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Theory is always a (necessary) detour on the way to something more important. 
–Stuart Hall, “The West and the Rest.”  

 
The Indigenous peoples who have survived European colonization and cognitive imperialism . . . 
. are ready to imagine and unfold postcolonial orders and society.–Marie Battiste, Introduction, 
Reclaiming Indigenous Voice and Vision. 

 
 
Introduction 

In the context of globalization and resurgent neo-colonialism, re-imagining co-operative research futures 

is both an opportunity and an obligation. The opportunity is to develop Co-operative Studies in 

distinctive and transformative ways that will help in negotiating many of the challenges, changes, and 
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controversies facing people in Canada today.  Though Canada’s record in the United Nations Human 

Development Index is an enviable one,1  the disparity in social health indicators between the Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal populations, for instance, threatens to erode capacities for community identification 

and collective action and hence the formation of social capital.2 This growing disparity is especially 

remarkable in the light of increased levels of formal mainstream education supplementing traditional 

knowledge in Aboriginal communities.3  In the face of such challenges as globalization, resource 

depletion (as in the East and West Coast Canadian fisheries), and environmental degradation, 

Aboriginal identities and aspirations need to be better understood and appreciated in the interests of a 

renewed and shared culture of possibility, of co-operation as effective alternative to competition and co-

optation alike.  Re-imagined Co-operative Studies can help realize new forms of multilateral coalition, 

capacity-building, and cohesion. The obligation, then, is to enrich current debate by revaluing Aboriginal 

knowledge and heritage; decolonizing theory and practice; and recognizing the benefits of committed, 

collaborative, cross-disciplinary, and cross-cultural research. Drawing on cultural, postmodern, and 

postcolonial studies, this essay rethinks categories and concepts in order to re-imagine and reconstruct 

co-operative research futures–not a matter of dream teams, casino capitalism, or commodity futures, 

but of plural, revitalized social relations and realities,  membership made meaningful, and “the co-

operative advantage” restated in ways that might reverberate more thoroughly and for more of the co-

operative community now.     

 Re-imagining co-operative research futures means investing in revisionary theory and history, 

recasting discursive practice, sharing the power to define, and remaking meanings and relationships. To 

be sure, this is easier said than done, but it is not hopelessly utopian. Re-imagining is not about the “free 
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play” of the imagination, about transcending the material conditions of possibility, but is always part of 

the scene of production. It is importantly connected to rationality–and to forms of reasoning that 

constitute something more than market rationality.  In line with Benedict Anderson,4 I see no alternative 

to re-imagining as a means of creating discursive, cognitive, and social space to resist dominant frames. 

And theoretical reflection is a critical part of the journey to new spaces, concepts, and identities. To this 

end, this essay focuses on Co-operative Studies as mode of inquiry and object of study, as agent and 

object of decolonizing, and proposes as key change agents co-operative intellectuals, a version of 

Antonio Gramsci’s “organic intellectuals,”5 democratizing expertise and dispensing knowledge that is 

rooted in communities and ecologies.  In pursuing a decolonizing agenda, the co-operative intellectual 

can promote notions of interdependence and develop membership as sustainable citizenship.  New 

coalition of the committed is needed to address a globalizing logic that would desocialize and delimit, 

reducing membership to acts of consumerism or economic investment. The essay aims to rethink terms 

and assumptions by underlining the situation of knowledge--its locations in particular intellectual, 

institutional, social, and cultural settings--and reflecting critically on what “we” take for granted. If new 

terms spawned by postmodernity can be unsettling, they can also be enabling so long as reflexivity, 

fluidity, indeterminacy, the death of the subject, and the so-called end of big stories do not license an 

enfeebling relativism, acquiescence, or post-oppositional fatalism.  Instead, postmodernism’s 

deconstructive, demystifying capacities and its revaluing of the local, the particular, and the different 

need to be harnessed to the reconstructive and remythologizing of postcolonial and cultural studies 

committed to agency, accountability, and action.6 Communication is, as James Carey argues, “a 

symbolic process whereby reality is produced, maintained, repaired, and transformed. . . . 
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Communication is . . . the basis of human friendship; it produces the social bonds . . . that tie men [sic] 

together and make associated life possible.”7 If things are not just the way they are, but are socially 

constructed, then we have the ability and obligation to change what humans and cultures created in the 

first place.  

