Plan fails: Even well meaning assistance reinforces the existing hierarchies that subject Indigenous people to colonial rule
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Lorenzo Veracini observes that settler colonial narratives "move forward along a story line that cannot be turned back."5 65 The settlers' vision of establishing a new, superior, and more civilized society undergirds their claims to legitimacy and justifies their assertion of sovereign prerogative. This is reflected in the construct of American exceptionalism, whose central thesis is that the United States represents the pinnacle of Western civilization and, therefore, the highest stage of human progress to date.5 66 There is no endpoint to this vision; settler colonialism ultimately succeeds when it has "ceased being settler colonial" by virtue of permanently normalizing settler hegemony.5 67 Within this worldview, "the discontinuation of a settler colonial circumstance remains unthinkable.'5' 6 Theory is crucial because it renders decolonization "thinkable." In attempting to theorize strategically, it seems particularly useful to identify the processes through which colonial structures of domination and subordination are constructed and maintained. By understanding settler strategies of elimination, subjugation, subordination and manipulation-the ways in which colonization is effectuated-we can begin to develop, envision, and implement strategies to counter those processes. 569 If settler colonization's foundational requirement is the occupation of other peoples' lands, a key precept of any theory of decolonization will be the primacy of Indigenous struggles. As Patrick Wolfe notes, "[n]o amount of good intentions or improved racial theorizing" will alter the underlying colonial reality unless "accompanied by territorial (re-)cession."570 While this may be a point that "many will wish to deny, but none can refute,' 5 7 1 any end run around this premise leaves us engaged in "an exercise in settler nation building. '57 2 Within this framework, as Veracini points out, "even well meaning processes of indigenous and national reconciliation, or the incorporation of indigenous governance structures within the settler polity, ultimately contribute to the erasure of variously defined indigenous sovereignties and therefore to the reproduction of settler colonizing practices. 5 7 3 In other words, if the structures that maintain the subordination, not only of Indigenous peoples, but also peoples of African descent and immigrants of color, are an integral part of the settler colonial enterprise, if they are maintained to ensure the continued profitability of the occupation of Indigenous lands, it is illogical to believe that they can or will be dismantled until the legitimacy of that occupation is effectively challenged. From my perspective, this is why movements for equal rights within the settler polity have not eliminated racial subordination, and why it is in the interest of all peoples who wish to dismantle racial hierarchy to embrace Indigenous decolonization as an integral part of our own struggles for liberation. This is the point at which we often encounter what I think of as the "fear factor." In my experience, it is difficult to have rational discussions about decolonizing American society with anyone who is not Indigenous because the very idea triggers a defensive reaction that generally manifests as "but then we'd have to leave," quickly followed by "and I don't have anywhere to go. '57 4 As this reaction demonstrates, it is useful for settler culture to project sovereignty and identity as all or-nothing propositions, leaving non-Indigenous peoples to imagine that their disappearance is the only alternative to the status quo. Because this is not a thinkable alternative, it allows them to dismiss the foundational issue of colonial occupation without even addressing it. In fact, however, as Dean Saranillio observes, "[i]magined violence on the part of Indigenous movements is a common trope that allows Native savagery to stand in for settler self-critique."575 It was Anglo-American settlers, not American Indian nations, who imposed their presumption of exclusivity, who arrived with a firm conviction that they could live on this land only if Indigenous peoples were eliminated. What decolonization entails is a relinquishment of the settlers' claimed prerogative to encompass everything and everyone within their state; in other words, the conviction that only they are self-determining.57 6 Indigenous nations are not calling for the departure of all settlers or other migrants, "but rather accountability for their discourses and practices that ultimately come at Native expense."577 The presumption that relinquishing exclusive settler sovereignty equates to a wholesale evacuation of the territory by non-Indigenous peoples does not reflect any material reality but simply an inability to conceive of living with, or within, others' polities. What imagining decolonization does require is the capacity to envision forms of social and political organization outside the settler colonial paradigm. Paradigm shifts are, of course, disconcerting, but they can also be immensely liberating.5 