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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is about how relations come to matter for deliberate transformation towards 

sustainability. More specifically, it is about transformative change in a community context and how 

certain relations and perceptions of relations help and hinder this work. The dissertation presents a 

transdisciplinary study situated within transformations research and anchored in human geography 

and Indigenous studies. It responds to the growing concern that while the need for transformative 

change is becoming increasingly evident, it is less clear how to move society towards sustainability in 

ways that are both equitable and just. Grounded in ‘the relational turn’ within the humanities and 

social sciences, the research takes a ‘deep’ relational approach to the study of relations for deliberate 

transformations, engaging with Indigenous and posthumanist ontologies that center on the potentials 

and responsibilities inherent in a world of relations. 

Based on a case study with the Alaska Native community of Igiugig in southwestern Alaska, the 

dissertation offers four insights: 1) that relations matter for how individuals and collectives are able to 

participate in sustainability transformations; 2) that a ‘right relations’ approach to relations grounded 

in decolonial thinking can help ensure that transformations are just and equitable; 3) that a ‘deep 

relational’ approach to transformations can help transcend dualisms of individual/collective and 

local/global, which provides a deeper sense of individual and collective agency for transformations and 

bridges the perceived divide between local change and systems change; 4) that bridges across 

ontologies and knowledge systems can and must be built respectfully to enable actionable knowledge 

for the theory and practice of transformation.  

These insights have important implications for the fields of adaptation, transformation and 

sustainability. Rather than only focusing on what needs changing, the above insights speak to the 

manner in which we must engage with transformative change to ensure processes and outcomes that 

are just and equitable. Within the context of increasing social-environmental challenges, we must 

practice our ability to hold complexity; to reflect on and refine our understandings, while 

simultaneously moving ahead with our engagements with change. Based on a ‘deep’ relational 

approach to deliberate transformations in Igiugig, Alaska, the dissertation supports this ongoing work. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Small but Mighty 

“Yes, we’re miniscule, but I don’t care how small we are, we’re our own nation—Small but Mighty!” 

These words were uttered by the Village Council President of the Alaska Native village of Igiugig in 

southwestern Alaska in response to the common perception that a rural village of 70 inhabitants is too 

small “to make big things happen.” The notion of being ‘Small but Mighty’ has come up on several 

occasions during my decade-long engagement with the community of Igiugig. It is used explicitly as a 

school slogan to enhance the school children’s sense of agency by instilling in them the feeling that 

“even if they're a small school they can still do great things.” But more importantly, it is also an 

expression of an underlying logic that informs much of their community work: “a mentality that we 

can do whatever we choose to do.”  

This claim is supported by the extensive portfolio of the community’s sustainability efforts, including 

creating a local economy that employs residents while ensuring sustainable stewardship of the 

surrounding lands and waters, transitioning to renewable and community-controlled energy systems, 

and enhancing cultural integrity through language learning, culturally sensitive school curricula and 

the protection and stewardship of cultural sites. These efforts are transformative in that they create 

an altogether different trajectory for the village than what has otherwise been imposed through the 

process of colonization, with its oppressive policies and practices aimed at erasing Alaska Native ways 

of knowing and being. The current trajectory of the community is one of enhancing the self-

determination, autonomy and self-sufficiency of the community while ensuring the wellbeing of 

people, land and waters, both now and into the future. 

Although these transformative efforts are specific to Igiugig, community members find that this 

capacity exists in all small communities; that “other villages can do the same thing.” Yet, despite this 

potential, it seems that not all communities (or organizations or nations) are working from a logic of 

being ‘Small but Mighty’. Similarly, not all who work from this sense of ‘mightiness’ necessarily 

generate outcomes that align with the vision of a sustainable future in which people and the planet 

may thrive. On the contrary, ‘might’ is often used for individual gain and/or oppressive purposes. What 

then, enables this ‘small’ community to use their ‘might’ to generate transformative change that 

supports sustainability?  

Through my collaboration with the community, I have come to understand Igiugig’s version of being 

‘Small but Mighty’ as centered on relations and a particular understanding of the potentials and 

responsibilities involved when being ‘in relation’. Through the past five years, I have worked to gain a 
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deeper understanding of what characterizes these relations, including community members’ 

perceptions of them. This dissertation presents the results from this work, including an analysis of what 

these insights mean for understandings of how to collectively and deliberately create transformative 

change for the benefit of people and the planet. 

1.2 A Relational Approach to Sustainability Transformations  

The dissertation takes a ‘deep’ relational approach to studying deliberate transformations toward 

sustainability. The work is situated within transformations research, an emergent and transdisciplinary 

field of study centered in sustainability science (Wittmayer et al., 2018). This field is concerned with 

how to understand and respond to current and future social-ecological challenges, such as climate 

change, biodiversity loss and socioeconomic inequality, in ways that address the root causes of such 

challenges (O’Brien, 2021a; Salomaa and Juhola, 2020; Scoones et al., 2020; Stirling, 2015). It is 

increasingly argued that these challenges, besides being social, political and cultural, are also 

fundamentally relational; they are the result of certain ways that human societies are in relation to 

their environments and the global climate (O’Brien, 2021b; Whyte, 2020a). 

Seen in this perspective, sustainability transformations call for a critical engagement with and 

reconfiguration of human-environment relations (Kates, 2001; Moriggi et al., 2020; Riechers et al., 

2021). A growing number of critical social science scholars argue that the challenge goes deeper than 

the certain ways that relations are performed, to also include how relations are understood (West et 

al., 2020). In the context of Western societies, human-environment relations are marked by the 

perception of nature as a resource, framed by particular narratives of the domination of humans over 

nature for the benefit of societal progress (Ramcilovic-Suominen, 2022; Waddock, 2016). The dualisms 

of nature-culture, society-environment and human-nonhuman are highlighted as especially 

problematic assumptions in this regard (Fox and Alldred, 2020; Ison, 2018; Weber and Kurt, 2015). 

These dualisms have their origins in the European Enlightenment period with central scientists such as 

Descartes and Newton, whose scientific ideas revolutionized the understanding of humanity’s place in 

the world and the Earth’s place in the Universe. These scientists are generally credited with promoting 

a dualistic view of the world, through dualisms such as subject-object and mind-matter. They are also 

seen to have paved the way for an atomistic view of individuals as inherently separate from each other 

and the environment (Barad, 2007; Hamilton, 2002; Haraway, 2016; O’Brien, 2021b; Smith, 1999; 

Zanotti, 2020). Together these assumptions make up a Western ontology that remains central to the 

problematic modern societal systems that drive social-ecological crisis, such as colonialism and 

neoliberal extractivist capitalism (Cirefice and Sullivan, 2019; Whyte, 2020a).  
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Transformations researchers who recognize the implications of these assumptions for sustainability 

are therefore increasingly interested in holistic and non-dualistic paradigms for researching and 

supporting change. Much transformations research draws on systems approaches, such as leverage 

points (Fischer and Riechers, 2019; Meadows, 1999), coupled social-ecological systems (Moore et al., 

2014; Walker et al., 2004) and socio-technical systems (Geels, 2011; Geels and Schot, 2007). Systems 

approaches are informed by theories of change from within global environmental governance research 

or Earth systems sciences (Priebe et al., 2021), drawing on conceptualizations such as the 

Anthropocene and planetary boundaries that call for a global perspective (Steffen et al., 2018, 2015). 

Systems approaches are holistic in that they attempt to take account of the whole system, focusing on 

particular features of a system (e.g., drivers or levels) that can be targeted to enable transformations 

of the system as a whole (Scoones et al., 2020). Systems approaches are non-dualistic in that they 

recognize that humans and nature are “inextricably connected” (West et al., 2020, p. 304) and identify 

human-environment relations as a key place to intervene in order to spur sustainability 

transformations (Riechers et al., 2021). 

Yet, despite the assertion that humans and nature are inseparable, in practice, systems approaches 

often struggle to honor this inseparability in analyses of transformation (Garcia et al., 2020; Hertz et 

al., 2020). Such studies tend to separate out humans from nature and the social from the ecological in 

order to identify their individual ‘components’, “thus inadvertently reproducing the separation they 

seek to repair” (West et al., 2020, p. 305). While this can seem necessary in order to provide a detailed 

account of a system, the tendency shows remnants of modernist assumptions grounded in a positivist 

Western ontology of separation which focuses on ‘static entities’ as  the foundation for reality (Selg 

and Ventsel, 2020; West et al., 2020). Furthermore, within systems approaches there tends to be a 

lack of attention to ‘interior worlds’, e.g., subjectivities, experience, emotions and meaning-making 

(Hochachka, 2020; Ives et al., 2020; O’Brien, 2021a; Wamsler et al., 2021). This is problematic since 

sustainability researchers are increasingly finding that “the sustainability crisis is in large part an 

emergent property of the state of our inner worlds” (Ives et al., 2020, p. 211), meaning how we 

perceive of our relationship to the environment and what we deem to be of value. Some critical social 

science scholars are concerned that “these neglected aspects may translate into impoverished theories 

about transformative change and the conditions in which it arises” (Woroniecki et al., 2022, p. 3). Thus, 

systems approaches may ultimately be insufficient in accounting for the complexity of current 

sustainability challenges (O’Brien, 2011; West et al., 2020).  

Instead, a growing number of sustainability researchers suggest that relational approaches may be 

more appropriate for studying transformative change in a non-dualistic manner (Garcia et al., 2020; 

Walsh et al., 2021; West et al., 2020). These scholars are informed by the ‘relational turn’ in the social 
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sciences and humanities, which places relations front and center both ontologically and 

epistemologically. Rather than viewing reality as consisting of stable entities that interact based on 

Newtonian understandings of cause and effect, relational approaches generally take a process-

oriented and emergent view, where any one phenomenon is a temporary constellation subject to 

continual change (Garcia et al., 2020). Several scholars within this subgroup of transformations 

research have expressed concern over the general lack of engagement with relationality in 

sustainability science in general and sustainability transformations in particular (Walsh et al., 2021; 

West et al., 2020). This has prompted sustainability researcher Zack Walsh et al. (2021, p. 1) to call for 

the co-development of “a research agenda for advancing a relational paradigm within sustainability 

research, practice, and education based on relational ways of being, knowing, and acting.” 

I respond to this call in this dissertation by taking a ‘deep’ relational approach to the role of relations 

in sustainability transformations. By ‘deep’ I refer to a distinction between those approaches that view 

relations as an important attribute in an ultimately dualistic system and those that view relations as 

forming the very foundation of any system. I do not discredit ‘attribute’ approaches, which among 

other things have been used to develop network theories and made room for otherwise overlooked 

phenomena, such as nonhuman agency. To some degree, however, these approaches remain indebted 

to dualistic ontologies of separation (i.e., related but separate) (Simpson, 2016; West et al., 2020). The 

work presented here aims to instead engage with a ‘deep’ relationality, primarily informed by 

Indigenous and posthumanist relational ontologies. In my use of the word ontology, I draw on 

geographer Mario Blaser’s (2014, p. 53) treatment of ontology as “a way of worlding,” which enacts a 

position “hospitable to multiple ontologies.” This formulation is based on “a commitment to the 

pluriverse – the partially connected unfolding of worlds”, rather than a universal understanding in 

which different ontologies represent different perspectives on one ultimate reality (2014, p. 55). The 

theoretical foundation for a ‘deep’ relationality is presented in Section 3: Theoretical Anchoring, while 

the implications for transformations research and practice are discussed in Section 6: Insights, 

Offerings and Further Questions.  

The dissertation presents an empirical study of how relations come to matter in sustainability 

transformations as they unfold in place. The empirical grounding is important since “sustainability 

transformation as an empirical phenomenon is not yet very visible in the academic literature” (Salomaa 

and Juhola, 2020, p. 9)1. Furthermore, “few empirical studies investigate what the concept [of 

transformation] actually means to diverse actors, and how it manifests in practices” (Amundsen and 

Hermansen, 2021, p. 864). The prioritization of abstract and theoretical research is especially true for 

 
1 Although examples exist, for instance, through the “Seeds of Good Anthropocene Project” (Bennett et al., 
2016) (see related journal articles on the project website: https://goodanthropocenes.net/publications/)  
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studies that take a relational approach, with focus often placed on clarifying ontological and 

philosophical assumptions. While important, this ‘idealist relationist’ approach “lacks a widely 

applicable and observable material basis” (Jones, 2009, p. 496). According to human geographer Sallie 

Marston et al., (2005, p. 423) abstract spatial imaginaries easily become ‘double abstractions’; 

“harnessed a priori to a fluid imaginary of pure mobility, while also flying over the materialities they 

endeavour to explain.” The lack of empirical grounding means that there are few insights into the role 

of relations in sustainability transformations as they unfold in place and how a relational approach can 

deepen these insights (Woroniecki et al., 2022). This matters since sustainability is increasingly 

recognized to be a place-based phenomenon, “one that requires, in order to be achieved, a deep 

understanding of the people-place relationship” (Grenni et al., 2020, p. 411). Furthermore, research 

that only focus on systems and processes risks overlooking those involved in generating and managing 

transformations, as well as what processes and outcomes are desired and for whom (Gillard et al., 

2016). Besides providing a limited theoretical understanding, this risks leaving out important issues of 

justice and agency in sustainability transformations. 

Issues of justice are becoming increasingly salient to transformations researchers (Bennett et al., 2019; 

Martin et al., 2020; Menton et al., 2020; Moore and Milkoreit, 2020; Ramcilovic-Suominen, 2022).  

Sustainability scholar Jessica Blythe et al. (2018) point out how the lack of a clear theoretical footing, 

coupled with a strong sense of urgency, puts the transformation concept at risk of being co-opted for 

less emancipatory aims, including justifying top-down control, silencing critical voices and 

perpetuating socio-economic and political inequality. Rather than being emancipatory, 

transformations can thereby end up reinforcing the status quo. Thus, how to ensure justice, for 

instance through democratizing sustainability transformations, is increasingly in focus (Pickering et al., 

2022; Ramcilovic-Suominen, 2022; Stirling, 2015). The question of justice in transformation gains 

further significance when viewed in light of the experiences and challenges of politically marginalized 

groups, including many Indigenous peoples, who have historically had transformative changes forced 

upon them (Davis and Todd, 2017; McGregor et al., 2020; Whyte, 2020a). How to move ahead rapidly 

to respond to ongoing social-ecological crisis in ways that not only take current injustice into account 

but works to resolve and dismantle systems and relations of oppression is a paramount task for 

sustainability scholars and practitioners (Gram-Hanssen et al., 2021). 

Solely focusing on systems and processes without a grounding in place similarly overlooks issues of 

agency. While humans are often pointed to as part of the problem of social-ecological challenges, for 

example through carbon-intensive lifestyles in the context of climate change, the solution space, and 

thus the space where transformations might unfold, is often perceived in policy discourse to be limited 

to national governments, transnational corporations and international agreements and conventions 
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(O’Brien, 2015; Stirling, 2015). When humans are considered, they are often framed within the rational 

choice paradigm, which “suggests a very limited view of human agency” (Otto et al., 2020, p. 1). 

Similarly, while a planetary perspective is crucial for understanding the scope of the challenges that 

lay ahead, this perspective risks disregarding the insights from numerous case-studies on the 

importance of locally-grounded agency for societal change (Woroniecki et al., 2022). Such top-down 

discourses and approaches leave little or no room for individuals and communities to be the drivers of 

transformative change (Gram-Hanssen, Under Review; Riedy, 2021).  

Rather than focusing on larger societal structures such as states or corporations, I center my inquiry 

on particular human and nonhuman relations, tying social change to specific places, people and 

processes and exposing the ambiguous and personal character of change (Kuus, 2019). Focusing on 

change contextually as it unfolds in place has the potential to disrupt grand societal narratives such as 

globalization (El Khoury, 2015; Gibson-Graham, 2002; Massey, 2002), the Anthropocene (Baldwin and 

Erickson, 2020; Bennett et al., 2016; Castree, 2021; Moore, 2017; Veland and Lynch, 2016), and, 

increasingly, transformation; insisting that “transformations are always located somewhere, 

experienced by someone” (Woroniecki et al., 2022, p. 18). Taking a starting point in the lived 

experiences and perspectives of people whose voices are otherwise silenced or disregarded in political 

discourse, forces us to identify the ‘what,’ ‘where’ and ‘who’ of such grand narratives; including the 

places, people and processes involved in transformations (Amundsen and Hermansen, 2021; Charli-

Joseph et al., 2018; Karlsson and Hovelsrud, 2021; Priebe et al., 2022; Westskog et al., 2022; 

Woroniecki et al., 2022). By taking a ‘deep’ relational view on deliberate transformation, I do not 

perceive of these places, people and processes in isolation, but rather trace the relations to the social-

ecological systems within which they are entangled. Similarly, I do not hold the involved actors as 

inherently separate from one another but remain open for a processual and emergent understanding 

of agency, with implications for how to think of the relationship between changes at different scales. 

As I will demonstrate in this dissertation, a ‘deep’ relational approach can help identify the possibilities 

and limitations for deliberate transformations toward sustainability, while accounting for a deeper 

understanding of issues of both justice and agency. This is done through a non-dualist and ethically 

grounded understanding of relations and how they come to matter. 

1.3 Aims, Questions and Articles 

The aim of this dissertation is to clarify the role of relations in processes of deliberate 

transformations toward sustainability and articulate what new theoretical insights can be gained 

by taking a relational perspective on such processes. It does so through an empirical case study of 

how relations come to matter in the Alaska Native community of Igiugig.  
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I approach my inquiry through three interrelated research questions that focus on observation, 

theorization and practice: 

RQ1 – How do Igiugig community members’ perceptions of relations and engagements 

with them enable deliberate transformations in the community and beyond?  

RQ2 – In what ways can a ‘deep’ relational perspective on deliberate transformations 

in Igiugig inform a theorization of transformations that accounts for issues of justice 

and agency?  

RQ3 – What are the implications of a ‘deep’ relational paradigm for how to research 

and support deliberate transformations in ways that are equitable and just? 

The five articles included in this dissertation, four single-authored and one co-authored, all provide 

partial answers to the above research questions. Articles 1-4 are empirically based and address RQ1 

and RQ2 from different perspectives, while Article 5 addresses RQ 2 and RQ3 with a focus on research 

methodology and practice. In order to operationalize the overarching research questions, each article 

has been guided by a secondary research question. Table 1.3.1 below maps out the core arguments in 

each of the articles.  

Table 1.3.1 Dissertation at a Glance 
 

Article Knowledge 
Gap 

Research 
Question 

Central Claims Methods 

Article 1:  
Leaving, Staying 
or Belonging: 
Exploring the 
Relationship 
Between Formal 
Education, 
Youth Mobility 
and Community 
Resilience in 
Rural Alaska 

How does 
sense of place 
impact 
community 
resilience in 
rural Alaska? 

What is the 
relationship 
between 
relation to 
place, youth 
mobility and 
community 
resilience in 
Igiugig? 

Rather than educational choices or job 
availability alone, sense of belonging 
and relation to place is important for 
fostering a continuous and sustainable 
relation between rural youth and their 
home community. Dualisms of staying 
or leaving are ultimately not helpful in 
estimating and supporting rural 
community resilience. Relations 
between individuals and their 
communities need more attention in 
sustainability research.  

Qualitative 
interviews, 
narrative 
analysis and 
literature 
review  

Article 2:  
The Role of 
Flexibility in 
Enabling 
Transforma-
tional Social 
Change: 
Perspectives 
from an 
Indigenous 
Community 
using Q-
Methodology 

What is the 
role of 
narratives in 
enabling 
deliberate 
transforma-
tions? 

What are the 
main 
narratives of 
change in 
Igiugig and 
how are they 
accounted for 
in the 
community’s 
sustainability 
work? 

Flexibility of narratives coupled with 
an explicit centering in collective 
values enables an agile and deliberate 
engagement with change that makes 
room for individual expressions within 
a larger collective narrative. This 
grounded yet flexible stand helps 
identify a viable pathway in contested 
situations and makes room for 
enacting alternatives to otherwise 
'locked' scenarios.  

Q-method-
ology 
(including 
qualitative 
interviews), 
narrative 
analysis and 
literature 
review 
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Article 3: 
Individual and 
Collective 
Leadership for 
Deliberate 
Transforma-
tions: Insights 
from Indigenous 
Leadership 

What is the 
relationship 
between 
individuals 
and collectives 
in transforma-
tive change? 

What 
characterizes 
the 
relationship 
between 
individuals 
and the 
community as 
a whole in 
processes of 
leading 
change? 

Leadership for sustainability 
transformations can be seen as a 
process of 'individual-collective 
simultaneity,' in which individuals 
enact their individuality in relation to 
the whole. Rather than reducing the 
significance of the individual, this 
relational and processual account 
highlights how individuals come to 
matter through how they co-create 
the whole. 

Qualitative 
interviews, 
narrative 
analysis and 
literature 
review 

Article 4: 
From Scaling to 
Relating: 
Quality of 
Relations 
Matter for 
Generating 
Transformative 
Systems Change 

How can local 
sustainability 
transforma-
tions be 
‘scaled’ to 
generate 
systems 
change? 

What role do 
relations play 
in enabling 
and disabling 
local 
community 
change to 
contribute to 
global systems 
change? 

Quality of relations matter for the 
kinds of transformations the 
community can enact as well as the 
‘scalability’ of this work. Rather than 
focusing on ‘scaling’ per se, enhancing 
supportive relations and dismantling 
oppressive relations in place is 
necessary for ‘scaling’ sustainability 
transformations to generate systems 
change.  

Qualitative 
interviews, 
narrative 
analysis and 
literature 
review  

Article 5: 
Decolonizing 
Transformations 
Through ‘Right 
Relations’ 

What 
approaches 
and 
perspectives 
can enable 
just and 
equitable 
transforma-
tions? 

How can a 
relational 
perspective 
help 
decolonize 
transforma-
tions 
research? 

Climate change and the interrelated 
challenge of persistent colonialism are 
fundamentally relationship problems. 
Approaching transformations research 
and practice through the lens of 'right 
relations' can help to ensure equitable 
and just processes and outcomes. A 
relational perspective shows the 
entanglement of ‘inner’ 
transformation and societal 
transformation. 

Method-
ological 
reflections 
and 
literature 
review  

 

1.4 Disciplinary Anchoring 

The dissertation is anchored in human geography with a focus on human-environment relations and 

societal transformations through concepts such as relation, place, scale and agency. Yet because the 

notion of transformation goes beyond disciplinary borders and beyond academia, the research has 

been designed and conducted as an inter- and transdisciplinary study.  

Transformations research is inherently interdisciplinary and has been described as the “conceptual 

glue” that connects the diverse research strands focusing on structural change for sustainability 

(Wittmayer et al., 2018, p. 4), including resilience research (Olsson et al., 2014; Zanotti et al., 2020), 

social innovation (Moore et al., 2015; Wittmayer et al., 2019) and psychology (Bamberg et al., 2021; 

Hochachka, 2021). My study is interdisciplinary in that I have taken a relational approach to deliberate 

transformation as my starting point and engaged with different social science studies and theories in 

the process of identifying and answering my research questions. While some of the theories I engage 
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with are widely used by human geographers, such as resilience theory (Articles 1 and 2) and decolonial 

theory (Article 5), others are less common, such as leadership theory (Article 3).  

Transformations research is similarly inherently transdisciplinary in that it aims to foster more 

equitable decision-making and social learning for collective action (Schneider et al., 2019), recognizing 

the need to not only produce knowledge about the world, but generate “wisdom about how to act 

within it” (Fazey et al., 2020, p. 5). My study is transdisciplinary first and foremost by way of engaging 

with perspectives and narratives outside the academe (Knapp et al., 2019). Approaching my study in a 

transdisciplinary manner, I recognize that “contemporary western science” is but “one of an  estimated  

6,900 culturally mediated approaches to knowledge development that exist on planet Earth today” 

(Cole, 2017, p. 127). These heterogeneous approaches are not considered artefacts to be analyzed and 

validated through abstract, academic concepts but rather as ways of knowing that exist alongside, and 

sometimes deeply entangled with, Western scientific knowledge. It is increasingly recognized that 

“transdisciplinarity is simultaneously an attitude and a form of action” (Thompson Klein, 2004, p. 521) 

in that it necessitates an openness and reflexivity as well as direct engagement with diverse and 

potentially conflicting knowledge systems. I align with transdisciplinary scholar Cyrille Rigolot (2020) 

who suggests that transdicsiplinarity be considered a discipline as well as a way of being, blurring the 

lines between ‘research’ and ‘personal life’. This aligns with feminist and decolonizing methodologies, 

both of which form my methodological foundation. I describe my approach to research in more detail 

in Section 4: Methodology and Research Design.   

Throughout much of this work, I draw explicitly on formulations of relationality from Indigenous 

scholars and thinkers (e.g., Cajete, 2000; Watts, 2013) as well as from within academic fields such as 

Indigenous geographies (e.g., Coombes et al., 2011) and decolonial geographies (e.g., Leeuw and Hunt, 

2018) in order to situate myself better within the context of my collaborators, most of whom identify 

as Alaska Native. I have also found these formulations of relationality helpful in transcending the 

modernist and positivist assumptions of dualism, hierarchy and linearity otherwise characteristic of 

much transformations research (Bouzarovski and Haarstad, 2019; Gram-Hanssen, Under Review). As 

with the surprising lack of engagement with relational social science theorizing within sustainability 

science, there is a (potentially more surprising) lack of engagement with Indigenous notions of 

relationality within relational social science theorizing (Johnson et al., 2016; Whyte et al., 2016). While 

there are significant ontological and epistemological differences between Indigenous perspectives on 

relationality and the majority of social science perspectives from within the academe, I join others in 

arguing that there are many fruitful points of convergence as well. This is especially relevant when 

focusing on certain ‘radically relational’ perspectives found within human geography and science and 
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technology studies, such as posthumanist positions (Johnson et al., 2016; Rosiek et al., 2020; Zanotti, 

2020). This is discussed in more detail in Section 3: Theoretical Anchoring. 

My grounding in Indigenous relational ontologies is also informed by a recognition of the acute need 

to center discussions of sustainability and transformations on ontologies other than the positivist 

Western one, in order to help decolonize these concepts and enhance their potential to further 

equitable and just change (Lam et al., 2020a; Romm, 2018; Zanotti et al., 2020). From an Indigenous 

and decolonial perspective, sustainability transformations are inherently tied to the question of justice 

and must imply not only a reworking of human-environment relations, but critically examining and 

dismantling exploitative relations and systems within society and between societies (McGregor, 2018; 

Whyte, 2020a). As sustainability researchers Laura Zanotti and Marcela Palomino-Schalscha (2016, p. 

140) assert, “sustainability science is ripe for engagements with decolonising methodologies.” These 

perspectives align with the ‘decolonial turn’ in human geography (Leeuw and Hunt, 2018; Louis, 2007; 

MacDonald, 2017; Naylor et al., 2018; Sarah A Radcliffe, 2017; Shaw et al., 2006), where geographers 

are called upon to take responsibility for their own and their discipline’s involvement in 

institutionalized colonialism, and to “ask what (geographical) thought has to become to face the 

political, philosophical, and ethical challenges of decolonizing” (Sundberg, 2014, p. 34). While human 

geographers increasingly engage with decoloniality, geographers Sarah de Leeuw and Sarah Hunt 

(2018) warn against the tendency for this engagement to be merely conceptual, decoupling the 

concept of decolonization from Indigenous knowledges and ways of being. This, they argue, prevents 

the concept from doing its intended work. These concerns circle back around to the importance of 

doing research in place, especially research centered on knowledges, experiences and perspectives of 

marginalized groups, such as many Indigenous people. I speak more to the link between decolonization 

and transformation and the importance of collaborating with Indigenous communities in 

transformations research in Section 2: Background. 

Thus, while this dissertation is not about decolonization per se, throughout the project I have 

increasingly realized the centrality of what geographer Richie Howitt (2020) refers to as the ‘unnatural 

disaster of colonization’. The ongoing process of colonization is key to social-ecological crisis and 

decolonizing practices, relations and systems is therefore paramount to truly transform society 

towards sustainability (Gram-Hanssen et al., 2021). My gradual realization of the centrality of 

colonialism for social-ecological problems and the imperative of decolonizing the theory and practice 

of transformation is evident in the gradual shift in my articles, from a focus on concepts such as 

community resilience in Articles 1 and 2 to a focus on relationality and responsibility in Articles 3, 4 

and 5. Besides an academic document that contributes to the theorizing of deliberate transformations, 
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these pages therefore also aim to further the decolonizing agenda of Indigenous communities and 

peoples, including the people of Igiugig.  

To a large extent, this dissertation is about specific change in a specific place. Yet, through engaging 

with theoretical conversations within human geography and related fields, the dissertation is also 

about the nature of change and the underlying processes and approaches that may enable 

transformations towards equitable and sustainable futures. With this work, I thus contribute towards 

an empirically grounded relational theorization of transformation through investigating how relations 

come to matter for sustainability transformations in a community context. The research presents a 

case study of the perspectives and approaches that inform deliberate transformations in the Alaska 

Native community of Igiugig in southwestern Alaska. The research focuses on community members’ 

perceptions of what drives these changes in the community (Article 2), and the importance of 

interpersonal relations and human-environment entanglements in this regard (Articles 1-4). 

Addressing issues of both theory and practice, the research further asks what a ‘deep’ relational 

approach adds to our understanding of how transformations can be led (Article 3), decolonized (Article 

5) and scaled (Article 4). Informed by community member narratives and ‘deep’ relational 

theorization, the research offers four insights. 

1) The research asserts that relations matter for enabling deliberate transformations toward 

sustainability. Especially relation to place, and the associated notion of belonging to place, is 

highlighted as an underappreciated relation crucial for enabling people to be the drivers of 

sustainability transformations in their unique locations (Articles 1) while also connecting ‘local’ 

change to ‘global’ systems change (Article 4).  

2) Showing that relations in and of themselves are not enough to ensure that transformations 

are just and equitable, the research highlights the importance of a certain quality of relations 

for unleashing the full potential of transformations in research and practice and to ensure that 

community transformations support systems change. This quality, which informs both how 

relations are understood and performed, is characterized by a ‘deep’ relational perception 

grounded in reciprocity and care, so-called ‘right relations’ (Articles 4 and 5).  

3) The research identifies persistent dualisms such as modern/traditional (Article 1), 

individual/collective (Articles 2 and 3), local/global (Article 4) and subjective/objective (Article 

5) as limiting the ability of modernist theories of change to account for and support 

sustainability transformations. Instead, grounded in a ‘deep’ relationality drawing on 

Indigenous relational ontologies and relational social science theories and philosophies, the 

research advances a both/and stance of ‘simultaneity’ (Article 3). The research finds that a 
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‘deep’ relationality is uniquely positioned to guide transformations research and practice in 

ways that account for the above insights (belonging, ‘right relations’ and simultaneity) while 

paying careful attention to issues of justice and agency (Articles 4 and 5).  

4) The research points to the possibility and need for turning to such ontologies and perspectives, 

and for ‘bridge-building’ across ontologies and knowledge-systems to co-create knowledge 

that can inform both the theory and practice of deliberate transformation. Grounded in ‘right 

relations’, such bridge-building can be furthered by a certain flexibility of narratives and 

perspectives among actors involved in sustainability processes (Article 2). Importantly, bridge-

building must be based on respecting differential worlding practices while acknowledging the 

entangled co-becoming of humans and nonhumans as inhabitants of planet Earth (Articles 3, 

4 and 5). 

1.5 Structure of Dissertation 

The dissertation has a two-part structure. The first part is divided into several sections explaining the 

questions, theories, methodologies and methods that have guided this work and discussing its 

theoretical implications for human geography and beyond. The second part contains the five articles 

included in this dissertation.  

In the first part of the dissertation, the introduction (1) sets the stage for the research. The background 

section (2) presents some of the contextual information that helps situate the subsequent sections 

and the articles, focusing on transformation as a concept, the relevance of engaging with Indigenous 

communities in transformations research, as well as the context of the community of Igiugig, Alaska. 

The theoretical section (3) lays out the theoretical anchor points around which this dissertation swirls. 

It presents how I approach transformation through the conceptualization of deliberate 

transformations towards sustainability and clarifies the ‘deep’ relational approach through an 

engagement with Indigenous and posthumanist relationality. The section ends with a commentary on 

the challenges and possibilities for engaging multiple ontologies in research. The section on 

methodology and research design (4) lays out my ontological-epistemological-ethical assumptions and 

considerations. It anchors the research in decolonial and feminist research traditions, clarifies the 

methodological choices associated with these traditions and outlines the methods used in the articles 

and the process of conducting fieldwork. The section also deals with my positionality and identifies 

some specific ethical considerations and possible limitations. The subsequent section (5) provides a 

summary and discussion of the five articles, including how they relate to one another. The final section 

(6) returns to the research questions, presents the partial answers provided by the articles, and 

identifies important questions that invite further research. 
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2. BACKGROUND 

2.1 Situating the Transformations Concept: Climate Change, Environmental Justice and 

(De)Colonization  

2.1.1 Transformation as a Radical Response to Social-Ecological Challenges 

Sustainability science and sustainability discourse more generally is experiencing a ‘transformative 

turn’ (Blythe et al., 2018). In the context of sustainability and global change research, the concept of 

transformation has emerged as part of a larger concern over the lack of wished for results from climate 

change adaptation work (Adger et al., 2009; IPCC, 2014; Kates et al., 2012; Pelling, 2011; Steffen et al., 

2018)2. The concept calls for more radical responses to climate change that recognize the 

interconnections between this and other social-ecological challenges and that aims to address the root 

causes of these challenges (Gillard et al., 2016; IPBES, 2019; O’Brien, 2012; Waddock et al., 2020) 

(although see Box 2.1.1.1 below for the relationship between transformation and transition). Rather 

than viewing these challenges as largely environmental problems to which technical solutions will 

suffice, critical social scientists use the concept of transformation to call attention to the social, cultural 

and political drivers of social-ecological change (Díaz et al., 2019; Nightingale et al., 2022). Similarly, 

rather than assuming that only certain sectors or structures within society will need to change, the 

concept refers to the need for wide-spread change across geographical and political scales and 

domains (Hölscher et al., 2018; Linnér and Wibeck, 2021; Patterson et al., 2017).  

The concept as it is used within sustainability research is explicitly normative. Ecologist Ian Scoones et 

al. (2020, p. 66), for instance, argue that “to achieve the humanitarian, ecological and technological 

visions encapsulated in the SDGs [Sustainable Development Goals], transformation will be required at 

multiple scales and organizational levels, and with deliberate normative steering.” Thus, while much 

current social-ecological change is transformational (e.g., climate change), the kinds of 

transformations called for are those that move society towards enhanced sustainability (IPCC, 2014). 

The concept is increasingly being applied across various societal domains, including in activism (e.g., 

Extinction Rebellion and Fridays for Future) and in the frameworks and reports of international 

 
2 This distinction between adaptation and transformation is not clear cut. In recent years, the concept of 
transformation has been increasingly integrated into adaptation research (Manuel-Navarrete and Pelling, 2015), 
for instance through the notions of transformational and transformative adaptation (Few et al., 2017; 
Hochachka, 2020; Shi and Moser, 2021; Ziervogel et al., 2016). Yet empirical research indicates that the 
transformative potentials of adaptation projects often get undermined by decision-makers prioritizing 
“incremental adaptation that protects and preserves existing systems and behaviours, over transformative 
adaptation that will disrupt them or require their abandonment or displacement” (Eriksen et al., 2021, p. 5). 
Thus, whether transformational adaptation actually leads to transformative outcomes that help address the root 
causes of social-ecological challenges is not a given. 
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platforms concerned with how to halt biodiversity loss (IPBES, 2019), limit global warming to below 

1.5°C (de Coninck et al., 2018), or reach the SDGs (TWI2050, 2018).  

Box 2.1.1.1 A Note on the Relationship Between Transitions and Transformations 

 
The concept of transformation is sometimes used interchangeably with and other times distinguished from 
the related concept of transition, which indicates a gradual shift toward enhanced sustainability (Hölscher et 
al., 2018). A central distinguishing feature between these two concepts is that while transitions are generally 
structured and managed processes toward a known and desired result, transformations are by their nature 
uncertain, emergent and multifaceted, which makes it challenging and potentially counter-productive to 
attempt to manage them under the existing societal structures and paradigms (Ramcilovic-Suominen, 2022).  

Research from human geography, anthropology and organizational studies find that the benefits of 
transitional change lie in the ability of individuals and communities to better comprehend and integrate 
changes, which supports a sense of ontological security. Attempts at full-scale transformations, on the other 
hand, can lead to push-backs and unintended consequences, as dramatic change is often unruly and 
potentially disruptive of people’s daily lives (Termeer et al., 2017). Transformations imply a fundamental shift 
from a known state to an unknown state, often involving letting go of certain positions and privileges, 
especially for those benefitting from the current system (O’Brien, 2012). However, because of their gradual 
and less disruptive nature, transitions risk being co-opted by the current system, endangering their 
transformative potential (Stirling, 2015).  

There is an increased awareness of the need for both transitional and transformational change if we are to 
meet current social-ecological challenges in ways that are equitable and just (Park et al., 2012). While I align 
myself with this perspective, in this work I focus on changes that all together transform systems, structures 
and relations toward enhanced sustainability. I therefore exclusively refer to transformations throughout this 
dissertation. 

 

Despite its rapid uptake, the concept of transformation lacks a clear definition (Feola, 2015; Scoones 

et al., 2020). Understood in the broadest sense, transformation can both happen incrementally over a 

long period of time or rapidly and surprisingly. Similarly, transformation can be a response to a new 

circumstance or can be enacted anticipatory of future changes (Kates et al. 2012). In transformations 

research, it is generally understood to imply “profound and enduring non-linear systemic changes, 

typically involving social, cultural, technological, political, economic, and/or environmental processes” 

(Linnér and Wibeck, 2019, p. 4). Yet, in research as in popular discourse, there are many different 

understandings of what these processes entail, including different understandings of their properties 

and how (and if) they can be initiated, supported or managed (Feola, 2015).  

The past years have seen an exponential increase in research that aims to theorize the concept of 

transformation, including a host of agenda-setting papers and review articles (Chan et al., 2020; Fazey 

et al., 2017; Feola, 2015; Lam et al., 2020b; O’Brien, 2021a). Some scholars focus on the drivers of 

transformation (Linnér and Wibeck, 2021, 2019), including human and nonhuman agency (Charli-

Joseph et al., 2018; Huggins and Thompson, 2020; Pesch, 2015; Werbeloff et al., 2016; Westley et al., 

2013), or how transformations can be scaled (Lam et al., 2020b; Loorbach et al., 2020; Moore et al., 

2015). Others focus on the quality of change, for instance through consideration of power and justice 
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(Bennett et al., 2019; Blythe et al., 2018; Lahsen and Turnhout, 2021; McGowan et al., 2021; 

Nightingale et al., 2022). Recognizing the heterogeneous nature of transformation and how it is 

understood and applied, sustainability researchers Helene Amundsen and Erlend Hermansen (2021) 

suggest that it be viewed as a boundary object that is used with a high degree of flexibility, and that it 

therefore should be conceived of in the plural, transformations. This is supported by critical, feminist 

and decolonial perspectives that emphasize the danger of a one-size-fits-all approach to 

transformation and sustainability (Blythe et al., 2018; Nightingale et al., 2022). 

Box 2.1.1.2 A Note on Sustainability  

 
The concept of sustainability is used throughout this dissertation, most often in connection with 
transformations, such as through the notion of deliberate transformations toward sustainability. While I 
engage in more detail with the concept of transformation in Section 3: Theoretical Anchoring, here I want to 
speak to my understanding of sustainability. 

In both political and popular discourse, understandings of sustainability most often draw on the Brundtland 
Report (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987), which has two central assumptions: 1) 
that sustainability entails an effort to ensure and enhance human wellbeing while staying within planetary 
boundaries in a multigenerational perspective. And 2) that sustainability is comprised of social, economic and 
ecological components. However, it is often pointed out that the concept means different things to different 
people, to the extent that it lacks solid meaning (Johnston et al., 2007). Subsequently, sustainability is 
understood to be “an inherently normative concept” (Robinson, 2004, p. 380) with a high degree of flexibility, 
making it difficult and potentially counterproductive to reach a set definition (Ramsey, 2015).  

In my understanding of sustainability, I draw on scholars and thinkers who suggest a dislodging of the notion 
of sustainability from the dualistic assumptions of modernist metaphysics. Rather than an end-state, I 
understand sustainability to be akin to what sustainability researcher John Robinson (2004, p. 381) describes 
as “an emergent property”, defined as emerging from “a conversation about desired futures that is informed 
by some understanding of the ecological, social and economic consequences of different courses of action.” 
Robinson suggests that transcending conflict over values and priorities will require locally grounded processes 
where differing views and worlding practices can be expressed and evaluated. Similarly, but centering on 
Indigenous ways of knowing and being, biologist and philosopher Fulvio Mazzocchi (2020, p. 77) suggests that 
the meaning of sustainability may be approached through what he calls a ‘laboratory for sustainability’, 
defined as “a genuinely pluralist space in which multiple cultural expertise can interact and mutually enrich, 
yet maintaining their distinction and integrity.” 

While recognizing this need for plurality, my understanding of sustainability and the way I use the concept in 
this work is anchored in Indigenous and other ‘deep’ relational ontologies that emphasize the entangled co-
becoming of humans and environments and the responsibilities involved in caring for such relations (Harris 
and Wasilewski, 2004). In this perspective, sustainability can be seen as the process of striving for harmony 
among relations (Cajete, 2000) to ensure the wellbeing of both people and the planet. Importantly, this 
harmonizing is not only about relations among beings but also within beings, involving “the integration of 
mind, body and spirit” (Cajete, 2000, p. 212). While this sense of responsibility and harmony is seen to govern 
all relations, Indigenous ontologies also emphasize that all such relations are uniquely tied to place, meaning 
that expressions of sustainability will vary depending on context. 

For this research, I am particularly informed by the community of Igiugig, in which sustainability has been 
equated to wellbeing, understood as “a way of being that arises when people and ecosystems are healthy and 
when individuals, families and communities equitably practice their chosen ways of life and enjoy a self-
defined quality of life, now and in future generations” (Salmon, 2021).  
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2.1.2 Climate Change and Indigenous Communities: Issues of Environmental Justice 

While sustainability alludes to a desirable condition marked by the wellbeing of both people and the 

planet, transformation refers to a particular process that may move a system closer toward this 

condition (Zanotti et al., 2020). Transformation is thereby inherently processual, bringing the attention 

to how such processes can be initiated and engaged with for desirable outcomes. As Scoones et al. 

(2020, p. 65) argue, “few aspects of actionable knowledge for sustainability are more crucial than those 

concerning the processes of transformation.” This need for understanding and supporting 

transformative change is amplified in the context of Indigenous communities. The empirical material 

drawn on in this dissertation comes from my collaboration with the Alaska Native community of 

Igiugig. Besides the unique characteristics of Igiugig, which I discuss below, I see several reasons why 

an Indigenous community is a relevant collaborator for inquiring into both the possibilities and the 

challenges of sustainability transformations, as well as how to think relationally about the process of 

transformation.  

An overwhelming amount of empirical research has documented the ways in which Indigenous people 

and communities are disproportionally impacted by social-ecological challenges, such as climate 

change (Abate and Kronk, 2013; de Coninck et al., 2018; IPBES, 2019; Maldonado et al., 2014). Along 

with other minorities, Indigenous people are negatively affected by such changes in multiple and 

interacting ways that often reinforce socio-economic marginalization and vulnerability (Baird, 2008; 

Ford et al., 2020). In the Arctic, where climate change is occurring at a faster rate than most other 

places, temperature increases have led to changing environmental conditions that directly impact 

Indigenous ways of life (Eira et al., 2018; Ford et al., 2006; Nuttall, 2007). This includes changes in 

abundance and migration patterns of animals used for subsistence, causing it to be more difficult and 

expensive to perform subsistence activities; lack of ice along the coasts and on rivers and lakes, making 

winter travel unpredictable and dangerous; and coastal erosion caused by the thawing of permafrost, 

in some cases leading to the need for community relocation (AMAP, 2021). While much social science 

research focusing on climate change impacts has tended to inquire into the causes and expressions of 

vulnerability, and thus portrayed Arctic Indigenous communities as relatively passive, more recent 

research has focused on these communities as rights-holders and active participants in both research 

and governance (Cameron, 2012; Stephen, 2018). 

