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Abstract 
Indigenous food systems have been sites of 
deliberate and sustained disruption in the service of 
the settler colonial project on Turtle Island. The 
revitalization of traditional foodways is a powerful 
and popular means through which Indigenous 
Peoples are practicing cultural and political 

resurgence. We are at a crucial moment of societal 
reckoning reinforced by recent anti-racist uprisings 
and Indigenous Land Back actions. In this context, 
food movements have an important role to play in 
addressing ongoing colonial impacts on Indigenous 
food systems by supporting Indigenous Food 
Sovereignty as a way to advance reconciliation 
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between settlers and Indigenous Peoples. Since its 
founding in 2005, Food Secure Canada (FSC) has 
become a national leader in food movements in 
Canada and its biennial Assembly is arguably the 
largest food movement event in the country. 
Despite its sustained engagement with Indigenous 
Peoples and significant efforts toward inclusion, its 
2018 Assembly saw Indigenous people, Black 
people, and other people of color expressing 
important concerns, culminating in a walk-out on 
the last day. To understand how these events might 
guide transformative reconciliation in and through 
food movements, we analyzed 124 post-Assembly 
qualitative questionnaires, held 10 interviews, and 
analyzed organizational archives, in addition to 
conducting participant observation throughout the 
following year. This research portrays the actions 
taken at the Assembly to be a refusal of settler 
structures and processes, and the creation of a 

caucus space for Indigenous people, Black people, 
and other people of color as an act of resurgence. 
Engagement with FSC by a number of those 
involved with the protests throughout the year that 
followed, and the resultant commitment to center 
decolonization in FSC’s work, reveal the intimate 
connection between resurgence and reconciliation. 
These acts of generative refusal and resurgence are 
an essential part of efforts toward reconciliation 
without assimilation, aligned in a shared struggle 
toward the decolonized futures at the heart of food 
sovereignty for all. 

Keywords 
Food Movements, Indigenous Food Sovereignty, 
Social Movement Organizations, Reconciliation, 
Resurgence, Refusal, Settler Colonialism, Ethical 
Space, Organizational Development 

Introduction 
Food systems are networks of relationships, con-
necting different peoples to each other and to the 

 
1 We use the term land inclusively to refer to territory, soils, air, waters, and all the life they support. 
2 We use the word “settler” inclusively to refer to all non-Indigenous peoples living on Turtle Island, as proposed by Regan (2010) 
and developed by Lowman and Barker (2015). In using this term, we do not wish to reproduce a binary that centers whiteness to the 
exclusion of recent immigrants, Black people and other people of color; rather, we want to highlight that unless these peoples are 
subscribing to Indigenous laws and protocols, they are citizens of the settler state. 
3 It is to make space for the diverse sites of struggle of those most often excluded from white-dominated food movements that we 
refer to food movements in the plural. 

land (Whyte, 2017). Because all food systems are 
inherently land-based1, they have been powerful 
sites of interference and disruption in the service of 
settler colonialism (Leblanc & Burnett, 2017; 
Matties, 2016; Turner & Spalding, 2018). Food sys-
tems build interdependence across communities, 
and as such, they are also places where both resur-
gence and reconciliation come to life in practice 
(Coté, 2016; Delormier et al., 2017; Hoover, 2017; 
Jäger et al., 2019; Kamal et al., 2015; Levkoe et al., 
2019; Martens, 2015; Morrison, 2011). Food activ-
ist and scholar of community sustainability, Kyle 
Whyte (Potawatomi) (2017), describes this property 
of food as being “hub-like, in the sense of a cen-
tripetal force pulling certain people, nonhumans 
and ecosystems together in ways that promote col-
lective action” (p. 10). His work on Indigenous 
Food Sovereignty (IFS) movements shows that 
food systems engage Indigenous peoples and set-
tlers2 in relationships of interdependence with each 
other and with the Earth. 
 The social movements that coalesce around 
food engage these cross-cultural relationships in 
support of many social and environmental goals. 
Food movements bring together a diverse collec-
tion of actors, practices, and discourses which food 
systems scholar, Gail Feenstra (2002), describes as 
“a collaborative effort to build more locally based, 
self-reliant food economies—one in which sustain-
able food production, processing, distribution, and 
consumption [are] integrated to enhance the eco-
nomic, environmental, and local health of a partic-
ular place” (p. 100). While they have long sought 
more sustainable ways of relating to the land (Blay-
Palmer, 2010; Feenstra, 2002), in the past decade 
food movements have increasingly begun to ad-
dress social inequalities reproduced in movements 
that have been dominated by White, middle-class 
actors (Garzo Montalvo, 2015; Guthman, 2008; 
Kepkiewicz & Rotz, 2018; Matties, 2016; Moore & 
Swisher, 2015; Slocum, 2006).3 Food movements 
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provide particularly poignant sites for the work of 
reconciliation for two reasons. Firstly, we believe 
that the long history of colonial interventions in 
Indigenous food systems has left a legacy for which 
settlers must take responsibility. Secondly, food 
movements’ paired goals of working for sustaina-
bility on the land and justice between peoples par-
allels what political scientist James Tully (2018) 
calls the two interrelated projects of reconciliation: 
reconciling Indigenous Peoples and settlers to each 
other and reconciling all peoples to the land. 
 In this article, we examine how relationships of 
interdependence between Indigenous Peoples and 
settlers make food systems a potentially powerful 
site of transformative reconciliation, despite a long 
history of colonial interference. As White settlers—
a graduate student and food movement activist and 
two academic researchers, working for food sover-
eignty, we focus on communities of which we are a 
part, and to which we ourselves are accountable, 
focusing on a particular “moment of reckoning” 
that occurred at Food Secure Canada’s 2018 
Assembly and the subsequent response elicited. 
Food Secure Canada (FSC) is an influential 
national food movement organization in Canada. 
Although many, if not most, of the 124 Assembly 
participants who completed the post-Assembly 
questionnaire (out of about 800 total participants) 
shared positive experiences of the Assembly, a 
number of Indigenous people, Black people and 
other people of color4 raised significant protest, 
ranging from the disruption of a prominent public 
plenary to a walk-out on the final day, followed by 
two separate letters of concern sent by groups of 
food movement practitioners (Indigenous people, 
Black people and people of color). 
 At FSC’s 2018 Assembly, protesters refused 
what reportedly felt like settler-oriented structures 
and processes. In this article, we use this particular 
moment of refusal to gain insight into the chal-
lenges, tensions, and disconnects of doing the 
work of reconciliation. We understand refusal not 
only as the refusal of colonialism, but as the 

 
4 Where possible, we use the racial identity used by participants themselves. However, we use the term “people of color” for 
situations involving people of differing racial identities (who self-identify as being “non-white”) to acknowledge a shared experience 
of racism. In recognition of the prevalence of anti-Black erasure and the separate history of Indigenous Peoples, we specifically name 
Black people and Indigenous Peoples outside of this term. 

