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Abstract 

Our goal in this article is to remind readers what is unsettling about decolonization. 
Decolonization brings about the repatriation of Indigenous land and life; it is not a metaphor for 
other things we want to do to improve our societies and schools. The easy adoption of 
decolonizing discourse by educational advocacy and scholarship, evidenced by the increasing 
number of calls to “decolonize our schools,” or use “decolonizing methods,” or, “decolonize 
student thinking”, turns decolonization into a metaphor. As important as their goals may be, 
social justice, critical methodologies, or approaches that decenter settler perspectives have 
objectives that may be incommensurable with decolonization. Because settler colonialism is built 
upon an entangled triad structure of settler-native-slave, the decolonial desires of white, non-
white, immigrant, postcolonial, and oppressed people, can similarly be entangled in resettlement, 
reoccupation, and reinhabitation that actually further settler colonialism. The metaphorization of 
decolonization makes possible a set of evasions, or “settler moves to innocence”, that 
problematically attempt to reconcile settler guilt and complicity, and rescue settler futurity. In 
this article, we analyze multiple settler moves towards innocence in order to forward “an ethic of 
incommensurability” that recognizes what is distinct and what is sovereign for project(s) of 
decolonization in relation to human and civil rights based social justice projects. We also point to 
unsettling themes within transnational/Third World decolonizations, abolition, and critical space-
place pedagogies, which challenge the coalescence of social justice endeavors, making room for 
more meaningful potential alliances. 
 
Keywords: decolonization, settler colonialism, settler moves to innocence, incommensurability, 
Indigenous land, decolonizing education 
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colonialism (poverty, dispossession, criminality, premature death, cultural genocide), Indigeneity 
is simply an “and” or an illustration of oppression. ‘Urban education’, for example, is a code 
word for the schooling of black, brown, and ghettoized youth who form the numerical majority 
in divested public schools. Urban American Indians and Native Alaskans become an asterisk 
group, invisibilized, even though about two-thirds of Indigenous peoples in the U.S. live in urban 
areas, according to the 2010 census. Yet, urban Indians receive fewer federal funds for 
education, health, and employment than their counterparts on reservations (Berry, 2012).  
Similarly, Native Pasifika people become an asterisk in the Asian Pacific Islander category and 
their politics/epistemologies/experiences are often subsumed under a pan-ethnic Asian-American 
master narrative. From a settler viewpoint that concerns itself with numerical inequality, e.g. the 
achievement gap, underrepresentation, and the 99%’s short share of the wealth of the metropole, 
the asterisk is an outlier, an outnumber. It is a token gesture, an inclusion and an enclosure of 
Native people into the politics of equity. These acts of inclusion assimilate Indigenous 
sovereignty, ways of knowing, and ways of being by remaking a collective-comprised tribal 
identity into an individualized ethnic identity. 
 From a decolonizing perspective, the asterisk is a body count that does not account for 
Indigenous politics, educational concerns, and epistemologies. Urban land (indeed all land) is 
Native land. The vast majority of Native youth in North America live in urban settings. Any 
decolonizing urban education endeavor must address the foundations of urban land pedagogy 
and Indigenous politics vis-a-vis the settler colonial state.!

Moves(to(innocence(VI:(ReDoccupation(and(urban(homesteading(

The Occupy movement for many economically marginalized people has been a welcome 
expression of resistance to the massive disparities in the distribution of wealth; for many 
Indigenous people, Occupy is another settler re-occupation on stolen land. The rhetoric of the 
movement relies upon problematic assumptions about social justice and is a prime example of 
the incommensurability between “re/occupy” and “decolonize” as political agendas. The pursuit 
of worker rights (and rights to work) and minoritized people’s rights in a settler colonial context 
can appear to be anti-capitalist, but this pursuit is nonetheless largely pro-colonial. That is, the 
ideal of “redistribution of wealth” camouflages how much of that wealth is land, Native land.  In 
Occupy, the “99%” is invoked as a deserving supermajority, in contrast to the unearned wealth 
of the “1%”. It renders Indigenous peoples (a 0.9% ‘super-minority’) completely invisible and 
absorbed, just an asterisk group to be subsumed into the legion of occupiers. 
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Figure 1.1. If U.S. land were divided like U.S. wealth 
  
For example, “If U.S. land were divided like U.S. wealth” (figure 1.1) is a popular graphic that 
was electronically circulated on the Internet in late 2011 in connection with the Occupy 
movement. The image reveals inherent assumptions about land, including: land is property; land 
is/belongs to the United States; land should be distributed democratically. The beliefs that land 
can be owned by people, and that occupation is a right, reflect a profoundly settling, 
anthropocentric, colonial view of the world. 