With changing climates and ecosystems, people’s relationships with those systems also change. For 

many Indigenous people, such change does not only cause harm in a physical sense but also in a 

cultural and spiritual sense, due to the ways in which culture and language has evolved with the 

relationship to the land (Ferguson and Weaselboy, 2020; Watts, 2013). A growing community of critical 

and anti-colonial scholars identify the ways in which social-ecological change is intimately linked to 
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industrialization, which has first and foremost been facilitated through colonial expansion of the 

European nations (Davis and Todd, 2017; Whyte, 2020a). In this way, social-ecological challenges such 

as climate change are seen as intimately tied to colonization (Gram-Hanssen et al., 2021). Furthermore, 

in this perspective climate change is not a unique and isolated challenge but rather the logical 

continuation of a multi-generational disruption of Indigenous ways of life and culture. Drawing on the 

experiences of Indigenous peoples of Aotearoa (Maori name for New Zealand), Parsons and Nalau 

(2016, p. 86) thus assert that “for indigenous peoples colonial issues continue to set the backdrop for 

new encounters, including their experiences of and responses to global environmental change.”  

Box 2.1.2.1 A Note on Indigenous Peoples, Colonization and Decolonization 

 
Throughout this dissertation, I extensively use the word Indigenous to refer to particular peoples, cultures and 
ontologies. Leaning on the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (United Nations, 
2013) and contemporary Indigenous scholars (e.g., Alfred and Corntassel, 2005), I use Indigenous peoples to 
refer to peoples of long-term settlement and connection to specific lands who have been and are being 
adversely affected by various forms of colonialism. Relatedly, I use Indigenous cultures to refer to past and 
present-day material and immaterial cultures and lifeways that draw on and evolve from ways of being and 
knowing grounded in Indigenous ontologies.  And I use Indigenous ontologies to refer to ways of world-making 
by Indigenous people that are guided by a recognition of relationality, respect and reciprocity between and 
among all beings. (See Subsection 3.3: ‘Deep’ Relationality Through Indigenous and Posthumanist Ontologies 
for a further engagement with Indigenous ontologies). 

These definitions recognize the ever-changing and dynamic nature of culture and knowledge, and does not 
insist on keeping the past separated from the present in a linear understanding of time, but rather focuses on 
how past, present and future co-create culture and knowledge (Berkes, 1999). Recognizing the risk of erasing 
differences in culture and experience of Indigenous peoples, whenever possible I refer to regionally specific 
terminology, such as Alaska Native or First Nation, as well as specific cultural groups, such as Yup’ik in the case 
of Igiugig. When referring to Indigenous scholars who speak to Indigenous cultures and ontologies, I include 
reference to their cultural and/or tribal affiliation so as to recognize that they too come from ‘somewhere.’ 
(See Sarah Radcliffe (2017) for a discussion on the use of ‘Indigeneity’ vis-à-vis ‘Indigenous people’). 

Another central set of concepts is that of colonization and decolonization. I refer to colonization as the 
historical and continuous process of oppression and dispossession of Indigenous peoples with the intended or 
unintended consequence of damaging or destroying Indigenous bodies, societies and cultures. This recognizes 
that colonization is not an event but a process; “the sum effect of the diversity of interlocking oppressive social 
relations that constitute it” (Coulthard, 2014, p. 15). I refer to decolonization as the continuous process of 
identifying and dismantling systemic and institutionalized colonialism to ensure the freedom, wellbeing and 
self-determination of Indigenous peoples. This recognizes that the process of colonization can never be 
undone and emphasizes the simultaneous need to decolonize structures as well as hearts and minds (Smith, 
1999).  

I recognize that both colonization and decolonization have specific meanings in the context of Indigenous 
peoples, with the concept of decolonization referring specifically to the repatriation of Indigenous lands (Tuck 
and Yang, 2012). However, I also refer to these terms more broadly to indicate the ways in which the process 
of colonization has been damaging to the world at large and the foundational need for decolonization for the 
benefit of people and the planet (Marsden, 2017). 

 

Social-ecological challenges, such as climate change, and the possible range of responses are 

increasingly framed within discourses of environmental justice (Martin et al., 2020; Menton et al., 

2020). The environmental justice movement, while diverse, aligns in the acknowledgement of the 
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differentiated responsibilities and impacts of social-ecological challenges, including historical legacies 

of oppression and exploitation (Walker, 2011). Furthermore, responses to such challenges in the form 

of ‘sustainability solutions’ are perceived as often perpetuating injustices (Martin et al., 2020). The 

unique context of colonization along with differential conceptualizations of what constitutes ‘justice’ 

has prompted some scholars to call for a distinct formulation of Indigenous environmental justice 

(Dhillon, 2018; McGregor et al., 2020).  

2.1.3 Transformation and (De)Colonization 

The relationship between transformation and (de)colonization is complex. Firstly, colonization can be 

said to have been a deep-rooted transformation of Indigenous cultures and lifeways, changing not only 

how Indigenous peoples live but forcing changes to cultures and identities, with consequences still 

unfolding by way of intergenerational trauma (Elliott, 2020; Garcia-Olp, 2018). In many ways this 

transformation was deliberate and based in an economic imperative for the European nations to 

generate wealth to support the welfare of their growing populations, and a perceived moral imperative 

to civilize the ‘savages’ encountered in ‘The New World’ and ‘The Orient’ (Smith, 1999).  In the context 

of Turtle Island (Native American name for North America), settler-colonialism has been articulated as 

settlers aspiring to “transform Indigenous homelands into settler homelands” (Whyte, 2018, p. 324). 

The history and continuous processes of colonization thus offers a cautionary tale for grand social 

projects driven and legitimized by the urgency of socio-economic problems and/or ‘moral obligations’ 

(Gram-Hanssen et al., 2021). Many popular and political discourses on transformation emphasize 

urgency and the need to act in order to meet the global social-ecological challenges, often sidestepping 

the cultural implications of such actions, arguing that there is no time for being culturally sensitive 

when the future of humanity is at stake (Bravo, 2009; Cameron, 2012; Lynch and Veland, 2018; 

Swyngedouw, 2010; Whyte, 2020b). Yet, as highlighted by numerous researchers and activists 

embedded in place, cultural sensitivity, care and love has never been more important (Haverkamp, 

2021). 

This speaks to the difficulties of working with concepts such as sustainability and transformation in 

Indigenous contexts, where such concepts might be seen to represent colonial powers and to clash 

with Indigenous cosmologies and understandings of wellbeing (Vásquez-Fernández and Ahenakew pii 

tai poo taa, 2020). Working on issues of social-ecological change in the Alaskan Arctic, sustainability 

researcher Laura Zanotti et al. (2020, p. 7) found that while their Iñupiat collaborators acknowledged 

the need for their communities to adjust institutions and economies to experienced and expected 

changes, “paradoxically, neither resilience and sustainability as paradigms nor the social-ecological 

systems approach resonated.” In place of systems-based approaches, the Iñupiat collaborators 

suggested relational approaches to human-environment interactions, and rather than sustainability 
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and resilience, wellbeing and self-determination were highlighted as important research topics 

(Zanotti et al., 2020). This invites further reflection as to how transformational work can and should be 

perceived and furthered and calls for other more political and empowering research agendas that 

acknowledge the colonial past and present of the Indigenous reality and links this critically with current 

and future vulnerabilities to climate change and potentials for sustainability transformations 

(Cameron, 2012; Golden et al., 2015; Parsons and Nalau, 2016). Largely, this is a call for decolonizing 

approaches to the research and practice of transformations (Gram-Hanssen et al., 2021; Zanotti et al., 

2020). The link between transformation and decolonization is a central inquiry in Articles 4 and 5 in 

this dissertation. 

Secondly, with decades of decolonization and Indigenization movements, Indigenous peoples are 

involved in processes of deliberate transformation of their own making. The different approaches for 

how to structure society, hinging on different ontologies and worldviews, provide examples of how 

Western society might think anew about human-environment relations. The processes and lessons 

learned from the decolonization movements across the world can thus provide important insight into 

possible pathways towards deliberate transformations of society (de Coninck et al., 2018; IPBES, 2019; 

Kimmerer, 2013; Lewis et al., 2020; MacKinnon et al., 2017; Marsden, 2017; No’kmaaq et al., 2021). 

Such engagement and learning must be done in respectful partnership, however (Thomas, 2022), and 

cannot be undertaken before the recognition and active dismantling of colonial relations (Whyte et al., 

2018), including the return of land stewardship to Indigenous communities and groups (Tuck and Yang, 

2012). This implies that transformations research and practice must support ongoing decolonization 

efforts and not shy away from engaging with the messy reality of struggles for freedom. A ‘deep’ 

relational approach might be able to aid in this process (Vásquez-Fernández and Ahenakew pii tai poo 

taa, 2020). 

2.2 Introducing Igiugig, Alaska 

The paragraphs above form a compelling argument for why an Indigenous community is an interesting 

– and potentially crucial – case for transformations research. This is not only about gaining insights into 

this particular context, but about the potential for thinking anew about subjectivity, agency, justice 

and political action in the context of transformations, since “once different agents are brought into 

view, new ways of thinking about action become possible” (Kuus, 2019, p. 164). Here I introduce one 

such group of ‘agents’, the people of Igiugig, Alaska, arguing that they too can help us think differently 

about transformative change. To a large extent, this dissertation is about the community of Igiugig. 

While most of the articles explain why I have pursued collaboration with this community, including 

some of the community work that can be characterized as deliberately transformational, I add more 

detail here that will be important for understanding the dissertation as a whole.    
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Figure 2.2.1 Welcome sign in Igiugig, Alaska (Photo by Author, 2017) 

 

The community of Igiugig (pronounced ‘iggy-AH-gig’) is located in Bristol Bay in southwestern Alaska, 

USA, where Alaska’s largest freshwater lake, Lake Iliamna feeds into the Kvichak River (see Figure 2.2.2 

below). In Yup’ik3, Igiugig means ‘like a throat that swallows water’ (Igiugig Village Council, n.d.). The 

land on which Igiugig sits has been the homelands of Alaska Native peoples for millennia, and before 

the Village of Igiugig was established, the lands and waters were used for fishing, hunting and gathering 

activities by the ancestors of the Igyararmiut (the people of Igiugig) (Salmon, 2008). The Yup’ik were 

traditionally semi-nomadic with a winter settlement and a summer settlement, moving over large 

areas of land in pursue of game, fish and plants (Branson, 2006; VanStone, 1967). The oldest of the 

community’s Elders grew up with this lifestyle and can tell stories of reindeer herding, trading hides 

for flour and sugar at the Igiugig trading post, and the shock of seeing a white person for the first time 

 
3 While some scholars refer to the Yup’ik language as Yugtun or Yugcetun, in Igiugig they generally use Yup’ik to 
refer to their language. 
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(Gram-Hanssen, 2012; Salmon, 2008). From the start of the 1900s, however, changes happened fast 

(see Box 2.2.1 below). 

Figure 2.2.2 Map of Igiugig. The map shows the Lake Iliamna watershed with an inlay of the State of Alaska. The 

red dot marks the Village of Igiugig where Lake Iliamna feeds into the Kvichak River. Source: map created by Ross 

Wetherbee using the 2016 land cover layer from the National Land Cover Database, MRLC. 

 

Box 2.2.1 The ‘Settling’ of Alaska Natives  

 
The establishment of present-day Igiugig was largely a result of two interlinked processes related to the 
purchase of Alaska by the United States in 1917.  

The socio-political imperative to socialize and educate Alaska Natives resulted in the building of state and 
residential schools and a decree that all children be given formal education. This forced many families to 
become sedentary for the duration of the school year (Barnhardt, 2001). While oral history documents the 
long-term use of present-day Igiugig as a summer fishing camp, the official establishment of the village 
happened relatively late compared to other villages in the area. The community was established in the 1920s, 
after the nearby village of Qinuyang (or ‘Old Igiugig’), was devastated by the 1919 influenza pandemic (Byrd, 
2019). By 1947 when the late Mary Gregory-Olympic moved to Igiugig with her family from Kukaklek Lake, 
only five families lived in the village on a semi-permanent basis. The Igiugig School was not established until 
1967, meaning that until that point children who were of school age were forced to travel to other 
communities for their schooling (Gram-Hanssen, 2012).  

Once oil was discovered on the North Slope of Alaska, land ownership, which to this point had seemed 
unimportant in a state as large and ‘undeveloped’ as Alaska, suddenly became a pressing economic and 
political issue. The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA), passed in 1971, extinguished all aboriginal 
claims in exchange for fee simple title to 44 million acres of land, and a one-time settlement of $962.5 million 
dollars divided among twelve regional and 226 village for-profit corporations established as part of the Act. 
Village corporations were granted surface rights of a selected area, the size of which was based on the number 
of residents in the village at the time of the Act. Alaska Natives got automatic enrollment in village and regional 
corporations depending on their place of residence and received 100 shares of stock to both corporations, 
making them legal owners of village and regional lands. The Act transformed all Alaska Natives into 
landowners of particular lands while extinguishing their potential claims to other lands. This further sped up 
the process of Alaska Natives becoming settled into one place (Case and Voluck, 2012; Summit, 1997). 
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The community of Igiugig is small, with about 70 year-round residents. The population is relatively 

young, with roughly one third under the age of 18, and there are slightly more women than men in the 

community. The majority of community members identify as Yup’ik Alaska Native, which is one of 

seven distinct Alaska Native cultures. Igiugig is located at the intersection of Yup’ik, Alutiiq and 

Dena’ina homelands and many community members can trace their ancestry to several Alaska Native 

cultures. A growing number of residents also identify as Caucasian, which speaks to the increase in 

people moving to the community from other places in the state or the continental United States from 

the 1970s and onwards. The community is not on the road system but sits relatively isolated at the 

mouth of the Kvichak River, among blueberries and alders. Yet, the illusion of isolation is broken by the 

constant sound of bush planes, outboard motors, four-wheelers and snow-machines. These sounds 

tell the story of connection and relation. Tundra trails and the lake connect the village to other 

communities in the Lake Region and the river provides access all the way down to Bristol Bay, where 

some community members go commercial fishing in the summer. A handful of small-scale airlines 

provide air service to the regional hub communities and to Anchorage, the largest city in the state.  

The governing body in Igiugig is the Igiugig Village Council (IVC), which is a federally recognized tribe 

and only local government. IVC consists of an elected president, a vice president and three council 

members. Besides governmental activities, IVC maintains and oversees village infrastructure, including 

water, electricity, roads and public buildings, and provides fuel, gasoline and heating oil for all 

households. IVC also oversees larger scale construction projects and several grant programs focusing 

on community development and wellbeing (Igiugig Village Council, n/d). The 66,000 acres on which 

Igiugig sits are managed by the Igiugig Native Corporation (INC), established in 1971 as part of the 

Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) (Igiugig Village Council, n/d). Sitting on the banks of one 

of the world’s most important sockeye salmon rivers, INC generates some of their revenue from land 

use fees paid by tourist lodges and sport fishermen. Some of this revenue goes into purchasing private 

property along the riverbank to increase the INC land-base (Igiugig Village Council, n/d). In order to 

ensure that ownership of the land is extended beyond the generations alive at the time of ANCSA, 

many community members have gifted shares to children and grandchildren born after 1971, who 

otherwise are not considered legal landowners. 

The community of Igiugig is continuously working to enhance its self-determination and self-sufficiency 

as well as the wellbeing of its inhabitants (Alaska Venture Fund, n/d; Igyararmiut et al., 2021) (see Box 

2.2.2 below for some examples of these efforts). This work, and the success of their efforts, in many 

ways provides a counter-narrative to the troubling statistics that so clearly show the damaging effects 

of centuries of colonization on Indigenous people across Turtle Island (Sequist, 2021). For instance, 

compared to the overall U.S. population, Alaska Native and Native American individuals are twice as 
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likely to live in poverty (26%), be unemployed (30%), lack access to health insurance (21%), and not 

have completed high school (20%) (US Census Bureau, 2017). Among other things, this contributes to 

poor health among many Alaska Natives and Native Americans who are more than twice as likely than 

the overall U.S population to be disabled (16%), have diabetes (15%) and die by suicide (11 deaths per 

10,000 women) (Villarroel et al., 2020). It is increasingly recognized that the health crisis among Alaska 

Natives and Native Americans is simultaneously a deeply cultural crisis rooted in colonization (Elliott, 

2020; Napoleon, 1996). In view of the challenging context of Alaska Native and Native American 

communities, a community that not only diverge on most of the above statistics, but does so from a 

place of enhancing self-determination, self-sufficiency and wellbeing is a most relevant case for 

exploring and theorizing deliberate transformations towards sustainability.  

Box 2.2.2 Examples of Igiugig’s Efforts to Enhance Self-Determination, Self-Sufficiency and Wellbeing 

 
In Igiugig, the aims of enhancing self-determination, self-sufficiency and wellbeing are infused in largely all 
aspects of community life, including energy, food, economy, education and governance (Alaska Venture Fund, 
n/d; Gram-Hanssen, 2012; Igyararmiut et al., 2021). They are also central in all decision-making, from the 
strategic planning of IVC to the day-to-day decisions and actions of individuals. While this focus is not new in 
this community, community efforts have become increasingly strategic and deliberate over the course of the 
past two decades. 

Examples of these efforts include the shift from relying on fossil fuels to experimenting and investing in 
renewable energy, including an innovative river turbine that has the potential to enable the community to 
draw all their energy from the river (ORPC, 2020). This means a shift from high cost and low control to low 
(long-term) cost and high control. A similar shift is happening in the community’s food systems, where high 
reliance on store bought foods and low access to fresh produce, which is seen to be part of a general ‘nutrition 
transition’ among Indigenous groups across the Arctic with increased reliance on processed foods (Kuhnlein 
et al., 2004), is being shifted by way of a local produce production program, including several greenhouses 
and vegetable gardens in the community. This is coupled with a continuous emphasis on the skills and values 
associated with living off the land, including hunting, fishing and gathering. Besides enhancing food security 
through local access to affordable and healthy foods, there is also an important cultural component to this 
work, reconnecting people to the lands and waters that provide for them and that they in turn care for (Byrd, 
2019; Jakober, n.d.).  

Shifts are also happening in the community’s institutions, including the school and the land corporation (INC). 
These institutions were established by the United States government as part of the settler-colonial efforts to 
shape Alaska Native citizens in the Western image. While hugely important for Alaska Native’s ability to 
participate in Western society, formal education (as it was conceptualized and performed during most of the 
20th century) and land ownership are largely at odds with Alaska Native worldviews and lifestyles (Berger, 
1985; Summit, 1997). In Igiugig, these institutions have been shaped to better align with the values and 
cultural practices of the community (Gram-Hanssen, 2018). In the context of the school, this includes bringing 
Elders into the classroom and bringing students out on the land as part of creating a culturally appropriate 
curriculum. Efforts to ‘go back’ to a time before these institutions were in place are not seen as feasible nor 
desirable. Rather, how to shape them into institutions that enhance the values and vision of the community 
is what matters. This is exemplified by INC using land use fees to purchase private property for the benefit of 
current and future generations of Igiugig residents and shareholders. 
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Figure 2.2.3 The Village of Igiugig on the banks of the Kvichak River (Photo by © Nathaniel Wilder, 2021) 

 

Figure 2.2.4 The Igiugig dance group, Makuryat Yurartet (Photo by © Nathaniel Wilder, 2021) 
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Figure 2.2.5 Addi, Mavrik and Luke enjoying summer in Igiugig (Photo by © Nathaniel Wilder, 2021) 

 

Figure 2.2.6 Sockeye Salmon hanging in the smokehouse in Igiugig (Photo by Author, 2017) 
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3. THEORETICAL ANCHORING 

3.1 Deliberate Transformations Toward Sustainability 

Within the landscape of transformations research, I center my inquiry on the notion of deliberate 

transformations toward sustainability; namely, transformative change that is directed and anticipatory 

and that has the explicit aim of enhancing sustainability. I have been drawn to this particular angle on 

transformations research due to the perspective’s explicit focus on the agency of individuals and 

collectives as the main driving force behind transformations (O’Brien, 2012, 2016). While this does not 

exclude the significance of nonhumans, it points to the unique possibility and responsibility of humans 

in co-creating sustainable futures. At the time of commencing my doctoral work, I had already 

collaborated with the community of Igiugig on issues of community sustainability (Gram-Hanssen, 

2012), and the focus on deliberately engaging in transformations resonated well with this previous 

work (see Section 2: Background). Below I describe the theoretical components to the notion of 

deliberate transformations toward sustainability and identify it as an integrative approach to the study 

of transformations that takes into account ‘interior dimensions’ of change and supports a focus on 

relations and relationality. 

Deliberate transformation is understood as radical changes happening in social-ecological systems, 

directed by people and groups in a conscious effort to fundamentally change current systems and 

practices towards increased sustainability (Feola, 2015; Moore et al., 2014; O’Brien, 2012). Drawing on 

both systems thinking (Meadows, 1999) and leadership development (Sharma, 2007), human 

geographer Karen O’Brien (2012, p. 670) defines the process of transformation as “physical and/or 

qualitative changes in form, structure or meaning-making” as well as “a psycho-social process involving 

the unleashing of human potential to commit, care and effect change for a better life.” Deliberate 

transformation is thereby not only concerned with the changes that happen ‘out in the world,’ but 

recognizes that all such changes are rooted in the human ability to change and to take a different 

perspective on change. Informed by psychological and pedagogical concepts, such as Paulo Freire’s 

(1970) conscientization, deliberate transformation makes room for the creative potentials of humans, 

centering on transformative capacity rather than (only) adaptive capacity (Ziervogel et al., 2016). 

According to O’Brien (2012, p. 669), humans are not only “contributing to changes in the earth system, 

but they are also capable of recognizing, reflecting and consciously taking actions to influence future 

outcomes.” This is further informed by systems theorist Donella Meadows’ (2009) leverage points for 

systems change, where the highest leverage point is identified as the ability to transcend the paradigm 

one is in, recognizing both what is worth keeping and what needs to change.  
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The emerging theory of deliberate transformation is thereby guided by an integrative approach to 

change, recognizing that “a regime shift cannot occur without changing worldviews, institutions, and 

technologies together, as an integrated system” (Beddoe et al., 2009, p. 2). This literature highlights 

the importance of ‘interior dimensions’ of human existence, including beliefs, values and worldviews 

(Laininen, 2019; Moore and Milkoreit, 2020; Rosenberg, 2021). While addressing pressing issues such 

as climate change demands changes in biophysical systems, there is growing awareness that such 

changes are intimately entangled with not only certain practices and societal systems, but importantly 

also certain ways of understanding and being in the world (Hulme, 2009; Ives et al., 2020; Wamsler et 

al., 2021). In the context of climate change, for instance, transformations researcher Gail Hochachka 

(2021, 2019) found that difference in meaning-making results in the simultaneous existence of 

different climate changes and subsequently a range of different responses. Understanding this 

difference and the action logics they relate to is a prerequisite for finding common ground for 

adaptative and transformative responses. 

Because the deliberate transformation concept places much emphasis on humans’ capacity to change, 

people become crucial in understanding and supporting a transformational process. Although political 

systems and structures are often seen to pose the greatest barrier to change, this too is made up of 

individuals and groups that support and maintain the current paradigm, thereby intimately linking 

political change to personal change. Thus, the deliberate transformations literature does not only bring 

people ‘back in’ to the discussion on transformation but places them at the center – not in terms of a 

human-centric hierarchy of importance, but rather in terms of transformative potential. Deliberate 

transformation thus emphasizes the agential nature of engaging in change in terms of both potential 

and responsibility (Sharma, 2007). Our role is not (only) to manage some unruly process but rather to 

deliberately enact an alternative reality (O’Brien, 2021b). 

By recognizing the breadth and depth of the necessary transformations, this kind of research agenda 

calls for transdisciplinarity and the co-production of knowledge and practice (Page et al., 2016), paying 

attention to the relationships between transformations happening at and across many different levels, 

including the personal, organizational and cultural levels (O’Brien, 2012). In the context of both 

research and practice, this means developing different methods for engagement and bottom-up policy 

making. Sustainability researcher Andy Stirling (2015) argues that despite, or rather, because of the 

severity of the climate change challenge and the increasingly smaller window for action, we need 

democratic processes that find solutions from the bottom-up rather than continuing the top-down 

approach of expert- and politician-led adaptation. Referring to historic struggles by oppressed peoples, 

including Indigenous peoples, he argues that “contrary to much received wisdom, it is repeatedly 

unruly, bottom-up ‘transformations’ rather than top-down structured ‘transitions’ (…), that typically 
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achieve the most profound (sometimes rapid) socially progressive social changes” (Stirling 2015, p. 1). 

Similarly, geographer Michael Bravo (2009, p. 259) points to the potential benefits of using “civic 

epistemologies” and frameworks that “put communities back into the calculus of risk and meaning-

making.” These perspectives do not imply that systems approaches are not useful or that the national 

and global levels are not significant. Rather, they argue for a ‘grounding’ of transformations research 

that focuses on change as it happens in and across places. 

Underpinning the conceptualization of deliberate transformation is an understanding of change 

occurring across different interacting spheres simultaneously. The Three Spheres of Transformation 

framework (Figure 3.1.1) proposed by Karen O’Brien and Linda Sygna (2013; O’Brien, 2018) acts as a 

heuristic for thinking about how transformations occur and how to generate transformative results.  

 

The framework is based on systems thinking, such as the leverage points perspective mentioned 

above, and the work of Monica Sharma (2007) on the relationship between personal and planetary 

transformation. Rather than a theory of change, however, the framework can accommodate multiple 

different change theories. The framework identifies the practical, political and personal spheres as 

interrelated areas of intervention for societal transformations, arguing that sustainability-related 

issues cut across all three spheres to varying degree. The practical sphere refers to behaviors and 

technical responses, such as riding a bike instead of a car or developing renewable energy technology. 

The political sphere refers to systems and structures, such as political deliberation on funding schemes 

for renewable energy transitions. The personal sphere refers to individually and collectively (culturally) 

held beliefs, values, worldviews and paradigms, such as the paradigm of a circular economy or valuing 

Figure 3.1.1 Three Spheres of 

Transformation Framework.  

The figure shows the practical, political 

and personal spheres. The cross-cutting 

arrow symbolizes the need to work 

across all three spheres to generate 

transformative outcomes for 

sustainability. Source O’Brien (2018) 
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and prioritizing the wellbeing of future generations. While all three spheres carry their own importance 

for transformations, an assumption of the framework is that the personal sphere of values and 

worldviews tend to shape processes and outcomes in both the political and practical spheres. 

Therefore, the personal sphere is seen as a particularly potent leverage point for sustainability 

transformations, for instance through critically examining and questioning assumptions and 

mechanisms that inform predominant discourses and practices (Manuel-Navarrete and Pelling, 2015).  

The framework is integrative through insisting on a holistic understanding of transformation. An 

explicit assumption of the framework is that paying attention to only one or two of the spheres will be 

insufficient to generate equitable sustainability transformations. While represented visually as three 

separate spheres with clearly defined borders, the framework recognizes the intra-active nature of the 

spheres (Barad, 2007), meaning that they co-constitute each other and are synergistic (O’Brien, 2018).  

While useful as a heuristic, the framework also invites many questions. For instance, transformations 

researcher Stephen Woroniecki et al. (2022, p. 3) reflect on how to “hold together the personal, 

political and practical dimensions of transformation in a coherent way.” While I have not engaged 

explicitly with the Three Spheres framework in any of my articles, it has inspired me to similarly inquire 

into this co-constitutive nature of change. Like Woroneicki and his colleagues, I have wondered how 

to account for the co-constitutive nature of transformations and the relationality of the intra-acting 

spheres. As I show in this dissertation, such questions call for an understanding of relations that is able 

to hold a both/and space of simultaneity. Below I outline this theoretical positioning, first by situating 

myself within the relational turn in human geography and the social sciences more generally, and 

secondly by specifying a ‘deep’ relationality that draws on Indigenous and posthumanist ontologies.  

3.2 The Relational Turn: How Deep Do Relations Go?  

Across the social sciences and humanities, researchers are increasingly turning to relations as a lens 

through which to understand society and the potential for sustainability. This is part of what is referred 

to as ‘the relational turn’ in the social sciences, most notably in sociology (Abbott, 2020; Dépelteau, 

2018; Emirbayer, 1997; Powell, 2013), psychology (Gergen, 2011; Sugarman and Martin, 2011) and 

human geography (Allen, 2012; Glückler and Panitz, 2021; Jackson, 2006; Jones, 2009). In the context 

of human geography scholarship, the importance of relations has been front and center for decades 

with the relational theorization of central concepts such as space, place, scale and network (Jones, 

2009). Besides a recognition that relations matter for understanding geographical difference, 

relational thinking within the discipline generally refers to “an understanding of social phenomena as 

being constituted by social interactions that are situated in a structure of relations and contextual 

meaning” (Glückler and Panitz, 2021, p. 1532). Thus, rather than viewing entities, structures or agents 
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as existing independently of each other, they exist and are given meaning through relations and 

context. 

Space and place as relational are central tenets of contemporary human geographical thought (Pierce 

et al., 2011). To ‘think space relationally’, human geographers departed from the debate of absolute 

versus relative space by rejecting any form of special totalities and dissolving the boundaries between 

objects and space, instead envisioning “a perpetual becoming of heterogeneous networks and events 

that connect internal spatiotemporal relations” (Jones, 2009, p. 491). The writings of human 

geographer Doreen Massey (2006, 2005) have been especially important for this theorization. Rather 

than space existing as an external entity, Massey (2006, pp. 89–90) argues that space is “an on-going 

production” created through “practices, relations, connections and disconnections (…) at all scales, 

from the intimate to the global.” According to human geographer Martin Jones (2009, p. 492), “the 

spatial project for relational thinkers” is to exchange dualistic theories with relational theories that 

understand “space, place and politics as encountered, performed, and fluid.”  In the context of both 

place, space and scale, this has led to an articulation of a ‘flat ontology’ in which interactions are seen 

to occur across both localized and non-localized ‘event-relations’ that “avoid the predetermination of 

hierarchies or boundlessness” (Marston et al., 2005, p. 424). These articulations thus attempt to rid 

geographical theorizing of deterministic, dualistic and hierarchical assumptions in order to better 

account for the performed and emergent nature of the social.  

Among human geographers, actor-network theory (ANT) (Latour, 2007) and assemblage thinking 

(DeLanda, 2006) have become some of the preferred analytical approaches for understanding the 

relational and co-constitutive nature of environment-society phenomena (Anderson et al., 2012; 

Bosco, 2006). While distinct, the two approaches share a focus on relations rather than entities, 

combating dualisms such as human-nonhuman and micro-macro, emphasizing materiality as agential 

and the processual nature of the socio-material (Müller, 2015). ANT has especially been used to 

theorize nonhumans as agential and actively contributing to the constitution of the social (Bennett, 

2018), while assemblage thinking has helped put focus on process and emergence and the fragile and 

flexible nature of social constellations, such as the state (Allen and Cochrane, 2010). Both approaches 

emphasize emergence and openness, “instating that phenomena do not have to be a particular way 

just because they are a particular way” (Müller, 2015, p. 32).  

These approaches have also been critiqued, however, for not accounting for “the relational production 

of difference and inequality” within a world of fluidity (Kinkaid, 2020, p. 465) and thereby overlooking 

issues of power (Brenner et al., 2011). In order to counteract this potential challenge, some scholars 

combine the notion of assemblages and actor networks with a relational perspective on place. For 
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instance, grounded in human geography and science and technology studies, feminist political 

ecologist Dianne Rocheleau (2016) draws on ANT and assemblage thinking to propose the notion of a 

‘poststructural rooted network,’ showing how beings and things are bound together in a web of 

relations that are rooted in place. She suggests that this ‘networked vision’ can be used as an ‘eclectic 

tool’ to help “‘make sense’ of complex assemblages of humans, other living beings, and their things, 

their surroundings, and technologies from distinct subject positions and diverse knowledge 

perspectives” (2016, pp. 220–221). According to human geographer Padini Nirmal (2016, p. 232), the 

idea of rooted networks “reminds us that the worlds we inhabit are indeed alive (as living worlds of 

animate and inanimate beings), and that networks are not floating threads of connection but are in 

fact rooted in place and central to the livingness of worlds.” 

Relations are also central in sustainability science and transformations research. Scholars within these 

fields draw on many of the same theories as do human geographers, and both ANT and assemblage 

theory are gaining prominence in research on sustainability transition and transformations, for 

instance in order to account for nonhuman agency (Contesse et al., 2021), cross-scalar relations 

(Grandin and Haarstad, 2020) or the instability of transformative change (Wanvik and Haarstad, 2021)4. 

However, as Walsh et al. (2021) show, ANT and assemblage thinking are only two of a diverse palette 

of theoretical approaches that sustainability researchers draw on to account for the relational nature 

of social-ecological change. In their review article, they map out twenty-six relational discourses that 

are drawn upon in sustainability research, practice and education (see Figure 3.2.1 below).  

Figure 3.2.1 Tanglegram of Relational Discourses Within Sustainability Science. The discourses are organized 

according to their center of gravity in terms of ontology, epistemology and ethics. Source: Walsh et al. (2021) 

 

 
4 Although see Jordhus-Lier et al. (2021) for a critique of the use of assemblage thinking in the study of energy 
transitions. 
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Despite considerable convergence and overlap, each of these discourses have their own aim and 

theoretical anchoring. Thus, relationality within sustainability science is more accurately thought of as 

an emerging field rather than any one specific approach. 

Within this diversity, however, sustainability researcher Simon West et al. (2020) identify four themes 

that cut across the relational turn in the social sciences and that have implications for sustainability 

research: 1) The world is perceived as being in a state of perpetual becoming, meaning that action 

always comes before entities rather than the other way around. 2) Experience arises through 

embodiment, meaning that knowing is entangled with doing. 3) Language and concepts need 

reconstruction to allow for this processual and relational understanding. 4) And ethics are always 

present, making it necessary to develop practices of care and to reflect on the process of doing. 

The emphasis on embodiment and doing is visible in a growing body of work that front questions of 

place (Brown et al., 2019; Grenni et al., 2020). For instance, sustainability researcher Sara Grenni et al. 

(2020) draw on relational understandings of place in their articulation of a theoretical framework for 

understanding sustainable ‘place-shaping’. They find that while there is a growing focus on the ‘interior 

dimensions’ of transformation, such as values and worldviews, as well as the role of sense of place for 

sustainability, these literatures are not yet well connected. The authors describe both values and sense 

of place as emerging from interactions between people and their environments and suggest that an 

integration of these perspectives can provide a relational framework for investigating how place-

values can be potential drivers of place-based sustainability transformations. Viewing place-shaping as 

a relational process, they find that such shaping is involved in connecting phenomena and scales 

otherwise seen as separate, such as nature and society and the local and the global. 

Thus, relations and relationality is increasingly important for social science researchers, including those 

that focus on sustainability transformations. Yet, what does relationality imply? In the context of 

economic geography, Henry Yeung (2005, pp. 37, emphasis in original) found that much relational 

scholarship tends to be “relational only in a thematic sense, focusing on various themes of socio-spatial 

relations without theorizing sufficiently the nature of relationality and its manifestation through power 

relations and actor-specific practice.” While the study and theorization of relations has developed 

tremendously since this observation was made, sociologists Peeter Selg and Andreas Ventsel (2020, 

pp. 16–17) find there to be a persistent and noticeable “ambiguity of the qualifier ‘relational’” as it is 

applied across various social science disciplines. Qualifying relationality is a matter of ontology, as it 

depends on what has ontological primacy (Simpson, 2016). Several social science scholars have 

suggested a distinction between theories and approaches that understand relations as important but 

ultimately secondary to entities, and theories and approaches that take relations and the process of 
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relating to be ontologically prior to entities (Dewey and Bentley, 1949; Selg and Ventsel, 2020; West 

et al., 2020). While most contemporary theorization within sustainability science recognizes the 

importance of relations and the problematic assumptions of a positivist, modernist worldview, much 

such theorization has been found to ultimately be locked into hidden ‘substantialist’ assumptions, for 

instance through language such as coupled social-ecological systems (West et al., 2020). According to 

West et al. (2020), the insistence on separating out ‘entities’, such as ‘resource units’ and ‘resource 

users’ in the context of environmental governance, reduces the complexity such research is able to 

convey, thus potentially limiting the effectiveness of the proposed interventions. 

In developing a relational approach for studying the role of relations in deliberate transformations 

toward sustainability, I have been inspired by the notions offered by the above scholars. Yet, as I have 

aimed to take a ‘deep’ relational approach, I have prioritized ontological positionings that take 

relations to form the foundation of reality rather than being an attribute of it. Specifically Indigenous 

and posthumanist ontologies, to which I turn below. 

3.3 ‘Deep’ Relationality Through Indigenous and Posthumanist Ontologies 

Informed by the perspectives of my collaborators in Igiugig, I have drawn substantial inspiration from 

scholarship within Indigenous studies and Indigenous geographies on the nature of relations and the 

relationality of nature as articulated by Indigenous scholars from across Turtle Island (for instance, 

Alfred, 2009; Cajete, 2000; Deloria Jr, 1979; Harris and Wasilewski, 2004; Kawagley et al., 1998; Little 

Bear, 2000; Simpson, 2011; Watts, 2013; Wildcat, 2005; Wilson, 2008)5. While I recognize the 

important cultural, historical and geographical differences between the various Indigenous Peoples of 

Turtle Island, I follow other scholars who base their notions of ‘Indigenous ontologies’ or ‘Indigenous 

methodologies’ on a sense of the common foundation from which these perspectives arise (Cajete, 

2000; Little Bear, 2000; Louis, 2007; Wilson, 2008).  

Blackfoot scholar Leroy Little Bear (2000), for instance, describe how Indigenous ontologies (or what 

he refers to as Aboriginal philosophy) view existence as consisting of energy in constant flux rather 

than stable matter. Energy congeals and disburses through spatially defined interrelationships among 

and between beings imbued with spirit. In the worldviews and paradigms that derive from such 

ontologies, relationships are of outmost importance (Cajete, 2000; Watts, 2013; Wilson, 2001). 

Drawing on the Creation histories of her people, Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe scholar Vanessa 

Watts (2013) relates how every being comes into this world already in relation and is given meaning 

 
5 While centering on the context of Turtle Island, I recognize the alignment between these writings and scholars 
in other cultural and geographical contexts, such as Aotearoa (e.g., Smith, 2014, 1999), Australia (e.g., Bawaka 
Country et al., 2016, 2013), South Africa (e.g., Chilisa, 2020; Chilisa et al., 2017) and Northern Europe (e.g., 
Kuokkanen, 2007). 
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through its relations. Working with research methodology, Cree scholar Shawn Wilson (2001, p. 177) 

describes how, “it is not necessarily an object that is important, it is my relationship with that object 

that becomes important.” Thus, in an Indigenous epistemology, he concludes, “relationships are more 

important than reality.” Ontologically speaking, then, relationships form the foundation for reality. 

In Indigenous ontologies, relationships are never merely abstractions but always grounded in the 

physical world of places and bodies. To be Indigenous is “to be of place” (Deloria Jr and Wildcat, 2001, 

p. 31). This is informed by a non-dualistic understanding of being, which challenges the dualisms of 

being-knowing, subject-object, human-nonhuman. Little Bear (2000) explains how Indigenous 

ontologies do not distinguish between animate and inanimate entities but perceive all entities as 

animate. As he reflects, “If everything is animate, then everything has spirit and knowledge. If 

everything has spirit and knowledge, then all are like me. If all are like me, then all are my relations” 

(2000, p. 78). Having spirit and knowledge also implies having agency. As other aspects of Indigenous 

ontologies, this agency too is relational. Watts (2013) explains the ways in which humans and other 

beings are bound to the lands and waters by which they reside and that they gain the ability to think 

and act from this relationship. This lays the foundation for an understanding of being and knowing as 

intimately related, prompting Watts (2013, p. 21) to offer the notion of Place-Thought, which she 

describes as a “non-distinctive space where place and thought were never separated because they 

never could or can be separated.”  

Many aspects of relational Indigenous ontologies resonate with posthumanist and feminist scholarship 

from within the social sciences that are informed by non-dualistic and non-deterministic metaphysics 

(Barad, 2007; Bennett, 2010; Braidotti, 2019; Ferrando, 2012; Haraway, 2016; Zanotti, 2020). While 

the meaning of the term posthumanism is contested (Ferrando, 2013), I follow feminist political 

ecologist Junita Sundberg (2014) in understanding posthumanism as an umbrella-term that 

encompasses a diverse body of work primarily situated within Anglo-European philosophy. What this 

scholarship has in common is a decentering of the human (especially the Western, white, heterosexual 

man) and an articulation of non-dualistic ways of apprehending and theorizing the world through the 

non-separation of animate/inanimate (Haraway, 2016), material/discursive (Barad, 2007), and 

inner/outer worlds (Ferrando, 2016). Posthumanism contributes toward a ‘deep’ relational approach 

by focusing on processes of becoming, performativity and entanglement. These theoretical constructs 

speak to the ontological stance that “attends to emergent becoming rather than substantive being” 

(Simpson, 2016, p. 160). Thus, phenomena are not, they become. Human geographers, such as J.K. 

Gibson-Graham (2008) emphasize the performativity of becoming, or what they refer to as ‘world-

making’. This perspective assumes that rather than certain societal and cultural conditions being a 

‘natural’ result of inevitable processes somehow happening to the world, change or the lack of change 
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is instead the result of distinct subjectivities and activities being performed in particular ways, 

deliberately or not.   

The term ‘intra-action’, coined by feminist and theoretical physicist Karen Barad (2007), speaks to the 

ways in which this becoming is an entangled process. As opposed to ‘interaction’, ‘intra-action’ implies 

that phenomena are not separate to begin with but always already entangled and that action always 

occurs within these entanglements. Along with other posthumanist terminology, ‘intra-action’ 

provides a vocabulary for ‘seeing together what is otherwise perceived as separate’ (Dewey and 

Bentley, 1949). This has implications for understandings of agency since rather than acting on a 

phenomenon, as is implicit in positivist realism, or acting between phenomena, as is assumed within a 

social constructionist account, ‘intra-action’ implies acting with and within phenomena in a continuous 

process of co-becoming. According to Barad (2007, p. 23), this implies that “it is less that there is an 

assemblage of agents than there is an entangled state of agencies”. In a posthumanist ontology, both 

meaning and matter is seen as agential through how they intra-act to co-create the world (Barad, 2007; 

Bennett, 2010).  

