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Seeing like a Circle: Perspectives on the Field from a Dialogue on Urban Aboriginal Economic 

Development           

 

What does the research literature tell us about urban Aboriginal economic development?  Below, 

we give a more extended answer to this question.  It turns out that there is also a short answer to 

this question, which is that we don‟t know very much about the urban Aboriginal economy 

directly, but we know lots about it indirectly.  

Put in Kantian terms, our review of the literature below suggests that when subjected to the 

analytic gaze the urban Aboriginal economy as such becomes obscure as a „thing in itself‟, and 

appears knowable, it seems, only in the light of other objects.  It is though when Aboriginal 

people enter into the urban setting, the labouring self and the subjectivities and social relations 

attached to the reproduction of material life lose any distinctive form, coming into view only 

reluctantly and largely in the reflected light of other practices, such as community mobilization 

or governmental intervention.  It is as if the field of urban economic development can be seen by 

researchers only in its relationships to other domains of knowledge, leaving the field itself (as a 

set of internal relations) to be mapped by practitioners, community advocates, and governmental 

bodies with an interest in program interventions.   

From the perspective of conventional academic research, this would seem to constitute a gap in 

our knowledge. And indeed it is, with the result that our survey of the literature below is a survey 



around the issue rather than directly of the issue. But, in a point we touch on later, from the 

perspective of Indigenous research methodologies this could be seen as a strength.  In favouring 

the articulation of relations over the identification of objects the literature could be said to have 

implicitly internalized a key principle of Indigenous thought; that to know the social world is to 

know it through its interconnections, that relations matter more than things, and that research in 

Indigenous communities should valorize relationality over individuation (Atleo, 2004; Deloria, 

1991; Kovach, 2009).   

Why and how we have arrived at this particular state in our understanding of urban Aboriginal 

economic development invites inquiry.  A full discussion of the application of an Indigenous 

relational ontology to this field risks turning a long paper into a long monograph, and so our goal 

here is more modest: to summarize the current state of knowledge on urban Aboriginal economic 

development and identify the limits and gaps in that field as it is currently constituted. In the 

process we hope to also link in a provisional way „economic development‟ as a distinct 

problematic within urban Aboriginal communities to the domains of government policy and 

community practice and mobilization.  We thus reluctantly set aside the larger question of 

Indigenous methodologies for another day, with the hope that our short discussion here might 

encourage more debate.   

Before proceeding, we note that the reflections below are informed by the authors‟ participation 

in the Urban Aboriginal Economic Development Network
1
. The Network was a three year 

knowledge mobilization project designed to foster the exchange of knowledge and experience 

between practitioners, policy analysts, and researchers. The intent was to foster a more informed 
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policy context, providing strategic direction to research, and developing capacity amongst 

practitioners to support economic development in urban communities (see Appendix A for a 

more detailed description of the dialogue processes sponsored by the Network).  We were 

honoured by the opportunity to hear the voices of people who care about this issue and who gave 

of their time and energy to the process.  The analysis here remains our responsibility.  

In this paper we focus, not on the activities sponsored by the Network, but on describing the 

main features of the research knowledge available to participants in Network activities or others 

involved in the policy and practice of economic development in urban Aboriginal communities.   

In undertaking this analysis, we are participating in the creation of the very thing we are talking 

about, not just in the sense that discourses are constitutive, but in the specific sense that starting 

in the mid-to-late 1970‟s economic development has been constituted within discussion of urban 

Aboriginal policy simultaneously in three dimensions; as an opportunity for political 

mobilization, as a distinct domain of governmental intervention, and as a problematic worthy of 

the (refracted) analytic gaze.  The effect of these three dimensions over time, we suggest, has 

been to constitute urban Aboriginal economic development as an object around which a cluster 

of political and governmental projects could be organised and legitimated, and bodies of 

knowledge generated.   

Thus, by the time the Urban Aboriginal Economic Development Network convened its first 

National Gathering in 2008, participants had available to them a developed body of policy and 

practice that they could draw from in articulating their experiences.  This both provided a 

vocabulary to connect the economic domain to other aspects of urban Aboriginal life, and 



enabled the mobilization and program intervention techniques central to the worlds of practice 

and policy.  

A different picture emerges, though, when we focus on urban Aboriginal economic development 

as an academic sub-discipline.  Here the outlines of „the urban Aboriginal economy‟ as such are 

less distinct: perhaps because of its imbrication with programmatic interventions and political 

mobilization, the research field is constituted less by the creation of a distinct object or domain 

(Latour and Woolgar 1986), and more by its capacity to draw research from other areas 

(demographics, cultural studies, organizational analyses, etc.) and deploy these into domains 

constituted by practice or policy.  In a sense, it constitutes the field not by illuminating its 

interior – its unique mechanisms, constellation of forces, or agents – but by marking its 

dependency on, contrast with, or relationships to, other fields
2
.  In the process of drawing from 

other bodies of thought circulating within Aboriginal communities, it became invested in issues 

outside of economic development proper, for instance, with the anxieties of acculturation (Alfred 

2005), the promise of autonomy from dependency (Helin 2006), and with the gradual 

strengthening of the community as a whole (Silver and Hay 2006).  Let us turn to this literature 

now, starting with the attempt to discern an urban dimension to Aboriginal collective life.  

