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Negotiating solidarity between indigenous 
and transformative paradigms in evaluation
Fiona Cram and Donna M. Mertens

Indigenous evaluators, and evaluators who position themselves in 
the transformative paradigm, share a common interest in positive 
transformation for those who experience discrimination and oppres-
sion. The determination of strategies for exploring how evaluators 
can contribute to positive transformation is complex territory. In 
this article we explore the common ground and divergent beliefs of 
indigenous and transformative evaluators in terms of assumptions 
about the nature of ethics, reality, relationships and knowledge, 
and methodologies. Transformative evaluators provide a pathway 
to explore inclusion of indigenous communities in their full hetero-
geneity as a way to respect multiple cultural identities. Indigenous 
evaluators provide a pathway to explore aspects of culture that are 
related to the meaning of transformation within this specific con-
text, spirituality and historical oppression. While not always a com-
fortable fit, this article reveals possibilities for evaluators to improve 
their responsiveness to marginalised communities’ needs in their 
full diversity and to respect the multiple cultural positions that rest 
therein while working for positive transformation.
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Members of marginalised communities experience discrimination 
and oppression. Researchers and evaluators who seek to improve 
circumstances for members of these communities find they face 
challenges in determining how to support positive transformation 
for these communities and the environments in which they live. 
These challenges include identifying and supporting a broad range of 
stakeholders in culturally responsive ways. Evaluators and research-
ers can then ascertain the historical, contextual, political, and social 
factors they need to consider if their evaluations are to have the 
desired effect. In this article we explore two positionalities that share 
this goal of contributing to positive transformations: transformative 
and indigenous evaluation. The transformative paradigm (Cram & 
Mertens, 2015; Mertens, 2015; Mertens & Wilson, 2012) provides a 
metaphysical umbrella under which those interested in research and 
evaluation with a social justice and equity focus can shelter, network, 
and dialogue. Our question in this space is whether the transforma-
tive umbrella provides a space where indigenous peoples can come 
together with others to discuss individual and intersecting transfor-
mational agendas, and the role transformative evaluation can play in 
helping us achieve our aspirations for a better world.

Indigenous researchers and evaluators, and those who work within 
the transformative paradigm, share goals for supporting transforma-
tion in the interest of communities that experience discrimination 
and oppression. Given this commonality, we believe that a dialogue 
between the two positionalities is merited to explore positive out-
comes that might strengthen researchers’ and evaluators’ abilities to 
address the goal of transformation and to identify areas of potential 
tension. To this end, we examine the philosophical assumptions of 
the transformative paradigm and put them in conversation with the 
scholarship of indigenous researchers and evaluators. This is needed 
if there is to be serious consideration of any alignment—let alone 
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solidarity—between these two paradigms. Key to any such dialogue 
is the acknowledgement of indigenous self-determination, the exten-
sion of the respectful relationships described within the transforma-
tive paradigm to be inclusive of the environment and the cosmos, 
and the addition of decolonisation to the transformative agenda of 
social justice and equity. From this foundation, an ongoing conversa-
tion between transformative and indigenous paradigms may inform 
transformation that will be inclusive of all peoples.

About paradigms
Thomas Kuhn (1962/1970) popularized the term paradigm within 
research communities with the publication of The Structure of 
Scientific Revolutions. The science worldview that Kuhn was describing 
through his use of paradigm was one that determined the acceptabil-
ity of theories and the appropriateness of research methods for the 
investigation of phenomenon. When Guba and Lincoln (1989, 2005) 
drew on Kuhn’s work to describe shifts in thinking in the social sci-
ences they accepted that paradigms justified research approaches and, 
when these approaches were no longer able to explain phenomena, 
a new worldview would emerge. Guba and Lincoln (1994) defined 
an inquiry paradigm “as the basic belief system or worldview that 
guides the investigator” (p. 105). They did not, however, follow Kuhn 
and posit the displacement of an old worldview by a new paradigm. 
Rather, they allowed for the co-existence of paradigms when each 
reflected a fundamentally different approach to research.