Indigenous and posthumanist ontologies align in offering a strong sense of the responsibilities involved 

in a world of relations. The notions of becoming, performativity and entanglement imply that we are 

always involved in ‘world-making’; we literally “cannot help but participate with the world” (Cajete, 

2000, p. 26). However, as Tewa scholar Gregory Cajete (2000, p. 26) asserts, “whether we acknowledge 

and are creatively open to perceptions that will result [from this participation], or remain oblivious to 

its influence and creative possibilities toward deeper understanding, is our decision.” This points to 

issues of ethics and responsibility. Responsibility is one of four concepts that, along with relationship, 

reciprocity and redistribution, is offered by Comanche scholar La Donna Harris (2004) as being 

foundational to Indigenous ontologies. Based on the notion that all beings are agential and connected 

as relatives, Harris defines responsibility as “the community obligation” to “care for all of our relatives” 

(2004, p. 492). In posthumanist scholarship, ethics and responsibility is also seen to be a central 

implication of a relational ontology through the notions of entangled co-emergence. As Barad (2007, 

p. 393) asserts, “ethics is therefore not about right response to a radically exterior/ized other, but 

about responsibility and accountability for the lively relationalities of becoming of which we are a 

part.” By embracing the notion of entanglement, international relations scholar Laura Zanotti (2020, 

p. 10) suggests, “our conceptualizations and justification of ethical agency radically changes in a way 

that embraces practices and raises the bar for adjudication of ethico-political choices, while at the 

same time broadening the possibilities for human agency to bring about change.” Viewing change as 

occurring through a continuous process of entangled co-becoming, what we do literally matters 

(O’Brien, 2021b).  
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Responsibility is also a central theme in relational geography, for instance through the writings on 

‘geographies of responsibility’ and ‘geographies of care’ (Darling, 2009; Massey, 2006, 2004; McEwan 

and Goodman, 2010; Middleton and Samanani, 2021; Popke, 2009, 2007). Part of a ‘moral turn’ in 

human geography, this scholarship emphasizes the heightened sense of responsibilities that arises 

from a relational understanding of the social. Referring to the perceived inability of the human mind 

to account for all relations at every moment, Massey (2006) argues that this ‘cognitive accounting’ is 

not what is of importance. “Rather, what is at issue is an attitude, the scaffolding of one’s self-

conception, a stance in relation to the world (…), an openness to a wider engagement with the world; 

an outwardlookingness” (2006, pp. 93, original emphasis). Speaking to the tension between 

responsibility to ‘distant others’ and those within our close circles, Massey (2006, pp. 93, emphasis 

added) argues that it is through “an awareness of the planet-wide configurations of trajectories, lives, 

practices … into which we are set and through which we are made,” that we may begin to prioritize 

our actions of responsibility. For human geographer Jonathan Darling (2009), there is no real tension 

between local and global responsibilities. Drawing on Massey, he sees responsibility arising “precisely 

through both such moments of embodied encounter, and the ways in which moments of political 

demand and negotiation help to constitute the connections to which we are responsible” (2009, p. 

1949). In my understanding of responsibility, I am also inspired by the notion of ‘response-ability’, 

referring to an ability for responsiveness based on an understanding of entangled relations and a 

commitment to the possibilities of the future (Barad, 2007; Haraway, 2016). There is a growing 

awareness among sustainability researchers as to the potential points of convergence between 

relational notions of care and response-ability and the call for transformations that are equitable and 

just (Moriggi et al., 2020). 

A further element that helps comprise the ‘deep’ relationality of my theoretical approach, is the notion 

of potentiality. Here I lean on posthumanist and other relational theorists who draw on concepts from 

the natural sciences. Recognizing the limitations of theorizing space as all process and no substance, 

Jones (2009) offers the ‘ensemble ontology’ of ‘phase space’ for human geography theorizing. Taken 

from dynamical systems theory in mathematics, ‘phase space’ describes a four-dimensional space in 

which all possible spaces exist in theoretical terms. As a ‘space of the possible’ phase space 

“acknowledges the relational making of space but insists on the confined, connected, inertial, and 

always context-specific nature of existence and emergence” (2009, p. 489). According to Jones, this 

makes room for both ‘flow-like’ and more fixed understandings of space, containing both what 

happens and what might happen.  

Similarly, drawing on quantum physics, international relations scholar Alexander Wendt (2015) 

employs the notion of a wave function of potentiality to describe a world of becoming with material 
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consequences. In quantum physics, wave functions are potential realities, describing the probability of 

finding a certain property in a certain position. “The wave function is a complete description of a 

quantum system, until its measurement, at which point it ‘collapses’ and just one, classical outcome is 

observed” (Wendt, 2015, pp. 3, emphasis in original) Thus, when the wave function collapses, 

potentiality is transformed into an outcome that we perceive of as reality. Wendt goes on to speculate 

that rather than discrete entities with a limited set of capabilities, humans might be better understood 

as ‘walking wave functions’ of potentiality that intra-act within the world. Taken to transformations 

research, O’Brien (2021b, p. 59) suggests that the notion of potentiality and related quantum concepts 

“draw attention to the many equitable and sustainable alternatives that exist and can be ‘collapsed’ 

into reality, right here and now.” As she further reflects, this “gets us thinking about our agency and 

potential to act in time to make a difference. To really matter” (2021b, p. 1).  

In thinking through what my research gains from the above insights, I align with international relations 

scholars Arlene Tickner and Amaya Querejazu (2021) who draw on Indigenous Andean thinking to 

articulate a deep relationality that centers on interdependence, co-becoming and both/and logics. 

They find that “deep relationality, as practiced by scores of peoples across the globe, is a useful way 

to talk about worldly affairs in a more profound sense of how we exist in and with the world, how we 

relate, and, ultimately, how we create our worlds” (2021, pp. 404–405). In this way, a ‘deep’ 

relationality can “awaken [our] relational sensibilities” (2021, p. 391). 

More specifically, a ‘deep’ relationality informed by Indigenous and posthumanist ontologies has 

provided me with a non-dualistic theoretical perspective on deliberate transformations toward 

sustainability that takes into account both issues of justice and agency. This has enabled me to focus 

on the processes involved in developing certain relations, structures and perspectives. The emphasis 

on non-duality is especially evident in Articles 3 and 4 where I lean on a ‘deep’ relationality to be able 

to articulate a non-dualistic understanding of individuals/collectives (Article 3), local/global and 

self/world (Article 4). Through an explicit centering of the responsibilities involved when being in 

relation, a ‘deep’ relationality helps front questions of ethics in processes of deliberate transformation. 

Sustainability transformations can be guided by a certain sense of care and of the importance of every 

action and inaction for the co-creation of the whole. This perspective is especially present in Article 5, 

where my co-authors and I draw on Indigenous relationality and decoloniality to articulate an approach 

to studying and furthering sustainability transformations grounded in ‘right relations’. It is also present 

in the remaining articles (Articles 1, 2, 3, 4) through paying attention to the importance of how 

relations are performed in the community and the results of a certain quality of relations for what 

outcomes are generated. Finally, the notion of potentiality has informed my understanding of the 
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transformative world-making happening in Igiugig, including through my investigation of how certain 

narratives co-create certain outcomes (Article 2). 

3.4 Working with Multiple Ontologies: Two-Eyed Seeing 

As outlined above, there are significant points of convergence between Indigenous and similarly ‘deep’ 

relational positions within the social sciences, such as posthumanism. Especially the points of 

convergence and divergence between Indigenous relationality and new materialism has been explored 

in recent years by both Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars (Clary-Lemon, 2019; Eglash et al., 

2020; Kerr, 2019; Ravenscroft, 2018; Rosiek et al., 2020; Rosiek and Snyder, 2018). As these and other 

scholars rightly point out, the lack of acknowledgement of the indebtedness of new materialisms to 

Indigenous formulations of non-dual and non-anthropogenic ontologies is striking. Most posthumanist 

scholarship cites scholars such as Bruno Lateur and Gilles Deleuze, while Indigenous philosophers and 

scholars remain invisible (Ravenscroft, 2018; Sundberg, 2014; Todd, 2016). Some scholars explicitly 

recognize that while posthumanism and new materialism is perceived as new within certain fields and 

discourses, in fact they most often indicate a return. In the context of cultural geography, for instance, 

Sarah Whatmore (2006, p. 601) uses “the language of returns to suggest that what is new (as in 

different) about the something/happening in cultural geography is a product of repetition – turning 

seemingly familiar matters over and over, like the pebbles on a beach – rather than a product of sudden 

encounter or violent rupture.”  

Despite this reflective scholarship, Sundberg (2014) identifies a tendency of posthumanism as 

performed within geography to omit an explicit recognition of its particular location. She describes 

how the modernist ontological assumptions that posthumanist scholarship works to destabilize (e.g., 

human primacy, dualities of subject-object and human-nonhuman) are often perceived as being 

universal, without recognizing the existence of other ontological frameworks and knowledge systems. 

This “enacts Eurocentric theory as universal, the only body of knowledge that matters” (2014, p. 36). 

A related challenge is that once Indigenous thinkers do get cited, their insights and stories are often 

used out of context and without recognition of the entangled nature of thought and place within 

Indigenous ontologies (Watts, 2013). While most posthumanist theorizing is exceedingly theoretical 

(despite emphasizing the importance of doings through concepts such as performativity), Indigenous 

ontologies are derived from experience. This implies that theoretical and conceptual insights are 

always grounded in the experience of being rather than the concept of being. As Watts (2013, p. 22) 

points out, “Frameworks in a Euro-Western sense exist in the abstract. How they are articulated in 

action or behavior brings this abstraction into praxis; hence a division of epistemological/theoretical 

versus ontological/praxis.” This stands in contrast to many Indigenous ontologies, where “it is 

impossible to separate theory from praxis.” Importantly, however, Watts (Ibid.) reminds us that “it is 
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not that Indigenous peoples do not theorize, but that these complex theories are not distinct from 

place.”  

Despite these challenges, a growing number of Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars are 

highlighting the potentially impactful results coming from working across Indigenous and non-

Indigenous relational ontologies (Elwood et al., 2019; Fazey et al., 2020; Johnson et al., 2016; 

Kimmerer, 2012; Lam et al., 2020a; Rout and Reid, 2020; Whyte et al., 2016). Weaving work can be 

done in awareness of how the political and ontological is entangled and requires that we “unlearn (…) 

the single ontology of politics” (Cadena, 2010, p. 361). Drawing on political science and philosophy, 

Marisol De La Cadena (2010, p. 360) proposes a reconfiguration of the political by way of ‘pluriversal 

politics’ that not only recognizes other perspectives on what matters as political but “includes the 

possibility of adversarial relations among worlds”. The notion of the pluriverse draws in part on the 

Zapatista movement, which calls for a world in which ‘many worlds fit’ (Holas Allimant and Demuro, 

2020). According to Blaser and De La Cadena (2018, p. 4), the pluriverse implies “heterogeneous 

worldings coming together as a political ecology of practices, negotiating their difficult being together 

in heterogeneity.” As non-Indigenous researchers working with Indigenous communities and/or 

ontologies, this implies being present through listening, learning, and walking with Indigenous people 

(Gram-Hanssen et al., 2021; Sundberg, 2014). 

In thinking about and approaching the challenge of ‘ontological bridge building’ (Gram-Hanssen, 2021), 

I draw inspiration from what Mi’kmaw Elder and scholar Albert Marshall has referred to as Two-Eyed 

Seeing (Etuaptmumk in Mi’kmaw). Two-Eyed Seeing refers to “learning to see from one eye with the 

strengths of Indigenous knowledges and ways of knowing, and from the other eye with the strengths 

of mainstream knowledges and ways of knowing, and to use both these eyes together, for the benefit 

of all” (Reid et al., 2021, p. 243). The conceptual framework, which is applied across a range of 

disciplines and topics (Wright et al., 2019), offers a way to hold multiple perspectives equitably through 

“an ethic of knowledge coexistence and complementarity in knowledge generation” (Reid et al., 2021, 

p. 245). Several Indigenous scholars have highlighted the benefits of approaches such as ‘weaving’, 

‘bridging’ or Two-Eyed Seeing compared to the notion of ‘integration’, arguing that by seeking to 

integrate Indigenous knowledge into Western science, the unequal power relation most often results 

in the former being subsumed into the latter (Ahenakew, 2016; Johnson et al., 2016; Reid et al., 2021). 

Thus, integration often takes the form of ‘grafting’ other ways of knowing onto Western ways of being. 

Cree scholar Cash Ahenakew (2016, p. 323) warns against “the utilitarian risk to all-too-quickly 

instrumentalize and embrace Indigenous research methodologies as quick-fix solutions to or escapes 

from deep-rooted and ongoing (neo)colonial thinking.” This is problematic for a number of reasons, 

not least because knowledge in an Indigenous context is not understood as mere ‘information’ to be 
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added or detracted at will but as entangled with the knowledge holder and their environment (Watts, 

2013).  

In taking a ‘deep’ relational perspective on how relations come to matter in sustainability 

transformations, I have worked to hold a space where Indigenous and non-Indigenous insights could 

‘work on me’ to inform a “wider, deeper, and more generative ‘field of view’” (Iwama et al., 2009, p. 

5). However, in the articles where I engage directly with Indigenous ontologies (Articles 3, 4, and 5), I 

have chosen to have Indigenous scholarship form my center of gravity. This choice is informed by my 

feminist and decolonial research commitments, as well as a recognition that as a non-Indigenous 

scholar who has received my trained within European and North American research institutions, 

slipping back into Western hegemonic positions is easily done (Sundberg, 2014). With this approach, I 

have aimed to facilitate a dialogue among ontologies and theories for the purpose of gaining deeper 

and more actionable knowledge with emancipatory potential. 
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4. METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 

4.1 Feminist and Decolonizing Approaches to Research 

In their meta-analysis of relational studies in human geography, Johannes Glüker and Robert Panitz 

(2021, p. 1533) find that despite the popularity of relational thinking within the field, it is unclear what 

methodologies and methods will enable researchers to “capture empirical observations in their 

relational and spatial context.” They suggest connectivity, contextuality and reflexivity as “three 

criteria for relational analysis to meet the requirements for relational theory building” (Ibid.). 

Connectivity, contextuality and reflexivity are all central characteristics of feminist and decolonial 

methodologies, which are the main methodologies informing my work.  

I find methodological belonging in feminism through my exploration of differences that make a 

difference (Haraway, 1992; Barad, 2007) as expressed in alternative narratives of social change that 

exist outside of the ‘public transcript’ (El Khoury, 2015; Scott, 1990). Feminist geographical scholarship 

focuses on the lived experience of human beings and deals extensively with difference and differential 

positioning (Haraway, 1988), arguing that it is through paying attention to the specificity of agencies 

and subjectivities that understandings of political action can advance (Kuus, 2019). This draws 

attention to the political in otherwise ‘apolitical’ contexts while destabilizing common dualisms, such 

as agency-structure, subject-object, and local-global. Focusing on what lies on the margins of the grand 

societal narratives has the potential to create a ‘third space’ or ‘borderland’ where different worlds 

and futures can be imagined and created (hooks, 1989), and where the ‘fictional state’ of either/or can 

be exchanged for the lived experience of both/and (Licona, 2005).  

These aims and approaches align with my work through my focus on the subjective experiences of 

transformational change among individuals and collectives from minority populations whose stories 

and perspectives are rarely heard in discourses on global change and sustainability transformations. I 

aim to bring nuance to the grand narratives of social change in order to deepen our understandings of 

transformation and make visible emergent alternatives to current societal trajectories. In focusing on 

the role of relations in transformation, I work to illuminate the “mutual constitution” (Kuus, 2019, p. 

165) of agency and structure, aiming at being “attentive to the micropolitics of context, subjectivity, 

and struggle, as well as to the macropolitics of global economics and political systems and processes” 

(Mohanty, 2003, p. 501). 

This links closely with decolonial methodologies, which are similarly focused on questioning common 

assumptions and discourses in ways that dismantle unequal power relations. Decolonial 

methodologies specifically work to identify and dismantle relations and logics central to colonialism, 

such as oppression and exploitation. They do so by centering other, non-Western ways of knowing and 
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letting these ontologies and epistemologies form the foundation for theory and action. My approach 

to decolonial methodologies is greatly informed by seminal works by Indigenous scholars, such as Ngāti 

Awa and Ngāti Porou scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s “Decolonizing methodologies: Research and 

Indigenous Peoples”, in which she “identifies research as a significant site of struggle between the 

interests and ways of knowing of the West and the interests and ways of resisting of the Other” (1999, 

p. 2). This book, which has followed me throughout my academic journey, has informed my 

understanding of how to approach research in a decolonizing frame and how to align my thinking and 

doing with the people with whom I work. Although written for Indigenous researchers, I have found 

that the book sheds light on the potentials and responsibilities involved when conducting decolonizing 

research as a non-Indigenous researcher; “to simultaneously work with colonial and Indigenous 

concepts of knowledge, decentering one while centering the other” (1999, p. xii). Working from a 

decolonial perspective is not only about being accountable for my own research practice but to 

recognize the I am entangled with a collective research community. In another of Smith’s writings 

(2014), she specifies this collective frame, arguing that researchers must recognize their 

embeddedness within a troublesome research history. This implies that researchers, besides 

accounting for their own work, must be “accountable for each other’s work and for the work of their 

‘ancestors’” (2014, p. 16). 

Indigenous methodological writings lay the foundation for an understanding of being and knowing as 

intimately related, implying not only that different phenomena are related, but also that ontology is 

itself related with(in) epistemology and ethics. Watts (2013, pp. 24, emphasis added) writes how the 

distinction between ontology and epistemology common in Western scientific thinking “removes the 

how and why out of the what. The what is left empty, readied for inscription.” This differs 

fundamentally from Indigenous methodologies, in which there is no real distinction between knowing 

(epistemology), the known (ontology) and the knower (e.g., the researcher) (Wilson, 2008). 

Simultaneously, instead of ‘ridding itself’ of subjectivity in search of an ‘objective reality’, as has been 

the aim within positivist science, Wilson (2008) explains how Indigenous methodologies infuse the 

pursuit of knowledge with values of relationality, respect and reciprocity, understanding that we 

cannot remove ourselves from the world we are trying to understand. Instead of removing ourselves, 

this calls for being accountable and responsible for the choices we make while engaging in research. 

Working to weave Indigenous and sustainability science, geographer and Indigenous studies scholar 

Jay Johnson et al. (2016, p. 5) identify Indigenous knowledge creation as guided by “spirituality, ethical 

relationships, mutualism, reciprocity, respect, restrain, a focus on harmony, and acknowledgment of 

interdependence.” Research in an Indigenous perspective is thereby ultimately about relationships. In 
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thinking about how to approach my research relationally, I have also been influenced by the notion of 

‘right relations’, which is a central concept in Article 5. 

Feminist and decolonizing methodologies has implications beyond the research process itself and the 

relationship between the researcher and collaborators in this process. According to social work 

scholars Leslie Allison Brown and Susan Strega (2005, p. 1), critical, Indigenous and anti-oppressive 

approaches to research entail “a willingness to explore the emancipatory possibilities of new 

approaches to research, even when these transgress the boundaries of traditional research and 

scholarship.” This process helps expand academia, making room for different voices and research 

approaches, for instance through the inclusion of ‘Country’ as co-author in an academic article, thereby 

acknowledging the influence and agency of the landscape and nonhuman agents (Bawaka Country et 

al., 2013). The purpose of this, Brown and Strega (2005) argue, is not primarily for this type of research 

to be accepted within academia but to altogether transform academia. Some of the scholars working 

with feminist and decolonizing methodologies, suggest that recognizing the needs and priorities of the 

community is not enough in itself, but that it should be (and always is) the role of the researcher to 

actively further these. As geographers J.K. Gibson-Graham and Gerda Roelvink (2010, pp. 342, 

emphasis in original) argue, “theory has taken on a new relation to action—to understand the world is 

to change it. As a performative practice, academic research is activism; it participates in bringing new 

realities into being.” Thus, regardless of whether the intent is to change the situation studied, the mere 

act of researching it has this affect.  

Naturally, this implies a large responsibility for how we engage with our research. According to Barad 

(2003, p. 828), while such an approach troubles the classical understanding of objectivity (in the sense 

of taking out one’s subjective self – what she refers to as absolute exteriority), a new form of objectivity 

emerges, one that is about being responsible and accountable for what we include and exclude in our 

analysis (what she calls exteriority within phenomena). While in a world of inherent relationality, 

“responsibility is not ours alone,” Barad asserts that in fact “our responsibility is greater than it would 

be if it were ours alone” (2007, pp. 394, emphasis added). This also draws from Donna Haraway’s 

(1988, p. 581) idea of ‘situated knowledges’, that rather than a “conquering gaze from nowhere”, we 

are always located somewhere, and the knowledge claims we make are always partial. Together, these 

perspectives speak to a reframing of the conventional requirements within a Western positivist 

scientific paradigm for research to be ‘objective’, ‘replicable’ and ‘valid’. Instead, they offer a kind of 

‘relationally responsive standpoint’ (Yunkaporta and Shillingsworth, 2020), or what Sisseton Wahpeton 

Oyate scholar Kim TallBear calls “objectivity in action” (2014, p. 6), ‘feminist objectivity’ or ‘strong 

objectivity’ (TallBear, 2019). Viewing objectivity as taking responsibility for what is included and 
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excluded from view, this position “insists on situated knowledges and multiplicity” (TallBear, 2019, p. 

494). 

The understanding of the inherent entanglement between the knowing, the known and the knower, 

along with a wish to be grounded in the lived experience of Igiugig community members, has led me 

to take an abductive approach to my research. Rather than working to test theoretical claims 

(deduction) or derive theory from observed patterns (induction), my process has been one of 

simultaneous data generation, data analysis and theorization, “tacking back and forth between the 

nitty–gritty specifications of empirical data and more abstract ways of thinking about them” (Clark, 

2007, p. 424). More concretely, my inquiry is driven by my experience in Igiugig, but my thinking about 

this experience is influenced by the theories and bodies of work that I have been exposed to 

throughout the past years as a doctoral student. This is thus a theory-informed empirical study aimed 

at describing and discussing the processes, perspectives and conditions identified in the case for the 

purpose of theorizing.     

4.2 Methodologies for Studying Change in Place 

Grounded in a feminist and decolonial approach to research, my study design is structured around 

three distinct methodologies: 1) case study research, 2) narrative research and 3) Q-methodology. I 

have generated empirical data using four methods aligned with one or more of the methodologies: 1) 

semi-structured qualitative interviews (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009), 2) participant observation 

drawing on ethnography (Watson and Till, 2010), community dialogue drawing on community-based 

participatory methods (Markey et al., 2010) and a ranking process involved in generating ‘Q-sorts’ as 

part of Q-methodology (Watts and Stenner, 2012). I found that these four methods provided me with 

a grounded and solid process for generating and evaluating data and enabled a form of 

‘complementary triangulation’ (Nightingale, 2020). Additionally, I have used two main methods for 

analyzing the data: 1) narrative analysis (Wiles et al., 2005) of the qualitative data and 2) ‘inverted 

factor analysis’ of the quantitative data (Watts and Stenner, 2012). Figure 4.2.1 depicts the relationship 

between my methodologies and methods. Below I explain the three methodologies in turn before 

outlining the research process, including how I applied the methods for data generation and analysis. 

I have devoted extra space to Q-methodology and the associated ranking process as they are less well 

known than the other methodologies and methods in this study.  
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Figure 4.2.1 Methodology and Methods. Relationship between research methodologies (green), methods for 

data generation (yellow) and methods for analysis (red), centered within feminist (orange) and decolonial 

(blue) research. 

 

4.2.1 Case Study Research: a ‘Kin Study’ Approach 

The research is designed as a case study. Considering my research questions and my theoretical and 

methodological commitments, a case study felt like an obvious choice. The case study is “the bread 

and butter of qualitative work” in human geography (Herbert, 2010, p. 75). While eluding simple 

definition (Schwandt and Gates, 2017), a case study implies an in-depth investigation of a 

phenomenon, identifying its unique qualities in a holistic manner, where individual aspects are viewed 

in the context of the whole study (Ragin and Amoroso, 2010). It is holistic because the social reality 

that the researcher is attempting to understand is viewed as complex and standing in relation to – or 

indeed, entangled within – an array of other processes and structures, thus making it necessary to 

investigate the phenomenon as a whole rather than through a handful of variables. Besides being 

holistic, geographer Susan Hardwick (2017, p. 1) describes case study methodology as also being 

nuanced and integrated through taking a multiperspective approach which takes into account 

perspectives of actors in particular places as well as “the relationships and interactions between and 

among them.”  

While the case study is often used to study commonalities by identifying essential features of a case 

and show how these relate to one another (Ragin and Amoroso, 2010), the case study is also useful in 



48 

 

mixed method contexts where perspectives from the so-called micro, meso and macro levels can be 

incorporated and juxtaposed (Schwandt and Gates, 2017). Contemporary case studies in human 

geography tend to focus on phenomena that are on the one hand unique while on the other hand 

show something general. In this way, the case study exposes the underlying relations and structures 

that inform the particular expression found in the case (Castree, 2005). Educational scholars, Thomas 

Schwandt and Emily Gates (2017, p. 354) find that, “Collectively viewed, all case study research exists 

to address the dialectic that lies at the heart of understanding – an ongoing investigation of the 

empirical to refine the theoretical and the theoretical to better understand and explain the empirical.” 

While I have ‘only’ done one case study, my aim has been to identify patterns that are grounded in but 

not limited to this case, and that may repeat across contexts (see Subsection 4.5 Assumptions and 

Limitations for a few more reflections on this).  

My approach to the case study methodology has been informed by the sense of relationality described 

throughout the previous pages and can be seen as akin to what geographer Anja Kanngeiser and Métis 

anthropologist Zoe Todd (2020) refer to as ‘kin study’. By this term they insist on the specificity of place 

and culture, drawing on Indigenous notions of the co-constitution of land and knowing (Watts, 2013). 

They highlight how Western scholars tend to use case studies to instrumentalize place-specific insights 

to generate universalities and metaphors removed from place and culture. This is problematic from an 

Indigenous relational perspective since “place and land are shaped by relationships that are not 

interchangeable” (2020, p. 388). Kin study, on the other hand, is a ‘kincentric praxis’ (Hourdequin, 

2021) that emphasizes attunement and “cultivating a close and generous attention” by re-placing the 

case within specific relations (Kanngieser and Todd, 2020, p. 387). I take this to mean that rather than 

studying a case of something – as in an object – I am studying relations as they emerge and unfold. 

In reflecting on how to proceed with academic research, Kanngieser and Todd draw on Anna 

Lowenhaupt Tsing’s (2015) invitation to practice the “arts of noticing” and Donna Haraway’s (2016) 

call for “staying with the trouble,” paying attention to difference and accounting for that which does 

not fit within the given frame. In conversation with Kanngieser, Todd reflects that “What we need are 

careful, plural, hyperlocal histories to counter the overwhelmingly white, Eurocentric understandings 

of global warming that erase the devastation facing minoritized communities” (2020, pp. 391, 

emphasis in original). The notion of kin study thus points to the need for being grounded in place, 

taking a starting point in the needs and understandings of people’s lived experience, and working to 

further the struggles of said people. All from a place of kinship and relationality. 
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4.2.2 Narrative Research: Storied Performativity 

I have conducted narrative research, meaning that the empirical work I draw from largely consists of 

Igiugig community members’ narratives about change in their community. There are several reasons 

for this choice. Firstly, drawing on my feminist and decolonial commitments, I take community 

members to be the experts on their community (Smith, 1999). I find that listening to their stories and 

perspectives is essential for understanding community change and necessary for ensuring that the 

research supports community goals. Because of the centering of voices and perspectives of those 

involved in the research as collaborators, narrative research has the potential to shift power-balance 

and act as an emancipatory process (Brown and Strega, 2005). Narrative research can also provide a 

space where the researcher can learn to listen deeply, not only to the words spoken but also to the 

ontological positioning and ‘world-making’ of the narrator (Gram-Hanssen et al., 2021). Focusing on 

narratives of community change and the relations involved in such change processes, I explicitly center 

my enquiry within the personal sphere of beliefs, values and worldviews (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013). 

This enables me to pay attention to the ‘interior dimensions’ of change while also identifying how they 

are entangled with both political and practical dimensions across scales. 

I perceive of narratives as having the capacity to open up or limit solution spaces by creating 

boundaries for what is legitimate understandings of an issue and acceptable and desirable approaches 

for engaging with that issue (Riedy, 2021; van der Leeuw, 2020; Veland et al., 2018). Stories and 

narratives are productive, participatory and ‘worlding’ interventions that have the potential to open 

up for new solution spaces as well as new theoretical insights (El Khoury, 2015; Gibson-Graham, 2008). 

In my understanding of narratives and narrative research, I draw on Indigenous and similarly ‘deep’ 

relational social science theorizing which posits narratives and storytelling as intra-acting with the 

materiality of living places, contributing to their becoming (Barad, 2007; Blaser, 2014; Watts, 2013). As 

Blaser (2014, p. 54) asserts, drawing on Indigenous scholars such as Cajete (2000) and Wilson (2008), 

rather than stories being representative of an external reality, “they partake in the variably successful 

performance of that which they narrate.” Thus, Blaser suggests, we can understand narratives as 

‘storied performativity’.  

This storied performance is always tied to place. Drawing on Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe 

ontology, Watts (2013) offers the notion of Place-Thought to speak to the inseparability of thoughts, 

words, actions and place. Relatedly, but coming from science and technology studies, Barad (2007) 

suggests that narratives be understood as material-discursive practices that are influenced by and 

influence what is and can be. These perspectives imply that the stories we tell and “the narratives we 

adhere to ‘matter’ in real and material ways” (Veland et al., 2018, p. 45). Through our naming of things 

and concepts – including defining problems and solutions – we ‘carve out’ a certain reality from where 
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the next moment’s reality can emerge. This makes narrative research a promising methodology for 

understanding and engaging with processes of change (Rosiek and Snyder, 2018). 

The understanding of narratives and stories as agential has implications for the research process. 

Exploring issues of ethics in Indigenous and new materialist approaches to narrative inquiry, education 

studies scholars Jerry Lee Rosiek and Jimmy Snyder (2018, p. 3) argue that rather than asking whether 

or not the story is ‘true’, we are called to ask “What are we and our stories becoming together? What 

are we and the story doing?” and “What is our responsibility to the story?” Following my emphasis on 

community members as experts and being aware of the problematic tendency of non-Indigenous 

researchers using non-Indigenous concepts to analyze Indigenous contexts and cosmologies (Watts, 

2013), in my analysis I have stayed clear of estimating the ‘validity’ of community members’ narratives. 

Instead, I have focused on engaging with the ‘sense-making’ they express and how such sense-making 

is involved in ‘worlding’ deliberate transformations in the community6. A more detailed account of 

how I see the relation between decolonizing methodologies and narrative research is presented in 

Article 5.  

4.2.3 Q-Methodology: Studying Co-Emergence of Individual-Collective Narratives 

In order to engage with the subjective viewpoints embedded within community member narratives 

while staying sensitive to the relationship between individual narratives and larger community 

narratives, I used Q-methodology to structure my first data generation process (during 2017). Q-

methodology is a mixed-method methodology used to examine shared subjective viewpoints on a 

given topic. It is comprised of qualitative interviews of various degree of structure, a coupled 

qualitative and quantitative ranking process, and a statistical inverted factor analysis. Since I have 

described the process of conducting my Q study in Igiugig in Article 2, here I mainly focus on the 

underlying assumptions of the methodology and my reasoning for applying it in my research, while I 

go into some detail about the analysis in Subsection 4.3 Research Process and Methods below. 

Q-methodology presents an innovative adaptation of the classical factor analysis. In a conventional 

factor analysis, a sample of individuals is exposed to measurement through a collection of different 

tests, resulting in the comparison of these individuals based on selected traits or criteria (e.g., height). 

This approach is defined as a by-variable factor analysis (Watts and Stenner, 2005). In Q-methodology, 

the goal is to compare individuals based on “whole aspects of their personality” (Stephenson, 1936, p. 

278) and therefore the approach has been reversed; a sample of tests is exposed to measurement by 

 
6 My approach thus differs from more commonly used approaches to narrative analysis within, for instance, 
literary and communications studies which often focuses on analyzing structural, functional and thematic 

aspects of the narratives (e.g., Parcell and Baker, 2018). 
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a selected group of individuals. This is called by-person factor analysis or inverted factor analysis since 

the individuals are asked to rank different statements in relation to one another based on a specific 

research question. Rather than being passively measured, the individuals are thereby taking an active 

role in generating the results by projecting their subjective understanding of the topic onto the 

statements (Watts and Stenner, 2012). 

By ranking the statements relative to one another, the statements are made homogeneous relative to 

the individual who is doing the ranking.  In as far as the sample of statements is sufficiently broad and 

covers the range of different possible opinions on the topic, the final result presents a complex, but 

easily comparable picture of an individual’s subjective opinion on the given topic at a given moment. 

Through specialized software, rankings from different people can then be compared using correlation 

statistics and grouped based on similarities and differences – not based on any one statement or 

variable but on the relative ranking of statements as a whole. In the subsequent factor analysis, similar 

rankings are reduced to a couple of central viewpoints that can be viewed as latent factors underlying 

the complex and qualitatively rich material visible in the ranking of statements. In this way, Q-

methodology allows for reductionist and comparable results without eliminating the qualitative 

richness that gives nuance and meaning to the given opinion type (Watts and Stenner, 2012). 

Most Q studies, including mine, follow seven steps (Sneegas, 2019, p. 3):  

1) Identifying a topic of study  

2) Generating a selection of statements representative of the potential opinions on the topic (in 

Q studies this is called a concourse) 

3) Generating a representative set of 30-60 statements drawing from the concourse (in Q studies 

this is called a Q-set) 

4) Have a selection of participants rank the statements into a set grid indicating the level of 

agreement or disagreement (producing what in Q studies is called a Q-sort) 

5) Conducting semi-structured interviews following the completion of the Q-sorts to elicit 

participants’ thoughts and reasoning for their ranking 

6) Analyzing the completed Q-sorts using specialized Q-methodology software to extract shared 

perspectives (in Q studies these are called factors), which combined with the post-sort 

interviews forms the foundation for analyzing the main perspectives on the topic among the 

participants 

7) Showing the preliminary results to participants for additional iterative layers of interpretation, 

verification, and participation 
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My process through these seven steps is detailed in Article 2 and briefly summarized under Subsection 

4.3: Research Process and Methods below. 

Despite having been around since the mid-20th Century, Q-methodology is still relatively new as a 

methodology in human geography. When used, it is often for the purpose of identifying differing 

opinions among stakeholders in research on environmental governance (Sneegas et al., 2021; Zabala 

et al., 2018). Through its mixed qualitative and quantitative aspects, it is found to offer “replicable, 

evidence-based results that may support decision-makers in management options assessment, critical 

reflection, policy appraisal and acceptability, and conflict resolution” (Sneegas et al., 2021, p. 1). 

Human geographers have also used Q-methodology to study environmental knowledges (Forrester et 

al., 2015), environmental management (Loring and Hinzman, 2018), environmental education (Guo et 

al., 2020) and consumer behavior (Revilla and Salet, 2018). More recently, some studies also focus on 

perceptions of change in social-ecological systems (Ungar et al., 2020), which is similar to my 

application of Q-methodology (Article 2). 

Highlighting how the ‘cultural turn’ in human geography has generated an increasingly “anti-

quantitative research climate”, in which transdisciplinary and mixed methods research is not always 

easily accommodated, human geographer Sally Eden et al. (2005, p. 414) suggest that Q-methodology 

might be a “more acceptable face of quantification (…) because (ironically) of its qualitative and 

interpretative characteristics.” Thus, in all applications of Q-methodology in human geography 

research, emphasis is on the qualitative aspects while the quantitative aspects are viewed to lend 

‘computing power’ to the process of comparing several unique configurations of data. While having a 

following of devoted Q-researchers, the methodology has also received criticism from both qualitative 

and quantitative scholars. While the former group is concerned with the importance of honoring the 

highly interpretive nature of the Q-methodology process (Eden et al., 2005), the latter group 

fundamentally questions the ability of the methodology to study subjectivity ‘scientifically’ (Kampen 

and Tamás, 2014). Much of this latter critique, however, is at least in part caused by confusion about 

Q-methodology’s ontological and epistemological grounding, which is explicitly non-positivist and 

understands subjectivity as something emergent (Brown et al., 2015; Ramlo, 2016). 

I have been drawn to Q-methodology exactly because of its emphasis on subjectivity as relational and 

contextual. The ‘inventor’ of Q-methodology, psychologist and physicist William Stephenson (1953) 

developed the methodology as a way to account for the contextual nature of reality proposed by 

quantum physics. Viewing subjectivity as something that similarly gains meaning by its relation to and 

impact on the surrounding environment, Stephenson wanted to help ‘bring quantum theory to bear’ 

upon the discipline of psychology (Stephenson, 1983). Q-methodology was developed to account for 
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the emergence of subjectivity while also producing data that can be studied scientifically: when 

participants are ranking, they are engaged in a subjective activity, but once the Q-sorts are completed 

they present an ‘objective piece of reality’ that can be interpreted analytically (Watts and Stenner, 

2005). Said differently, while a Q-sort done by an individual tells something about how that individual 

has chosen to relate to the ideas presented in the statements, the subsequent factor shows something 

more coherent, since it shows the choices that are similar between several people within a particular 

cultural context (Watts and Stenner, 2003). In this way, Q-methodology takes a both/and stance on 

subjectivity, which in human geography has been described as potentially bridging essentialist and 

anti-essentialist theories (Robbins and Krueger, 2000). 

Being interested in the emergent nature of change and the becoming and intra-actions of individuals 

and collectives, I have found Q-methodology to be particularly helpful. The methodology 

acknowledges the active involvement of research participants in giving meaning to the statements and 

is sensitive to the construction of reality through meaning-making. While the statements are ‘out 

there’ (i.e., words written on sheets of paper), they do not have any inherent meaning until the 

research participants apply their logic and understanding (their subjectivity) to them, relate each 

individual statement to each other and ‘project’ their understanding of reality onto the statements as 

a whole. Doing the same Q-sort twice would give two different results, since a slight change in 

perception and state of mind is likely to alter how each statement is perceived as well as their 

relationship to one another. While this is a hard blow to the notions of ‘representing reality’ through 

research, it opens up possibilities for exploring the many expressions of ‘reality’—or indeed the many 

‘realities’–found on a given topic. 

4.3 Research Process and Methods 

This research journey began well before I started as a doctoral student at the University of Oslo and 

my relationship with Igiugig community members spans more than a decade. During this time, I have 

engaged with the community continuously, with most direct engagement during the periods of 2011-

2012, 2017, and 2020-2021. As Article 1 draws on data generated during my master’s studies (2010-

2012), and the questions and approaches that frame my other articles similarly are informed by this 

work, I have included a brief description of how the data was generated. The main emphasis, however, 

is on the data generated during my doctoral studies (2016-2021), with data generation occurring in 

two main periods: 1) summer and fall 2017 and 2) spring 2021.  

The main method used for generating data was semi-structured qualitative interviews. During the data 

generation process, a total of 72 interviews with a total of 45 different community members were 

conducted, of which 27 were women and 18 were men (see Table 4.3.1 below). Of the 33 individual 
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community members who participated in interviews during my doctoral studies, 28 also participated 

in the Q-methodology ranking process.  

Table 4.3.1 Overview of Interviews and Interviewees 

 N of interviews N of interviewees Gender balance 

Master’s studies 21 23 W 12 M11 

Doctoral studies 51 33 W 23 M 10 

Total  72 56/45 * W35/27 M21/18 * 

* Discrepancies are due to overlap in who I interviewed during my master’s and doctoral studies. The first 

number is the sum of the numbers from the rows above, while the second number reflects the total number of 

individuals involved in the study as a whole, with each individual only counted once. 

The process of generating data is described in some detail in Article 2, pp. 12-13 as well as Article 3, 

pp. 7-11 for the first data generation period (summer and fall 2017) and Article 4, pp. 8-10 for the 

second data generation period (spring 2021). Rather than repeating it here, I will outline the key steps 

and otherwise use the space for reflections on the process and choice of methods as well as expanding 

on a few points that were only briefly covered in the articles. Since Article 5 does not directly rely on 

empirical data but presents methodological reflections, it is not included in the research process 

presented here. 

Some engagements during the past 11 years have been with the explicit aim to generate data, while 

others have been aimed at sharing findings and reiterating conclusions. Figure 4.3.1 below shows a 

timeline with the main points of engagement and the methods used for data generation.  

  

Figure 4.3.1: Timeline for Collaboration. Collaboration during master’s studies (orange) and doctoral 

studies (green), including information on methods and participants. The final engagement point is in the 

planning stage at the time of writing. 
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My first visit to the community was in 2011 as a master’s student at the University of Alaska Fairbanks 

(UAF). I had learned about the community two years prior in a class on rural community development 

where the then newly appointed Village Administrator had spoken to the class about their 

sustainability efforts. Interested in the role of youth in rural community sustainability, I asked the 

Village for permission to do a study on their approach to community sustainability, including how to 

ensure the wellbeing of community youth. The community expressed interest in gaining an ‘outside’ 

perspective on their work and agreed to collaborate with me on this research. Based on semi-

structured qualitative interviews done with 24 community members during two visits, I conducted a 

narrative analysis focused on the community’s sustainability work as perceived by the community 

youth, linking sustainability efforts to sources of vulnerability and resilience (Gram-Hanssen, 2012) (see 

Article 1 for some of the results of this study and more information on data generation). The process 

was finalized through a third visit where I presented the results at a community dialogue session.  

After formally commencing on my doctoral studies in fall 2016 at the University of Oslo (UiO), I reached 

out to the Igiugig community leadership and inquired about their interest in picking up our 

collaboration from five years prior. We discussed the compatibility between community needs and the 

goals of the larger research project I was part of, AdaptationCONNECTS, which focused on the role of 

social transformation in ‘successful’ climate change adaptation. Climate change is a concern in Igiugig 

where riverbank erosion, increases in vegetation and reduction in river and lake ice are some of the 

climate change induced changes they are currently adapting to. Yet, the challenge of climate change 

and the relationship between adaptative change and transformative change did not necessarily map 

onto the ‘bigger picture’ concerns of the village leadership. Rather, of central concern was the 

challenges and opportunities for enhancing self-sufficiency, self-governance and community 

wellbeing. These first conversations made me reconsider my research questions and implored me to 

take a more open approach to the research. This was the first, but not the last time I felt a potential 

conflict of interest between the goal of supporting ongoing community work and the goal of 

contributing to particular theoretical conversations within academia. Throughout our collaboration, I 

have attempted to make room for both as well as reshape the latter to better fit the former.  

My first visit back to Igiugig was in summer 2017 for a duration of three weeks. As I knew most 

community members from previous visits and had interviewed several individuals for my master’s 

research, part of the aim for the visit was to reconnect with community members and get a sense of 

what changes had occurred since I was there last through informal conversations and qualitative 

interviews. During this visit I took part in community life, helping in the community greenhouse, 

splitting fish on the beach and cooking for community potlucks. Inspired by feminist and decolonizing 

methodologies, I devoted the first week to ‘engaged acclimatization’; “a process of embodied and 
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reflexive knowledge production occurring through immersive encounters with the material, political, 

cultural, and perceptual ecologies of [particular] communities” (Grimwood et al., 2012, p. 214). This 

allowed me to relate socially and to be grounded in “the human-being-to-human-being meeting”, 

which Smith (2014, p. 15) reminds us is not the interview or the observation, but “the beginning, in its 

ritual, spiritual, visceral, uncertain, sweaty first touch of skins, histories, genealogies, politics.” This 

grounding gave me a sense of important themes and who to approach for interviews. At the end of 

the first week, I wrote a few paragraphs about myself and my project, which was published in the 

community’s online newspaper (Igiugig Village Council, 2017), after which point I commenced the 

process of recruiting community members to participate in interviews.  

During the visit, I conducted a total of 15 semi-structured qualitative interviews focusing on the 

perception among community members of the main drivers of positive community change (with the 

definition of ‘positive’ referring generally to the community goals of self-determination, self-

sufficiency and wellbeing) (see Appendix 1 for the interview guide, Appendix 2 for demographic 

questionnaire and Appendix 3 for the Informed Consent Form). The interviews were recorded and later 

transcribed. I chose semi-structured qualitative interviews as my main method for data generation to 

allow for and engage with individual and collective narratives in the community (DeVault and Gross, 

2012). While I guided the interview process and was a co-creator of the narratives through my 

questions, reactions and positionality, the openness of the semi-structured qualitative interview 

allowed for a high degree of participant control in taking the conversation where they felt it should go 

(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). Through the interviews, I was mindful of listening deeply to what was 

shared, and while my mind was racing to understand and make connections, I made an effort to quiet 

my analytical mind and engage in a deeper sense of relating (Gram-Hanssen et al., 2021). After each 

interview, I wrote down my immediate impressions for reference in the later analysis process. 

