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In a statement of support for the protestors seeking to stop the construction 
of the Dakota Access Pipeline on land near the Standing Rock Sioux reserva-
tion, members of the Black Lives  Matter network describe it as “a movement 
for all of us” by  those “Indigenous  peoples who are putting their bodies and 
lives on the line to protect our right to clean  water.”1 The statement goes on 
to insist, “[T]his is not a fight that is specific only to Native  peoples— this is a 
fight for all of us and we must stand with our  family at Standing Rock,”  later 
adding, “We are in an ongoing strug gle for our lives and this strug gle is  shaped 
by the shared history between Indigenous  peoples and Black  people in Amer-
i ca, connecting that stolen land and stolen  labor from Black and brown  people 
built this country.” Black and Indigenous strug gles appear  here to coincide as 
they emerge out of a “shared history” of white supremacist vio lence, exploita-
tion, and expropriation.2 From this perspective, Native actions and intentions 
in fighting the Dakota Access Pipeline (opposition to which coalesced and cir-
culated  under the hashtag #NoDAPL) take part in a united movement whose 
subjects form a “we” that exceeds the specificity of Native peoplehood, since 
the trajectory of such opposition is  shaped by, in the statement’s terms, “a criti-
cal fight against big oil for our collective  human right to access  water.” Since 
Black  people also are subject to environmental racism, which “is not  limited 
to pipelines on Indigenous land,” they, too, are represented within the efforts 
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at Standing Rock; thus, Black Lives  Matter’s solidarity with Native activists 
emerges from a sense of mutual subjection as  people of color to environmental 
degradation and abjection by the racist policies of the U.S. state.

However, to what extent does this framing reflect Indigenous understand-
ings? As described by Nick Estes, an Indigenous studies scholar and citizen 
of the Lower Brule Sioux, the current conflict arises out of “the longer histo-
ries of Oceti Sakowin (The  Great Sioux Nation) re sis tance against the trespass 
of settlers, dams, and pipelines” across the Missouri River, itself understood 
as unceded Oceti Sakowin territory— recognized as such  under the treaty of 
1851 with the U.S. government. Moreover, in the introduction to a series of 
articles on #NoDAPL, Estes and Jaskiran Dhillon pre sent the pipeline as “a 
continuation of the nineteenth- century Indian wars of extermination” while 
also posing the question, “How do we situate Standing Rock within a social, 
po liti cal, cultural, and historical context of Indigenous anticolonial re sis tance 
against occupation and vari ous forms of state vio lence inherent to settler co-
lonialism?”3  These articulations conceptualize the strug gle at Standing Rock 
as an expression of Oceti Sakowin sovereignty and self- determination as In-
digenous  peoples, rightfully exercising jurisdiction and stewardship over their 
homelands while being assaulted in ways consistent with an ongoing history 
of settler colonial theft and refusal to acknowledge the po liti cal authority of 
Native nations. Although the Black Lives  Matter statement notes that “ there 
is no Black liberation without Indigenous sovereignty,” such sovereignty does 
not feature as a meaningful part of the analy sis offered,  either in terms of what 
is at stake in Indigenous opposition or what might be at play in imagining 
and negotiating an “our” in which non- natives might participate. While the 
statement suggests a convergence around the kinds of materials used for the 
pipeline and the failed  water pipes in “Black communities like Flint,” as well 
as the fact that many of the same companies funding the pipeline also sponsor 
“factories that emit carcinogenic chemicals into Black communities,” the po-
liti cal imaginary at play in Indigenous opposition gets translated and refigured 
within an alternative set of conceptual, po liti cal, and historical coordinates. 
That pro cess allows the rhetorical emergence of a “we” who have a “shared” set 
of rights/claims to the space of “this country” in ways fairly disconnected from 
the question and practice of Indigenous sovereignties. If the actions at Stand-
ing Rock and in Flint might be brought into relation around access to  water, 
does such a conjunction provide a basis on which to connect them? Or, per-
haps more usefully, what kinds of relation does it engender, and what dangers 
lie in presuming that this apparently shared object or set of concerns bespeaks 
an under lying unity in the movements’ frames and aims? As Dipesh Chakrabarty 
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cautions in Provincializing Eu rope, “The Hindi pani may be translated into the 
En glish ‘ water’ without having to go through the superior positivity of H2O,” 
and this movement across languages “appeal[s] to models of cross- cultural 
and cross- categorical translations that do not take a universal  middle term for 
granted.”4 Similarly, while  water may provide a basis for mutual engagement 
and solidarity, the significance of  water— the po liti cal geographies, collective 
histories, and constellations of meaning in which it and sustainable access to 
it are enmeshed— cannot be presumed to be the same. How might  water, as 
an example, provide a site for translation among disparate po liti cal imaginar-
ies and trajectories in ways that do not seek to efface their difference in the 
pro cess?

Rather than seeking to diminish the gesture of solidarity by members of the 
Black Lives  Matter movement, then, I want to underline the ways that, even in 
good faith efforts  toward meaningful engagement, the assumption of a shared 
set of terms, analyses, or horizons of po liti cal imagination between Black and 
Indigenous strug gles may be premature or may obfuscate significant distinc-
tions.5 The question of how to understand the specificity of po liti cal move-
ments appears as a central issue in the articulation of the aims of the Black Lives 
 Matter network. The Black Lives  Matter movement began as a response to the 
state- sanctioned murder of Black  people (particularly by the police), with the 
hashtag arising specifically in 2013  in response to the failure to hold George 
Zimmerman legally accountable for his killing of Trayvon Martin. Since then, 
it has grown into a broader mass movement focused on challenging vari ous 
institutionalized systems of antiblack oppression.6 As part of “A HerStory of 
the #BlackLivesMatter Movement,” the three creators of the hashtag— Alicia 
Garza, Opal Tometi, and Patrisse Cullors— observe, “Progressive movements 
in the United States have made some unfortunate errors when they push for 
unity at the expense of  really understanding the concrete differences in context, 
experience, and oppression. In other words, some want unity without strug gle.” 
The aim  here lies in challenging the appropriation of Black activist and intel-
lectual work by  others in ways that do not acknowledge the significance of anti-
black oppression, how Black lives “are uniquely, systematically, and savagely 
targeted by the state.” However, this emphasis on the particularity of the forms 
of domination to which Black  people are subjected and their strug gles against 
such domination— the push against, in the creators’ terms, “the worn out and 
sloppy practice of drawing lazy parallels of unity between  peoples with vastly 
diff er ent histories and experiences”— can also apply to the pro cess of seeking to 
put Black and Indigenous movements into relation. 7 Garza, Tometi, and Cul-
lors’s cautions  here apply not only to the imagination of an inherent “we” or 
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“us” that unites  these strug gles but to the ways “concrete differences in context, 
experience, and oppression” can be displaced when positing a given analytical 
framework as necessarily providing the encompassing conceptual structure in 
which to situate Black and Indigenous histories, po liti cal imaginaries, and ef-
forts to realize justice. What difficulties arise in trying to resolve  these differ-
ences by incorporating them into a unifying, singular model, and what other 
possibilities might  there be for movement between and among such differences 
other than merger or triangulation within a putatively supervening structure 
that supposedly can envelop and explain them?

From this perspective, we might understand Black and Indigenous strug-
gles less as incommensurable than as simply nonidentical, as having distinct 
kinds of orientation  shaped by the effects of histories of enslavement and set-
tler colonial occupation.8 To describe movements and the po liti cal imaginaries 
to which they give rise and that animate them as oriented suggests that they 
are given form, trajectory, and momentum by the par tic u lar histories of domi-
nation to which they respond, as well as the visions of liberation that emerge 
to contest the dominant terms of subjugation and subjection. As Sara Ahmed 
suggests, “[W]e do not have to consciously exclude  those  things that are not 
‘on line.’ The direction we take excludes  things for us, before we even get  there.” 
She further observes, “[A] background is what explains the conditions of emer-
gence or an arrival of something as the  thing that it appears to be in the pre-
sent,” adding, “Histories shape ‘what’ surfaces: they are  behind the arrival of 
‘the what’ that surfaces.”9 Characterizing movements as having disparate back-
grounds indicates that they have distinct “conditions of emergence” that shape 
the “what” of the movements themselves: the kinds of subjects and subjectivi-
ties that they represent, the par tic u lar institutional conjunctures that they con-
test, and the aims  toward which they move.

In this vein, we might quite roughly schematize the distinction between 
Black and Indigenous po liti cal imaginaries as that of flesh and of land, a con-
trast between a focus on the vio lence of dehumanization through fungibility 
and occupation through domestication.10 In “Fugitive Justice,” Stephen Best 
and Saidiya Hartman argue, “A ‘plan’ for the redress of slavery is what is ur-
gently needed, but any plan, any  legal remedy, would inevitably be too narrow, 
and as such it would also prove necessarily inadequate,” and they further sug-
gest, “We understand the par tic u lar character of slavery’s vio lence to be ongoing 
and constitutive of the unfinished proj ect of freedom,” adding that “the kinds 
of po liti cal claims that can be mobilized on behalf of the slave (the stateless, 
the socially dead, and the disposable) in the po liti cal pre sent” illustrate “the in-
complete nature of abolition.”11 The legacies of enslavement continue to shape 
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the possibilities for Black life in the pre sent, an inheritance and con temporary 
force that exceeds the potential for formal  legal redress through enactments of 
equality due to the ways that Black  people continue to be made “socially dead” 
and “disposable” within structures of state racism— particularly in terms of 
criminalization and mass incarceration. Similarly, in “The Case of Blackness,” 
Fred Moten argues that “[t]he cultural and po liti cal discourse on black pathol-
ogy has been so pervasive that it could be said to constitute the background 
against which all repre sen ta tions of blacks, blackness, or (the color) black take 
place.”12 This widespread understanding of blackness in terms of aberrance 
and anomaly gives rise to “fugitive movement in and out of the frame, bar, or 
what ever externally imposed social logic— a movement of escape, the stealth 
of the stolen,” a “fugitive movement [that] is stolen life” and that is the “special 
ontic- ontological fugitivity” of “the slave.”13 The continued remaking of bodies 
via blackness as malleable and disposable flesh extends the dynamics of chattel 
slavery, engendering a ubiquitous pathologization for which flight from the 
enclosures of the law— stolen modes of individual and collective subjectivity— 
provides the principal recourse.

By contrast, Native po liti cal imaginaries tend to turn on questions of col-
lective territoriality and governance. Even while speaking in the critical idiom 
of flesh and of the vio lence done to Native  women’s bodies, Audra Simpson 
highlights in “The State Is a Man” how “[a]n Indian  woman’s body in settler 
regimes such as the US . . .  is loaded with meaning— signifying other po liti cal 
 orders, land itself, of the dangerous possibility of reproducing Indian life and 
most dangerously, other po liti cal  orders.”14 As Jodi Byrd notes of efforts to cast 
Native self- determination as a proj ect of contesting racist exclusion, “Ameri-
can Indian national assertions of sovereignty dis appear into U.S. territorial-
ity as indigenous identity becomes a racial identity and citizens of colonized 
indigenous nations become internal ethnic minorities within the colonizing 
nation- state.”15 Emphasizing the existence of Native  peoples as landed polities 
who exercise their own modes of sovereignty functions as a central animating 
princi ple of Indigenous movements, in ways at odds with the foregrounding 
of statelessness, social death, and fugitivity in Black po liti cal and intellectual 
framings.

Approaching Black and Indigenous po liti cal strug gles and imaginaries as 
oriented in diff er ent ways—as following their own lines of development and 
contestation that are not equivalent to each other— does not mean under-
standing them as utterly dissimilar or as having no points of intersection or 
mutual imbrication. Rather, foregrounding such orientations and how they 
militate against a priori incorporation into a singular account enables a more 
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searching consideration of the pro cesses by which they might be brought into 
meaningful and productive relation so as to avoid forcing them into alignment 
and, thereby, generating an illusory and misleading sense of “unity without 
strug gle.” In discussing her relation as a non- Indigenous person with Quechua 
intellectuals, Marisol de la Cadena observes, “Our ways of knowing, practicing, 
and making our distinct worlds— our worldings, or ways of making worlds— 
had been ‘circuited’ together and shared practices for centuries; however, they 
had not become one.” Describing the movement between  those “worlds” as 
a pro cess of equivocation, she further argues, “Controlling the equivocation 
means probing the translation pro cess itself to make its onto- epistemic terms 
explicit, inquiring into how the requirements of  these terms may leave  behind 
that which the terms cannot contain, that which does not meet  those require-
ments or exceeds them.”16 This approach highlights the potential for Black and 
Indigenous po liti cal imaginaries to be “circuited together” yet still distinct 
while aiming to trace pro cesses of translation among them in ways that address 
the transformations of meaning that occur in such transits.17

Before describing the arc of the proj ect in its turn to the speculative as a basis 
for approaching Black- Indigenous relations and translations, though, I should 
note my own positioning within  these scholarly and po liti cal conversations. 
I enter into  these pro cesses of translation as a non- native, white scholar who 
has sought over many years to develop sustained, respectful, and accountable 
relations with Indigenous scholars and to generate intellectual work through 
ongoing dialogue with and critique by them. I approach the questions and con-
cerns of this proj ect, then, as a white ally whose own primary intellectual coor-
dinates are  those of Indigenous studies and who seeks to engage work in Black 
studies and Black social and po liti cal movements from this position, while also 
having long- term commitments to challenging forms of antiblackness (as well 
as white privilege) as a scholar, teacher, and activist. I neither seek to position 
myself as speaking for Indigenous  people(s) nor as offering a neutral location 
from which to assess Black- Indigenous discussions, debates, tensions, and ne-
gotiations. To do  either would involve evading the significance of my whiteness 
by implicitly using it to pre sent myself as transcending what would by contrast 
appear as the located particularities of blackness and indigeneity.18 Rather, my 
aim, as a scholar of Indigenous studies, is to engage the prominent and pressing 
issues of how Black and Indigenous movements might engage each other by 
questioning the value of triangulation as the vehicle for  doing so, including the 
ways that the attempt to bring Indigenous and Black movements into align-
ment as part of a single strug gle tends to center whiteness as the mediating 
princi ple. While foregrounding whiteness as a shared object of critique and a 
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shared source of vari ous modes of structural vio lence can create a basis for co-
ali tion, whiteness then remains the medium for relation among  people of color 
instead of attending to how their experiences of collectivity, analyses of past 
and pre sent domination, and visions for a more just  future may be meaning-
fully discrepant from each other. I therefore am not so much aiming to specify 
the precise forms that Black- Indigenous dialogue and relation should take as 
pointing to certain impasses that arise in seeking to think and enact such rela-
tion and suggesting the value of holding on to a sense of the differences be-
tween  these movements (instead of seeking to resolve them into a single struc-
tural formula).