Postmodern, Postcolonial, and Cultural Studies 

 Paradigm shifts–like that from the modern to the postmodern--have a habit of leaving elite 

interpretation in control, shifting from one orthodoxy to another, leaving the “lowly” with little capacity to 

define issues or determine fates.  In the recurrent shifts to an allegedly new world order,  traditional 

medicine or Indigenous knowledge, women’s, working class, or other alternative–and feminized--ways 

of knowing somehow get lost in the shuffle. So too co-operatives are nowhere to be seen in 

postmodernity, although their liminal status should fit well with the border crossing of a liminal 

postmodern age, as Brett Fairbairn argues.8  Despite postmodern claims about the end of history, the 

nation state, and the liberal subject, big stories persist in favouring the mainstream or central interests 

and reproducing inequalities, while mediating and restructuring our understanding of  natural and 

inevitable “realities” and our (in)capacities to act and intervene in changes (deregulation, monetarism, 

contingent labour, patterns of development and underdevelopment).  And despite claims about the “free 

play” of the postmodern imagination daring to envisage things otherwise, even our imaginings do not 

entirely escape such dominant frames of reference.  

 While postmodernity denies centrality to any activity or movement and therefore denies its 

capacity to contest power deriving from centrality, the postcolonial refuses to give up the centre, 

historicizes its privileges, and renegotiates in the interests of redistributive justice centre-periphery 
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relations that modernity has defined to the benefit of First World capital and economic individualism. 

The postcolonial is associated with multiple processes and products, diverse aspirations and 

applications, and a distinctive double gesture that marks a shift from the binary thinking of modernity 

(either/or) to the productive and processive logic of both/and–and with such related outcomes as 

political emancipation, cultural renewal, and justice for all. What postmodernity does is mistake the 

exposure of  pretensions to centrality for the achievement of democratic change and expanded access to 

economic levers. Where the postmodern dissolves pretension and promotes a permissive cultural 

carnival, the postcolonial, an agent of new solidarities, is principled and persistent in its commitment to 

agency, change, and enabling collective capacities. 

 If the colonial project depended massively on cultural capital at home and abroad, on the 

diffusion of Western binary thinking as the natural and neutral way of mapping and thus managing the 

world, attending to such cultural mediation has in recent decades proven a powerful means of rethinking 

discursive, conceptual, and other categories, intervening so as to open up new imaginary, institutional, 

social, political, and economic spaces. Cultural studies, refusing traditional distinctions between high and 

low culture, the centre and periphery, investigates social, economic, and political power structures that 

shape phenomena and endow them with meanings, value, and status. It is colonial presumption that 

these interdisciplinary initiatives probe, exposing what we have taken for granted, showing that the 

language we use, the stories we hear and retell, and the institutions (including educational ones) we 

inhabit are never neutral but materially shape how we experience and understand our identities and 

realities.  They have shown too how expert and increasingly professional disciplinary and other 

knowledge has legitimated structures of authority by undermining the legitimacy of local, experiential or 
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cultural knowledge. Such dominating structures of authority support and supplement military, economic, 

political, and legal means of persuading us that the way things are is natural and inevitable and could 

not–even should not--be otherwise. Postcolonial writers revalue differences in positive terms to 

reconstruct meanings and identities and demystify power structures in order to remythologize who we 

are and would like to be.    

 If postmodern thinkers have often focussed on European intellectual history and practice and 

been content to do no more than expose connections between language and power, knowledge and 

legitimacy, postcolonial theory has been a productive tool for the global redistribution of expertise, for 

liberating thinking and the voices and stories of those so long silenced within Western structures and 

canons of value   Postcolonial writers have been concerned to “speak back,” “write back,” or “research 

back” as subjects and not objects, as Maori scholar Linda Smith recommends, “re-centring” Indigenous 

identity and experience and “reclaiming history” to decolonize and “transform history into justice” with a 

view to “rewriting and rerighting” the position of Indigenous peoples.9 If the first phase of the 

postcolonial focused on territoriality and political independence of new or reconfigured nation states 

after World War II, the current phase is preoccupied with the intersecting domains of the social, 

cultural, and economic as well as with globalization and cyber-community and the dangers of these latter 

repeating the claims of discovery and empty territory (or terra nullius) to justify neo-colonial 

infractions. The postcolonial is an open forum that builds on connections as more than accident or 

entrenched illusion; it rehabilitates tradition and history while recognizing the temptations and dangers 

they represent as well as the stories vital to a sense of belonging and the kinds of formal and informal 

membership that attend it.    
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Globalization and Neo-Liberalism 