Participating in community life also provided valuable opportunities for deepening my understanding 

through participant observation, where certain themes identified during the interviews were reflected 

upon further or exemplified through interactions among community members. Knowledge and insight 

does not only (or necessarily mainly) arise in formal interview settings (Watson and Till, 2010), and 

participant observation was an important grounding in the everyday life of community members. As 

has been described in ethnographic research, participant observation allows the researcher to 

examine “firsthand and up close how people grapple with uncertainty and ambiguity, how meanings 

emerge through talk and collective action, how understandings and interpretations change over time, 

and how these changes shape subsequent actions” (Emerson et al., 2011, p. 5). At the end of each day, 

I wrote in my fieldwork journal to make note of the impressions of the day and identify emerging 

analytical themes. During the first visit to Igiugig, I continuously reflected on how to frame the research 
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and how the narratives shared might link to the goal of the research project I was a part of. Early on 

during the first visit in 2017, I wrote: “Decolonizing adaptation,” is that what I am trying to get at? Both 

trying to decolonize what adaptation means but also letting the adaptation process be a decolonizing 

process? While decolonization was not a theme in the AdptationCONNECTS project, the grounded and 

abductive form of data generation enabled this concept to become an important component of the 

research with enhanced centrality through the process of writing the five articles.  

In line with the Q-methodology process, when I returned home, I created a concourse based on a 

narrative analysis of the interviews (Sneegas, 2019), focusing on the study question of the main drivers 

of positive community change. I identified specific statements that spoke to the study question and 

sorted them according to emerging themes. Next, I reviewed and sorted the statements in the 

concourse (N=228) to remove duplicates and ensure clarity and ended up with 38 statements equally 

distributed across the themes. I printed the 38 statements onto individual note cards, comprising the 

Q-set, and made a ranking grid (see Figure 4.3.2), both of which I brought with me for my second visit 

to Igiugig in the fall of 2017. During the visit, 28 community members participated in a ranking process, 

comprised of ranking the 38 statements onto the grid in accordance with their agreement or 

disagreement with the individual statements (from -4 mostly disagree to +4 mostly agree). After each 

participant had finalized their ranking (producing a Q-sort), participants were asked to explain their 

ranking in a post-sort qualitative interview (see Article 2 for the statements in the Q-set and Appendix 

4 for the Q-sorting instructions and the post-sort interview guide). The interviews were recorded and 

later transcribed. 

 

Figure 4.3.2  

Ranking Grid.  

The grid that 

participants used 

when ranking the 38 

statements. The 

pictured ranking is 

done by an Igiugig 

community member 

in June 2017. (Photo 

by Author, 2017) 
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After the second visit, I analyzed the Q-sorts through an inverted factor analysis7, using the specialized 

software program PQMethod8. Since the analysis is only described in brief terms in Article 2, in Box 

4.3.1 below I outline the steps and decisions made to ensure transparency of the process.  

Box 4.3.1 Inverted Factor Analysis Explained (based on Watts and Stenner, 2012) 

A factor analysis is a data reduction technique aimed at accounting for as much of the study variance as 
possible by identifying the shared meaning present in the data through calculating the correlation matrix. In 
Q studies, this is done by calculating the extent and nature of the relationship between one Q-sort with all the 
other Q-sorts in the study, based on the correlation between the ranking of all statements. The extracted 
factors will thereby ideally represent the key viewpoints held in common by the study participants (Watts and 
Stenner, 2012, pp. 97–98). 

The first factor identified in the analysis will be the most significant one in terms of viewpoints held in common 
by the participants. Once this factor has been extracted (in essence removed from the data), the relationships 
between the Q-sorts change character and the second factor is identified based on these new relationships. 
This process continues until there is no more commonality between the Q-sorts (pp.100-101). 

In order to extract factors for my analysis, I ran a centroid factor analysis, using the program PQMethod. While 
a centroid factor analysis identifies mathematically preferable solutions, it does not limit the analysis to these 
but remains open to a more interactive process between data and researcher. In this way, theoretically 
appropriate and meaningful solutions can be chosen, informed by the statistical analysis but not determined 
by it (p. 99). 

I conducted an exploratory factor analysis, meaning that I proceeded with an inductive strategy for extracting 
and analyzing the factors. This implies largely letting the data indicate the number of factors to extract, rather 
than setting a goal of a certain number of factors beforehand (pp. 95-96). 

I started by extracting five factors. Based on the correlation of each Q-sort with each factor (loading), I 
calculated the eigenvalues for each factor and reduced the number of factors to three based on the Kaiser-
Guttman criterion, which requires an eigenvalue of 1.00 or more (pp. 105-106), and Humphrey’s rule, which 
states that the cross-product of the two most significantly loaded Q-sorts (q-sort * q-sort) should exceed twice 
the standard error (0.32) (pp. 107-108). In addition, I also calculated how much of each Q-sort could be 
explained by the different factors (variance) and how much of the data as a whole could be explained by each 
factor (total variance) (p. 104). These calculations supported the choice of reducing the number of factors to 
three.  

A three-factor solution accounts for 58% of the study variance and 65% of the Q-sorts, with a cut-off at 0.5 
(increased from the actual level of significance of 0.42 due to too many confounding Q-sorts – Q-sorts that 
load significantly on two or more factors). According to Watts and Stenner, factor solutions that account for 
40% or more of the study variance are considered as sound (p. 105). 

 

Each of the three factors generated through the factor analysis represented an ‘ideal Q-sort’, which 

expressed a particular opinion drawing from a cluster of individual Q-sorts with similar rankings. 

Drawing on a narrative analysis of the post-sort interviews, where I identified and coded emerging 

themes, I wrote up three narratives that spoke to each of the factors in terms of their opinion on the 

drivers of positive social change in Igiugig. After the article write-up, I sent a draft to the Village Council 

 
7 As described in the section on Q-methodology, ‘inverted’ refers to having a number of variables (statements) 
be evaluated by a number of individuals, as opposed to the classical factor analysis where a number of 
variables are used to evaluate a number of individuals. See geographers Paul Robbins and Rob Krueger (2000, 
p. 640) for a helpful overview table of some of the differences between these approaches. 
8 Available here: http://schmolck.userweb.mwn.de/qmethod/ 
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President to review for comments or suggested changes. Since no individual quotes were used in the 

article, I decided to wait to engage the rest of the community until I had the chance to do a third visit. 

However, due to becoming a mother, the third visit was postponed, and as it turned out, due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the visit has yet to happen. 

Instead of a third visit, in the fall of 2020, the Igiugig school library hosted a community dialogue event 

where I joined via Zoom and presented on the results from the Q-methodology study (Article 2), as 

well as initial reflections from a draft of a follow-up article on leadership in Igiugig (Article 3), which I 

had started working on after my maternity leave (July 2018-March 2019). The empirical data for this 

article was derived from the qualitative interviews from 2017, and the analysis was inspired by the 

results of the Q study. Based on the three factors and themes from a literature review on Indigenous 

leadership, I did a narrative analysis of the interviews focusing on how these three perspectives 

viewed the nature and role of leadership in the community’s sustainability work, aided by NVivo12 

software. The ten community members present at the community dialogue event had all been involved 

in the Q study and after my initial presentation they took turns providing feedback, supporting the 

interpretations and reiterating some points. When asked if they wanted to review quotes to be used 

in the leadership article, they all declined arguing that this was not necessary as the quotes would be 

anonymized. At the end of the event, I inquired into community members’ interest in participating in 

another round of interviewing, via Zoom due to continuous travel restrictions, focusing on the wider 

impact of Igiugig’s work (Article 4). All community members present expressed interest in participating 

and the Village Council President suggested that I contact community members individually via email. 

After the community dialogue event, I wrote a summary of the Q study and the main points of the 

article on leadership, which was published in the community’s online newsletter (Igiugig Village 

Council, 2021). 

After revising and submitting Article 3 to a journal, in early spring 2021 I began planning for Article 4, 

focusing on the ‘scalability’ of the transformations happening in Igiugig. Having interviewed most 

community members at this point, I had a good idea of whom to interview for this last round of data 

generation. Rather than aiming for a wide range of perspectives as during the first period of data 

generation, I instead aimed to interview a handful of community members that had knowledge about 

the wider impacts of the community’s work. Still, I also wished to have diversity in perspectives in order 

to identify the multiple relations involved in these processes. During a four-week period, I did semi-

structured qualitative interviews with nine community members, eight via Zoom and one over the 

phone. The interview guide centered on what enables and disables Igiugig to have impact ‘at scale’, 

with a special emphasis on community member’s perception of their ability to make a difference 

beyond the borders of their own community (see Appendix 5 for the interview guide). The interviews 
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were recorded and later transcribed. I did a narrative analysis of the interviews, where I coded for 

perspectives on the main relations of importance for generating impact ‘at scale’. After writeup of 

Article 4, during November 2021, I requested that those who had participated review the manuscript 

and voice any concerns or provide any additional input to the analysis and the use of their words. I 

received comments from around half the participants.  

This is the current endpoint of our collaboration. However, we are planning a final (for now) event 

where the insights from Article 4, as well as the dissertation as a whole can be presented and discussed 

through an online community dialogue session. When time and global health concerns allow, I will 

make my way to Igiugig once more, to honor my commitment to my relationships and to give Quyana 

to the people of Igiugig. 

4.4 Subjectivity and Ethics  

The final part of this section takes on a more personal and grounded nature, explaining who I am in 

the context of doing this research as well as my reflections on the research process itself and the 

challenges I encountered along the way. 

4.4.1 Positionality and Reflexivity 

This research has been performed by me as I have become entangled with people, places and ideas. 

My personality, subjectivity, qualifications, interests, reflections and blind spots have informed all 

choices along the way. While I have worked to disclose and consider my positionality in each of the 

articles included in this dissertation, I wish here to reiterate a few points. The first part pertains to my 

positionality in context of my research topic, while the latter half focuses on my positionality within 

the community of Igiugig. 

I am keenly aware that I am a non-Indigenous scholar of northern European descent, writing about 

realities, ontologies and struggles of Indigenous peoples of Turtle Island, and that this comes with 

certain challenges and responsibilities. Cultural theorist Astrida Neimanis (2015, p. 2) writes that as 

feminist and anticolonial researchers “we are caught between a representationalist rock and a hard 

place of complicit silence.” This position requires that I engage carefully and deliberately, recognizing 

the privilege I hold and attempting to uncover and challenge the many traces of institutionalized 

oppression embedded within the European research tradition, where research on Indigenous peoples 

has so long been the norm (Leeuw and Hunt, 2018; Radcliffe and Radhuber, 2020; Smith, 1999). I 

recognize that, despite the growing popularity of decolonizing methodologies and my own growing 

awareness and sensitivity, “academic privilege reinvents the authority of privilege in myriad ways,” 

making it crucial that I as a non-Indigenous researcher continuously work to “listen, think and act 

differently” (Howitt, 2021, p. 2). Rather than simply ‘confessing my privilege’ (Smith, 2013), my aim 
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has been, and continues to be, to use my privilege to help dismantle oppressive ideas and practices 

and simultaneously help support equitable and sustainable change within the various spheres of my 

influence. One lesson from this work is that these spheres are often larger than we think. Aligning 

myself with my theoretical anchor points of ‘deep’ relationality, I realize the potential and the 

responsibility I have for making these pages count. 

Realizing the problems with both representation and silence (both of which are colonial positions), I 

find inspiration and cautionary encouragement through the teachings of Indigenous and critical non-

Indigenous scholars writing about decolonizing methodologies that center the research process in 

relational responsibilities (Smith, 1999; Southam, 2021; Wilson, 2001). TallBear (2014) emphasizes the 

importance of relationship-building in research. While recognizing the genuine intensions behind the 

notion of ‘giving back’, she shows how this maintains the binary between researcher and researched. 

Instead, she argues for the importance of continuous engagement and offers the notion of ‘standing 

with’. As a research methodology, ‘standing with’ emphasizes speaking ‘in concert with’ rather than 

speaking for others. It recognizes difference as well as the co-constitution of knowledge and meaning. 

She suggests that “a researcher who is willing to learn how to ‘stand with’ a community of subjects is 

willing to be altered, to revise her stakes in the knowledge to be produced” (TallBear, 2014, p. 2).  

According to Cree and Métis Elder Donna Wright (cited in Southam, 2021, p. 151), for non-Indigenous 

researchers to conduct decolonizing research with Indigenous communities, “dialogue must continue 

and relationships must be maintained.” While this can be challenging if perceived as limited to the 

time spent doing fieldwork, I find guidance in Kanngieser’s (2020, p. 392) notion of being “good kin 

over distance.” Reflecting on how non-Indigenous researchers can respect Indigenous ‘Land-centered 

literacies’ to ensure responsible and caring action, Kanngieser (ibid.) shares that, “although as non-

Indigenous people these are not our literacies, we can work in conjunction with them by starting with 

what we don’t know.” To me, this invites a humility and an insistence on being human first and 

researcher second. These notions have also helped me reflect on how to continuously engage with the 

insights shared with me by community members, long after I have left the community. Throughout the 

years of our collaboration, I have worked to better learn how to ‘stand with’ and ‘speak in concert 

with’ the people of Igiugig, predominantly through building increasingly stronger and more meaningful 

relationships. While this helps me in dealing with some of the ethical issues that have emerged, it has 

also, I believe, helped me create more impactful research. 

My own ancestry is northern European as long back as I can trace. I have received my academic training 

in various Western academic institutions in Denmark, Norway and the United States, and have mostly 

lived in places where the First Peoples of those places were not ‘granted’ the right to steward those 
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lands. Learning about colonization and recognizing my own embeddedness within colonial systems 

and practice is an ongoing process. I recognize that when we speak of colonial violence, we speak 

predominantly of the violence inflicted by people of my cultural lineage upon Indigenous people 

throughout the world. I hold this knowledge and the differentiated responsibilities it entails while also 

holding the notion of one humanity. This stance is partly based on an inherent sensitivity and partly 

derived from a growing number of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars who work to uncover 

the ways in which we Europeans have ourselves been colonized, our cosmologies and knowledges 

degraded, predominantly through the process of Christianization (Marsden, 2017; Trudell, 2001; 

Woman Stands Shining, n.d.). I am inspired and encouraged by Indigenous scholars and activists who 

suggest that there is a way to balance the need for Indigenous specific knowledge and practices on the 

one hand while tending to the whole of humanity on the other, and for those no longer Indigenous to 

place to potentially become so again (Kimmerer, 2013; Marsden, 2020).  

Along with my co-authors, in Article 5 I reflect more deeply about positionality in research with 

Indigenous communities as a non-Indigenous researcher. Based on our experiences working alongside 

Indigenous individuals and communities, we draw on Indigenous formulations of relationality to 

inquire into how transformations research might be decolonized. We engage with the notion of ‘right 

relations’ and offer four practices that may enable us to embody this stance: deep listening, self-

reflexivity, creating space and being in action (Gram-Hanssen et al., 2021). While these articulations 

have come at the tail-end of my doctoral studies, various expressions of these practices have been 

central to my research endeavor from the onset. For instance, an abductive and narrative approach 

has helped me turn and ‘re-turn’, “as in turning it over and over again”, (Barad, 2014, p. 168) to 

listening and experiencing alongside Igiugig community members in order to deepen my 

understanding (Smith, 1999). Practices such as keeping a research diary (Emerson et al., 2011) and 

keeping close dialogue with community members throughout fieldwork and data analysis (Markey et 

al., 2010) has helped uncover blind spots and enhanced my self-reflexivity. Drawing extensively on 

Indigenous scholarship has helped me front Indigenous perspectives and ways of knowing (Todd, 

2016). And taking part in community life and aiding in community-specific work both in person and 

remotely has helped me be in action. While these are minimal steps, I consider this work to be an 

ongoing commitment of relationship building (TallBear, 2014). 

Another important part of my positionality is how I stand in relation to the community in which I work, 

including my personal relationships to individual community members. It is in the context of 

collaborating with actual people and communities that issues of power and privilege truly come to the 

fore. During the early stages of forming my relationship with the community in 2010, I held the role of 
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a respectful ‘outsider’9. While still respectful and still an ‘outsider’, I have also gradually become a 

friend to several members of the community, not least to the Village Council President who due to her 

leadership position and keen awareness of community change and wellbeing has been an important 

and inspiring person to work with. While also forming close bonds with several other community 

members, it is the Village Council President that I continuously turn to for updates on community life, 

practicalities surrounding visits and engagements, and questions of research ethics. To a large extent, 

then, she facilitates my access to the community. While we have reflected on how to ensure that she 

does not become an unnecessarily restrictive gatekeeper for my experience and the insights I am able 

to gain, it is possible that certain other community members have refrained from engaging with me 

openly due to a perceived ‘alliance’ between me and the Village Council President. It is not my sense 

that this has been the case, however, as some community members have spoken openly to me about 

their frustration with community leadership or certain leadership decisions. This indicates that I have 

been perceived of as a neutral person or potentially a person who could help bring attention to their 

identified frustrations through my role as a researcher. 

Throughout our engagement, my relationship with the community has been characterized by various 

expressions and degrees of reciprocity. Despite being there to learn and receive, I have also been there 

to give. Returning home with the stories, insights and reflections generously shared with me, I have 

carefully considered how I might convey these in ways that ensure respect, relevance and rigor. 

Specifically, I have been preoccupied with ensuring that I show respect to the people who shared their 

knowledge and to the place and context in which it was shared, that my writings are understandable 

and relatable to a wide range of audiences, including in academia, that I honor the specificity while 

also making visible the universally applicability of this knowledge, and that my work is seen as 

legitimate in the context of academia and supports me in my pursue of a doctorate degree. While all 

important, at various points during the process some considerations have come before others. Overall, 

however, honoring my relations to the people of Igiugig has been my first priority.  

4.4.2 Specific Ethical Considerations: Academic Standards, Decolonizing Practice and 

Researcher Pragmatism 

As is made clear throughout these past pages, I see ethics as always already being present in any 

activity or inactivity, not least in the context of research. As such, it makes little sense to have a 

separate section dealing with the issue of ethics. Yet here I want to speak to a particularly salient issue 

of ethical consideration that has had several expressions during these past years of collaborating with 

 
9 Although, see Torjer Olsen (2018) for a critical reflection on the notion of an ‘insider/outsider’ binary. 
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Igiugig. Namely the tension between academic standards, decolonizing practice and a certain 

researcher pragmatism that arises from doing empirical research. 

One central issue in this regard is the emphasis within the decolonization literature on a research 

practice that is community-based, -driven and -owned. This includes following community guidelines 

for research ethics, having community members be co-creators of research questions and take part in 

both data generation, analysis and write-up, and enable community ownership over research results 

(Koster et al., 2012). I have been drawn to community-based participatory research and action 

research partly because of these explicit commitments to turn the research process into a process that 

furthers the needs of the community and works to break down the barrier between researcher and 

researched (Stanton, 2014). Despite this recognition, my own work has not followed these guidelines. 

While the inquiry is centered on the community and community member’s perceptions and narratives, 

I have articulated the research questions, selected the methods, performed the analyses and written 

the articles. While I have asked for input and worked to ensure that the research is relevant and 

beneficial for the community, the project has been largely shaped and driven by me.  

Part of the reason for my research taking on a more conventional academic form is that the past five 

years have been a maturation process. During the past years, I have become increasingly aware of the 

many ways in which critical and anti-oppressive researchers make room for care and power-sharing in 

the research process. As a doctoral student, I have felt a general concern as to the dos and don’ts 

within my discipline and uncertainties about how to show academic rigor and disciplinary belonging 

while skillfully pushing the boundaries toward a more emancipatory research practice (Kilian et al., 

2019; Sellberg et al., 2021). Being an early career researcher in an academic environment where 

decolonizing methodologies are still more on the fringes makes this line harder to walk (Mitchell, 2018; 

Nakamura, 2010). This is not only about ‘institutionalized barriers’, however, but also how as a non-

Indigenous scholar I can afford not to walk the line, to instead by satisfied within the confines of my 

discipline. Part of the challenge, then, is to be willing to have something at stake.  

Additionally, the challenge of doing more participatory research is also found in the community itself. 

Firstly, while a growing number of Indigenous communities, especially across Turtle Island, have 

developed community-specific research ethics guideline with clear requirements for outside 

researchers to follow in order to ensure that both the research process and results benefit the 

community (Hayward et al., 2021), Igiugig does not have such explicit guidelines. This does not mean 

that the community does not engage in research. Indeed, at any given time, the community is involved 

in several research projects with both university and private sector partners with the purpose of 

advancing community goals. Neither does it mean that the community does not have requirements 



65 

 

for their research partners, but rather that these are somewhat contingent on the particular project 

and partner. While I asked for permission to commence this research and was prepared to adhere to 

cultural standards or shape the project in accordance with community goals, the response from the 

village leadership was marked by openness, curiosity – and lack of time. After several lengthy emails 

to the Village Council President in early 2017, I sent a message on social media to make sure that she 

had received my proposal for a collaboration. She promptly replied: “I’ve been slammed busy (…) But 

my short answer is yes, we would love to have you do more research here!” It cannot be emphasized 

enough how much Igiugig community members, and the leadership in particular, work to enhance the 

wellbeing and self-determination of their community. It is an ongoing effort that knows no limits, 

sometimes threatening to overwhelm those at the forefront of this work.  

This context matters because community-based participatory research requires a lot from all parties 

involved in the research process, including time. In approaching Igiugig with another request for 

collaboration, I was mindful of how busy they are and of the countless real-life issues they deal with 

every day. Since it is never guaranteed that research – even co-created research – results in tangible 

benefits for those involved, taking time to do a collaborative research process felt like asking them to 

spend some of their valuable time so that I could better live up to my methodological commitments. I 

was concerned that it would end up being more for me than for them. While I did initially propose to 

include some participatory methods that could ensure a higher degree of co-creation and community 

grounding, the community leadership expressed concern that it might be challenging to gather 

community members for yet another activity, taking time away from their already busy schedules. 

Ultimately, based on the community context I chose to pursue less time intensive methods, primarily 

qualitative interviews. Among other things, this decision has meant that I have remained more on the 

‘outside’, acting more as a partner for reflection, a sounding board, a place to vent, and a friend, than 

as a critical co-creator of community-based research. In my fieldwork diary from the first visit in 2017, 

I write: It is challenging to find the balance between being too invisible and taking up too much space. 

I know that everyone is busy. This is not only about me as a researcher. I know that taking up space, 

requesting something substantial and staying accountable to the work being done and the potential 

conflicts that arise is challenging for me on a personal level. One way that I added a more community-

based and participatory element was through the community dialogue events and the ongoing 

dialogue with the Village Council President.  

To some extent it feels like a disappointment to not have conducted research that is more in line with 

the goals and ethical commitments of community-based participatory research or action research; like 

only going halfway and shying away from a full engagement with this messy, difficult and rewarding 

work. Yet it is also a result of the community being powerful and purposeful in their work. My intent 
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was never to help ‘solve a problem’ or ‘build community resilience’, but rather to help articulate how 

they do their work and what this means for the theory and practice of transformation. Finally, I also 

remind myself that this is only the beginning. The lessons learned here will help me and the community 

articulate better the next steps we take, individually and together.  

Below, I provide two concrete examples of how the tension between academic standards, decolonizing 

practice and researcher pragmatism came up in the research process and how I dealt with it. 

4.4.2.1 Choosing Methodologies and Methods 

Q-methodology was suggested as a methodology in the posting of the PhD position within the 

AdaptationCONNECTS project. Thus, while writing my proposal, I researched the methodology and, 

finding it inspiring and innovative, incorporated it into my research design. After being hired onto the 

project and approaching Igiugig for a collaboration, Q-methodology stayed as a central methodology 

for my data generation. I was excited about using a mixed method, as I had only ever worked 

qualitatively. Also, I was intrigued by the strong linkages to quantum physics and non-deterministic 

understandings of causality, as I had recently encountered feminist and physicist Karen Barad’s (2007) 

work on agential realism. As I was interested in both individual and collective narratives and the 

relational and flexible nature of opinions, Q-methodology seemed potentially helpful. Yet, as human 

geographer Gretchen Sneegas (2019, p. 7) has observed, while Q-methodology can be used to ‘give 

voice’ to marginalized knowledges and thereby seen as supportive of a feminist or participatory 

research agenda, “Q is not inherently participatory or decolonizing—like any methodology it can be, 

and has been, employed in top-down and oppressive ways.” Especially the quantitative aspect of the 

methodology, where the rich qualitative data material is quantified through the inverted factor 

analysis, can be seen as less aligned with a feminist and decolonial emphasis on creating space for 

other voices to be heard (DeVault and Gross, 2012). However, in many regards, a factor analysis is 

nothing more than a tool to identify patterns. Something most social scientists do, albeit using different 

tools and approaches. Furthermore, the active choice of how to proceed with generating the factors 

“brings the researcher’s subjectivity into the heart of the seemingly quantitative stage of Q” (Eden et 

al., 2005, p. 418). Rather, whether Q-methodology is experienced as empowering or not for those 

involved is more likely dependent on how the researcher engages with those collaborating in the 

research.  

As I engaged with the Q-methodology process, I aimed to have it be informed by community members’ 

perspectives (the concourse was derived from qualitative interviews) and have the generation of 

factors be highly informed by community member’s own meaning-making about their ranking 

(through the post-sort interviews). The ranking took place in people’s homes where they felt 
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comfortable, and the conversation around the ranking was open to whatever perspective they would 

like to share. Community members were interested in the ranking process and found it equally fun and 

challenging; one community member who had heard from others about their experience, approached 

me asking, “when can we find time to do ‘your game’?” After completing the ranking, she reflected, 

“It’s not as easy as it looks!” All participants expressed interest in what factors would emerge, saying 

things like “I wonder how everyone else ranks these statements.” During the ranking and post-sort 

interviews, I found Q-methodology to be an excellent elicitation tool, where a space was created for 

participants to reflect on the interrelated nature of community change and provide meta-perspectives 

on the themes that had been identified during the initial interviews. This process was not only helpful 

in terms of deepening my understanding of how change was perceived and enacted, but also prompted 

further reflection for the participants, beyond the scope of the exercise, exemplified by one 

community member, saying: “A lot of the stuff I don’t think about on a regular basis.” The ability to 

initiate a process of reflexivity is mentioned by several human geographers as part of the power of Q-

methodology (Forrester et al., 2015). I thus attempted to make use of Q-methodology reflexively, 

including being open to community members’ perspectives and preferences and emphasizing the 

aspects that supported a deepened engagement with the topics we discussed. 

4.4.2.2 Anonymity and Representation 

Informed by the research ethics protocol in Norway (www.nsd.no), in my Statement of Informed 

Consent Form I informed community members that the insights they provided through the research 

process would be anonymized. The purpose of this was to secure community members’ safety and 

wellbeing and enhance the likelihood of them feeling comfortable sharing perspectives that may be 

less positive or well-perceived by others (Walford, 2005). I later encountered feminist and decolonial 

scholars who were critical of the assumption that anonymity is necessarily the most ethical and 

respectful choice. For instance, feminist scholar Rebecca Gordon (2019, p. 541) finds that insisting on 

anonymity can “deny research respondents the right to be heard and operate as a form of silencing.” 

In this way, the question of anonymity ultimately relates to questions of representation. Anonymizing 

data can be seen as akin to removing the context in which insights are shared or erasing the influence 

of place for the creation of thought. Watts (2013) eloquently explains the problem with de-

contextualized representation. Drawing on the Anishinaabe Creation History of Sky Woman falling to 

Earth, she explains how such historical Indigenous events are increasingly used “as a gateway for non-

Indigenous thinkers to re-imagine their world. In this, our stories are often distilled to simply that – 

words, principles, morals to imagine the world and imagine ourselves in the world. In reading stories 

this way, non-Indigenous peoples also keep control over what agency is and how it is dispersed in the 

hands of humans.” (Watts, 2013, p. 26) 
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In my own experience, the offer of anonymity was met by equal amounts of appreciation, indifference 

and confusion by community members, with some finding it comforting while others found it 

unnecessary. The question of anonymity came up for me when I in several of my articles felt compelled 

to name people in order to fully acknowledge their deep insights or to highlight particularly important 

personal relations. This relates to my growing awareness of the entangled nature of thought and place 

and the importance of contextuality for retaining the meaning and wisdom offered through a narrative 

or story (Watts, 2013). I ultimately refrained from naming individuals because of the initial promise of 

anonymity as well as the potential risk that named persons in one article could be connected to 

anonymous persons in earlier articles.  

4.5 Assumptions and Limitations 

The last point I want to discuss before turning to the results of the research, is the issue of assumptions 

and possible limitations to this work.  

A central assumption of this research is that transformations are necessary to enable futures in which 

people and the planet may thrive. At no point in my writing do I question this assumption, which turns 

it into a potential blind spot. I recognize the risk of research that calls for ‘radical transformations’ to 

contribute toward a hegemonic grand narrative of transformation (Blythe et al., 2018). As Woroniecki 

et al. (2022, p. 7) rightly point out, “no single transformation is objectively desirable or undesirable in 

its entirety, no matter the aggregate or utilitarian effect. Nor can any transformations be seen as 

uniformly intended or unintended.” I am aware that transformative change can be both undesired and 

unintended. Despite this awareness, I join others in arguing that deeply transformative change is 

necessary in order to meet the social-ecological challenges of our time (IPBES, 2019; O’Brien, 2021a). 

In order to care for differential positionalities and realities and to work to reduce the undue harm 

caused by transformative change, it therefore feels important and worthwhile to enhance our 

understanding of the drivers and processes involved in deliberately transforming society toward 

sustainability. 

Another assumption of my research is that the changes happening in Igiugig are indeed deliberately 

transformational. While I have not made an assessment of whether or not the work in Igiugig is ‘truly’ 

transformational, my research supports this claim in at least three ways, some of which are engaged 

with explicitly in the articles. Firstly, it is broadly recognized that the troubling statistics of physical and 

mental health in rural Alaskan communities – and the bodies and stories in which they manifest – to a 

large part are caused by the ongoing process of colonization (Sequist, 2021). Colonization and 

decolonization are both equally transformational processes (Parsons and Nalau, 2016). Many of 

Igiugig’s community efforts can be seen through a decolonial lens in that it is about enhancing self-
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determination and self-reliance and enhancing or ‘re-turning’ to knowledge and practices that the 

process of colonization aimed to destroy. Igiugig’s active engagement with decolonizing their 

community and their people is a testimony to the transformational nature of their work.  

Secondly, the work is driven by a different vision than the visions and ambitions that brought society 

at large to this present moment of unsustainability. Thus, it is not just that practices and outcomes are 

different, but that the very values and worldviews that drive this work are fundamentally different 

from modernist or even postmodernist ones, for instance through an explicitly non-dualistic 

understanding of phenomena such as individual/collective and human/nonhuman. Thirdly, the work 

happening in Igiugig is transformational by integrating multiple ‘spheres’ of change at once. Recalling 

the Three Spheres of Transformations framework by O’Brien and Sygna (2013), this holistic approach 

means that community work includes changes to infrastructures and day-to-day activities of 

community members, the development of different political processes that enhance the autonomy of 

the community, as well as challenging deep-seated beliefs embedded in popular and political discourse 

about rural community sustainability. While I have not engaged explicitly with the Three Spheres 

framework to help assess the transformative nature of the work being done in Igiugig, this could be an 

interesting next step to help further substantiate the framework through an empirical case.   

Throughout my engagement with Igiugig, I have been somewhat biased toward that which supports 

this deliberate engagement with transformations toward sustainability. My framing of Igiugig as an 

example of ‘successful’ transformative change means that I have largely focused on ‘positive’ aspects 

that support this work. This does not mean that all change in Igiugig is transformative or positive, 

neither does it mean that all inter-personal relations are necessarily healthy and supporting the goals 

of the community. Through my many encounters with Igiugig community members, I have observed 

and sometimes been told about challenging and problematic relations and seemingly inappropriate 

use of position and power. These ‘shadow sides’ are not simply a footnote but are hugely important 

for understanding the ‘whole picture’ of transformative change in Igiugig. In Article 4 I address this 

somewhat through an investigation into how inter-personal conflict is linked to ongoing processes of 

colonization. Yet my focus has laid elsewhere and these ‘shadow sides’ do not take up much space in 

the dissertation as a whole. 

This bias is partly driven by my enthusiasm for Igiugig and my wish to help nuance or build a counter-

narrative to the common discourse surrounding the ‘no-future’ of rural Alaska Native communities 

(Gram-Hanssen, 2018; Wexler, 2009). In my work, I have tried to account for the immense challenges 

that communities like Igiugig are up against (e.g., through an explicit consideration of how extractive 

industries embedded within the ‘colonialism-capitalism-nexus’ undermine community resilience, see 

Articles 2 and 4 in particular), while showing the resurgence and resistance that helps build alternatives 



70 

 

to this moment. Thus, the focus has been on the ‘cracks’ and spaces of possibility for “enacting 

alternatives in the here and now” (El Khoury, 2015, p. 13), supported through a ‘deep’ relationality. 

Lastly, I want to speak to the possible limitations of basing my entire dissertation on one case study. 

On the one hand, drawing on my feminist and decolonial methodological foundation and leaning on 

the many social scientists asserting that it is fully possible to start building theory from a single case 

(Donmoyer, 2000; Flyvbjerg, 2006), I do not see it as inherently problematic for the theoretical 

importance of my study that I had but one case. On the other hand, however, having more than one 

case could have potentially strengthened and nuanced my theoretical insights. When I wrote the 

proposal for this research, I had suggested doing comparative work with three different communities 

situated in different cultural and national contexts (a Yup’ik community in Alaska, a Sami community 

in Norway and an Inuit community in Greenland). However, after commencing on the doctoral work, 

and especially after becoming a mother, I realized that three case studies would spread me too thin, 

and I scaled it down to two (Alaska and Norway). My plan was to ground my work in Igiugig, where I 

already had relations, and nuance and contrast the insights from this work with a secondary Norwegian 

case. As the Corona pandemic took hold and it became clear that we would have to live with the virus 

for a while, I ultimately let go of the idea of a second case and focused instead on doing a third round 

of interviews in Igiugig (online), which formed the basis for Article 4. While I could have attempted to 

establish contacts in a Norwegian Sami community, the inability to go to the community and build 

relations made the choice relatively easy for me. Comparing, contrasting and nuancing the insights 

from Igiugig with insights from other community contexts could be an exciting next step to expand and 

deepen this research.  
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5. SUMMARY OF ARTICLES 

5.1 Article 1: Leaving, Staying or Belonging: Exploring the Relationship Between Formal 

Education, Youth Mobility and Community Resilience in Rural Alaska 

The first article included in this dissertation is in many ways a contextualizing piece, meant to give a 

sense of the community work being done in Igiugig and the challenging context of rural Alaska. It also 

works to center the dissertation in a relational frame, highlighting the importance of relationships to 

people and place for sustainable community work. The fieldwork for this article was done during my 

master’s studies, and the article was written before I had fully articulated my research questions for 

my doctoral studies. My master’s studies focused on the role of youth in rural community sustainability 

and the article focuses in on one piece of this question, namely the issue of youth mobility and why 

youth in Igiugig are choosing to stay or return to their community, in contrast to high number of rural 

youth outmigration across the state. The article specifically asks What is the relationship between 

relation to place, youth mobility and community resilience in Igiugig? 

Through qualitative interviews with community youth and other community members, the article 

paints a picture of a community that is focused on accommodating its youth and involving them in all 

community processes, giving them a sense that their perspectives and efforts are appreciated and able 

to shape the community’s further development. Rather than staying or leaving, what becomes 

important is maintaining a sense of belonging. This in turn depends on particular relations to place and 

to people, as well as a decolonial reworking of community institutions to be able to harbor the wishes 

and visions of community members, including the youth. I end by arguing that sense of belonging to 

place is important for rural community resilience through how it renders other processes and 

conditions (such as education, jobs and housing) meaningful for community members. Relatedly, 

belonging to place also acts as a mediator between individual ambition and community wellbeing, 

aligning one with the other. 

Besides its function as an ‘introduction’ to the community, I have included the article in the dissertation 

because it highlights some of the themes explored in my doctoral studies: the importance of a certain 

quality of relations between people and between people and place as well as challenging dichotomous 

thinking, such as leaving/staying, Native/Western, traditional/modern and individual/collective 

through a largely Indigenous relational ontology.  
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5.2 Article 2: The Role of Flexibility in Enabling Transformational Social Change: 

Perspectives from an Indigenous Community using Q-Methodology 

The second article included in the dissertation is the first article that draws on empirical work 

conducted during my doctoral studies. In many ways, the findings from this article lays the groundwork 

for the subsequent articles. In it, I inquire into the main drivers of change in Igiugig, aiming to identify 

particular perceptions of change and their implications for deliberate transformation. Drawing on the 

literature on community resilience and sustainability narratives, the article specifically asks What are 

the main narratives of change in Igiugig and how are they accounted for in the community’s 

sustainability work? 

As a way to ‘map’ different narratives in a systematic way, I employed Q-methodology, a method new 

to me at the time. Through the Q study process, explained in Section 4: Methodology and Research 

Design, I identified three central community narratives that each provided a unique angle on the most 

important drivers of change: passionate individuals, cultural knowledge and practice, and collective 

visioning and decision-making. Rather than being three distinct and mutually exclusive perspectives, 

however, the correlation between the three narratives was high and they are therefore better 

understood as three ‘centerings’ within a larger community narrative of change. Informed by the 

literature on the subjective qualities important for deliberately engaging with change, I was interested 

in the notion of flexibility. Based on my previous engagement with Igiugig, my sense was that flexibility 

might also speak to how community members approach their work. In the analysis, I therefore 

explicitly sought to unearth signs of flexibility in the narratives. In the article, I discuss how a high 

degree of flexibility in how different perspectives are navigated and accounted for is part of what 

enables the community at large to move towards enhanced sustainability, despite the very contested 

and political processes that characterize the context. I highlight the importance of community cohesion 

coupled with an appreciation for diversity and an ability among certain community members to view 

issues of community development from different perspectives, yet always grounded in Yup’ik values 

of care and respect. 

The article also offers critical reflections on the concept of community resilience. Despite the high 

resilience of the community of Igiugig, I question the assumption that local resilience is the solution to 

societal challenges such as climate change, suggesting instead that local transformations are inherently 

related to what happens outside the community and that the possibilities and limitations for 

transformative community efforts need to be better understood. Flexibility, understood as being 

centered in a shared vision but being flexible in terms of how that vision might be expressed, becomes 
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a relevant quality not only for rural community leadership but for practitioners and researchers 

working with sustainability transformations.   

Theoretically, the article suggests that individuals and collectives be understood as entangled, and as 

both/and, and highlights the potential of holding a processual and relational perspective on 

community change. This in turn invites a critical assessment of contemporary theoretical claims 

regarding how transformative change can be initiated and governed. These reflections mark the 

starting point for the third article. 

5.3 Article 3: Individual and Collective Leadership for Deliberate Transformations: 

Insights from Indigenous Leadership 

The third article builds directly on the second article by taking a deeper look into the three narratives 

from the Q study and how the perspectives in Igiugig can shed light on the relationship between 

individuals and collectives in change processes. Despite the interviews not having focused on 

leadership, it had emerged as a theme given that the Q study had asked about drivers of change. As a 

consequence, it felt like a natural next step to dive deeper into the notions of individuals and collectives 

through a leadership lens. As I began to read up on the conventional leadership literature, I noticed a 

tension between approaches to leadership that focus on the qualities and characteristics of the 

individual leaders, and approaches that view leadership as a collective and emergent property. This, I 

thought, is something an Indigenous relational perspective might be able to address! The third article 

therefore asks What characterizes the relationship between individuals and the community as a 

whole in processes of leading change?  

The article looks through the lens of Indigenous leadership theorization to provide a four-part 

analytical framework – individual, culture, process and integration. Where the first three analytical 

lenses align with the three narratives of the Q study presented in the second article, the fourth lens 

integrates them all into a larger whole – a meta-narrative, which takes account of the convergence and 

difference between the individual perspectives. Community narratives are storied through four 

community scenes where leadership is perceived through each of the four analytical lenses. I chose 

this unconventional and highly narrative-driven form to give a better sense of the contextual and 

entangled nature of the perspectives. 

Drawing on the analytical lenses and community member narratives, I conceptualize leadership for 

transformative change as something that is inherently collective and emergent as well as being 

dependent on individuals ‘showing up’ in everyday situations. In this understanding, leadership, and 

by extension agency, is best understood as something hinging on the co-emergence of individuals and 

collectives - what I refer to as an ‘individual-collective simultaneity.’ The article highlights the points of 
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convergence between this perspective and certain process-oriented approaches to leadership, arguing 

for the possibility for and importance of bridging perspectives and paradigms to deepening our 

understanding of what it means to lead change. With this article, I thus make an attempt at theorizing 

what the insights from Igiugig might mean for a particular field (leadership) in the context of a 

particular issue (sustainability transformations).  

5.4 Article 4: From Scaling to Relating: Quality of Relations Matter for Generating 

Transformative Systems Change 

In the fourth article, I address the question of ‘so what’ by taking the insights from the previous articles 

and bringing them into dialogue with human geography scholarship on relational scale. I wanted to 

take a wider perspective on what happens in Igiugig and engage with theoretical debates within my 

discipline, while also turning attention to some of the barriers to change that I had picked up during 

the research process but never fully engaged with in the previous articles. With this in mind, the article 

asks What role do relations play in enabling and disabling local community change to contribute to 

global systems change? 

I start with the assumption that sustainability transformations require a reworking of relationships and 

that these are necessarily context specific. I problematize the tendency to focus on scaling 

sustainability innovations as a way to generate transformative systems change, arguing that simply 

reaching more people will not ensure that innovations will result in equitable and just transformations. 

I draw on literature from human geography on scale as relational as well as literature from Indigenous 

scholars on Indigenous relationality, in order to conceptualize cross-scalar relations as non-hierarchical 

as well as inherently political and ethical.  

Based on this relational lens and qualitative interviews with Igiugig community members on how they 

perceive their work as having impact ‘at scale’, I develop a relational approach to understanding how 

transformative change can happen. I argue that a particular quality of relations and awareness of the 

inherent relationality of the local/global and self/world is of central importance for enabling 

community work to have impact ‘at scale’. Drawing on both relation to place, people and process, I 

show how the process of colonization and colonial relations are an important limiting factor for the 

ability of Igiugig’s work to contribute to systems change. This emphasizes the need for dismantling 

fracturing relations that hamper sustainability transformations in place. The insights from this article 

call for a shift in the narrative from being about scaling transformations to instead being about the 

transformational potential of relations across scales. 
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5.5 Article 5: Decolonizing Transformations Through ‘Right Relations’ 

In the fifth and final article, I move from theory to practice and reflect on the implications of a relational 

approach in the context of doing research with Indigenous individuals and communities, including the 

relationship between transformation and decolonization. Thus, while the previous four articles have 

predominantly focused on answering theoretical questions that speak to ontology and epistemology, 

this final article is more specifically focused on what these insights mean methodologically and 

ethically. Together with my two co-authors, Nicole Schafenacker and Julia Bentz, I inquire into the 

concept of ‘right relations,’ as a guiding principle for transformations research and practice, providing 

partial answers to the question How can a relational perspective help decolonize transformations 

research? 

The question is prompted by the recognition that the notion of sustainability transformations is a 

Western academic construct and that both adaptation and transformation have significant baggage 

when it comes to their impacts on Indigenous individuals and communities. Recognizing the intimate 

links between climate change, transformation and (de)colonization, we argue that for transformations 

to be equitable and just they must simultaneously deal with colonial pasts and presents. 