Fictions of Land and Flesh turns to futurist fiction as a means of exploring 
some of the central conceptual framings employed within Black and Indige-
nous po liti cal imaginaries in order to illustrate the often unrecognized forms of 
translation through which they encounter and engage each other. How might 
we understand the movement between Black and Indigenous po liti cal forma-
tions as something of a speculative leap in which the terms and dynamics of the 
one are disoriented in the encounter with the other? How can recognizing such 
translations between and among historical and po liti cal framings, orientations, 
and imaginaries help generate critical modes that can address  those pro cesses 
(rather than efface them through attempts at unification)? In this vein, futur-
ist fiction provides a compelling site for exploring such potential disjunctions 
while refusing to resolve them into a singular, systemic account. If both Black 
and Indigenous po liti cal imaginaries make power ful claims on how to narrate 
and navigate the  actual, turning to speculative writing enables  those forms of 
narration and conceptual/perceptual approaches to be made more vis i ble as 
such, highlighting how  these ways of accounting for real ity are  shaped by par-
tic u lar modes of analy sis and visions for liberation/decolonization/abolition. 
Not only does futurist fiction generate “what if ” scenarios that enable forms 
of conceptual and repre sen ta tional experimentation; its constitutive break 
from concrete events and experiences, in the sense of a setting that is neither 
in ostensibly known historical real ity or the contested dynamics of the pre-
sent, allows its imaginative spaces and relations to be understood as something 
other than a referential account of real ity. Instead, futurist narratives allow us 
to see divergent ways of conceiving and perceiving, variable frames of reference 
through which to understand how  things work in the world. Seeing them as 
framings—as pos si ble ways of describing what was, is, and could be— allows for 
the potential for  there to be multiple modes of understanding that all may be 
true while also being nonidentical. Engagement with Afrofuturist and Indig-
enous futurist fiction provides a means of tracking disparate orientations and 
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the kinds of mutual (mis)translations that they engender. Thus, the speculative 
is less a specific genre for me than a mode of relation (which I also refer to as 
the subjunctive, in ways discussed in chapter 1). It opens the potential for ac-
knowledging a plurality of legitimate, nonidentical truth claims, none of which 
should be taken as the singular and foundational way that the real is structured. 
The speculative as a mode opens intellectual, po liti cal, and ethical possibilities 
for thinking and valuing the differences among Black and Indigenous po liti cal 
imaginaries, which is what motivates my turn to futurist fiction as the principal 
site of study.

Each of the main chapters ( after the first, largely introductory one) takes up 
a widely employed set of tropes for mapping and contesting antiblackness— 
fungibility, carcerality/fugitivity, and marronage—in order to explore the 
ways they shape figurations of domination and freedom, moving from least to 
most engaged with questions of place and collective inhabitation. My choice 
to foreground Afrofuturist texts speaks to their greater prominence popularly 
and critically, bringing questions of indigeneity and settlement into a well- 
established conversation and aiming to speak to  those scholars who are part of 
that conversation. My aim also, as an Indigenous studies scholar, is to engage 
in sustained ways with  these texts,  these conversations, and the framings they 
raise— tracing the contours and trajectories of Black sociopo liti cal imaginar-
ies while exploring the ways indigeneity enters into their modes of worlding. 
In other words, I seek to understand and appreciate the texts’ ways of analyz-
ing and critiquing antiblackness and their ways of envisioning possibilities for 
freedom, and  doing so enables an exploration of, in de la Cadena’s words, “how 
the requirements of  these terms may leave  behind that which the terms can-
not contain”—an exploration that is neither dismissive nor condemnatory. 
In studying the kinds of analytical and oppositional possibilities  these tropes 
offer, I engage with the ways they affect how impor tant ele ments of Indigenous 
peoplehood and self- determination (such as collective placemaking, enduring 
connections to par tic u lar lands and  waters, and exertion of sovereignty as au-
tonomous polities) emerge within Black imaginaries. For this reason, Indig-
enous futurist texts appear largely as a counterpoint to help highlight the 
impasses that can arise when trying to engage indigeneity through the main 
texts’ governing tropes.

To clarify, though, rather than marking something like a failure to engage 
indigeneity or the need for a more expansive or integrated kind of sociopo liti-
cal imagination, I seek to illustrate how the framings or orientations at play in 
 these fictions provide the context in which indigeneity gains meaning, or not. 
My aim is to explore the relational capacities and opacities of vari ous framings, 
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not to declare certain framings suspect or verboten in light of the ways they 
may orient away from other issues (such as place- based peoplehood and Indige-
nous dispossession). I am not advocating a zero- sum logic whereby Indigenous 
futurist texts are envisioned as getting it right at the expense of Afrofuturist 
ones. Such an approach would create a damned if they do, damned if they  don’t 
dynamic with re spect to indigeneity. Instead, I want to address how legitimate 
and power ful modes of Black analy sis also are oriented in ways that can create 
difficulties for engaging with Indigenous proj ects of self- determination. More-
over, the possibilities of the speculative as a mode do not mean that any given 
(set of ) text(s) of speculative fiction can resolve the tensions between  those 
movements or necessarily offer a way through/beyond such tensions. For this 
reason, for each of the main texts, I seek to trace both its own po liti cal invest-
ments and imagination and to address how its orientations affect how it en-
gages with or translates Indigenous framings. The larger goal is to consider the 
implications of such engagements and translations for relations among Black 
and Indigenous po liti cal movements and imaginaries in their ongoing differ-
ences from each other. The readings in the chapters, then, can be understood 
less as critique on my part (an effort to indicate where texts have failed to do or 
to be what they should) than as an effort to consider what certain conceptual 
and po liti cal framings enable and what they frustrate. How do differences in 
background princi ples, historical experiences, and directionalities of collec-
tive strug gle affect the ways indigeneity enters into Black imaginaries, helping 
shape the dynamics of Black- Indigenous relation? How do disparate po liti cal 
analyses and envisioned horizons of liberation arise out of varied historical tra-
jectories? What is at stake in refusing to see  those frameworks as inherently 
needing to be brought into unifying alignment, and what prob lems, then, arise 
in the necessary and inevitable translation that occurs among nonidentical 
movements?

The first chapter, “On the Impasse,” takes up  these questions, laying out the 
proj ect’s theoretical and methodological itineraries. It explores the difficul-
ties generated by seeking to bring blackness and indigeneity into an overarch-
ing structural account(ing), including the ways  doing so can situate disparate 
movements within a set of background princi ples that are at odds with the 
movements themselves or can privilege one movement’s animating terms at 
the expense of the other’s (or  others’) in implicitly exceptionalizing ways. As 
against the effort to resolve apparent contradictions in articulations of Black 
and Indigenous strug gle by illustrating how they are expressive of differenti-
ated strands of an encompassing system or logic, I turn to Black feminist theo-
rizations of difference that see it less as a distinction to be sublated within an 
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enveloping structural dialectic than as indicative of nonidentical formations. 
Such divergence is less a prob lem to be eliminated or superseded than a norma-
tive condition of nondominating relation between/among sociopo liti cal for-
mations. Understanding  these movements as oriented by nonequivalent kinds 
of collective identity, modes of oppression, and forms of po liti cal aspiration 
provides the condition for putting them into relation in ways that do not pre-
sume some version of false consciousness or invidious unknowing as the basis 
for the discrepancies in articulations and experiences of blackness and indige-
neity. Through discussion of the largely incommensurate ways the concepts of 
sovereignty and the settler are understood within scholarly accounts of black-
ness and indigeneity, the chapter addresses how varied intellectual and po liti cal 
orientations contour what such concepts come to mean and do. Tracing the 
fields of significance at play in  these scholarly accounts, I demonstrate how they 
frame questions of belonging, placemaking, governance, and futurity in ways 
that emerge out of par tic u lar histories, thereby also characterizing the contours 
and force of ongoing patterns of institutionalized vio lence differently. Rather 
than suggesting the need to adjudicate among  these accounts, or to synthesize 
or triangulate them, I argue for the value of acknowledging them as having dis-
parate frames of reference while also bringing them into accountable relation 
to each other. The speculative serves as a means of  doing so by providing a way 
of suspending the exclusivity of claims to what is real. Addressing theorizations 
of the work of science fiction, I illustrate how the speculative can function as 
a mode of hesitation. It offers what might be termed an ethics of equivocation 
that enables something like an ontological humility—or ethos of ontological 
multiplicity—in the face of  others’ ways of explaining what was and is and en-
visioning what might be. In this way, the speculative as a mode or an ethics facili-
tates the proj ect of imagining oneself into  others’ frames of reference without 
suspending the efficacy of the explanatory frameworks one has, allowing both 
to coexist while opening up room for the difficult and potentially fraught dy-
namics of equivocation that arise in moving among disparate worldings.

Chapter 2, “Fungible Becoming,” engages with efforts to explore the stakes 
of racial embodiment, particularly the historical and ongoing pathologization 
of Black flesh—or constitution of blackness as a reduction to flesh. Blackness 
functions as a pro cess of social inscription that converts  human beings into 
fungible potentiality— not simply objects for owner ship and sale as chattel but 
as the vehicle for manifesting economies, geographies, and modes of person-
hood for whom  others  will serve as the subject. However, what might it mean 
to turn  toward a conception of embodiment as malleability, to forgo the claim to 
normative personhood in  favor of embracing the possibilities of blackness as 
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a means of moving beyond propertied, and inherently racializing, modes of 
selfhood? In the Xenogenesis trilogy, Octavia Butler opens potentials for think-
ing about modes of embodiment and interdependence that displace existing, 
institutionalized ways of defining and calculating racial being. The novels do 
so in two ways: by insisting on the significance of shared humanness; and by 
staging human- alien encounter in ways that suggest the possibility for a less 
reifying way of understanding bodily identity, relation, and becoming. But-
ler does not so much envision human- alien miscegenation, the emergence of 
a new mixed species- being, as speculatively envision possibilities for more ca-
pacious and less insulating and hierarchical forms of sociality— a pro cess that 
can be characterized as amalgamation.  These forms of fluidity challenge ex-
isting institutionalized ways of defining privatized, biologized racial identity. 
In figuring  these potentials, though, Butler also explores how such a sense of 
malleability emerges out of histories of equating blackness with fungibility, 
particularly through the trilogy’s portrayal of reproduction and motherhood 
through its first protagonist—an African American  woman named Lilith. 
Even as the novels’ account of protean enfleshment implicitly reflects on the 
social production of blackness, the forms of alien sociality that seem to offer 
a way beyond racializing conceptions of property are themselves described 
in ways that draw on longstanding (ste reo typical and ethnological) concep-
tions of indigeneity in the Amer i cas. While repeatedly gesturing  toward the 
politics of sovereignty and self- determination when addressing the ethics of 
 human re sis tance to alien- managed transformation, the novels tend to pre sent 
such Indigenously inflected concepts in ways that cast expressions of collec-
tive identity as a reactionary investment in forms of racial identity (a dynamic 
that I explore through brief engagements with Native futurist short stories by 
Drew Hayden Taylor and Mari Kurisato). Liberation from racialized modes of 
embodiment, and the notions of the  human that they instantiate, gets linked 
to the absence of place- based peoplehood.  Doing so defers the potential for a 
robust engagement with Indigenous sovereignties and implicitly translates in-
digeneity as a reactionary investment in the preservation of a naturalized group 
identity, itself understood as inherently racialized/racializing.

Turning to speculative imaginings of captivity and flight, chapter 3, “Car-
ceral Space and Fugitive Motion,” addresses the vast proliferation of appara-
tuses of imprisonment over the past forty years and the growing experience of 
emplacement in terms of racialized carcerality for Black subjects in the United 
States. This expansive matrix of mass incarceration also entails surveilling and 
regulating Black neighborhoods, particularly in urban areas. That sustained 
intervention, however, is not justified in race- explicit terms, instead being 
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legitimized as part of a broader need to maintain “law- and- order” in putatively 
high crime areas, and therefore it does not pre sent itself as a mode of institu-
tionalized racism. In Futureland: Nine Stories of an Imminent World, Walter 
Mosley offers a speculative theorization of the princi ples immanently at play 
in such modes of neoliberal apartheid while addressing the central function 
of pro cesses of racialization in the kinds of datafication on which such social 
mappings increasingly rely. Mosley explores the proliferation of carceral mech-
anisms and technologies beyond the prison, including the reor ga ni za tion of 
everyday geographies so as to facilitate state- sanctioned containment separate 
from punishment for criminal activity per se in ways that build on existing ra-
cial demarcations while also generating additional and compounding modes 
of racialization that arise out of the application of ostensibly race- neutral crite-
ria. The text explores the racializing effects of intensifying population- making 
modes of calculation (massive data gathering, algorithmic formulas for sorting 
kinds of persons, construction of biometric categories) as they emerge within 
legally mandated modes of putative racial neutrality, and it investigates how 
such institutionalized and state- sanctioned determinations of risk and value 
shape everyday geographies. In response, Mosley offers a poetics of fugitivity 
that disowns an oppositional politics of collective inhabitance in  favor of figur-
ing freedom as flight, in which not being located anywhere in par tic u lar be-
comes the ave nue to emancipation from omnipresent topographies and strate-
gies of incarceration. By contrast, Daniel Wilson’s Robopocalypse series figures 
situated relation to place and other beings as vital, offering what might be 
characterized as an ontology of emplacement. While not primarily focused on 
Indigenous  peoples’ strug gles for self- determination as such (although featur-
ing an account of Osage nationhood), Wilson’s novels draw on what might be 
understood as Indigenous princi ples to highlight the existence and emergence 
of forms of collective territoriality that not only serve as the basis for  human 
social organ ization and survival but appear as necessary for the continuance 
and flourishing of life itself. However, if Wilson’s texts suggest the difficulty 
of engaging place- based collectivity from within the topos of fugitivity, they 
also themselves leave  little room for thinking the dynamics of diaspora (both 
as a po liti cal formation and as an effect of dispossession). The chapter closes by 
turning to Mosley’s  later novel The Wave in order to explore the text’s medita-
tion on questions of Black placemaking in the United States and how that 
exploration of located belonging itself comes to be configured around flight. 
The novel imagines a kind of Black indigeneity in the Amer i cas while also sug-
gesting the prob lems of such a vision. In this way, the novel seeks to think the 
complexity of relations between blackness and indigeneity in the Amer i cas, 
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and the difficulties of that speculative pro cess are brought into relief by the 
novel’s framing of its narrative in terms of tropes of mobility and escape.