 

The specificity of the urban: 
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We can distinguish, in the early writings on urban Aboriginal peoples, two key strategies with 

respect to economic development which have proved decisive over time.  First, starting about the 

time of the Hawthorn Report in 1966, the implicit project of research was to translate the 

intricate relationship between Aboriginal people and the reproduction of material life into the 

limited (and ultimately programmatic) question of how to manage the challenges of integration 

into non-Aboriginal labour markets (Hawthorn and Indian Affairs Branch 1966).  The urban 

Aboriginal economy as such was, in these earlier works, not a distinct object (even though, in the 

Hawthorne Report, the recommended strategy for on-reserve economic development was 

essentially to send people into urban centres).  In writings dominated by the problematic of 

labour market integration the relationship between Aboriginal people in urban areas and the 

subjectivities and social relations associated with Aboriginal economic activities disappeared 

from view, as though the labouring self had been left behind when they moved into town.  What 

appeared in its place was a picture of Aboriginal people as confronted with a set of (capitalist) 

social forces to which they were expected to accommodate, with the role of research being to 

provide empirical assessments of the „success or failure‟ of this project (Stanbury and Siegel 

1975; Helin 2006).
3
  While individuals could occupy a position relative to the flows of capital, 

the activities of business enterprises, or the creation of goods and services (overwhelmingly, this 

was seen as a position of marginalization), they remained in a position of exteriority to those 

forces, and without apparent agency to change those forces. While we could unpack this 

perspective in more detail, the assimilationist thrust of the earlier literature is a well known. 
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What is relevant for our purposes is that in reading the issue of the Aboriginal economy in this 

way, research cast the question of the urban Aboriginal economy as one that supported, even 

demanded, programmatic intervention.  In this it took up the position, still available in the 

current literature, of providing research and empirical support for the governmentalization of the 

community; that is, the project of reorganizing the political and social relationships amongst 

community members, and between community members and external institutions (Rose, 1990; 

Andersen 1999; Hannah-Moffat 2000).   

Of more lasting impact, however, was the second feature of the early literature, which was to 

distinguish „urban Aboriginal‟ as a specific social space within the city.  Acting as a supplement 

to received understandings of both urbanity and Aboriginality, the „urban Indian‟ (in the 

language of the time) was constituted not just as a person but also as a discrete set of social, 

cultural, and political relationships acting within a specifically urban space.  In part, this was in 

response to the marked difficulties facing Aboriginal people as they moved to urban centres in 

the post-war era, but it also arose as a consequence of the disciplinary allegiances of the authors, 

who typically came from urban sociology (Dosman 1972), anthropology (Brody 1971; Ryan 

1978), immigrations studies (Wilkes 2003), or urban studies (Nagler 1970; Waddell and Watson 

1971; Guillemin 1975)
4
. 

As far as the colonial imaginary was concerned Aboriginal people were paradoxically most 

obviously Aboriginal when set within and against urban space, marked simultaneously by their 

unexpected presence in urban areas and their estrangement from it. The result was to carve out a 

distinct domain of the urban for Aboriginal peoples (even if, for some, that domain was a site for 
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the eventual disappearance of the peoples who moved within it).
5
  Despite significant advances, 

this foundational and paradoxical recognition of Aboriginal people in urban areas as „in the city 

but not of it‟ still shapes our understanding of urban Aboriginal economic development; while 

the „otherness‟ of the city‟s Indigenous inhabitants is apparently intensified by being set against 

the backdrop of the urban, this intensification was read as producing, not cultural strength, but 

political vulnerability.  In so doing it marks the continued influence of the dominant perspective 

in Aboriginal policy and research: that Aboriginal communities and peoples are fully legible 

only when connected to the rural (witness the continued legal and political power of the phrase 

„ordinarily resident on reserve‟).
6
  

The assumptions that underlay this earlier literature, of course, do not withstand serious scrutiny. 

Wilson and Peters (2005) have argued, for instance, that the focus on land-based communities is 

a reflection of a colonial geography, not an Aboriginal one, a focus rendered possible because of 

the systematic exclusion of the „outside‟ of land based communities.  It bears noting that the 

early literature not only adopts the coloniser‟s political geography, but also adheres to the 

contours of capital:  property rights, the disciplines of time and industrial production, territorial 

control, governance understood as the process for setting rules for commercial/legal transactions, 
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and the allocation and disposition of natural resources: to some extent, these remain the 

dominant motifs of Aboriginal policy discourse.   

