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Everyday Decolonization: Living
a Decolonizing Queer Politics

SARAH HUNT
Scholar-in-Residence, Nanaimo, British Columbia, Canada

CINDY HOLMES
Faculty of Health Sciences, Simon Frazer University, Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada

This article is a joint exploration of what decolonization looks like
in everyday interactions within our partnerships, families, and
friendships on unceded Coast Salish territories. Stories from the
authors—two cisgender queer women, one of whom is Indigenous
and one of whom is a White settler—highlight intimate practices
of allyship and decolonization that are often made invisible when
activism is seen as only taking place in “public” spaces such as
community coalitions. The tensions and possibilities within these
intimate geographies of allyship comprise a decolonial queer praxis
that is materialized in the spatial relations of our homes and fam-
ilies.

KEYWORDS Indigenous, Two-Spirit, queer, family, ally, decolo-
nization, settler colonialism

THE POLITICS OF EVERYDAY DECOLONIZATION: STARTING
WHERE WE STAND

Today we awoke on the unceded lands of the Coast Salish1 peoples and went
about our days as two queer activist-scholars living on these stolen lands. The
rhythm of today, like every day we have lived here on Turtle Island,2 is made
possible through the historic and ongoing processes and ideologies of colo-
nialism. Importantly, it is also made possible through ongoing and persistent
resistance to colonialism. Sarah, a member of the Kwagiulth community of
the Kwakwaka’wakw nation (called the Kwakiutl band by the Canadian gov-
ernment), lives with her girlfriend in a small apartment in Lkwungen territory,
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Everyday Decolonization 155

now known as Victoria, British Columbia. She is involved in anti-violence ed-
ucation, sex worker rights solidarity, local Indigenous arts, and has recently
completed her Ph.D. focused on law and colonial violence. When she is not
writing or at community events, Sarah spends time with her mom, who is
of European ancestry, and her girlfriend, who came to Canada 25 years ago
as a refugee from Poland. Cindy, a White settler of Scottish, Irish, and En-
glish heritage who grew up on the traditional territory of the Attawandaron
people in Guelph, Ontario, lives with her White butch/genderqueer partner
of twenty-five years and their eleven-year-old gender creative child,3 in the
territories of the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh people in the city
known as Vancouver, British Columbia. Cindy is an academic researcher and
instructor, who is active in various anti-violence, health, and social justice
movements. As a White middle-class queer parent and academic, she also
moves within diverse spaces and communities that do not always readily
embrace or embody the politics of these social justice movements. As two
differently located queer cisgender women committed to decolonial and
queer politics, we both engage in daily conversations and actions that seek
to make space for ourselves, our families, and our partners in the context
of a racist, homophobic, transphobic, and heteronormative patriarchy con-
ditioned through colonialism. Part of this involves asking critical questions
about non-Indigenous queer and trans claims for safe space, rights, and be-
longing in the context of ongoing colonial dispossession. Our daily realities,
unfolding on these unceded lands on which we live, are the starting point
for our investigation of the politics of everyday decolonization.

Although the concept of decolonization has been taken up by critical
scholars working in a range of disciplines in recent years, including queer
theory, examinations of settler colonialism often remain peripheral to the-
orizations of queer rights and gender and sexuality more broadly (Smith,
2010b). Queer and Two-Spirit4 Indigenous people have long written about
the necessity for anti-colonial struggles and queer rights to be investigated as
inherently linked in social justice movements. Yet what does decolonization
look and feel like, what does it entail, in our daily actions as queer women?
What is decolonization beyond something to aspire to as allies to Indigenous
struggles for self-determination or as Indigenous queers who want to align
various aspects of our Two-Spirit identities?

Before entering the academy, we both worked for many years in
community-based contexts where our understanding and analyses of colo-
nialism and decolonization grew out of front-line anti-violence and anti-
poverty work. In our academic research and teaching, as an Indigenous
queer scholar working on issues of colonial violence, and a White queer
scholar working on issues of violence in the lives of women and LGBTQ2S5

people, we have integrated analyses of colonialism and anti-racist poli-
tics. Yet inspired by our community-based work, we also know firsthand
the importance of lived, embodied and interpersonal engagement with
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156 S. Hunt and C. Holmes

decolonization in our everyday lives, rather than only academic reflection on
these themes. Thus, this article is a joint exploration of what decolonization
entails in the intimate spaces of daily life, particularly moments with family
members and close friends.

In this article, we investigate questions about the nature of decolonial
processes within our daily lives. We have chosen to center our investiga-
tion of decolonization at the level of interpersonal relationships, families
and homes in order to highlight the intimate and everyday practices of
allyship and decolonization that are often made invisible when we focus
solely on social action strategies taking place in more “public” spaces such
as community coalitions. Our methodology of allyship in this article centers
relational knowledge production, conversation, dialogue, and personal sto-
rytelling. While some might refer to this as auto-ethnography, we choose
to utilize storytelling as a methodology with significance in Indigenous (Ko-
vach, 2010), decolonial (Smith, 1999) and feminist and queer (Ristock, 2002)
forms of knowledge production. This article was written through a process
of dialogue and storytelling between us, about everyday decolonization in
our personal lives. We believe that our daily interactions with one another
as Indigenous and non-Indigenous queer people across these relational ge-
ographies of allyship provide numerous possibilities for furthering decolonial
efforts upon these lands that continue to be colonized.