 Globalization, according to Zygmunt Bauman, is one of those vogue terms that pretend to a 

common sense transparency that belies their increasing opacity: “The more numerous are the orthodox 

truths they elbow out and supplant, the faster they turn into no-questions-asked canons.”  From 

Bauman’s point of view, globalization is a term that “divides as much as it unites–the causes of division 

being identical with those which promote the uniformity of the globe.”  It is a process whereby business, 

finance, and information become global, but freedom is unequally distributed across a globe where 

“localities are losing their meaning-generating and meaning-negotiating capacity” in the face of new 

canons of meaning-making and a new breed of absentee landlords.10  And, as international lawyer Amy 

Chua argues, the export of free markets as conduit to democracy destabilizes developing countries and 

induces ethnic conflict, bringing a politics with profound consequences for notions of membership in 

society.  And in applying a standard of absolutely unencumbered economic activity, the First World is 

imposing standards it itself never had to meet.11  Talking about the “Public Good” at an International 

Humanities Forum, Paul Martin, current candidate for leadership of the Liberal Party of Canada (and 

prime minister in waiting), has warned of the dangers of globalization becoming “another name for 

aggravated inequality.”12  In the economic rationalism of neo-liberalism, the extension of the rights and 

freedoms of the market have indeed eroded human rights, including the United Nations 1986 

Declaration on the Right to Development, on the right of people to be both participants and beneficiaries 

of development–and with especially devastating effects on women, children, and Indigenous peoples, 

their lands, and resources across the globe.13  Maori scholar Graham Hingangaroa Smith, for example, 

emphasizes “new forms of colonization” in the free-market economics of New Zealand that have left 
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Maori the “‘worst off’ group in New Zealand society,” while the “new free-market economy simply 

privileges the already privileged,” promotes the “competitive individual” and “consumer sovereignty,” 

and threatens a people whose “culture is centred on the values of sharing and cooperation that are 

embedded in tribal (iwi) and extended family (whanau) structures and responsibilities.”14 

 At a time when dissent is demonized and discourse impoverished inside and outside universities, 

the co-operative intellectual is especially vital. And it is to new kinds of intellectual and renewed co-

operation that French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu turns in his Acts of Resistance. For Bourdieu, the 

variously described “collective intellectual,” “critical intellectual,” or “committed intellectual,” help to 

“[win] back democracy from technocracy” not by neglecting but by unpacking cultural mediations--the 

discursive production of the naturalized or self-evident economic and other necessities--and hence 

neutralizing the effects of such forbidding fatalism.15 Collective intellectuals can neutralize mainstream 

privilege and presumption by enriching civil society and countering the hegemonic utterances of what 

Bourdieu calls “the new intellectuals” (akin to Gramsci’s “traditional intellectuals”) whose depleted 

discourse and preemptive strikes have obliterated the “public” in “the public good” in the name of the 

“minimal state” and facilitated a “return to individualism” that makes it all too easy to assign blame to the 

victims of industrial, social, political, and financial disasters. In recovering the political and legal choices 

that have severed the economic from the social and cultural, Bourdieu’s collective intellectuals expose 

the “justificatory myth”of “globalization” acting as “the main weapon in the battles against the gains of the 

welfare state” as well as neo-liberalism’s “very smart and very modern repackaging of the oldest ideas 

of the oldest capitalists” while dismissing “progressive thought and action as archaic”–a fate all too 

familiar to co-operators and Aboriginal peoples.16  
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 To counter globalizing economic logic that sees undue privilege or outmoded past in forms of 

social security, Bourdieu proposes “a new” and “critical internationalism” and “an economics of 

happiness” committed to a more inclusive and humane cost-benefit calculus. Determined not to 

substitute eurocentrism for “the wounded nationalisms of the old imperial nations,” Bourdieu looks to 

collective, committed, and critical intellectuals to fight “authority effect” with “authority effect” and draw 

on “collective research, interdisciplinary and international,” while devising new communications between 

academics and activists to create the conditions for effective mobilization without mystification. From 

Bourdieu’s point of view, “Social cohesion is as important a goal as stable exchange rates and social 

harmonization is the precondition for the success of a genuine monetary union.”17 

 Like John Stuart Mill in similarly challenging conditions in nineteenth-century England, looking to 

co-operatives as “school[s] of the social sympathies and the practical intelligence,”18 Bourdieu turns in 

the final chapter of his book to the only institutions he thinks capable of effecting change. In his relentless 

struggle against modes of domination such as the casualization of labour and the apparent unanimity 

deriving from the symbolic force of dominant discourse that underpins “flexploitation”--the 