But despite its limitations, this first wave of research on Aboriginal peoples in urban centres did 

accomplish some important analytic work. When critique discussed above is taken into account, 

what remains of value from this early literature is the recognition that urban Aboriginal 

economic development must be understood in its urban specificity, as a distinct field within 

which governmental action and social mobilization might occur.
7
  But it remains true that urban 

economic development has not entirely escaped from the frameworks used to understand 

development in land based communities (Mendelson 2004).  So with others, we reiterate the 

need for an approach that responds directly to the dynamics, issues, realities, and potential 

present in urban communities (Foley 2008).   

 

Numbers matter: Socio-demographic analyses: 

One of the consequences of distinguishing the urban as a space with a specific Aboriginal 

dimension, and of articulating „the economy‟ as a field of programmatic intervention was that it 

became natural to specify with greater and greater precision the characteristics of the people who 

occupied that space and were the subjects of the intervention. Here we see a theme that has 

emerged as central to the literature on urban Aboriginal people: socio-demographic analyses. It is 

now ubiquitous to start discussions of urban Aboriginal issues with recitations of demographic 
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facts.
8
 On this point, it is clear that the contribution of the research and policy community has 

been substantial. Both government and university researchers have produced a wealth of data and 

analysis, giving us detailed descriptions of the Aboriginal population in urban areas.  This work 

has produced analyses of a number of aspects of urban Aboriginal life: residency patterns 

(Clatworthy 2000; Maxim, Keane et al. 2003), income levels, movement between urban and 

home communities (Norris, Cooke et al. 2003), class composition, age and gender distribution, 

population growth over time, employment patterns, and changes in Aboriginal identification over 

time and across locations (Newhouse, Peters et al. 2003; White, Maxim et al. 2003).  More 

recently, we have added a qualitative dimension arising from the results of the 2010 Urban 

Aboriginal Peoples Study, which has given us insights into the cultural, political and social 

activities and perspectives of urban Aboriginal peoples (Environics Institute 2010).  This 

population level work has been supplemented by more descriptive analyses of particular urban 

communities, such as Seattle (Thrush 2007), Saskatoon (Dosman 1972), Winnipeg (Silver and 

Hay 2006), Chicago (Beck 2002; LaGrand 2002), Toronto (Nagler 1970; Proulx 2003), and 

others.  

 

Organizations matter: institutional analyses 

A second area of contribution by the research community has been to point out the unique role 

played by Aboriginal organizations.  In earlier works, such organizations as Friendship Centres 

were read mainly as conduits to enable individuals to „adjust‟, that is, integrate into urban labour 
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markets, Aboriginal organizations were interpreted as assuming the role of a buffer between 

formal systems and community members. Reeves and Frideres, for instance, in their 1981 

analysis of urban Aboriginal organizations suggest that the effect of such organizations was less 

to mobilize Aboriginal people (for “natives lacked an elite who could mobilize [the 

community]”), and more to “provide a force which encourages the migration of natives into... the 

urban economy” (Reeves and Frideres 1981,  p. 584).  But as recent work by Proulx and others 

shows us, urban organizations also became sites for mobilization and community building 

(Weibel-Orlando 1991; Proulx 2003; Silver and Hay 2006), and because of their intimate 

knowledge of the community and its members are simply more effective at program 

interventions than governments, a point reinforced by countless university-based evaluations, 

reports, and commentary.  More recently, the Harvard Project has been instrumental in bringing 

institutions of governance back into the analysis, confirming the need to address the structuring 

influence of Aboriginal institutions of governance and service delivery on economic 

development (Cornell 2006). In response to some of the anxieties that accompany the 

assimilationist tendencies of capitalist social relations, Newhouse has shown how Aboriginal 

organizations can operate within a framework of cultural practices while still meeting their 

mandate to provide contracted services to government (McCaskill, Newhouse et al. 1996; 

Newhouse 2001; Newhouse 2003). This supplements work done by Bellefeuille et al. on 

transformative practices in Aboriginal organizations (Bellefeuille, Garrioch et al. 1997), and 

Weibel-Orlando‟s analysis of how Aboriginal organizations in Los Angeles generate collective 

identity and enable collective action, even in the face of institutional crises (Weibel-Orlando 

1991). With respect to economic development, Peters and others have pointed out that the steady 

growth in size and complexity of urban organizations have created employment opportunities for 



an emerging professional class of Aboriginal people, in addition to generating skill sets and 

experiences that can be used in the pursuit of entrepreneurial goals.   

This reading of Aboriginal organizations as possessing constitutive force also marks an 

important ontological shift. No longer was the issue simply one of attaching individuals to the 

labour force: rather, through the process of institutional development, urban Aboriginal people 

began to assume the capacity to act as a collective: while it is clear that urban Aboriginal 

organizations are not co-extensive with the community in any relevant sense (notwithstanding 

their claims to the contrary).  This marks - in Gramscian terms - a shift to negotiating the 

relationship to the forces of the capitalist economy at the level of strategy, not just tactics.   