DECOLONIZING AND QUEERING PRAXIS:
OUR USE OF THESE TERMS

We view “decolonization” and “queering” as active, interconnected, critical,
and everyday practices that take place within and across diverse spaces and
times. While queer is often used as an identity category or umbrella term for
non-normative sexual and gender identities, it emerged as a critique of es-
sentialist constructs and identity politics. As a verb, queer is a deconstructive
practice focused on challenging normative knowledges, identities, behav-
iors, and spaces thereby unsettling power relations and taken-for-granted
assumptions. Queerness is then less about a way of “being,” and more about
“doing,” and offers the potential for radical social critique.

A decolonial queer politic is not only anti-normative, but actively en-
gages with anti-colonial, critical race and Indigenous theories and geopo-
litical issues such as imperialism, colonialism, globalization, migration, neo-
liberalism, and nationalism (Oswin, 2008; Morgensen, 2011; Driskill, 2011;
Dakin, 2012; Smith, 2010b). This politic seeks to queer White settler colo-
nialism and the colonial gender and sexual categories it relies on—to render
it abnormal, to name it and make it visible in order to challenge it (Riggs,
2010). Some scholars and activists have described this as “coalitional queer
politics,” “queer intersectionality,” and/or “postcolonial queer.” These terms
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Everyday Decolonization 157

critique “politics of inclusion” and depoliticized articulations of intersection-
ality that ignore hierarchical power relations and reinscribe White, colonial,
gender, and sexual norms. This is also referred to as “queer of color cri-
tique” to foreground the theories and activism of LGBTQ2S people of color
and Indigenous people and that examines the interlocking nature of race,
sexuality, and gender.

Yet the writing and activism of queer Indigenous scholars and commu-
nity leaders, particularly women, often go unacknowledged within critical
queer scholarship, and in some queer of color critique as well. For over three
decades, Indigenous lesbian and Two-Spirit women authors such as Beth
Brant (1994), Chrystos (1988; 1995), and Paula Gunn Allen (1986) have illus-
trated through their poetry, essays, and fiction, the interlocking nature of het-
eronormativity and settler colonialism, the history of Indigenous lesbian and
Two-Spirit resistance and the tensions and possibilities of coalition building
between non-Indigenous LGBTQ and Indigenous communities. For Sarah,
and likely for other Indigenous queer women, their writing has been central
to finding a sense of community and identity. Their stories, poetry, and cre-
ative nonfiction constitute “theories for decolonizing the body and mind as
well a queer theory itself” (Burford, 2013, p. 168), yet their analysis and lead-
ership are often marginalized within both LGBTQ and Indigenous scholar-
ship, including in accounts of contemporary Two-Spirit community-building.

Further, decolonization has been taken up in theoretical terms within
postcolonial theory or other academically based knowledges, but is fre-
quently disconnected from the place-based nature of ongoing colonialism
in the lands and communities in which we live. We follow Tuck and Yang
(2012) in observing that conversations using the language of decoloniza-
tion often make no mention of Indigenous knowledge or peoples, nor any
recognition of the immediate context of settler colonialism on the lands
where these conversations take place. This is as true in the context of queer
activism as it is in other social justice circles. Here, writing in the Canadian
context, we take decolonization to be inherently connected to the lands,
lives, histories, and futures of the Indigenous peoples of Turtle Island, as
“decolonization, and the Indigenous knowledges that sustain it, are diverse
and, due to the embedded nature, unique to particular contexts and geogra-
phies” (Sium, Desai, & Ritskes, 2012, p. ii).

INTIMATE GEOGRAPHIES OF ALLYSHIP: THE HOME, FAMILY,
AND FRIENDSHIP

In writing about the everydayness of decolonization, we acknowledge that
Indigenous peoples’ resistance to colonialism has unfolded in daily acts of
embodying and living Indigeneity, honoring longstanding relationships with
the land and with one another. While large-scale actions such as rallies,
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158 S. Hunt and C. Holmes

protests and blockades are frequently acknowledged as sites of resistance,
the daily actions undertaken by individual Indigenous people, families, and
communities often go unacknowledged but are no less vital to decolonial
processes. As scholar-activists, we ask how we might locate our solidarity
within and across various family and community spaces, rather than only
in more visible activist sites. In doing so, we also value the quiet, rela-
tional processes of change that are necessary for non-Indigenous queers,
and all non-Indigenous people who seek to align themselves with Indige-
nous struggles. Here, we connect these relational decolonial processes to
queer, Two-Spirit and trans solidarity, resistance to heteronormativity and
cisnormativity, locating these intersections in practices of decolonizing and
queering the intimate geographies of the family and the home. The stories,
conflicts, tensions, celebrations and connections inherent in these processes
are at the heart of the conversations through which this article was written.