The transformative paradigm represents a worldview based on 
the premise that researchers and evaluators have an ethical respon-
sibility to address issues of social justice and human rights. Mertens 
(2015) developed this paradigm in response to the lack of inclusion 
of members of marginalised communities in decisions about research 
and evaluation that affected their lives, and an outcry from members 
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of those communities that they were not seeing positive changes as 
a result of research done “on” them. Mertens built on the work of 
Guba and Lincoln (1989; 2005) in which they identified four types 
of philosophical assumptions that could be used to characterise major 
approaches in the social research community. A brief definition of 
the philosophical concepts that constitute a paradigm in this social 
science context is provided by Mertens (2009, p. 43):
·· Axiology—the nature of ethics
·· Ontology—the nature of reality
·· Epistemology—the relationship between the knower and what 

would be known
·· Methodology—appropriate approaches to systematic inquiry

Like Guba and Lincoln (1994), who added their “commitment to 
constructivism” (p. 105) as a proviso to their discussion of paradigms, 
we also state clearly that we are committed to social justice, equity, 
and decolonisation. Our description of paradigms should there-
fore be read in this light. We also note Guba and Lincoln’s (1994) 
reminder that, however well we might argue for a paradigm or for 
the interface of paradigms, we are mounting a philosophical debate 
based on axiological, ontological, epistemological, and methodologi-
cal assumptions. This “set of basic beliefs … must be accepted simply 
on faith (however well argued) [as] there is no way to establish their 
ultimate truthfulness” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 197). With these 
provisos in mind we begin our dialogue between transformative and 
indigenous paradigms.

Transformative paradigm / indigenous paradigms
Evaluators have choices of paradigms and methodologies that reflect 
different philosophical assumptions that can be used as a basis for 
addressing social justice and equity issues (Alkin, 2013; Mertens & 
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Wilson, 2012). However, members of marginalised communities 
expressed dissatisfaction with research conducted in their commu-
nities because their voices were not represented in the evaluation 
community and findings of evaluation studies were not being used 
to bring about the desired transformation that they needed. The 
transformative paradigm emerged in response to this expression of 
dissatisfaction as a way to legitimate inclusion of diverse voices and 
to establish a home for exploration of methodologies that have an 
explicit goal of furthering human rights and social justice. The trans-
formative paradigm “pulls together many strands of philosophy that 
focus on issues of power and on addressing inequities in the name 
of furthering human rights and social justice” (Mertens & Wilson, 
2012, p. 162). Four primary principles constitute the transformative 
paradigm’s axiological assumptions: cultural respect, social jus-
tice, human rights, and the reduction of inequities. The ontological 
assumption of the transformative paradigm is that our world is mul-
tifaceted, with different opinions about what is real emanating from 
different societal and cultural positions. The epistemological assump-
tion is that knowledge is “constructed within a context of power and 
privilege with consequences attached to which version of knowledge 
is given privilege” (Mertens & Wilson, 2012, p. 170). And finally, 
the methodological assumptions are that no single methodology is 
privileged; rather, methodological decisions are tied to social-justice 
aspirations. Methodology includes a structural analysis and facili-
tates a “critical and reflexive relationship between evaluator and the 
stakeholders” (Mertens & Wilson, 2012, p. 172). These assumptions 
are explored further below.

Some indigenous researchers and evaluators describe their over-
all approach as a paradigm (Chilisa, 2012; Cram & Phillips, 2012; 
Hart, 2010; Henry & Pene, 2001; Wilson, 2008). When thinking 
about an indigenous framing for systematic inquiry in terms of a 
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paradigm, the definition of a worldview by Robert-Falcon Ouellette 
(2011) is useful.

An Aboriginal worldview describes a holistic cumulative unique 
world experience(s) which contains a fluid integral sense of existence 
and provides a framework for generating, sustaining, and applying 
knowledge about the physical and metaphysical universe. It may be 
specific to an individual, family, group, people, tribe, or nation and 
may be passed down over several millennia. (p. 14)

Some indigenous evaluators eschew the term paradigm in favour of 
evaluation methodologies (Smith, 2012; Weber-Pillwax, 1999), while 
others describe their evaluation work as having an indigenous the-
oretical lens, framework, approach, or perspective (LaFrance & 
Nicols, 2010). The way indigenous evaluation is described probably 
reflects the many distinct indigenous populations. Regardless of the 
terminology used, a common theme is that indigenous evaluation 
is done by, with and for indigenous people and informs decolonisa-
tion (Kawakami, Aton, Cram, Lai, & Porima, 2007; Weber-Pillwax, 
1999). Māori evaluator Cavino (2013), for example, writes that eval-
uation from an indigenous perspective is “a performance of power 
within which lies the potential for the realization of indigenous sov-
ereignty” (p. 340).

Mertens (2009; Mertens & Wilson, 2012) has included indige-
nous research and evaluation within the transformative paradigm. 
As a result, the transformative paradigm has been learning from and 
adapting to take into account the worldview and learning indigenous 
people have about evaluation. As Mertens explains, the transforma-
tive paradigm is inclusive of those concerned with social justice for 
people marginalised within our communities and societies.