We engage with the question of how to decolonize transformations research by invoking the idea of 

‘right relations’, drawing from scholarship on decoloniality and Indigenous relationality. Based on this 

literature and reflecting on our own experiences working with Indigenous communities in the 

northwestern parts of Turtle Island, we identify four qualities to ‘right relations’ and speak to how 

these can be embodied in the research setting using narrative practices.  

The article is published as part of a Special Issue on ‘the how of transformation,’ and suggests ways 

that ‘right relations’ can help move focus from what needs transforming to how we transform in ways 

that are equitable and just and that support the great need for decolonizing societal systems and 

practices. It could have worked well to have this article as the first article in this dissertation, since it 

in many ways serves as an explanation of my methodology. Yet, my thinking on these matters is 

inherently related to my experience collaborating with Igiugig, and it therefore feels more natural to 

have it at the end, as an expression of my coming to terms with my own research practice.  
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6. INSIGHTS, OFFERINGS AND FURTHER QUESTIONS 

6.1 Insights and Offerings 

The aim of this dissertation has been to clarify the role of relations in processes of deliberate 

transformations toward sustainability and articulate what new theoretical insights can be gained 

by taking a relational perspective on such processes.  

The research was further guided by three overarching research questions:  

RQ1 – How do Igiugig community members’ perceptions of relations and engagements 

with them enable deliberate transformations in the community and beyond?  

RQ2 – In what ways can a ‘deep’ relational perspective on deliberate transformations 

in Igiugig inform a theorization of transformations that accounts for issues of justice 

and agency?  

RQ3 – What are the implications of a ‘deep’ relational paradigm for how to research 

and support deliberate transformations in ways that are equitable and just? 

Below, I respond to these questions based on the findings from the five articles. Rather than aligning 

one to one, most of the findings speak to several aspects of the three questions, weaving them 

together to a whole. I have therefore structured this section along four main insights that in various 

ways speak to the research questions and help me fulfill my research aim.  

1) If there is one main insight coming from this research, it is that relations matter for how individuals 

and collectives are able to deliberately engage with and further transformations toward sustainability 

in ways that are equitable and just. In this sense, my work supports the diverse literatures that 

emphasize the role of relations for sustainability (e.g., Walsh et al., 2021). Besides asserting that 

relations matter, however, the five articles provide insights into how relations come to matter in a 

particular community context. The research showcases how relations to place, people and social-

environmental processes all play a significant role in enabling or disabling individual and collective 

engagement with transformation. It further shows the entangled nature of such relations and 

phenomena between places and across scales, asserting the need for a holistic, integrative and 

relational approach for studying such relations. The research finds that relation to place, and the sense 

of belonging to place or being owned by a place that can emerge from such relation, is a crucial type 

of relation that sets the foundation for other forms of relations, e.g., relation to people, self and other 

species. This is particularly informed by a ‘deep’ relational understanding of the co-becoming of a place 

and those who inhabit that place. The research thus aligns with relational approaches to place in 
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human geography (e.g., Massey, 2005) and sustainability science (e.g., Grenni et al., 2020), but adds 

to this work a ‘deep’ relational perspective that enable a non-dualistic understanding of self/place and 

self/world. 

2) A closely related insight is that while relations in and of themselves are important, it is the quality 

of relations and how such relations are performed and cared for that informs how such relations 

translate into sustainability transformations, including how they enable or disable self-determination, 

self-reliance and wellbeing. This insight relates to the growing body of literature on geographies of 

care (e.g., Middleton and Samanani, 2021) and the role of care for sustainability transformations (e.g., 

Moriggi et al., 2020), but adds to such scholarship through the articulation of ‘right relations’. 

Grounded in a ‘deep’ relationality, ‘right relations’ indicates a way of understanding and performing 

relations guided by reciprocity, responsibility, reflexivity and potentiality. The research shows how 

‘right relations’ can help unleash the full potential of transformations in research and practice and to 

ensure that community transformations support systems change. A ‘right relations’ lens also helps 

uncover those processes and perceptions that fracture relations and limit the ability for ‘locally’ 

grounded work to have ‘global’ impact. In the context of Indigenous communities, the ongoing process 

of colonization embodies a process of fracturing relations, to lands, humans and nonhumans. This 

emphasizes the intimate relationship between transformations and decolonization and aligns with 

scholarship that calls for an explicit decolonial lens on sustainability (e.g., Whyte et al., 2018). 

3) Drawing on a decolonial and ‘right relations’ perspective, the research helps unsettle many of the 

dualisms common in a modernist Western scientific paradigm, including modern/traditional, 

individual/collective, local/global, and subject/object. In this way, the research aligns with much 

ongoing work in human geography (e.g., Gibson-Graham, 2002) and within sustainability science (e.g., 

West et al., 2020) that identifies persistent dualisms as detrimental to sustainable social-

environmental relations. Based on a ‘deep’ relational approach, the research further develops this 

unsettling through advancing an ontological both/and stance of simultaneity. Drawing on Indigenous 

relational ontologies and relational social science theories and philosophies, this stance shows how 

such dualisms can instead be perceived of as dualities and helps inquiring into their co-constitution. 

Through the emphasis on reciprocity, responsibility reflexivity and potentiality, a ‘deep’ relationality is 

especially sensitive to issues of justice. Similarly, the emphasis on emergence and entanglement 

underlines social change as agential and involving a multitude of beings in the process of becoming. 

The focus on place helps shed light on how agency and potentiality manifest in ‘reality’. Based on these 

characteristics, a ‘deep’ relationality has the potential to guide transformations research and practice 

in ways that are equitable and that accounts for issues of both justice and agency.  
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4) The research shows the ability of Indigenous relational ontologies and relational social science 

theories and philosophies to deepen the empirical and theoretical engagement with relations in 

important and differentiated ways. This points to the possibility and need for turning to such 

ontologies and perspectives in sustainability transformations research and practice, and for ‘bridge-

building’ between ontologies and across knowledge-systems. This aligns with a growing body of work 

on the importance of ‘bridging’ for co-creating knowledge that can inform both the theory and practice 

of deliberate transformation (e.g., Beling et al., 2018). The research advances this work through 

suggesting that such bridge-building can be furthered through respectful relationship building 

grounded in ‘right relations’. It further suggests that a certain flexibility of narratives and perspectives 

among actors involved in transformations might be of importance for building bridges. Rather than 

flexibility being an unwilful bending to various pressures, flexibility as it is advanced in this research 

indicates an awareness of one’s own perspectives and a willingness and capacity to engage with 

perspectives of others. Importantly, for bridge-building to be emancipatory and generate 

transformative knowledge, unequal power relations must be addressed. Similarly, bridge-building 

must be based on respecting differential worlding practices while acknowledging the entangled co-

becoming of humans and nonhumans as inhabitants of planet Earth (Cadena and Blaser, 2018). 

The four insights above have important implications for the fields of adaptation, transformation and 

sustainability. Rather than only focusing on what needs changing, the insights speak to the manner in 

which we must engage with transformative change to ensure just, equitable and durable outcomes. A 

‘deep’ relational paradigm implies that we come to matter in our attempts to understand and further 

transformative change. Equitable and just transformations depend on how we show up and how we 

understand and honor our responsibility to all our relations within as well as outside the research 

context. This includes fostering a capacity to balance the need for deep-seated relational approaches 

and care with the pressing need for action and actionable knowledge. It similarly includes a radical 

openness coupled with a critical awareness of blind spots and hidden agendas. Finally, it involves an 

ability to question what we do not fully know that we believe. Working on/within self thus becomes 

an integral part of working on/within world. Within the context of increasing social-environmental 

challenges, we must practice our ability to hold complexity: reflecting on and refining our 

understandings while simultaneously moving ahead with our engagements with change. Based on a 

‘deep’ relational approach to deliberate transformations in Igiugig, Alaska, the dissertation supports 

this ongoing work. 
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6.2 Avenues for Further Inquiry 

All of the insights above invite further inquiry. Here, I want to highlight some areas where I see 

particularly promising avenues for more research to benefit both the theory and practice of 

transformation.  

This research has pointed to the potential for a ‘deep’ relational theorizing of concepts such as agency, 

scale and place in the context of sustainability transformations research. More work is needed to bring 

the insights from this work more fully into dialogue with ongoing conversations within human 

geography and other fields that have a longer history of relational theorizing (e.g., Howitt, 1998; 

Massey, 2005). How might the insights of individual/collective, local/global, self/world simultaneity 

inform existing social change theorizing? Similarly, more attention must be directed to the linkages 

between persistent colonial systems and relations and society’s increasing engagement with 

transformation. How might a ‘deep’ relational perspective and approach support ongoing work aimed 

at dismantling oppressive and unsustainable relations, processes and systems to enable 

transformations that are equitable and just and that help us care for all of our relations (e.g., Whyte, 

2020a)? Relatedly, while notions of power figure throughout the dissertation, especially though 

de/colonization and interpersonal relations, I have not engaged with the concept theoretically. An 

explicit and in-depth engagement with what a ‘deep’ relationality implies for understandings of power 

is an important next step for research that aims to advance sustainability transformations that are 

equitable, just and enduring (e.g., Partzsch, 2017). 

More work is also needed in terms of the theoretical and practical implications coming from ‘bridging-

work’. While this research has pointed to some of the ways in which Indigenous and ‘deep’ relational 

social science ontologies might resonate, much more work is needed to carefully inquire into how 

bridging or weaving can be done in practice in the context of sustainability transformations research 

(e.g., Johnson et al. 2018). The potential bridging between Indigenous and ‘quantum ontologies’ is an 

underrepresented area ripe for further inquiry. And finally, as mentioned above, the insights presented 

through this work are based on a single case study, situated within a particular cultural, geographical 

and historical context. How might the insights from Igiugig compare and contrast to the experiences 

and contexts of other communities in Alaska and elsewhere? Or among organizations, institutions and 

businesses that wish to unleash their transformative potential and help move society towards 

enhanced sustainability? Comparative studies and work that spans the theory and practice divide can 

help deepen and nuance the insights of this dissertation.  
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6.3 On Being ‘Small but Mighty’: Potentiality and Responsibility in a World of Relations 

In closing, I would like to return once more to Igiugig and the people who call this community home, 

by way of sharing another quote by the Village Council President. In speaking to how they approach 

their work, she stated that “there’s two very powerful things happening here [in Igiugig]: [we’re] so 

invested [we] can’t live elsewhere. And [we] can be the agent of change” (ORPC, 2020). What I take 

this to mean, and what I have found in my engagement with the community, is firstly a strong 

commitment to place and secondly, entangled with this commitment, an awareness of their individual 

and collective agency for change. 

This speaks to the notion of being ‘Small but Mighty’, introduced at the beginning of this dissertation. 

Underlying this notion is an incredible sense of agency, an insistence that they are a force in this world; 

that they are powerful. Yet rather than being able to excerpt power over others, I understand ‘Small 

but Mighty’ as a recognition of their active participation in turning potentiality into reality. This 

recognition is informed by a strong connection to place and a deep-rooted feeling of responsibility for 

that place, including the generations that came before and are yet to come. Rather than isolationist, 

however, this rootedness is further grounded in a recognition of the inherent relationality to all other 

places and all other times. The wellbeing of one hinges on the wellbeing of all, and vice versa. While 

this may not be a ‘new’ insight – in fact, it is a very old one – Igiugig and the work presented here tells 

a story of the very powerful results coming from not only thinking this way but being this way.  

“May others listen and learn” (Igyararmiut et al., 2021). 

Figure 6.3.1 Sunset over the Igiugig homelands (photo by © Nathaniel Wilder, 2021) 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: Interview Guide (2017)  

Overarching question for Q study: 

• What enables social change in Igiugig? 

Introduction to participant: 

Thank you for taking the time to sit down with me. As I said earlier, my PhD is focused on communities 

working towards becoming more self-reliant and taking charge of their own development. I think 

Igiugig has a lot to teach other communities, not only in Alaska but other places too. I am interested in 

hearing your perspective on the changes happening in Igiugig and how you are able to do this work as 

a community. 

Interview questions: 

• If you were to describe Igiugig to an outsider, how would you do it? (Try to summarize the 

story or the essence of Igiugig in a few sentences. What would you focus on? E.g., what kind 

of a community is Igiugig? What are the most important things to mention in your opinion?) 

• Why did you choose these elements? 

 

• What are some of the major changes that have happened the past ten years in Igiugig? Social, 

environmental, cultural, political, economic change? 

• How have you experienced these changes? Positively or negatively? Why? 

 

• In your opinion, what are the most important elements in creating positive change in Igiugig? 

Why? 

o Individuals with good leadership skills 

o Shared values in the community 

o Political power (in relation to private, state and federal entities) 

o Economic opportunities 

o Other? 

 

• Do you feel like you and/or the community at large is able to direct change to make it as 

beneficial as possible? 

• What kinds of changes are beyond the community’s control? Can you give an example? 

• What are the consequences for the community? 

 

• Do you feel like the community generally agrees on what kind of projects to pursue or reject? 

• What kinds of things are there disagreement over? Can you give an example? 

• What happens if there is disagreement?  

 

• How do you prepare for or try to prevent certain changes? 

• How does the community prepare for or prevent change? 

• What changes do you anticipate in the near term and long-term future? 

• Do you see these positively or negatively and why? 
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Appendix 2: Demographic Questionnaire 

Demographic questions 

**This information will be kept confidential** 

 

 
 
Name  

 
 
Gender  

 
 
Age  

 
 
Ethnic / cultural 
identification  

 
 
Religious identification  

 
 
Formal education 
(highest lever or degree)  

 
 
Occupation  
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Appendix 3: Statement of Informed Consent 

Request for participation in research project 

“Flexibility of Narratives: Adaptation through Transformation in Northern Communities” 

Dear participant, 

This Statement of Informed Consent is intended to inform you of the nature of your participation in 

my research and the possible implications. 

Background and purpose 

This research project explores how social and environmental changes are experienced, anticipated and 

planned for in rural communities in the North. The central question I am interested in is what enables 

some communities to take charge of their change processes and what that says about both individual 

and collective agency. I am asking for your participation in the research because as a community 

member you have important insights on social change in your community. I hope to do this research 

together with you in a way that makes the process and the end-result valuable to you and to your 

community. 

I am doing this research as part of my PhD in Human Geography at the University of Oslo, Norway. The 

research is part of a larger project called AdaptationCONNECTS, focusing on the role of transformation 

in climate change adaptation, led by Professor Karen O’Brien and funded by the Norwegian Research 

Council and the University of Oslo. 

What does participation in the project imply? 

I am asking for your participation in two activities. The first activity involves doing an interview with 

me, answering questions about your experience of community changes and helping me get a sense of 

recent changes in your community. The interview will be recorded. For the second activity I am asking 

you to consider and rank how much you agree or disagree with different statements about community 

change. 

What will happen to the information about you? 

All personal data will be treated confidentially and kept on a protected server at the University of Oslo. 

Your interview and rankings will be used in my dissertation. During the process of writing the 

dissertation, I will be the only ones with access to the data. I will publish articles in academic journals 

based on the information you provide. This information might include reference to identifiable data, 

such as gender, age and official position. Before publishing, I will take steps to share the information 

with you and ensure that you have an opportunity to either approve the information or point out 

where you see the need for changes. After my defense, the dissertation will become publicly accessible 

through the library at the University of Oslo. 

The project is scheduled for completion by December 20, 2021. When the project is done, both audio 

and written data will be kept on a protected server at the University of Oslo. 

Voluntary participation 

It is voluntary to participate in the project, and you can at any time choose to withdraw your consent 

without stating any reason. If you decide to withdraw, all your personal data will be made anonymous.  

So long as you can be identified in the collected data, you have the right to: 
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• access the personal data that is being processed about you  

• request that your personal data is deleted 

• request that incorrect personal data about you is corrected/rectified 

• receive a copy of your personal data (data portability), and 

• send a complaint to the Data Protection Officer or The Norwegian Data Protection Authority 

regarding the processing of your personal data 

If you have any questions regarding the research or this statement, you are welcome to ask me now 

or contact me later at irmelin.gram-hanssen@sosgeo.uio.no or +47 983 544 28. 

The study has been notified to the Data Protection Official for Research, NSD - Norwegian Centre for 

Research Data. 

Consent for participation in the study 

I have received information about the project and agree to the following: 

 

 

 

 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 (Signature of participant & date) 

 

Thank you! 

Irmelin Gram‐Hanssen 

PhD Student in Human Geography 

University of Oslo, Norway 

  

Participating in an interview 

(recorded) 
Participating in ranking statements 

(agree/disagree) 
Publication of identifiable data (such as age and gender and 

in some cases official position) 

mailto:irmelin.gram-hanssen@sosgeo.uio.no
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Appendix 4: Q-Sorting Instructions and Post-Sort Interview Guide 

Instructions: 

Based on conversations with Igiugig residents this summer, I have put together this deck of 38 

statements that represent different perspectives on how change happens in this community.  

What I’d like you to do is to help me look through them and sort them in terms of whether you agree 

or disagree. The statements focus on different themes and it is your understanding of them that 

matters. 

First, I’d like you to look through the cards one after the other and put them in three piles depending 

on whether you generally agree, generally disagree or are uncertain. 

[First sort] 

Now I’d like you to fit the different statements into this grid, where the right side is for statements that 

you agree with and the left side is for statements you generally disagree with. The middle is for 

statements you are uncertain about or where you don’t have an opinion. The numbers on the top don’t 

really matter much – all they mean is that you agree more with a statement you put in +4 than one 

you put in +3. 

I’d like you to move the disagree and uncertain piles to the side and focus on the pile with statements 

that you generally agree with. Look through them one after the other and decide which two statements 

you agree with the most. Place them in the +4 column. Then look through the pile again and find three 

statements that you agree quite strongly with, but a little bit less than the previous two statements. 

Continue down the grid until you don’t have any more cards in this pile. 

Then pick up the pile of cards that you generally disagree with and do the same, but this time find the 

two statements that you mostly disagree with and put them in the -4 column. Continue down the grid 

until you don’t have any more cards in this pile. 

Then pick up the last pile, with the statements you were a little uncertain about. Find the ones you are 

most positive towards and the ones you are most negative towards and move from the sides towards 

the middle column, 0. 

[Second sort] 

Look over the sort and see if you want to change any of the placements. 

Interview questions: 

• How was it? 

• Could you walk me through the statements on the far right (+4 and +3)?  

▪ How do you understand these statements? 

▪ What made you place these statements there? 

• Could you walk me through the statements on the far left (-4 and -3)?  

▪ How do you understand these statements? 

▪ What made you place these statements there? 

• Could you walk me through the statements in the middle (0)?  

▪ How do you understand these statements? 

▪ What made you place these statements there? 
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• Did you have more + than - ? 

• Were there some statements that were difficult to place?  

▪ What made it difficult? 

• Were there some statements that were easy to place? 

▪ What made it easy? 

• Did you feel like some important perspectives were not included in this group of statements? 

▪ If you had a blank card, what would you write on it? 

▪ Where would you place it on the grid? 

• Did you feel that some of the statements were unnecessary or out of place? 

▪ Which statements? 

▪ Why? 

• Are there any statements you would like to move around, now that we have talked about 
them? 

• Did this process make you think about community changes in a different way than you have 
before? 

• Any other comments or questions? 
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Appendix 5: Interview Guide (2021) 

Overarching question:  

What is community members’ sense of Igiugig’s ability to enact large-scale change? What are examples 

of this ability/inability? 

Introduction to participant: 

Thank you for taking the time to sit down with me over Zoom. I would like to ask you to reflect on the 

impact that Igiugig has beyond the community borders. From our previous conversations, I get the 

sense that what happens in Igiugig does not necessarily stay in Igiugig and I was wondering if you could 

share how you understand the relationship between what goes on in Igiugig and what goes on in the 

region, the state and beyond in terms of community sustainability, self-determination and self-

reliance. I’ve been thinking about the No-se-um tagline “small but mighty” and wanted to use that as 

an entry-point into this conversation. 

Interview questions: 

• What does the tagline: “small but mighty” mean to you?  

• Does this idea influence the work that Igiugig does? How?  

• Does it influence you personally? How?  

• Do you think that the idea of “small but mighty” is unique to Igiugig or is it connected to a 

Yup’ik or Alaska Native way of life? Why, why not?  

• Do you think that what happens in Igiugig influences other places and people?  

• If yes: How? Do you have any examples of this?  

• If no: Why not? Do you have any experiences with the opposite?  

• Do you think that something happening here in Igiugig could influence a place on the other 

side of the Earth? What, for instance?  

• What creates limits for the changes Igiugig can make? Do you have examples where Igiugig has 

met such limits?  

• Do you think Igiugig could have more influence in the region and even internationally if you 

were more people here? Why/why not?  
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A B S T R A C T

What makes some communities more resilient and transformative than others? This paper explores the hypothesis that the flexibility of perspectives is central to

enable the kind of changes called for by current and future environmental and socio-economic challenges. The paper reports on findings from a Q-study conducted

with the Indigenous community of Igiugig, Alaska, focusing on perceptions of social change. The study reveals three main narratives concerning drivers of social

change, focusing on the role of individuals, the importance of cultural values, and community visioning. The findings from the Q study point to the importance of

flexibility, understood as the capacity to take different perspectives, in enabling deliberate action in situations where the correct path to take is often contested. This

kind of flexibility, grounded in an Indigenous worldview, is seen to contribute to community resilience through supporting cultural cohesion, collective leadership

and enacting alternatives in the here and now. Strong community narratives that allow for individual interpretation is seen as important and highlights the

interrelatedness between the individual and the collective and the role of collective agency. Drawing on the critiques of the concept of resilience in an Indigenous

context, the paper further points to the need for transformational change occurring at multiple scales and extends a call for flexibility to be fostered among

researchers and practitioners alike. The lessons from this community have implications for understandings of community resilience and agency in social-ecological

systems and the potential for transformations towards sustainability.

1. Introduction

What is holding us back from imagining and enacting different so-

cieties characterized by social justice, well-being and healthy ecosys-

tems? Path dependence, rigid institutions, vested interests and lack of

agency are often highlighted as central barriers to change (Smith and

Stirling, 2010; Marshall, 2013). While these observations are important,

they miss the nuances of change processes happening at smaller scales.

Change is already happening; change that challenges dominant social

and economic systems and human-environment relationships in various

ways. Some changes are large-scale and visible, while others remain

under the radar and in the making. Although social change is often

assessed based on global or national trends, such as economic growth

and consumption patterns (Katz-Gerro et al., 2017), communities, un-

derstood both as networks of people and as geographical places where

people live, have increasingly been recognized as fruitful units of

analysis (Maton, 2008; Warburton, 2013; El Khoury, 2015; Ingram

et al., 2015). Focusing on the community allows for a bottom-up ap-

proach that can capture the complexities of social change, recognizing

that “people’s actions across various scales help make the world in

various ways and also co-produce space” by “enacting alternatives in

the here and now” (El Khoury, 2015, p. xviii, 13).

What makes some communities more resilient and transformative

than others? One hypothesis is that the flexibility of perspectives is

central to enable the kind of changes called for by current and future

environmental and socio-economic challenges. Flexibility, not under-

stood as bending uncritically to various pressures, but rather as a

conscious engagement with different perspectives and approaches to

change. In this paper, I explore the role of flexibility of perspectives, as

can be seen through narratives, in creating transformational social

change. I do so through a Q study on local views of what drives social

change in the Indigenous community of Igiugig, Alaska. I use Q-meth-

odology to capture subjective viewpoints of community members,

having each participant imprint their unique perspective onto the data

material in a holistic manner, reviewing different aspects of community

change and making sense of sometimes contradicting perspectives.

Focusing on people and communities in the analysis of social change

enables insights into the worlds that exist outside of the ‘public tran-

script’ (Scott, 1990; El Khoury, 2015). Igiugig is a community of ap-

proximately 70 year-round residents, most of whom identify as Yup’ik

Alaska Natives. On many levels, Igiugig is enacting transformational

social change. Transformational in the sense that the very nature of

community systems, how they look and function, differs from what is

otherwise common for communities in the region and across the state.

In a context characterized by social and economic disparity and poli-

tical marginalization, Igiugig is decreasing their dependence on fossil

fuels, diversifying their economy, keeping their youth living in the

community and increasing their engagement with Yup’ik worldviews,

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2019.02.001

Received 8 August 2018; Received in revised form 25 January 2019; Accepted 1 February 2019

E-mail address: irmelin.gram-hanssen@sosgeo.uio.no.

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00167185
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/geoforum
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2019.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2019.02.001
mailto:irmelin.gram-hanssen@sosgeo.uio.no
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2019.02.001
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.geoforum.2019.02.001&domain=pdf


cultural practices and language. While all efforts are local and com-

munity-based, they have ripple effects at the regional level and beyond.

Igiugig is a good example of a community engaged in deliberate

transformation towards enhanced resilience. In this context, I define

deliberate transformation as consciously working towards reducing

community vulnerability to environmental and socioeconomic stres-

sors; taking charge of community development through local initiatives

guided by sustainability goals; and enacting alternatives in the here and

now (as oppose to solely resisting or reacting to outside pressures). By

resilience, I mean having the ability to remain a thriving community

despite unpredictable socio-economic and environmental pressures,

including maintaining certain community aspects while altering others.

I start out by exploring the concept of community resilience as it has

been applied in an Alaskan context, pointing to the benefits of a nar-

rative approach to understanding deliberate transformations. I then

introduce Q-methodology and provide an analysis of community nar-

ratives of social change in an Indigenous context. This is followed by a

discussion, in which I highlight the role of flexibility in deliberately

transforming community systems and point to the ways in which this

quality contributes to community resilience. In discussing the role of

flexibility, I also investigate the ‘dark side’ of this mode of being, in

terms of getting overpowered by other less flexible systems, people and

ideas. As with the concepts of resilience, transformation and adapta-

tion, calling for more flexibility is especially problematic in an

Indigenous context, since this can be interpreted as ‘victim blaming’

(Shah et al., 2017) or a call for assimilation (Cameron, 2012). Taking

this into account, I argue for a mode of being that is flexible while

paying careful attention to when it is necessary to exchange flexibility

for firm determination. This mode of being enacts social change that is

both informed by what is and has been, while also envisioning radically

different futures. I end up by shining a critical light on the very idea of

community resilience, arguing for a broader and deeper analysis of

social change at multiple scales.

2. Role of narratives in community resilience

In rural Alaska, questions of social and environmental change are

overwhelmingly placed within the frame of social-ecological systems

and community resilience (Berkes and Jolly, 2001; Robards and Alessa,

2004; Chapin et al., 2016). Community resilience is an especially im-

portant area of work in the Arctic, where economic and social stressors

of globalization are increasingly coupled with dramatic environmental

changes driven by climate change (Chapin et al., 2004; Hovelsrud and

Smit, 2010). In an Indigenous context, these challenges take on extra

dimensions through past and present colonial relationships as well as

the high reliance on and deep relationship to the natural environment

(Ford et al., 2010; Cameron, 2012). Taken together, Arctic Indigenous

communities have much at stake in the face of unpredictable, large-

scale changes to the social-ecological systems of which they are a part.

While resilience has been used as a concept in ecology and psy-

chology for several decades, its application for communities is more

recent (Berkes and Ross, 2013; Brown, 2014). As a feature of ecosys-

tems, resilience is understood as the capacity of a system to bounce

back and retain essentially the same function and structure in the face

of a disturbance (Walker et al., 2004). In psychology, resilience most

often refers to positive adaptation and an individual’s ability to over-

come adversity (Fletcher and Sarkar, 2013). Berkes and Ross (2013)

draw on both social-ecological resilience and individual resilience in

their suggested framework of community resilience. They argue that

community resilience is a function of the strengths of a handful of

characteristics, including values and beliefs, social networks, infra-

structure and economic diversity, which come together through agency

and self-organization.

In broadening the frame for community resilience, Berkes and Ross

(2013) partially respond to the criticism directed at the resilience

concept from social science disciplines as part of ‘the social turn in

resilience’ (Brown, 2014). In moving from ecological to social analysis,

the concept of resilience has been critiqued for a lack of attention to

power relations (Cote and Nightingale, 2012); uncritically assuming

that ecological and social systems have similar qualities (Davidson,

2010); favoring incremental change over deeper structural change

(MacKinnon and Derickson, 2013); and overlooking important interior

human dimensions (Shah et al., 2017). Other concepts have been sug-

gested as replacements for or additions to resilience in a community

context, such as ‘resourcefulness’ (MacKinnon and Derickson, 2013)

‘community work’ (Loring et al., 2016) or ‘worlding’ (Shah et al., 2017).

Despite terminology, moving communities towards increased well-

being and sustainability is likely to include maintaining certain aspects

while fundamentally changing others. More recent developments

within resilience thinking recognize this and emphasize the role of both

adaptation and transformation in a resilient system (Folke et al., 2010).

Folke et al. (2010) specify that while overall resilience requires trans-

formational change at smaller scales, the very capacity to transform

depends on resilience at multiple scales. Deliberate transformation,

they argue, requires resilience thinking and “involves breaking down

the resilience of the old and building the resilience of the new.” Thus, a

resilient system is increasingly understood as one characterized by

dynamism and flexibility.

In a community context, these qualities are not only attributed to

the community at large, but extends to community members. How do

community members respond to the need for “rapid and flexible re-

sponse at all levels”? (Berkes and Ross, 2013, p. 6) What characterizes a

flexible response in a community context? One possible answer is that

the flexibility of responses is likely to depend on the flexibility of per-

spectives, which can be seen through narratives. Narratives are crucial

for meaning making and help structure human comprehension by or-

dering otherwise diverse experiences into a coherent storyline (Paschen

and Ison, 2014), shaping identities and relationships in the process

(Ingram et al., 2015). Narratives often justify activities and support

decisions, sometimes drawing legitimacy from larger societal discourses

or intentionally challenging conventional wisdom. At the same time,

they provide a window into shared values and ideas about progress and

development, including what can be considered legitimate approaches

to possible and desirable futures (Veland et al., 2018). In contexts

where responses need to be flexible, the narratives surrounding what

the problems are and what solutions might be viable are likely to need

some degree of flexibility as well.

Exploring narratives of change also potentially make visible existing

power relations, both between community members and between the

community and outside actors. The lack of attention to the political

nature of transformation within social-ecological systems has been ex-

tensively criticized (Moore et al., 2014). This is especially so in an In-

digenous context, where processes of change cannot be understood

outside the context of colonization and decolonizing efforts. For in-

stance, as Parsons and Nalau (2016) point out, Indigenous peoples have

experienced their share of transformational changes, and far from all

have left them more thriving and resilient. The global environmental

change literature has been accused of overlooking and in some cases

perpetuating colonial systems and structures (Cameron, 2012). This has

led to a call for more political and empowering research agendas that

acknowledge the colonial past and present of the Indigenous reality and

link this critically with current and future vulnerability to climate

change and other global stressors (Cameron, 2012; Golden et al., 2015;

Parsons and Nalau, 2016). Similarly, Kirmayer et al. (2011) point out

that the classical understanding of resiliency as belonging to individuals

is somewhat misleading in an Indigenous context where individuality is

seen as inherently tied to collective identity, history, language and the

land. Thus, inquiries into what supports community resilience and

transformations towards sustainability in an Indigenous context ought

to apply a collective lens and pay attention to the relationship between

individual and collective agency for change. In this perspective, nar-

rative research can serve as a window into historical identity and future

I. Gram-Hanssen



visioning.

The issues outlined in the previous paragraphs indicate certain gaps

in our understanding of community resilience in an Arctic Indigenous

context, especially pertaining to the role of narratives in support of

transformational change. There is a need for identifying what under-

lying qualities and conditions enable some communities to engage de-

liberately with transformational social change; qualities and conditions

that are potentially applicable to other geographical and cultural con-

texts as well. The coevolved nature of Indigenous peoples and ecosys-

tems can provide inspiration for how to potentially manage social-

ecological systems towards resilience and sustainability on a global

scale (Apgar et al., 2015).

Before diving into the research itself, the next paragraphs outline

some of the ways in which the community of Igiugig stands out, making

them an interesting case for exploring community resilience and de-

liberate transformations.

3. Research context: The curious case of Igiugig, Alaska

The story of rural Alaska most commonly reflected in both popular

and academic discourse is not one of resilience and sustainability but

rather of economic disparity, social and health problems, loss of culture

and identity and dangerous climate change (Wexler, 2006; Sarche and

Spicer, 2008; Hutchinson and Shin, 2014; Melvin et al., 2017). This

grim picture is attributed to Alaska’s colonial legacy, persistent mar-

ginalizing state policies, dependency and lack of local initiative as well

as the geographical and political isolation of these communities, among

others (Huskey, 2005; Wexler, 2009; Knaus and Hund, 2015). This story

is a partial representation of reality in rural Alaska. While most com-

munities across the state deal with these issues to some extent, in

several communities other stories are equally or more present. This is

the case in Igiugig, where the community story reflects less of the

hopeless narrative described above and instead many aspects of a re-

silient and thriving community.

Igiugig is small and geographically isolated, located in southwest

Alaska where Lake Iliamna feeds into the Kvichak River. Leaving the

village means taking a one-hour flight to Anchorage on a bush plane,

although nearby villages can be reached using four-wheelers, boats and

snow-mobiles. As with all other communities in the region, Igiugig

relies extensively on what the land provides in terms of food and other

natural resources. Igiugig is located in some of the richest salmon-

spawning grounds in the world and subsistence, commercial and sport

fishing all constitute important sources of livelihoods and culture.

While Igiugig can be considered a Yup’ik community, many community

members identify with several cultures and ethnicities, including

Caucasian and other Alaska Native cultures. Due to its geographical

isolation, Igiugig has much of the physical infrastructure otherwise

characteristic of a larger town, such as a bulk fuel farm, an airstrip, a

dump, and a health clinic. Igiugig also has a school grades K-12, which

in the 2017–2018 school year had 20 students and employed three

teachers.

For the past two decades, Igiugig has worked to enhance their re-

silience through creating local economic opportunities, fostering self-

reliance, engaging in cultural revitalization and enabling the next

generation of youth to establish themselves in the community. Local

economic opportunities include establishing a local construction busi-

ness under the Disadvantaged Business Enterprise (DBE) scheme in

1998, followed by an environmental restoration business in 2007, both

aimed at providing training and jobs for community members while

furthering community and region specific development needs.

Enhancing self-reliance include the establishment of a wind-powered

community greenhouse in 2009, providing fresh produce to residents

and several of the sport fishing lodges in the area, as well as collabor-

ating with business and university partners on alternative energy

sources such as solar and hydropower to reduce dependence on fossil

fuels. Cultural revitalization includes culture camps and a Yup’ik

language program, enabling adults and children to learn the regional

dialect in order to better communicate with community Elders and pass

on cultural knowledge. Finally, youth retention is exemplified through

the strong involvement of youth and young adults in community work,

starting with job shadowing, internships and student jobs, offering

college scholarships and training opportunities, and creating local jobs

for returning youth, making it possible and attractive for young people

to stay in or return to the village. The result of this latter effort is evi-

dent in that the majority of leadership positions in the community are

held by residents younger than 35. For a more detailed description of

community history and activities, see Gram-Hanssen (2012). For an in-

depth analysis of the community’s educational efforts and its relation to

community resilience, see Gram-Hanssen (2017).

Despite its geographical isolation, Igiugig is tightly connected to

actors and processes from the local to the global levels. Some 50 miles

northeast of the community, the mining company Pebble Partnership

hopes to establish an open-pit gold and copper mine, estimated to be in

production for a minimum of 20 years and employing some 2000 in-

dividuals (“Pebble Partnership: Why Mine?” n/d). The project has di-

vided the region, with proponents hoping for jobs and opponents

fearing negative environmental and cultural impacts. Since the site is

on state land, none of the nine communities situated within the wa-

tershed of the site has any direct influence on the decision-making

process. Thus, while this paper focuses on the deliberate transforma-

tions happening at the local level, it is crucial to take a broader per-

spective for a comprehensive understanding of the limitations to such

processes. This will be explored further in the discussion section of the

paper.

4. Methods

In order to understand how the positive changes – and indeed

transformations – described in the section above have emerged and are

emerging, I sought to draw on the perspectives of Igiugig residents

themselves. Asking them to make sense of their own change processes

not only prompts a potential reflection process, it also honors these

individuals as experts on rural community development (Smith, 2013).

In an Indigenous context, resilience and sustainability must also imply

moving away from colonial systems of thought and practice. This is no

less the case in a research context, especially as a non-Indigenous re-

searcher working with an Indigenous community (Brown and Strenga,

2005). My wish for the research process to be empowering and sup-

portive of ongoing social change processes, in line with action research

(Chevalier and Buckles, 2013) and community-based research

(Grimwood et al., 2012), drew me to using Q-methodology.

4.1. Q-method

Q-methodology (also referred to as ‘Q’) is a mixed method that takes

the subjective opinions of research participants as its starting point.

Rather than getting bits of information about participants and com-

paring them across the group, Q focuses on the whole viewpoints of

individuals and aims to identify different types of people in a holistic

manner (Watts and Stenner, 2005) based on “whole aspects of their

personality” (Stephenson, 1936, p. 278). Through by-person factor

analysis, a sample of statements is exposed to measurement by a se-

lected group of individuals who rank the statements in relation to one

another based on a specific research question (Watts and Stenner,

2012), in this case focusing on drivers of social change. Rather than

being passively measured, the individuals thereby take an active role

and project their subjective understanding of the topic onto the state-

ments, which in and of themselves have no ‘inherent’ meaning. While Q

was originally developed and used within the field of psychology, a

large amount of work has been published in recent years using Q to

investigate environmental issues, especially issues of conservation. For

recent literature reviews, see Vaas et al. (2018) and Zabala et al.

I. Gram-Hanssen



(2018). Q has also recently been used to explore the subjective opinions

concerning the engagement with and management of social-ecological

systems in an Indigenous context (e.g. Bischoff-Mattson et al., 2018;

Loring and Hinzman, 2018). However, the focus on social change

within this context is somewhat novel.

Participants rank the statements using a set grid representing a

standard distribution. For this study, a grid of 38 statements was used,

ranging from −4 (mostly disagree) to +4 (mostly agree) (see Fig. 1

below). By ranking the statements relative to one another, the state-

ments are made homogeneous relative to the individual doing the

ranking, such that the configuration of statements as a whole represents

the opinion of that individual (Watts and Stenner, 2005). When the

sample of statements covers the range of different possible opinions, the

subsequent ranking presents a complex, but easily comparable picture

of an individual’s subjective opinion on a given topic. Through spe-

cialized software, rankings from different people are compared using

correlation statistics and grouped based on similarities and differences

relative to the ranking of statements as a whole. In the subsequent

factor analysis, rankings are grouped together and reduced to a couple

of central viewpoints that represent latent factors underlying the

complex and qualitatively rich data material. This allows for reduc-

tionist and comparable results without eliminating the qualitative

richness that gives nuance and meaning to the given opinion type. In

the context of Q-methodology, a factor is a weighted average sort based

on a group of participants who sorted their statements similarly. Each

factor represents an archetypical or ideal viewpoint drawing from the

similarities of these participants. Although no participant match the

factor perfectly, most participants load higher on one factor than the

rest (ranging from −1 to +1) (Zabala and Pascual, 2016). The set of

factors that emerge from the factor analysis thereby provide a plausible

theoretical explanation for the appearance of statistical association

between individual rankings (Watts and Stenner, 2012).

4.2. Data collection

During summer 2017, I conducted qualitative interviews with 15

Igiugig community members, 11 women and four men ages 20–70. This

accounts for the majority of adults present in the community at the

time, which due to fishing season was somewhat reduced. Additionally,

some of the Elders were not interviewed due to health issues, while a

few individuals declined to participate. The interviewees ranged in age,

educational level, occupation as well as ethnicity, thus giving a broad

insight into the different perspectives present in the community. The

process of recruiting interviewees was based on previous contacts and

word of mouth, and all community members older than 18 were invited

to participate.1 All interviews were conducted in English and usually

took place in people’s homes. Some interviewees were interviewed to-

gether. Interviews were based on a broad inquiry into the drivers of

social change and perceptions of historical and future possible changes.

Interviewees were asked to describe their community and reflect over

past and current social change as well as give projections for future

changes. They were also asked to identify the main drivers of such

changes and reflect on their own ability to create change. Following

transcription, I built a database of the various perspectives expressed in

the interviews – in Q called a concourse. The concourse mainly consisted

of quotes from the interviews, although I also reviewed the village

website for relevant statements, as well as the website of Pebble Part-

nership, a mining company that hopes to establish an open-pit gold and

copper mine in the region. This particular industrial development was

included as a theme since it is highly debated in the region and could

have big implications for the future resiliency of Igiugig.

Through several rounds of revision, the concourse was reduced from

an initial 228 statements to a final set of 38 statements – in Q referred to

as the Q-set – divided into four overarching themes: community culture,

outside influence, agency and leadership and vision. The themes were

informed by the statements themselves and the literature on community

resilience and social change. See Table 1 below for the list of state-

ments.

I cut the Q-set into cards about half the size of a normal deck of

playing cards and brought it to Igiugig for another visit during fall

2017. The statements were written in English and the ranking process

was most often completed in the home of the participants. The ranking

process, which had no time restriction, took an average of 45min.

Twenty-eight community members completed the ranking process, 20

women and eight men ages 17–70. This accounts for the vast majority

of adults who were living in the community at the time. I aimed at

getting as many participants as possible in order to gain a rich and

nuanced picture of the perspectives present in the community. As with

the initial interviews, participants ranged in age, educational level,

occupation as well as ethnicity (as visible in Table 3 below). The pro-

cess of recruiting interviewees was based on previous contacts and

word of mouth. The ranking process occurred in silence unless the

participants had questions about the meaning of a statement, in which

case I gave simple clarifications or asked the participants to interpret

the statement themselves. After each ranking, in which participants

produced a Q-sort (a complete configuration of statements into the

grid), I asked the participants to speak to their ranking, enabling them

to explain their unique interpretation of the statements and their re-

lationship to one another. These interviews were recorded and later

transcribed and used in the analysis process.

4.3. Analysis

I ran a centroid factor analysis, using the specialized software pro-

gram PQMethod (http://schmolck.userweb.mwn.de/qmethod/). I con-

ducted an exploratory factor analysis and proceeded with an inductive

strategy for extracting and analyzing the factors (Watts and Stenner,

2012). Thus, rather than testing a hypothesis, I largely let the data in-

dicate the number of factors and drive the analysis process, guided by

the research question. The data supported the identification of three

factors. Following the software calculation of how much variance could

be explained by each factor, I identified the Q-sorts where half or more

of the variance could be explained by a single factor. These sorts thus

informed the viewpoint of that particular factor. The three factor so-

lution was further supported through a calculation of eigenvalues and

how much of the data as a whole could be explained by the different

factors. For each factor, the software produced an ideal Q-sort with

statements configured according to that particular viewpoint. Table 2

below shows how each participant loaded on the three factors, with an

X indicating a defining sort (half or more of the variance explained). I

analyzed the factors according to the question of what drives social

change in the community, triangulating the data from the software

analysis with the follow-up interviews and my own knowledge of the

community context. I relied heavily on the follow-up interviews to

make sense of each statement in the context of all three factors in order

to capture the unique perspectives of each participant. Based on this

analysis process, I wrote coherent narratives for the factors, summar-

ized in the results section below.

5. Results

Based on the 28 different configurations of the 38 statements, three

main factors emerged. As described above, each factor represents an

ideal sort informed by the individual Q-sorts where half or more of the

variance is explained by the given factor. The three factors are sum-

marized by the short titles: F1 “Walking the talk”, F2 “Strength in

culture” and F3 “Visioning the future”. All factors represent different

perspectives on the question of what drives positive social change in

1 In this research, I built on an existing relationship with the community from

previous research projects, see Gram-Hanssen (2012, 2017).
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Fig. 1. Ranking grid for 38 statements.