concomitant generation of a reality which centers 
the material and spiritual needs of Indigenous 
communities (A. Simpson, 2014) and, as such, as 
part of the movement of Indigenous resurgence. 
By resurgence we broadly refer to practices of 
Indigenous self-determination and cultural 
revitalization (Asch et al., 2018; Corntassel, 2012). 
Our use of reconciliation is in relation to the 
reconciliation of settlers and Indigenous Peoples, 
as well as the reconciliation of all people with the 
land (Asch et al., 2018). Using these under-
standings, we examine the dynamic tension 
between resurgence and reconciliation in practice 
at FSC. We accomplish this by first situating this 
particular moment in the context of food move-
ments and IFS. We consider the theoretical 
framework of resurgence (Alfred, 2009; 
Coulthard, 2014; L. B. Simpson, 2017) and how it 
is being enacted through the revitalization of 
Indigenous food systems, as well as the frame-
works of reconciliation (Asch et al., 2018; Regan, 
2018) and ethical space (Ermine, 2007). To show 
how this is happening in practice, we share case 
studies of the few food movement organizations 
who have, like FSC, attempted to bring reconcili-
ation to and through their work. After establishing 
this groundwork, we describe recent protests at 
FSC and their context, as well as FSC’s ensuing 
response. In our discussion, we identify resur-
gence and its assertion of difference as necessary 
to create the ethical space needed for recon-
ciliation to be transformative and avoid the pitfalls 
of assimilation, for which reconciliation frame-
works are often critiqued (Alfred, 2009; Ladner, 
2018; L. B. Simpson, 2017). Settler colonialism 
undermines the foodways of Indigenous Peoples, 
Black people and other people of color, albeit in 
different ways (Penniman, 2018; Wolfe, 2016), and 
the protests at FSC’s Assembly involved all 
groups. However, the limited scope of this paper 
and the distinct histories of and impacts upon 
each group limit our focus primarily to the 
concerns of Indigenous Peoples and, as settlers, 
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our distinct and treaty-bound responsibilities with 
them.5  
 For this research, we took guidance from the 
Teioháte Kaswenta, known in English as the Two-
Row Wampum, a treaty created in 1613 between 
representatives of the Dutch government and the 
Haudenosaunee confederacy (which includes the 
Kanien’kehá:ka, in whose territory the events ana-
lyzed here took place). The Teioháte Kaswenta 
outlines a relationship of two nations coexisting 
side by side without interference, but with mutual 
respect, peace, and friendship (Powless, 2000). 
Since its creation, this treaty has held enormous 
cultural, spiritual, and political significance that 
extends far beyond the Haudenosaunee to repre-
sent more broadly the framework for right 
relationships between settlers and Indigenous 
Peoples in North America (Hansen & Rossen, 
2017; Hill, Sr. & Coleman, 2018). We use the 
treaty here as a conceptual framework that makes 
space for both resurgence and reconciliation to 
coexist. 
 The protests at FSC’s 2018 Assembly illustrate 
the importance of working toward reconciliation 
in food movements; they also bring to light the 
discomfort and fundamental challenges of doing 
so. Because of FSC’s history of sustained, if 
fraught, engagement with Indigenous Peoples, the 
events at FSC’s 10th Assembly and the response 
thereafter provide a compelling opportunity to 
understand the challenges and potential of recon-
ciliation within and through food movements in 
Canada. The concerns brought forward reveal the 
intimate connection between resurgence and 
reconciliation, showing that the refusal of settler 
processes and structures to make space for 
resurgence can create the conditions needed for 
reconciliation as transformation, rather than 
assimilation. From this perspective, settler-led 
initiatives may need to make space for Indigenous 
resurgence not as conflicting with, but as part of 
the work of reconciliation. The lessons learned 
apply widely across community organizations, 
advocacy groups, and social movement spaces as 

 
5 Numerous Indigenous scholars and activists argue that early treaties between European nations (and later, the Canadian State) and 
Indigenous Peoples should form the foundation for renewed political relationships, a concept known as “treaty federalism” in Canada 
(Asch, 2018; Hansen & Rossen, 2017; Ladner & Dick, 2008; Simpson, 2008; Starblanket, 2019; Turner, 2006). 

well as public and private institutions working 
toward reconciliation and decolonization. 

Literature Review 

Background and Context 
Indigenous Peoples around the world have been 
practicing their own versions of food sovereignty 
for millennia. They have developed a wide range of 
hunting, gathering, fishing and cultivation practices 
that “have shaped, supported and sustained [their] 
distinct cultures, economies and ecosystems… [and 
are] based on [their] responsibilities to uphold 
[their] distinct cultures and relationships to the land 
and food systems” (Morrison, 2011, p. 97). Ac-
cording to Indigenous Food Sovereignty activist 
Dawn Morrison (Secwepemc) (2011), there can be 
no single definition of Indigenous Food Sover-
eignty (IFS), because it is based on processes 
specific to each nation: 

Indigenous food sovereignty describes, rather 
than defines, the present-day strategies that 
enable and support the ability of Indigenous 
communities to sustain traditional hunting, 
fishing, gathering, farming and distribution 
practices, the way we have done for thousands 
of years. … In this context, an Indigenous 
food is one that has been primarily cultivated, 
taken care of, harvested, prepared, preserved, 
shared, or traded within the boundaries of our 
respective territories based on values of inter-
dependency, respect, reciprocity, and 
responsibility. (pp. 97–98) 

 This description emphasizes relationships and 
processes, rather than end products. Through this 
lens, the devastating impact of the disruption of 
Indigenous food systems on Indigenous Peoples 
can be understood: while end products can be 
substituted, relationships must be nurtured, are 
specific to place, and are central to nationhood. 
Kyle Whyte (2017) compares such commodity 
products as commodity cheese, Spam, and micro-
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wave meals to traditional foods, such as Manoomin 
(wild rice) and sturgeon for Anishinaabek, and 
corn for the Diné to emphasize the importance of 
relationality. He argues that the long relational 
history of these foods /relatives empowers them 
to convene these nations for cultural, political, and 
ecological renewal in a way that other, imported 
foods such as commodity cheese or microwave 
meals cannot. He shows that food has value “that 
extends beyond its taste and nutrient content. For 
communities with comprehensive practices asso-
ciated with particular foods, immediate threats to 
those foods are also threats to the fabric of the 
communities” (p. 8). 
 From the earliest settlement on Turtle Island,6 
through to the creation of the Canadian state and 
its over 175-year history, colonial powers have dis-
rupted Indigenous food systems in support of the 
settler colonial project. Insisting on the relevance 
of this history to Indigenous food insecurity today, 
scholar and self-described “actionist” Joseph Le-
blanc (Anishinaabe) and historian Kristin Burnett 
(2017) point to some of the most damning colonial 
policies. The relocation and forced sedentarization 
of many communities, often on reserves distanced 
from their traditional territories, cut off or reduced 
their access to the lands they had cared for and 
which had supported them for centuries. The 
Indian Act of 1876, and its 50 major amendments 
over the next century banned important traditions 
central to Indigenous food systems, in particular 
the potlatch, and other giveaway ceremonies. 
Turner and Spalding (2018) emphasize that: 

an under-recognized function of the potlatch is 
its role in regulating resource use, production, 
and dissemination. In other words, the pot-
latch embodied a political institution that over-
saw and directed people's land use and occu-
pancy, and their proprietorship over lands and 
resources. (pp. 274–275) 

 
6 Turtle Island is a term used to refer to the Indigenous lands currently occupied by the Canadian and American settler states, making 
reference to Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe creation stories. Because we are writing in unceded Kanien’kehá:ka territory (part of the 
Haudenosaunee confederacy), we use the term here with the intent to shift the focus from colonial narratives of erasure to ongoing 
Indigenous presence and ontologies. 
 