Chapter 4, “The Maroon Matrix,” turns to ways of envisioning Black collec-
tive placemaking and explicit efforts to conceptualize such po liti cal formations 
in relation to Indigenous sovereignties and histories of settlement. More than 
perhaps any other trope within diasporic Black po liti cal discourses and move-
ments, marronage has served over the past  century as a principal way of signal-
ing opposition to the vio lence of the slave system and the forms of antiblack-
ness that have persisted and arisen in its wake— particularly in the Ca rib bean 
and Latin Amer i ca. The previous chapter addresses tensions between flight and 
collective emplacement, but as a critical- political trope marronage contains 
them both within one figure—in what might be called the maroon matrix. Ma-
roon communities arise out of literal fugitivity from enslavement and are main-
tained through an ongoing refusal to be subjected to the plantation system and 
its legacies of racial capitalism, private property, and criminalization/incarcera-
tion. That separateness, both meta phorical and literal, has been conceptualized 
by intellectuals as expressive of a pro cess of indigenization and acknowledged 
 under international law (and, by extension, as part of domestic law in parts of 
Latin Amer i ca) through the terms developed to define and recognize Indig-
enous  peoples. Marronage, then, provides a framework through which to think 
Black emplacement and self- determination in the Amer i cas while, at the same 
time, the intimate role played by indigeneity in form(ul)ations of marronage 
also threatens to situate non- native  people of African descent in a relation of 
substitution/replacement to Native  peoples, rather than one of mutual engage-
ment and negotiation within landscapes  shaped by the dynamics of empire. 
Nalo Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber and Andrea Hairston’s Mindscape explore 
the possibilities for Black collective territoriality in the diaspora while situat-
ing it in relation to enduring Indigenous presence and Native  peoples’ pursuit 
of self- determination.  These novels address, in diff er ent ways, how Black pres-
ence can participate in Indigenous dispossession while also suggesting that 
indigeneity can serve as a conceptual and po liti cal resource for challenging 
dominant equations of blackness with placelessness, or the absence of a proper 
space of collective inhabitance. Hopkinson’s and Hairston’s texts illustrate the 
difficulty of translating indigeneity into the terms of marronage without the 
former becoming something like setting— functioning as a background or ve-
hicle for non- native modes of strug gle for change. What, though, does it mean 
to acknowledge Indigenous specificity and (geopo liti cal) distinctness? Native 
futurist work, such as Melissa Tantaquidgeon Zobel’s Oracles and Stephen 
Graham Jones’s The Bird Is Gone: A Monograph Manifesto, investigates  these 
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problematics of acknowl edgment, addressing the double- edged character of 
state- recognized Indigenous territorial bound aries while also tracing how his-
torically shifting Native social formations are congealed into notions of static 
Indian difference (potentially appropriable by non- natives for their own pur-
poses). Together,  these two sets of texts highlight the difficulty of conceptu-
alizing how Black proj ects of placemaking and of Native self- determination 
might articulate with each other in ways neither superintended by the state nor 
predicated on an indigenizing politics of analogy. The chapter closes by con-
sidering the appearance of repre sen ta tions of treatying within Hairston’s novel 
and the possibilities such an invocation of diplomacy might offer for envision-
ing and enacting relations of reciprocity— the potential for sustained modes of 
Black- Indigenous collective negotiation that do not mandate that  these modes 
of placemaking (and the po liti cal imaginations from which they emerge) be 
defined through or in contrast to each other.

The coda, “Diplomacy in the Undercommons,” seeks to think Black- 
Indigenous relation from two nonidentical trajectories in order further to sug-
gest ways po liti cal imaginaries can open onto and engage each other without 
becoming a single framework. Addressing how the kinds of negotiation dis-
cussed at the end of chapter 4 might provide one way of conceptualizing pro-
ductive translation across po liti cal difference, I approach this dynamic through 
Stefano Harney and Fred Moten’s figuration in The Undercommons of “bad 
debt,” considering the ways such debt might open onto a conception of diplo-
macy. In this vein, I take up the work of the hashtag #nobanonstolenlands. Cre-
ated by Melanie Yazzie in response to the prominence of forms of American 
exceptionalism in the re sis tance to the Trump administration’s anti- Muslim 
travel ban, the hashtag offers a way of envisioning generative Native connec-
tions to and embrace of non- native presence that is neither dispossessive nor 
routed through forms of state recognition and belonging. Conversely, I also 
return to the discussion of Black Lives  Matter, considering the choice by move-
ment leaders to reference the con temporary presence of Indigenous  peoples. 
 These examples do not create a unified po liti cal imaginary, but they do suggest 
speculative engagements across difference that can facilitate modes of mutual 
accountability through ongoing proj ects of translation.



How can Black and Indigenous strug gles be put into relation with each other? 
Both have been crucial to the history of the United States and the Amer i cas 
more broadly, and trying to address one without a sense of the importance of 
the other can produce deeply problematic historical and po liti cal blindnesses, 
as well as generate dismissive and demeaning forms of exceptionalism. How-
ever, a range of difficulties arise in trying to hold them both in the same con-
ceptual or analytical frame. One prominent strategy for  doing so has been to 
situate settler colonialism and enslavement within a single system, explaining 
antiblackness and anti- indigeneity as mutually participating within an over-
arching power structure.  Doing so aims to think together the uneven distribu-
tions of power, resources, and life chances for a range of oppressed racialized 
populations while suggesting that  these groups share a set of objectives in the 
dismantling and transformation of that larger matrix of ideologies, institu-
tions, and coercions. While the goal may be to provide a basis for solidarity 
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predicated on a common analy sis of the forces that shape what seem like varied 
vectors of domination, that very theoretical unification can short- circuit the 
pro cess of relation by relying on the analytical structure itself to resolve promi-
nent differences and discrepancies among  these movements.  Doing so also de 
facto can privilege a par tic u lar po liti cal analy sis (in terms of both the character 
of oppression and ways of envisioning desired change) and thereby subordi-
nate or delegitimize other formulations. That pro cess of unification further 
can entail presenting alternative forms of po liti cal imagination as merely re-
producing dominant logics, discounting them by casting them as surrogating 
for the forms of state identification  under critique. As against such totalizing 
or foundationalizing gestures, a critical praxis or ga nized around translation 
starts from the premise that  these movements are not so much inherently com-
mensurable or incommensurable as simply nonidentical; that they are  shaped 
and given momentum by nonequivalent sets of concerns, emphases, and self- 
understandings. Articulating them to each other, then, requires engaging the 
ways the terms and models generated within one (set of ) movement(s) cannot 
simply encompass  those of another, or be incorporated into a supposedly neu-
tral supervening framework, without producing profound shifts in meaning 
and orientation.

Enchattelment and settlement operate as differentiable backgrounds in ways 
that engender varied trajectories for Black and Indigenous po liti cal and intel-
lectual formations. Native  peoples also  were subject to enslavement, and Black 
 people have been subject to territorial expropriation and dispossession,1 but 
one might approach, in Sara Ahmed’s terms, as discussed in the Introduction, 
the predominating “what” that “surfaces” in histories of Black and Indigenous 
strug gles as divergent. My aim, then, lies less in suggesting that Black and Na-
tive  people(s) have not been subject to similar or interdependent forms of state 
and popu lar vio lence than that  those potentially cross- cutting parallels and in-
tersections come to signify in relation to disparate historical and experiential 
trajectories.  Those experiences that might be understood as shared or inter-
woven are contextualized and oriented differently depending on the po liti cal 
imaginary of which they become part, the background against which they gain 
meaning. Conversely, this nonequivalence between varied strug gles and move-
ments affects how they relate to each other, as each transposes events, dynam-
ics, figurations, articulations in ways that align them within a given movement’s 
own par tic u lar conceptual and historical orientations. As Ahmed suggests, “[a] 
‘we’ emerges as an effect of a shared direction  toward an object,” and she adds, 
“Groups are formed through their shared orientation  toward an object. Of 
course, a paradox is already evident  here in that to have ‘something’ that can be 
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recognized as ‘the same object’ is an effect of the repetition of the orientation 
 toward ‘it,’ just as the orientation seems directed  toward the object that exists 
‘before’ us. In a way, ‘what’ is faced by a collective is also what brings it into 
existence.”2 Blackness and indigeneity as ongoing pro cesses of group formation 
can be understood as differentiated by the objects by which they are oriented 
(such as the terms of law and policy, collective memories, shared social dynam-
ics and frames of reference) and the “what”  toward which they turn (horizons 
of futurity, possibility, freedom, liberation).

The pro cess of moving among  these formations, then, might be understood 
as one of translation. We can approach Black and Indigenous imaginaries as, in 
Marisol de la Cadena’s terms, varied “ways of making worlds,”3 ways of articu-
lating and mapping pre sent sociopo liti cal dynamics while connecting forces 
from the past to the emergence of  future potentials. She suggests of her own 
relation to Indigenous Andean intellectuals, “Our worlds  were not necessarily 
commensurable, but this did not mean we could not communicate. Indeed, 
we could, insofar as I accepted that I was  going to leave something  behind, 
as with any translation—or even better, that our mutual understanding was 
also  going to be full of gaps that would be diff er ent for each of us, and would 
constantly show up, interrupting but not preventing our communication,” add-
ing, “[O]ur communication did not depend on sharing single, cleanly identi-
cal notions— theirs, mine, or a third new one. We shared conversations across 
onto- epistemic formations.”4 She  later observes, “I learned to identify radical 
difference as a relation, . . .  the condition between us that made us aware of our 
mutual misunderstandings but did not fully inform us about ‘the stuff ’ that 
composed  those misunderstandings.”5 When not conceptualized as a proj ect 
of generating equivalence, of finding correlations (“cleanly identical notions”), 
translation draws attention to the existence of semiotic gaps— forms of rela-
tional difference— that “leave something  behind” and that function less as 
obstructions to communication than as a crucial part of being- in- relation.6

The figure of translation, though, also suggests a methodological prob lem 
with re spect to defining what constitute Black and Indigenous formations. 
Translation can imply a movement between diff er ent languages in ways that 
attribute an inherent coherence to the formations in question, but any given 
language itself is not a stable, easily delineated entity. Rather, all languages are 
internally multiple and heteroglossic while also having porous bound aries with 
other languages: the standardization of a par tic u lar version of a language as 
paradigmatic allows other versions to be cast as dialects, degraded impropri-
eties, creolizations, and pidgins. Similarly, employing the trope of translation 
raises the question of what gets to count as “Black” and “Indigenous” within my 
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own analytic framing. What versions of  these identities, movements, po liti cal 
visionings provide the baseline through which to conceptualize horizons and 
thresholds of relation, difference, translation? As Grace Kyungwon Hong notes 
of conceptualizations of blackness within Audre Lorde’s work, “Black commu-
nities are not homogenously unified but are themselves made up of diverse and 
heterogeneous entities,” and as such, “they are themselves always already co ali-
tional.”7 Reciprocally, the category of Indigenous itself emerges through a series 
of transnational movements over de cades and has been taken up in uneven and 
shifting ways around the world.8 Even if one  were to use “Native American” 
or “American Indian” instead,  those rubrics can perform a homogenizing ag-
glomeration that displaces the very idea of distinct, self- determining  peoples 
 toward which such naming usually seeks to gesture. Moreover, I should under-
line that Black and Indigenous are not inherently separate categories, that  there 
are many Black Native  people in at least two diff er ent senses:  people of African 
descent who can trace their lineage to non- Afro- descended Native  people; and 
Black  people who are citizens of Native nations, by adoption, treaty, or other 
means.9 Efforts to speak about differences between “Black” and “Indigenous” 
formations or modes of “we”- ness, then, run the risk of occluding Black Na-
tive  people. Conversely, though, I am wary of positioning Black Native  people 
as the necessary bridge between what other wise may function as nonidenti-
cal groups, even as I seek to formulate accounts of “we”- ness that would not 
exclude, delegitimize, or erase Black Native histories and experiences and the 
effects of  those histories and experiences on understandings of what blackness 
and indigeneity  were, are, and might be.10

As opposed to seeking to stabilize Black and Indigenous as categories in 
order clearly to delineate their separation, to map the frontier that constitutes 
their difference, my aim lies in sketching the pro cesses through which  these 
modes of groupness gain cohesion as identities and movements that tend not 
to follow the same intellectual and po liti cal trajectories. While neither black-
ness nor indigeneity is singular, they still might be understood as occupying 
discrepant problem- spaces. In Conscripts of Modernity, David Scott describes 
a problem- space as “an ensemble of questions and answers around which a ho-
rizon of identifiable stakes (conceptual as well as ideological- political stakes) 
hangs,” adding that differences among problem- spaces can be registered in the 
variance in their “tropes, modes, and rhe toric” and the “horizon in relation to 
which [a given problem- space] is constructed.”11 Broadly stated, if the histo-
ries of enchattelment and settlement produce differently configured kinds of 
problem- spaces with their own horizons and stakes, then the framings, nar-
rative strategies, governing tropes, and forms of analy sis at play in Indigenous 
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and Black strug gles  will unfold in ways that give rise to discrepant ensembles—
in Ahmed’s terms discussed  earlier, varied formations of “we”- ness that take 
shape through repeated and ongoing dynamics of turning  toward diff er ent ob-
jects/objectives. This chapter begins by critically engaging the effort to gener-
ate singularizing accounts that  either foundationalize a par tic u lar framework 
(or ga nized around blackness or indigeneity) or that seek to encompass varied 
frameworks into a kind of meta- structure treated as having greater explanatory 
power.  After exploring the conceptual and po liti cal prob lems generated by this 
impulse  toward unification, I turn to addressing two keywords— sovereignty 
and settler— that generate impasses in thinking about differences between 
Black and Indigenous formations/movements, thereby also illustrating the 
varied orientations of such movements. The chapter closes by turning to the 
concept of speculation to explore the possibilities it offers for understanding 
and negotiating  those impasses, foregrounding the potential for an ethics of 
multiplicity that might guide movement among apparently mutually exclusive 
truth claims.

Structure

Systemic analy sis can be used to model and explain the relation among a range 
of sociopo liti cal pro cesses, highlighting the significance of the structural 
dynamic(s) in question across seemingly disparate phenomena while also situ-
ating disparate populations affected by  those phenomena in a determinate set of 
relations to each other and, thereby, providing the basis for shared understand-
ing and organ izing. However, such system building also can have the effect of 
interpellating populations in ways that defer or disavow their own analyses of 
how they are situated with re spect to other groups as well as the sociopo liti cal 
formations in and against which they strug gle. Speaking about the insertion 
of  human social formations into a developmental narrative in which they all 
can be understood as undergoing an inevitable “transition” to Euro- American 
po liti cal economy, Dipesh Chakrabarty suggests, “This transition is also a pro-
cess of translation of diverse life- worlds and conceptual horizons about being 
 human into the categories of Enlightenment thought.” In the place of such a 
universal narrative of time’s unfolding, he argues for the importance of “trans-
lations [among such diverse life worlds] that do not take a universal  middle 
term for granted.”12 While con temporary analyses that seek to put Black and 
Indigenous histories and strug gles into the same frame usually do not endorse 
the kinds of universalizing history Chakrabarty critiques, they do have a pro-
pensity for collating varied collective experiences into a singular account. The 
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terms and categories of that account’s intellectual structure appear as a neutral 
matrix in which all manner of events, oppressions, and movements can be se-
curely situated and explained. Thus, the complicated and potentially fraught 
pro cesses of translation through which vari ous lifeworlds, po liti cal imagina-
tions, problem- spaces, backgrounds, orientations, and conceptual horizons are 
brought into relation with each other can be displaced by the apparently im-
manent coherence and explanatory reach of the analytical structure itself. In 
contrast to this kind of framework, which can have exceptionalizing effects by 
presenting one group’s experiences as paradigmatic of how the system works, 
I would like to draw on Black feminist conceptions of difference as a means of 
holding on to the conceptual, po liti cal, and ethical significance of not resolv-
ing forms of oppression and re sis tance into encompassing structural narratives.