Table 1

Factor and ranking scores for Q-sort statements.

# Statement F1 F2 F3

Z Rank Z Rank Z Rank

S01 State politics are preventing Igiugig from moving forward −0.6 −1 −0.53 −1 −0.72 −2

S02 It is best for the community if everything can be done by locals −0.55 −1 0.53 1 1.17 2

S03 Cultural diversity makes the community stronger 1.44 3 1.07 2 0.7 1

S04 Passionate individuals drive community change 1.5 3 1.37 3 1.27 3

S05 We need outside experts to help us develop 0.06 0 −1.05 −2 −0.64 −1

S06 Igiugig has no influence when it comes to Pebble −1.84 −4 −0.68 −2 −0.22 0

S07 It is important for the new generation to both keep up with modern technology and Yup'ik culture 0.58 1 0.49 1 1.53 4

S08 The Pebble Mine will make our community prosper −1.46 −3 −2.13 −4 −1.83 −4

S09 In Igiugig, everyone is a leader 0.27 0 −0.13 0 0.09 0

S10 By controlling our village lands, we can influence what happens in the region 0.37 1 0.32 1 0.6 1

S11 If our water gets poisoned by the Pebble Mine, our village will slowly die −0.04 0 1.1 2 0.13 0

S12 We have to be able to see our vision for the future in order to get there 0.85 2 0.33 1 1.88 4

S13 If you lose your cultural heritage, you lose your identity 1.24 2 1.62 4 −0.34 −1

S14 If all community members learn to speak Yup'ik, the community will grow stronger 0.15 0 1.21 3 −0.24 0

S15 We are creating our own opportunities 0.79 1 1.14 2 0.44 1

S16 Everyone who comes to this community from the outside should go through “cultural awareness training” −0.83 −1 −0.91 −2 0.23 0

S17 We should have nothing to do with the Pebble Mine −1.06 −2 1.31 3 −0.4 −1

S18 We are very good at adapting to change 0.66 1 0.01 0 0.72 1

S19 We think more positively than other communities 0.9 2 0.38 1 0.28 1

S20 We have to be cautious about what kind of change we allow into the community −0.13 0 0.61 1 0.69 1

S21 The future is bright for Igiugig 1.7 4 0.3 0 0.94 2

S22 The knowledge of our Elders will become less relevant for us in the future −1.13 −2 −1.78 −3 −1.42 −3

S23 Igiugig should stay out of regional politics −1.36 −2 −1.42 −3 −1.26 −2

S24 It is important that community members share basic values 1.2 2 1.05 2 0.7 1

S25 Sport fishing brings more bad than good to our community −0.77 −1 −0.37 −1 −1.36 −3

S26 The only way to change the system is to lead by example 1.66 4 0.21 0 1.34 3

S27 Lack of money is the biggest community problem −1.2 −3 −1.63 −3 −1.66 −3

S28 The state plays an important role in creating positive change in the community −0.1 0 −0.67 −1 −0.46 −1

S29 The church sets a good example for how to live −0.45 −1 −0.16 0 −0.25 0

S30 Climate change is of no concern to us −1.62 −4 −1.8 −4 −1.84 −4

S31 Community change will always happen slowly −0.52 −1 −0.22 −1 −0.71 −1

S32 Western ideas of leadership have a negative impact on our community culture −0.84 −2 −0.69 −2 −0.66 −1

S33 Powerful people outside the community are important drivers of local change −0.12 0 −0.38 −1 −1.08 −2

S34 Technology makes us too westernized −1.14 −2 0.18 0 −0.92 −2

S35 Positive change is driven by young people who take on responsibility 1.48 3 0.15 0 0.97 2

S36 Our number one priority is securing the land-base for future generations 0.55 1 1.77 4 0.77 2

S37 It is important to have a seat at the table in order to influence the Pebble Mine 0.09 0 −0.02 0 0.25 0

S38 Positive change can only happen when everyone agrees on what to do 0.28 1 −0.6 −1 1.3 3

I. Gram-Hanssen



Igiugig. Together the factors explain 57.8% of the study variance. A

total of 19 community members were significantly associated with one

of the three factors (68% of the study participants), while five com-

munity members were found to have confounding association (sig-

nificantly associated with more than one factor) and four had no sig-

nificant association to any factor. See Table 2 for the rotated factor

loadings and Table 3 for an overview of statistical and demographic

information for the three factors.

There was high correlation between all three factors: 0.6534 be-

tween F1 and F2, 0.7495 between F1 and F3, and 0.6334 between F2

and F3. This high correlation suggests that the actual difference in

opinions expressed through these three factors can be seen as nuances

on the same general opinion. While in a Q study, one normally hopes

for factors with low correlation to be able to identify differences, the

high degree of correlation between these three factors is highly relevant

when talking about resilience, since it indicates high community co-

hesion. Additionally, the nuances expressed within the factors still

present important variety and subtlety existing within a large-scale

community narrative, which might be important when it comes to the

flexibility of perspectives on community change. This will be discussed

later in the paper.

Below is a summary of the perspectives represented by the three

factors, presented as three narratives. To ensure transparency of the

analysis process, information about statement number and ranking,

([Statement], [Ranking]), has been added every time a statement has

formed the basis for a particular interpretation. All rankings can be seen

in Table 1 above, with “Z” indicating the weighted average of the va-

lues that the Q-sorts that loaded most heavily on the factor give to a

statement, and “Rank” indicating how each statement was sorted for

the three factors. Besides the rankings themselves, the follow-up in-

terviews have informed the final interpretation of the three narratives.

5.1. Factor 1: Walking the talk – individual agency and community

influence

Within this narrative, individuals ‘walking the talk’ is seen as the

main way of creating positive social change in the community. Rather

than telling other people what to do, this narrative focuses on leading

by example and ‘being the change you want to see’ (26, +4). This also

extends to the youth. Young people who take on responsibilities and

leadership positions are seen as key drivers to creating positive social

change (35, +3).

The narrative emphasizes the ability of the community to take

charge of their own development and influence what happens in the

region, both through political processes and by inspiring other com-

munities (10, +1 and 23, −3). The community’s success and high

degree of influence is attributed to the ‘can-do’ attitude of community

members (4, +3 and 19, +2), again emphasizing the importance of

dedicated individuals.

The narrative also emphasizes the importance of outside expertise

(5, 0; 28, 0; 33, 0 and 2, −1) in solving problems and creating op-

portunities (15, +1). A wide range of cultural backgrounds and skillsets

is seen as an important asset for community development (3, +3) and

there is not much concern with opening up to outside influence (20, 0),

neither in the form of ideas (32, −2) or technologies (34, −2). While

protecting the land is considered important, access to and control over

communal lands is not perceived to be threatened by outside devel-

opment (36, +1).

Despite the openness to change and outside influence, this narrative

also emphasizes that community members should share some kind of

basic values (24, +2), and that these values can form the foundation for

a community vision guiding community development efforts (12, +2).

There needs to be room for individual community members to express

their values and particular cultures in their unique ways, however, and

becoming too fixated on certain cultural values is not seen as conducive

to positive community change (14, 0).

On the issue of Pebble Mine, this narrative suggests that the com-

munity is capable of influencing the process by keeping a close eye on

the company and engaging in regional politics (17, −2), even if they

have little say in whether the mine gets established (6, −4). However,

ultimately there is no wish to work with or for the mine to any extent

(37, 0) and this narrative does not see the mine bringing any real

benefit to the community in the long term (8, −3).

Despite the negative feelings towards the mine, this narrative pre-

sents a strong belief in the resilience and adaptability of the community

(18, +1) and a belief that the future is bright for the village (21, +4),

even with potential environmental damages caused by the mine (11, 0).

Table 2

Rotated factor loadings.a

# Q-sort F1 F2 F3

Loading significantly on one factor 1 Q06 0.6768X 0.2464 0.4035

2 Q12 0.6188X 0.3162 0.3121

3 Q18 0.6163X 0.1872 0.4285

4 Q22 0.5978X 0.2877 0.1219

5 Q05 0.5892X 0.1946 0.4135

6 Q03 0.5165X 0.2821 0.4739

7 Q24 0.2373 0.8541X 0.1273

8 Q21 0.3421 0.7042X 0.2605

9 Q20 0.1198 0.6821X 0.2461

10 Q19 0.3527 0.5421X 0.3094

11 Q09 0.4378 0.5209X 0.2312

12 Q13 0.4652 0.4972X 0.3371

13 Q17 0.2455 0.142 0.7979X

14 Q02 0.4309 0.3897 0.6586X

15 Q28 0.1772 0.424 0.6507X

16 Q11 0.3114 0.2455 0.6152X

17 Q23 0.4647 0.435 0.5679X

18 Q08 0.2569 0.2305 0.5400X

19 Q10 0.4026 −0.0333 0.5029X

Confounding 20 Q01 0.5656 0.5899 0.2365

21 Q14 0.4955 0.5064 0.4763

22 Q15 0.2822 0.5898 0.5039

23 Q16 0.1067 0.5885 0.5021

24 Q27 0.2204 0.5032 0.5898

Non-significant 25 Q04 0.4102 0.3983 0.2244

26 Q07 0.4436 0.4571 0.0162

27 Q25 0.1341 0.3435 0.4317

28 Q26 0.4505 0.1515 0.4038

a Values grouped by defining sorts (X) then sorted in decreasing order.

Table 3

Statistical and demographic information for the three factors.

F1 F2 F3

Eigenvalue 5.05 5.61 5.53

Study variance 18% 20% 19.8%

Community members with significant loading (≥0.5) 6 6 7

Gender

Women 5 5 4

Men 1 1 3

Age

Average age 43 36.7 38.6

Ethnicity

Alaska Native 1 4 3

Alaska Native and Caucasian 2 1 3

Caucasian 3 1 1

Upbringing

Community 2 4 4

Region 1 1 2

Outside Alaska 3 1 1

Formal education

Some college experience 6 3 5

Bachelor’s degree 2 2 2
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The confidence in the future is largely informed by the high number of

motivated and passionate individuals, who are seen to form the back-

bone of positive community change, and the way in which the com-

munity enables youth to contribute to this process; empowering them

by offering opportunities and including them in the community’s sus-

tainability efforts.

5.2. Factor 2: Strength in culture – taking a stand and protecting what

matters

Within this narrative, knowledge of cultural heritage and engage-

ment with cultural activities, such as language learning and Native

dancing, is of immense importance for positive social change in the

community. Knowledge of cultural heritage is seen as intimately linked

to self-knowledge and personal health (13, +4), which in turn is seen as

a prerequisite for contributing to a healthy community. Increased en-

gagement with cultural activities and knowledge of cultural heritage is

therefore seen as a necessary step towards community sustainability,

and the more community members who engage in such activities the

better (14, +3).

Community Elders are seen as an important and direct source of

knowledge about cultural heritage in the form of knowledge and skills

as well as values, all of which are seen as important now and in the

future (22, −3). While Alaska Native cultures and ‘Western’ cultures

are not necessarily seen to be at odds, and cultural diversity is seen as a

strength to the community (3, +2), knowledge of Alaska Native cul-

tures and values is prioritized over knowledge associated with main-

stream society (7, +1). The overemphasis of the latter form of

knowledge in the school curriculum and state politics (34, 0) makes it

necessary for the community to be deliberate about enhancing Alaska

Native perspectives. The values of the Elders is thus seen to be an im-

portant starting point for engagement with the outside world and as

important basic values for community members to share in order to

ensure culturally appropriate community development (24, +2).

An important aspect of Alaska Native cultures is spending time on

the land through activities such as hunting, fishing and berry picking.

Therefore, securing the current and future generation’s access to and

control over village lands is seen as the number one priority (36, +4).

Maintaining control over village lands is also seen as a way to influence

what happens in the region by allowing or preventing access of certain

actors (6, −2 and 10, +1).

Because of the strong emphasis on being connected to the land,

Pebble Mine is seen as a dangerous development with high potential

risks, not only for the environment but also for the community culture

(8, −4). This narrative therefore wants no engagement with the mine,

fearful that any contact might help legitimize the project and can be

used against the community at a later stage (17, +3). In general, this

narrative reflects suspicion towards outside industries offering mone-

tary compensation for what is perceived as extractive use of natural

resources, such as sport fishing (25, −1), although some such activities

are seen as ‘necessary evils’ in today’s mixed economy.

The narrative emphasizes caution when it comes to allowing outside

change into the community (20, +1) and community work is preferred

done by locals (2, +1) rather than outside experts (5, −2 and 33, −1).

The State is not seen as particularly helpful in furthering community

goals (1, −1 and 28, −1). Rather than looking outside for help and

guidance, this narrative emphasizes that the village should be more

outspoken about their values and approaches to community develop-

ment and that they have an important role to play in the region (23,

−3).

Despite believing in the community’s ability to create continuous

opportunities for positive change (15, +2), external threats such as

Pebble Mine makes this narrative come across as cautious about pro-

jections for the future (21, 0) and the ability to adapt to dramatic

changes to the land and culture (11, +2 and 18, 0).

5.3. Factor 3: Visioning the future – bridging divides through flexibility in

perspectives and worldviews

The third narrative emphasizes having a vision for the future and

setting clear goals for community development work (12, +4). It is

important that this vision is based on the needs and wants of all com-

munity members. Having the community as a whole in mind is a re-

occurring theme within this narrative, which emphasizes the im-

portance of consensus decision-making and reaching an agreement

before moving ahead with development project (38, +3).

It is important that the community vision is guided by shared basic

values (24, +1). However, it is equally important to have room for

difference in values and that individuals can live out their particular

values even if they divert from the values of other community members.

Diverging values are not seen as inherently problematic as long as there

is room for dialogue.

Within this narrative, having community members involved and

engaged in community development efforts is of utmost importance,

and whenever possible local capacity and knowledge should be en-

hanced and applied (2, +2 and 5, −1). This does not mean, however,

that there is never a need for outside input (15, +1). Rather, whether or

not to call on outside help should be decided upon on a case-by-case

basis.

Being well versed in multiple cultures is seen as a great strength. It

is important to be educated in both Native and non-Native culture in

order to increase possibilities and self-sufficiency (7, +4). While some

ideas and structures from the outside can have a negative impact on the

community (32, −1), this will depend on how these are applied. How

such ideas and structures are used and the vision guiding their use is

crucial for what impact they will have (34, −2). This makes having a

vision and engaging consciously with this vision increasingly im-

portant.

This perspective shines through in other areas as well. While cul-

tural diversity can be a positive thing for the community, too much

diversity that makes it difficult to reach agreement can weaken the

community (3, +1). Similarly, while the State is not seen as an im-

portant driver of positive community change (28, −1), it is not seen as

a hindrance either (1, −2). Instead, how the community is able to

engage with the State on a particular issue is what matters. On a similar

note, while sport fishing is seen as bringing significant benefits to the

community (25, −3), there is definite room for improving community

relations with the lodges and tourists (16, 0).

While cultural heritage and knowledge of language and dance is

seen as important, now and in the future (22, −3), not being knowl-

edgeable about these cultural aspects is not seen as a thread to in-

dividuals and their identity (13, −1). Personal identity and cultural

identity is seen as two different things that interact with rather than

determine each other. Having all community members be knowledge-

able about Yup’ik culture is therefore not seen as critical to community

sustainability (14, 0).

Despite being open to change, this narrative also emphasizes the

need to be cautious about certain kinds of community change, for in-

stance pointing to the risk of letting just anyone move to the commu-

nity. Due to the small population size, the community is dependent on

good dynamics between each and every community member (20, +1),

leading back to the importance of reaching agreement and sharing basic

values.

On the issue of Pebble Mine, this narrative presents a pessimistic

view on the possible benefits for the community (8, −4), although

there are both positives and negatives associated with engaging with

the company (17, −1 and 37, 0). Despite perceiving their capacity to

influence the mine as relatively low (6, 0), this narrative is essentially

positive when it comes to the future of the community (21, +2) and

their ability to adapt to changing environmental and social conditions

(11, 0 and 18, +1).
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6. Discussion

In this section, I pick up central findings from the Q-study and

discuss them in relation to the role of flexibility in enabling transfor-

mational social change towards enhanced community resilience. I do so

firstly by discussing how the concept of flexibility comes across in the

data, and secondly exploring how flexibility might contribute towards

resilience through community cohesion, collective leadership and en-

acting alternatives in the here and now. At the end of the discussion, I

explore the role of worldviews and problematize the flexibility concept

in an Indigenous context, drawing on critiques of community resilience

when seen in isolation from larger societal transformations.

6.1. Flexibility of perspectives

Through the Q study, it becomes clear that community members

have somewhat different perspectives on what drives social change in

Igiugig. This might reflect differences in life experiences and world-

views with some emphasizing the importance of individual action while

others focus on preserving a specific set of collective practices. While it

makes little sense to talk about differences along cultural and ethnic

lines on the basis of such a small group of people, it is interesting to

notice that the factor emphasizing the role of individual leadership and

the so-called ‘can-do’ attitude (factor 1) is also the factor with most

community members identifying as Caucasian. The factor emphasizing

cultural heritage and preservation (factor 2) is the factor with the

highest proportion of community members identifying as Alaska

Native. The factor taking a both/and stand and emphasizing commu-

nity visioning (factor 3) is the one with the highest number of com-

munity members who identify as both Alaska Native and Caucasian (see

Table 3 for demographic information for the three factors).

Of particular interest here is not so much that Natives and non-

Natives differ on this particular point, but that the community members

that identify with both (or more) cultures and ethnicities advocate for a

both/and position in many instances, exhibiting a high level of flex-

ibility in how to understand and engage with issues of community de-

velopment. In the follow-up interviews, several of the participants who

loaded on this third factor highlighted the importance of context in

evaluating the statements and reflected on the importance of the

community coming together rather than holding on to a particular

stance on an issue. The fact that one of the central community leaders

loads highly on this third factor (a 65% match) is an interesting ob-

servation, which speaks to this individual’s approach to leading and

might contribute to the high degree of cohesion in the community.

Speaking about the logic of her leadership style, she emphasizes the

Yup’ik tradition of consensus decision-making and the importance of

having the full support of community members before embarking on

new development projects or taking a political stance. She also speaks

of her late father, a non-Native who was instrumental in bringing the

community on its current development path by coupling Native and

‘Western’ values and approaches. The community continuously looks

for new and innovative ways to increase their resilience and wellbeing,

but in this process pays close attention to sentiments among community

members and the needs of individuals. There is an acute awareness of

what is still unknown and beyond the horizon, making the community

both proactive and open to change.

In this context, flexibility thereby refers to a capacity to take on a

range of different perspectives on a given matter, including subjective

opinions and identities. Thus, rather than simply bending to different

pressures, flexibility implies a conscious and critical engagement with

the given situation. The capacity to take on different perspectives and

be flexible in how problems and solutions are viewed is identified by

O’Brien (2012) as an essential part of deliberate transformation, re-

cognizing that this involves a willingness to engage in rather than simply

argue for innovative thinking. This active engagement has several im-

plications for community resilience, discussed below.

6.1.1. Community cohesion

Community cohesion emerges as an obvious theme through the high

correlation between the three factors. While the factors represent

nuances in how community change is perceived, only a few statements

were ranked significantly different. When looking at the cultural make-

up of Igiugig, this cohesion is not obvious. The community Elders grew

up on the land and did not encounter mainstream US culture until they

were forcefully removed from their homes in order to attend school.

Most of the non-Natives living in the community grew up in mainland

US in fairly conventional settings. The new generations of Igiugig youth

are growing up in a rural setting but with much exposure to urban

lifestyles through technology, education and popular culture. Thus,

cohesion does not imply that community members are ‘the same’ or

even can relate to each other’s life experiences and individual goals.

What it implies is an ability to link one’s own ambitions with that of the

community, tending to the alignment between the individual and the

collective. This relates to Ingram et al.’s (2015) notion of the im-

portance of plurivocity in narrative networks, enabling diverse actors to

tell their version of the common story, allowing networks to draw on

diverse sources of knowledge and encouraging participation towards a

common goal - in this case the goal of supporting community wellbeing

and self-sufficiency now and into the future. The present study suggests

that this process is aided by the ability to take on different perspectives

than one’s own – what I define as flexibility. Cohesion has implications

for resilience through the ability to move forward as a collective, en-

abling the community to agree on otherwise contested issues.

6.1.2. Collective leadership

Flexibility also plays a role in supporting collective leadership and

action in the community. There is no question that certain individuals

are very important in furthering community change, such as the com-

munity leader referenced above. Several Elders are also regarded

highly, especially in terms of their knowledge of Yup’ik cultural prac-

tices and values. Several prominent community members that have now

passed away remain a source of inspiration and in a sense continue to

drive change. On a similar note, future generations act as a driver of

change by inspiring community members to secure the community into

the future. These latter groups of social change ‘drivers’ reflect a holistic

worldview where past, present and future are not linear and isolated

entities but rather interact and influence one another. This seems to

give community members a wider operating space by drawing on both

past and future realities to create alternatives for the present moment.

Despite the significance of certain individuals, and despite the high

level of independence and self-sufficiency among individual house-

holds, the community is working as a collective. Some work to create

community change through individual action, some are guided by a

strong sense of cultural identity, and others still take a bird’s eye per-

spective on community development and work to build bridges be-

tween different knowledge systems and traditions. The community

leaders are not leaders in the conventional sense of the word, convin-

cing others of their own ideas and preferences, but adhere to the col-

lective field, applying their individual leadership skills to enable col-

lective action.

This highlights the tension between perceptions of individual and

collective agency and action in enhancing community resilience. In the

social-ecological systems literature this has not been thoroughly ex-

plored. Westley et al. (2013) argue that the role played by individual

agency in terms of community resilience and sustainability is an im-

portant next focus area in resilience research. However, going back to

the point made by Kirmayer et al. (2009), in an Indigenous context

where notions of individuality differ from that of a ‘Western’ perspec-

tive, informed by a Newtonian-Cartesian worldview of humans as se-

parated from nature and one another (Alfred and Corntassel, 2005), the

role of agency in moving communities and society towards sustain-

ability might be better understood in a collective frame.
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6.1.3. Enacting alternatives in the here and now

The flexibility described in this study does not mean that any idea or

solution is welcomed uncritically into the community. Rather, the

flexibility of Igiugig is characterized by a high level of reflexivity and

dialogue among community members as to the pros and cons of a si-

tuation. Sometimes this means contesting systems of capitalism and

colonialism, while other times it means working for change within such

systems. Working within a northern Alaskan context, Hillmer-Pegram

(2016) argues that the relationship between capitalism and community

resilience is complex and conflicted with capitalism both at odds with

traditional values and a valid strategy for maintaining adaptive capa-

city. In Igiugig, considerations for how to proceed within this conflicted

context are guided by the continuously developing community vision,

which draws on ideas and wishes of community members. An under-

lying theme of this vision is self-sufficiency and independence, in-

formed by a desire to decolonize both political institutions and mental

and emotional patterns.

Igiugig is not engaged in decolonization via resistance alone, al-

though some resistance is necessary, but by building a vision of what a

truly decolonized community could look like and taking steps towards

realizing that vision. This aligns with calls from some Indigenous acti-

vists and scholars to “move beyond a resurgent Indigenous politics that

seeks to inhibit the destructive effects of capital to one that strives to

create Indigenous alternatives to it” (Coulthard, 2014, p. 170). According

to Alfred (2009, p. 80, xviii) a de-colonized present and future is de-

pendent on a critical resurgence based on what he terms “self-conscious

traditionalism”, both recognizing that culture changes while identifying

certain “beliefs, values and principles that form the persistent core of a

community’s culture.” In Igiugig, this includes their efforts to in-

corporate Yup’ik language into the classroom, and bringing the class-

room into nature to combine academic knowledge with skills and

knowledge associated with a life on the land. Some such ideas are

slowly realized through official political channels, while others are

implemented under the radar of potentially critical voices. In the con-

text of the school, this latter approach has been rather successful in

shifting political opinion on curriculum development and teaching

approaches in the school district, largely influenced by the fact that the

Igiugig School has one of the highest grade point averages in the dis-

trict. Thus, efforts at the community-level influence regional develop-

ment by not only articulating new ideas and approaches but enacting

them in the community and showing the positive results – making them

an undeniable force of change.

The ability of Igiugig to enact alternatives to the mainstream nar-

rative of rural Alaskan villages invites further questioning of the as-

sumptions inherent to a Newtonian worldview. For instance, rather

than accepting the notion that no two objects can occupy the same

space at the same time, a view on space as co-constructed allows for an

investigation of alternative realities occupying the ‘same’ space (El

Khoury, 2015). This becomes important when talking about deliber-

ately transforming social and economic systems in a community con-

text. Reflecting on alternative enactments of globalization, El Khoury

(2015, p. 5) argues that “while it is true that virtually anything that can

generate an income stream can be capitalized and thus subsumed (…) it

need not colonize our imaginations and ability to conceive and practice

alternatives also.” Similarly, referring to the concept of a ‘multicentric’

economy, in which the economic system is subjected to a moral hier-

archy, Hornborg (2007, p. 65) reminds us that “it is entirely possible to

transform the idea and institution of money.” In Igiugig, imaginations

of a different reality, economic and otherwise, is materializing in many

ways, aided in part by the capacity to take on different perspectives of

what is and could be. The community is thus engaged in what could be

called “the affirmative enactment of another modality of being, a dif-

ferent way of relating to and with the world” (Coulthard, 2014, p. 169)

– not by way of isolation from the rest of society but by way of flexible

and critical engagement with it.

6.2. The importance of worldviews

Notions of an Indigenous worldview is present throughout the

previous paragraphs. Although Igiugig is not an all-Indigenous com-

munity and many community members identify as partially or fully

Caucasian, community development is guided by visions and values

closely related to a Yup’ik and Alaska Native worldview, with im-

plications for how individuals engage with the collective as well as how

the past and future relate to the present. The ability of Igiugig residents

to engage in deliberately transforming their community towards in-

creased resilience seems to be inherently linked to this worldview.

Other research on adaptation and transformation in Indigenous cultures

point to similar implications. Apgar et al. (2015), found the capacity for

adaptation and transformation among the Guna people in Panama to be

enabled through social cohesion, characterized by individuals having a

collective identity and the existence of diverse groups within the col-

lective, and an ability to manage the relationship between own

knowledge systems and that of others, characterized by collective de-

cision making with input from diverse views. These qualities and

practices largely mirror those in Igiugig where social cohesion and

flexible perspective-taking are some of the central findings from the Q-

study.

Worldviews have also been found to be of particular importance for

individual resilience in an Indigenous context. Exploring resilience

among Alaska Native youth, Wexler (2014, p. 87) found that culture

understood narrowly as certain activities and skills do not necessarily

translate to individual resilience, whereas culture understood in a

larger perspective as part of an Indigenous worldview that transcends

time and space provides “flexible sources of strength” in dealing with

both community and personal hardship. The role of worldviews and

perspective-taking capacities in the context of global environmental

and social change and the need for deliberate transformation is an

understudied phenomenon ripe for further investigation (Scoville-

Simonds, 2018; Hochachka, Unpublished results).

6.3. Community resilience revisited

Finally, a note on the concept of community resilience and the po-

tential pitfalls of such a focus in research on global environmental

change. Throughout the paper, I have argued that Igiugig is engaged

with transformational social change that enhances their resilience and

that their high degree of flexibility is part of what enables such pro-

cesses. However, this community does not exist in a vacuum, and the

political, economic and social policies and trends happening at various

scales have very real implications for the kind of changes the commu-

nity is able to enact. The Pebble Mine, mentioned in all three narratives

in the Q study as something community members are wary of, re-

presents possible large-scale social and environmental changes hap-

pening outside the sphere of influence of the community. Worst-case

scenario, this development could pose a direct threat to the deliberate

transformations happening at the community level through disruptive

socio-economic and environmental impacts.

The academic discussions about community resilience tend to place

all responsibility for building such resilience on the communities

themselves (Kirmayer et al., 2009; MacKinnon and Derickson, 2013).

Building community resilience is not only dependent on community

members, but depends on relationships with other communities and

outside institutions (Wilson, 2012). Similarly, building community re-

silience is not the solution to issues of economic disparity, social pro-

blems and climate change. While much is possible at the community

level, as is exemplified in Igiugig, this work must be coupled with

supportive processes happening at the other scales. Supportive not only

in the sense that they support the efforts of the community, but that

they support the large-scale societal transitions and transformations

that will have to happen alongside local initiatives. Thus, it is proble-

matic when the State of Alaska rhetorically supports community
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resilience (Igiugig has received several awards for their sustainability

efforts), while cutting funding for such work to be financed as well as

supporting large-scale industrial activity likely to jeopardize the via-

bility of local economic activities, such as commercial, sport and sub-

sistence fishing. This observation mirrors ongoing debates within anti-

oppression and decolonization literature on the limits of concepts such

as empowerment and self-efficacy, arguing that they tend to “turn at-

tention inward and mobilize people to change themselves and better

adapt to situations of oppression (…) rather than mobilizing people to

dismantle the environmental or structural sources of oppression”

(Phillips et al., 2015, p. 369).

Thus, there are limits to agency in a rural community, be it in-

dividual or collective, no matter the flexibility and creativity applied. In

our analyses of how transformational social change happens and can be

supported, we need to identify exactly where these limits exist so that

our case studies can inform large-scale transformations towards sus-

tainability. This need is well established within the social-ecological

systems literature, where the concept of panarchy brings our attention

to the ways in which states and dynamics at other scales influence the

system through cross-scale interactions (Walker et al., 2004). Similarly,

although this study has focused on the role of flexibility in community

resilience, there is no reason to assume that this quality is limited to

local initiatives and Indigenous contexts. Rather, what this research

indicates is that a call for flexibility should be extended beyond the

community context, to include practitioners and politicians at all levels

working with social-ecological systems, whether the topic is dec-

arbonization, resource management or poverty reduction. This requires

an investigation of own worldviews and perspectives, critically re-

viewing assumptions about what the problems are and what solutions

might be appropriate, daring to ask ‘what if?’ and take steps towards

enacting alternatives in the here and now, rather than waiting for ‘the

system’ to change.

7. Conclusion

This paper set out to explore what enables deliberate transforma-

tions towards enhanced community resilience in an Indigenous context,

focusing on the role of flexibility in this process. The Q-study shows that

opinions on what drives social change in the community of Igiugig can

be boiled down to three distinct narratives, pointing to great commu-

nity cohesion as well as space for diversified expression of community

culture. While the first two narratives focus on individual agency and

cultural heritage, respectively, the third narrative expresses a meta-

perspective where more emphasis is placed on community visions and

collective community building than any one stance on community

changes as ‘good’ or ‘bad.’ Based on the Q-study, flexibility of per-

spectives is identified as a central quality enabling the community to

engage in deliberate transformation and supporting resilience in var-

ious ways, including through cultural cohesion, collective leadership

and enacting alternatives in the here and now. These factors are in turn

seen to be deeply tied to an Indigenous worldview based on an un-

derstanding of humans and nature as connected, entangled and situated

within a cyclical notion of time, in which past, present and future are all

present at any moment, giving direction and inspiration to community

development.

The high level of flexibility is visible in how the community interact

with existing structures and systems. While engaged in a process of

decolonization – breaking with notions of western superiority and ca-

pitalist extractive economies – they do not do so through resistance

alone. Rather, they do this through the active creation of alternatives,

sometimes within the frames of the colonial and capitalist system. This

often requires the community taking a ‘both/and’ position in terms of

engagement with outside actors and decisions on community develop-

ment.

The findings allude to the need for more research on how world-

views and perspective-taking capacities translate into transformations

at various scales, including the link between individual and collective

agency in this process. More research is also needed on the ongoing

enactments of alternative realities that are occurring across the globe,

and in that process identifying both the enabling conditions of such

work as well as the limitations. Such research is likely to aid in the

necessary efforts of scaling up and out.

Finally, since deliberate transformation is not reserved to the local

level, but needs to occur at every scale simultaneously, flexible per-

spective taking is likely to be a relevant quality of people in a wide

range of positions across multiple scales. This opens up questions of

how to critically engage with worldviews, perspectives and values, in

an effort to align interior and exterior transformations towards sus-

tainability.
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Introduction

In February 2017, Alaskan Senator Dan Sullivan presented his Alaskan of the Week award to the Village
Council President from the Yup’ik village of Igiugig in southwestern Alaska. Praising her as a community
leader at the forefront of what he termed a ‘rural revolution,’ Senator Sullivan emphasized her personal
qualities, including her creativity and determination in “making the impossible in some of the most
extreme parts of our country in terms of rural living seem possible” (Sullivan, 2017).

In September 2020, Senator Sullivan again honored the village of Igiugig with his Alaskan of the Week
award, but this time he went “plural in a big way.” Rather than any one individual, Senator Sullivan
awarded the whole community of Igiugig, in recognition of their ability to come together to ensure the
well-being of all residents. In his award speech, Senator Sullivan emphasized, “this community has
maintained a strong sense of connection with each other, which is so important” (Sullivan, 2020).

Leadership is a key aspect of sustainability (Ferdig, 2007). In the context of coupled socio-
environmental crises, such as climate change, biodiversity loss, social inequality, and economic
instability, there is a growing emphasis on leadership capable of deliberately transforming
societal systems toward enhanced sustainability and equity (Case et al., 2015; Kuenkel, 2019;
Marshall et al., 2017; Meijerink and Stiller, 2013; Vignola et al., 2017). This increased focus on
leadership and leaders is also true for rural Alaska, where leaders that enhance community
sustainability are increasingly called for, and celebrated, as exemplified in the first anecdote
above. Yet, as shown in the second anecdote, sustainability is also furthered through collective
efforts. Thus, the notion of the individual leader reflects only part of the story of leadership for
sustainability.

In this study, I inquire into the nature of leadership in the Yup’ik community of Igiugig in
southwestern Alaska, emphasizing the relationship between individuals and groups in processes of
deliberate transformation. In order to engage with a deeper and broader understanding of leadership
as it unfolds in the community, I work from the perspectives of what I collectively refer to as
Indigenous leadership, arguing that these perspectives allow for a more holistic understanding of
leadership for sustainability that includes the individual as well as the collective.

This study speaks to the growing discussion within social change research on the role of agency in
deliberate transformations (Abson et al., 2017; Moore et al., 2014; Patterson et al., 2017; Pesch,
2015; Werbeloff et al., 2016; Westley et al., 2013). In their investigation into some of the main
conceptual approaches for analyzing societal transitions and transformations, Patterson et al. (2017)
found that all such approaches highlight the importance of human agency, often expressed through
leadership, entrepreneurship, or management. Yet, rather than understanding agency for trans-
formations as “a single individual’s vision and steering,” socio-environmental change researchers
are increasingly calling for broader perspectives, pointing to the interconnections between in-
dividual agency and “systemic shifts in institutional underpinnings such as mental models, man-
agement routines, and resource flows” (Westley et al., 2013: p. 1). In their study on how to assess
sustainability transformations, Salomaa and Juhola (2020, p. 8) observe that “individual change and
collective change have traditionally been observed in parallel fields,” and go on to suggest that “the
question of the relationship between and the embedded nature of individual and collective changes
deserves more attention.” In the context of leadership studies, this calls for research into the kinds of
relationships and processes that characterize leadership in transformations toward sustainability, and
in particular, the relationship between individuals and collectives in leading change.
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Within leadership studies, there has been a shift toward an understanding of leadership “in the
plural” (Contractor et al., 2012; Denis et al., 2012; Hernandez et al., 2011). There are several
different strands within this shift, including shared leadership (Pearce et al., 2007), collective
leadership (Eva et al., 2019), or networked leadership (Balkundi and Kilduff, 2005), as well as
leadership created through practice (Raelin, 2016a) or as a function of interaction (Uhl-Bien et al.,
2007). The aim of this scholarship is to unsettle the myth of the individual heroic leader and
reformulate leadership as something shared or something emerging through process. Despite these
advancements, the questions of what leadership is, what forms of agency brings it about, and the
relationship between individual and collective leadership are far from settled. In her overview of the
shift from an actor-view to a process-view of leadership, Simpson (2016) points out that this move
implies a shift in the fundamental assumptions about what leadership is by understanding action and
agency as performative rather than representative of reality. While both an actor-view and a process-
view have their merit in an analysis by opening up for different ways of conceiving of leadership,
Simpson (2016, p. 175) warns that given the distinct ontological assumptions underpinning these
different orientations, we should “be wary of any attempt to produce a grand unified theory of
leadership.” Yet, while ontological differences are important to consider, insisting on keeping the
actor-view and the process-view separate seems counterproductive when aiming for a deeper
understanding of leadership.

Instead, in this study, I argue that Indigenous leadership1 can help resolve some of the perceived
tensions between an individual and a collective view of leadership by providing detailed accounts of
exactly how individuals and collectives come to matter through their inseparability and their be-
coming together. Within many Indigenous2 cultures, leadership is inherently relational in that the
individual is seen to develop within the context of community, and all phenomena are part of an
intricate interrelationship characterized by co-emergence, codependence, and reciprocity (Cajete,
2016). Recent years have seen an increase in publications that present insights on leadership from the
perspective of various Indigenous cultures (Edwards et al., 2013; Gambrell, 2016; Henry and
Wolfgramm, 2018; Ruwhiu and Elkin, 2016; Turner et al., 2019; Verbos and Humphries, 2014;
Wolfgramm et al., 2016). This is in part due to the increased recognition of the importance of context
for understanding leadership as well as a growing “dissatisfaction with the overwhelming domi-
nance of Anglo-American values, interests and theoretical frameworks that have cast the ‘non-
Western,’ ‘alternative’ or ‘Indigenous’ to the margins” (Ruwhiu and Elkin, 2016: p. 317). As Liu and
Baker (2016, p. 439) note, in both popular and academic discourse, “‘doing leadership’ is in-
extricably linked to ‘doing whiteness.’”

Several of the abovementioned authors suggest paths of convergence between Indigenous and
“mainstream” leadership research, yet little empirical research has been done to explicitly connect
these two paradigms. Furthermore, insights from Indigenous leadership research have yet to make
a significant mark on the “mainstream” leadership literature and, importantly for this present study,
the literature on sustainability transformations. Based on an empirical inquiry into leadership in the
community of Igiugig, this study contributes toward a dialog between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous leadership paradigms. The purpose of this engagement is to generate and share
knowledge on the nature of leadership in deliberate transformations toward sustainability and the
relationship between the individual and the collective in this process.

I start the study by presenting central concepts and perspectives from Indigenous leadership
research and theorizing, including some specific to Yup’ik culture, organized as four interrelated
analytical lenses: the individual leader, leadership through culture, leadership through process, and
leadership through integration. I then present insights from conversations with Igiugig community
members that shed light on the nuances of leadership in the community. The analysis enables a view
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on leadership that is simultaneously individual and collective and shows individuals and collectives
as emerging through a process of co-becoming. In the discussion, I relate the insights from Igiugig
back to the subfields of collective and processual leadership. I argue for the possibility of building
bridges between different perspectives, disciplines, and paradigms as an important step toward
addressing the deep need for respecting and lifting up Indigenous perspectives in matters of
sustainability. Finally, I argue that the interrelated nature of individuals and collectives explored
in this study provides valuable insights into the conceptualization of agency within transforma-
tion research, with important implications for how we understand and support sustainability
transformations.

In many ways, this study presents my own coming to terms with leadership as it is enacted in
Igiugig and as it is understood and expressed by Igiugig community members. My research does not
“uncover” something that was previously “unknown,” on the contrary, the people of Igiugig are fully
aware of the what, how, and why of their efforts. Likewise, as a non-Indigenous researcher, I do not
attempt to contribute to the field of Indigenous leadership per se. Instead, I share insights that
emerged from my own process of engaging with the enactment of leadership in Igiugig, based on
subsequent reflections on and questioning of assumptions about leadership and agency common
within the study of sustainability transformations. With this study, I contribute toward the opening
up of this field to other paradigms and ways of knowing that enables us to better understand and
support sustainability transformations now and in the future.

Indigenous leadership: four interrelated analytical lenses

Indigenous leadership encompasses “a continuum of styles that defy any simple reduction” (Warner
and Grint, 2006: p. 232). Yet, there are fundamental similarities between the worldviews of In-
digenous peoples that inform how leadership was and is conceptualized and expressed across this
continuum. According to Blackfoot scholar Little Bear (2000), for instance, the Indigenous
knowledge systems across Turtle Island3 (North America) are all characterized by being holistic,
cyclical, generalist, process-orientated, and grounded in a particular place. Similarly, Tewa scholar
Cajete (2016, p. 370) points out that despite the cultural and linguistic differences between In-
digenous peoples, “there are underlying similarities in their focus on the nature of interrelationship
and the development of individuals in the context of community.” In what follows, I bring forth some
of the central concepts from within the Indigenous leadership continuum, with special emphasis on
the context of Turtle Island, focusing on insights related to the relationship between the individual
and the collective. I have structured this section according to four interrelated analytical lenses: the
individual leader, leadership through culture, leadership through process, and leadership through
integration. Besides the Indigenous leadership literature presented below, this structure is informed
by Igiugig community members’ perspectives on the drivers of change in their community (Gram-
Hanssen, 2019) as well as the different assumptions as to the nature of leadership within “main-
stream” leadership research, as articulated by Simpson (2016).

Individual leader

Despite Europeans’ observation upon arrival on Turtle Island that “No one seemed to be in charge of
anything” (Deloria and Lytle, 1984, p. 9, referenced in Gladstone and Pepion, 2017: p. 575), most
Native American tribes were structured according to specific manifestations of leadership. In fact,
much Indigenous leadership research mentions the importance of individual leaders in traditional
and contemporary Indigenous societies. Yet, how such individuals come to be leaders and what their
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roles are varies greatly from the (largely “Western”) notion of the individual hierarchical leader
exerting her or his will on the “followers” (Warner and Grint, 2006). In the context of traditional
Yup’ik society, leadership was endowed based on skills and personal qualities, such as being
a successful hunter or being knowledgeable about plant medicines. Yet, skills alone were not
enough. Rather, how those skills translated into community well-being was what made someone
a leader (Fienup-Riordan, 2005). In exploring the concept of “Indigeneity,” Harris and Wasilewski
(2004, p. 493) describe how contemporary Indigenous leadership “arises from the assumption of
responsibilities arising out of our relationships and the roles in society these relationships engender.”
Based on care rather than coercion, the most important responsibility of a leader is to “create the
social space in which productive relationships can be established and take place” (Harris and
Wasilewski, 2004: p. 493). The idea of the leader is in many Indigenous contexts closely linked to
the idea of the servant, in that a leader is tasked with ensuring that the vision of the people comes to
fruition. Exploring traditional leadership among the Yup’ik of western Alaska, Fienup-Riordan
(1990, p. 202) found that “the ideal Yup’ik leader reflected the will of the people.” Similar notions
are found among First Nations in Canada, where leaders are seen as offering “a servant-type service
for the good of all” (McLeod, 2012: p. 43).

Within Indigenous leadership theorizing, the notion of service is related to the concepts of gift,
responsibility, and reciprocity. In the context of First Nations in Canada, for instance, Anishnabe
Midekway and Nehiy/naw Cree scholar Leon (2012) finds that serving the community is both a gift
and a responsibility. Echoing this sentiment, Mi’kmaq scholar Pidgeon (2012, p. 147) defines First
Nation leadership as a practice that “connects the physical, emotional, cultural, and spiritual with the
four R’s—respect, relevance, reciprocity, and responsibility.” Ruwhiu and Cone (2013) describe
Maori leadership as a form of pragmatic leadership based on the inherent connectedness of human
beings and spirit, emphasizing how such leaders are seen as responsible for the well-being of their
communities. Thus, while the individual leader is important, it is his or her relationship to the
community that qualifies the leadership role.