The transformative paradigm … is applicable to people who expe-
rience discrimination and oppression on whatever basis, including 
(but not limited to) indigeneity, race/ethnicity, disability, immigrant 
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status, political conflicts, sexual orientation, disability, deafness, 
poverty, gender, age, or the multitude of other characteristics that 
are associated with less access to social justice (Mertens, 2009, p. 4).

The assumptions underpinning this inclusion of indigenous research 
and evaluation within the transformative paradigm warrant further 
discussion because of experiences indigenous peoples have had of 
being courted, threatened, and cajoled by the social justice agen-
das of other marginalised groups. A key difficulty in these previous 
alliances has been the lack of recognition that indigenous peoples 
are indigenous first and foremost (Barker, 2011). Any engagement 
between the transformative paradigm and an indigenous paradigm 
therefore needs to include a true connection with indigenous aspira-
tions and the opening of a dialogue about the nature of the solidarity 
sought. Tuck and Yang (2012) describe how “Solidarity is an uneasy, 
reserved, and unsettled matter that neither reconciles present griev-
ances nor forecloses future conflict” (p. 3). This is the sort of solidarity 
we aspire to between the two paradigms. At present, however, we are 
simply pleased to have opened up communication channels between 
two evaluation paradigms that seek to inform positive and inclusive 
systemic changes in our communities, our societies, and our world.

We do not come “fresh” to this discussion, as Mertens (2015; 
2009) has been thinking and writing about indigenous evaluation 
within the context of the transformative paradigm for some years 
now. Rather, we come to explore the similarities between us, the 
additions made to the transformative paradigm as a result of this 
thinking, and some extensions to the transformative paradigm that 
still might be made for it to be truly inclusive of indigenous eval-
uation—extending the coverage of the transformative paradigm’s 
metaphorical umbrella yet further. Why the interest in transforma-
tive paradigms by indigenous evaluators? Cavino (2013) writes that 
a core consideration of indigenous evaluation (in this case, kaupapa 
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Māori evaluation) is the “prerogative to make a positive difference” 
(p. 348). Part of exercising this prerogative is the search for parties to 
work alongside and support indigenous peoples and their aspirations, 
and we see this potential within the transformative paradigm and 
its commitment to structural change. We are also convinced that 
the consideration of solidarity between paradigms will inform good, 
responsive, and transformative evaluation practice for other, non-in-
digenous communities and peoples. To this end we use transforma-
tive philosophical assumptions as a frame for comparing indigenous 
and transformative positionalities. We do this to explore positive 
contributions that might emerge from this relationship, along with 
tensions that continue to exist.

Axiology (Ethics)
Axiology concerns the ethics we bring to our evaluation practice. 
Axiological assumptions are made explicit and prioritised within 
the transformative paradigm. This means that the range of possible 
assumptions underpinning ontology, epistemology, and methodol-
ogy is constrained by the paradigm’s axiological assumptions. Within 
these axiological assumptions, and fundamental to the transforma-
tive paradigm, is knowledge of a community’s history, values and 
beliefs, cultural make-up, and range of norms and practices. Mertens 
(2009) writes,

Ethical choices in research and evaluation need to include a real-
ization that discrimination and oppression are pervasive, and that 
researchers and evaluators have a moral responsibility to understand 
the communities in which they work in order to challenge societal 
processes that allow the status quo to continue. (p. 48)

Indigenous evaluation is commensurate with this axiological position 
in that it also attends to the landscape of a community, including the 
historical events that have impacted on this landscape and the people 
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in it (Kawakami et al., 2007; Swisher & Tippeconnic, 1999). The 
transformative axiological assumption emphasises the need for eval-
uators to have a responsibility to increase their understanding of the 
communities in which they practice. Evaluators may do this through 
strengthening collaborative relationships between evaluators and 
stakeholders, including both those in traditional positions of power, 
and those who are traditionally marginalised. Indigenous axiological 
assumptions align with the transformative principle that the essential 
characteristics associated with these relationships are that they are 
respectful and trusting (Grover, 2010). The indigenous paradigm also 
extends the idea of relationships through indigenous communities’ 
requirements that indigenous evaluators come face-to-face with them, 
demonstrate caution, listen and look first before speaking, share their 
skills and knowledge, and be humble and uphold the status of the 
community (Cram, 2009; Smith, 2012). This includes explaining the 
nature of the evaluation and the form that relationships between the 
evaluator and community will take (LaFrance & Crazy Bull, 2009). 
Such relationships need to acknowledge indigenous communities as 
full partners in the evaluation (Royal Commission on Aboriginal 
Peoples, 1996), and have been described as evaluators and commu-
nity having “shared responsibility” (Morton, et al., 2013, p. 2163) 
(also see below, Epistemology: that shared responsibility means tip-
ping the balance in favour of indigenous control).