78 In supporting the ability of Indigenous peoples to be self-determining, we open up the possibility for all peoples on this continent to be self-determining. If we recognize that the institutions that perpetuate racism and other variants of social, political, and economic exploitation are maintained by the ongoing colonization of this land, we can see that it is in our collective self interest to participate in its decolonization. In other words, challenging the legitimacy of the occupation of this continent, consistently and straightforwardly, is a necessary part of our own liberation. This means not only supporting Indigenous efforts to gain particular land rights within the strictures of settler society, but also supporting Indigenous peoples' struggles for self determination more generally.57 9 Non-Indigenous peoples cannot prescribe what Indigenous self-determination should look like, any more than the U.S. government can dictate the terms upon which Indigenous peoples are "allowed" to be self-determining.58 0 To the extent we impose our own value judgments on other peoples' exercise of their right to self-determination, we are, in essence, invoking a variant of Justice Brown's uncontrovertibly colonial assertion that we can rely on Congress to protect U.S. "dependencies" in accordance with the "principles of natural justice inherent in the Anglo-Saxon character."5 ' The struggle for the liberation of all peoples thus requires, I believe, understanding-and acting upon-the principle that colonialism cannot be dismantled so long as Indigenous peoples remain colonized. While I see this as a necessary step, understanding and addressing the subjugation of other peoples, including but not limited to peoples of color, within settler society will also entail identifying and confronting the strategies of elimination, subjugation, subordination, and manipulation employed to maintain racial hierarchy and protect settler privilege. This is a strikingly under-theorized dimension of settler colonial studies and my purpose here is simply to point out that this framework can be of great utility. The complex dynamics of racialization and institutionalized racism have been explored in law and in virtually all social science disciplines. Building upon this work, if we consider the ways in which any given example-say, racial profiling in traffic stops-serves as a strategy of subjugation or subordination, we can begin to build a conceptual framework that connects seemingly disparate manifestations of racism. By understanding the purposes served by such policies and practices in the context of the settler colonial state, we can more creatively envision remedial measures and assess their ability to empower our communities rather than reinforcing the status quo.5 12 Thus, for example, Andrea Smith proposes that, rather than engaging in what amount to moral appeals to a legal system that has facilitated genocide, slavery, and racism, we should divest the current legal system of its moral authority and think strategically about how it can be used to further a decolonizing agenda. She goes on to propose an approach to gender violence in Native communities that incorporates traditional means of fostering justice and accountability to the community-rather than criminalization and incarceration -within a context that recognizes decolonization as the ultimate goal.58 4 Similar approaches could, of course, be undertaken within any given community and in response to a wide range of problems. Andrea Smith's example illustrates not only the possibility of exercising some degree of self-determination with respect to a particular issue, but the potential for envisioning entirely different bodies of substantive law and systems of enforcement. Robert Cover's oft-cited observation that "[n]o set of legal institutions or prescriptions exists apart from the narratives that locate it and give it meaning" was referenced earlier.58 5 Moving beyond this descriptive statement, he noted that "[t]he position that only the state creates law . . . confuses the status of interpretation with the status of political domination. 58 6 In other words, we can actively and collectively engage in the construction of the law. The same, of course, could be said for developing political, economic, and cultural institutions. In this effort, we can look to international law. International law does not provide us with any quick fixes, but its emphasis on human dignity affirms that we cannot be free within social structures that accord "rights" while crushing the human spirit, and it articulates clearly that all peoples have the right to self-determination. Exercising the right to self-determination can take an infinite variety of forms, from a community's demand for a stop sign at a dangerous intersection; to local control of policing, education, and/or healthcare services; to the reorganizing of economically self-sufficient and politically independent nations. The litmus test, as I see it, is whether any given action empowers communities and promotes decolonization, or further entrenches extant relationships of domination and subordination.
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