“insecurity-inducing strategies” not of an “economic inevitability,” but of a “political will”--

Bourdieu identifies co-operatives among the only institutions--from the nation-state to “unions, societies 

and cooperatives”--capable of “obstructing the logic of the pure market” and mobilizing for change.19 

 Interestingly, political theorists Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri in the concluding chapter of 

their Empire (2000) likewise look to cooperation as a means of organizing political space against 

Empire in its currently globalizing character:  

As in all innovative processes, the mode of production that arises is posed against the conditions 
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from which it has to be liberated. The mode of production of the multitude is posed against 

exploitation in the name of labor, against property in the name of cooperation, and against 

corruption in the name of freedom.  It self-valorizes bodies in labor, reappropriates productive 

intelligence through cooperation, and transforms existence into freedom.  The history of class 

composition and the history of labor militancy demonstrates the matrix of these ever new yet 

determinate reconfigurations of self-valorization, cooperation, and political self-organization as 

an effective social project.20      

Importantly for Hardt and Negri, militant figures–something like the “militant agitator of the Industrial 

Workers of the World”–are educated through organizing: “Militants resist imperial command in a creative 

way. In other words, resistance is linked immediately with a constitutive investment in the biopolitical 

realm and to the formation of cooperative apparatuses of production  and community.”  Militancy 

“knows only an inside, a vital and ineluctable participation in the set of social structures, with no 

possibility of transcending them.  This inside is the productive cooperation of mass intellectuality and 

affective networks, the productivity of postmodern biopolitics.   This militancy makes resistance into 

counterpower and makes rebellion into a project of love. . . . This is a revolution that no power will 

control.”21  Here, the Foucaldian micro-biopolitics with which Empire begins22 is given a shot of (and at) 

a Du Boisian social intelligence–“intelligent co-operation” for the “common good”23--so as to redeem it 

from care of the fractured self and put it to work in social movements capable of achieving reasonable 

and desirable change beyond the ken of market rationality.      

Neo-Colonialism: Back in Indian Country 

 And new coalitions for change are surely needed in the context of corporate appropriations of 
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the discourses of co-operation in efforts to retrieve public trust lost to the likes of Enron, Andersen, and 

WorldCom and of the neo-colonialism of the Canadian government’s First Nations Governance Act (Bill 

C-7).  Federal Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern Development Robert Nault claims to “firmly 

believe” that “the institutions of good governance” can “close the gap” and allow for the successful 

participation of First Nations young people in “our economy.”24  Nault’s  Governance Act promises 

sweeping changes to the Indian Act with a view to enhancing financial accountability at the band level, 

while redirecting federal funding away from “overly political” organizations like the Assembly of First 

Nations (AFN),  making Aboriginal governance more “democratic,” and using education to move the 

Aboriginal agenda away from land claims and restitution for residential schooling to economic prosperity 

via participation in “mainstream” Canadian society. In a 6 May 2003 statement, Nault trivializes “pockets 

of resistance,” while claiming that the initiative “really arises from the aspirations of many First Nations 

people,” that the government relationship with “Grand Chief Matthew Coon Come” is not a measure of 

its relationship with First Nations people, and that “the AFN leadership is clearly out of synch with those 

of the people for whom they claim to speak.”  What is more, “Many First Nations people are too 

frightened to speak of their support of the Bill for fear of reprisals.” Nault presumes to expose the AFN 

position “for what it is: an aggressive lobby campaign . . . with an objective of maintaining the status quo 

for [the Chiefs’] own power base.”25 

 For his part, former Grand Chief Matthew Coon Come responds to media reports of the 

Minister spying on AFN activities: 

The Minister of Indian Affairs has a duty as an agent of the Crown to act in the best interests of 

First Nations and yet here he is using the power of his office to spy on us. . . . The Minister is 
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acting like we’re enemies of the state when in fact we’re trying to tell him what our people want 

and don’t want. He has cut our budget, refused to meet with us and now we find out he’s spying 

on us.  Where’s his accountability?  Where’s his transparency?  The Prime Minister must 

recognize he has a rogue Minister who is behaving unethically and contrary to his fiduciary duty.  

Canadians should not tolerate this kind of conduct and the Prime Minister should step in and take 

corrective measures.26 

Despite Nault’s claims to be in touch with First Nations aspirations, according to the AFN web site, of 

the 201 witnesses that testified before the Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs Public Hearings, 

191 were opposed and only 10 supported it. In the current case as in the past, for Aboriginal peoples, 

culture/state relations have been subsumed within Eurocentric understandings and applications of both 

terms, making Aboriginal peoples virtual or actual wards of the state. 