For decades, individuals and communities have been developing diverse
approaches to the politics and practices of solidarity and coalition work
for social justice within and across the space of the home and the street.
These approaches are shaped by the different contexts and spaces in which
they occur, as underlying political and social dynamics shape definitions of
“home” and “public” spaces.

In her now famous speech about the challenges of coalitional politics,
African-American feminist and musician Bernice Johnson Reagon (1983) ar-
gued it was critical to make a distinction between home and coalition:

Coalition work is not work done in your home. Coalition work has to
be done in the streets. And it is some of the most dangerous work you
can do. And you shouldn’t look for comfort. Some people will come to
a coalition and they rate the success of the coalition on whether or not
they feel good when they get there. They’re not looking for a coalition;
they’re looking for a home! (p. 359)

Reagon criticized feminists (primarily White and lesbian feminists) for
trying to create homogeneous “safe” spaces based on narrow identity pol-
itics, arguing instead that it was necessary to move outside of the comfort
zones of sameness and to practice solidarity in uncomfortable places includ-
ing the streets. Although written in 1981, Reagon’s speech is cited in current
discussions about allyship in Canada on the topic of Indigenous–settler soli-
darity.6

We agree with Reagon’s call to strengthen coalitions across differences,
but also see the importance of practices of allyship, activism, and decolo-
nization that happen within and across intimate geographies of the home,
the family, and between friends and lovers. In the examples that follow, we
discuss solidarity across lines of race, gender and age in our own families,
pointing out that Reagon’s assumption that homes are spaces of comfort
and ease due to shared politics, history or identity may not be true for
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Everyday Decolonization 159

everyone. We want to draw attention to the tensions that exist between
allyship that is conceptualized as visible/invisible, public/private, or taking
place in the home/street but to also explore the connections between these
spaces, relationships, and identities as well as the ways in which they rely
on one another.

Within our own families, we have found solidarity across difference
to hold great possibility for enacting a decolonial queer praxis. And yet
we acknowledge there are multiple meanings and experiences of home
on unceded land in the context of ongoing colonialism. In many contexts
“the family home” may not a place of comfort and refuge, but may be a
site of oppression, violence, and surveillance; for example, the heterosexual
or cisgender family home for LGBTQ2S people, or non-Indigenous foster
homes for Indigenous children. However, as we discuss here, family homes
can also be sites of resistance, critical dialogue, support, and allyship.

BEYOND COLONIAL DICHOTOMIES: EMBRACING “BOTH/AND”

In this section, we discuss the relationship between colonialism and the
perpetuation of dichotomous and binary thinking, highlighting the ways in
which Indigenous knowledge and ways of being continually resist and dis-
rupt this, including spaces of allyship and conceptualizations of gender and
sexuality. Colonialism is, at its heart, a project intent on the erasure of In-
digenous peoples. Colonial policies imposed sociolegal categories that were
defined and managed in ways that were intended to lead to fewer and fewer
Native people over time. Inherent in this project of erasure was the imposi-
tion of a binary system of gender which simultaneously imposed Indigenous
rights and status along heterosexual lines and suppressed Indigenous sys-
tems of gender that went far beyond the gender binary. Yet Indigenous
queers persisted. Decolonization involves actively challenging or disrupting
systems of knowledge that do not fully account for the lives of Indigenous
people, queer and trans people, and many others whose lives are erased
through epistemic and material violence (Hunt, forthcoming). We suggest
that this decolonization is already active in embodiments of Indigeneity and
queer gender and sexuality, yet this ongoing resistance to colonialism often
goes unseen within queer spaces. Accounting for Indigenous expressions
of gender and sexuality requires acknowledging that the ongoing colonial
categorization of Indigenous peoples and their identities is integral to the
denial of Indigenous self-determination.

Indigenous languages contain within them place-specific terminology
that reflects the spiritual, social, and political position of variously gendered
people within individual nations. Recalling these diverse systems of gender
pushes at the limits of the English language (Driskill, Finley, Gilley and
Morgensen, 2011). However, many queer and trans Indigenous people now
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160 S. Hunt and C. Holmes

use the term Two-Spirit to express what are a varied and complex array
of gender and sexual identities rooted in Indigenous worldviews and lived
experience. The term is not intended to mark a singular identity category,
but is an indigenously defined pan-Native North American term that refers
to a diversity of Indigenous LGBTQ identities, as well as culturally specific
non-binary expressions of gender (Thomas & Jacobs, 1991).

While Two-Spirit people are increasingly becoming recognized, and thus
“included” within queer communities, the deeply colonial nature of catego-
rizing Indigenous people often goes unacknowledged. Simply adding Two-
Spirit to the list of LGBTQ fails to fully account for the underlying systems of
power and knowledge that continue to shape possibilities for solidarity be-
tween queer and Indigenous communities. For Two-Spirit people, addressing
homophobia and transphobia is integrally connected to confronting broad
systems of colonial power, which work to erase Indigenous ontologies of
gender and sexuality. In particular, decolonizing strategies of LGBTQ com-
munities could focus on strengthening knowledge of local Indigenous gen-
der and sexual identity practices, building knowledge of both contemporary
and historic Two-Spirit issues on the lands in which we live. Strengthening
relationships with Indigenous queer, trans and Two-Spirit people at a local
level would enable queer organizations and individuals to ground their de-
colonial efforts in ongoing political activities defined by Indigenous peoples
themselves. Without grounding decolonial strategies in the immediacy of In-
digenous and Two-Spirit peoples’ daily lives at a local level, decolonization
can become disconnected from the ongoing everyday manifestations of colo-
nial power. It is the process of strengthening these relationships in everyday
decolonial strategies at a local level that we aim to highlight in this article,
and that we hope to make more visible by sharing our own processes of
relational learning within the context of our friendship and collaboration.