In order to explore the dynamics and stakes of this kind of system model-
ing, I turn to two theorists whose work has been increasingly impor tant in 
current scholarly conversations: Sylvia Wynter and Glen Coulthard. They each 
offer power ful accounts that explain broad patterns of structural vio lence; they 
have been quite influential; and they each illustrate some prominent tenden-
cies within Black studies and Indigenous studies. In par tic u lar, both scholars 
generate differently configured kinds of what might characterized as “in the 
last instance” effects.13 By this phrase, I mean that even as  these models may 
posit the existence of varied kinds of institutional formations, modes of col-
lective identification, and vectors of institutional power and oppression, they 
suggest that  there is an under lying or overriding structure that has a par tic u lar 
character that ultimately shapes or overdetermines the terms, dynamics, and 
possibilities for change for what is understood as the system as a  whole (call it 
coloniality, racial capitalism, modernity, the world- system,  etc.).

Wynter argues that a specific Eurocentric way of envisioning what it means 
to be  human, a “genre of the  human” that she refers to as “Man,” has come to 
dominate global po liti cal economy.14 In “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/
Power/Truth/Freedom,” Wynter suggests that “the strug gle of our new millen-
nium  will be one between the ongoing imperative of securing the well- being 
of our pre sent ethnoclass (i.e., Western bourgeois) conception of the  human, 
Man, which overrepresents itself as if it  were the  human itself.”15 In casting 
nonwestern populations as evolutionarily backward due to their racial im-
pediments, this framework legitimizes “the large- scale accumulation of unpaid 
land, unpaid  labor, and overall wealth expropriated by Western Eu rope from 
non- European  peoples . . .  from the fifteenth  century onwards.”16 Globalizing 
discourses of race from the early- modern period onward, then, generate the 
conditions for a pro cess of humanization/dehumanization that undergirds 
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both the conquest of the New World and the African slave trade. Eu ro pean 
settlement in the Amer i cas gave rise to “the modern phenomenon of race, 
as a new extrahumanly determined classificatory princi ple and mechanism 
of domination. . . .  For the indigenous  peoples of the New World, together 
with the mass- enslaved  peoples of Africa,  were now to be reclassified as ‘ir-
rational’  because ‘savage’ Indians, and as ‘subrational’ Negroes”— “the new idea 
of order was now to be defined in terms of degrees of rational perfection/im-
perfection.”17 This notion of rationality enacts a pro cess of degodding or secu-
larization by which relations of rule are or ga nized along physical rather than 
spiritual princi ples— later to be supplemented or perhaps superseded, Wynter 
suggests, by an evolutionary conception of  those who are “selected” and  those 
who are “deselected.” In being consigned to the “space of Otherness,” “Indi-
ans” and “Negroes” serve as examples of irrational/subrational backwardness 
against which to define “ human” pro gress and, thereby, position Eu rope and 
its descendants as the pinnacle of  human achievement to date, legitimizing en-
slavement and colonial dominance/expropriation.

Wynter’s articulation of this global (set of ) dynamic(s) and the role of a uni-
versalizing, racializing conception of the  human within them arises out of her 
effort both to develop an analy sis that extends beyond a proj ect of inclusion 
and to envision alternative possibilities for social life that can arise out of exist-
ing practices and princi ples among the oppressed. As Katherine  McKittrick 
suggests in Demonic Grounds, “Sylvia Wynter’s work entails not only ‘decon-
structing’ or denaturalizing categories such as ‘race’; it also means envisioning 
what is beyond the hierarchical codes and partial  human stories that have, 
for so long, or ga nized our populations and the planet.”18 Wynter argues that 
antiracist and anticolonial movements from the mid- twentieth  century often 
ended up seeking to contribute and be recognized within the very systems they 
had set out to dismantle, particularly in terms of the scholarly work conducted 
in  these movements’ name, and she positions her work in direct contrast to 
that implicit inclusionary impulse. For example, in “On How We Mistook 
the Map for the Territory,” she says that in  these movements’ entry into the 
“academic mainstream” they often “find their original transgressive intentions 
defused, their energies rechanneled as they came to be defined (and in many 
cases, actively to define themselves so) in new ‘multicultural terms’ [such] as 
African- American Studies; as such, this field appeared as but one of the many 
diverse ‘Ethnic Studies’ that now served to re- verify the very thesis of Liberal 
universalism” against which Black study and critique “had been directed 
in the first place.”19 Her effort to think the global politics of racialization as 
a predicate for modernity, then, emerges out of a realization of the ways the 
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“devalorization of racial blackness was in itself, only a function of another and 
more deeply rooted phenomenon—in effect, only the map of the real territory, 
the symptom of the real cause, the real issue.”20 Her work, then, seeks to enable 
what she elsewhere has characterized as “ontological sovereignty,” a new way 
of understanding potentials for social life that arises when racially oppressed 
 peoples “move completely outside our pre sent conception of what it is to be 
 human, and therefore outside the ground of the orthodox body of knowledge 
which institutes and reproduces such a conception.”21 This pro cess entails, in 
Rinaldo Walcott’s terms, “a cosmopolitanism from below,” one in which forms 
of collective worldmaking among the oppressed serve as the basis for forms 
of self- fashioning that challenge the givenness of the current racialized world 
order.22

In articulating this analy sis of racializing global structural transformation, 
though, Wynter takes blackness as paradigmatic of the dynamics of dehuman-
ization through which Man is (re)constituted. She observes in “Unsettling the 
Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom,” “While ‘indios’ and ‘negros,’ 
Indians and Negroes,  were to be both made into the Caliban- type referents 
of  Human Otherness to the new rational self- conception of the West,  there 
was also . . .  a marked differential in the degrees of subrationality, and of not- 
quite- humannness, to which each group was to be relegated within the classifi-
catory logic of the West,”  earlier suggesting, “it was to be the  peoples of Black 
African descent who would be constructed as the ultimate referent of the ‘ra-
cially inferior’  Human Other, with the range of other colonized dark- skinned 
 peoples, all classified as ‘natives,’ now being assimilated to its category.”23 In 
situating settler colonial occupation of the Amer i cas and the transatlantic slave 
trade within a single framework, Wynter highlights their mutual participation 
within a modern world- system predicated on naturalized racial ideologies and 
attendant forms of institutionalized vio lence that work to secure the interests 
of the dominant “ethnoclass,” which narrates its own par tic u lar identity as sim-
ply the character of “the  human itself.” Yet in producing a structural account of 
post- Columbian Euro- dominance ordered around the construction of modes 
of racial otherness, Wynter locates blackness as the “ultimate referent” for  those 
pro cesses, such that all other forms of racialization and oppression against non- 
European  peoples can (and should?) be understood within a framework in 
which blackness and antiblackness provide the background.

Within such critical and po liti cal mapping, though, what place is  there for 
engaging Indigenous geographies and modes of peoplehood? Wynter’s  earlier 
essay “1492: A New World View” suggests some of the implications for think-
ing Indigenous sovereignty that emerge within the overarching structural 
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account she articulates. As in “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/
Truth/Freedom,” her interest lies in tracing how a par tic u lar “genre of the 
 human” comes to function as the basis for creating and ranking modes of ra-
cialized being, in which white supremacist narratives of Euro- superiority cir-
culate as if they merely index the natu ral dynamics of  human evolution and 
development. In insisting on the need for a global vision that can move beyond 
this account of the  human, and its oppressive distributions of privilege and im-
miseration, Wynter underlines the need for a shared sense of species identity 
as the primary way of redressing the structural vio lences about which she theo-
rizes. That new account of the  human, though, leaves  little room for envision-
ing self- determination for Indigenous  peoples. Addressing Native critiques of 
the quincentenary of Columbus’s landing, she asks, “[C]an  there be . . .  a third 
perspective,” beyond affirmation of Euro- conquest and denunciation of its 
genocidal effects, that offers “a new and ecumenical  human view” of 1492 and 
its aftermath?24 Characterizing “both celebrants and dissidents” of the quin-
centenary as offering “partial perspectives” that follow from “partial interests,” 
Wynter suggests that Columbus’s journey to the Amer i cas and all that followed 
in its wake should be thought “from the perspective of the species,” “taking as 
our point of departure both the ecosystemic and global sociosystemic ‘interre-
latedness’ of our con temporary situation” in ways that move  toward a globally 
shared sense of common humanness.25 She suggests that the forms of global 
connection that proliferate in the wake of the Columbian encounter can en-
able a conceptual revolution allowing “knowledge of our specifically  human 
level of real ity,” thereby enabling a thinking of “the propter nos” for the entire 
species.26 This explic itly antiracist account seeks to displace the Euro- bourgeois 
subject as the metric through which to assess relative humanness.

However, what happens to Indigenous articulations of peoplehood and self- 
determination, in terms of both the critique of the ongoing history of settler 
occupation of their lands and the insistence on substantive acknowl edgment 
of Native nations as crucial to any meaningful trajectory for decolonization? If 
Wynter understands her analy sis as marking the coloniality of what she pre sents 
as the con temporary world- system, implicitly casting the dislodging of Man as 
a pro cess of decolonization, Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang raise questions about 
what it means to envision decolonization in ways that do not address Indig-
enous proj ects of self- determination as landed  peoples. In “Decolonization Is 
Not a Meta phor,” they argue, “Decolonization brings about the repatriation of 
Indigenous land and life: it is not a meta phor for other  things we want to do 
to improve our socie ties.” They further suggest that not engaging in sustained 
ways with Indigenous proj ects of self- determination “turns decolonization into 
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an empty signifier to be filled by any track  towards liberation. In real ity, the 
tracks walk all over land/people in settler contexts.”27 From within Wynter’s 
analytical structure, to what extent do such Indigenous po liti cal geographies 
appear as merely “partial interests” that need to be transcended in  favor of a 
vision of “humankind in general”? The existence of distinct  peoples with their 
own complex (and potentially overlapping) modes of placemaking can come 
to appear  either as a drag on the antiracist envisioning of a global “we” or as a 
regressive investment in forms of collective identity tied to par tic u lar lands and 
 waters.28 As Sandy Grande notes in Red Pedagogy with re spect to leftist non- 
native po liti cal imaginaries, “[A] key question, then, is  whether a revolutionary 
socialist politics also envisages the ‘new’ social order as unfolding upon occu-
pied land,” adding, “How does the ‘egalitarian distribution’ of colonized lands 
constitute greater justice for Indigenous  peoples?”29 Understanding forms of 
racialization as causally and systemically crucial to the oppressions, inequities, 
and vio lences of, in Wynter’s terms, “our pre sent single world order and single 
world history” generates a structural account in which the expropriation of In-
digenous lands can be explained as a function of the institutionalized narration 
of Native  peoples as irrational/subrational savages, a status for which black-
ness provides the model.30 Incorporating Indigenous  peoples into the kind of 
global structural formulation Wynter offers, then, raises questions about the 
possibilities for addressing the (geo)po liti cal imaginaries offered by Indigenous 
intellectuals and activists.31

In suggesting the existence of “genres of the  human,” though, Wynter does 
gesture  toward the potential for pluralizing the possibilities for being and be-
coming in ways that might provide intellectual resources for engaging with 
Indigenous (and other modes of ) peoplehood. In “On How We Mistook the 
Map for the Territory,” she suggests that  those populations who come to be 
classified  under Euro- conquest and enslavement as “Indians and Negroes”  were 
“forcibly uprooted from their own indigenous genres of being  human and, 
therefore, from their once autocentric self- conception and classified instead as 
now subordinated groups.”32 She further argues that global forms of Western 
coloniality “had to repress the real ity of the quite diff er ent self- conceptions 
and sociogenic codes of the multiple groups now subordinated and classified 
as natives, in order to enable their multiple societal  orders to be studied by an-
thropologists, not as the institutions of alternative genres of the  human that 
they  were . . .  but, rather, in Western classificatory terms, as ‘cultures.’ ”33 Even 
as the presence of “multiple societal  orders” often appears in Wynter’s work 
in the past tense, as what was assaulted and erased through the imposition of 
Western notions of the  human, the existence of a range of “alternative genres of 
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the  human” opens the potential for thinking such modes of being, which have 
been effaced through Euro- dominance, as what lies beyond coloniality—or as 
contributing to the critique and dismantling of coloniality. Although, at other 
moments, Wynter seems to suggest that all extant genres of the  human obey 
a “master code”— a “governing sociogenic princi ple”— that provides the shared 
framework for the current world- system,34 but the prospect of the plurality 
of genres opens  toward a conception of translation across nonidentical “soci-
etal  orders,” even as the diversity of such collective worldings is staged within a 
problem- space or ga nized around racialized relations to the  human rather than, 
say, negotiating relations to par tic u lar lands and  waters.35

By contrast, in Red Skin, White Masks, Coulthard foregrounds the histori-
cal and continuing centrality of settler assertions of authority over Indigenous 
 peoples and territories to existing po liti cal economies (particularly within and 
among settler-states). He argues for the importance of understanding “primi-
tive accumulation” less as a completed stage in the pro cess of cap i tal ist develop-
ment than as per sis tent and crucial in the operation of con temporary capital-
ism. He observes, “[I]n the Canadian context, colonial domination continues 
to be structurally committed to maintain . . .  ongoing state access to the land 
and resources that contradictorily provide the material and spiritual sustenance 
of Indigenous socie ties on the one hand, and the foundation of colonial state- 
formation, settlement, and cap i tal ist development on the other.” In underlin-
ing this point, he cites Patrick Wolfe’s formulation that “the primary motive [of 
settler colonialism] is not race (or religion, ethnicity, grade of civilization,  etc.) 
but access to territory. Territoriality is settler colonialism’s specific, irreducible 
ele ment.” Coulthard pre sents ongoing and intensifying forms of settler expro-
priation (often conducted through forms of state recognition) as structurally 
necessary—as foundational— to extant modes of state formation and cap i tal ist 
development,  later noting, “it is correct to view primitive accumulation as the 
condition of possibility for the developing and ongoing reproduction of the 
cap i tal ist mode of production.”36