Mertens and Wilson (2012, p. 166) note the positive contribution 
that African peoples bring to western, individualised understandings 
of ethics and the notion of what constitutes a relationship. Chilisa 
(2012, p. 408), a tribal woman from Botswana, explains this through 
the concept of ubuntu, meaning “humanness” or “humanity”, which 
“underscores an I/we relationship where there is a connectedness 
with living and non-living things; there is a brotherhood, sisterhood, 
guesthood, and community togetherness” (p. 408). Many other 
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indigenous peoples also have collective processes of reflection and 
decision-making that exhibit this type of connectedness with one 
another; with the earth, the oceans and rivers, animate and inan-
imate life as all have a life force; and with a spiritual world (Brant 
Castellano, 2004; Kennedy, et al., 2015; LaFrance & Nicols, 2010). 
Within the context of these relationships Wilson (2008), from the 
Opaskwayak Cree Nation, asks an axiological question: “What 
is it ethical to do in order to gain this knowledge, and what will 
this knowledge be used for?” (p. 34). For Māori, the answer to the 
last part of the second question is that knowledge is to be used to 
uphold the mana (status) and interests of the community, not for the 
researchers’ own gain (Makareti, 1938). Cheryl Crazy Bull (1997), a 
Sicangu Lakota woman, also explains:

We, as tribal people, want research and scholarship that preserves, 
maintains, and restores our traditions and cultural practices. We 
want to restore our homelands; revitalize our traditional religious 
practices; regain our health; and cultivate our economic, social, and 
governing systems. Our research can help us maintain our sover-
eignty and preserve our nationhood. (p. 23)

Brant Castellano (2004, p. 104), a Mohawk woman, writes that 
“knowledge creation for social benefit” (p. 104) can only be achieved 
when stakeholders agree on what constitutes “social benefit”. Similarly 
there needs to be dialogue and agreement between the transformative 
paradigm and indigenous paradigm about what constitutes “equity”. 
The transformative paradigm emphasizes a commitment to social 
justice and equity, whereas the transformation desired by indigenous 
peoples includes decolonisation, sovereignty, and the return of stolen 
resources (Cram & Mertens, 2015; Tuck & Yang, 2012). The com-
patibility of these agendas has been tested; for example, during the 
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Occupy movement1 occupiers in the United States failed to recog-
nise that they were occupying traditional indigenous lands that were 
already the sites of colonial occupation.

I had hoped that you would address the centuries-long history that 
we indigenous peoples of this continent have endured being sub-
ject to the countless ‘-isms’ of do-gooders claiming to be building a 
‘more just society,’ a ‘better world,’ a ‘land of freedom’ on top of our 
indigenous societies, on our indigenous lands, while destroying and/
or ignoring our ways of life (Montano, 2011).

When indigenous peoples speak about decolonisation and returning 
to their lives as indigenous, they are describing a discipline of daily 
life that is informed and affirmed by traditional knowledge, values 
and beliefs (Te Awekotuku, 1991; Brant Castellano, 2004). As cul-
ture is not static, this discipline of daily living is inevitably bound to 
be some combination of the knowledge, beliefs, and values that have 
been maintained, revitalised, and innovated during times of coloni-
sation (Smith, 2012). Adopting the words of W.E.B. Du Bois (1920), 
decolonisation is about the decentring of whiteness as the owners of 
the world forever (Ormond, Cram, & Carter, 2006). For this to be 
a joint project between transformative and indigenous paradigms, 
the sovereign status of indigenous peoples needs to be acknowledged 
(LaFrance, 2004; Weber-Pillwax, 1999). This may sound simple, but 
surprisingly, even talk about cultural responsiveness can overlook and 
ignore the history of colonisation experienced by many indigenous 
peoples and the consequent need to challenge racism and recognise 
indigenous sovereignty (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008). Decolonisation 
and self-determination are therefore primary axiological assumptions 
of the indigenous paradigm.

1  The Occupy movement, 2011–12, was a protest against worldwide social and economic 
inequalities. It began in Manhattan’s financial district and grew to see camps of people established 
in public sites in cities and towns around the world.
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In summary, the privileging of axiological assumptions within the 
transformative paradigm is compatible with an indigenous evalua-
tion paradigm. The extensions to the transformative paradigm that 
are needed to accommodate indigenous peoples are the acknowl-
edgement of indigenous sovereignty, a broadening of understanding 
about who our relations are (to encompass the genealogical connect-
edness indigenous people have with their world), and an embracing of 
a collective notion of ethics, wellbeing, and respect for all living and 
non-living things; as well as the embracing of decolonisation within 
the meaning of transformation. This discussion of assumptions about 
axiology leads to a consideration of the ontological assumption that 
is used to guide thinking in the transformative and indigenous sense.