Indigenous people, people of color and White settler allies working
from decolonial and/or intersectional frameworks, have emphasized the im-
portance of embracing a “both/and” conceptual and political stance for un-
derstanding contexts, spaces, identities, and multiple forms of interlocking
oppressions and violence as a way of resisting the “either/or” dichotomous
thinking of colonial Euro-Western paradigms (Armstrong, 1995; Ristock &
Timbang, 2005; Smith, 1999). Similarly, the term Two-Spirit has been used
to reflect the identities of Indigenous people who embody both masculine
and feminine spirits and qualities within Indigenous knowledge paradigms
which do not operate through dichotomous systems.

QUESTIONS/PRACTICES/TENSIONS OF ALLYSHIP
IN QUEER FAMILIES

Having discussed our thoughts about what elements comprise the foun-
dation of our everyday decolonization praxis, which arose within our
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Everyday Decolonization 161

methodologies of allyship and storytelling, we now turn our attention to
examining allyship within our own relationships, focused primarily on our
families. We have chosen stories that raise questions and tensions, in order
to center the dynamic, messy quality of relationships among individuals
who are engaged in processes of unsettling dominant power dynamics and
colonial ideologies. The material reality of colonial dispossession is often
overlooked in conversations in non-Indigenous queer and trans communities
about creating a sense of home and safety in these lands. Thus, we choose
to foreground these tensions in our conversation about decolonial queer
geographies of allyship. We first discuss friendships and intimate relation-
ships as spaces in which allyship can be fostered (de Leeuw, Cameron, &
Greenwood, 2012) within the everyday engagements of a decolonial queer
praxis, and then share some specific examples of allyship in our families.

Friendships can provide opportunities for enacting allyship and a de-
colonial queer praxis, while raising questions about reciprocity and account-
ability across axes of difference. Our friendship developed initially within
the context of our scholarly work, but it was deepened through conversa-
tions that made clear our mutual interests in issues of violence, power, and
colonialism. We also shared involvement in queer and social justice circles
in Coast Salish territories, and developed several collaborations, which al-
lowed both our personal connection, and academic collaborations to deepen.
Thus, our friendship developed through undertaking collaborative action to
foster cross-cultural conversation about colonialism, violence, gender, and
space, rather than just acknowledging these shared interests on an intellec-
tual level. Through these connections, Sarah and her partner also developed
a friendship with Cindy’s daughter—an intergenerational friendship of soli-
darity that honors and celebrates her daughter’s nonconforming gender ex-
pression and identity. This desire to do something or to be changed through
shared experience and knowledge is emphasized by Jeanette Armstrong’s
(1995) statement: “there’s no point in sharing this with you, if it’s only going
to excite you for a day and then you go your way. You’re wasting my time
and your time. If you’re willing to do something I’m willing to talk with
you” (p. 299).

Relatedly, Sarah de Leeuw, Emilie Cameron, and Margo Greenwood
(2012) emphasize the importance of relationships in Indigenous systems of
knowledge and practice, framing their cross-cultural friendship as one space
in which critical interrogation can contribute to decolonizing their geographic
praxis as researchers. Friendships such as these require developing trust and
communication across differences, challenging one another, and creating sol-
idarity with one another. However, friendships can also be spaces in which
the tensions of confronting colonialism and White privilege can necessarily
arise as “a medium through which dominant sociocultural ideas are at once
contested and reproduced” (emphasis in original) (Bunnell et al., 2012, p.
492). Bunnell et al. (2012) make the point that “friendships require .. .ac-
tive, ongoing and necessarily reciprocal work” (p. 493), but allyship within
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162 S. Hunt and C. Holmes

friendships does not always require reciprocity on the part of the individ-
ual who is socially marginalized. Instead, we suggest that allyship requires
accountability on the part of members of the dominant group and is not
predicated on reciprocity by those who are marginalized.

Intimate relationships with partners or lovers raise a different set of
questions about enacting decolonial practices across axes of race, gender,
class, sexuality, and so on. As cisgender queer women, we have been in
intimate relationships with genderqueer and trans partners in which we
have enacted allyship by providing intimate support and care for partners
encountering transphobia and heteronormativity in daily life. This requires
undertaking self-education and self-reflection, particularly as our intimate
relationships are spaces of reciprocal support in a different way than our
friendships.