 Residential schools, operating from the 1870s 
through to 1996, sought to restrict the intergenera-
tional transmission of cultural knowledge and prac-
tices, including language and foodways, and replace 
them with Euro-Canadian ways (Tait Neufield, 
2020). Although residential schools are now closed, 
this intergenerational disruption continues, with 
more Indigenous children currently in the child 
welfare system than at the height of residential 
schools (Kassam, 2017). To Leblanc and Burnett’s 
list, we add the explicit policy of Canada’s first 
Prime Minister, John A. Macdonald, to extirpate 
the buffalo population (Daschuk, 2013). Buffalo 
were a key food source for many Indigenous Peo-
ples of the Plains and central to their way of life; 
this policy had the express purpose of ‘clearing the 
plains’ of Indigenous Peoples to make space to 
expand settlement. For more recent forms of 
colonial disruption, we point to the impacts of 
large-scale development projects on Indigenous 
lands and foodways. For example, Thompson and 
Pritty (2020) document the impacts of hydro devel-
opment megaprojects on the ability of the O-
Pipon-Na-Piwin Cree Nation to practice food sov-
ereignty, and specifically to meet food security 
needs. Author Lee Maracle (Sto:lo) (2017) high-
lights how the genocide of missing and murdered 
Indigenous women, girls, and two-spirit people 
continues to undermine IFS, as these populations 
have traditionally been, and continue to be central 
to food systems. Priscilla Settee (Cree) (2020) ex-
pands this list beyond the borders of the Canadian 
state, arguing that the ongoing disruption to IFS 
stems from “the larger neoliberal socio-political 
systems that gave rise to the many free trade agree-
ments that currently dominate and set the terms 
and conditions for trade, resource extraction, and 
human rights the world over” (p. 215). 
 The impacts of these policies and actions 
weigh heavily on Indigenous Peoples. The recent 
First Nations Food, Nutrition and Environment 
Study (2019), conducted as a collaboration between 
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the University of Ottawa, the Université de 
Montréal, and the Assembly of First Nations, 
found that a full 48% of Indigenous households 
were food insecure, compared with only 12% as 
the Canadian average, with 77% of Indigenous 
households unable to access as much traditional 
food as they would like. Indigenous people also 
suffer from significantly shorter life expectancies 
and a disproportionate burden of chronic and 
acute diseases compared with non-Indigenous 
people in Canada (National Collaborating Centre 
for Aboriginal Health, 2013). The impacts on 
spiritual and community well-being as well as 
Indigenous nationhood have been particularly 
devastating. As foodways “form the basis for 
Indigenous individual and community well-being—
physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual—as well 
as Indigenous identities” (p. 94), Leslie Dawson 
(2020) connects the disruption of Indigenous food 
systems to social, mental, and spiritual intergenera-
tional trauma. Despite this heavy history of colo-
nial oppression, Indigenous Peoples have main-
tained their foodways and continue to adapt to 
changing realities (Beaudin-Reimer, 2020; Morri-
son, 2011). Indeed, foodways have become a major 
site of investment in the wider project of Indige-
nous resurgence (Kamal & Ithinto Mechisowin 
Program Committee, 2020), a phenomenon we 
explore further below. 

Resurgence, Refusal and Reconciliation in Canada 
Resurgence and reconciliation are the two major 
schools of thought with respect to Indigenous-
settler relations in Canada today, describing differ-
ent pathways to relational futures on shared land 
(Asch et al., 2018). Over the last two decades, these 
terms have become popularized, but also criticized 
in many fields, both in theory and in practice. For 
some, resurgence requires self-determination out-
side of settler structures and paradigms and is seen 
as a form of refusal: refusing the politics of recog-
nition of the settler state (Coulthard, 2014). This 
refusal allows Indigenous Peoples to turn inward 
for renewal and revitalization on their own terms 
instead of responding to settler agendas, structures, 
and processes (Coulthard, 2014; A. Simpson, 2014; 
L. B. Simpson, 2017). Political scientist Taiaiake 
Alfred (Kanien’kehá:ka) is a strong proponent of 

the return to traditional Indigenous values and 
governance with a clearly articulated separatist 
view: “If we are to emerge from this crisis with our 
nations intact, we must turn away from the values 
of the mainstream of North American society and 
begin to act as self-determining Peoples” (2009, 
p. xii). In her “radical resurgence project,” author 
and activist Leanne Betasamosake Simpson 
(Anishinaabe) (2017) describes resurgence not only 
in the negative terms of refusal, but also as being 
generative in its own right. According to her, 
refusal can shift energy away from Indigenizing the 
structures of settler colonialism to instead investing 
in the place-based values and ontologies of Indige-
nous nationhood. This rejectionist resurgence the-
sis may not be accepted by the majority of Indige-
nous people—Alfred claims that only 5% of Indig-
enous people embrace it (cited in Poelzer & 
Coates, 2015, p. 45)—however, it provides an im-
portant counterweight to the theories of reconcilia-
tion. 
 While resurgence must self-evidently be led by 
Indigenous Peoples, reconciliation is primarily a 
settler responsibility (Antoine et al., 2018; Asch, 
2018). The framework of reconciliation has re-
ceived significant national attention through the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada 
(TRC). Coming out of the Indian Residential 
School Settlement Agreement in 2008, the TRC 
published its final report in 2015, and has defined 
for many—Indigenous Peoples and settlers alike—
what reconciliation should look like in Canada. The 
TRC defines reconciliation as “coming to terms 
with the events of the past in a manner that over-
comes conflict and establishes a respectful and 
healthy relationship among people moving for-
ward” (TRC, 2015, vol. 6, p. 3). Paulette Regan 
(2018), a settler scholar and commissioner for the 
TRC, describes how the TRC expanded the scope 
of how it viewed reconciliation beyond the dark 
history of residential schools to “encompass the 
whole settler colonial project” (p. 211), as well as 
“reconciliation with the natural world” (TRC, 2015, 
vol. 6, p. 13, cited in Regan, 2018). 
 The framework of reconciliation has been 
adopted widely by public, private, and community 
institutions, but the differences in how it is applied 
have been a source of much contention (Asch et 
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al., 2018; Regan, 2010). Some proponents of resur-
gence argue that state-centered approaches seeking 
to reconcile Indigenous Peoples within the settler 
state are just another face of assimilation and ongo-
ing colonialism, and seek to reconcile Indigenous 
people to the settler colonial status quo (Coulthard, 
2014; Ladner, 2018; A. Simpson, 2014; L. B. Simp-
son, 2017; Starblanket & Stark, 2018). Others sug-
gest that reconciliation is a continuation of a long 
history of relationality between settlers and Indige-
nous Peoples and as such, it is congruent with 
Indigenous ontologies and practices and not neces-
sarily at odds with resurgent approaches (Asch, 
2018; Borrows, 2018; Ladner, 2018; Mills, 2018). 
Indeed, Native Studies scholar Gina Starblanket 
(Cree/Saulteaux) and political scientist Heidi 
Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark (Ojibwe) (2018) insist that 
reconciliation comes from the “resurgence of 
relational modes of being” (p. 178). Law scholar 
Aaron Mills (Anishinaabe) (2018) goes further to 
say that in their refusal to engage in relationships 
with settler society, those who espouse the resur-
gence paradigm can reproduce an ontological set-
tler form: disconnection. In their recent volume, 
Asch, Borrows, and Tully (2018) argue for a “trans-
formative” reconciliation, “empowered by robust 
practices of resurgence” (p. 5). They seek to do 
away with the binary between reconciliation and re-
surgence to show that resurgence is necessary for 
reconciliation to be able to meaningfully address 
the ongoing violence of settler colonialism and 
change the status quo.  
 To deepen our understanding of transforma-
tive reconciliation, we draw on ethicist Willie 
Ermine’s (Cree) (2007) concept of ethical space as 
a framework for enabling cross-cultural engage-
ment. Relevant to our discussion is Ermine’s insist-
ence that ethical space requires the recognition of 
difference without one trying to subsume the oth-
er. Ethical space, he writes, “is initially conceptu-
alized by the unwavering construction of difference 
and diversity between human communities. These 
are the differences that highlight uniqueness be-
cause each entity is moulded (sic) from a distinct 
history, knowledge tradition, philosophy, and social 
and political reality” (p. 194). This insistence on 
upholding difference explains in part the impor-
tance of resurgence for the project of reconcilia-

tion: resurgence strengthens nationhood, generat-
ing a place of power from which to establish rela-
tionships while resisting efforts at assimilation.  