Ontology (Reality)
The transformative ontological assumption is that reality is multi-
faceted because people’s life experiences and values are diverse. This 
diversity is however not neutral; rather those with power within soci-
ety are able to privilege their own reality. The ontological task of the 
transformative paradigm is therefore the interrogation of whose real-
ity is privileged and the inequities that flow from acceptance of the 
dominant version of reality for those who have a marginalised version 
of reality (Mertens & Wilson, 2012).

Indigenous people are often very well aware of the existence of mul-
tiple realities as they live in at least two worlds, with their own world 
being marginalised by colonisers who have privileged their own reality 
(Reid & Cram, 2004; Smith, 2012). Cindy Blackstock (2009) from the 
Gitksan Nation, for example, stresses the existence of these two worlds 
in her ontology of First Nations people in Canada, including:
·· First Nations believe their ancestors were right about most 

things, and westerners believe their ancestors were either wrong or 
their ideas could be substantially improved upon.
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·· First Nations ontology and science are constructed as part of the 
natural world, whereas western culture largely views human expe-
rience as separate from the natural world.

·· First Nations believe there are sufficient resources to meet every-
one’s needs, whereas westerners focus on a scarcity of resources 
primarily driven by a conflation of want and need. (p. 3)

Key to the ontological assumptions of kaupapa Māori (by Maori, for 
Maori) evaluation are kinship relationships—whanaungatanga—that 
include genealogical or whakapapa connections with the natural envi-
ronment and the spirit world. These relationships are made explicit 
within pepeha, or tribal sayings. “Used orally, the combination of 
... three cornerstones – whanaungatanga, whakapapa, and pepehā—
locates Maori in a three-dimensional landscape; they are a cultural 
positioning system” (Cram, Kennedy, Paipa, Pipi, & Wehipeihana, 
2015, p. 297). Brant Castellano also explores the importance of such 
a positioning system when she writes about the relationships between 
indigenous people’s worldviews, values, ethics, and protocols through 
the metaphor of a tree. In this metaphor, “the perception of reality 
underpinning life as it is lived, like the roots of the tree, is not ordi-
narily visible” (Brant Castellano, 2004, p. 100). Reality is embedded 
and maintained through language, ceremony, and relationships.

Indigenous ontology is also inclusive of dreaming. Writing about 
Ojibway ontology, Hallowell (1975) notes that “although there is no 
lack of discrimination between the experiences of self when awake 
and when dreaming, both sets of experiences are equally self-related” 
(p. 165). Hawai’ian scholar Kahakalau (2004) also writes about the 
reality of dream experiences when she describes dreaming the anal-
ysis of her PhD findings. Cree scholar Hart (2010) places such expe-
riences into the spiritual realm and describes the two key factors of 
indigenous ontology as spirituality and reciprocal relations.
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Transformative and indigenous assumptions about reality are 
commensurate with the notion that what is real is not necessarily 
visible. The transformative principle holds that the evaluator has 
a responsibility to make visible the realities that are operating in a 
context, what the sources of those realities are in terms of societal 
positioning, power and privilege, and challenge versions of reality 
that sustain an oppressive status quo (Mertens & Wilson, 2012). The 
indigenous assumptions about reality extend these ideas by including 
a concept of reality that is more expansive in form and time, including 
spiritual dimensions that can aid in understanding relationships that 
are critical to effective evaluations. The next step in this exploration 
of ethical practice and determining notions of reality is to explore the 
epistemological assumptions about the nature of knowledge as it is 
understood in these two positionalities.

Epistemology (Knowledge)
The transformative paradigm turns the adage that “knowledge is 
power” on its head with the epistemological assumption that those in 
positions of power within a society are able to assert the validity and 
legitimacy of their own knowledge and displace and marginalise the 
knowledges of those who are powerless (Mertens & Wilson, 2012). 
Epistemologically, transformative evaluators are aware of the need 
to understand relationships that are imbued with more or less power 
and to bring together voices from all constituencies to address issues 
of social justice and human rights.

Brant Castellano (1997) defined three kinds of Aboriginal knowl-
edge that extend thinking on the nature of knowledge: Traditional 
Knowledge: handed down through the generations; Empirical 
Knowledge: gained through careful observation; and Revealed 
Knowledge: acquired through dreams, visions, and spiritual proto-
col. Transformative evaluators need to be aware that the traditional 
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knowledge held by indigenous peoples is rightfully theirs; they alone 
can decide how much to share and with whom. Empirical knowledge 
is that which is usually considered in the conduct of evaluations and 
should be co-constructed with indigenous peoples. Revealed knowl-
edge is a unique indigenous contribution to transformative thinking 
about epistemology and thus presents fertile ground for conversations 
between transformative and indigenous evaluators.