However, for Indigenous people, intimate partnerships are also spaces
in which questions of colonialism and White privilege can arise. For Sarah,
decolonizing queer relationships requires that her partner undertake some
form of self-reflection on their role as an ally to her work in Indigenous com-
munities and the personal toll this work can take. Important work has been
done on the role of SOFFAs (Significant Others, Friends, Family and Allies
of Trans People) in relation to cisgender allyship with trans people (Cook-
Daniels, n.d.), and some recent work has begun to address the roles and
responsibilities of White settler queer and trans people to Indigenous queer,
trans, and Two-Spirit people as an urgent issue of concern for queer and
trans communities (Riggs, 2010; Morgensen, 2011). However, there remains
a disturbing lack of commitment by White settlers to challenging racism and
colonialism in queer and trans communities (including within friendships
and intimate relationships) and practicing a politics of accountability to In-
digenous people and people of color. A decolonial queer praxis requires
that we continue to ask why these questions are marginal to discussions of
allyship in queer relationships. Additionally, in the context of their relation-
ships, White settler queer and trans people can challenge one another to
think about how issues such as home ownership and parenting can become
spaces to think through a decolonial queer politic.

Within her own family, Sarah has experienced being Indigenous and
being queer with the support and understanding of her White, heterosex-
ual single mom. She did not grow up thinking her Indigeneity was separate
from her family, but was indeed integrally connected to her relationship with
her mom who played an important role in educating her about histories of
colonialism and resistance. Sarah’s mom was involved in political activism
and community organizing long before she met Sarah’s dad. She spent a
number of years supporting the work of Indigenous women who were try-
ing to change the Indian Act so their Indian status no longer hinged on
whom they married. It was in relationship with her mom that Sarah de-
veloped her identity as Indigenous, mixed-race, and as an activist, as she
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Everyday Decolonization 163

taught Sarah about colonialism, social justice, and definitions of community
that were not rooted in identity politics but in everyday actions. Importantly,
at a young age, Sarah had opportunities to think about reconciling her In-
digenous identity and heritage with her European settler heritage. Sarah also
visited her dad at his home in Victoria where she witnessed him practicing
their culture as a master carver. His decolonial teachings were different than
those practiced by her mom, as he continued to create Indigenous culture
through his artwork, participating in potlatches and speaking about their
history and current politics.

When she was 14, Sarah and her mom moved to a mobile home on
the traditional territories of the Songhees people, now called the Songhees
Indian reserve. As a mixed-heritage Indigenous person living with her White
mom, Sarah occupied a hybrid space in this community. Here, Sarah saw, and
continues to see, her mother’s solidarity politics unfold in how she enacts her
relationships. She is involved in the ongoing hustle and bustle of life in this
community, baking brownies for loonie-toonie fundraisers,7 bringing food
to families in mourning when a loved one is lost, attending cultural events,
and visiting regularly with her neighbors. During fishing season, neighbors
stop in front of her home to drop off salmon for her. Kids come by with care
packages when she is sick. As an Indigenous person, Sarah has come to value
these everyday actions as a true measure of her mom’s respectful approach
to living as a non-Indigenous person within a mostly native community. It
is in these intimate acts of reciprocity that her relationships of allyship are
formed. Importantly, these relationships unfold in the context of her ongoing
self-education about colonialism, Indigenous culture, history, and resistance
that inform her acts of allyship with her daughter.

Sarah’s mom has also been an important queer ally, both to Sarah and
to her partner. She has attended many gay pride parades and other queer
community events, actively participating in these spaces even without Sarah’s
presence. However, the allyship is not just one way, as Sarah also demon-
strates allyship with her single mother, who raised Sarah while struggling to
make ends meet. These dynamics of solidarity across their interconnected
identities and positionalities are central to putting a decolonizing politic
into practice in their relationship. Sarah has invited her mom to collabo-
rate on an article about her mother’s work at a residential school during
her twenties. Challenging assumptions about what allyship looks like, this
collaboration involves Sarah, as an Indigenous academic, using her educa-
tional skills and privilege to facilitate her mother reflecting on her time at a
residential school as a non-Indigenous woman. Sarah sees this as enacting
her decolonial politics as an Indigenous person, exposing rarely heard per-
spectives on the colonial spaces of residential schools while confronting the
assumptions about power relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
people. However, the collaboration also requires that they navigate around
complex questions of power, colonialism, voice, and identity in recalling
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164 S. Hunt and C. Holmes

what is a painful and difficult time both for Sarah’s mom personally and for
Indigenous peoples. These emotional conversations can be sites of change,
growth, and strengthened understanding.

In reflecting on allyship and decolonization, Cindy is aware that the
very act of telling “White settler stories of allyship” is always fraught with
tensions, given that White settler narratives of good intentions and benevo-
lence have been a historical foundation of White settler identity formation
(Srivastava, 2005; Regan, 2010). How can White queers talk about allyship
without positioning themselves as better than other White queers, or with-
out perpetuating narratives that maintain White supremacy by propping up
White settlers as benevolent saviors of the “oppressed other”? While sharing
stories of the everyday practices of White settlers resisting White supremacy
may be a necessary part of decolonization, it is not a neutral or uncompli-
cated process.