Indigenous Resurgence Through Food Systems 
Indigenous Peoples are practicing cultural and 
political resurgence across North America. One 
key form that this resurgence has taken is the 
revitalization of Indigenous food systems (Kamal 
& Ithinto Mechisowin Program Committee, 2020). 
The popularity of this approach is widespread, 
manifest in the growth in associated scholarship 
over the past decade, principally led by Indigenous 
scholars (see, for example Bagelman, 2018; Coté, 
2016; Cyr & Slater, 2019; Delormier et al., 2017; 
Hoover, 2017; Kamal et al., 2015; Martens, 2015; 
Rudolph & McLachlan, 2013; Settee & Shukla, 
2020). Two studies provide a particularly helpful 
survey of the field. For her Master’s research, food 
activist Tabitha Martens (Cree-Métis) (2015) 
describes 24 Indigenous food initiatives in Western 
Canada. She uses a circle metaphor to describe 
four elements that she found to be key to IFS: 
history, connection to the land, relationships, and 
identity, all of which situate IFS very much in line 
with Indigenous resurgence. Scholar and food 
activist Elizabeth Hoover (Kanien’kehá:ka/ 
Mi’kmaq) (2017) similarly describes 34 IFS projects 
across the United States, linking resurgence of 
Indigenous political sovereignty with the 
revitalization of Indigenous food systems. She cites 
food activist Winona LaDuke (Anishinaabe) as 
saying: “you can’t say you’re sovereign if you can’t 
feed yourself” (p. 62). LaDuke’s assertion aligns 
with L. B. Simpson’s (2017) insistence that cultural 
resurgence is always tied to political resurgence. 
Simpson argues that the separation of the two is a 
colonial construct seeking to limit the threat that 
this resurgence presents to the settler state. She 
argues that “within Indigenous thought, however, 
the cultural and the political are joined and 
inseparable, and they are both generated through 
place-based practices—practices that require land” 
(pp. 49–50). 
 There are many examples of cultural and politi-
cal resurgence in IFS initiatives. Michelle Daigle 
(Mushkegowuk Cree) (2019) examines everyday 
acts of resurgence used by Anishinaabe in Treaty 3 
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territory (Ontario) to protect and renew their food 
harvesting grounds, waters, and foodways. She 
finds that this resurgence centers “Indigenous 
political and legal orders that, in one way, shape 
everyday practices of protecting and regenerating 
Indigenous foodways and, in another way, are sim-
ultaneously cultivated through food practices” 
(p. 2). Charlotte Coté (Nuu-chah-nulth) (2016) 
describes her people’s efforts to develop food poli-
cies that actively restore and strengthen their spir-
itual and cultural bonds with their ha-huulhi (ances-
tral homelands) as forms of decolonization and 
sustainable self-determination in practice. Aligned 
with Daigle and Coté’s work, Whyte (2017) shows 
that using food systems as a site for resurgence is 
common practice among Indigenous communities, 
describing the revitalization of Indigenous food 
systems as a strategy of negotiating settler colonial 
erasure for political, cultural, and ecological 
renewal. In applying L. B. Simpson’s lens to IFS 
work, these examples show that the revitalization 
of Indigenous foodways is both cultural and 
political resurgence in practice. 

Reconciliation Through Food Systems 
Compared with the rich scholarship on the revi-
talization of IFS, our literature review found the 
publications addressing reconciliation between 
Indigenous Peoples and settlers through food 
systems to be fairly sparse, generally consisting of 
case studies co-authored by the settler and 
Indigenous scholars and practitioners involved. 
Influential author and activist Dawn Morrison 
(Secwepemc) (2011) shares her experience 
developing the Working Group on Indigenous 
Food Sovereignty in response to the need to 
create space for Indigenous voices within the 
largely settler-led B.C. Food Systems Network. 
Morrison sees food sovereignty as a potential site 
for reconciliation as it provides a “restorative 
framework for identifying ways that social and 
political advocates from the settler communities 
can work to support IFS in a bottom-up 
approach” (p. 104). Levkoe, Ray, and McLaughlin 
(2019) provide another example of the creation of 
such a ‘restorative framework’ by sharing their 
experiences with the creation of the Indigenous 
Food Circle as separate from, but supported by, 

the Thunder Bay and Area Food Strategy: 

Considering the ongoing strain on Indigenous-
settler relationships in the Thunder Bay area, 
the Indigenous Food Circle presents a unique 
opportunity to demonstrate ways that food can 
be used as a tool for reconciliation and resur-
gence. The Indigenous Food Circle was built 
on the idea that Indigenous peoples should 
have control of their food systems and is 
rooted in the theory and practice of food sov-
ereignty, emphasizing self-determination and a 
re-connection to land-based food systems. 
(p. 11) 

 A third example of a promising approach to 
reconciliation through food is found in the Indige-
nous Foods Knowledges Network (IFKN). This 
network connects Indigenous communities to 
researchers across the Arctic and the U.S. South-
west to collaborate on research and community 
capacity-building related to IFS, basing their 
approach to working together upon the concept of 
relational accountability (Jäger et al., 2019). 
According to Shawn Wilson (Opaskwayak Cree) 
(2008), relational accountability reflects the central-
ity of relationships to Indigenous ways of being 
and knowing, and the responsibility of upholding 
good relationships based on respect, reciprocity, 
and responsibility. For the IFKN, relational 
accountability guides the ways that they gather 
(placed-based, hosted to the benefit of local Indige-
nous communities) and the ways that they work to-
gether (emphasis on storytelling, Indigenous ways 
of knowing, and Indigenous languages). Though 
their work is far from over and consensus on the 
way forward has not necessarily been reached by all 
involved, these three examples help give shape to 
what transformative reconciliation might mean for 
food movements. 
 In this context of colonial disruption to Indige-
nous food systems and its ongoing impacts, as well 
as the resiliency and revitalization of Indigenous 
food systems and Indigenous Peoples, we see the 
importance of transformative reconciliation 
through food, and by extension, food movements. 
We also see the challenges inherent to doing this in 
a good way that this fraught legacy carries forward. 
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As settler food movement activists and scholars, 
we turn to our own communities to take on the 
responsibility to address this colonial context  in 
the present and work to make our movements 
accountable to Indigenous Peoples as a foundation 
for reconciliation moving forward. 

Methodology and Methods Used 
This research emerges from our own positionalities 
as White settlers working for food sovereignty each 
in our own ways. Heather has been doing food 
movement work over the past fourteen years, 
during which time she has co-founded and co-
managed a cooperative vegetable and meat farm, 
coordinated networks of collective gardens, and 
co-managed a cooperative farmers market. This 
research was done as part of her master’s thesis at 
Concordia University. Monica has supported the 
creation of community-led protected areas in 
Eeyou Istchee through her research as a strategy to 
enhance Eeyou (Cree) authority over decisions 
about development while also fulfilling Cree 
responsibilities to care for their lands and waters. 
An ethnobotanist and researcher, Alain has worked 
to support the revitalization of Indigenous medi-
cines in Cree and Inuit communities, among 
others. 
 From these social locations, we follow settler 
social work scholars Susan Strega and Leslie Brown 
(2015) in their suggestion for academics to “reverse 
the gaze,” by shifting the focus from Indigenous 
Peoples themselves to the settler society and move-
ments of which we are a part. Our methodology is 
based on participatory action research (Adelman, 
1997) and informed by Elizabeth Carlson’s (2017) 
work on anticolonial methodologies for use by set-
tlers. We follow Kim Tallbear’s (Sisseton 
Wahpeton Oyate) (2014) call for academics to 
study the communities in which they are invested 
and for which they care in a process that she names 
“studying across.” This is very much applicable to 
food movements for us. We ourselves have strug-
gled to do our work in a good way and have been 
repeatedly confronted by our own Eurocentric 
blind spots. It is therefore with appreciation, care, 
and humility that we offer this uncomfortable and 
personally invested research. 
 Within this framework, we established a re-