  And though the Canadian judiciary has in a series of landmark cases attempted to decolonize the 

law, they have done so without ever confronting the history of colonialism and the consequent 

constitutional inequality of Aboriginal peoples in Canada as itself the source of the “unbridgeable cultural 

difference” that is “codified in western law and in the popular imagination.”27 Deferring to mainstream 

expertise, the Courts reproduce old polarities and taxonomies of difference, attending to a singular and 

stable “Aboriginal perspective” that does little justice to the diversity of Aboriginal peoples. In the 

process, the law reproduces Aboriginal peoples as “the problem” while deflecting attention from 

persistently colonial legal thinking.  Instead of addressing a legal system imposed on Aboriginal peoples 

without consultation far less consent, the Court’s reticence about colonial history produces a public 

backlash facilitated by media simplifications about equality before the law, “race-based prison discount,” 



 13

“[a]n incomprehensible law, with judges turning cartwheels to explain it,” and talk of courts being “soft on 

native offenders” and “bias” that “does no favours for faith in the justice system.”28 

 In the context of such public ignorance and backlash, it is especially unfortunate that in the 2002 

Throne speech, the government is still working within “existing pilot programs” to “close the gap in life 

chances between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians” and reintroducing “legislation to strengthen 

First Nations governance institutions” rather than more creatively re-imagining new relationships so as to 

give real meaning to Canada’s “unique model of citizenship, based simultaneously on diversity and mutual 

responsibility.”29 Thus the government mediates its power and eschews its own responsibilities while 

giving the public permission not to know, to forget the colonial legacy of the “civilizing” mission of 

education, religion, and the law. At the same time as Canada’s Aboriginal peoples face such neo-colonial 

intervention and backlash, empire is itself being recuperated in mainstream British history and projected 

onto the United States whose status as an anti-imperialist republic seems more of a historical memory 

than a current reality.30  

 The co-operative intellectual can under the aegis of the Indigenous humanities “research back,” 

as Linda Smith advises,31 resist common sense constructions of essential and unbridgeable cultural 

differences dividing peoples, recover relations of solidarity, and revitalise the co-operative relations 

among Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples that characterized the early years of contact.  The 

Haudenosaunee Confederacy represent a view of difference that challenges colonial racist stereotypes: 

[W]hen your ancestors came to our shores, after living with them for a few years, observing 

them, our ancestors came to the conclusion that we could live togther in the same way inside the 

circle. . . . So our leaders at that time, along with your leaders, sat down for many years to try to 
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work out a solution.  This is what they came up with.  We call it Gus-Wen-Tah, or the two-row 

wampum belt.  It is on a bed of white wampum, which symbolizes the purity of the agreement . . 

. They said there will be three beads of wampum separating the two, and they will symbolize 

peace, friendship, and respect.32 

Bur the promise of “peace, friendship, and respect” remained unfulfilled before the imposition of colonial 

institutions such as the Indian Act that produced new discourses and relations of dependence, excluding 

Aboriginal peoples from active participation in Canadian nation-building financed by Aboriginal land, 

labour, and resources.33 It is here that the co-operative intellectual working with the Indigenous 

humanities can make a difference.34 

Indigenous humanities: A Co-operative Endeavour 

 Let me clarify what we mean by the Indigenous humanities. The very unfamiliarity of the 

Indigenous humanities as term and practice–a strategic catachresis, category mistake, or misnaming such 

as Gayatri Spivak welcomes as the limit of authority and the place of progressive change35--unsettles 

taken-for-granted mainstream thinking, routines, and presumptions about what counts for knowledge and 

expertise. In the name of the Indigenous humanities, new coalitions and capacity-building within and 

beyond the Native Law Centre of Canada, the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives, the colleges of 

Law, Commerce, Arts and Science, and Education at the University of Saskatchewan take decolonizing 

as their objective and Indigenous issues as a major focus.  