For Cindy, practices of allyship in her family are not only within
relationships across differences (in the case of being a cisgender ally to her
gender nonconforming child and partner, or her White, heterosexual parents’
allyship to her and other LGBTQ people) but also practices of allyship that
involve resisting White settler colonialism and racism, for example as a White
parent raising a White child, and in relationships with other White extended
family members. Since welcoming their child into the world, Cindy and her
partner have consciously tried to parent from what might be called “a critical
social justice framework” that makes connections between multiple systems
of domination. Early on, they talked about their vision for their family and
how they wanted to live their anti-racist feminist and queer politics as par-
ents. At the core of their parenting philosophy is a commitment to promoting
critical literacy for social justice within their family, including conversations
that raise questions to help their daughter develop critical thinking skills
about the world around her with a focus on issues of equity and justice. An
analysis about White supremacy and the history of colonialism in Canada
is central to these conversations, which take place around the kitchen
table, on their way home from school, or while reading stories together.
Together, Cindy’s family discusses age-appropriate questions that disrupt
the dominant White settler mythology about Canada and what this means
for them as White settlers today—rejecting what Taiaiake Alfred (2010) calls
the “self-congratulatory version of Canadian history” and “the benevolent
peacemaker myth” that form the basis of settler identity (p. ix). It necessarily
involves having ongoing conversations that challenge the pervasive colonial
narratives about “thanksgiving,” “Canada Day,” and “explorers,” bringing a
critical and decolonial lens to examining news media, books, toys, music,
films, and more. It also involves having conversations with children that
help illuminate the connections between colonialism and the enforcement
of a hetero/cisnormative gender binary such as through discussion of the
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Everyday Decolonization 165

way Euro-colonial gender hierarchies were imposed on all Indigenous
children at residential schools, as well as the histories of Two-Spirit people.

Practicing decolonial allyship within a White settler queer family, also
means deepening an understanding of the way colonial narratives may be
embedded within “social justice,” “intersectional,” or “critical literacy” dis-
courses and practices despite their claim to do the opposite. For example,
it has been important to Cindy that the story her daughter hears (and tells)
about Indigenous people in Canada, is not only a story of oppression but
also of resistance and resilience. She has sought out children’s books written
by Indigenous authors that center Indigenous knowledge, community, and
resistance such as Secret of the Dance (Spalding & Scow, 2006), a story told
from the point of view of a Kwakwaka’wakw boy whose family defied the
British Columbia government by holding a forbidden potlatch. And yet, she
remains concerned that the stories of land theft, poverty, the ongoing trau-
matic effects of residential schools, and the colonial policies and laws that
deny Indigenous sovereignty, are more central in her daughter’s understand-
ing of Indigenous people than stories of resilience and strength. Similarly,
she is troubled by the way these conversations may re-center Whiteness by
focusing on the “oppression of the other” without sustained examination of
how Whiteness is produced or how colonialism shapes their sense of self as
White settlers. Cindy and her partner recognize the importance of not only
making Whiteness visible to themselves as White queer people, but regularly
discussing how they are implicated.

In conversations with her daughter about their family heritage, Cindy
tries to hold the tension of honoring their ancestors while clearly naming
their family’s role in colonization as some of the early European coloniz-
ers. For example, three years ago her eight-year-old daughter initiated this
conversation:

K: I love you Mommy.

C: I love you too.

K: Do you love everyone in our family?

C: Of course! I love you, Mum, Rosebud, Nana, all of our aunts, un-
cles, cousins, nephews, and our friends who are family to us, like Aunt
Caroline.

K: And our ancestors?

C: Oh yes! I love our ancestors too.

K: Well not all of them . . . we don’t love our England ancestors who
came over here and did the whole stealing the land from the Aboriginal
people.
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166 S. Hunt and C. Holmes

C: Oh . . . those ancestors. Umm, right. Well, that’s a really good question.
Do we love people who do things that are wrong? Could we hate what
they did, but love the people?

K: Well, I’m not sure. I care about the Aboriginal people and what hap-
pened to them.

C: I do too. That’s a really interesting and important question you are
asking.

K: Yeah.

C: It’s not easy to figure that out, is it?

K: No, it isn’t.

Recently, this conversation about their family’s role in settler colonialism
surfaced while working on a school project to create a family tree. As Cindy
and her daughter talked about their English, Irish, Scottish ancestors who
came to Turtle Island in the early-to-mid 1800s, her daughter struggled again
with the painful reality of their intimate connection to this violent history.
She said: “I don’t like to think of them as my family. What they did was
horrible. Why did they do that?” For Cindy and her partner, it is important to
make space for these and other uncomfortable conversations as a necessary
part of resisting racial amnesia (Razack, 2002) and the familiar White settler
narratives of innocence and denial of conquest and genocide, and thus
moving toward White settler practices of accountability to Indigenous people
and people of color in Canada.8 Throughout this process, Cindy also tries to
acknowledge to her daughter that she does not always have “the answer,”
makes mistakes, and is going through an ongoing unsettling, unlearning
process alongside her. As Paulette Regan (2010) reminds us: “Settler stories
as counter narratives that create decolonizing space are both interior and
relational. As such, they require us to risk revealing ourselves as vulnerable
‘not knowers’ who are willing to examine our dual positions as colonizer-
perpetrators and colonizer-allies” (p. 28).