search agreement with FSC in the fall of 2018. FSC 
has encouraged this work from its conception and 
participated with transparency throughout in order 
to gain a better understanding of the concerns 
raised and how to move forward. Our research 
received ethical approval from Concordia Univer-
sity’s Office of Research in February 2019, with 
certification number 30010746. Shortly after estab-
lishing the research agreement, the primary author 
analyzed the 124 responses to the post-Assembly 
qualitative questionnaires designed by the FSC 
board of directors (hereafter referred to as the 
“board”) and sent to all registered Assembly partic-
ipants (794 people in total) in the week following 
the Assembly. Of the 16 questions in the question-
naire, nine sought to unpack personal experiences 
and suggestions regarding the Assembly, and seven 
sought to understand the respondents’ identities 
and background experiences with FSC and food 
movements. We explain our methods in detail here 
in order to establish our method of thematic analy-
sis as being trustworthy, that is to say, credible, 
transferable, dependable, and confirmable, accord-
ing to Nowell and coauthors’ (2017) definition.  
 Questionnaire responses were anonymized and 
coded using NVivo software according to a modi-
fied grounded theory (Perry & Jensen, 2001) in 
which we used both deductive codes supplied by 
the FSC board for its own evaluative purposes and 
inductive codes generated through the analysis 
itself. Eleven of the 14 codes used focused on spe-
cific themes (subcodes in parenthesis): Advocacy, Com-
munication, Convening, Logistics (Space & Location; 
Schedule), Membership, Organizational Governance, 
Representation, Sessions (Facilitation, Format, Con-
tent), Sharing, Social, Safety (Accessibility, Accountabil-
ity, BIPOC, Decolonization, Gender, Microaggression, 
Racism, Tokenism). The remaining three were qualifi-
ers based on the researchers’ subjective interpreta-
tions—Positive, Negative, and Change—in order 
to get a broad sense of the strengths and difficul-
ties of the Assembly, as well as where respondents 
felt change was needed at future Assemblies. This 
initial analysis was the basis of a report produced 
for FSC’s board, co-authored by the primary 
author and Joyce Liao (2019), which was shared 
with all Assembly participants in November of the 
same year.  
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 To gain depth and a background perspective to 
Assembly events, we used the initial questionnaire 
coding, as well as the lead author’s participant 
observation, to guide 10 semistructured interviews 
with past and present FSC staff, members of FSC’s 
board, and other academic and community part-
ners (whom we will refer to here inclusively as 
“participants” to protect confidentiality). Inter-
viewees were selected initially based on their 
involvement with Assembly organizing and the 
events in question, and then through snowball 
sampling (Reid et al., 2017) as we were referred to 
others. Consent forms were shared with interview 
participants, who were offered full confidentiality 
(which most participants requested) as well as full 
ownership of their transcript and its use in accord-
ance with our research ethics protocol. We rec-
orded and transcribed all interviews, then read and 
sorted the relevant data into five codes and eight 
subcodes that we established inductively: Organiza-
tional accountability (Stakeholders; Process of accounta-
bility); Relational accountability (Enacting values; Per-
sonal work; Conflict; Consultation); Policy; Convening 
(Leadership; Capacity-building); Solidarity across 
movements. We finished with a second reading to 
ensure consistency in the coding process.  
 From this process of sorting both the ques-
tionnaire responses and interview transcripts into 
codes, we moved on to a thematic analysis to iden-
tify themes and patterns with which to structure 
our analysis. Guided by Aronson’s (1995) descrip-
tion of how themes can be identified from dispar-
ate data, we combined and catalogued the data pre-
viously sorted into various codes into recurring 
themes. The lead author’s own participation in the 
Assembly enabled us to begin with several pre-
identified themes, but most were established induc-
tively from similar experiences showing up across 
codes. After themes were identified, we grouped 
them into what Aronson calls “patterns,” which we 
triangulated to our literature review and by check-
ing back with research participants for feedback. 
These patterns are the three overarching concepts 
that structure the analysis we share below: refusal, 
resurgence, and reconciliation.  
 In addition to these two sources of data, the 
lead author conducted participant observation con-
sistent with what Adler and Adler (1994) call an 

“active-member researcher” at the 2018 Assembly 
and other public food movement events (22 events 
from October 2018 through October 2019). Her 
observations were informed by concomitant anal-
yses through her various involvements as partici-
pant, organizer, or volunteer. In addition to public 
events, participant observation at FSC consisted of 
three levels: (1) Meetings and discussions with vari-
ous staff and board members outside of formal 
interviews; (2) Reading newsletters and other pub-
lic communications (Facebook, blog posts); and (3) 
Reading internal notes and summaries of staff and 
board meetings. We used the observations noted at 
these events and from these documents to triangu-
late the questionnaire and interview data and the 
resultant analyses. In line with our constructivist 
orientation—that is to say, our understanding that 
“concepts, models, and schemes [are invented] to 
make sense of experience” (Schwandt, 2021, p. 
38)—we understand the themes as insights gener-
ated through our own interactions with research 
participants, with the partner organization, and 
with the events themselves. To validate our inter-
pretation of events, we shared drafts of this article 
with research participants and representatives of 
the partner organization, and with five participants 
and five FSC staff and board members contrib-
uting to the analysis presented here. The many 
complex experiences of Indigenous Peoples and 
settlers working together at FSC cannot be fully 
described in a study of this scope, although when 
combined the questionnaires and interviews repre-
sent a meaningful proportion of Assembly partici-
pants (approximately 15%). Nevertheless, this 
research points to important if often hidden 
dynamics to which we draw attention to help guide 
the unsettling work of transformative 
reconciliation. 

Food Secure Canada 
Food Secure Canada is a pan-Canadian alliance of 
food movement actors and organizations in Can-
ada. Its biennial Assembly convenes producers, 
community organizers, activists, and industry and 
governmental representatives, among others, from 
across the country in the largest food movement 
event in the country. The groundwork for FSC’s 
creation was laid in 2001 at the Civil Society Input 
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for Food Security in Canada conference hosted by 
Ryerson University in Toronto, where the need for 
a national Canadian Food Security Network was 
identified (Food Secure Canada, 2018a). After 
hosting its first Assembly in 2004, FSC was offi-
cially launched at the 2005 Food Security Assembly 
with the goal of bringing together “all the very dif-
ferent perspectives of groups working on food 
issues … to create a coherent food movement in 
Canada that could strengthen local projects and 
support a national food policy for a just and sus-
tainable food system” (Kneen, 2011, p. 80). FSC’s 
strategic plan seeks to mobilize and build the 
capacity of food sovereignty movements in order 
to engage decision-makers and affect policy at the 
national level. Throughout its sustained history of 
engagement with Indigenous Peoples and its signif-
icant efforts toward inclusion, tensions around 
governance, representation, and the sometimes-
competing interests of stakeholders, complicated 
by interpersonal conflicts, have co-existed with 
productive collaborations in an uneasy balance. 
These tensions came to the fore at FSC’s 10th 
Assembly in November 2018, forcing the organiza-
tion to contend with colonialism internal to the or-
ganization and to the food movements it convenes. 

Results: A Moment of Reckoning at Food 
Secure Canada 
Although FSC is a predominantly settler-run 
organization, it has prioritized working with Indig-
enous Peoples from its very beginnings. At its first 
annual general meeting in 2005 there was consen-
sus to focus on building relationships with Indige-
nous Peoples (Kneen, 2011). In 2009, an informal 
circle of Indigenous leaders, thinkers, and activists 
got together to convene discussions and ceremo-
nies about food sovereignty, often in conjunction 
with FSC’s biennial Assemblies. This circle also 
served in an informal advisory role to the organiza-
tion for almost a decade. While this group, known 
as the Indigenous Circle, was active, FSC provided 
logistical and occasional financial support. At a 
2016 strategic retreat of the circle, some of the cir-
cle’s leadership made moves to “constitute itself as 
an independent body, the Indigenous Food Sover-

 
7 Program available at http://archives.foodsecurecanada.org/2018.resettingthetable.ca  

eignty Learning Circle, with the aim of moving 
beyond an advisory role in FSC to an autonomous 
equal relationship” (Food Secure Canada, n.d.), 
although we were told by one participant that this 
was not a decision agreed upon by all present. 
However, due to a lack of financial resources, divi-
sions within the group related to internal govern-
ance, and estranged relationships between some 
Indigenous leaders and FSC, the circle has been 
more or less inactive from 2017 until recently. 
 FSC played an active role in the People’s Food 
Policy Project (PFPP) from 2008 to 2011. The 
PFPP was a grassroots process—initiated by mem-
bers of FSC, but remaining independent—to de-
velop a food sovereignty policy for Canada that 
mobilized approximately 3,500 people across the 
country (Kneen, 2012). The PFPP emphasized 
Indigenous partnership through a distinct, parallel 
process led by the Indigenous Circle. Through this 
process, the circle contributed the first chapter, on 
Indigenous Food Sovereignty, in the resulting pol-
icy document entitled Resetting the Table: A People’s 
Food Policy for Canada (Food Secure Canada, 2015). 
The PFPP was a positive experience of engage-
ment for several of the Indigenous participants we 
consulted. FSC subsequently formally adopted the 
PFPP’s proposals in their entirety as its policy plat-
form. During the 2013 visit of the United Nations’ 
Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, one par-
ticipant shared their appreciation for FSC’s efforts 
to uplift Indigenous voices. More recently, FSC has 
focused on improving the representation of Indige-
nous Peoples in the organization by specifically 
recruiting Indigenous board members, by hiring 
Indigenous consultants to curate and increase 
Indigenous content at its Assemblies, and by fore-
fronting Indigenous concerns in its public commu-
nications and articles. 