This argument responds to calls for the recognition of Indigenous  peoples 
by the settler-state and for forms of reconciliation between such  peoples and 
the state. To the extent that Canada and other settler-states seek to engage 
Indigenous strug gles for self- determination by legally acknowledging the ex-
istence and claims of Native nations, the pursuit of such acknowl edgment, 
Coulthard indicates, eventuates in the translation of Indigenous geopo liti cal 
self- understandings and horizons of governance into terms compatible with 
the existence and jurisdiction of the state itself. He indicates the need “to 
challenge the increasingly commonplace idea that the colonial relationship 
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between Indigenous  peoples and the Canadian state can be adequately trans-
formed via such a politics of recognition,” especially inasmuch as “the politics 
of recognition in its con temporary liberal form promises to reproduce the very 
configurations of colonialist, racist, patriarchal state power that Indigenous 
 peoples’ demands for recognition have historically sought to transcend.”37 
Moreover, Coulthard illustrates how discourses of recognition and po liti-
cal theories that draw on them tend to rest “on the problematic background 
assumption that the settler- state constitutes a legitimate framework within 
which Indigenous  peoples might be more justly included,”38 and within that 
framework, Indigenous sovereignty largely is cast as a set of “cultural”  dynamics 
that can be severed from questions of po liti cal economy, with the juridical and 
cap i tal ist infrastructure of the state remaining as the de facto formation into 
which Indigenous  peoples can be incorporated. His insistence on “primitive 
accumulation” as ongoing, then, contests the notion that the state can engage 
indigeneity in substantive and sustained ways without fundamentally trans-
forming the structure of the state and its relation to the lands it claims as part 
of its “domestic” space. Moreover, this line of analy sis aims to contest leftist 
frameworks that posit the potential for shared landbases in ways that efface In-
digenous  peoples’ territorialities. If the notion of restoring a “commons” circu-
lates as a way of challenging and thinking beyond cap i tal ist modes of extraction 
and privatization, Coulthard, like Grande, reminds readers that the so- called 
commons “belong[s] to somebody— the First  Peoples of this land ” and that the 
“place- based foundation of Indigenous decolonial thought and practice” lies in 
forms of “grounded normativity” that emerge from “modalities of Indigenous 
land- connected practices and longstanding experiential knowledge” that “in-
form and structure ethical engagements with the world [as well as] relation-
ships with  human and nonhuman  others over time.”39 In a similar vein, Jodi 
Byrd argues that “the current multicultural settler colonialism that provides 
the foundation for U.S. participatory democracy [is not] understood as pre-
cisely that,”  later observing, “ Because settler colonialism arises from the forced 
domination of indigenous lands that have been reconstellated as the metro-
pole, indigeneity itself becomes the site of inclusive remediation for all settlers 
and arrivants.”40

Yet Coulthard also qualifies his analy sis by suggesting that “the colonial 
relation of dispossession” should be understood as co- foundational with more 
conventional Marxian accounts of the exploitation of  labor in engaging with 
con temporary capitalism. He observes, “Although it is beyond question that 
the predatory nature of capitalism continues to play a vital role in facilitating 
the ongoing dispossession of Indigenous  peoples in Canada, it is necessary to 
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recognize that it only does in relation to or in concert with axes of exploitation 
and domination configured along racial, gender, and state lines”: “I suggest that 
shifting our attention to the colonial frame is one way to facilitate . . .  radical 
intersectional analy sis. Seen from this light, the colonial relation should not be 
understood as a primary locus or ‘base’ from which  these other forms of op-
pression flow, but rather as the inherited background field within which mar-
ket, racist, patriarchal and state relations converge to facilitate a certain power 
effect.”41 In displacing the notion of a singular “base,” he opens the potential 
for engaging with multiple modes of oppression in intersectional ways. By po-
sitioning the dispossession of Indigenous  peoples as “the inherited background 
field,” though, he implies that such pro cesses of settlement function as the en-
framing condition of possibility for other relations of domination. Indigeneity, 
then, becomes paradigmatic within Coulthard’s framework. Even if  those other 
vectors of institutionalized vio lence cannot be understood simply as an exten-
sion of the imposition of settler territoriality, as superstructural or epiphenom-
enal effects of a “primary” settler colonialism, they gain meaning  here through 
being situated within a conceptual and po liti cal field or ga nized around Indig-
enous landedness and the challenge it poses to the legitimacy of the state and 
non- native modes of sociality and governance. As Ahmed suggests, “[A] back-
ground is what explains the conditions of emergence or an arrival of something 
as the  thing that it appears to be in the pre sent”;42 in this vein, taking what 
Coulthard terms the colonial relation as the background conditions how other 
strug gles  will emerge or arrive onto the scene of analy sis, raising questions 
about what difference they ultimately can make in understanding settlement as 
the structural frame. Such an orientation certainly generates power ful concep-
tual and po liti cal possibilities, also providing an impor tant counterpoint to the 
tendency to efface the continuing existence of Indigenous  peoples and ongoing 
efficacy of settlement for Natives and non- natives alike. However, in seeking 
to model a par tic u lar sociopo liti cal formation ( whether set at the scale of the 
nation- state, relations among states, or globally), this orientation can reartic-
ulate other po liti cal imaginaries through the prism of Indigenous critique in 
ways not acknowledged as such, thereby generating impasses in establishing 
relations with non- Indigenous movements.

One prominent aspect of this difficulty lies in envisioning roles for non- 
native  people of color within Indigenous proj ects of resurgence.43 For non- 
Indigenous  people on the lands claimed by settler-states such as Canada and 
the United States,  people who presumably do not have the kinds of knowledges 
and grounded modes of being to which Coulthard refers, what does “ethical 
engagement” with Indigenous self- determination look like, especially a form 
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not routed through the kinds of indigenizing “inclusive remediation” Byrd 
addresses? More pointedly, what kinds of decolonial relations to Indigenous 
pro cesses of resurgence are pos si ble for “arrivants”— nonwhite, non- native 
 people— who have been subjected to, in Coulthard’s words, “other forms of op-
pression”? As Zainab Amadahy and Bonita Lawrence note, a vision or ga nized 
around Indigenous sovereignties and a nation- to- nation relation with the 
settler- state can leave Black  people “completely disempowered in that pro cess,” 
placing them “in a kind of limbo, waiting for a colonial state and Indigenous 
nations to ‘work out’ a relationship.” Amadahy and Lawrence further insist on 
the need for “Indigenous leadership” and, by extension, Indigenous intellec-
tuals “to develop a vision of sovereignty and self- government that addresses 
the disempowered and dispossessed from other parts of the world who  were 
forced and/or coerced into being  here on Turtle Island.”44 Where and how do 
questions related to blackness and antiblackness come to  matter when issues 
of Indigenous territoriality and peoplehood provide the background against 
which to envision po liti cal critique and transformation?

As suggested in the discussion thus far, large- scale structural modeling that 
seeks to provide an explanatory framework for a range of forms of institution-
alized vio lence can end up transposing social dynamics into the terms of the 
model in ways that de facto foreclose other horizons of po liti cal experience, 
critique, and imagination.45 Recognizing such implicit lacunae or disavowals 
could provide the impetus for new forms of model building that seek better to 
incorporate what previously has been left out or denigrated in the construction 
of a given (set of ) analytical system(s). However, if extant structural accounts 
can tend  toward forms of exceptionalism (“in the last instance” dynamics that 
make one kind of oppressed group’s experiences paradigmatic of the system 
as a  whole), it is not clear that seeking to generate more capacious or expan-
sive accounts actually  will address the disparities in intellectual/po liti cal back-
grounds that engender exceptionalist inclinations in the first place. In “Black 
History in Occupied Territory,” Justin Leroy asks “what intellectual pathways 
are foreclosed when slavery and settler colonialism vie for primacy as the vio-
lence most foundational to the modern social order,” explaining with re spect to 
“Indigenous and black critical theory” that

[e]ach has supplanted facile notions of racial exclusion, but in  doing so 
has proposed alternatives— colonialism and slavery— premised upon 
[an] exclusive claim to accounting for the vio lence of modernity.  These 
claims are internally coherent and broadly useful, but are incompatible. 
 Either colonialism or slavery must be subordinated to the other, forcing 
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them into aporetic tension. Each field reduces the other to a variation on 
the theme of liberal multiculturalism in order to maintain the integrity 
of its own exceptionalist claims.46

While both sets of intellectual proj ects have internal coherence, they seem to 
foreclose each other, especially to the extent that each portrays the other as 
a version of “liberal multiculturalism” complicit with the very forms of state 
vio lence  under critique. Furthermore, Indigenous and Black po liti cal imagi-
naries can pre sent themselves as offering the means of accounting for racial-
izing and colonial domination, staking a claim to foundationality that excludes 
or subordinates other analytical frameworks.  Doing so premises the integrity 
of the analytical- political formation in question on its capacity to displace, 
underlie, or encompass all  others, thereby producing exceptionalist effects in 
which a par tic u lar way of framing ongoing histories of vio lence— a specific 
problem- space—is positioned as having a semi- transcendent supremacy over 
alternatives. Furthermore, as Iyko Day suggests in “Being or Nothingness,” that 
pro cess depends on employing dichotomies that a priori or ga nize conceptual 
engagement with the events, movements, dynamics in question: “This is ex-
pressed  either as an Indigenous/settler binary constituted in relation to land 
or a black/nonblack binary founded on racial slavery,” generating “exceptional-
isms” in which “the Native and the black body signify a genocidal limit con-
cept.”47 In the place of such binaries, Day suggests the importance of viewing 
“race and colonialism” as mutually forming “the matrix of the settler colonial 
racial state.” She argues that “[p]utting colonial land and enslaved  labor at the 
center of a dialectical analy sis” enables an understanding of “settler colonial-
ism [as] abid[ing] by a dual logic that is originally driven to eliminate Native 
 peoples from land and mix the land with enslaved black  labor,” and  these two 
logics “work together to serve a unitary end in increasing white settler property 
in the form of land and an enslaved  labor force.”48 The answer to exceptional-
ism, then, appears to be connecting  these two modes or areas of analy sis by 
treating them as interdependent aspects of a single phenomenon or formation 
that itself “serve[s] a unitary end.” Dialectical movement resolves into a con-
ceptual and po liti cal synthesis in which Black and Indigenous po liti cal imagi-
naries can be articulated in mutual relation to “white settler property.”49

To what extent, though, does such apparent intellectual resolution end up 
deferring differences among movements in ways that can reiterate the prob-
lems generated by exceptionalism? For example, what princi ples  will be used in 
undertaking the pro cess of synthesis, and how  will they shape the possibilities 
for change, remediation, or resurgence a given synthesis or framework offers? 
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Against what backgrounds do such princi ples emerge, and in what kinds of 
po liti cal imaginaries are they enmeshed? While attending to “slavery and set-
tler colonialism” can enable exploration of how they influence and even co- 
constitute each other, triangulating them as part of a singular structure (call 
it “the modern social order” or “the settler colonial racial state”) does not 
necessarily address the dynamics by which Black and Indigenous movements 
encounter and engage each other. Rather than exploring the pro cess of relation 
among such movements in their varied paradigms and orientations, the kind of 
dialectical or synthetic mode of analy sis Day and Leroy suggest posits a resolu-
tion of difference at the level of intellectual or analytical form—an overrid-
ing structural “logic” that itself is meant to serve as the basis for (potential) 
solidarity or po liti cal rapprochement among movements. In place of attending 
to the immanent perspectives, regularities, momentum, and trajectories that 
shape Black and Indigenous po liti cal formations and analyses,  these accounts 
offer a somewhat static conception of a singular system (albeit one that may 
have differentiable parts) that provides the conceptual architecture for think-
ing Black- Indigenous engagement.

By contrast, I want to suggest that starting from the premise of irreducible 
difference might generate another set of intellectual and po liti cal possibilities, 
ones based on open- ended pro cesses of relation, negotiation, and translation. 
By irreducible difference, though, I do not mean that Black and Indigenous for-
mations are utterly incommensurable and must be understood as completely 
disjunct from each other. Rather, I want to highlight commensuration as an 
ongoing set of practices, re orientations, and shifting relationships that, in de 
la Cadena’s terms discussed in the Introduction, involves continuing forms of 
“equivocation” in which mutual understanding can occur but neither neces-
sarily in the same “onto- epistemic terms” nor in a way outside the frames of 
reference of  those involved in the relation. Drawing on women- of- color femi-
nisms, Hong characterizes difference as “a cultural and epistemological practice 
that holds in suspension (without requiring resolution) contradictory, mutu-
ally exclusive, and negating impulses.” She further suggests that difference for 
Audre Lorde “inheres in her ability to both mark the uniqueness of anti- Black 
vio lence as well as insist that it is pos si ble to connect this vio lence to  those 
experienced by other racialized, gendered, devalued  peoples,” adding that “the 
self- consciously named ‘ women of color feminism’ or ‘Third World feminism’ 
of the 1970s and 1980s, of which Lorde is an impor tant contributor, emerged 
precisely to enable such a po liti cal analytic able to articulate co ali tional prac-
tice based on, rather than in spite of, historical and material differences within 
and among racial groups.”50 To develop analytics that are rooted in “histori-
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cal and material differences” requires not setting aside such discrepancies and 
forms of uniqueness, but instead foregrounding them as the basis on which 
sustained engagement becomes pos si ble. As Lorde observes, “Difference must 
be not merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities between 
which our creativity can spark like a dialectic. Only then does the necessity for 
interde pen dency become unthreatening.” She further argues, “[W]e have no 
patterns for relating across our  human differences as equals. As a result,  those 
differences have been misnamed and misused in the ser vice of separation and 
confusion,” suggesting, “It is a lifetime pursuit for each one of us to extract 
 these distortions from our living at the same time as we recognize, reclaim, and 
define  those differences upon which they are imposed.”51 Taking difference as a 
basis for relation, as opening the possibility for creative and sustaining engage-
ment, involves tracking and contesting forms of misnaming and misuse that 
reify and distort distinctions in po liti cal formations and trajectories while still 
recognizing and reclaiming such distinctions as the medium through which to 
build connections.

Approached in this way, difference is not a clearly delineated set of posi-
tionings within an overarching systemic logic (or structurally integrated set 
of such logics). Audra Simpson, among  others, has raised sustained questions 
about notions of “difference,” especially when applied to Indigenous  peoples. 
She suggests that  there “is a historical attitude that supplants the ravages of set-
tler colonialism with definitions of ‘difference,’ ” in which Indigenous po liti cal 
 orders are transposed as Native cultural difference in ways that get “defined by 
 others” and that need to be performed to settler satisfaction in order legally 
to be recognized.52 However, rather than understanding difference as a deter-
minate distinction within an existing configuration, as implicit differentiation 
from a dominant standard that remains unmarked and is treated as the de facto 
norm, it can be approached as marking nonidenticality: that two (or more) 
movements, formations, and problem- spaces are not the same as each other 
and cannot be conceptualized through the same overriding terms and concepts 
without (disorienting) acts of translation. Recognizing difference, then, entails 
seeing it as an ongoing and dynamic potential for engaging with other persons 
and groups who cannot be reduced to the roles they play within the frame-
works within which one operates. In “The Uses of Anger:  Women Responding 
to Racism,” Lorde observes, “The  woman of Color who is not Black and who 
charges me with rendering her invisible by assuming that her strug gles with 
racism are identical to my own has something to tell me that I had better learn 
from, lest we both waste ourselves fighting the truths between us.”53 “Strug gles 
with racism” can take a range of forms whose configurations do not coincide 
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with each other, and treating one as paradigmatic can end up rendering other 
such strug gles invisible. However, the response to that prob lem of unknowing 
 here lies less in seeking to create a broader, more encompassing analy sis— one 
that could model all of the vari ous modes of oppression and their interrelation, 
deriving connections among strug gles from the dynamics of that model— than 
to take part in continuing interactions through which the differences among 
such strug gles might be understood as illustrating multiple, nonidentical 
“truths.”54

Vari ous strug gles each may offer their own perspectives on how oppression 
works and what justice might look like in ways that are neither reducible to 
each other nor sublatable within an overarching structural model. Lorde indi-
cates that  those discrepancies and the negotiations around them can serve as 
a source of creativity within social strug gles, and she further suggests that the 
drive to make strug gles identical, including by incorporating them within an 
account of the logic of the system that ostensibly encompasses them all, can 
foreclose the possibility of sustained communication and meaningful en-
gagement among oppressed groups. Moreover, Lorde argues that the acknowl-
edgment of not belonging to the same racialized group, and therefore not 
having the same experience of racism, is crucial to building a meaningful rela-
tion. Such relation is predicated on refusing to assume that an overarching ac-
count could capture their varied experiences precisely  because the attempt to 
generate a systemic analy sis so often ends up treating one mode of domination 
as if it  were paradigmatic. Accepting that varied modes of domination are non-
identical is a denial neither of the specificity of Lorde’s experiences of racism 
nor the truth of her analy sis of  those experiences. Instead, it is an opening to 
the possibility of relation across difference.