Indigenous epistemologies can be further understood through 
a Māori view of the world as one of connectedness and relation-
ships between Māori, the natural environment, and the universe. 
Whakapapa means ‘to lay one thing upon another’, as in one genera-
tion upon the next. Māori scholar Barlow (1991) writes “Whakapapa 
is a basis for the organisation of knowledge in respect of the creation 
and the development of all things” (p. 173). Mātauranga Māori, often 
translated as “knowledge”, is a tool for organising and thinking about 
knowledge, including about our place in the world (Mead, 2003). 
There is also sacredness about mātauranga Māori and therefore cul-
tural practices tied to knowledge and learning. These cultural prac-
tices invariably acknowledge and work within a web of relationships.

Manulani Aluli Meyer (2001) describes several categories that 
help her think about Native Hawaiian epistemology. The first is spir-
ituality, meaning the relationship people have with their world. The 
second is culture and how this shapes and mediates peoples’ relation-
ship with their world. Third, relationships with people, relatives—
alive and deceased—and with the environment mediate how people 
see, experience, and understand. Fourth is utility, the usefulness of 
knowledge that makes it meaningful. The fifth category, words, is 
about language and causality. Meyer describes the Hawaiians speak-
ing in imagery and metaphor as “words cause something”. The last 
category is about the site of emotion and intellect residing in the 
na’au or gut where knowledge is “percolated”; there is no mind–body 
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separation. Wilson (2008) continues the indigenous thread into 
the epistemological domain by emphasising the relational nature of 
knowledge, in this way:

Knowledge is shared with all creation. It is not just interpersonal 
relationships, just with the research subjects I may be working with, 
but it is a relationship with all of creation. It is with the cosmos; 
it is with the animals, with plants, with the earth that we share 
this knowledge. It goes beyond the individual’s knowledge to the 
concept of relational knowledge…you are answerable to all your 
relations… (p. 56)

Indigenous evaluators seek out the creators of knowledge or philoso-
phers within their communities, as they are the keepers of indigenous 
epistemology (Weber-Pillwax, 1999). Relationships of trust are key 
as knowledge is sharing within the context of relationships and with 
the approval of those whose role it is to protect such knowledge. This 
is also important because the indigenous programmes and services 
that are evaluated are often built upon, or tailored to respond to, the 
same indigenous epistemology that indigenous evaluators are aiming 
to honour and represent within their evaluation reporting (Grover, 
2010; Pipi et al., 2003).

The same collaborative model expounded here for evaluation is 
more and more frequently being used by public-health practitioners 
to infiltrate public-health messages and practices into indigenous 
communities alongside, and in compatibility, with a communi-
ty’s own cultural norms and wisdom (Symlie, Kaplan-Myrth, & 
McShane, 2008). This is also a growing practice among others want-
ing new knowledge to be taken up and spread throughout indig-
enous communities. A key learning across these disciplines is that 
the centre of control and decision-making within collaboratives 
needs to reside firmly with indigenous communities so that any 
decisions or processes do not undermine the self-determination of 
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a community. Collaboration is not about “democratic or equal par-
ticipation in decision-making” (Cargo, Delormier, Lévesque, Horn-
Miller, McComber, & Macaulay, 2008, p. 904); rather, it is about 
indigenous peoples having the final say.

Transformative and indigenous epistemologies share character-
istics in understanding that knowledge is created through trusting 
relationships that are respectful of cultural norms. Both also reflect 
an understanding that knowledge is mediated through power rela-
tionships and that the control of the research needs to be in the 
hands of members with the lived experiences, whether that is mem-
bers of the Deaf community (Harris, Holmes, & Mertens, 2009) or 
the indigenous community. The explicitness of the cultural norms, 
content, and practices included in indigenous scholarship extends 
thinking about the nature of knowledge in a transformative sense. 
In addition, indigenous scholars add important dimensions to the 
nature of knowledge that are rooted in spiritual ways of knowing, 
expansive notions of knowing, and respect for the rightful ownership 
of knowledge. As evaluators reach greater clarity about their assump-
tions related to the nature of ethics, reality, knowledge and relation-
ships, they can derive their methodological assumptions that align 
with their previous assumptions.