Food Secure Canada’s 2018 Assembly 
Inclusion and diversity were explicit goals held by 
both FSC staff and its board for their 2018 Assem-
bly. The Assembly is a major event—arguably the 
largest food movement event in Canada. The 2018 
edition hosted around 800 people, with a total of 
127 activities spread over four days of events7 and 
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three scheduled blocks where eight to 10 sessions 
were offered concurrently, grouped into 12 the-
matic streams. To enable participation from more 
diverse attendees for whom cost might otherwise 
have been a barrier, a full 30% of the Assembly 
budget was reserved for bursaries, with at least 
52% of total bursaries going specifically to Indige-
nous participants. The stream of sessions and 
events focused on IFS was the largest of the 12 
Assembly streams, and the only one for which a 
specific curator was hired (an Onondaga food 
activist and scholar). The Assembly also began with 
a Kairos Blanket exercise, an experiential workshop 
teaching the history of colonialism in Canada, and 
Indigenous presenters had an exclusive space 
reserved for a full day of networking. In addition to 
these efforts, linguistic diversity was and continues 
to be a priority for FSC, at least as far as colonial 
languages go. In fact, 55% of programming at the 
2018 Assembly was either bilingual or in French, 
with the balance offered in English. 
 In many respects, these efforts were successful, 
with several participants describing it as the most 
diverse Assembly to date; seven questionnaire 
respondents noted appreciatively this diversity. 
One research participant insisted that it was actu-
ally because the efforts toward inclusion and diver-
sity were so successful that longstanding tensions 
erupted to the surface at this particular Assembly. 
They told us that though present ubiquitously in 
food movements, “these tensions don’t come up 
very often because Indigenous people and BIPOC 
[Black, Indigenous, and people of color] just don’t 
show up because it’s not a safe space.” (Participant 
_02). For them, the very fact that these tensions 
came up is a good sign, showing that FSC’s efforts 
to increase diversity had been effective; so effec-
tive, in fact, that it was no longer acceptable to run 
an Assembly in the same ways as for a mostly 
White, settler audience. 
 The post-Assembly questionnaire showed that 
many respondents had overall positive experiences 
at the Assembly (52 of 124 respondents). Apprecia-
tion was shared for the opportunity to network 
with others from across the country and to share 
strategies and hear different perspectives (10 
respondents). Many participants (14 respondents) 
noted that the Assembly helped them understand 

the impacts of systemic racism in food systems and 
increased their awareness about Indigenous food 
issues (10 respondents). Alongside these positive 
experiences, a significant number of respondents 
shared experiences of racism, marginalization, and 
feeling unsafe (23 respondents). Five respondents 
decried the exhausting and extractive experience of 
Indigenous people, Black people, and other people 
of color presenting at the Assembly who felt that 
they were expected to retell their painful experi-
ences with food and colonization to a mostly 
White audience. Four respondents commented that 
there was a siloing of Indigenous concerns and that 
most panels tended to ignore how their content 
intersected with colonialism. Five respondents 
expressed concern that communities were being 
discussed without the opportunity to represent 
themselves. One participant denounced the Assem-
bly’s refusal to accommodate Indigenous diets 
through offering entirely vegan meals (chosen by 
staff in recognition of the environmental impact of 
meat), causing at least three Indigenous people to 
source more culturally appropriate foods (i.e. meat) 
elsewhere. 
 The ways in which racism and colonialism 
were present at the Assembly are in no way unique; 
as two participants pointed out, they were a spe-
cific manifestation of systemic patterns present 
across food movements in their experiences. A 
member of Meal Exchange’s Racialized Student 
Caucus told us that in their experience, “the to-
kenizing of BIPOC folks [in food movements], it’s 
a continual thing. I think because it was bigger—I 
mean it was gathering people on a national scale—
that it [tokenism] was painfully obvious to some 
people, but not a rare occurrence I would say” 
(Participant_04). Another participant shared a 
related experience of tokenism and told us that “we 
deal with this on a daily basis at work. I work for 
an environmental organization—it’s a constant 
problem. We're still a mostly White organization 
doing White environmentalism which is based on 
settler colonialism. I deal with agriculture which is 
fundamentally about land. This is all over the 
place” (Participant_07). 
 The Assembly was a valuable space of learning 
for settlers in particular; this learning became 
unsettling—in both the sense of emotional discom-
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fort as well as in the sense of challenging to settler 
colonization—for some through two significant 
public protests. In the first, an Indigenous woman 
interrupted the public plenary on IFS to insist that 
the long-seated conflict between settler farmers 
and Indigenous Peoples needed to be addressed 
before these groups could work together as part of 
a same movement. While this was a very impactful 
intervention, it did not represent an approach that 
all Indigenous Assembly participants supported. 
Two Indigenous research participants described 
how much effort went into organizing that plenary 
in order to hold that very conversation in a way 
that non-Indigenous Assembly participants could 
receive. As one told us, “to come out in this call-
out framing to say ‘You all, how dare you?’… You 
know, people were already in tears during the 
panel. We’d already gotten to that space in a more 
articulate way” (Participant_03). 
 In the second significant protest, a group of 
about 15 people—food movement leaders that 
were Indigenous, Black, and people of color, and 
their allies—walked out on the final day of the 
Assembly. After three days’ immersion in what 
protesters described as a white settler-oriented 
event, these food movement leaders refused to 
offer their scheduled workshops or talks, they 
refused to participate in the day’s schedule, and 
they refused to continue to bear the burden of 
change. Leaving the Assembly in protest, they 
reconvened elsewhere to create a caucus space to 
connect to others who shared some of their experi-
ences and build relationships of support with men-
tors and allies in a way that they felt the Assembly 
had not enabled. 

Marginalization at the Assembly and in the Organization 
The creation of this alternate space responded to 
the sentiment expressed to us by five research par-
ticipants that despite the diversity of Assembly par-
ticipants, elements of the event still catered to a 
White, settler audience. Accordingly, we were told 
that this spoke to a wider tendency by FSC to mar-
ginalize Indigenous people, Black people, and 
other people of color in their work. One Indige-
nous participant put it this way: “If they’re only 
going to represent the food movement of upper 
middle-class White neighborhoods, then just say 

so. Stop telling people that you’re representing 
people who are hungry in my community” 
(Participant_01). Another Indigenous participant 
explained that, in their experience, it seemed that 
FSC prioritized their relationship with federal offi-
cials over them and other Indigenous People and 
dismissed concerns that they raised. They went on 
to insist that making space for the concerns of 
Indigenous Peoples is necessary for the organiza-
tion: “It’s these relations that empower that organi-
zation to even come close to saying ‘We're the 
voice for the movement’ or ‘We’re a legitimate 
community entity’” (Participant_03). 
 This perceived dismissal of concerns by FSC 
and the conflicting interests of some of its stake-
holders have undermined relations with the Indige-
nous Circle, contributing to feelings of marginaliza-
tion. Listing four Indigenous leaders doing food 
sovereignty work, one participant told us that “all 
of those relations are strained, from that act of 
respecting our knowledge base when it was com-
fortable and then when it was something uncom-
fortable, seeing it as conflict” (Participant_03). One 
Indigenous participant told us how this pattern 
leads them to self-censor and not bring up their 
concerns: “It’s painful and I just have to shut my 
mouth and not look like an irate Indian” 
(Participant_05). 
 In the context of these estranged relationships, 
although the walk-out during the Assembly’s final 
day was unexpected, it was understandable to every 
research participant we consulted. For some partic-
ipants with a long-term involvement in FSC, it was 
consistent with past dynamics; for some new to 
FSC, their experiences at the Assembly were 
enough to explain the need to walk-out. The pro-
tests at the Assembly brought these issues up in a 
way that could not be ignored; the public nature of 
these protests insisted on a public reckoning. One 
participant told us that in order to maintain legiti-
macy as a national food movement organization, 
FSC needs to contend with the limits of its 
approach to inclusion and reorient itself to center 
reconciliation and anti-racism at the heart of all of 
its work.  