Leadership through culture

Culture has a strong presence in Indigenous leadership literature, especially in how it serves to foster
relationships (Verbos and Humphries, 2014). Culture is seen to teach relations to self, to community,
to ancestors, to future generations, and to the environment (Leon, 2012). Cultural values can also be
explored as a way of developing self-awareness and to gain an understanding of how such values
inform thoughts and actions (Lee Brown in Leon, 2012). In presenting a Maori perspective on
relational leadership, Henry and Wolfgramm (2018) argue for the importance of considering both
culture and context as forces that influence the dynamics of relational leadership. Thus, leadership
understood in this way involves collective culture and relationality as well as individuals accepting
the gifts and the responsibility within that culture as a way of honoring those relations.

Culture is also important for leadership in that it links the present to the past and enables the
sourcing of ancient wisdom for the present moment. The strong emphasis on culture and knowledge
of the past means that Elders have a prominent leadership role in many Indigenous societies. In
Yup’ik culture, Elders are highly respected as storytellers and carriers of practical knowledge for
how to live “a good life” (Fienup-Riordan, 2005: p. 12). According to Kawagly et al. (1998, p. 140),
Yup’ik community Elders are seen as “the repositories of traditional knowledge and they see it as
their responsibility to educate the younger members.” The idea of looking back in order to go
forward is central to many Indigenous cultures, including the Yup’ik. In the Igiugig Village Climate
Change Adaptation Assessment Plan, a community Elder is quoted, saying: “The grandpa’s and
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grandma’s spoke to us, what we got coming behind us…we can remember and we could pass it on,
what’s coming behind us” (emphasis in original) (Igiugig Village Council, 2020). Similar notions are
found among the Potawatomi of Turtle Island, asserting that “The further backward you can look the
further forward you can see” (Shawanda and Wesley-Esquimaux, 2010: p. 22), as well as the Maori
of Aotearoa (New Zealand) with the concept of Ka mura, Ka muri (walking backward into the
future) (Ruwhiu and Elkin, 2016: p. 318).

These ideas and ideals are not only things of the past but have important implications for how
leadership unfolds. Summarizing the various cultured components of the Maori leadership system,
Ruwhiu and Elkin (2016, p. 311) describe it as “derived from cultural criteria that are bound to the
norms, protocols, cultural traditions, kinship systems, economics, politics, and social processes that
still remain central features of life in Maori communities and organizations today.” Thus, the
individual leader is closely governed by the cultural values and structures in place within the
community.

Leadership through process

Despite the importance of individual leaders, many Indigenous societies across the Americas are
characterized by a distributed form of leadership, where any individual leader is in close collab-
oration with other segments of society and where leadership positions are subject to change between
individuals and groups over time. In traditional Blackfoot society, for instance, leadership positions
were transferred between individuals and families, and any one leader was accountable to influential
governing groups, called “societies,” as well as the tribe as a whole (Gladstone and Pepion, 2017).
This meant that “A tribal chief was more a facilitator than a manager” (Gladstone and Pepion, 2017:
p. 576) and was a leader only by the consent of the people. In the context of Comanche society,
Harris and Wasilewski (2004, p. 493) explain how “Generosity is the most highly valued human
quality. The basic principle is to keep everything moving, to keep everything in circulation.” This
acceptance of and engagement with change also translates into how leadership is understood and
performed. According to Mohawk scholar Alfred (2009, p. 46), “the essence of [Indigenous]
leadership is the governance of change.” In this perspective, focus naturally falls on the process of
governing change rather than any one individual engaged in such governance.

The process of governing change is also central to Yup’ik leadership practice, which is especially
visible in the emphasis on collective decision-making. While traditionally, village leadership was
often spearheaded by an individual or a group of Elders, any leadership decision was finalized only
after deliberation with the whole community in the qasgi (the communal men’s house) (Fienup-
Riordan, 2005). These decision-making processes were characterized by community members’
personal experiences and the community’s moral code and deliberation generally continued until the
village was “of one mind” (Reedy et al., 2020: p. 6). In contemporary Yup’ik society, the process of
collective decision-making based upon consensus is still prevalent, with important implications for
sustainability and well-being (Rasmus et al., 2019). This attention to the process of change is thus
important for understanding Indigenous leadership.

Leadership through integration

The above insights bring to the forefront the question of how to view the relationship between
individuals and collectives in Indigenous leadership theorizing. Speaking to the assumed separation
between individuals and collectives in “Western” perspectives on leadership, Pidgeon (2012, p. 147)
writes, “What is often missing from mainstream conversations about leadership is an
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acknowledgement of the inherent philosophical, epistemological, and cultural differences in how
relationships work within Indigenous leadership. (…) Leadership, from an Indigenous perspective,
is, in fact, a communal activity embedded within a particular context” (emphasis in original). Thus,
the individual and the collective are integrated into a whole. Importantly, however, this integration
does not erase the individual or the diversity of expressions. Writing about the fight for sovereignty
among the Yupitt Nation during the 1980s, Fienup-Riordan (1992, pp. 79–80) explains: “Yup’ik
ideology as it relates to political activity has two fundamental features that help to explain their
ability to respect diversity while working for unity: (1) people’s duty to pursue the path they are
taught, and (2) their need to work with one mind.”

This “both-and” stance is not unique to the Yup’ik people. Referencing the legal struggles of First
Nations in Canada, Chickasaw scholar Henderson (2008, p. 37) states that “Under Aboriginal legal
traditions and treaties, individual and group rights are neither separate nor in conflict; our individuality
depends on our collective heritage and identity.” Exploring adaptive and transformative capacity
among the Guna in Panama, Apgar et al. (2015) found that such capacity relies on this integration of
the individual with the collective. In practice, such an integration consists of both “contributing as
a member of the collective to show solidarity,” and “behaving as a unique individual to leverage
differences in the collective through the dialogical processes” (Apgar et al., 2015: p. 5). Promoting
individuality as performed within the collective field enables individuals to share their unique skill and
knowledge toward the greater good. Reflecting on ways forward for Yup’ik sovereignty efforts,
Fienup-Riordan (1992) suggests that it is from respecting diversity that unity may arise.

Thus, this fourth analytical lens sheds light on how we might hold both the individual and the
collective in view when assessing and supporting leadership for sustainability transformations. How
leadership in Igiugig relates to the four analytical lenses will be explored in the results section below.
First, however, a few words on the context, relations, and process of the empirical research presented
in this study.

Methods: context, relations, and process

Context

Igiugig is a rural community located at the convergence of Yup’ik, Alutiiq, and Dena’ina Athabascan
traditional homelands in southwestern Alaska (see Figure 1). Igiugig is small with approximately 70-
year round residents, most of whom identify as Yup’ik Alaska Natives.

Igiugig can be seen as an example of sustainability transformations in the making. Trans-
formations are emergent phenomena that defy any set definition (Feola, 2015; Patterson et al., 2017;
Salomaa and Juhola, 2020). However, for the purpose of this study and informed by the context of
the community of Igiugig, I take sustainability transformations to mean radical societal shifts that
move systems, structures, and relationships toward enhanced sustainability, characterized by equity
and justice among humans and nonhumans. By deliberate transformations toward sustainability
(O’Brien, 2012), I refer to conscious and purposeful efforts toward initiating and engaging with such
shifts in alignment with the above values.

In Igiugig, transformations have come about through deliberate efforts to decolonize and “take
back” community systems by shifting them toward enhanced autonomy and self-sufficiency in
alignment with the values of self-determination and cultural integrity. These efforts are visible
through community projects, from energy and food security to economic development and cultural
revitalization. From being characterized by rigidity and fragility, these community systems are being
transformed into resilient and adaptive systems that support the sustainability goals of the
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community (see Gram-Hanssen (2012) for a description of some of these efforts). The community
define their work as community development that keeps them “propelling forward” (Igiugig Village
Council, n. d). In the context of rural Alaska, however, where many communities struggle with a host
of environmental and socioeconomic challenges (Ayunerak et al., 2014; Gram-Hanssen, 2018;
Jacobs et al., 2018; Loring et al., 2016; Richter-Menge et al., 2019), these efforts can be seen as
transformational in the sense that they all together change what it means to be a rural Alaskan
community in the 21st century.

Figure 1. Map of Igiugig, Alaska.
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Relations

I first learned about Igiugig ten years ago, while researching the involvement of youth in community
sustainability in rural Alaska. Intrigued by the community’s approaches and results, I contacted the
Village Council asking for permission to visit and learn about their efforts. The initial visit turned
into several more, and during the past decade, these visits have resulted in different research
collaborations (Gram-Hanssen, 2019, 2018, 2012). By inviting me and my questions into their
community, community members have expressed an interest in reflecting together on their com-
munity work, hoping that more exposure of their efforts and results will be of benefit to them as well
as other communities in the region.

Throughout our relationship, my approach to the community has always been that of a student
learning from an insightful teacher. The people of Igiugig are the experts on their community and on
issues of community sustainability in their unique context. Yet, although a student, I am no passive
observer but impact the people and the place in various ways. When visiting, I take active part in
community life, from cleaning fish on the beach to assisting with administrative tasks in the Village
Council office. When doing interviews with community members, I am aware that my questions
invite reflection and that my impact on the community is not necessarily limited to the fewweeks and
months I visit but may extend beyond what I can imagine and what I plan for. How I present and
discuss what has been shared with me also might impact community members directly or indirectly
through how others perceive of them and how they perceive of themselves, both of which can have
very real consequences. All of these issues are exacerbated by the fact that I am a white academic
representing a European educational institution, which creates both assumed and experienced power
differences between the community members and myself.

Research is not a benign activity, far from it. In an Indigenous context, research has long been
a synonym for white society exploiting Indigenous knowledge while undermining the legitimacy of
Indigenous worldviews and lifeways (Smith, 2012), to the extent that “to be researched is to be
colonized” (Tuck, 2013: p. 368). While most contemporary research with Indigenous communities
aims at benefiting those communities, the lack of reflexivity of the researcher and the use of top-
down approaches and methods often results in the opposite (Tuck, 2013; Wilson, 2008). Indigenous
and non-Indigenous scholars alike are increasingly recognizing that “all inquiry is both political and
moral” (Denzin et al., 2008: p. 2) and pointing to the need for a decolonizing research agenda (Smith,
2012). Such an agenda aims not only to “cause no harm” (Cochran et al., 2008: p. 22), but to aid in
the process of transforming exploitative and oppressive relations among Indigenous and non-
Indigenous individuals and societies (Snow et al., 2016). Research has the power to do great
damage, but research also has the potential to further ongoing struggles for freedom and to contribute
to insights that may lead to shifts in thinking and acting among all parties involved (Smith, 2012). In
an Indigenous context, this must include a shift toward a decolonized reality. Besides wanting to
contribute to certain fields of study and societal issues, it is my explicit aim for my involvement with
the community of Igiugig to be beneficial to their efforts toward sustainability, self-determination,
and decolonization, now and in years to come.

I have responded to the inherent risks associated with doing research in various ways, including
by using methods that allow for active participation, grounding the research in community members’
perspectives and needs, as well as inviting community members to review and comment on the
written output. I work qualitatively with community member narratives as the foundation for
answering my research questions, aiming to create a process in which their voices and epis-
temologies can take center stage (Smith, 2012). As a non-Indigenous researcher, I aim to engage
respectfully with community members’ understandings and ideas, well aware that they go through
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several translation processes in my attempt to make sense of them and present them in writing. In this
regard, I am mindful of the risks involved when analyzing what are largely Yup’ik concepts and
values using “Western” frameworks and logics (Todd, 2016) and instead aim to let community
member insights “work on me” and my understanding of sustainability transformations (Gram-
Hanssen et al., Under review). Yet, learning how to decolonize my research practice and our re-
lationship is an ongoing process. I am grateful to the community for being patient with me and
agreeing to be part of this work, however imperfect it may be.

Process

The research drawn from in this study is based on two visits to the community in summer and fall of
2017. While up until that point, my main inquiries had been focused on what the community is
doing, I now wished to engage with the questions of how they do it. Wishing for their voices and
perspectives to form the foundation of the research, I asked community members to share their
perspectives on how change comes about in their community. Participants were recruited through
word of mouth, and all community members over the age of 18 were invited to participate. Over the
course of four weeks, 42 interviews were conducted with 29 community members, with several
community members interviewed twice. Twenty women and nine men, ranging between 18 and
60 years of age, were interviewed. The first 14 interviews were semi-structured and open-ended
qualitative interviews that focused on significant social or environmental changes to the community
and the drivers of these changes. Participants were also asked to reflect on what possible future
changes they could envision and how such changes might affect the community in years to come.

The second round of interviewing happened four months later and included 28 interviews. These
interviews were conducted as part of a Q-methodology research process, aimed at identifying a
handful of distinct opinions on the topic of community change. Q-methodology is a mixed method
that makes use of a statistical factor analysis in order to group individual opinions into a handful of
distinct opinion types (Watts and Stenner, 2005). In this case, participants were presented with 38
statements derived from the first round of interviews, expressing different subjective perspectives on
how change comes about in the community. Participants were asked to rank these statements
according to their level of agreement or disagreement. After ranking the statements, participants
were interviewed about their ranking and asked to explain their interpretation of some of the
statements. All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded using NVivo12.

Through the subsequent factor analysis, I identified three opinion types: focusing on individual
agency, cultural heritage, and collective decision-making, respectively (Gram-Hanssen, 2019).
While the notion of leadership was mentioned most explicitly among the people adhering to the first
opinion type, leadership was a reoccurring theme throughout all interviews. Despite not being the
main focus of our collaboration, leadership thus arose as a way to frame the changes happening in the
community. At a recent (online) community gathering, in which I presented the results of our
collaboration thus far, community members expressed interest in pursuing the leadership lens
further. In the analysis below, I draw on quotes that speak to different understandings and ex-
pressions of leadership.While the first three community scenes predominantly draw inspiration from
the three perspectives identified in the earlier study (Gram-Hanssen, 2019), the fourth community
scene takes an integrative perspective that holds all three together for a deeper understanding of
leadership in the community.

I have chosen a narrative style for the analysis where quotes from community members are woven
together to create a coherent story rather than presented as isolated “observations.” This choice arises
from a wish to present more than “data” by giving an embodied experience of a place and a group of
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people (Veland et al., 2018). While quotes are taken from one-on-one interviews with Igiugig
community members,4 the events and the circumstances of interactions presented in the scenes are
fictional to fit the narrative style. In order to ensure anonymity of the research participants, the
characteristics and activities of individuals portrayed are fictional but reflect the lifeways of the
inhabitants of Igiugig. The only participants whose characteristics are not fictional are the Village
Council President and her late father. This choice was done in collaboration with the Village Council
President and was made due to the importance of disclosing certain aspects of their positions and
family history for the purpose of understanding their leadership roles. I have still chosen to keep their
names anonymous, however, to keep consistency throughout the narratives.

Analysis: enacting sustainability transformations

In this part of the study, I present different understandings of leadership as expressed in the in-
terviews with community members, structured around four community scenes that correspond to the
four analytical lenses: the individual leader, leadership through culture, leadership through process,
and leadership through integration. At the end of the analysis, I lift up insights from the four
community scenes to help articulate a comprehensive understanding of leadership as it is enacted in
Igiugig.

Scene one: the airport building—the individual leader. I step off the ten-person bush plane where I
spent the past one and a half hours flying from Anchorage to Igiugig in southwestern Alaska. I am in
a small, rural village off the road system, located where Lake Iliamna is “swallowed” by the Kvichak
River. It is early July and the small airport building is buzzing with life. The other passengers on the
plane, sport fishermen from all over the world, here to experience the phenomenal sockeye salmon
run, are greeted by their guides and soon rush off toward the river. In the summer months, the
community grows from 70 to 200 inhabitants, largely driven by sport fishing. I am here to talk to
Igiugig residents about transformational change and the kind of leadership that brings it about.

Igiugig has been in the news lately due to its sustainability work, especially in regard to renewable
energy. “I get asked for more energy related things than anything else that I’ve ever done,” says the
Village Council President, as we sit in her office, paperwork stacked high on her desk. She spends
much of her time applying for and managing community grants, from wind turbines to culture
camps. I am aware that she has received several awards in recognition of her leadership. From the
outside, it looks like Igiugig might be a one-woman show and that what is enabling this community
to become increasingly sustainable is the presence of certain individuals with extraordinary
leadership skills.

My conversations with other community members reaffirm the sense of the importance of the
Village Council President. When asked about the importance of passionate individuals for driving
change, a community member explains, “When they want something they go and get it. [The Village
Council President] is a good example!” Another community member similarly refers to the Village
Council President when she reflects on the importance of having a community vision to direct future
change: “The vision for the future is with the people that are playing the cards now, and that is [the
Village Council President]. (…) [She] has a drive like nobody else has for our village.”

The Village Council President is not the first prominent leader of Igiugig. A community member
who recently moved to Igiugig tells about the previous administrator who moved to Igiugig in the
70s and gradually took on a leadership role in the community. “[F]rom the stories I hear, [Igiugig]
was just, you know, a village like most other villages in the area. Nothing really to stand out about it
until [the previous administrator] came here and I think his passion and his leadership qualities
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[changed the village],” he says, adding, “You get an individual that is a good leader and inspires
people, so many things can fall into place after that. And people will rise up and live up to their
potential if they have somebody good to lead them.”

This sentiment is exemplified by another community member, who tells how the previous
administrator helped give her direction and supported her in getting a job, which in turn enabled her
to qualify for a subsidized home. “He told me in which direction I needed to go (…) So now I have
my own house!” A similar story is shared by a community member who came to Igiugig as
a teenager in order to live with relatives and go to school in the community. He says, “I came down
here and my outlook on education changed, because of [the previous administrator]. He was a really
good mentor for me.” Now, this community member holds a bachelor’s degree in engineering and
works with the community-based environmental consultant company. I quickly learn that the
previous administrator is the late father of the Village Council President, and it seems as if she is
carrying the leadership legacy of her father forward. In fact, she came back to the village after
graduating from college in order to take over the work of her father, who had recently passed away.
When asked about this, she explains: “Some people had said how the village would crumble without
my dad there, and I was like, no way! So initially it was to honor his name.”

It is lunchtime and the airport building is emptying out. Based on my conversations thus far, I
have gotten insights into a line of strong community leaders who are visionary and working from
a sense of responsibility for their community. This aligns with the first analytical lens, the
individual leader, that emphasizes the important of individuals with certain characteristics and
skills for leading change. Yet, as some of the community members hint at, the real “magic” may
be in the relationship between these leaders and the rest of the community. The Village Council
President is after all not working in isolation but is embedded within a community context.
What, then, are the practices leaders engage in to be able to lead the community toward
sustainability?

Scene two: the smokehouse—leadership through culture. I leave the airport building behind and
head down the dirt road. I walk past a few fallen down wooden structures; I have been told that this is
one of the oldest settlements in the Lake Iliamna area with the ancestors of Igiugig residents having
traditionally used it as a fish camp before they relocated here permanently in the early 1900s as part
of the semi-forced settlement process. Subsistence fishing is still of high importance to the people of
Igiugig, and during summer, everyone is down by the river where salmon are split, cleaned, and
thrown in a brine before they get hung to dry on wooden racks. After a few hours in the sun, the fish
are transferred to the smokehouse where they hang for three days in the smoke from a smoldering
fire, kept going day and night with small pieces of driftwood from the beach.

I reach one of the smokehouses where two women are in the process of hanging up their fish. I
start talking with one of the women about the importance of practicing cultural activities, such as
fishing. The conversation quickly returns to issues of community change, but rather than focusing on
any one individual, I get a sense that culture and cultural practices play a role in driving change.
“Well, I’ve seen communities where the young people are not participating in their traditional dance
and language and they get lost and then they get into drugs and alcohol and suicide. (…) When
they’re more involved they’re busy, they don’t have time to think like that.” This is not only about
staying out of trouble but also about knowing who you are. The woman explains, “[The knowledge
of the Elders is] the whole spectrum of our whole being and identity.” The other women supports this
perspective, adding, “I think if you speak your own language it connects you more to your ties of
where you’re from and [gives you] enough confidence and you can feel strong in yourself and [have]
faith that you can do it.”
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As I talk to more community members on their way to and from the beach, the importance of
knowing and speaking the Yup’ik language for both personal and community health comes up in
different ways. A community member who is involved in the community’s efforts to revive the
Yup’ik language shares that learning the language and the dancing makes him feel good and helps
him grow as a person. “[I]t helped me a lot, like I felt lost a while ago and just learning my language
and, I don’t know, it keeps us connected I guess.” To him, such efforts are the true reasons behind
Igiugig’s transformations. This is not just about individual health but has implications for larger-
scale processes in the community and beyond. In my conversation with the Village Council
President earlier in the day, she had reflected on the broader implications of the community’s Yup’ik
language program, arguing that speaking Yup’ik directly relates to the community’s decolonization
efforts. In this perspective, language revitalization is a tool for deliberately transforming community
systems.

Despite the importance placed on Yup’ik culture, some community members object to the idea
that positive change is dependent on such practices. For instance, one community member argues
that language revitalization is one source of positive change but emphasizes the importance of
respecting people’s differences, including different cultural backgrounds and opinions. She reflects,
“Everyone has a different opinion. And it’s about how you go about compensating that difference.
Are you gonna throw a tantrum or are you gonna talk it out and figure something out that’ll please
everybody?”

Clouds have moved in front of the sun and the bugs are out, chasing me away from my
comfortable spot outside the smokehouse. The afternoon’s conversations invite me to reevaluate my
earlier conclusions. Rather than leadership being about individuals acting on their free will, culture
and cultural practices take center stage. Leadership that enhances the well-being of community
members seems to emerge by way of engaging with Yup’ik cultural practices, such as language or
traditional activities. This resonates with the second analytical lens, leadership through culture, in
which leadership arises through the engagement of individuals in certain cultural practices, and
through the push and pull of such interactions. Yet, not everyone engages in Yup’ik cultural practices
or identifies as Yup’ik. Reflecting on my conversations, I wonder whether seeing leadership as
limited to certain practices overlooks the dynamic nature of change processes and leadership in this
context. Is there something more fundamental at play?

Scene three: the community fundraiser—leadership through process. It is evening and I have been
invited to join a community fundraiser at the school. The children have prepared food that they sell to
raise funds for an upcoming school trip to Washington D.C. The whole community is there, kids
running around, and everyone enjoying the food and sharing stories. I approach the Village Council
President and ask her to reflect on some of the perspectives I have heard so far. She rejects the thesis
that Igiugig’s transformations are due to her or her father, focusing instead on what guides her work.
“[T]he main drivers [of change],” she says, “[is] what the people want.” She tells about
a community visioning process they did in the 90s, involving everyone in the community. “[So],
when I stepped in in 2008 to be the administrator, I had a roadmap of all these projects I could go
after that had 100% community support, because it was the community’s plan.” Speaking of the
community greenhouse, she says, “it was a vision, it was a dream, everybody thought it was a good
idea. We went after it and it’s working, and it is improving the quality of life where we live” (Igiugig
Village Council President, 2017). Thus, the community moves from idea to practice through
collective leadership.

Several other community members identify the visioning process and the involvement of
community members in decision-making as an important reason for Igiugig’s success. To one of the
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high school students, who was a baby when the visioning process took place, it is important to
include all community members in such processes. “I think it’s good to ask the Elders first, when
we’re thinking about change and stuff like that. And it’s good to ask the kids, cause they’re gonna be
the ones who are gonna look after [everything] after we’re gone.” This indicates an awareness of
both past and future in day-to-day decision-making. Rather than any one individual or decision, the
practice of collective decision-making is highlighted as a driver of change.

The sense of change being enacted through the community as a whole extends beyond the
visioning process. I learn that all major decisions in Igiugig are based on consensus. A community
member explains the logic behind this process, saying, “We do things together. I’ve seen it quite
often where there’s something that we started moving towards and people weren’t comfortable and
so you backed off. And then you worked it through and it was kinda like, ‘so, let’s make this so this is
positive for everyone.’” Things do not always go according to plan, however, and several com-
munity members emphasize the importance of being adaptive and making things work, even if it
might look different than originally envisioned. A community member explains, “we do like to plan
two years down the road. But sometimes, you know, we’ll have a plan in place then we get to
a certain place and we’re like, ‘oh this might not work,’ and so we’ll have to improvise. So across the
board, I think we’re pretty good at handling whatever comes around, because we’ve thought about it
for the future but we usually have back up plans or, you know, someone is able to come up with
a quick solution.”

The crowd is thinning out and I walk toward my lodging. Based on this evening’s con-
versations, leadership hinges on the community coming together to create the possibilities for
positive change. Transformative leadership does not rely on any one person or type of knowledge
but emerges in the flow of day-to-day practice centered around collective decision-making and
coming together as a community. This relates to the third analytical lens, leadership through
process, where actors move to the background and process takes center stage. Yet, if leadership is
processual and emergent and not to be ascribed to any one individual, what then is the role of
distinct “leaders,” such as the Village Council President? Is there a way in which I can take all
perspectives and insights of community members into account, recognizing that all hold partial
truths and that individuals, relations, and process all matter for how transformations come to be
enacted?

Scene four: the river—leadership through integration. It is morning and I am scheduled to fly back
to Anchorage in a few hours, weather permitting. Even though the village is remote in terms of
physical distance from the urban centers, Igiugig feels incredibly connected. This is partially due to
the influx of people in the summer, but more importantly, it is due to the outlook of community
members who exhibit a deep connection to this particular land, its people, and history, as well as
a keen awareness of what goes on outside the community.

I head down to the mouth of the river. Awoman is standing at a wooden table deliberately placed
on the waterline, enabling her to stand on land while throwing fish guts back into the lake. She is well
underway with today’s fish processing. We start speaking about community visioning and the
importance of community members being on the same page. She reflects, “Well, sometimes we can
do things without the full vision, you know. I’m sure a lot of people don’t have the vision for what [the
Village Council President] has planned, but they can see enough of it to agree and (…) help and
move it along. So I don’t think it’s important that everyone has the full vision. But it is important that
we all have (…) the same trajectory going.” She emphasizes community visioning while also
pointing to the individual vision of certain community leaders, highlighting the importance of
aligning one with the other.
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Two more women join us at the splitting table. One of them says: “[The village leadership is] not
perfect but it’s pretty close actually. (…) I think that somebody like [the Village Council President]’s
vision for the future and the way she wants to steer things are really right on. I mean they’re in tune
with what the community wants and when she applies for something it’s usually not something that
just she wants really bad, it’s something that everyone wants to get on board with her about. So I find
that incredible leadership, I mean really good.” I ask whether there are ever conflicts about issues of
community development, and all three women laugh, confirming that there are. The third woman,
who recently moved to Igiugig, says, “The community as a whole is pretty like-minded. You know,
everybody’s got different opinions and stuff, but (…) from the youngest to the oldest, all get together
and like to discuss everyone’s futures.” The other woman clarifies, “Here in this village, even if we
really don’t care for each other a lot of times, we’ll all help, it does not matter who it is, everybody’s
gonna help everybody and nobody’s gonna starve.”

I join one of the women in collecting more driftwood for the smokehouse, walking along the
shore of Lake Iliamna. I ask her to help me understand the relationship between community leaders
and the community at large. “[Traditionally,]” she explains, “[leadership] was based on really
working hard and people [sharing resources]. The people who were usually in some type of
leadership were the ones who did lots and shared lots with everybody else.” According to her, the
influence of “Western’ hierarchical leadership has changed this somewhat, although Igiugig is trying
to uphold the Yup’ik values. “The act of trying to get some of that stuff back really makes this village
different. This village has always been (…) a village that progressively move forward, and actually
did a lot of the older styles of doing things, like helping everybody else.” When asked what defines
leadership in this context, she replies without hesitation, “It’s a way of being good to everybody with
whatever you’re doing.”

When we come back to the splitting table, another community member has pulled up on the
beach in his skiff, unloading more salmon for the women to process. I ask him about the thesis that
passionate individuals drive community change. He corrects me, adding: “passionate individuals
with knowledge drive community change.” To him, it is crucial that whoever is in a leadership
position is also embedded within the community and works to further the values of community
members. Only then can leaders “be good to everybody” and ensure that change is just and
equitable.

Two young girls on a four-wheeler have come to inform me that my plane has arrived. One of the
girls is wearing a sweatshirt with the high school tagline printed on it: “small but mighty.” The
statement reminds me of a speech the Village Council President gave recently at a Native Issues
Forum meeting, focusing on the current political and economic challenges of Alaska. In the speech,
she highlighted three key points for Alaska Native communities in the time ahead: keeping people
and values at the center, working for tribal sovereignty and self-determination, and electing the right
leadership to advance the vision of sovereignty. While it might be tempting for Alaska Native
communities to stay isolated in times of political upheaval, she argued that the exact opposite is
needed, emphasizing that, “Alaska needs all of our help. And this is our home and we’re the hosts.
And we need to be not only at the table, we need to be setting the table. (…) We’re thinking of
progress for the next ten thousand years. They need our stories, they need our vision, and they need
our helping hands” (Igiugig Village Council President, 2019).

On the way back to the airport building, my thoughts circle around the nature of leadership in this
community.While the sense of leadership as process remains, the perspectives shared by community
members this morning insist on bringing the individual back in. Leadership then seems to be a matter
of integration, with transformational change enacted in a continuous process involving individuals
acting in relation to the group.
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Integrating duality: individual-collective simultaneity. Throughout the four community scenes above, we
gain insights into the different ways in which leadership is enacted in Igiugig. For a comprehensive
understanding of how transformational change happens in this community, it seems we need to be able
to hold both the collective (in its broadest sense) and the individual in view. This implies recognizing
that the individual and the collective are impossible to separate and that what each individual does
matters for how the collective develops and how transformations are able to unfold. While some
community members are very important and individual drive and initiative matters a great deal for the
positive changes happening in Igiugig, there is an acute sense that these individuals cannot be separated
out from the community. Rather, individuals seem to operate within a collective field, defined by
community values and culture and influenced by both human and nonhuman phenomena (including
past and future generations). What emerges then is a process of “individual-collective simultaneity,”
where the act of relating becomes a defining feature of both the individual and the collective.

On a practical level, leadership in Igiugig seems to be about fostering a culture of alignment
between individual values and goals and that of the group or community while also ensuring that
there is space for individual expressions within that larger field. Recognizing that individuals and the
collective develop in relation to (or rather, within) one another, those entrusted with leadership must
care for both in a continuous dance. To simultaneously care for individuals and collectives is
challenging in the context of non-Indigenous society, where the view of leadership is based on an
understanding of phenomena as isolated and inherently separate. Speaking to this challenge,
Mi’kmaq scholar Doyle-Bedwell (2012, p. 193) reflects, “Our cultural values demand we work for
the whole within a dominant system that focuses only on the individual. How do we negotiate this
cultural conflict and develop skills to operate in both worlds?” In Igiugig, part of their trans-
formational work is negotiating this apparent conflict by bridging worldviews and continuously
translating an ontology of isolation into one of relation, and vice versa, honoring the partial truths
existing in both. Being aware of both individuals and the collective, the community works to enable
a process where the individual and the collective can contribute positively toward each other’s
becoming. This sentiment is shared among many Indigenous cultures, across Turtle Island and
beyond, summarized well be Yakama scholar Jacob (2012, p. 179) when she reflects that “strong,
communally oriented individuals make the strongest collectivity.” Thus, insights from Indigenous
leadership and from the community of Igiugig suggest that the individual and the collective are
inherently connected, or more accurately, they were never separate to begin with, and that this deep
connection is a key feature of sustainability transformations.

Discussion: bridging paradigms

The insights presented above as to the relational nature of leadership are to some extent mirrored in
the part of “mainstream” leadership research engaged with leadership “in the plural” (Denis et al.,
2012), presented in the introduction. Especially those theories that focus on practice and process
resonate with an Indigenous view on leadership. According to Raelin (2016a, p. 149), a practice
perspective views leadership as “a condition that is purely collective rather than a summation of
individual acts.”Rather than the relationship between “leader” and “followers,” leadership is a result
of collective action that emerges through discursive and material engagement over time (Raelin,
2016b). Thus, while individuals are still present in leadership, they can no longer be seen as
“containers” of leadership (Denis et al., 2012).

While there are some perceived tensions between actor-based and process-based con-
ceptualizations of leadership, as highlighted by Simpson (2016), some scholars within “mainstream”

leadership research are attempting to incorporate and expand the role of individuals within collective
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and processual understandings of leadership. For instance, instead of focusing on leadership as held
either by individuals or collectives, Hernandez et al. (2011) suggest focusing in on the loci and the
mechanisms of leadership in order to address the sources of leadership as well as how it is distributed.
They suggest five loci (leader, context, followers, collectives, and dyads) as well as four mechanisms
(affect, cognition, behavior, and traits) that together help to develop a more comprehensive and
integrative understanding of the leadership phenomenon. In a more recent contribution, Jones (2019)
draws on pragmatist philosophy and developmental psychology to explore the role of the individual
leader within a practice view on leadership. Aswith Indigenous leadership, Jones (2019, p. 563) argues
that culture is central when attempting to understand the role of leaders in transformations, suggesting
that “people do not become transformational leaders despite their social environment; but because of
it.” Taking these notions to sustainability transformations, Kuenkel (2019, p. 49) suggests that
leadership be seen as “an individual and simultaneously a joint activity aimed at bringing forth reality
and creating new circumstances at various levels, from individual to organizations to societal change.”
As she concludes, “this brings the relational aspect of leading into the foreground.”

These points of convergence between Indigenous and non-Indigenous approaches to leadership
and the potentials for transformation point to ways in which so-called ‘Western’ and Indigenous
ontologies might speak to each other. “Ontological bridge building” efforts matter for how we are
able to approach the wicked problems of the 21st century in ways that are equitable and sensitive to
different ways of knowing and being in the world (Johnson et al., 2016; Rout and Reid, 2020). This
is especially important in fields such as leadership research, where theorizing and conceptualizations
directly and indirectly inform what paths will be taken by organizations, communities, and nations in
attempts to move toward sustainability. As has been pointed out by numerous scholars, the en-
gagement with other ways of being that can inform humanity’s move toward equitable and sus-
tainable futures is something Indigenous knowledge and perspectives can greatly contribute toward
(Burns, 2015; Edwards et al., 2013; Gould et al., 2019; Johnson et al., 2016). In their meta-
theoretical review of wisdom and its implications for environmental leadership, Edwards et al.
(2013, p. 27) find that much sustainability research share several core meta-theoretical lenses with
Indigenous sciences. The authors argue that taken together, these can contribute toward a globally
engaged understanding of wisdom and leadership. Cajete (2016, p. 364) points out that, done well,
“Such an exploration may also lead to the creation of new paradigms that can move us collectively
and creatively beyond current paradigms of individualistic leadership to more communal and
culturally relevant forms of Indigenous leadership.”

The potential for bridging goes beyond leadership research and is especially relevant in research
and theorizing on sustainability transformations. For instance, exploring transformational sus-
tainability interventions, Abson et al. (2017) identify reconnecting humans with nature and re-
thinking knowledge production as central leverage points for sustainability transformation. Despite
the obvious points of convergence with Indigenous worldviews and teachings, there is no reference
in this work to such people groups or to Indigenous scholars making similar claims. This silence is
symptomatic of much academic literature (Todd, 2016; Watts, 2013), including the literature on
sustainability transformations. This is problematic, especially given the normative goal of much
transformation research to further equitable and just change that takes into account other ways of
knowing and being. Importantly, however, “ontological bridge building,” or “braiding work”
(Elwood et al., 2019), needs to be grounded in respectful relationship-building and be sensitive to the
pitfalls of exploiting Indigenous knowledge and perpetuating colonial systems of oppression
(Chandler and Reid, 2018; Chapman and Schott, 2020; Whyte et al., 2018). Thus, the manner in
which this work is done matters greatly for the outcomes generated (Gram-Hanssen et al., Under
review).
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For leadership research to contribute toward our understanding of how transformational change is
enacted and the role of leadership in this process, building bridges and caring for relationships are
important components for future research and practice. Such processes invite reflection on as-
sumptions as to how change happens, what agency for transformation is, and how it is activated
(O’Brien, 2020). Unangax̂ scholar Tuck (2013, p. 370) warns that “without making how we think
change happens explicit, we may inadvertently rely on theories of change that locate power entirely
outside our communities.” While this is especially problematic in an Indigenous context, due to the
colonial assumptions of power within much social theorizing (Tuck, 2013), in Indigenous and non-
Indigenous settings alike such assumptions risk leading to self-fulfilling prophesies of society’s inability
to enact radical and equitable change. The interrelated nature of individuals and collectives proposed in
this study will therefore be important to consider and explore further for the purpose of theorizing social
change, and especially in the context of enacting and supporting sustainability transformations.

Conclusion

In this study, I have engaged with different understandings and enactments of leadership in processes
of deliberate transformations in the Yup’ik community of Igiugig, Alaska. Rather than leadership
being either an individual’s ability to act or a process arising through collective action, I have
conceptualized leadership in processes of transformational community change as something that is
inherently collective and emergent while simultaneously being dependent on individuals “showing
up” in everyday situations and contributing with their unique skills and perspectives toward the
greater good—a process of “individual-collective simultaneity.” I have shown how a view of
leadership grounded in a process-oriented and relational ontology, such as many Indigenous on-
tologies, enables us to hold the collective and the individual together, acknowledging that they are
emergent and part of each other’s becoming. Leadership in this context is about performing one’s
individuality in relation to the collective. What sets certain individuals apart as leading trans-
formational change seems to both be an acceptance of the responsibility to lead as well as an
awareness of how relations matter for bringing about just and desirable change.

Drawing on decades of research on who leaders are and what they do, leadership researchers are
uniquely positioned to inquire into the enactment of deliberate transformations toward sustainability.
For such inquiries to add substantially to our understanding of transformation and sustainability,
however, it will be important to actively engage with the field’s ontological assumptions. This is not
limited to leadership research but is relevant for all fields and disciplines dealing with the question of
how to enact sustainability transformations. Becoming aware of and questioning assumptions about
how change is enacted is necessary if we hope to move beyond top-down sustainability. In taking
such an engagement serious, an important area for future research is the potential for different
ontologies to come together to inform and expand on our assumptions about agency for trans-
formations, with careful consideration to the importance of relationship-building in such processes.
While such ontological plurality creates tensions, it may be through holding and working through
such creative tensions that we can start to see pathways toward equitable and sustainable futures.
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Notes

1. While all Indigenous cultures have their own distinct understanding and practice of leadership, I use the term
“Indigenous leadership” in recognition that most if not all such understandings differ fundamentally from
non-Indigenous conceptualizations of leadership on several fronts (Warner and Grint, 2006), some of which
will be engaged with in this study. Exploring any one culture’s understanding of leadership in depth,
however, is outside the scope of the study.

2. Leaning on the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (United Nations, 2013), I
use the word “Indigenous” to refer to peoples of long settlement and connection to specific lands who have
been adversely affected by various forms of colonialism. Recognizing the risk of erasing differences in
culture and experience of such peoples, whenever possible I refer to regionally specific terminology, such
as Alaska Native or First Nation, as well as specific cultural groups, such as Yup’ik in the case of Igiugig,
AK.

3. Turtle Island is an Indigenous name for North America, found in the origin stories of some Indigenous
cultures across the continent. The name is used by some Indigenous peoples and allies as a way to reclaim
traditional place names (Robinson, 2018). I use Turtle Island here to signify my respect for the first in-
habitants of these lands.

4. Two quotes by the Igiugig Village Council President are taken from public talks. These have been referenced
accordingly.
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Abstract
Climate change has been conceptualized as a form and a product of colonization. In this perspective, it becomes important 
to base climate change adaptation and transformation efforts on decolonizing practices and imaginaries. A central aspect of 
decolonization is contained in the Indigenous conceptualization of relationality. Exploring how decolonization and relation-
ality might form the foundation for transformations research, we engage with the concept of ‘right relations’. In the context 
of this inquiry, we take ‘right relations’ to mean an obligation to live up to the responsibilities involved when taking part in 
a relationship—be it to other humans, other species, the land or the climate. We begin the paper by bringing together the 
literature on climate change adaptation, transformation and decolonization to show their interconnections and emphasize 
the need to engage with all three when talking about sustainability. Second, we invoke the idea of ‘right relations’ to address 
how non-Indigenous transformation researchers can further the process of decolonization as part of their research. Third, 
we offer insights from our own research experience with narrative practices to help exemplify how transformation research-
ers in all disciplines might embody ‘right relations’ centered around four characteristics: listening deeply, self-reflexivity, 
creating space and being in action. Embodying ‘right relations’ is a continuous process of becoming with no end point, and 
we do not wish to suggest that we hold the answers. Instead, we reflect on our role in this process and hope for these words 
to open a dialogue about how we might move towards a ‘decolonized humanity’. We suggest that willingness to be affected 
and altered by the process of reciprocal collaborations is key to imagining decolonial ways of being and that this in turn can 
be a powerful manner of generating equitable and sustainable transformations.

Keywords  Transformation · Decolonization · Right relations · Climate change · Relationality · Reflexivity · Indigenous · 
Narrative practices

Introduction

Climate change is a relationship problem (O’Brien 2020). It 
is the result of a certain kind of relationship between humans 
and Earth characterized by exploitation and a shortsighted 
focus on growth. Seeking to uncover the nature of this rela-
tionship, a growing number of scholars argue that climate 
change can be seen as a form and product of colonialism. 
They argue that the mindset that gave way for the exploi-
tation of ‘distant Others’ during colonization is the same 
mindset responsible for wreaking havoc on ecosystems and 
the global climate (Baldwin and Erickson 2020; Davis and 
Todd 2017; Dhillon 2018; Porter et al. 2020; Whyte 2017). 
This is especially so due to the strong link between colo-
nialism and capitalism, with colonialism paving the way 
for capitalism to emerge through the exploitation of natural 
resources and cheap or forced labor. Together, these two 
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systems enabled the extractivist and carbon-intensive econo-
mies that we know now to be the drivers of human-caused 
climate change (Whyte 2017).

Climate change has negative implications for the cultural 
integrity and self-determination of Indigenous peoples due 
to changes in the ecological conditions that support and 
evolve with Indigenous lifeways. This includes the necessity 
for some Indigenous communities to relocate due to climate 
change impacts, such as coastal erosion. Yet, climate change 
is not the first such disruption. Rather, from the perspective 
of Indigenous peoples across the world, climate change is 
the most recent chapter in a long history of environmental 
changes inflicted upon the world, and Indigenous peoples 
in particular, through colonialism. Speaking from the con-
text of Turtle Island1 (North America), Muscogee scholar 
Wildcat (2009) argues that current relocations can be seen 
as part of the third removal of Indigenous peoples by colo-
nialism; the first being the geographical displacement onto 
reservations accompanied by the destruction of ecosystems 
on which Indigenous peoples relied, and the second being 
the social and ‘psycho-cultural’ removal of children from 
their families and into boarding schools. Similarly, reflect-
ing on the dystopian climate change conversation occurring 
in Australia after the 2019 and 2020 bush fires, Gamilaroi 
educator and founder of the Australian Indigenous media 
organization, IndigenousX, Pearson (2020) finds that “it is 
not a different conversation than the one that Indigenous 
people have been having in various forms since the earli-
est days of invasion and colonisation.” The ecological and 
cultural footprint of colonialism is seismic (Davis and Todd 
2017). Potawatomi scholar, Whyte (2017, p. 154) therefore 
suggests that human-caused climate change can be under-
stood as an “intensification of colonially-induced environ-
mental change” rather than as a separate issue. Furthermore, 
he argues that underlying the ecological tipping points of 
biodiversity loss and climate change is a relational tipping 
point, which has already been reached (Whyte 2020). Tend-
ing to these relations is a prerequisite for tending to climate 
change itself.