Another necessary yet uncomfortable family conversation is the way
they benefit from past and present White settler colonialism, which has
allowed them to buy property on stolen Coast Salish land. Although referring
to oneself as a “visitor” on unceded and traditional Coast Salish territories
does acknowledge that the land belongs to Indigenous peoples, it also can
mask the reality that Cindy’s family benefits materially from owning land and
this ability to buy land is directly related to other forms of prior land theft
of her White settler ancestors (and her partner’s) that date back to the early
1800s in the territories of the Six Nations of the Grand River and the Saugeen
Ojibway Nation. Engaging in critical dialogue about these issues within their
family and community (including asking how we can address accountability
at a material level) is an important part of everyday decolonization.
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Everyday Decolonization 167

But critical self-reflexive conversations among White family members
around the kitchen table are insufficient on their own. Once again, this
highlights the importance of embracing a “both/and” approach to allyship
that honors the intimate and often invisible practices of decolonization in
home and family spaces, but connects them with other acts of solidarity with
Indigenous people taking place across much wider sociospatial contexts as
well. Participating in public rallies, marches, and direct actions supporting In-
digenous sovereignty, attending Indigenous art exhibits, visiting Indigenous
cultural centers, signing petitions, writing letters, making monetary dona-
tions, and volunteering to support Indigenous initiatives are only a few of
the other forms of solidarity that must accompany acts of decolonial allyship
in the White queer settler family home. In this way, we can also see how
these geographies of allyship are relational.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS ON THE INTIMATE GEOGRAPHIES
OF ALLYSHIP

In this article, we have attempted to provoke thought and conversation that
challenges common understandings of allyship. We have not provided a clear
path or model for allyship, queering nor decolonization. Rather, we hope
to have exposed some of the tensions, dynamics, and unresolved questions
at the heart of decolonial processes in our everyday queer lives. Within the
spaces of our homes, families, and communities, we have opportunities to
develop long-term processes of challenging our assumptions about how we
perform queerness, Whiteness, Indigeneity, cisgender privilege, and a whole
range of other identities. We would like to conclude by highlighting that an
active engagement across geographies of allyship requires that we remain
open and flexible to shift the strategies and terms of our work with one
another. This is especially true within our intimate family relationships and
friendships with whom we move across various sociopolitical spaces and
contexts.

Drawing on the work of Jessica Danforth (2011), we ask how these
intimate geographies create meaningful opportunities to enact “consensual
allyship,” which requires ongoing dialogue and relationship-building. Dan-
forth writes “solidarity and allyship are great in theory but when imposed
they replicate the same oppression we’re resisting” (n.p.). This speaks to
the previously discussed importance of troubling White settler narratives
founded on good intentions, which have allowed settlers to overlook the
potentially harmful outcomes of their well-intentioned actions. These “good
intentions” can also be enacted within and across our closest relationships,
as we try to “protect” our loved ones from the violence of racist, transpho-
bic, or homophobic systems and interactions. In our daily movement within

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

H
ar

va
rd

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 0
5:

32
 1

3 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

5 



168 S. Hunt and C. Holmes

the intimate geographies of our relationships, we are challenged to avoid
speaking for our loved ones and our relatives without their consent while
also creating spaces in which we can be called on as allies when desired. As
an Indigenous person, Sarah is also continually challenged to find ways to
clarify how her friends and family members can enact decolonial allyship in
ways that feel positive. Cindy, on the other hand, is challenged to unmask
and unlearn White settler colonial ways of thinking and being in the world,
and to listen and learn from Indigenous people. In our own friendship, we
encourage one another to have conversations about appropriate forms of
allyship with our family members and friends, so that we are prepared to
act when needed. As the examples within our own families demonstrate,
consensual allyship in our homes and intimate relationships can provide
meaningful and important ways to put our decolonial queer politics into
action.

Thus, we want to end by raising questions about our own families
and relationships that we encourage others to raise in their everyday lives.
A decolonial queer praxis requires that we engage in the complexities of
re-orienting ourselves away from White supremacist logics and systems
and toward more respectful and accountable ways of being in relation to
one another and the lands we live on, while not appropriating Indigenous
knowledge. How do White settlers become informed by Indigenous world-
views and systems of knowledge while taking responsibility for White priv-
ilege and shifting power relations? These need to be seen as queer family
issues—questions we are compelled to discuss with one another.