The conclusion from these analyses is that for urban Aboriginal economic development, 

institutions matter (National Association of Friendship Centres, 2009; Papillon and Cosentino 

2004).  Precisely how they matter remains an open question, except that we now know that they 

operate not as independent spheres, but rather in their relationships to other spheres of life, such 

as the cultural, the social, and the political.  We also know that for community members, urban 

Aboriginal organizations, despite their well known limitations, play an important advocacy and 

interest articulation role, as well as providing a mechanism for support (cultural and otherwise) 

for some early stage entrepreneurs (Silver and Hay 2006). 

  

Policy matters:  

If, as we have suggested, governmental intervention was one of the key structuring forces in 

constituting the field within which Aboriginal people conducted their relationship to the 

economy, then this necessarily draws our attention to the role of government policy. Here the 



results are less than hopeful, for by and large this work shows us that Aboriginal entrepreneurs, 

organizations, and communities still face an unsupportive and uncoordinated policy context 

(Hanselmann 2001; Newhouse, Peters et al. 2003), which is to say that while the state has 

decisively influenced the strategies available to community members to manage the reproduction 

of material life it has done so in a partial, incomplete, and in some cases incoherent way (Weaver 

1981; Stokes, Peach et al. 2004).  In part, this literature has helped us see that this ineffectiveness 

arises because government policy is conditioned by assumptions and issues drawn from First 

Nations communities, or alternatively from generic urban policy (Anderson, Breton et al. 1984; 

Abele and Graham 1990).  While this literature has not focused particularly on the case of 

economic development, it has given us solid a snapshot of the policy field (Surtees, 1982) and a 

clear sense that the field needs to be rethought if it is to be useful for urban Aboriginal 

communities (Hanselmann 2002). 

 

Land based and urban: circuits matter 

Earlier, we noted that an understanding of urban Aboriginal economic development required 

careful attention to its geography, in particular the specific dynamics of the urban setting. But 

here we want to complicate this requirement with the recognition that urban centres are not 

enclaves any more than reserves are. We should be alert to the ways in which urban centres act 

as managers of flows – of goods, services, materials, and people – from elsewhere (Lefebvre 

1991), and that the „elsewhere‟ in turn is marked by its relationship to urban circuits and 

dynamics.  This is of course an old insight into the circuits and flows of capital in urban centres; 

what is new here is the (still underdeveloped) recognition that there is a specifically Aboriginal 



circuit that both mimics and supplements the existing flows and movement of capital, goods, and 

people in local and regional (and to a lesser extent national and global) economies (Levesque, 

2003).  John Loxley and Fed Wien, for instance, in their summary of urban Aboriginal economic 

development for Not Strangers in the Parts, make precisely this point in their efforts to identity 

strategies for effective economic development for Aboriginal communities. The point is also 

echoed by Wuttanee, and in the context of cultural transmission by Weibel-Orlando (Weibel-

Orlando 1991; Wuttunee 2004), reminding us that what we are examining rather is the flows 

between different centres of production, distribution and consumption, each conditioned by its 

own internal dynamics, its distinct position in the larger (global) economy, and the relative 

power and capacity of the relevant actors in each location.  

 

Distinguishing an urban Aboriginal space; socio-demographic analysis; community specific 

assessments; the logic of program interventions; the role of Aboriginal organizations; and urban-

rural relationships: these are some of the contributions of the existing literature on urban 

Aboriginal economic development.  Even if, as we have suggested, the „urban Aboriginal 

economy‟ as such has not yet emerged in its interiority within the research community, the 

literature has made a contribution to the capacity of practitioners and policy analysts to engage in 

productive and informed discussions. Participants in the dialogue processes supported by the 

Network made use of these insights in their discussions, and the analyses in the existing literature 

have obvious resonances within communities and in government offices.   

Limits and gaps: what we don’t know 



Yet it is fair to say that in its efforts to constitute itself as an autonomous field, research on urban 

Aboriginal economic development has encountered a series of limitations, derived in part from 

its attachments to other areas of inquiry, and from its internal limitations.  These include the 

following points.   