 These initiatives were born out of the frustration of a disciplinary diaspora that has found 

welcoming interdisciplinary spaces within a persistently colonial university mainstream that continues to 

know what is best for Aboriginal peoples. While favouring “native-newcomer” relations as the focus of 
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research, the administrative mainstream worries about making education accessible to Aboriginal peoples 

without considering how access can be made meaningful, how the institution might change, or how 

transformative Indigenous knowledge or capacity might be. So my university and other mainstream 

institutions remain committed to the discourse of “the problem,” preserving insider expertise, while 

deferring indefinitely opportunities for real change.36 

 Workers in the Indigenous humanities, guided by Indigenous academics drawing on Indigenous 

knowledge and developing new methodologies to decolonize ideas, individuals, and institutions, are 

committed to perceptual, attitudinal, intellectual, social, and other change. The work is about 

redefining/redeeming expert knowledge, making inquiry more sociable and accountable, and giving more 

complex accounting of identities and institutions. The Indigenous humanities represent both theory and 

practice, a way of putting theory to work in the world, and of transforming our intellectual and 

imaginative ecologies.  The Indigenous humanities represent a creative way of communicating and  

locating ourselves thoughtfully and spiritually in relation to each other, to the ecology we share, and to 

forces beyond our control.  While laying claim to the rigour and authority of the traditional humanities, the 

collaborative, cross-cultural, and cross-disciplinary  practices of the Indigenous humanities resist 

persistent paternalism and resurgent neo-colonialism. Using, as it were, the master’s tools to dismantle 

the master’s house,37 we refuse to relinquish these tools to dominant interests, but reshape and redeploy 

them to promote co-operatives for transformative ends and collective benefit. We reinterpret to expose 

the foundational violences of the traditional humanities, their complicity in acts of colonization and co-

optation, and unpack a “commitment to humanism” and equality that “co-exists” with a “material practice 

of inequality”and exposing the “ideologies of justification. . . constructed in law, government, imagination, 
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and popular culture.”38 We hold mainstream institutions to account by rereading literary, legal, and 

historical canons; re-centring and revaluing Aboriginal knowledge and heritage as well as local, 

experiential, and cultural knowledge; attending to multiple and conflicted histories and critical 

geographies;  respecting the authority of the elders and educators, court workers as well as cultural 

workers; while withholding undue deference to male authorities of any culture.  

 In working together in the Indigenous humanities, we acknowledge that we all have a stake in 

dismantling colonial structures tat have misshaped us all. Decolonizing is important for all of us because 

colonialism is what has taught us negative strategies of difference, habits of hierarchy and deference, and 

patterns of commodifying and compartmentalizing that rationalize the most irrational of practices.39  As a 

result, we share the obligation to resist cults of (postmodern and other) impossibilities and promote 

possibilities of thinking and dreaming otherwise, of remythologizing who we are and would like to be.    

 The Indigenous humanities are committed to “sharing the definitional power,” as Mohawk scholar 

Patricia Monture-Angus recommends,40 and  to recirculating in multiple sites the historical and cultural 

archive, including findings of authoritative Royal Commissions, especially the multi-volume Royal 

Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP). In the wake of failed constitutional efforts among Canada’s 

first ministers to give meaning to the nature and scope of the 1982 constitutional affirmation of Aboriginal 

and treaty rights, RCAP aimed to fulfil the promise of Canadian federation and to realise constitutional 

and treaty principles and goals. A persistent irony is that Aboriginal knowledge and resources are often 

taken to be either too strange or sketchy to be taken seriously, or too compendious to be useful. Indeed, 

mainstream common sense is infinitely flexible in its capacity to discount alternative knowledge as political 
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advocacy or special pleading, to distance itself from and to deny the power of evidence of its own 

complicity and culpability, to define and hence defend the status quo. As then National Chief Coon 

Come argues, RCAP is a report that has been “buried and ignored by the government of Canada,“ even 

though its “findings have never been discredited.  Never impeached.  Never refuted.”41 

Co-operative Intellectuals  

As key change agents, co-operative intellectuals (like their nineteenth-century precursors facing 

globalizing industrialization and imperialism, and other forms of political and socio-economic 

restructuring) are born in resistance to domination, to persistent patterns of inequity and insecurity. Faced 

with the so-called Condition of England--extreme disparities in power and wealth–as well as new 

international trade policies and the triumphalism of  the World Fair at Crystal Paris (1851) promising 

progress for the masses, the Rochdale Pioneers reasserted community values, producing new or 

renewed  models of intellectual, social, political, and economic association and action.  Unlike Gramsci’s 

“traditional intellectual” whose distance, disinterest, and detachment are the markers and modalities of 

effective commentary, the co-operative intellectual--connected, committed, collaborative--brings to bear 

situated knowledge of multiple realities, sustaining co-operative development by connecting with 

community aspirations, powers, and human and other resources. It is always a view from somewhere, 

the work to hand for some people. The co-operative intellectual builds on the legacy of Gramsci’s 

“organic intellectual” whose “general practical activity” is “perpetually innovating the physical and social 

world, [and becoming] a new and integral conception of the world.”42 Operating in multiple locations, 

co-operative intellectuals renegotiate centre/periphery and theory/practice relations, for instance, to 
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sustain co-operative compatibilities instead of the unexamined hierarchies of elite expertise.43 There is 

power in marginality too and this power can best be exercised co-operatively on the basis of a shared 

experience of disadvantage. 