Such recognition provides the entrée to an ongoing negotiation in which 
the presence of multiple truths serves as an organ izing ethical princi ple. Lorde 
suggests, “We have been taught  either to ignore our differences, or to view them 
as  causes for separation and suspicion, rather than as forces for change,” adding 
that community across such distinctions involves “learning how to take our 
differences and make them strengths. For the master’s tools  will never dismantle 
the master’s  house.”55 The acknowl edgment of difference provides the impetus 
 toward change  because it refuses to replace a dominant frame of reference with 
a singularizing or implicitly foundationalizing alternative ( whether that new 
framework is the overrepre sen ta tion of Man, the colonial relation of dispos-
session, the settler colonial racial state, or something  else). This conception of 
difference envisions forms of co ali tion not predicated on resolving what may 
seem to be contradictory positions or inclinations, which appear as such when 
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viewed from the perspective of attempted unification. Lorde’s feminist ethics 
points  toward relations among persons, oppressed groups, and movements for 
justice and liberation that do not presume an inherently shared frame of refer-
ence. This plurality of perspectives (of variable analyses, backgrounds, orienta-
tions, horizons of po liti cal imagination) can be seen as a source of strength in-
stead of as a blockage or a form of false consciousness, provided that  people are 
willing to engage with how they (and the strug gles in which  they’re enmeshed) 
might be understood within the framings of other strug gles— a willingness to 
be accountable to and changed by ongoing encounters with difference.56

Such an account of difference, however, can run against the grain of certain 
approaches to intersectionality. In par tic u lar, treating Black and Indigenous 
movements as if they have determinate bound aries that separate them from 
each other can end up reifying  those bound aries in ways that not only rigidify 
both forms of identity/struggle but that make paradigmatic the experiences of 
more privileged members of both groups and that efface  those who belong to 
both— namely, Black Native  people. As Anna Carastathis argues, “Models of 
co ali tions that presuppose the fixity of coalescing groups— and the homoge-
neity of collective identities— elide intragroup differences, a danger to which 
intersectionality as a critique of categories alerts us. But such models also nat-
uralize politicized identities, constructing the bound aries between groups as 
pre- given and obscuring their genealogies,” such as, in this case, the complex 
history of shifting modes of  legal identification from which “Black” and “In-
dian” as categories emerge.57 She further addresses the dangers of a vision of 
relation among po liti cal strug gles or ga nized around notions of “merging, com-
pounding, adding, joining, or uniting discrete, mutually exclusive, and stable 
categories of identity (race and gender, paradigmatically) that (on this view) 
correspond to analytically and/or ontologically discrete—if intersecting— 
systems of power.” To treat identities and associated forms of oppression as if 
they  were “analytically and/or ontologically discrete” can end up producing 
visions of  those identities or ga nized around the most privileged members of 
 those groups: “Intersectionality, in [Kimberlé] Crenshaw’s account, reveals 
the inadequacy of categories of discrimination—as well as of strug gle— 
constructed using the logics of mutual exclusion and prototypicality that ab-
stract the experiences of relatively privileged members of oppressed groups and, 
falsely universalizing them, render them representative of all members of the 
group in question.”58 Approaching kinds of identity as separable and analyti-
cally discrete, then, can treat them as if they de facto operate in isolation from 
each other. Ange- Marie Hancock offers the notion of “ontological complexity” 
as a way of naming the refusal to treat identity categories as de facto mutually 
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exclusive— “the idea that analytical categories like ‘race,’ ‘gender,’ ‘class,’ and the 
hegemonic practices associated with them (racism, sexism, classism, to which 
imperialism and homophobia certainly could be added) are mutually consti-
tutive, not conceptually distinct.”59 Similarly, Patricia Hill Collins and Sirma 
Bilge suggest that within such an intersectional understanding, “The focus of 
relationality shifts from analyzing what distinguishes entities, for example, the 
differences between race and gender, to examining their interconnections.”60 
From this perspective, foregrounding distinctions between “Black” and “Indig-
enous” groups can convey the impression that  there is no crossover or shared 
oppressions between  those inhabiting  these two categories, offering the im-
pression that they are inherently disjunctive. In “From Flint to Standing Rock,” 
for example, Kyle T. Mays won ders, “[H]ow have blackness and indigeneity 
been conceived as inherently diff er ent?” and further observes that “Black and 
Indigenous strug gles have been considered separately and falsely seen as mutu-
ally exclusive with diff er ent aspirations and diff er ent goals.”61

However, must the pro cess of relation proceed from the premise of the in-
herent imbrication of blackness and indigeneity? Must recognizing “diff er ent 
aspirations and diff er ent goals” be the same as the notion that groups are “mu-
tually exclusive” or locked in an inherent antagonism? Can one talk about dif-
ference in ways that neither reify the bound aries between nor ignore potential 
overlap among experiences and strug gles? Carastathis juxtaposes “essentialist, 
analytically discrete categories” with “a (more) unified theory of oppression,” 
 later observing that many “social movements . . .  have failed to grasp the social 
totality and lived experiences of multiple oppressions in a nonfragmented way,” 
and she quotes Sharon Parker’s argument that “unity is not achieved through 
homogeneity, but by bringing heterogeneous ele ments into a  whole.”62 Simi-
larly, Collins and Bilge observe, “By using the terms ‘interlocking,’ ‘manifold,’ 
‘simultaneous,’ and ‘synthesis,’ the analy sis treats oppression as resulting from 
the joint operations of major systems of oppression that form a complex social 
structure of in equality.”63 As with the other kinds of structural modeling dis-
cussed  earlier, do the kinds of unification  toward which such intersectionality 
gestures create a “totality” or “ whole” that can engage, in Sara Ahmed’s terms, 
the ways vari ous kinds of “we”s— forms of collective identity— may have dis-
parate backgrounds and orientations? If any given “we” is cross- cut by varied 
kinds of experiences among its members (including of relative oppression and 
privilege) that affect the contours of that identity and that give rise to compli-
cated and shifting negotiations about the terms and trajectories of belonging, 
does that mean  there is no such “we” at all or that understanding it as sub-
stantively diff er ent from another “we” is just a result of analytical and po liti cal 
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fragmentation or a failure to appreciate the larger “social structure” of which 
they both are a part? Hancock suggests that, with re spect to many feminist 
approaches to intersectionality, “diversity within [identity categories] is a train 
stop on the way to a destination of po liti cal and/or co ali tional unity. In con-
trast, for Audre Lorde and  others, who are part of the intellectual history of 
intersectionality, difference is the home, the ontological real ity from which all 
experiences and, more importantly, their aftermaths are dealt with in a way that 
does not rely on the eradication of categories.”64 She seeks  here to affirm differ-
ence as a primary “ontological real ity,” which preserves potential distinctions 
among categories of identity, while at the same time not positing an a priori 
framework through which to bring forms of identity and strug gle into mean-
ingful po liti cal relation.65 Starting from the premise of the difference between 
Black and Indigenous sociopo liti cal formations runs the risk of reifying them 
or treating them as discretely bounded in ways that efface overlapping forms of 
strug gle and belonging between them, as well as distinctions and complexities 
within blackness and indigeneity. However, positing such difference works as 
a way of staving off the kinds of, in Lorde’s terms, misnaming and misuse that 
come with efforts to treat varied strug gles as if they  either  were identical or 
could all be characterized through the one set of terms/framings (call it coloni-
ality, racial capitalism, the world- system, the settler colonial racial state, etc.)— 
which itself would constitute a denial of ontological complexity.

The notion of opacity offers a way of further clarifying the ethical content 
and dynamics of the emphasis on difference that emerges within Black femi-
nisms. In Poetics of Relation, Édouard Glissant suggests, “The opaque is not the 
obscure, though it is pos si ble for it to be so and be accepted as such. It is that 
which cannot be reduced, which is the most perennial guarantee of participa-
tion and confluence.” He juxtaposes opacity with a vision of “difference” that 
“can still contrive to reduce  things to the Transparent,” characterizing trans-
parency as “the perspective of Western thought” that “mea sure[s] your solidity 
with the ideal scale providing me with ground to make comparisons and, 
perhaps, judgments” in a pro cess of “relat[ing] it to my norm.” By contract, 
opacity indicates the refusal to reduce  others to the terms of the same, to 
commensurate them with a pre- given and imposed set of mea sure ments and 
norms. Instead, it marks the potential “solidity”— the being and becoming—of 
another person, group, po liti cal formation beyond the modes of understanding 
I bring to the encounter. Glissant further observes, “Opacities can coexist and 
converge, weaving fabrics,” indicating the potential for undertaking and under-
standing forms of interaction that can create new possibilities without in the 
pro cess reducing difference to transparency— recasting them and their relation 
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in terms of an encompassing (set of ) norm(s), such as positing participation in 
an inherently shared structure.66 In this vein, Tuck and Yang argue that “oppor-
tunities for solidarity [between Natives and non- natives] lie in what is incom-
mensurable rather than what is common across  these efforts,” “highlight[ing] 
opportunities for what can only ever be strategic and contingent collabora-
tions.” They  later add, “The answers  will not emerge from friendly understand-
ing, and indeed require a dangerous understanding of uncommonality that un- 
coalesces co ali tion politics— moves that may feel very unfriendly,” offering a 
similar caution to that of the Black Lives  Matter found ers on the dangers of an 
 imagined “unity without strug gle” (as discussed in the Introduction).67 What 
is at stake in this kind of comparative method is not locating a determinate set 
of distinctions between Black and Indigenous movements and po liti cal imagi-
naries, but, instead, exploring the horizon of uncommonality as the basis for an 
opening  toward solidarity or co ali tional practice as a continuing pro cess where 
frames of reference cannot be presumed to be shared, especially based on an 
analy sis of the system that supposedly encompasses all positions and situates 
them relative to each other.68 Mutual accountability among forms of strug gle, 
then, does not necessitate being situated within a singular social totality or so-
cial structure. Instead, it can emerge through engagement with the potential 
truth value of  others’ descriptions offered from within their own framings and 
orientations.

Recognizing the existence of nonequivalent “we”s and the potential differ-
ences among them without seeking to resolve them into an integrated  whole 
of one kind or another provides the basis for mutual learning, a pro cess that 
structural modeling (including when intersectionality itself is understood as 
an ontology or a necessarily enframing set of epistemological procedures) can 
both shortcut and short- circuit.69 For the negotiations engendered by rec-
ognizing difference truly to be open- ended— not already immanently or ga-
nized by certain formulations, strug gles, goals— some supervening set of terms 
cannot be treated as inherently providing the framework for negotiation, as 
a predetermined basis for “unity.” Starting from the premise that Black and 
Indigenous movements might be nonidentical in their orientations suggests 
the possibility that multiple ways of explaining dynamics in the world might 
be true, even when they are not readily resolvable into each other. The reason 
to adopt such a premise is to obviate the need to subordinate one account to 
another or to seek to merge or sublate them into another account. Such moves 
not only necessarily reduce difference to differentiation but require positing 
some kind of epistemological failing on the part of one or both accounts (that 
they operate from false, merely interested, or inappropriately  limited premises) 
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that  will be remedied through proper (putatively more rigorous or more ex-
pansive) analy sis. This mode of intellectual and po liti cal proceeding casts other 
accounts of the world as misguided, partial, or wrong in ways that tend  toward 
a lack of intellectual generosity as well as suggest a normative commitment to 
the value of singularity: one true account that serves as the basis for relation, 
strug gle, change— where all the parts fit together in determinate ways follow-
ing a given set of analytical princi ples or procedures. That approach cannot ad-
dress difference— nonidenticality—as a positive princi ple, in the sense of both 
the legitimate variability among frames of reference and the potential for such 
nonequivalence to serve as an ethical source of strength, creativity, and respect-
ful engagement.