In figure 1.1, the irony of mapping of wealth onto land seems to escape most of those 
who re-posted the images on their social networking sites and blogs: Land is already wealth; it is 
already divided; and its distribution is the greatest indicator of racial inequality17. Indeed the 
current wealth crisis facing the 99% spiraled with the crash in home/land ownership. Land (not 
money) is actually the basis for U.S. wealth. If we took away land, there would be little wealth 
left to redistribute.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 Wealth, most significantly in the form of home ownership, supercedes income as an indicator of disparities 
between racial groups. See discussions on the wealth gap, home ownership, and racial inequality by Thomas Shapiro 
(2004), in The Hidden Cost of Being African American: How Wealth Perpetuates Inequality.!
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NATIVE LAND: 100%. RESERVATION LAND: 2.3%. 
 
Figure 1.2. If Native land were [is] divided like Native land 
 
 Settler colonization can be visually understood as the unbroken pace of invasion, and 
settler occupation, into Native lands: the white space in figure 1.2. Decolonization, as a process, 
would repatriate land to Indigenous peoples, reversing the timeline of these images. 

As detailed by public intellectuals/bloggers such as Tequila Sovereign (Lenape scholar 
Joanne Barker), some Occupy sites, including Boston, Denver, Austin, and Albuquerque tried to 
engage in discussions about the problematic and colonial overtones of occupation (Barker, 
October 9, 2011). Barker blogs about a firsthand experience in bringing a proposal for a 
Memorandum of Solidarity with Indigenous Peoples,18 to the General Assembly in Occupy 
Oakland.  The memorandum, signed by Corrina Gould, (Chochenyo Ohlone - the first peoples of 
Oakland/Ohlone), Barker, and numerous other Indigenous and non-Indigenous activist-scholars, 
called for the acknowledgement of Oakland as already occupied and on stolen land; of the 
ongoing defiance by Indigenous peoples in the U.S. and around the globe against imperialism, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 The memorandum can be found at http://www.indybay.org/newsitems/2011/10/29/18695950.php, last retrieved 
June 1, 2012.!
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colonialism, and oppression; the need for genuine and respectful involvement of Indigenous 
peoples in the Occupy Oakland movement; and the aspiration to “Decolonize Oakland,” rather 
than re-occupy it. From Barker’s account of the responses from settler individuals to the 
memorandum,  

Ultimately, what they [settler participants in Occupy Oakland] were asking is 
whether or not we were asking them, as non-indigenous people, the impossible? 
Would their solidarity with us require them to give up their lands, their resources, 
their ways of life, so that we – who numbered so few, after all – could have more? 
Could have it all? (Barker, October 30, 2011) 

These responses, resistances by settler participants to the aspiration of decolonization in Occupy 
Oakland, illustrate the reluctance of some settlers to engage the prospect of decolonization 
beyond the metaphorical or figurative level. Further, they reveal the limitations to “solidarity,” 
without the willingness to acknowledge stolen land and how stolen land benefits settlers. 
“Genuine solidarity with indigenous peoples,” Barker continues, “assumes a basic understanding 
of how histories of colonization and imperialism have produced and still produce the legal and 
economic possibility for Oakland” (ibid., emphasis original).   

For social justice movements, like Occupy, to truly aspire to decolonization non-
metaphorically, they would impoverish, not enrich, the 99%+ settler population of United States. 
Decolonization eliminates settler property rights and settler sovereignty. It requires the abolition 
of land as property and upholds the sovereignty of Native land and people.  

There are important parallels between Occupy/Decolonize and the French/Haitian 
Revolutions of 1789-1799 and 1791-1804, respectively. Haiti has the dubious distinction of 
being “the poorest country in the Western hemisphere” (Central Intelligence Agency, 2012); yet, 
it was the richest of France’s colonies until the Haitian Revolution, the only slave revolution to 
ever found a state. This paradox can be explained by what/who counts as whose property. Under 
French colonialism, Haiti was a worth a fortune in enslaved human beings. From the French 
slave owners’ perspectives, Haitian independence abolished not slavery, but their property and a 
source of common-wealth. Unfortunately, history provides us with the exact figures on what 
their property was worth; in 1825, “France recognized Haitian independence by a treaty 
requiring Haiti to pay an indemnity of 150 million francs payable in 5 years to compensate 
absentee slaveowners for their losses” (Schuller, 2007, p.149). The magnitude19 of these 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 150 million Francs was the equivalent of France’s annual budget (and Haiti’s population was less than 1% of 
France’s), 10 times all annual Haitian exports in 1825, equivalent to $21 billion in 2010 U.S. Dollars. By contrast 
France sold the Louisiana Purchase to the United States in 1803 for a net sum of 42 million Francs. The indemnity 
demand, delivered by 12 warships armed with 500 canons, “heralded a strategy of plunder” (Schuller, 2007, p.166), 
as a new technology in colonial reconquest. !