Centering Reconciliation 
In numerous communications and events since the 
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Assembly, it appears that FSC is indeed in a pro-
cess of reorientation. For example, in a letter writ-
ten to all Assembly participants immediately fol-
lowing the event, FSC’s board wrote that ‘disman-
tling systems that perpetuate inequality and dis-
crimination should not be understood as additional 
work for the food movement; as a Board and 
organization we recognize that this is the work” 
(Food Secure Canada, 2018b, emphasis in original). 
It is notable that refusal and resurgence were not 
named explicitly by any research participants, nor 
addressed in any events we attended. Reconcilia-
tion, on the other hand, was discussed by three 
participants and named explicitly as a goal at FSC’s 
2019 annual general assembly. 
 Getting to this point has been a process that 
has evolved throughout our research timeframe 
and is still in evolution. In a second letter, sent to 
all Assembly participants exactly one year after the 
first, FSC’s board and executive director offered an 
explicit apology ‘for creating an assembly where 
people felt unheard, hurt, and unsafe’ (Food Secure 
Canada, 2019) and shared some of the work being 
done to address the issues raised. This work has 
included meeting individually with many of those 
who raised concerns and in wider stakeholder 
meetings to document and unpack issues stemming 
from the Assembly, and from collaboration with 
FSC more broadly. This work has also included 
several board meetings to explore using reconcilia-
tion and responsibility to relationships as a guide 
for all of FSC’s work, as outlined by the Indige-
nous Circle in the People’s Food Policy Project 
(2015). Education at both personal and organiza-

 
8 In November 2020, after this paper had been submitted for publication, FSC hosted its first major gathering since the 2018 
Assembly, which the primary author attended, along with over 1,200 other participants—50% more than in 2018. It was held entirely 
online and consisted of 19 events spread over five days. According to Gisèle Yasmeen, FSC’s current executive director, the gathering 
had three objectives: (1) Build consciousness and capacity for anti-racist and decolonized approaches in food systems work; (2) 
strengthen allyship within the food movement; and (3) showcase the work of Indigenous, Black, and racialized food leaders. Although 
an evaluation by participants and a formal analysis of the event’s impacts still needs to be done, the organizational learning and 
structural and procedural change underway at FSC were evident. Rather than two isolated streams among many in 2018, racial justice 
and decolonization were central to every event, whether it was the specific topic of discussion or the lens through which food system 
issues and practices were discussed. Although the gathering events mostly retained a panel-discussion format, opportunities for 
personal reflection were built into the program, separate spaces were created for Indigenous and Black people to debrief and discuss, 
and individual therapy sessions were offered to all. A number of those involved with protests in 2018 were present, including one who 
expressed gratification, saying that although she has worked with FSC for over 15 years, FSC has finally “stepped up” and “did a great 
job in organizing this gathering in a way that meaningfully centers our experiences.” She insisted, however, that there is still more 
work to do at the organizational level, in particular adhering to the terms of reference for engagement created by the Indigenous 
Circle in 2016. For this person, FSC could show a path to the rest of society as to how ethical engagement could go. 

tional levels is a key component of the work, and 
FSC is implementing more dedicated anti-oppres-
sion trainings for staff, as well as continuing to 
learn through readings, discussions, and events.  
 Structural changes to the organization are also 
in the works. Board members and staff have 
insisted that the 2018 Assembly will be the last of 
its kind, and that going forward the organization 
will prioritize smaller, more regional meetings, 
including appropriate gatherings focused on Indig-
enous concerns. Additionally, these gatherings 
would seek to provide more space for discussions, 
rather than the academic panel format that has pre-
viously dominated not only FSC Assemblies, but 
many conferences in the West.8 There is also a 
commitment to restructure the organization’s gov-
ernance to center the experiences of, and relation-
ships with, Indigenous Peoples, Black people, and 
other people of color. FSC has proposed the crea-
tion of an Anti-Racist Advisory, subject to available 
resources, and is supporting the re-emergence of 
the Indigenous Circle; both initiatives are part of a 
larger exploration into the possibility of a new 
cross-cultural governance framework for the 
organization. Since the 2018 Assembly, FSC has 
been supporting leaders from Indigenous commu-
nities in their efforts to reconvene the circle, bol-
stered by the renewal of relationships and new con-
nections that the walk-out enabled. In addition to 
personal engagement with a number of those 
involved, FSC’s support for the circle has included 
funding to send its Indigenous board members (as 
well as potentially other members of the circle) to 
participate in regional IFS gatherings. Two Indige-
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nous members of the board also supported the cir-
cle in convening a formal gathering that was slated 
for August 2020. The board acknowledges the 
need to shift power in its governance model and is 
working to understand what ethical space could 
look like in this context. Rather than rush to bring 
in “settler solutions-oriented thinking” (Partici-
pant_08), the board is taking the time to restore 
relationships with the Indigenous Circle in order to 
seek guidance on how governance could be shared 
in a good way. 
 For one Indigenous participant, cogovernance 
with Indigenous people is the change that will 
allow FSC to meaningfully translate its talk of rec-
onciliation and decolonization into action. This 
participant suggested that cogovernance of the 
organization would be a recognition of and com-
mitment to “the primary relationship that gave 
birth to the sharing of the land. And that, of 
course, is the Indigenous-Western relationship” 
(Participant_06). They told us that the creation of 
ethical space is needed as a foundation for 
cogovernance: “If you have two disparate societies, 
ethical space is the way that you negotiate, that’s 
part of it.” This participant went on to insist that 
“if you're calling yourself a Canadian organization, 
all governance should be developed with Indige-
nous Peoples and built to respectfully share those 
responsibilities of the governance of the organiza-
tion. ... I call it a polishing of the wampum belt. ... 
So that’s where FSC ultimately has to go.”  

Discussion 
People seeking harmony and balance must embrace the 
process of contention. 