The turn  toward multiplicity, then, in some sense begins with the following 
question: what if  these accounts, whose terms and trajectories differ signifi-
cantly, are both right? That speculative gesture, which I explore in greater detail 
in the last section of this chapter, opens the potential for negotiated and open- 
ended pro cesses and ethics of relation, rather than seeking logical resolution 
and unification. Acknowledging the potential for nontotalizable difference, 
then, suggests that the pro cess of negotiating relationships among groups— 
variously constituted “we”s— need not occur through a presumed sameness or a 
predisposition  toward commonality (including occupying the same metastruc-
ture of interlocking or intermeshing oppressions), which would allow for them 
to be triangulated and made transparent. Antiblackness and settler colonialism 
need not be understood  either as the same or as integrated within an encom-
passing (set of ) structure(s) in order to engage them as, in de la Cadena’s terms, 
“circuited’ together” in ways that still do not make them “one.”70 Instead, this 
approach highlights ongoing forms of negotiation and (mis)translation among 
groups whose difference from each other (which need not make them mutually 
discrete) is fundamentally not taken as a conceptual and po liti cal prob lem in 
need of structural, dialectical, methodological resolution.71 Attending to the 
pro cess of moving between Black and Indigenous formations, then, highlights 
the potential absence of shared terms and frames of reference (although, not al-
ways, as I explore in par tic u lar in chapter 4), and difference can be understood 
as characterizing the dynamics of engagement rather than serving as a blockage 
that needs to be overcome, sublated, or dissolved through mutual enmeshment 
within a supervening logic or set of foundationalist propositions or princi ples. 
Put another way, how can vari ous orientations and modes of “we”- ness, and 
the problem- spaces in which they are formed and that they generate, be ac-
knowledged while putting them into meaningful, nonexceptionalizing, and 
nonunifying relation?
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Sovereignty

The concept of sovereignty usually serves to designate the exercise of exclusive 
po liti cal authority over a delimited landmass, as well as adjacent  waters and air-
space. While this notion emerges from ideas of undivided monarchical power 
(the  will of the sovereign), the nation- state provides the con temporary template 
for this vision of governance, in which a centralized  legal and administrative 
apparatus exerts jurisdiction over a clearly bounded space. In dominant post- 
Westphalian conceptions of po liti cal order, the undivided nature of such rule 
remains crucial to its character: spheres of sovereignty cannot overlap or they 
cease to constitute claims to sovereignty.72 A single state  will manage its own 
domestic territory without interference from any other state, and any ceding 
of control to other entities within  those bound aries putatively  will be deter-
mined by the state as part of enacting its sovereignty.73 This way of approach-
ing governance can be understood as predicated on casting persons and lands 
as a kind of national property, as belonging to the state.74 Indigenous  peoples 
face the prob lem of having themselves and their homelands claimed as part of 
settler- states that  were established over top of them, through the seizure and 
jurisdictional incorporation of their territories, and without their consent to 
such domestication. Asserting that Indigenous  peoples exert sovereignty over 
their lands and  waters, then, operates as a way of challenging settler colonial 
assertions of dominance and dominion over  those spaces while insisting that 
such  peoples constitute polities whose right to self- determining governance 
must be acknowledged. However, even as citations of Indigenous sovereignty 
seek to disjoint colonial  legal geographies, they can be overdetermined by set-
tler modes of po liti cal structure and legitimation, creating a complicated coun-
terpoint between articulations of sovereignty by Native nations and the very 
colonial pro cesses and grids of intelligibility with which they are entangled.75 
Yet sovereignty remains a crucial topos within Indigenous po liti cal discourses 
and Indigenous studies approaches and often is used as a way of indexing non- 
statist forms of collective life and governance. To the extent that Black subjects 
remain marginal to the nation- state—in terms of not enjoying full belonging as 
citizens or, for majority Black postcolonial nations (such as Jamaica), full rec-
ognition internationally as equal sovereigns— sovereignty appears less useful 
as a form of collective po liti cal imagination and advocacy. Much recent work 
in Black studies not only challenges the desirability of sovereignty as a horizon 
of aspiration but suggests that the mobilization of sovereignty within strug gles 
for social justice actually contributes in significant ways to the proliferation and 
normalization of antiblackness, particularly inasmuch as sovereignty is under-
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stood as itself an expression of the logics of property that produced enchattel-
ment and within which Black  people continue to appear as non- self- owning 
(and, thus, fungible and pathological) subjects. As an intellectual and po liti cal 
concept, then, sovereignty manifests the profound disjunctions that can arise 
between the problem- spaces formed by Black and Indigenous movements while 
also drawing attention to the kinds of (mis)translation (and resulting impasses) 
that can occur in efforts to understand them in relation to each other.

The politics and strug gles of Indigenous  peoples are partially oriented by 
the need to convey their existence as polities in the context of the settler- state’s 
assertion of jurisdiction over them and their lands, and the topos of sover-
eignty marks that problematic while also emphasizing the ways Native gover-
nance remains irreducible to settler  legal and administrative frameworks. In 
“For Whom Sovereignty  Matters,” Joanne Barker observes that “[f ]ollowing 
World War II sovereignty emerged as a particularly valued term within indig-
enous scholarship and social movements and through the media of cultural 
production. It was a term around which analyses of indigenous histories and 
cultures  were or ga nized and whereby indigenous activists articulated their 
agendas for social change.” The reason for this proliferation lies in the fact 
that “[s]overeignty had come to represent a staunch political- juridical iden-
tity refuting the dominant notion that indigenous  peoples  were merely one 
among many ‘minority groups’  under the administration of state social ser vice 
and welfare programs. Instead, sovereignty defined indigenous  peoples with 
concrete rights to self- government, territorial integrity, and cultural autonomy 
 under international customary law.”76 Native intellectuals and activists seized 
on the notion of sovereignty in order to mark the ways that their  peoples could 
not be treated merely as domestic subjects  under the regular governance of the 
states that enclose them and their lands. Native communities insisted on their 
existence as  peoples  under international law, as rightfully exerting forms of po-
liti cal autonomy and self- determination that exceed the par ameters of settler 
rule and that challenge the legitimacy of settler governments’ claims to exercise 
overriding authority within the borders of what they have mapped as national 
space. As Barker notes, “The blatant contradictions are between the recogni-
tion of the sovereignty of indigenous  peoples through the entire apparatus of 
treaty making and unmitigated negation of indigenous  peoples’ status and 
rights by national legislation, military action, and judicial decision.”77 While 
treaties provide prima facie evidence of histories of U.S. diplomatic negotia-
tion with Native  peoples in ways that indicate their po liti cal separateness and 
existence prior to and outside the sphere of domestic law, the dynamics of Indian 
policy point to a continuing (and in many ways intensifying) pattern of treating 
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 Indigenous  peoples as lacking any substantive po liti cal status other than as 
 racial/cultural conglomerates at the mercy of U.S. largesse.78 In this vein, insist-
ing on the sovereignty of Native nations contests the validity of  these forms of 
settler superintendence, intervention, and assault by foregrounding the ways 
that such actions operate as modes of colonial aggression.

Invoking sovereignty functions as both a form of conceptual space- clearing 
and a means of drawing attention to the existence and authority of Native na-
tions in their enactment of governance over their own lands and populations. 
As Jean Dennison observes, “The nation- state model with its power dynamics 
and internal workings is anything but ideal, but it is currently the primary tool 
for exerting sovereignty.” In this context, Native  peoples need to figure them-
selves in relation to the state form in order to be able to assert the legitimacy 
of their own acts of governance: “Given  these tensions, the nation is clearly a 
necessary entanglement. The key is making something out of this structure that 
does not mirror the oppression of the colonizer.”79 Challenging the vio lence of 
settler colonialism entails refusing the vari ous ways that the state seeks to cast 
Native  peoples as internal to the settler nation, as contributing to its multicul-
tural diversity but in ways that do not disturb the framework of settler jurisdic-
tion. Barker observes that the “making ethnic or ethniciziation of indigenous 
 peoples has been a po liti cal strategy of the nation- state to erase the sovereign 
from the indigenous,” and Dennison suggests, “Culture in this context be-
comes a burden: American Indian  peoples are forced to overturn a destructive 
legacy of U.S. policies. . . .  American Indian culture is made to stand for all that 
is fundamental, pure, and noncolonized.”80 Insisting on the acknowl edgment 
of Native  peoples’ sovereignty displaces culturalizing or ethnicizing narratives 
that cast indigeneity as a bundle of traits, practices, beliefs, and so on, that can 
be adjudicated in relation to au then tic Indianness by non- natives in ways im-
plicitly contradistinguished from questions of governance, especially the right 
to exert control over seized and stolen lands. Citations of Indigenous sover-
eignty, then, arise and circulate within the par tic u lar problem- space generated 
by (Anglophone) settler colonialism.81

Moreover, Native nations have their own juridical formations, and even as 
they remain subjected to the colonial oversight and management of the settler- 
state,  these governments enact pro cesses of decision making, lawmaking, ju-
risdiction, and resource distribution that usually would be included  under the 
rubric of sovereignty. In other words, to set aside Native  peoples’ sovereignty 
implies a colonial disregard for the actions and authority of such governments. 
As Dale Turner suggests of settler governance in Canada, “[T]he brutal real ity 
is that the Canadian state’s  legal and po liti cal culture does not recognize the 
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moral worth of Aboriginal  legal practices— whatever they are—as legitimate 
alternatives to what is unproblematically recognized as the only legitimate  legal 
system in Canada.”82 In the absence of an effort to wrench the notion of sover-
eignty  free from its equation with the power and self- articulation of the settler- 
state, Indigenous practices of law and governance do not signify as such, instead 
appearing as cultural expressions that can be disregarded when they come into 
conflict with non- native  legal and administrative imperatives. Efforts by non- 
Indigenous scholars to set aside the concept of sovereignty as merely a tool of 
domination, then, overlook the significance of its mobilization by Indigenous 
polities in their effort to be engaged as such. Dennison argues, “The academic 
compulsion to deconstruct sovereignty threatens to aid settler colonial efforts 
to discredit indigenous authority.  These debates over sovereignty take place 
within larger colonial strug gles over authority and power, where  there is a lot at 
stake in claiming, denying, or even dissecting sovereignty. The academic debate 
over sovereign power too often limits sovereignty to an attribute of statehood 
and statehood to Eu ro pean styles of governance.”83 The effort to dismiss the 
notion of sovereignty as simply a vector of state control and vio lence can con-
tribute to disregarding the authority of Indigenous  peoples to govern them-
selves, overlooking how Native  peoples mobilize figurations of sovereignty as 
part of current and ongoing strategies and strug gles with re spect to law, policy, 
placemaking, and belonging, among other  matters. The employment of sover-
eignty to productive ends can be seen in work, such as Dennison’s, on Native 
nations’ redrafting of their constitutions.84 Moreover, in his study of shifting 
aims and configurations of environmental policy in the Cherokee Nation, 
Clint Carroll explores expressions of an “ecological nationalism” that “employs 
indigenized state structures in order to converse with and contest  those of the 
settler-state,” foregrounding “the use and modification of state structures by 
indigenous nations” and the ways that pro cess enacts a “dialectics of indigenous 
state transformation” by “filtering state structures through the matrix of people-
hood.” While addressing how certain bureaucratic approaches to governance 
inherited from (or imposed by) the settler- state hamper the implementation 
of relationship- based Cherokee environmental frameworks, Carroll illustrates 
how grassroots Cherokee initiatives have been pushing the Cherokee govern-
ment to “reconfigur[e] state practices and acknowledge alternative sources of 
authority.”85  These dialectics of indigenization occur in and through expres-
sions of Native nations’ sovereignty, the assertion of a right to govern their 
lands and  people in ways consistent with their own self- determined goals and 
princi ples. Even though the policies of settler- states can constrict Indigenous 
possibilities for po liti cal self- organization, state structures— and the dynamics 
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of sovereignty on which they depend— can be filtered, or translated, through 
the prism of peoplehood in ways that make them more than simply an exten-
sion of settler governance.

The topos of sovereignty also works to mark the existence of non- statist 
forms of peoplehood,  whether or not  those modes of life (in Coulthard’s terms) 
are recognized by the settler-state. As Barker observes, “Translating indigenous 
epistemologies about law, governance, and culture through the discursive ru-
bric of sovereignty was and is problematic. Sovereignty as a discourse is unable 
to capture fully the indigenous meanings, perspectives, and identities about 
law, governance, and culture, and thus over time it impacts how  those episte-
mologies and perspectives are represented and understood.”86 Although settler 
discourses of po liti cal authority and legitimacy can exert colonial pressure on 
Native structures of governance, Native formations of peoplehood and place-
making extend beyond the institutions and princi ples acknowledged as such 
by the state, and the concept of sovereignty can function as a way of highlight-
ing the po liti cal character of such Indigenous epistemologies. In Dancing on 
Our Turtle’s Back, Leanne Simpson suggests of the pro cess of enacting self- 
determination, “Building diverse, nation- culture- based resurgences means 
significantly re- investing in our own ways of being: regenerating our po liti cal 
and intellectual traditions; articulating and living our  legal systems; language 
learning; ceremonial and spiritual pursuits; creating and using our artistic and 
performance- based traditions.”87 The pro cess of resurgence of which Simp-
son speaks, then, itself builds on existing feelings of being part of a  people, 
a potentially fluid matrix of relation but one  shaped by past and continuing 
dynamics of governance and placemaking. As Simpson notes, “Nishnaabeg 
concepts of ‘nation’ and ‘sovereignty’ are much diff er ent than modern con-
structs, but they exist and  were expressed.”88 Sovereignty, then, serves as a way 
of naming the autonomy of the nation/people with re spect to not only the 
exercise of jurisdictional authority by par tic u lar settler governments but the 
character of what constitutes Indigenous governance and pro cesses of being 
and becoming as place- based collectivities. Describing quotidian experiences 
of Kahnawà:ke Mohawk identity, Audra Simpson indicates that it is “drawn 
from their own traditions, their interpretations of that tradition, their shared 
archive of knowledge of each other, their genealogies, and their relationships 
with each other through time,”  later adding, “[T]hese living, primary, feeling 
citizenships may not be institutionally recognized, but are socially and po liti-
cally recognized in the everyday life of the community.”89 Characterizing such 
feelings as expressions of sovereignty highlights their role in the ordinary re-
newal of Kahnawà:ke po liti cal existence, foregrounding how such affects, his-
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tories, and webs of relation provide the ongoing, in Ahmed’s terms, conditions 
of emergence and direction for the polity. Thus, even as settler administrative 
and  legal frameworks may seek to constrain the possibilities for Indigenous 
self- determination, Native  peoples continue to have their own ways of formu-
lating nation and sovereignty that operate in complex, sometimes amplifying 
and sometimes disjunctive, relation to the institutional structures recognized 
by the state.90

While the concept of sovereignty provides a way of indexing the presence 
and significance of Native  peoples as po liti cal entities, its common association 
with state geographies of authority and belonging makes it far less useful as a 
means of outlining the aims of Black strug gle. For  people of African descent in 
the diaspora created by the transatlantic slave trade, the question of po liti cal be-
longing remains deeply vexed, neither at home in majority white nation- states 
nor having a site of identification that could provide a geopo liti cal frame for 
peoplehood. In A Map to the Door of No Return, Dionne Brand characterizes 
histories of enchattelment and fungibility as “a rupture in history, a rupture 
in the quality of being. It was also a physical rupture, a rupture of geography,” 
noting of her own experience in Canada, “We  were not from the place where 
we lived and we could not remember where we  were from or who we  were. 
My grand father could not summon up a vision of landscape or a  people which 
would add up to a name”: “[H]aving no name to call on was having no past; 
having no past pointed to the fissure between the past and the pre sent. That 
fissure is represented in the Door of No Return: that place where our ancestors 
departed one world for another; the Old World for the New.” 91 The rupture of 
enslavement persists as an animating part of the pre sent, an ongoing experience 
of placelessness that follows from the absence of an enduring connection to a 
“landscape or a  people”— the very kinds of attachments signaled by the figure 
of sovereignty. Saidiya Hartman suggests of diasporic identification with Af-
rica in Lose Your  Mother, “We may have forgotten our country, but we  haven’t 
forgotten our dispossession. It’s why we never tire of dreaming of a place that 
we can call home, a place better than  here, wherever  here might be. It’s why 
one hundred square blocks of Los Angeles can be destroyed in an eve ning. We 
stay  there, but we  don’t live  there.” She  later suggests, “ You’re tired of being a 
prob lem;  you’re tired of loving a country that  doesn’t love you or hating the 
place you call home,” also at several points describing African Americans as 
“stateless.”92