 

Organizational landscape   

We remarked above that despite the ambivalence about the capacity of urban Aboriginal 

organizations to effectively negotiate the terms of Aboriginal participation in the economy, they 

were seen in the literature as having a central role, in part because of the influence of the Harvard 

model, which accords a significant role for tribal institutions. But we know that urban groups 

cannot perform the rule setting and enforcement role ascribed to Indian Tribes by the Harvard 

model, having neither the formal-legal capacity nor the control over a territory needed for that 

role (e.g., Jorgensen and Taylor 2000). Moreover urban Aboriginal communities do not typically 

have a clear mechanism for articulating priorities or preferences for economic development, nor 

indeed the limited but still real access to capital or investment partners that are available to at 

least some First Nations.  We found that the majority of the institutional prescriptions of the 

Harvard Project for successful economic development did not translate well into an urban 

context, in large part because the very different political and legal position of urban communities 

and community organizations.  But in setting aside the Harvard model, we were faced with the 

recognition that we have little hard evidence about the actual relationship between economic 

development and the activities of Aboriginal organizations in urban settings.  In the Learning 

Circles that were the core part of the Urban Aboriginal Economic Development Network, some 



participants suggested to us that urban organizations provided important support to the activities 

of entrepreneurs and community activists. Others suggested, however, that Aboriginal 

organizations played little or no role in their efforts to build a business, and in fact sometimes got 

in the way.  Faced with these different interpretations of the role of Aboriginal organizations, 

some empirical evidence would be helpful, but the current research literature does not present a 

well developed, systematic, transferable understanding of what impact organizations have on 

economic activities, nor how community members „draw down‟ organizational resource, or how 

the network of Aboriginal organizations create a climate that supports (or fails to support) 

community members in their attempts to gain access to, modify, or evade the larger economy. 

The analysis of urban organizations tends to remain at the descriptive level (e.g., Sawchuck, 

2001), focusing largely either on their internal arrangements (e.g., Webiel-Orlando 1991) or on 

their cultural capacity (e.g., Redpath and Nielsen, 1997; Newhouse and Chapman, 1996; 

Chapman, McCaskin et al, 1991), and as a result often lack empirical depth with respect to how 

organizations respond to the needs of Aboriginal entrepreneurs or to the economy at large (but 

see Proulx, 2003)
9
.  

More seriously, the literature has not examined in any rigorous way the limitations imposed by 

the dominance of service delivery modalities in urban organizational life, and the way that the 

instrumentalities of service provision and government funding structure the field of economic 

and social action. For instance, it has been noted that the social service orientation of most urban 

organizations makes it problematic for middle class urban Aboriginal people to participate in the 

community affairs, which are typically managed or organized by urban organizations (Urban 
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Aboriginal Task Force, 2007).  Given the centrality of the middle class to most histories of 

economic development, this should warrant more scrutiny, yet the literature remains relatively 

silent on it
10

. Nor has consideration been given to questions of whether organizations have any 

capacity to act collectively in a way that would have real influence in the field of economic 

development policy.  Their role remains unexplored. 

 

Socio-demographic data 

Considerable energy has been expended in urban Aboriginal research on determining in greater 

and greater detail the demographic and social characteristics of the population.  But much of this 

information had little perceived direct relevance to the practical challenges facing Aboriginal 

entrepreneurs, or the organizations that supported them.  Viewed as a strategic resource, some 

pieces of information were useful, but these tended to be focused on the simple fact of an urban 

numerical majority, the strategic value of which was obvious to participants looking for ways to 

ensure a fair share of government funding resources.  The policy relevance of the material is not 

always clear either; much of the analysis is too fine-grained to be of guidance to the broad 

strokes typical of the policy world, and in addition is cast in a language that is a considerable 

distance from the ways communities would describe themselves. As well, there is the critique 

that the quality of the data gathered on Aboriginal people in urban areas is potentially 

problematic, both in terms of its reliability, and the adequacy of its classification schemes (in 
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addition to the political challenge posed by First Nation‟s political bodies to the data showing a 

majority of Aboriginal people are urban residents).  

More troubling than this is the potential role of such data gathering in the govermentalization of 

Aboriginal communities.  That is, the project of gathering socio-demographic data can also be 

understood as the project of enabling the state to organize, manage, and administer Aboriginal 

populations, both as a mechanism to control dissent and as a uniquely modern technology of 

governing (Foucault, Burchell et al. 1991). Faced with an Aboriginal community characterized 

by personal mobility and uncertain spatial boundaries, the socio-demographic project can be seen 

as a project of fixing a population so it can be better inserted into recognizable western scientific 

categories and administrative apparatuses.  The current literature on this issue demonstrates a 

striking naiveté about the political implications of its research agenda. 

The dense and ever accumulating body of socio-demographic data about Indigenous populations 

does mark a problematic, though, that is worth noting: that the story of urban communities is a 

story about beginnings, about how these are to be understood in an urban context, and about 

entries into and exits from the city and the reserve.  It thus marks an anxiety or at least an 

uncertainty on the part of research and policy about political beginnings, understood as an 

emergence, and boundaries, understood as the movement between the space of the traditional 

territory and the space of the urban.  Aboriginal people are now in the city (this much the socio-

demographic literature accomplishes) but the issue of in what way Aboriginal people or of the 

city remains a problem for the analytical gaze. And so this literature responds by encapsulating 

or circumscribing Aboriginal community members within a rubric of population and 

demographic discourses.   