http://tequilasovereign.blogspot.ca/2011/10/what-does-decolonize-oakland-mean-what.html




https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ha.html
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reparations not for slavery, but to former slave owners, plunged Haiti into eternal debt20. Occupy 
draws almost directly from the values of the French Revolution: the Commons, the General 
Assembly, the natural right to property, and the resistance to the decolonization of Indigenous 
life/land. In 1789, the French Communes (Commons) declared themselves a National Assembly 
directly “of the People” (the 99%) against the representative assembly of “the Estates” (the 1%) 
set up by the ruling elite, and adopted the celebrated Declaration of the Rights of the Man and 
the Citizen. Not unlike the heated discussions at the December 4, 2011 General Assembly of 
Occupy Oakland that ultimately rejected the proposal to change the name to “Decolonize 
Oakland”, the 1789 National Assembly debated at great length over the language of 
emancipation in the Declaration. Ultimately, the Declaration abolished slavery but not property, 
and effectively stipulated that property trumped emancipation. While rhetorically declaring men 
as forever free and equal (and thus unenslavable), it assured the (revolutionary) colonial 
proprietors in the assembly that their chattel would be untouched, stating unequivocally: “The 
right to property being inviolable and sacred, no one ought to be deprived of it...” (Blackburn, 
2006, p. 650).  
 
Table 1.  
Outnumbers. Incommensurable. 

French Revolution! 99% French, 1% Slaves21!

Haitian Revolution! 90% Slaves, 10% Whites & Free Blacks!

 
Decolonizing the Americas means all land is repatriated and all settlers become landless. 

It is incommensurable with the redistribution of Native land/life as common-wealth. 
 
Table 2.  
Outnumbers. Incommensurable. 

Occupy! 99% Occupiers, 1% Owners!

Decolonize! 0.9% Indigenous22, 99.1% Settlers23!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 Haiti has literally been in debt from the moment it was recognized as a country. Haiti paid off its indemnity to 
France in 1937, but only through new indemnity with the United States. Ironically, in contemporary times, the Paris 
Club has power over Haiti’s debt, and thus maintains Haiti’s poverty.!

21 At 28 million people, France was the 3rd most populous country in the world in 1789, after China and India. 
Haiti’s slave population in 1791 was approximately 452,000 - a fluctuating number as the slave mortality rate 
exceeded the birth rate, requiring a constant supply of newly enslaved Africans; and approximately 200,000 slaves 
died in the revolution. 1% refers to this number of enslaved people in Haiti relative to the French population, and 
does not include those enslaved in France or its other colonies.!
22 According to the 2010 U.S. census, Native Americans comprise 0.9% of U.S. inhabitants.!
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 Our critique of Occupation is not just a critique of rhetoric. The call to “occupy 
everything” has legitimized a set of practices with problematic relationships to land and to 
Indigenous sovereignty. Urban homesteading, for example, is the practice of re-settling urban 
land in the fashion of self-styled pioneers in a mythical frontier. Not surprisingly, urban 
homesteading can also become a form of playing Indian, invoking Indigeneity as ‘tradition’ and 
claiming Indian-like spirituality while evading Indigenous sovereignty and the modern presence 
of actual urban Native peoples. More significant examples are Occupiers’ claims to land and 
their imposition of Western forms of governance within their tent cities/colonies. Claiming land 
for the Commons and asserting consensus as the rule of the Commons, erases existing, prior, and 
future Native land rights, decolonial leadership, and forms of self-government. 
 Occupation is a move towards innocence that hides behind the numerical superiority of 
the settler nation, the elision of democracy with justice, and the logic that what became property 
under the 1% rightfully belongs to the other 99%. 
 In contrast to the settler labor of occupying the commons, homesteading, and possession, 
some scholars have begun to consider the labor of de-occupation in the undercommons, 
permanent fugitivity, and dispossession as possibilities for a radical black praxis. Such “a labor 
that is dedicated to the reproduction of social dispossession as having an ethical dimension” 
(Moten & Harney, 2004, p.110), includes both the refusal of acquiring property and of being 
property 

Incommensurability*is*unsettling*

Having elaborated on settler moves to innocence, we give a synopsis of the imbrication of settler 
colonialism with transnationalist, abolitionist, and critical pedagogy movements - efforts that are 
often thought of as exempt from Indigenous decolonizing analyses - as a synthesis of how 
decolonization as material, not metaphor, unsettles the innocence of these movements. These are 
interruptions which destabilize, un-balance, and repatriate the very terms and assumptions of 
some of the most radical efforts to reimagine human power relations. We argue that the 
opportunities for solidarity lie in what is incommensurable rather than what is common across 
these efforts. 