We encourage the use of knowledge systems and methodologies that
are grounded in what Jeanette Armstrong refers to as “a complex holistic
view of interconnectedness that demands our responsibility to everything
we are connected to” (Armstrong, 2005, p. 13). Armstrong (1995) argues
that we must ask ourselves, “what, historically do we need to remember
and re-learn and re-teach and what are the values which go along with
that?” (p. 283). In Armstrong’s view, principles of non-aggression and non-
violence must be applied and we must learn to see, hear, think and act
differently (p. 298). As we undertake these processes of learning to do things
differently, opportunities exist for histories and processes of colonialism to be
linked with heterosexual and cisgender normativity, and to link the resistance
to these systems of power in our daily lives. For Indigenous people, the
imposition and institutionalization of racialized gender roles has meant the
loss not only of Two-Spirit traditions, but also of the spiritual, ceremonial, and
cultural significance of diverse gender roles within broader cultural systems.
As Sarah (forthcoming) has argued elsewhere, “the forced disappearance of
locally defined systems of gender is central to the settler project of native
disappearance” as gender plays a central role in understanding and defining
Indigenous peoples’ identities.
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Everyday Decolonization 169

Thus, we call on non-Indigenous queers to think about a politics of ac-
countability instead of a politics of inclusion, asking how we might perform
queerness differently within a decolonial praxis. Given that White supremacy
operates through multiple logics, our politics of accountability requires that
we examine the interlocking nature of these logics and the related com-
plicities, not only focusing on how we are oppressed (Smith, 2010a). We
encourage queer settlers to have more conversations about how they can
support decolonial and Indigenous resurgence efforts within their local com-
munities, not only in struggles for land rights and visible political actions,
but as linked explicitly with the resurgence of Indigenous systems of gender
and sexuality. We are not speaking here of taking up or appropriating these
roles, but creating stronger connections with queer Indigenous people within
local Indigenous communities and findings ways to support their particular
struggles for visibility and recognition.

As we write this article collaboratively, each in our homes on Coast
Salish territories, we are aware of the interpersonal, political, and colonial
dynamics that shape these intimate spaces we inhabit. The conversations
that facilitated the creation of this article were often challenging, confusing,
and dislocating as we struggled to find the language to link our decolonial
queer politics from our differing relationships to colonialism. These con-
versations confirmed the importance of embracing “both/and” approaches,
raising questions and openings for new ideas to emerge through the rela-
tionships we form between us. As we each wake up every day to create
our lives here on stolen lands, as queer cisgender women we aspire to cre-
ate homes in which critical actions and conversations are essential. Indeed,
homes are spaces where the intimacy among family members can open up
daily opportunities to “see, hear, think and act differently” (Armstrong, 1995)
as we redefine what it means to decolonize and to queer our homes, bodies,
and relationships.
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NOTES

1. The Coast Salish are a network of linguistically and culturally related Indigenous peoples of
the Pacific Northwest Coast whose territories extend throughout areas also known as British Columbia,
Canada and the Washington and Oregon states of the United States, including the marine area known
as the Salish Sea. The Coast Salish people are comprised of five related language groups: Squamish,
Hul’q’umin’um’, Nooksack, Northern Straits, and Clallam.

2. Turtle Island is an Indigenous term to refer to the land that was titled “North America” by
European colonizers. The term originates in the origin stories of Anishinaabeg peoples, but is now used
more widely among Indigenous communities.

3. Gender creative is one of many terms that describe “children whose gender identity and/or
gender expression differs from what others expect of their assigned (natal) sex. Others include ‘gender
independent’, ‘gender non-conforming’, ‘gender variant’, ‘transgender’, and in the case of Aboriginal
children ‘two-spirited”’ (Pyne, 2013). Cindy’s daughter prefers “gender creative” at this time.

4. The term Two-Spirit is used by some Indigenous people to describe the diverse roles and
identities of lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer, trans, and/or gender-fluid Indigenous people in North America.
At the 1990 International Gathering of American Indian and First Nations Gays and Lesbians, “Two-Spirit”
was chosen to move away from the anthropological term “berdache” in describing Native queer identities
and communities (Thomas and Jacbos, 1991).

5. LGBTQ2S is an umbrella category representing lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and
Two-Spirit people of diverse sexual orientations and gender identities. In some contexts an additional “T”
is used instead of “2S” to represent Two-Spirit. Although commonly used, we recognize that LGBTQ2S
can have a homogenizing effect blurring differences between gender identity and sexual orientation, and
erasing the specificities of power, marginalization, and/or privilege based on gender, race, class, ability,
and other forms of social location or identity.

6. For example, Readings for an Idle No More reading circle (http://allevents.in/events/idle-no-
more-discussion-and-reading-circle/407543285994360) and the course Centering Indigenous-Settler Soli-
darity in Theory and Research at the University of Toronto (Cannon, 2011).

7. Widely held among First Nations communities in BC, these fundraisers are an alternative to
auctions. The format involves purchasing tickets worth one or two dollars and using them to enter a
drawing for auction items, allowing people with very little money to have the possibility of winning.
The terms “Loonie” and “Toonie” are nicknames commonly used to refer to Canada’s one and two dollar
coins, respectively.

8. While writing, we considered a reviewer’s suggestion to complicate the narrative of “bad an-
cestors” by discussing histories of imperialism and economic hardship that led many of our European
settler ancestors to come to Turtle Island—histories both Cindy and Sarah discuss within their families.
However, we argue it is important to examine the effects of centering this story in a conversation about
white settler allyship and accountability to Indigenous people in Canada. When we interrupt the story
of Indigenous genocide, to complicate it with stories about the “original” hardship or oppression of the
white settlers in Europe, we have to ask how this may work in the service of White supremacy and
upholding the White settler mythology of innocence (Razack, 2002) regardless of whether this was the
intention or not.
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