Methodology (Systematic inquiry)
The three previous assumptions set the scene for the transformative 
paradigm’s methodological assumptions. Methodological decisions 
are made on the basis of their potential to facilitate transformation, 
their ability to enable a structural analysis, and their inclusion of 
critical, reflexive relationships between evaluators and stakehold-
ers (Mertens & Wilson, 2012). A transformative cyclical model of 
methodology illustrates how evaluators can work respectfully with 
communities to facilitate the use of evaluation processes and findings 
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to further social justice and human rights. Evaluation planning 
includes members of marginalised communities, as well as those in 
power, in order to strengthen relationships and to mould an approach 
that is responsive to their needs. As data are collected, they are shared 
with stakeholders for collaborative interpretation and decisions about 
how evaluation findings can be used to further progress toward the 
desired transformation.

Indigenous methodology is also about systematic inquiry. 
Indigenous ways of knowing are sourced within their own values 
and beliefs, and their knowledge is positioned within a reflexive 
cycle (Henry & Pene, 2001). As Brant Castellano (2004) wrote, 
“Aboriginal knowledge has always been informed by research, the 
purposeful gathering of information and the thoughtful distilla-
tion of meaning” (p. 98) The ethics workbook for the Manitoulin 
Area First Nations (Maar, McGregor, & Manitowabi, 2011) simply 
notes “methodologies must be culturally acceptable at the commu-
nity level” (p. 2). Ermine, Sinclair and Browne (2005) expanded on 
this by describing the importance of methodology adhering to local 
norms and protocols, which often “adds layers of complexity that 
may or may not be immediately apparent” (p. 39). Like transforma-
tive evaluators, indigenous methodologists suggest beginning studies 
with establishing the nature of social relationships in the community, 
while reflexively considering their own positionality as evaluators in 
the transformation process (Chilisa, 2012; Mertens & Wilson, 2012; 
Wilson, 2008). This immersion in a community may also bring about 
changes in how indigenous evaluators think of themselves and their 
roles and responsibilities (Weber-Pillwax, 1999).

Transformative evaluators and indigenous evaluators also agree 
that privileging the voice of the oppressed does not mean focus-
ing solely on the deficits and disparities impacting on marginalised 
communities. The transformative paradigm emphasises focusing on 
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the strengths and resilience in the communities, as well as the chal-
lenges that are experienced due to an oppressive status quo (Mertens 
& Wilson, 2012). Indigenous peoples, as well as members of other 
oppressed groups, may or may not be poor and marginalised, as there 
is a growing indigenous middle class in many places. Regardless of 
socioeconomic status, indigenous people have needs alongside ambi-
tions, aspirations and dreams for themselves and future generations. 
Kawakami and colleagues (2007) advocate that indigenous evalua-
tion must “promote and practice an indigenous worldview” (p. 319). 
Authentic representation of indigenous peoples within evaluation 
reporting is about being true to “the reality of the lived indigenous 
experience” (Weber-Pillwax, 1999, p. 42). This is more than a focus 
on overcoming disadvantage or eliminating disparities. It is about the 
needs and priorities that indigenous people identify themselves, and 
about their own aspirations and dreams (Malezer, 2013). The mean-
dering (rather than linear) pathways of connections and relationships 
are embedded within indigenous languages, with knowledge com-
ing from keen observation and interpretative messages (Deloria, Jr, 
1999). In this way evaluators are well placed to capture the likely 
meandering journey of an indigenous programme, and to the cre-
ate “knowledge through careful observation and constant reflection” 
(LaFrance & Nichols, 2009, p. 27).

The evaluator’s role is also to recognise the wider context in which 
a programme is operating. Similar to transformative evaluators, 
indigenous peoples “are engaged in a struggle to re-establish ethical 
order in their communities and nations” (Brant Castellano, 2004, p. 
112). This includes, for example, the struggle to regain control over 
governance, over the education of young people, over the justice that 
is meted out to offenders, and over access to health and wellness for 
all people. In this struggle there is a need to acknowledge the struc-
tural determinants (both enablers and barriers) of indigenous people 
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being able to live indigenous lives. This means that indigenous and 
transformative evaluations begin two steps back from where many 
other evaluations begin, recognising that the social, political, and 
historical foundations of any initiative need to be understood, along 
with any adaptations a community has made in order to make a solu-
tion something more of their own (Cram, 2015).

Methodologically, transformative and indigenous evaluators share 
important axioms that emanate from their axiological assumptions. 
Inclusion of community members in respectful and meaningful ways 
is a key component of both, along with a recognition of strengths and 
challenges in the communities, the importance of which languages 
are given priority, and the need to structure evaluations in ways that 
insure reciprocity in the form of making progress toward the desired 
transformation. Indigenous evaluators provide additional thought on 
how the evaluation process can be adapted to the cultural way of 
being, perhaps requiring a more meandering, non-linear approach.