—Taiaiake Alfred (2005, p. 76) 

The protests at the 2018 Assembly, and the walk-
out in particular, were a rejection of settler para-
digms and practices in food movements in general 
and at FSC in particular. Although research partici-
pants did not explicitly refer to it in this way, we 
interpret the Assembly protests as a refusal in the 
sense described by author Audra Simpson 
(Kanien’kehá:ka) (2014) as the rejection of the 
terms of engagement set by colonial authorities. To 
this we apply Leanne Betasamosake Simpson’s 

(2017) conception of “generative refusal,” linking 
the act of refusing settler paradigms and practices 
to that of resurgence, although this term was also 
not used explicitly by research participants. In our 
interpretation of the Assembly protests, this small 
but impactful action fits what Daigle (2019) calls 
the “everyday acts of resurgence” (p. 1). She argues 
that these day-to-day cultural practices—in the case 
of the Assembly making space to honor the rela-
tionality integral to IFS—renew Indigenous politi-
cal and legal orders because they are “based on 
Indigenous ontologies and respectful and recipro-
cal relationships with the human and non-human 
world” (p. 2). The cultural space created outside of 
the Assembly has been connected to Indigenous 
political resurgence at FSC through the resultant 
re-invigoration of the Indigenous Circle. From this 
resurgence, and the position of increased strength 
it has generated, we see the possibility of reconcili-
ation, which was named explicitly as a goal by staff 
and board members at FSC and discussed by three 
research participants. FSC’s board has committed 
to shifting the organization’s governance model to 
create the ethical space needed to work across 
Indigenous and settler ways of being, doing, and 
knowing. According to one research participant, 
cogovernance between the FSC Board and the 
Indigenous Circle is the practical framework that 
would create the ethical space in which both of 
these constitutive groups’ histories and practices 
could co-exist and enrich each other. This appears 
to be in line with the circle’s intention in 2016 to 
re-establish itself as the Indigenous Food Sover-
eignty Learning Circle, independent of FSC, in 
order to move to an “autonomous equal relation-
ship” (Food Secure Canada, n.d.) with the 
organization. 
 The refusal at the Assembly, as conflict-laden 
as it may have felt, did not represent the cutting of 
ties with the organization. While not all those who 
raised concerns have maintained a relationship with 
FSC, many people have continued to engage 
through phone calls, the exchange of letters, stake-
holder meetings, and even as board members. This 
commitment to engagement with FSC is consistent 
with the relationality that Morrison (2011) and oth-
ers have described as integral to IFS, as well as with 
the basis for transformative reconciliation (Asch et 
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al., 2018). This ongoing engagement demonstrates 
that despite Mills’ (2018) warning that resurgence 
can reproduce the settler ontology of disconnec-
tion, refusal to engage with settler structures on set-
tlers’ terms can also create space for renewed rela-
tionality from a place of Indigenous strength, on 
terms that make transformative reconciliation a 
possibility. 
 As of this writing, almost two years since the 
2018 Assembly, FSC is still in the midst of an on-
going journey toward understanding and enacting 
what reconciliation means for its work in sup-
porting not just IFS, but food sovereignty for all. 
But perhaps the journey is part of the work. Per-
haps, as FSC has suggested, it is itself the work. 
Indeed, as Hoover (2017) found in her survey of 
IFS projects in the United States, for Indigenous 
Peoples, food sovereignty is a process, not an end 
result. The experiences described here have out-
lined the importance of care and attention to 
relationships in attempting to do this work to-
gether. As Morrison (2011) has described, at the 
heart of Indigenous food systems are the values of 
interdependency, respect, reciprocity, and respon-
sibility—the very same values Wilson (2008) 
attributes to relational accountability. Starblanket 
and Stark (2018) maintain that reconciliation 
depends on this “resurgence of relational modes of 
being” (p. 178). As described by one of our 
research participants, upholding these values by 
being accountable to the many relationships 
inherent to foodways is a way to uphold our shared 
treaty responsibilities. In describing this relational 
accountability as “polishing the wampum belt,” he 
uses symbolism derived from the oldest known 
treaty (1613) between Europeans (the Dutch) and 
Indigenous Peoples (the Haudenosaunee con-
federacy) in North America, the Teioháte 
Kaswenta (known as the Two-Row Wampum in 
English). Polishing the wampum belt is another 
way to describe reconciliation and is a poignant 
metaphor, particularly for those of us doing food 
movement work in Haudenosaunee territory. This 
participant powerfully reminds us of our treaty 
commitments and gives an example of what 
honoring these commitments could look like in 
practice: cogovernance of our organizations and 
institutions. 

 Through this examination of the “moment of 
reckoning” sparked by FSC’s 2018 Assembly, and 
the resulting engagement in the years that followed, 
we glimpse at what resurgence and reconciliation, 
together, might look like in practice. As Asch, Bor-
rows, and Tully (2018) argue, “robust resurgence 
infuses reciprocal practices of reconciliation in self-
determining, self-sustaining, and inter-generational 
ways such that ‘transformative reconciliation’ can-
not exist without robust practices of resurgence” 
(p. 5). We are hopeful that the resurgence through 
Assembly 2018 events will strengthen the efforts 
toward reconciliation at FSC, enabling it to avoid 
the pitfalls of the dominant narrative of reconcilia-
tion that Kiera Ladner (Cree) describes as “pre-
dominantly a settler project and one that is typically 
grounded in denial” (Ladner, 2018, p. 246). With 
Caroline Dick (2008), Ladner has argued that “true 
reconciliation” must begin with recognition of 
Indigenous Peoples as partners in Confederation—
the process by which early colonies united to form 
one country in 1867: Canada—and of the fact that 
this relationship continues to this day. As one 
research participant insisted, establishing cogovern-
ance with Indigenous food movement leaders at 
FSC would be a way to recognize this ongoing 
treaty partnership with Indigenous Peoples, and 
the work of apology, engagement, learning, and 
gathering differently will provide the groundwork 
needed to support this fundamental shift. We sup-
port the board’s intention to start by rebuilding 
relationships with Indigenous leaders, allowing for 
the terms of engagement to be established by 
Indigenous Peoples themselves. 
 While the focus of this research has been on 
the particular relationships and responsibilities of 
settlers and Indigenous Peoples, important con-
cerns were raised at FSC’s Assembly by Black peo-
ple and other people of color that must also be 
attended to and which are being addressed in a 
parallel process at FSC. We extend this analysis 
elsewhere (Elliott, 2020) by discussing settler colo-
nialism as a root cause of the disproportionate 
food insecurity experienced by Indigenous Peoples, 
Black people, other and people of color and exam-
ine the particular responsibilities of White settlers 
in food movements in taking it on. We hope that 
others will expand the analysis presented here to 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 
ISSN: 2152-0801 online 
https://foodsystemsjournal.org 

Volume 10, Issue 3 / Spring 2021 281 

address the overlaps and differences in experiences 
of Black people and other people of color in future 
work. We suggest bringing in the lenses of organi-
zational change and management studies to exam-
ine if and how meaningful change takes root at 
FSC. These perspectives could add a valuable con-
tribution to understanding the longer-term poten-
tial of the strategies for change, used by both pro-
testers and the organization, that we have 
described here. 

Conclusion 
Food will be what brings the people together. 

—Secwepemc Elder Jones Ignace, 
cited in Morrison (2011) 

Revitalization of their foodways is a powerful and 
popular way that Indigenous Peoples are practicing 
cultural and political resurgence across North 
America. As Indigenous Peoples continue to invest 
in the restoration of their nationhood and relation-
ships to their homelands through the revitalization 
of their foodways, settlers have the responsibility 
of reconciling their food systems and movements 
to the reality of Indigenous sovereignty and self-
determination. Revitalizing Indigenous foodways 
and tending the relationships of interdependency, 
respect, reciprocity, and responsibility they put for-
ward can be the basis for reconciliation, not just 
for Indigenous Peoples, but for all inhabitants of 
North America—Indigenous, settlers, and all of 
our nonhuman relations as well. 
 To get there, some will choose resurgence as 
refusal and invest their energies toward their own 
nations outside the often-contentious relationships 
with settler society. This is understandable, and for 
some, the way to honor and restore the relation-

ships and responsibilities denied by settler colonial 
structures, as L. B. Simpson (2017), Coulthard 
(2014), Alfred (2009), and others have suggested. 
Whether resurgence takes the form of renewed 
relationality with settler neighbors or takes the 
form of refusal, settler-led organizations would do 
well to support it, for as the case of FSC has 
shown, resurgence may guide reconciliation to 
ensure that reconciliation can reach its transforma-
tive potential. Although reconciliation may be a 
settler responsibility, as FSC is modeling, settler-led 
organizations must take the lead from Indigenous 
Peoples as to defining the terms of engagement. As 
the differences in approaches exemplified in the 
disruption to the FSC public plenary demonstrated, 
there is no consensus on the single best way for-
ward, nor need there be.   
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