We offer these perspectives on unsettling innocence because they are examples of what 
we might call an ethic of incommensurability, which recognizes what is distinct, what is 
sovereign for project(s) of decolonization in relation to human and civil rights based social 
justice projects.  There are portions of these projects that simply cannot speak to one another, 
cannot be aligned or allied.  We make these notations to highlight opportunities for what can 
only ever be strategic and contingent collaborations, and to indicate the reasons that lasting 
solidarities may be elusive, even undesirable.  Below we point to unsettling themes that 
challenge the coalescence of social justice endeavors broadly assembled into three areas: 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 Wayne would like to give special thanks to Jodi Byrd for pointing out this numerical irony.!
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the United States, not some secret Thai triad or Russian mafia or Chinese smuggler. The U.S. 
carceral state is properly called neo-slavery, precisely because it is legal. It is not simply a 
product of exceptional racism in the U.S.; its racism is a direct function of the settler colonial 
mandate of land and people as property. 
 Black Codes made vagrancy - i.e. landlessness - illegal in the Antebellum South, making 
the self-possessed yet dispossessed Black body a crime (similar logic allowed for the seizure, 
imprisonment and indenture of any Indian by any person in California until 1937, based on the 
ideology that Indians are simultaneously landless and land-like). Dennis Childs writes “the slave 
ship and the plantation” and not Bentham’s panopticon as presented by Foucault, “operated as 
spatial, racial, and economic templates for subsequent models of coerced labor and human 
warehousing - as America’s original prison industrial complex” (2009, p.288). Geopolitics and 
biopolitics are completely knotted together in a settler colonial context.  

Despite the rise of publicly traded prisons, Farms are not fundamentally capitalist 
ventures; at their core, they are colonial contract institutions much like Spanish Missions, Indian 
Boarding Schools, and ghetto school systems26. The labor to cage black bodies is paid for by the 
state and then land is granted, worked by convict labor, to generate additional profits for the 
prison proprietors. However, it is the management of excess presence on the land, not the forced 
labor, that is the main object of slavery under settler colonialism. 
 Today, 85% of people incarcerated at Angola, die there. 

Conclusion*

An ethic of incommensurability, which guides moves that unsettle innocence, stands in contrast 
to aims of reconciliation, which motivate settler moves to innocence.  Reconciliation is about 
rescuing settler normalcy, about rescuing a settler future.  Reconciliation is concerned with 
questions of what will decolonization look like?  What will happen after abolition?  What will be 
the consequences of decolonization for the settler? Incommensurability acknowledges that these 
questions need not, and perhaps cannot, be answered in order for decolonization to exist as a 
framework.   

We want to say, first, that decolonization is not obliged to answer those questions - 
decolonization is not accountable to settlers, or settler futurity.  Decolonization is accountable to 
Indigenous sovereignty and futurity.  Still, we acknowledge the questions of those wary 
participants in Occupy Oakland and other settlers who want to know what decolonization will 
require of them.  The answers are not fully in view and can’t be as long as decolonization 
remains punctuated by metaphor. The answers will not emerge from friendly understanding, and 
indeed require a dangerous understanding of uncommonality that un-coalesces coalition politics - 
moves that may feel very unfriendly. But we will find out the answers as we get there, “in the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
26 As we write today, Louisiana has moved to privatize all of its public schools 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/06/01/louisiana-makes-bold-bid-_n_1563900.html 
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exact measure that we can discern the movements which give [decolonization] historical form 
and content” (Fanon, 1963, p. 36). 

To fully enact an ethic of incommensurability means relinquishing settler futurity, 
abandoning the hope that settlers may one day be commensurable to Native peoples. It means 
removing the asterisks, periods, commas, apostrophes, the whereas’s, buts, and conditional 
clauses that punctuate decolonization and underwrite settler innocence. The Native futures, the 
lives to be lived once the settler nation is gone - these are the unwritten possibilities made 
possible by an ethic of incommensurability. 
 

when you take away the punctuation 
he says of 
lines lifted from the documents about 
military-occupied land 
its acreage and location 
you take away its finality 
opening the possibility of other futures  

 
-Craig Santos Perez, Chamoru scholar and poet  
(as quoted by Voeltz, 2012) 

 
Decolonization offers a different perspective to human and civil rights based approaches to 
justice, an unsettling one, rather than a complementary one. Decolonization is not an “and”. It is 
an elsewhere. 
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