Holding this perspective necessarily challenges the com-
mon framing of climate change as an environmental issue 
that can be solved by reducing greenhouse gas emissions. If 
climate change is a form and product of colonialism, then 
addressing climate change implies addressing continuing 
colonial relations. The increasing amount of research on 
climate change, much of which informs the debate about 
climate change solutions at the political level, generally 

has little engagement with the struggles of Indigenous peo-
ples, Black people or people of color (BIPOC). As a result, 
researchers who are unaware of the ties between climate 
change and colonization risk overlooking important entry 
points for solutions, or possibly perpetuating colonial and 
oppressive structures (Cameron 2012). This is not only 
problematic due to the harm it inflicts on Indigenous com-
munities but also because it keeps us scratching the surface 
rather than getting to the root of the problem (Davis and 
Todd 2017).

Transformation has emerged as a concept partially in 
response to the lack of action on climate change when only 
perceived through the lens of mitigation and adaptation. 
As the idea of transformation is gaining traction in climate 
change and sustainability research, it is worth asking how 
this concept may enable an active engagement with decolo-
nization efforts alongside efforts to halt and adapt to climate 
change. As with decolonization, the concept of transforma-
tion implies deep-rooted changes to unsustainable societal 
systems and structures as well as the underlying logics and 
values that help maintain them (Feola 2015; O’Brien 2012). 
Yet, as a relatively recent concept in the context of envi-
ronmental change, the lack of a clear theoretical founda-
tion makes the concept slippery and puts it at risk of being 
co-opted by other less emancipatory agendas (Blythe et al. 
2018). We are called to ‘act now!’ on climate change. Yet, 
how we embody and work with transformations matters for 
what outcomes we create. Thus, in the context of this paper, 
we are reminded that while decolonization implies transfor-
mation, transformation, as it is widely conceived, does not 
necessarily imply decolonization.

As non-Indigenous climate change and sustainability 
researchers with European and settler backgrounds (from 
Denmark, Canada, and Germany) who work in Indigenous 
contexts and from a feminist standpoint, we recognize the 
acute need for critical reflexivity of ourselves as research-
ers. A concurrent task is to be aware of how productions of 
reflexivity of non-Indigenous researchers can unintention-
ally overemphasize white voices in dialogues about decol-
onization. We wish to engage the role of non-Indigenous 
researchers reflexively and productively; our aim is to open 
dialogue about what transformation as decolonization may 
look like in a research context as a way to generate change 
in our own communities. While we believe it is necessary 
to embrace equity and care in all of our interactions, we 
especially recognize the importance of decolonial efforts 
from non-Indigenous people for society to successfully adapt 
to climate change in a way that centers equitable relation-
ships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. We 
recognize that decolonizing ourselves and our research prac-
tices is a journey without a final destination. Rather than a 
conclusive academic document, we wish for these words 
to express our commitment to embarking on this journey, 

1  Turtle Island is an Indigenous name for North America, originated 
in the origin stories of Anishinaabe peoples. We use this name as a 
sign of respect for the first inhabitants of these lands and as another 
step towards decolonizing our research.
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hoping for comments and reflections from Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous folks alike.

We begin the paper with a brief overview of the concept 
of transformation and its emergence as a response to the 
growing critique of climate change adaptation. We outline 
the challenges that exist when working with the transforma-
tion concept, emphasizing the added complexity gained by 
looking through a decolonial lens. Our main inquiry is how 
non-Indigenous researchers can work with transformation in 
a way that furthers decolonization by dismantling oppres-
sive systems in the communities in which we live and work. 
As a way of providing partial answers to this question, we 
turn to writings by Indigenous scholars, knowledge holders 
and allies who speak to the notion of what collectively we 
refer to as ‘right relations,’ a mode of being that is grounded 
in Indigenous ontologies characterized by relationality and 
reciprocity among both human and non-human relatives. In 
the context of doing research with Indigenous people and 
communities, we take ‘right relations’ to mean practicing 
deep listening, self-reflexivity, creating space and being in 
action. Unfolding what this mode of being can look like in 
climate change and sustainability research, we explore the 
methodologies of narrative practices drawing on our own 
research and activist experiences with Indigenous commu-
nities on Turtle Island (Canada and the US), exemplifying 
with personal vignettes from these endeavours. We aim to 
respond and contribute to the emerging work on the manner 
of how to enact transformations that are equitable, just and 
sustainable in our communities and in settings of knowledge 
exchange, hoping to contribute towards a deeper understand-
ing of the ‘how’ of transformation and how it links to other 
struggles for emancipation and freedom. We argue that the 
notion of ‘right relations’ can help us imagine what a deco-
lonial reality could be as well as the manner of how we may 
begin to create this collectively.

From adaptation to transformation

Recent years have seen a growing critique of the theorizing 
and implementation of climate change adaptation (Night-
ingale et al. 2019; Scoville-Simonds et al. 2020), including 
the tendency to frame adaptation as something both apoliti-
cal and inevitable (Pelling et al. 2015). This framing risks 
reinforcing existing vulnerabilities or creating new ones 
(Eriksen et al. 2021), while also preventing engagement 
with the root causes of climate change (Stirling 2015). With 
its emphasis on radically changing societal systems, struc-
tures and relationships, the transformation concept carries 
with it a promise of responding to the critiques of adapta-
tion: addressing climate change all the while moving the 
world towards equity, justice and sustainability (Kates et al. 
2012; O’Brien 2012; Pelling et al. 2015). The concept is 

increasingly moving into high policy forums and is becom-
ing a key feature of research and theorizing on sustainability 
(IPCC 2014). However, while transformation is generally 
seen to involve a fundamental change to a system, there 
is no consensus as to what characterizes transformational 
processes and outcomes (Feola 2015). Thus, the challenges 
outlined above are not evaded by exchanging adaptation 
for transformation (Eriksen et al. 2021). Many of these 
challenges are mirrored in how the concept of transforma-
tion is being applied in practice. Blythe et al. (2018) find 
that without a coherent theoretical anchoring and without 
addressing issues of power, the transformation concept is 
at risk of getting co-opted by actors that favor or stand to 
benefit from maintaining the status quo. The authors also 
warn against framing transformation as inherently good as 
this misses the many nuances in how such processes are 
experienced, including differentiations in terms of access to 
resources and decision-making that create distinct ‘winners’ 
and ‘losers’. In order for the transformation concept to avoid 
these risks, Blythe et al. (2018) suggest that transformation 
research needs to engage more directly with issues of power 
and resistance and with the pluralization of the transforma-
tion discourse, making room for different ways of knowing 
and being in the world.

These risks and potential remedies gain additional dimen-
sions when viewed in the context of decolonization. Espe-
cially the question of what or whom is being transformed 
becomes increasingly pressing due to the long history of 
transformational processes forced upon Indigenous peoples 
by outsiders, most of which did not leave the people and 
societies stronger and more capable of creating a sustainable 
future (Reo and Parker 2013). Many acts of colonization 
that are now recognized as cultural genocide were part of 
the perceived moral imperative to ‘Kill the Indian to Save 
the Man’ (Kimmerer 2013), justified “under the banners of 
science, civilization, progress, and protection” (Parsons and 
Nalau 2016, p. 93). Knowing about this past should make us 
cautious about the ease with which dominant society intro-
duces new ideas about (climate) change and transformation 
into Indigenous communities, no matter how ethically sound 
it appears to our current mindset, and even prompt us to 
question introducing these ideas at all. Yet the top-down 
transformations of Indigenous communities continue, also in 
the context of climate change. For instance, despite growing 
attention to Indigenous knowledge of environmental change, 
Indigenous knowledge systems are often “transformed to 
fit within the epistemological and ontological premises 
of western science” (Klenk et al. 2017, p. 2), informed by 
what Quandamooka scholar Moreton-Robinson (2004) calls 
‘the possessive logic of patriarchal white sovereignty’. This 
“colonial ‘system of cognition’” (Cameron 2012, p. 104), 
influences efforts to govern climate change in Indigenous 
communities, including the tendency to define Indigenous 
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peoples as inherently vulnerable to climate change and in 
need of non-Indigenous intervention to save them (Parsons 
2014).

While climate change presents us with the urgent need to 
act, including to adapt and transform, the process of identi-
fying challenges and possibilities for such transformations 
is inherently political and related to questions of power and 
sovereignty (Golden et al. 2015). Thus, while “colonial his-
tory is replete with examples of sweeping interventions that 
were justified precisely through their urgency” (Cameron 
2012, p. 112), our challenge is to balance climate change 
adaptation with transformations grounded in critical reflec-
tion and liberatory action. Parsons and Nalau (2016, p. 92) 
suggest that “The task of transformational change, there-
fore, lies in the intersections of histories, values, governance 
structures, and practices, all of which are bound up with 
particular expressions of knowledge and power.” And, we 
might add, all of which are further bound up in particular 
relations. Next, we turn to such relations in the context of 
decolonization.

Decolonization, relationality and ‘right 
relations’

The challenges discussed above suggest that the concept of 
transformation is in need of some critical refinement, ensur-
ing that its theorization and application furthers ongoing 
struggles for just and equitable change and avoids perpetu-
ating past wrongdoings. That is, a decolonial approach is 
needed to the theory and practice of transformation (Zanotti 
et al. 2020). For this purpose, we engage the decolonization 
literature more explicitly,2 focusing on the notion of relation-
ality and the idea of ‘right relations’. While decolonization 
can refer to a wide range of peoples, places and situations, 
we focus here on the Indigenous context of Turtle Island, 
while also noting similarities to other Indigenous peoples.

Decolonization

In its most narrow sense, decolonization refers to “the pro-
cess in which a country that was previously a colony (= con-
trolled by another country) becomes politically independ-
ent” (Cambridge English Dictionary, n.d.). Decades after 
the first ‘colonies’ gained independence, of course, the term 
is used much more broadly. For the purpose of this paper, 
we take decolonization to indicate the continuous process 

of recognizing and dismantling oppressive and exploitative 
relations between colonizing and colonized societies in ways 
that enhance the latter’s capacity to enact political and socio-
economic self-determination and support cultural integrity. 
In the context of Indigenous peoples and societies on Tur-
tle Island, the term ‘settler colonialism’ is used to describe 
“a distinct method of colonising involving the creation and 
consumption of a whole array of spaces by settler collec-
tives that claim and transform places through the exercise 
of their sovereign capacity” (Barker 2012). Speaking to the 
characteristics of the settler-colonial relationship in Canada, 
Dene scholar Coulthard (2014, pp. 6–7) finds it to be one of 
domination: “it is a relationship where power—in this case, 
interrelated discursive and non-discursive facets of eco-
nomic, gendered, racial, and state power—has been struc-
tured into a relatively secure sedimented set of hierarchical 
social relations that continue to facilitate the dispossession 
of Indigenous peoples of their lands and self-determining 
authority.” Seen in this light, colonialism is not a thing, but 
rather “the sum effect of the diversity of interlocking oppres-
sive social relations that constitute it” (Coulthard 2014, p. 
15). Thus, colonization of Turtle Island and its inhabitants 
is not only a historical process of cultural, and in some cases 
literal genocide against Indigenous peoples but a continu-
ous and contentious unfolding of oppressive and exploitative 
policies and sentiments from the side of the respective settler 
governments and some parts of settler society.

As the rejection of or antithesis to colonialism, decoloni-
zation has at least as many facets as does colonialism. Sium 
et al. (2012, p. 2) write that attempting to define decoloni-
zation is “a messy, dynamic, and a contradictory process” 
and that “despite our certainty that decolonization cent-
ers Indigenous methods, peoples, and lands, the future is 
a ‘tangible unknown’, a constant (re)negotiating of power, 
place, identity and sovereignty”. This focus on a ‘tangible 
unknown’ embraces creativity and uncertainty and “leaves 
room for dialogue and for dissent, as well as for coming 
together to each contribute to one another’s shared visions 
and goals” (Sium et al. 2012, p. 13). Decolonization then 
becomes a continuous process undertaken by people with 
intersectional identities rather than an end-point at which 
people and places have become decolonized. Taking the 
concept of decolonization a step deeper, it also refers to the 
unsettling of colonial mindsets and assumptions among both 
colonizing and colonized peoples and institutions. Such an 
unsettling requires that Indigenous worldviews, knowledge 
systems and paradigms are recognized and legitimized. 
Informed by Mississauga Nishnaabeg scholar Simpson 
(2014), Collard et al. (2015, p. 326) assert that extractive 
colonialism “implies attempts to erase distinct ways of 
bringing worlds into being,” and that “transforming these 
conditions requires political struggle grounded in decoloniz-
ing”. Decolonization then requires a recognition of the many 

2  There are numerous articulations of the struggle for freedom 
among Indigenous peoples, including anti-colonization and the more 
regenerative Indigenization. In what follows we have chosen to make 
use of the term decolonization due to its familiarity to a broad range 
of audiences, recognizing that there is no ‘undoing’ colonialism.
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processes of worlding that simultaneously exist: “Worlding 
practices bring worlds into being; different stories enact dif-
ferent worlds that may be co-emergent, partially connected 
or in conflict” (Collard et al. 2015, p. 328). Acknowledging 
the depth and breadth of Indigenous paradigms and world-
ing-practices is crucial in disrupting the dominant colonial 
narratives.

Relationality

Bearing this diversity in mind, a central aspect of many 
Indigenous worldviews and paradigms is relationality 
and the inherent connections between humans, other spe-
cies and the land. In many Indigenous cosmologies, land 
takes an active part in bringing worlds into being and is 
the originator of life and the source of language, stories, 
history and knowledge (Bawaka Country et al. 2013; Watts 
2013). Anishinaabe scholar Watts (2013, p. 27) writes, “Our 
truth, not only Anishnaabe and Haudenosaunee people but 
in a majority of Indigenous societies, conceives that we 
(humans) are made from the land; our flesh is literally an 
extension of soil.” This deep relationality has implications 
for how we relate to one another and how we view our place 
in the world. The Southern African notion of ‘Ubuntu’ (I am 
because we are), presents reality as comprised of relations 
between everything both living and non-living, including 
those deceased and those not yet born, and the importance 
of engaging in practices that honor those relations (Chilisa 
2017). Thus, humans are not detached from and somehow 
above the rest of creation. Rather, some Indigenous scholars 
represent humans as “respectful partners or younger siblings 
in relationships of reciprocal responsibilities within inter-
connected communities of relatives inclusive of humans, 
non-humans (i.e., plants, animals etc.), entities (i.e., sacred 
and spiritual places etc.) and collectives (i.e., prairies, water-
sheds, etc.)” (Johnson et al. 2016, p. 26).

Relationality also matters for doing research. Reflecting 
on the underlying assumptions of an Indigenous research 
paradigm, Opaskwayak Cree scholar Wilson (2001) empha-
sizes that knowledge too is relational, and that research 
implies relating to not only the research participants but to 
all of creation. Methodology, then, is not aimed at answering 
questions of validity and reliability but instead at helping 
the researcher ensure relational accountability. According 
to Gerlach (2018, p. 2), “relationality provides the neces-
sary epistemological scaffolding to actualize the underlying 
motives, concerns, and principles that characterize decolo-
nizing methodologies”. This is akin to Kenngeiser and Métis 
scholar Todd’s (2020, p. 385) suggestion of rethinking the 
case study as a ‘kin study,’ in which “more embedded, 
expansive, material, and respectful relations to people and 
lands” can be enacted. There is a substantial body of work 
on how a relational paradigm could and should translate into 

practice in the context of doing research. Here too there are 
commonalities across cultural contexts, although the specific 
concepts vary slightly between sources. Exploring common-
alities between a Canadian and Australian setting, Wilson 
(2008) offers the concepts of respect, reciprocity and rela-
tionality as foundational for doing Indigenous research. Sim-
ilarly, in an African context, Bantu scholar Chilisa (2020) 
finds that an Ubuntu-based ethical framework is informed 
by the coupled concepts of relational accountability, respect-
ful representation, reciprocal appropriation, and rights and 
regulations.

Embodying Ubuntu and/or relationality can be a way to 
step out of old allegiances and decolonize relations. Papas-
chase Cree scholar Donald (2012) argues in this context for 
an ethical relationality, one that “does not deny difference, 
but rather seeks to more deeply understand how our differ-
ent histories and experiences position us in relation to each 
other.” Rather than erasing particular historical and cultural 
contexts, an ethical relationality “puts these considerations 
at the forefront of engagements across frontiers of differ-
ence” (Donald 2012, p. 45). Seen in this light, decoloniza-
tion becomes a matter of relating differently, and from a 
foundation of respect and reciprocity.

‘Right relations’

Speaking to the above insights, some writers and activists 
have problematized the term ‘decolonization’ as part of the 
erasure of colonizer actions (Adebisi 2019; Landry 2018). 
Others argue that Indigenous communities need to focus less 
on what they do not want to be and instead create visions for 
what an Indigenous future could be (Coulthard 2014; Wilson 
2016). Through our experience in research and activism, we 
have heard the emerging term ‘right relations’ used orally 
and colloquially to describe the antithesis to colonialism. 
This conceptualization acknowledges that colonial rela-
tions must first be exposed and uprooted in order for ‘right 
relations’ to take root (Collard et al. 2015; Regan 2010). 
Thus, if colonization implies extraction and oppression, 
decolonization implies ‘right relations’ with an emphasis 
on respect, reciprocity and just actions. The term ‘right rela-
tions’ may be related to the central concept of ‘all my rela-
tions,’ which Cherokee scholar King (1990, p. ix) describes 
as a reminder of all the human and nonhuman relationships 
as well as “an encouragement for us to accept the respon-
sibilities we have within the universal family by living our 
lives in a harmonious and moral manner.” Similarly, writing 
on healing from colonial trauma, Haig-Brown and Lac Seul 
scholar Dannemann (2002, p. 463) identify respectful rela-
tions as “the basic value of indigenous knowledge.” Reflect-
ing on how ‘right relations’ is anchored within Indigenous 
worldviews and traditions, Ross (2014, chap. 3) argues that 
“traditional life centered on striving at all times to create 
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‘right relations,’ not only with people but also with every-
thing else that surrounded you, not only in the present but 
also in the past and future, and not only within the physical 
realm but within the spiritual realm as well.” Yet, “It is not a 
religious activity, not something separated from your every 
moment; rather, every moment is an opportunity to deepen 
engagement in right relationships.” ‘Right relations,’ then, 
can be seen as an obligation to live up to the responsibilities 
involved when taking part in a relationship—be it to other 
humans, other species, the land or the climate.

‘Right relations’ shares some similarities with the more 
commonly used term ‘ally’, used to describe the role of 
white people in supporting the struggles of freedom of 
BIPOC people. As the dialogue on allyship evolves, some 
contest the term because of its tendency to place responsi-
bility on the colonized (Pugh 2020). Colonization is not a 
mutual problem and colonial violence does not and has never 
originated from the colonized; it is the sole action of the 
colonizer. This criticism could also be directed at the idea of 
‘right relations’ if practiced from a mindset of equal respon-
sibility. However, in our use of the term, ‘right relations’ 
alludes to the assertion that uneven power relations can be 
changed, as in to right relations. It opens up and invites for 
non-BIPOC people to take an active role in this work.

Embodying ‘right relations’ in research: 
examples from narrative practices

The concept of ‘right relations’ is not only relevant when 
talking about efforts to decolonize certain societal struc-
tures and systems, but also when talking about global wicked 
problems, such as climate change. As argued in the introduc-
tion, climate change can be seen as a relationship problem 
(O’Brien 2020) and as part and parcel of colonialism (Whyte 
2017, 2020). In the second half of this paper, we explore how 
the idea of ‘right relations’ can form the basis for research-
ing transformations in a way that honors and supports the 
need for decolonization. Much excellent scholarship already 
exists on Indigenous methodologies and research practices 
(Chilisa 2020; Denzin et al. 2008; Kovach 2010; Ritenburg 
et al. 2014; Smith 2013; Wilson 2008). Rather than expand-
ing on this work, we draw on some of its insights to explore 
how ‘right relations’ might be embodied in processes of 
researching transformations.

Based on the literature and our own experiences from 
research, we have structured this section along four comple-
mentary themes that we take to be important for embodying 
‘right relations’: listening deeply, practicing self-reflexivity, 
creating space, and being in action. As a way of ground-
ing our inquiry in the context of doing research, we reflect 
on how these themes can be expressed through narrative 
practices, exemplifying this with vignettes from our own 

experiences engaging in research and activism alongside 
Indigenous people on Turtle Island (coastal and northern 
British Columbia, Canada and southwest Alaska, US) at 
various points during 2011–2019. As we do not report on 
the research itself but rather take a meta-perspective on our 
research practices, we do not include a methods section. 
Some of the methods have been reported elsewhere, see 
for instance Gram-Hanssen (2019). Importantly, we do not 
intend to present narrative practices as the only approach 
for researchers to practice ‘right relations’. Rather, we offer 
them as examples, sharing our own experiences with such 
practices.

Listening deeply

At the heart of ‘right relations’ lies the capacity and willing-
ness to relate respectfully. In a research context, we take this 
to mean the capacity and willingness to first and foremost 
listen: Listen to the perspectives, concerns and needs of the 
community in question and work to ensure that these are at 
the center of the research endeavour. In her seminal book on 
decolonizing methodologies, Ngāti Awa and Ngāti Porou 
scholar Smith (2013, p. 1) reminds us that the long history 
of extractive and exploitative relations between researchers 
and Indigenous communities has turned the word ‘research’ 
into “one of the dirtiest words in the indigenous world’s 
vocabulary.” Embodying ‘right relations’ means repairing 
this relationship. Deep listening and present, felt, engage-
ment are being called for as practices to build capacity for 
‘right relations’. Aspiring allies are being called to ‘sit with’ 
the thoughts, emotions and experiences communicated by 
people whose voices have been marginalized (Ariel 2017).

In this context, deep listening is different from active lis-
tening in that it goes beyond listening to the words spoken; it 
enters into an engagement with Indigenous paradigms, ontol-
ogies and epistemologies in a meaningful effort to think, feel, 
and act differently. Importantly, however, many Indigenous 
feminist scholars write about the imperative for non-Indig-
enous scholars to stay mindful of the issues of power and 
material relations in place when engaging with Indigenous 
and other non-dominant cosmologies and paradigms (Chilisa 
2017; Todd 2016). Rather than attempting to evaluate and 
translate such paradigms based on Western understandings 
of knowledge, an alternative is to truly relate to and learn 
from them. Deep listening can provide a means of doing so. 
For instance, Cruikshank (1990) writes about her experience 
of recognizing the incongruity in using Western notions of 
autobiography in a collaborative effort to capture the life 
stories of Yukon First Nations women. She writes, “From 
the beginning several of the eldest women responded to my 
questions about secular events by telling traditional stories. 
The more I persisted with my agenda, the more insistent each 
was about the direction our work should take. Each explained 
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that these narratives were important to record as a part of her 
life story” (Cruikshank 1990, p. 2). Critically reflecting on 
her own notion of autobiography, Cruikshank (1990, p. 3) 
locates connection as central to the form of these women’s 
stories: “Connections with people are explored through ties 
of kinship; connections with land emphasize sense of place. 
But kinship and land provide more than just a setting for an 
account, for they actually frame and shape the story”. Thus, 
through deep listening a different understanding of narrative 
emerged and altered the shape of the research created.

Narrative approaches can provide a way of expressing an 
Indigenous perspective through the resonance of words and 
their ability to evoke somatic and tacit knowledge. This in turn 
can contribute to imagining a decolonial reality (Regan 2010). 
Regan (2010) examines the profound potential for Canadians 
to engage with reflexive change following the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission (TRC) and the stories shared by resi-
dential school survivors. In response to the Indigenous peoples 
testimonies within the TRC, Regan (2010, p. 15) calls for set-
tlers to “bear ethical witness and learn to listen differently.” 
These ‘non-actions’ of bearing witness and deep listening 
make space for Indigenous voices to be centered and for the 
weight of their experiences to truly be felt by the listener. Sto-
rytelling is an inherently relational form, and thus can assist in 
opening space to be affected as listeners and for new realities to 
emerge. This is also the case in the context of research, where 
narrative practices can open up for community-driven and col-
laborative inquiries that are grounded in the lived experiences 
of those engaging in the research process.

Box 1 Storytelling as active remembering, Julia

During a visit in Sechelt I met Barbara Higgins, an Elder 
of the Shíshálh Nation. She is the rememberer of the 
Salish Nation, responsible for passing on the stories of 
her community. “I carry on the things that residential 
schools and the government were trying to numb down. 
I have written 250 stories. I have been an activator. I still 
have work to do, stories to write. I am needed here.” In 
our interview at her house she remembers when she was 
given this task: “I was seven years old when my Sechelt 
elders activated me as Sechelt rememberer. They took my 
trembling young body, hugged me and peered so deeply 
into my eyes, I felt the result of their scan on the soles 
of my feet, from the inside. They blew softly in each of 
my ears and said: ‘The Shishálh have been guarding and 
holding this land from long before the white man learned 
to count time. Now it is up to you to stand up for this 
land and our people.’” The visit at her house and the sto-
ries had a deep impact on me. My previously outlined 
interview-guide had become obsolete as Barbara started 
sharing with me her stories. Sunken in an old leather 
chair I listened to her words that seemed to come from 

a different place and time, carrying messages of time-
less wisdom. The encounter with Barbara radically 
changed my research practice with Indigenous artists, 
which from then on focused more on creating space 
and listening deeply. Instead of the researcher I became 
the learner.

Self‑reflexivity

The second quality of ‘right relations’ we wish to bring forth 
is self-reflexivity as a practice. The aim of such a practice is 
to uncover blind spots, question assumptions and allow one-
self to be affected, even transformed, in the process of engag-
ing with the world. Engaging the reflexivity that story offers 
is one potent way of moving towards a deeper and more 
embodied understanding of what a decolonial reality may 
look and feel like. Being reflexive about which stories we 
tell individually and as a culture can also be a response to the 
call for accountability. For instance, Syilx Okanagan scholar 
Armstrong (1990, pp. 234–235) encourages non-Indigenous 
researchers to “Imagine… courageously questioning and 
examining the values that allow for the de-humanizing of 
peoples through domination” and “interpreting for us your 
own people’s thinking towards us, instead of interpreting 
for us, our thinking, our lives, our stories”. Likewise, Regan 
(2010) asserts that before engaging Indigenous communities 
in any process of building towards the future, it is neces-
sary to confront and disrupt mythologies of colonial benev-
olence and to meaningfully engage as listeners willing to 
be affected by the truth-telling of Indigenous peoples. This 
involves critically reflecting on Euro-Western hierarchical 
belief systems, including the emphasis on individualism, 
which has come into focus as a key concept to dismantle in 
creating a decolonial reality (brown 2017). It also includes 
examining the assumptions of a binary relationship between 
“the superior European/Western knowledge and the irrel-
evant and superstitious knowledge of the ‘other’” (Chilisa 
2017, p. 814), while avoiding the temptation to integrate 
knowledges by subsuming non-dominant paradigms under 
Western ones (Romm 2015). Reflecting on the possibili-
ties for bridging knowledges in transformative education 
research, Romm (2015, p. 425) contends that the process of 
learning across well-defined boundaries can “enrich all our 
pathways into the variety of ways of responsibly practicing 
social research.”

When coupling deep listening with self-reflexivity, stories 
can inspire action. Regan (2010) suggests that a response to 
the generous sharing of stories from residential school survi-
vors in Canada is to both witness them and use the momen-
tum they generate to propel settler-Canadians towards 
accountable action. Regan draws on scholarship from Boler 
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(1999) that emphasizes the potentials contained within affect 
and emotion; our ability to enact change stems in part from 
our ability to feel. Receiving stories may connect us to a 
sense of purpose in carrying out the complex work of help-
ing to create a decolonial reality. Stories may also act as 
containers to bring disparate ideas together and envision 
new ways forward. Cruikshank (2000, pp. 3–4) highlights 
storytellers as using stories to “build connections where rifts 
might otherwise appear” and the power of storytelling to 
“construct meaningful bridges in disruptive situations”.

The act of telling or receiving a story can extend itself 
into fostering new enactments and ways of being. Engaging 
in story in a research process offers the opportunity to go 
beyond relating analytically and to understand story as an 
animate force that shapes our reality and to allow it to affect 
us in the places we inhabit as well as in our research.

Creating space

Embodying ‘right relations’ means not stopping at deep lis-
tening and self-reflexivity but taking steps to ensure that 
voices of oppressed people are heard by the world. Many 
calls for solidarity point to the importance of centering 
voices that have been marginalized (Spivak 1988). Recent 
academic works by Indigenous authors make clear the vast 
contributions of Indigenous thought in contemporary under-
standing of worldviews or cosmologies of interconnection 
(Rosiek et al. 2020; Todd 2016; Watts 2013). Crediting the 
knowledge of Indigenous scholars and thinkers is one way 
of creating space and centering Indigenous voices in trans-
formations research. For example, many post-constructivist 
concepts being used to describe the natural world, such as 
‘more than human’, ‘multi-species sentience’ and the cli-
mate as a ‘common organizing force’ implicitly draw insight 
from Indigenous thinkers and knowledge holders. The lack 
of appropriate acknowledgement is yet another act of colo-
nialism (Todd 2016), and part of the erasure of the colonized 
through the persistent devaluation of Indigenous knowledge 
within as well as outside of academia (Akena 2012).

Acknowledging and crediting Indigenous thought and 
language in academia centers the contributions of Indig-
enous thought systems in the work of transformation, moving 
towards a decolonized way of carrying out research. While 
still existing largely on the margins, decolonial scholars are 
increasingly showcasing ways to make room for non-dominant 
thought systems and paradigms within academic research. 
Bawaka Country et al. (2013), for instance, gave co-authorship 
to ‘Country’ in recognition of land as a co-creator of meaning. 
In an African context, scholars are increasingly making use of 
African philosophical traditions, such as philosophic sagacity, 
which legitimizes the wisdom of people without formal educa-
tion (Chilisa 2017).

Creating space is not only about making room for Indig-
enous voices in one’s own work, but rather using one’s position 
to create space for the people behind the stories and voices 
to step forward. Often the labor of raising awareness about 
marginalization and oppression falls on those who are expe-
riencing it. Therefore, amplifying the voices and stories of 
marginalized peoples, as well as the particular knowledge sys-
tems underpinning them, can be one way of creating space and 
engaging in right relations—recognizing that making space 
for others implies giving up some of the space we as non-
Indigenous researchers currently enjoy (Porter et al. 2020).

In a more collaborative vein, space can also be created 
through transcultural learning via art, story and activism where 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples can share knowledge 
and imaginaries of a decolonized reality. Related to this, the 
act of sharing a story itself is a means of creating space. As 
explored in the above sections, story creates space to engage 
different paradigms. Sámi scholar Kuokkanen (2007, pp. 

Box 2 The unfolding of a living story, Irmelin

During a visit to the Yup’ik community of Igiugig, 
Alaska, community Elders Mike and Dallia Andrew 
shared the story of starvation with me. The story came 
up in relation to Yup’ik values and how the younger 
community members engaged with these values. The 
story depicts a grim scenario of a ‘double winter’ in 
which all the common food sources vanish and people 
are forced to give up the values of sharing since every-
one only has barely enough to sustain themselves. An 
important component of the story is detailed descrip-
tions of where to find certain fish and plants that can 
sustain humans through this time. While at the time 
I could sense that this story carried a lot of signifi-
cance, it was unclear to me how and why. Different 
variations of this same story have come up in later con-
versations, and each time I gain more insight into its 
meaning and importance. As a living story, the story 
of starvation sheds light on the importance of reciproc-
ity, environmental stewardship, deep ecological knowl-
edge, resilience and adaptability among the Yup’ik. It 
emphasizes the importance of always being ready for 
what may come, assuring that community members 
will be able to survive as long as they stay connected 
to their cultural roots. A good story is one that sheds 
light on whatever question is asked, giving important 
nuance and linking past, present and future in ways that 
a straightforward answer cannot. While I have never 
attempted to analyze the starvation story, it continues 
to ‘work on me’ as it helps dismantle my preconceived 
notions of vulnerability and nuance my understanding 
of what resiliency and adaptive capacity really means 
in this community.
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425–426) writes about how the resonance contained in lan-
guage and the power of words has the capacity to shape real-
ity and how writers “rely heavily on the power of words and 
symbolic language just as noadiddit, shamans used to do. (…) 
We know that language is power through its means of creating 
realities”. Story has the power to open new emotional and rela-
tional capacities and ways of comprehending the world within 
the listener. In sharing a story, a space is created in which 
the listener (and the speaker) may come to new realizations 
or be affected by a transformative moment. In other words, 
sharing stories may act as a container from which change can 
emerge. By centering and amplifying Indigenous voices and 
acknowledging Indigenous language and metaphors in aca-
demia and beyond we open ourselves to deeper knowledge 
of our world and contribute toward dismantling the current 
colonial relations.

listening, reflecting and creating space are important, it is the 
‘backstage’ work of ensuring ‘right relations’. It is crucial 
that researchers step to the front of the stage to go from theo-
rizing and sympathizing to taking action. Gibson-Graham 
and Roelvink (2010, p. 342) argue that, “to understand the 
world is to change it. As a performative practice, academic 
research is activism; it participates in bringing new reali-
ties into being”. This alludes to the fact that through our 
research we either contribute to change or towards retaining 
the status quo. While this can feel like a heavy responsibil-
ity, it also presents a potential for decolonizing our practice 
at every turn.

One obvious way for researchers to embody ‘right rela-
tions’ on the ‘frontstage’ of research is through writing. 
Potawatomi scholar Kimmerer (2013, p. 152) says that, 
“writing is an act of reciprocity with the world; it is what I 
can give back in return for everything that has been given to 
me”. By being explicit about our commitment to decoloniz-
ing our own research and furthering the struggles of Indig-
enous peoples, we have the potential to generate change in 
our communities of practice. However, decolonization is 
about more than the written word, as it has material conse-
quences. Unangax ̂ scholar Tuck and Yang (2012) remind us 
that decolonization is not just a perspective or a metaphor 
that informs theory, but is deeply unsettling and requires 
an active dismantling of colonial power and material rela-
tions. As researchers situated within Western academic 
institutions, we have a variety of avenues for engaging in 
dismantling academic imperialism (Chilisa 2020), including 
through partnering with Indigenous researchers and practi-
tioners in our research proposals and ensuring that research 
funds go towards community research needs and supports 
ongoing emancipatory efforts. Importantly, this work must 
also translate into material terms such as making communi-
ties collaborating in research the holders of project funds.

Another way in which we can be in action is by way of 
where we move and with whom we engage. In conversa-
tion with one of the authors, activist and educator Libby 
Roderick emphasized that the work of non-Indigenous peo-
ple within decolonization may sometimes be different from 
how we imagine it. She offered that an action that is equally 
important as creating meaningful relationships with Indig-
enous persons and communities is to foster relationships in 
our own non-Indigenous groups or communities that allow 
for productive conversation, connection and healing, while 
furthering frank and deep assessments of actions needed to 
restore right relations with Indigenous peoples. She empha-
sized that without reclaiming our full humanity as and within 
settler groups, we will never be able to be ‘fully human’ with 
others. Fish River Cree scholar Hart et al. (2017, p. 334) 
share similar thoughts when they write, “Settlers can work 
in anti-colonial ways by educating members of their own 
group, challenging overt and covert colonial oppression, 

Box 3 Storytelling across generations, Nicole

While facilitating an intergenerational digital storytelling 
project, I had the opportunity to witness the ripples such 
a project can create. Nak’azdli Elders were invited to 
share traditional stories with students in grades five and 
six. The students then interpreted these stories through 
short digital videos with a recording of the Elder’s nar-
ration, some in English and some in the traditional lan-
guage of Dakelh. Hearing stories about the traditional 
territory of the Nak’azdli Whu’ten First Nation (in what 
is now known as northern British Columbia) created 
space for students, Indigenous and non-Indigenous alike, 
to understand this place differently and to make their own 
connections to it through digital images. For instance, 
one student filmed her footsteps crunching through the 
snow on her way home to illustrate a journey an Elder 
had spoken about. In watching her film, the weight of 
how rapidly this land has been transformed by industrial 
projects became clearer to me. At the same time, the stu-
dent’s ability to make links to the Elder’s narrative using 
her own day to day experiences- her boots making prints 
in the snow in the evening, the woods by the schoolyard 
- was moving to witness. I was struck by the resilience in 
the creative and imaginative ways these students made 
connections between past and present. Through storytell-
ing, new understandings, and therefore new possibilities 
for relating to and with this territory, were created.

Being in action

The fourth quality to embodying ‘right relations’ we wish 
to bring forth is that of continuously being in action. While 
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and supporting Indigenous peoples in acts of self-deter-
mination”. In ‘flipping the script’ and calling for members 
of the dominant group to educate ourselves on structural 
injustice produced by colonization we open space for per-
sonal agency in helping to enact decolonial change. Non-
Indigenous people may work to embody ‘right relations’ by 
fostering relationships within our communities that allow 
for healthier connections, generative dialogue and teaching/
learning practices on inequity and systematic oppressions so 
that we may collectively work towards a decolonized human-
ity. Again, in the context of Western research institutions 
there are literally ‘100 ways’ to engage in this work (Pete 
2016). This can include integrating decolonial perspectives 
in our curricula and organizing teaching and research activi-
ties on our campuses that involve Indigenous researchers and 
practitioners; thus making visible and audible non-dominant 
voices and bodies within dominant places of knowledge pro-
duction (Appleton 2019; Pidgeon 2016).

Finally, practices such as land stewardship and the expe-
riential learning of frontline activism are ways of being in 
action. Many traditional territories across Turtle Island have 
become sites of decolonial activism in the face of extrac-
tive industry. The act of bearing witness to a struggle or 
more directly, placing one’s body within sites of struggle 
in solidarity, may enact change on a material level. In 2016, 
Wet’suwet’en matriarch and activist Huson spoke about how 
the presence of non-Indigenous people impacted the use of 
police force in the struggle against Coastal GasLink: “If it 
was just Indigenous people here the police would have come 
full force, guns and all, and taken us out. But since we had 
non-Indigenous support they were reluctant to use overt 
violence because, truthfully, our people are not treated as 
human” (Gray-Donald 2016, para. 20). The occupation of 
traditional territories and resistance to extractive industry 
have also created learning sites where Indigenous peoples 
can reconnect to their territories and pass on traditional 
teachings. In the calls for solidarity from allies/supporters 
these sites have the potential to become spaces where ‘right 
relations’ are formed and decolonial ways of creating com-
munity can begin to be enacted, however imperfectly. In 
short, presence matters in affecting transformative change.

peoples from the plains. On the plains, buffalo were 
purposely killed off as a genocidal tactic. “Think about 
how different things would be if plains people still had 
the buffalo,” he said. Where he and I had grown up, 
the relationship between First Nations peoples to the 
buffalo was taught in school in the manner of a his-
tory lesson; something that only exists in museums and 
provincial parks dedicated to this memory. I began to 
understand then how culturally vital it is that these 
salmon are protected. Later that week when the tide 
was out, I and another supporter walked to the eelgrass 
beds on “Flora Bank,” a habitat for juvenile salmon 
migrating down the Skeena river to acclimatize from 
freshwater to saltwater before entering the ocean. Bear-
ing witness to this habitat under threat made it so that 
the struggle for cultural and environmental preservation 
no longer existed in only the abstract for me.  Partici-
pating in peaceful occupation of this habitat became a 
necessary act in embodying my values as a researcher.

Box 4 Knowing land through action, Nicole

Visiting Lelu Island in support of the Lax Kw’alaams 
Nation’s peaceful occupation of their traditional terri-
tory opened space for me to gain a deeper understand-
ing of the role of the salmon in Indigenous coastal cul-
tures and land rights activism. A Blackfoot supporter 
equated the importance of the salmon to Indigenous 
coastal peoples with that of buffalo for Indigenous 

Conclusion: informing the ‘how’ 
of transformation

Relationality is not just an issue to take into account analyti-
cally as we engage climate change transformations. Rather, 
taking seriously the implications of relationality imply that 
we strive to embody these qualities as we research and sup-
port transformations. Power, resistance and the imagining of 
alternative futures and ways of being, highlighted by Blythe 
et al. (2018) as central to transformation, are all at the heart 
of decolonization efforts. One central aspect of decoloni-
zation, however, which these authors have not taken into 
consideration, is the importance of relationality and how 
relations are perceived of and engaged with. According to 
Johnson et al. (2016, p. 3), taking relationality seriously as 
non-Indigenous researchers means that we need to “learn to 
see our privilege, our own context, our own deep colonizing. 
We have to learn to think anew—to think in ways that take 
seriously and actually respond to information, understanding 
and knowledges as if difference confronts us with the pos-
sibility of thinking differently”. Yet ‘right relations’ does not 
end with thinking differently but must result in also acting 
and relating differently.

Thus, embodying ‘right relations’ is a highly personal 
endeavor. By invoking this term and exploring how it might 
be embodied in research, we point to the possibility for and 
the necessity of researchers to engage with the deeper human 
dimensions when researching transformations. This includes 
looking at the intangible, unseen domains of life, such as 
beliefs, motivations, values, and worldviews (O’Brien and 
Hochachka 2010). Not only those of ‘the researched’ but, 
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importantly, also those of ourselves as researchers. The indi-
vidual and shared understandings and assumptions about the 
world influence how we perceive, interpret and construct 
reality and define what is individually and collectively imag-
inable, desirable and achievable (O’Brien 2018). This has 
obvious implications for how we conceptualize and address 
transformation and its relation to decolonization.

Committing to decolonization requires a process-oriented 
approach, involving deep listening, self-reflexivity, creating 
space and being in action, as well as a willingness to engage 
in discomfort and uncertainty. We argue that these same 
characteristics apply when working with and researching 
transformations; that in order for our engagement with the 
concept and its implementations to be furthering equitable 
and sustainable results we need to work from a place of 
‘right relations’ and be willing to be transformed in the pro-
cess. This does not mean that transformation and decoloni-
zation are the same, since transformation goes beyond the 
specific relations between the colonizers and the colonized. 
Yet, the theorizing and deep reflections from decoloniza-
tion can provide guiding principles for how to work with 
transformations. Based on these reflections, we therefore 
assert that just, equitable and sustainable transformations 
must include decolonization, and suggest that the concept 
of ‘right relations’ can aid in this process.

The work of decolonization and decolonial thinking 
and being has wide-reaching implications for our current 
moment, beyond how settler societies relate to Indigenous 
people. With a global pandemic, a lingering economic 
crisis, climate change-related disasters, intensified social 
unrest and profound responses from social movements, 
the power contained in our relationships to one another 
and the necessity of dismantling systemic oppression has 
come clearly into focus. If anything, our current moment 
shows that transformations are possible. Yet, it also 
becomes clear that there are numerous pitfalls inherent in 
transformations, and that the values and visions guiding 
these processes matter greatly for what outcomes are cre-
ated. Embodying ‘right relations’ may offer a productive 
and generative way forward in all of these contexts. We 
recognize the importance of staying true to the purpose 
of decolonization: dismantling the systems of oppression 
and dispossession of Indigenous peoples. Decolonization 
is not a metaphor for systems change more broadly but 
is tied to specific peoples and histories (Tuck and Yang 
2012). Yet the concept and practice of ‘right relations’ not 
only holds insights for how to generate respectful relations 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples, but can 
help inform a broader notion of how we might relate to all 
living beings, to the Earth and to ourselves.

The aim of this paper has been to inform the ‘how’ 
of transformation by looking through the lens of decolo-
nization and ‘right relations’ in particular. While these 

words present our thinking and feeling on the matter, we 
envision this article as a living document that expresses 
our commitment to embarking on a journey towards ‘right 
relations’. We hope the article will spark reflection in the 
reader and we invite comments, critiques and encourage-
ments from Indigenous and non-Indigenous folks alike.

In closing, we would like to echo the call for action 
made by Mississauga Nishnaabeg scholar Leanne Betasa-
mosake Simpson (2017, p. 9), who encourages us to “join 
together in a rebellion of love, persistence, commitment, 
and profound caring and create constellations of co-resist-
ance, working together toward a radical alternative pre-
sent based on deep reciprocity and the gorgeous genera-
tive refusal of colonial recognition.” Through such joint 
work, transformations based on ‘right relations’ might be 
possible.
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