 

Transformative or reformist? 

Underlying the literature on Aboriginal economic development – and on Aboriginal policy in 

general - is the assumption that there is something distinct about the relationship between 

Aboriginal communities and the economy, and that the distinctiveness at issue turns on the 

unique, persistent, features of Aboriginal communities.  While there are prominent voices that 

suggest economic development is essentially assimilative (e.g., Alfred 2005) the literature is 

more accurately characterized as assuming Aboriginal people can engage in economic 

development without losing their identity as Aboriginal people. It follows from this that there is a 

role for research in assessing the ways in which Aboriginal peoples turn economic development 

activities into Aboriginal activities.  In the Learning Circle dialogues that were part of the Urban 

Aboriginal Economic Development Network, participants made frequent reference to the role of 

the broader community, the obligations of community members, the relationship between urban 

and rural Aboriginal communities, and the usefulness of cultural supports to strengthen the 

capacity of early stage Aboriginal entrepreneurs.  In doing so, participants were gesturing to the 

culturally specific ways in which Aboriginal people engage in business and economic activities.  

But behind these comments looms a larger question, inadequately considered in the literature, 

about the purpose and social effects of Aboriginal economic development (Anderson, Peredo et 

al. 2007).  Is the goal simply a redistribution of the surplus value accrued from the operations of 

the capitalist economy? Or, to use Loxley‟s distinctions, is Aboriginal economic development 

transformative in intent, having as its goal changing the social relations typical of capitalism into 

something recognizably Aboriginal (Loxley 2002)?  Here we echo the issues raised in the Royal 

Commission on Aboriginal Peoples: does economic development support communities, not just 



individuals?  Put more bluntly, how do we ensure that economic development does not just 

become another mechanism to encourage the assimilation of Aboriginal peoples into the 

capitalist mainstream (RCAP, 1996)? The discussions at the Learning Circles and elsewhere in 

the Urban Aboriginal Economic Development Network indicate that what we were witnessing 

was an attempt to „map‟ an Aboriginal specific way of living in community and culture, onto the 

circuits and modalities of the mainstream economy. In other words, urban Aboriginal economic 

development is not just about encouraging capitalist acts between consenting Aboriginal adults, 

but is also and perhaps more fundamentally about positioning business activities in the context of 

Aboriginal communities, cultures and identities.  

But such indications could benefit from a closer examination of the effects of economic 

development on communities, where an examination would include but also go beyond the now 

familiar story about the destructive and assimilationist effects of say, natural resource 

development on communities. Critics such as Alfred (1999), for instance, have criticised 

economic development as deeply reformist, indeed assimilationist, in character.  This critique is 

in part a political one, but it is also in part an empirical claim, and the literature has not taken up 

the challenge to determine the accuracy of this critique in complex and varied urban 

communities.  Writ large, this particular debate is essentially the debate about the terms under 

which Aboriginal people can engage with the form and content of western modernity, with 

capitalism as both the exemplar of the forces of modernity and the necessary condition of 

engagement in the first place.  What is needed is a better analysis of how Aboriginal people 

„Indigenize‟ the economy, or alternatively, fail to do so through their actions and their 

relationships, analyses which take seriously Aboriginal people as active agents in the world, but 

also accounts for the dynamics of the economy (Anderson and Giberson 2004; Wuttunee 2004). 



 

Integrated worlds: holism matters  

Despite the influence of the Harvard Project, which implied the need for a relational and holistic 

approach to economic development, the literature on urban Aboriginal peoples seems reluctant to 

develop a „thick description‟ - of the kind Geertz imagined - of the actual relationships between 

economic activities and the cultural, political and social domains of community life in urban 

centres (Geertz 1973), Hanselmann 2002).  This lack of empirical insight is not for lack of 

awareness of the importance of these interrelationships; the literature frequently gestures in the 

direction of a holistic approach, and occasionally, even offers us glimpses of these relationships.  

Tressa Berman, for instance, writing in an on-reserve context about Aboriginal women, describes 

the „ceremonial relations of production‟ she observed, by which she means the complex 

interrelationships Aboriginal women enact between their business activities and the cultural life 

of the community, the subsistence economy, and the market economy (Berman 2003).  And our 

experience in the Learning Circles associated with the Urban Aboriginal Economic Development 

Network reinforced this perspective: participants frequently referenced the intricate connections 

between their business activities and the other dimensions of their lives.  But despite their 

importance as a reference point for Aboriginal communities we lack a solid analysis of how 

these inter-relationships play out in urban settings
11

.  This gap is particularly interesting given 

that practice of service delivery in Aboriginal communities has long focused on the importance 

of interrelationships to the task of building the personal capacity of community members, on the 
                                                           
11

 There is an important exception to this rule. In the course of describing the life course of individuals moving into 

urban settings we are often told about how social and familial connections are used to connect new arrivals to the 

city to the labour force (e.g., Guillemin 1975).   