 By naming the co-operative intellectual as both already existing and yet to be, I mean to 

recognize and respect that which modernity inclined to hide: the social intelligence rooted in communities 

and their ecologies. I mean to galvanize the far-reaching consequences of such intelligence for community 

education and action, and for interrelationships that sustain enterprise.44  If co-operative sharing of the 

power to define can be a critical strategy, we need also to confront co-operative roles in a colonial past 

and ongoing present.  For that decolonizing work, we need a critical mass of co-operative intellectuals 

committed to changing the way we do business inside and outside the academy and the co-operative 

movement.  And that means attending to co-operative members and managers, to the elders, story-

tellers, professional, practising, and academic teachers (Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal).  

Postcolonial Co-operative Futures 

 In asserting the role of the co-operative intellectual and a place for co-operative curriculum and 

research within schools and universities,45 we aim to expand what counts for academic and other value 

and make cognitive space for re-imagining postcolonial co-operative futures. Such futures will facilitate 

sustainable Aboriginal community economic development, testing (limited) partnerships between public 

and private sectors, refusing to uncouple excellence from equity, economic from social and cultural 

values, while learning from and responding to students and to the Plains Cree Elders’ claim that  

“Education is our buffalo.” The Elders challenge us to recognize Indigenous authority sustained by the 
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knowledge of prior Aboriginal occupancy and the laws given by the Creator whose will was, according 

to Elder Jacob Bill, “that the White man would come here to live with us, . . . collectively to benefit from 

the bounty of Mother Earth for all time to come”: 

Our ancestors spent their lifetime studying, meditating, and living the way of life required 

to understand those traditions, teachings, and laws in which the treaties are rooted. . . . Through 

[their connectedness with Mother Earth], they received the conceptual knowledge they required 

and the capacity to verbalize and describe the many blessings bestowed on them by the Creator.  

They were meticulous in following the disciplines, processes, and procedures required for such 

an endeavour, says Elder Norman Sunchild.46  

 They ask us to remember our responsibilities for a colonial encounter that cost Aboriginal 

peoples dearly–to remember the territorial confinement, depleted resources, dwindling Aboriginal 

peoples, and the fettering of the free-ranging buffalo. The Elders challenge us to learn from a history of 

dependency nourished by respect, responsible use, and good government entailed in relational 

understandings of humans and their environment--“All my relations;” or miyowicehtowin–having or 

possessing good relations; the laws concerning good relations.47

 They challenge us to remember that treaties, like trade, were co-operative and to understand why 

education was enshrined as a treaty right–as a source of sustainability and a hope for agency in the 

reconstruction of potentially postcolonial futures. The hope is that we can learn together and learn from 

one another to resist past paternalisms and to produce a sustainable knowledge economy for all of us–

one that does not exploit and commodify Aboriginal knowledge.  We can do so by rethinking and 
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refiguring the terms co-operatives live by–and especially concepts of self-help, independence, and 

democracy–so as to remedy discursive and democratic deficits,  rename for new people and times, and 

renew the “hard, critical edge” of “the social.”48        

 We can learn from James (Sakej) Youngblood Henderson challenging us to “restructure and 

rethink Canada” so as to “rediscover and unleash the economic potential of treaty economy” or from 

Marie Battiste who reminds us “we are all marinated in Eurocentrism,” while offering the postcolonial as 

“an act of hope.”49 Or John Borrows’ Recovering Canada, making “a declaration of interdependence” 

and rehearsing the Trickster’s “perspective that falls outside the conventional structure of legal argument 

and exposes its hidden cultural (dis)order.”50 Or Georges Erasmus in his 2002 Lafontaine-Baldwin 

Lecture reframing the terms of intercultural discourse to renew “relationship between aboriginal and non-

aboriginal peoples in Canada” in “an ongoing act of imagination, fuelled by stories of who we are.”  To 

renew the relationship, Erasmus recommends three discursive shifts: “from aboriginal rights to relationship 

between peoples; from crying needs to vigorous capacity; from individual citizenship to nations within the 

nation state.”  In this message, Erasmus repeats the message of RCAP.  Instead of polls, surveys, 