Conclusion
Alfred (2005) writes that indigenous peoples: 

having had their freedom stolen and their civilizations crushed by 
colonialism … are well aware of the social and political crisis they 
face. But the crucial goal of restoring a general respect for traditional 
values, and reconnecting our social and political life with traditional 
teachings remains elusive (p. 23). 

He attributes this to indigenous leaders being compromised. While 
indigenous scholars, researchers and evaluators may be in the lower 
echelons of indigenous leadership, they must still channel a compul-
sion for self-determination and the redistribution of stolen resources. 
This does not mean a rejection of non-indigenous theory or knowl-
edge. “Rather, it is about centering our concerns and worldviews 
and then coming to know and understand theory and research from 
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our own perspectives for our own purposes” (Smith, 1999, p. 39). 
With these incentives in mind it is timely that the transformative 
and indigenous paradigms can be used to inform old understandings 
about evaluation and spark new ones.

In this article, the philosophical assumptions that constitute a 
framework for research that serves members of marginalised commu-
nities—indigenous and otherwise—have served to further a conver-
sation between transformative evaluation and indigenous evaluation. 
This ongoing conversation is needed so that indigenous philosophies 
and aspirations inform the transformation of the world into a more 
just and equitable place. We do not want to experience “jagged worl-
dviews colliding”, as Leroy Little Bear (2000, p. 77) described the 
meeting between indigenous worldviews and positivist scientific 
thought, or the invalidation of indigenous worldviews when they are 
appropriated by non-indigenous paradigms (Cavino, 2013). Instead 
we have sought a space where an authentic exchange can take place 
to increase understanding.

Ermine (2007) describes the spaces where these types of con-
versation take place as “ethical spaces” (p. 193), while Cram and 
Phillips (2012) describe them as interstitial spaces; namely, “spaces 
that connect recognised spaces but are often overlooked and there-
fore under-designed...[where] the under-designed space provides an 
opportunity for rituals of encounter and the potential for relationship 
building” (p. 39). In both cases it is a neutral meeting space between 
world views that comes about when each paradigm names itself and is 
then willing to dialogue by bringing, rather than imposing, its world-
view on the discussion space. This allows us to get beyond politeness 
and its accompanying façade of dialogue (Weber-Pillwax, 1999).

At this point we revisit the question we raised at the beginning 
of this article: whether the transformative umbrella provides a space 
where indigenous peoples can come together with others to discuss 
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both individual and intersecting transformational agendas, and the 
role transformative evaluation can play in helping us achieve our aspi-
rations for a better world. The commonalities identified in this article 
provide a tentative affirmative response to this question. The unique 
contributions of transformative and indigenous evaluators provides 
opportunities for growth in thinking and practice that has the poten-
tial to increase the positive transformations that are sorely needed. 
The transformative umbrella provides an opportunity to explore the 
meaning of multiple dimensions of diversity that are used as a basis for 
discrimination and oppression. Many people understand the plight of 
having their resources redistributed to newcomers, or of missing out 
on the resources of society because they are a member of an oppressed 
group (Chilisa, 2012). This is not just the plight of indigenous peoples. 
The consequences of this oppression and marginalisation are seen in 
people’s poorer health, poorer education, and fewer opportunities to 
be seen as fully human (Smith, 2012). Many of the people in margin-
alised places and spaces may also belong to two or more oppressed 
cultures, with their experiences amplified as a result (Richards, 2005).

A connection between transformative and indigenous paradigms 
may create “safe” spaces where agendas can be discussed and debated, 
and where all peoples might begin to see the value of decolonisation 
within their own social-justice agendas. We all need to move beyond 
a colonial mindset in order to achieve equity. If this were to occur, 
then perhaps those with potentially conflicting and therefore isolat-
ing identities would find themselves being able to speak about their 
conflicts and their own aspirations for resolution and some sense 
of unity. As a majority of the world’s population resides in places 
and spaces where a transformed world is needed to catalyse inclu-
sion and the equitable redistribution of resources, such a space under 
the transformative umbrella will surely be productive for indigenous 
agendas including evaluation.
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Yet, we must end on a note of caution. Indigenous evaluators pres-
ent ideas that are not easily accepted by the political powers in terms 
of issues related to land and identity. Their contribution to divergent 
understandings of ethics, reality, and knowledge in terms of spiritu-
ality and dreams are not commensurate with thinking that holds that 
evaluation should be based on empirical data, defined as that which 
can be observed and measured. As the transformative paradigm puts 
priority on cultural understandings and respect, these issues are food 
for challenging thinking.

He waka eke noa

A canoe that we are all in, with no exception
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