…….   



principle that programmatic interventions are effective only when they address the multiple 

dimensions (social, cultural, mental and physical) of a client‟s life.  It may be that the failure to 

take this point seriously arises from the individuating and disaggregating assumptions of western 

science that underlie most of current social science research; in any event the outcome is to limit 

the effectiveness of our analysis and the policies that flow from it. And we are once again 

reminded of an emerging thematic of the literature on the urban: that significant dimensions of 

the lives of Aboriginal people are rendered invisible from the analytic gaze when they are played 

out in urban settings.  Or perhaps more precisely, they become unloosed from the categories and 

frameworks that have been established to articulate the challenge Aboriginal peoples pose to the 

colonial state, and so cannot be captured in any easy way by academic writings about the urban.  

There is a second dimension to this call for holism, which is to insist that research, policy and 

practice ought to speak to the whole of the community, as it were: elders, children, and the 

working age population.  Again, such an approach takes into account what we know about the 

development of Aboriginal communities and the relationship between members and their 

community: a healthy integrated community is an important source of support for the activities 

of its members, including the activities of entrepreneurs.  

There remains, though, the point we made in the introduction, where we suggested that the lack 

of a „centre‟ if you will, for research on the urban Aboriginal economy could be read not so 

much as a limitation or a blindness, but rather as an implicit reflection of the principle of holism 

according to which we can understand an object only (or best) by understanding it in its relations 

to other objects or beings.  So the fact that the research community understands the urban 

Aboriginal economy not directly but only through its relationships to other bodies of knowledge 

(demography, neo-institutionalism, policy studies, etc.) may well be - from the perspective of an 



Indigenous ontology - precisely the right way to approach the field  (Stewart-Harawira 2005).  If 

this is the case, then it would makes sense for the discipline of urban Aboriginal studies to make 

this principle explicit and use it to explore the potential for meaning making and knowledge 

creation that such an approach might present (Deloria 1999).  And it remains the case that even 

this (generous) interpretation cannot rescue the literature from its failure to successfully integrate 

the various bodies of thought it draws from into a unified, coherent, and distinct whole.   

Place based economics and new regionalism  

Above, we considered some of the limitations of the existing state of knowledge about urban 

economic development.  In this section, we turn to some possible alternative ways of thinking 

about this issue.  As a way of broadening the influences in the field, we draw on literature that is 

not normally cited in studies of urban Aboriginal economic development, in particular, new 

regionalism and studies of place-based economics.  

The motivation behind turning to these fields is the recognition of the contributions of 

geographers to a territorial and locational understanding of economic activity.  New regionalism 

for instance, shows us that social and economic processes never work themselves out the same in 

all places due to unique local histories and attributes, and has the advantage, from the perspective 

of Aboriginal economic development, of encouraging a role for state institutions in supporting 

local organizations to assume a role in global economic processes (Brenner and Theodore 2002; 

Young and Mathews 2006). Those global processes both engage with the local, but are also 

changed by that engagement. For our purposes, this literature also has the benefit that it takes 

urban centres seriously (Markey, 2008).  



Some of writings on new regionalism, perhaps even most of them, can be read as response to 

globalization, resulting in an undue emphasis on the post-Fordist regimes of accumulation that 

produce flexible capitalism and the importance of locales associated with this form of 

accumulation (Jessop 1994; Stewart-Harawira, 2005).   

When we engaged with Aboriginal communities and entrepreneurs in the UAED Network, we 

hear of the importance of local communities, and of how economic development for Aboriginal 

peoples was inseparable from the local and the regional context. For Aboriginal peoples, a focus 

on the local cannot be read simply as a response to the global, although criticisms of the impact 

of globalization on Aboriginal communities are easy enough to find e.g., (Alfred 2005; Stewart-

Harawira, 2005). Rather, what we heard, sometimes implicitly, sometimes explicitly, was the 

importance of social networks in the community, not the impact of the global on daily life.  No 

doubt the global has crept into the local in urban Aboriginal communities, but our engagement 

with practitioners and communities indicated that this was not the key issue when it came time to 

talk about the specifics of place, and the potential forces impacting on particular communities.  

Thus, while this literature bespeaks a pre-occupation with the effects of globalization, we think 

we can still take away the central lesson, which is to see that economic development is 

powerfully shaped not just by space - or even the compression of space-time - but also place, 

understood as an actual existing locality but also as a social, cultural, and economic space 

created or defined by communities (Williams and Stewart 1998; Wilson, K. and E. J. Peters, 

2005).   

