centrality of white women as agents of colonial ambitions, morals, 

and values; very much simultaneous with contemporary Eurocentric ‘character 

education’ embedded in GTA school boards. Mills (2007) explains: “stress was also laid on 

(white) women’s particular affinity for morality and much civilization work was 

undertaken at home and abroad” (p. 147). 

 Teachers and administrators must critically examine their social location, their 

relative positions of power, and privilege and how such positionalities implicate their 

teaching practices. The lack of race-based data (with the exception of the TDSB) makes it 

increasingly difficult to determine if boards are implementing equitable hiring practices to 

ensure that teachers and administrators are reflective of the communities in which they 

serve. It is furthermore important to discern the types of positions that racialized 

educators are hired for, are these employees working in precarious positions, or support 

positions, and how many are in permanent and leadership positions.  

 White women as the dominant majority in the teaching profession also are 

responsible for upholding and maintaining neoliberal, capitalistic values, and morals for 

the white patriarchal settler state. The reproduction of the neo-colonial settler state 

through the racial contract of education (Mills, 2007) is premised upon the ongoing 

perpetuation of the status quo of white women assimilating colonized bodies and acting 

as ‘white saviours’ socializing and ‘educating’ their students on the basis of the fallacy of 

white supremacy and hegemony. The embodiment of the white, feminized educator is so 

powerful that it detrimentally impacts racialized and allied students, educators and 

families alike, thus preventing solidarity between all communities involved and 

implicated in the educational system. 

Solidarity and Allyship Through Dialogue 

  Indigenous and racialized students must turn away from neo-liberal, inclusive 

educational practices and epistemologies that pledge altruistic commitments to diversity 

initiatives, yet have the adverse impact by perpetuating the hegemonic status quo of 

white privilege (Coulthard, 2014, p. 43). Coulthard asserts that Indigenous peoples must 

initiate their own decolonization from within, rather than it being a state directed policy. 

Coulthard draws on Fanon when emphasizing the need to ‘turn away’ through decolonial 

praxis (Fanon, 1952) inferring: “the cultural practices of critical individual and collective 

self recognition that colonized populations often engage in to empower themselves, 



Abawi 

 

Graduate Student SYMPOSIUM, Selected Papers, Vol. 11 
 

67 

instead of relying too heavily on the colonial state and society to do this for them” 

(Coulthard, 2014, p. 131).  

 Education is a space in which decolonization must occur in order to disrupt 

neoliberal paradigms of achievement, individualism, and internalized oppression, which 

serve to segregate racialized bodies rather than facilitating dialogue, solidarity and 

alliances. In order to decolonize education, race must be centred as a point of origin in 

which power relationships, systemic, systematic, and institutional structures can be 

critiqued and reimagined. Dei advocates the following:  

todays’ academy must be a decolonizing space where we begin to interrogate, 

think and re-think the ways in which dominant knowledge, discourse and 

practices have shaped our understanding of social power relations, of our 

relationships with one another, of who we (individually and collectively) are and 

who we believe ourselves to be, of our understandings of socio-political difference 

in terms of race, class, gender, sexuality, dis/ability and body image” (Dei, 2007, p. 

5).  

 At the very basis of the decolonization of education, we must acknowledge as 

students and educators alike, that we are located and reside within a settler-colonial state, 

which sustains itself on the ongoing genocide and displacement of Indigenous peoples 

and lands. Razack emphasizes the importance of story-telling as anti-racist pedagogy in 

which Indigenous and racialized students can speak from their own social location in a 

safe space about their shared experiences of colonialism. In this story telling 

epistemology, solidarity, and dialogue can be built through various different and 

common experiences of marginalization within structures of white supremacy and white 

privilege. (Razack, 1998)  

 The question of settler identity also comes into mind, as there are varying positions 

concerning whether or not racialized immigrants are in fact settlers too. This critical 

awareness through decolonizing education can prevent immigrants from becoming 

complicit in the settler-state appropriation of Indigeneity. However, one must keep in 

mind how brutal and violent processes of colonialism and ongoing imperialism push 

migrants from their indigenous lands and emplace them on Turtle Island.  

 Disrupting the current dominance of Eurocentricity requires introducing other 

forms of ‘centric’ (Dei, 2006) knowledge that emphasizes the contributions of other 

peoples to knowledge production and world history” (Dei, 1996, p. 177). Indigenous and 

minority paradigms and epistemologies must be grounded in education as a site of 

resistance to Eurocentric hegemony and white supremacist curricula. Centric education 

provides a multifaceted approach to education, as it does not prioritize Eurocentric 

education as the norm and basis for conformity.  

 Decolonial Praxis (Fanon, 1952) in education cannot only be limited to certain 

classrooms at certain times, but a significant component of this decolonization movement 
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must be concerned with decolonizing teacher identity and reconceptualising teachers as 

social justice agents who are critically conscious and engaged in as well as committed to 

social justice education. Decolonial praxis, as Coulthard (2014) infers, must come from 

within the colonized, through grassroots movements, rather than being initiated by the 

settler colonial state through neo-colonial policy-making agendas with pervasive 

conditionalities attached, nor from state-directed ethnocentric education projects. 

Coulthard calls for a collective ‘self-recognition’ in terms of Indigenous resistance to 

settler-state recognition however, the same anti-colonial mechanism can be applied to 

 Indigenous and racialized students conceptualize solidarity (Coulthard, 2014). 

Social justice educators must rally to problematize teacher identity; this identity must be 

re-articulated and redefined through innovative teacher education programs that centre 

race and social location as the grounding principal of pedagogy. Dialogue and solidarity 

between Indigenous and racialized students as pedagogy and resistance to colonial 

hegemony is possible where safe spaces are facilitated, in schools where pillars of 

neutrality, neoliberalism, meritocracy and colour-blindness are problematized and 

unpacked.  

 Dialogue is essential to the ‘self-recognition’ and empowerment Coulthard refers 

to, where shared traumas and solidarity through dialogue is the starting point of ‘turning 

away’ (Coulthard, 2014) from the racial contract (Mills, 2007) of white privilege and white 

supremacy that education as an institution of the colonial state operates.   

Conclusion 

 Solidarity and allyship between Indigenous and racialized students in education as 

pedagogy is an imperative aspect of decolonizing the settler-colonial ‘racial contract’ of 

the education system (Mills & Pateman, 2007). Dialogue as ‘decolonial praxis’ (Fanon, 

1952) in education cannot be limited to certain classrooms at specific times; it must be part 

of the decolonization of teacher identity, policy, school board hiring practices and a 

reconceptualization and counter-narrative of citizenship and belonging in the settler-

colonial state. Decolonization through solidarity and allyship of colonized bodies 

emplaced on the settler-state must take its first step with the acknowledgment of the 

ongoing neo-colonial domination of Indigenous peoples on Turtle Island.  
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