“unilateral declarations,” or coercive definitions, we need stories and symbols that will fire the imagination 

to see us, as in the two-row wampum belt, “travelling together on the river of life.” Then we might focus 

not on Aboriginal neediness but on Aboriginal capacity and achievement in stories of Canada that we 

might tell to provide for the world “a model of peace and friendship between peoples.”51  

   

 Postcolonial co-operative futures can be produced only co-operatively, building on local 
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knowledge and practice as the next stage of the open forum that contests economic, social, cultural, and 

other forms of Marie Battiste’s “cognitive imperialism.”  Re-imagining co-operative futures does not start 

with tabula rasa or terra nullius.  The territory is already densely and widely populated by co-

operative entities and activities still undervalued or actively elided by mainstream history and education. 

The work of Arctic Co-ops Ltd. and La Fédération des coopératives du Nouveau Quebec, 

poptel.coop, the Canadian Co-operative Association, the International Co-operative Alliance, 

Mondragón in Spain, or centres in Saskatchewan, British Columbia, and Wisconsin is, in the current 

juncture, a commitment to re-imagining.  It is a re-imagining as remedy for the “cognitive imperialism” or 

dominant market mindset that presses some co-operatives desperately to keep up with “progress” and 

act like imperious corporations rather than democratic co-operatives with an appropriate sense of 

commitment to economic activity with values added.   It is a re-imagining not of a homogenized world, a 

one-worldism from an elite perspective, or a world neatly segmented as First, Second, Third, and so on. 

It is a re-imagining sustained by James Clifford’s claim that identity is “a politics rather than an 

inheritance.”52 

 As my linking of cognitive imperialism and free market dogma attests, there is a shared 

experience of exploitation and obstruction by First World underclasses and colonized Indigenous 

populations and hence also the need and opportunity to share concepts and practices across apparently 

unconnected sites in the so-called First and Third World. What we need is a re-imagining of a world 

constituted by difference and deeply in need of co-operative intellectuals and W.E. B. Du Bois’ 

“intelligent co-operation” as the most fully shared definition of the knowledge economy.  In 1930s United 
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States Du Bois spoke for and from the margins, galvanizing group identity in calling African Americans 

“to give the world an example of intelligent cooperation” so that in “the new industrial commonwealth,” 

they might take their places as “an experienced people and not again be left on the outside as mere 

beggars.”  In the role of “intelligent consumers,” they might become “pioneer servants of the common 

good . . . enter[ing] the new city as men [sic] and not mules.”53 

  The recentring of several margins together–economic, colonial, racial; co-operatives, Indigenous 

peoples, emancipated slaves, and similar liberationist movements–creates centrality of another sort.  It can 

and should be a rhizomatic, non-hierarchical place of collaboration; a set of respectful emergent practices 

that decolonize co-operation while exposing and to some extent expunging the ultra-individualism and 

conspiratorial collectivism on which colonialism and neo-colonialism so heavily depend and which they so 

ruthlessly defend.  Working together, underlining the possible, and breaking down unproductive barriers, 

we might agree on terms that will build cohesiveness: Indigenous “interdependence” or African American 

notions of “community help” as “inter-and intracommunity co-operation” rather than “self-help,” for 

instance.54  We might remember too Angela Harris’s caution that “differences are always relational rather 

than inherent” and that “wholeness and commonality are acts of will and creativity, rather than passive 

discovery.”55 Then we might better re-imagine what Stuart Hall calls “commonness in difference.”  In 

globalization as a “system for conforming difference rather than a synonym for the obliteration of all 

differences,” emergent counter-formations produce a “transformed political logic” and “pluralization of 

language.” So Hall affirms his own “Optimism of the intellect, pessimism of the will” in a striking reworking 

of Gramsci’s “pessimism of the intellect/optimism of the will.”56  Like Hall we might work together to 
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recast the mantras of the mainstream and squeeze new meanings out of cliché for those whose 

commitment to change is informed by but not disabled by a recognition of obstacles to change. If 

“pessimism of the will” suggests the internalizing of defeat in ways ideology promotes and hegemony 

requires, “optimism of the intellect” claims an entitlement that comes with the searching scrutiny of the 

status and practice of market rationality.  Thus we might retrieve reason for change and for co-operative 

intellectuals and Du Boisian “intelligent cooperation” to punctuate acquiescence to the current state of 

affairs. Saskatchewan needs you, and you might even need us, for such transformation!  
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