Earlier, we noted that one distinctive feature of urban Aboriginal economic development was the 

intricate relationship between urban and First Nations or Métis communities.  As discussed 

above, Aboriginal community members who participated in the Circle activities often referenced 



their connections or relationships to First Nations, indicating to us the presences of a distinct 

Aboriginal economic geography.  It is not simply that goods, services, skills, people etc move 

from the one place to the other, that urban and land based activities are intertwined.  It is rather 

that the distinct spatial patterns that emerge from the relationships between urban and land-based 

communities are an important, if under-recognized, mechanism for „Indigenizing‟ the economy, 

in that such spatial patterns are based on distinctly Indigenous identities, values, and 

relationships (i.e., to one‟s First Nation, or to a territory).  If urban Aboriginal economic 

development is to be understood as place based, then it must be understood not as a location, or a 

container, but as a relationship to place that was specifically Aboriginal.  The development of an 

Aboriginal economy is not simply a response „from below‟ to globalization, nor simply the 

development of business or economic networks aimed at controlling or redirecting economic 

benefits. It is, we think, an attempt to create a distinctly Indigenous set of economic relationships 

that reflects and mobilizes relationships between Indigenous peoples and communities.  This 

attempt has a distinctively Aboriginal spatial dimension to it, and that spatial dimension is 

organized around Aboriginal understandings of place.  It is for this reason that we cite studies of 

place based economics as a potential source of insight into urban Aboriginal economic 

development (Markey, Halseth et al. 2008a; 2008b).  

Summary and conclusion  

The stakes for our understanding of urban Aboriginal economic development are high. They 

most certainly include the driving question of enabling urban Aboriginal communities to 

participate as equals in the economy, with all the potential gains of getting it right and the 

consequences of getting it wrong.  But they also include the issue of changing the overall 

approach to Aboriginal issue in Canada with the goal of ensuring a more balanced perspective, 



one that takes seriously the permanent presence of Aboriginal people in urban centres.  

Researchers have a role to play in this goal, and this paper has been an attempt to articulate the 

strengths and weaknesses of our current understandings.   

 

There is, however, more at stake for the academic community.  The presence of urban Aboriginal 

communities challenges us to rethink in more fundamental ways the categories, concepts, and 

ideas we have used to engage with Aboriginal peoples.  The current language too easily leads to 

either seeing urban communities as incomplete, and thus sites of loss, or alternatively to cast 

communities into a model that reflects non-Aboriginal needs and wants, or the unique social, 

economic, and political circumstances of land based Aboriginal communities. As well, it may be 

that such a re-examination also leads us to question fundamental categories in play in the social 

sciences, and thus push us to a more profound reassessment of the field.  

  



APPENDIX A: 

URBAN ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT NETWORK  

 

The Urban Aboriginal Economic Development Network 

The Urban Aboriginal Economic Development (UAED) Network was formed in 2008 as an open 

and inclusive multi-stakeholder national network of scholars and practitioners working in urban 

Aboriginal communities, in universities and governments, and in private industry and non-

profits. The Network focuses on mobilizing knowledge on urban Aboriginal economic 

development, with the goals of strengthening organizations, fostering increased understanding, 

and building capacity amongst researchers, policy analysts, and community practitioners. The 

Network is funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council and Indian and 

Northern Affairs.    

 

Learning Circles 

The central methodology adopted by the Network was „Learning Circles‟.  A Learning Circle is 

a small group dialogue designed to encourage people to listen and speak from the heart in a spirit 

of inquiry. A safe space is created so participants can be trusting, authentic, caring, and open to 

change. Because the nature of the information we hope will be exchanged between scholars and 

practitioners, we believe Learning Circles are an appropriate structure for the exchange of 

knowledge on urban Aboriginal economic development. 

Why Use Learning Circles? 

Urban Aboriginal community practitioners face considerable challenges to deliver services and 

products. They work in an environment of unreliable funding, few supportive institutions, and 

inconsistent policies and programs that lack strategy. In these ways the urban Aboriginal context 

is a fractured scene. Creating Learning Circles will bring together practitioners of Aboriginal 

organizations, and begin to build a common perspective on needs and actions. This format will 

support the exchange of information on what works for urban Aboriginal organizations, how 

they can be strengthened, and how their relationships to other organizations can be stronger. 

Cultural Perspective 

The Learning Circle - a traditional form of dialogue among North American Aboriginal people - 

is a grouping of equals based on then concept that “everything is connected”, or as stated by the 

Nuu-chah-Nulth First Nations, hishuk ish ts‟awalk – “everything is one”. This principle informs 

the work of seeking to make the whole system visible. Based upon Indigenous sharing circles 

this traditional way of sharing and building consensus recognizes that it is fundamentally critical 



for Indigenous people - youth and women in particular - to speak for themselves in their own 

communities. 

 

Activities  

As of March 2011, there have been Learning Circles in Vancouver, Victoria, Edmonton, Sault St 

Marie, Toronto, Halifax, Prince George, Winnipeg, Regina, and Ottawa. As well, the Network 

has sponsored three National Gatherings, and an academic conference in Regina. 
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