Even as the state of one’s formal citizenship may function nominally as 
home, the continual production of blackness as “a prob lem” regenerates dis-
possession by making Blacks outsiders to the nation, an alienation that forms 
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the background to quotidian engagements with place and that consistently 
unsettles one’s relation to the state of which one putatively is a subject. Brand 
observes, “The body is the place of captivity. The Black body is situated as a 
sign of par tic u lar cultural and po liti cal meanings in the Diaspora. All of  these 
meanings return to the Door of No Return,” or in Hartman’s framing, “The 
most universal definition of the slave is a stranger. Torn from kin and commu-
nity, exiled from one’s country, dishonored and  violated, the slave defines the 
position of the outsider,” adding, “I am a reminder that twelve million crossed 
the Atlantic Ocean and the past is not yet over.”93 The pro cess of enchattelment 
and the history of captivity— the meanings attached to the immutable fact of 
blackness— live on, borne in the bodies of  those who in the current moment 
remain estranged from the space of their inhabitance.94 As Samantha Pinto 
suggests in her discussion of Adrienne Kennedy’s plays, “[A]n inquiry into that 
alienation is all that we are left with as a collective proj ect of history making, 
one that centers the difficult and divergent paths of black  women across the di-
aspora,” what Pinto  earlier describes as “the transgressive and often unexpected 
loops of circulation that cannot easily be traced to fixed points of origin and re-
turn.”95 Such experiences shape Black strug gle in ways that generate a diff er ent 
kind of problem- space than that of Indigenous collective landedness. It is ori-
ented by a kind of dispossession other than that lived by Native  peoples in that 
 there is not a clear landscape or country to which return is pos si ble (a situation 
diff er ent than in expressions of Black majority governance in postcolonial na-
tions, such as Jamaica and Haiti, which are discussed in chapter 4). Moreover, 
the question remains as to how Black  people fit within Native geographies of 
sovereignty and self- determination, placing them, as Amadahy and Lawrence 
suggest, in “a kind of limbo” in the relation between the settler- state and Native 
national governments.96

This wariness with re spect to narratives of Black locatedness, in the United 
States and Canada in par tic u lar, also needs to be understood in relation to the 
decades- long pattern of concentrating Black  people in structurally impover-
ished urban centers, through which such spaces come to be represented as hope-
less and wretched zones of blackness. Habiba Ibrahim argues, “[T]he city had 
to gain its character of deviance from a naturalized affinity with black  people, 
who are not coincidentally determined by black families. If the ghetto was a 
place for sequestering, criminalizing, and regulating blackness, the new na-
tional goal tautologically suggested that blackness transformed the city into 
a  dangerous, dysfunctional ghetto, and blackness was dysfunctional, which 
then justifies the growth of the carceral apparatus,” adding, “[T]he city was an 
increasingly potent symbol of a particularly black form of difference.” 97 The 
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 Great Migration from the 1870s to the 1930s in which millions of African 
Americans moved primarily from the rural South to cities in the Northeast 
and Midwest created large urban Black populations, and, in the de cades  after 
World War II, vari ous federally funded mea sures (including federally backed 
mortgages in which Black neighborhoods  were redlined and denied loans, as 
well as massive investments in building the highway system) produced and 
subsidized white flight from cities to suburbs while disabling African Ameri-
cans from moving. As Douglas S. Massey and Nancy A. Denton argue, from 
1940 to 1970 “racial segregation became a permanent structural feature of the 
spatial organ ization of American cities.”98 In the 1960s through the 1980s, 
many urban nonwhite neighborhoods  were razed in order to build freeways 
that would allow  those suburbanites to commute into cities (thereby creat-
ing greater concentrations of urban poverty), manufacturing positions largely 
evaporated due to postindustrial shifts of production overseas, and federal 
funding for cities steadily decreased.99 Together  these dynamics resulted in the 
increasing immiseration, immobility, and criminalization of  people of color in 
urban areas, particularly Black  people.100 In this way, blackness appears in gov-
ernmental and popu lar discourses as a par tic u lar mode of territoriality, a gen-
er a tion ally iterated embeddedness in place that expresses a tendency  toward 
destitution, vio lence, and degeneration (often characterized as the “culture” 
of the “underclass”).

Hartman and Brand both raise questions about the ultimate desirability of 
the kind of belonging that can be narrated as “sovereignty,” particularly given 
the ways it can redeploy and naturalize racializing notions of origin that pre-
sent Black  people as “ungeographic” and belonging elsewhere.101 Brand ob-
serves that “[s]ome of us in the Diaspora long so for nation— some continuous 
thread of biological or communal association, some bloodline or legacy which 
 will cement our rights in the place we live,” insisting, though, that “[w]hat we 
have to ask ourselves is, as every one  else in the nation should ask themselves 
also, nation predicated on what?”102 Similarly, as against the notion that trian-
gulation through Africa enables Black  people globally to envision they have an 
inherent connection to one another that serves as the basis for po liti cal solidar-
ity, Hartman argues, “Africans did not sell their  brothers and  sisters into slav-
ery. They sold strangers:  those outside the web of kin and clan relationships, 
nonmembers of the polity. . . .  In order to betray your race, you had first to 
imagine yourself as one.” In the place of what she pre sents as the re- racializing 
presumption of immanent Black connection generated by the figuration of 
Africa- as- motherland, Hartman instead foregrounds shared pro cesses of re-
fusal in response to varied con temporary forms of unfreedom:



46 chapter one

[M]y Africa had its source in the commons created by fugitives and 
 rebels. . . .  The legacy I chose to claim was articulated in the ongoing 
strug gle to escape, stand down, and defeat slavery in all of its myriad 
forms. It was the fugitive’s legacy. It  didn’t require me to wait on bended 
knee for a  great emancipator. It  wasn’t the dream of a White House, even 
if it was in Harlem, but of a  free territory. It was a dream of autonomy 
rather than nationhood. It was the dream of an elsewhere, with all its 
promises and dangers, where the stateless might, at last, thrive.103

Fugitivity offers a way of envisioning po liti cal relation with re spect to histo-
ries and legacies of slavery without routing it through a notion of blackness as 
belonging to a determinate collective for whom “nationhood” could serve as a 
horizon (a dynamic that is addressed further in chapter 3). The absence of such 
a “polity” means the absence of a sense of immanent unity, but it also defers the 
creation of bound aries through which some  will end up as “nonmembers” who 
can then legitimately be subjected to extraordinary vio lence. In  these formu-
lations, having a “nation” entails predicating it on something, and that some-
thing si mul ta neously opens the potential for  others to be made “stateless”— 
strangers whose alienation secures the bounds of the nation. The longing for 
a “ free territory”— what Nadia Ellis characterizes as a diasporic “pull from 
elsewhere”— suggests less a kind of collective placemaking that might be signi-
fied through/as sovereignty than the continual making and remaking of forms 
of alliance that arise out of the repudiation of conditions of subjection and 
flight from them.104

Furthermore, if decolonization conventionally has been conceived as strug-
gle  toward autonomous governance over a par tic u lar land base, including with 
re spect to Indigenous  peoples’ insistence on rightful sovereignty over their 
homelands, Black thinkers and activists also have been recasting the concept 
in terms of modes of post- sovereign transnational affiliation, association, and 
accountability, including in response to forms of postcolonial statehood in the 
Ca rib bean.  These intellectuals argue that conflating the end of colonial rule 
with the emergence of a sovereignty- bearing po liti cal entity whose territorial 
self- governance is modeled on the form of the nation- state effaces other pos-
sibilities for contesting the legacies of colonialism. As Gary Wilder suggests 
of United Nations– orchestrated discourses of decolonization in the mid- 
twentieth  century, “[A] procedural understanding of self- determination as 
a  people’s  free choice about its  future po liti cal status, about a specific frame-
work for self- government, was conflated with a  limited understanding of self- 
determination as state sovereignty for a national  people.”105 Similarly, Yarimar 
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Bonilla observes that frameworks for decolonization within international 
law “operated as part of a larger proj ect that sought to naturalize the idea of 
nation- states as discrete and necessary units of po liti cal and economic organ-
ization, while silencing and foreclosing other forms and alignments.”106 Both 
scholars also point to the ways that formal in de pen dence, and thus ostensible 
national sovereignty, for nations in the Ca rib bean has not yielded substantive 
self- determination.107 Bonilla argues, “[T]he majority of Ca rib bean polities 
are non- sovereign socie ties; even  those that have achieved ‘flag in de pen dence’ 
still strug gle with how to forge a more robust proj ect of self- determination, 
how to reconcile the unresolved legacies of colonialism and slavery; how to 
assert control over their entanglements with foreign powers, and how to stem 
their disappointment with the unfulfilled promises of po liti cal and economic 
modernity,” and Wilder notes that Haitian in de pen dence from the early nine-
teenth  century onward “underscored the fact that national in de pen dence and 
state sovereignty would not necessarily protect a ‘ free’  people from economic 
impoverishment, po liti cal instability, territorial insecurity, and international 
isolation, let alone financial and military interference by foreign powers.”108 
Similarly, Michelle Ann Stephens traces pro cesses of Ca rib bean diasporic po-
liti cal visioning in the early twentieth  century, which offered conceptions of 
Black transnational collectivity that exceeded the notion of sovereign state-
hood that became dominant in the 1960s. She argues with re spect to the 1910s 
and 1920s, “Revolutionary internationalism . . .  provided new ways of imag-
ining and articulating black identity and ethnicity outside the bounds of the 
national,”  later adding that “the benefit of not having a Ca rib bean national 
identity was the ability to imagine a transnational Black identity uniting Black 
subjectivities across the Amer i cas and beyond. In place of nations and national-
ity, the race would represent itself as and through global movement.”109 From 
this perspective, sovereignty can look like a kind of captivity, a form of territo-
rialization that not only disables discussion of the broader imperial dynamics 
of antiblackness and the longue durée of the slave trade but that confines Black 
 people within states  either to which they cannot fully belong or that remain 
subject to neo co lo nial management and extraction. Refusing to treat sover-
eignty as the background or horizon for po liti cal strug gle, then, can open pos-
sibilities for Black organ izing, movement, and relation that exceed the terms of 
place- based nationalism.

However, what happens when Native assertions of sovereignty are transposed 
into the problem- space of  these Black po liti cal geographies? One can see 
within some con temporary scholarship a tendency to interpret modes of place- 
based peoplehood (including indigeneity) as merely a reactionary attachment 
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to Euro- American ideologies of propertied selfhood. In “The Vel of Slavery,” 
Jared Sexton rightfully critiques the tendency within Indigenous studies of 
reading blackness in terms of an investment in belonging to the nation- state 
or as the failure to possess a conception/practice of place- based po liti cal col-
lectivity (which I address further in the next section), but he goes on to sug-
gest that the “preoccupation with sovereignty” that accompanies attention to 
Indigenous peoplehood(s) leads to “an elision of the permanent seizure of the 
body essential to enslavement” and an erasure of the fields of force to which 
the “captive body” is subjected. Instead, he advocates, quoting Nahum Dimitri 
Chandler, “tracking the figure of the unsovereign,” further indicating that the 
po liti cal proj ect of “abolition” lies “beyond (the restoration of ) sovereignty” 
since “the slave’s inhabitation of the earth precedes and exceeds any prior rela-
tion to land.”110 Indigenous sovereignty appears  here as a commitment to the 
forms of propertied autonomy that characterize Euro- American systems of en-
slavement and their continuing effects in the wake of formal emancipation, and 
abolition involves a liberation of “the body” from its enthrallment to notions 
of possession, of which landownership is a key index. In a related vein, Alexan-
der Weheliye argues, “[P]eoplehood represents the foremost mode of imagin-
ing, (re)producing, and legislating community, and thus managing in equality 
in the intertwined histories of capitalism and the nation- state.”111 To identify 
as landed means to identify with ideologies of property and self- ownership, 
and, thus, to defend a collective claim to place reinvests, in Sexton’s terms, in 
natality and nationality in ways that cannot but fail to liberate “the body” from 
the force of enslavement.112 Sexton takes sovereign selfhood as the foil for his 
vision of “uprooting,” characterizing abolition as “the perverse affirmation of 
deracination,” and, as Weheliye suggests, “Partaking of the flesh . . .  tenders fla-
vors and textures found in lives of imprisoned freedom, desires for survival, and 
viscous dreams of life that awaken  future anterior humanities.”113  These formu-
lations articulate the need to escape from “the  human” through a deracinating 
opening to fleshly “flavors and textures” that enable forms of becoming that 
exceed existing social formations but that do not themselves constitute forms 
of “peoplehood” or collective placemaking (echoing the work of Sylvia Wynter, 
discussed  earlier).

From within this conceptual and po liti cal (set of ) orientation(s), collective 
potentials based in experiences of territoriality indicate a retrograde invest-
ment in propertied modes of being. This dynamic can be seen in Red, White, 
and Black, in which Frank Wilderson distinguishes (Black) “fungibility” from 
(Native) “sovereignty.” In his interpretation of the film Skins, he suggests that 
“[the] subordination of genocide to sovereignty enables the dream of a cul-
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tural alliance between the ‘Savage’ and the Settler . . .  , while it si mul ta neously 
crowds out the dream of a po liti cal alliance between the ‘Savage’ and the Slave.” 
He  later adds that Natives and settlers (by which he means whites) “can both 
practice cartography, and although at  every scale their maps are radically in-
compatible, their respective ‘mapness’ is never in question,” a territoriality that 
works to defer “the horrifying possibility that Black fungibility might some-
how rub off of the Slave and stick to the ‘Savage’ ” in ways that would bring Na-
tives “perilously close to their own object status, that is, to the genocide modal-
ity of their ontology.”114 Following this logic, Native sovereignties reinstitute 
dominant notions  because they invest in po liti cal cartography rather than at-
tending to the vio lence done to (Native and Black) bodies via their being made 
fungible and murderable objects.115 “Mapness” per se appears as a deferral or de-
nial of the (genocidal) vio lence of racialized corporeality,  because it presump-
tively depends on becoming a subject through/of property, and reciprocally, 
to assert a collective claim to place is to desire to gain entry to the privileges 
of dominant personhood.116 In Poetics of Relation, Glissant offers a distinction 
between “Root” and “Relation” that resonates with this critique of collective 
locatedness. He defines the former in terms of “a claim to legitimacy that allows 
a community to proclaim its entitlement to the possession of a land, which 
thus becomes a territory,” whereas the latter “does not devise any legitimacy as 
its guarantee,” and he  earlier locates the force of “Relation” in the experiences 
and legacies of the “abyss” of the  Middle Passage (“They live Relation and clear 
the way for it, to the extent that the oblivion of the abyss comes to them”).117 
Moreover, the possibility of Relation, of means of being and becoming that 
exceed “entitlement” and “possession,” emerges out of the elimination of Indig-
enous  peoples from the Ca rib be an: “According to the mysterious laws of root-
edness (of filiation), the only ‘possessors’ of the Archipelago [of the Ca rib bean] 
would be the Caribs or their pre de ces sors, who have been exterminated”; “the 
consequences of Eu ro pean expansion (extermination of the Pre- Columbians, 
importation of a new population) is precisely what forms the basis for a new 
relationship with the land: not the absolute ontological possession regarded as 
sacred but the complicity of relation.”118 An antiracist account of “Relation” as 
such appears to depend on repudiating rootedness, including Indigenous geog-
raphies of peoplehood and placemaking.

The kinds of fungibility that continue to orient blackness defer the poten-
tial for national belonging and territorial self- determination, producing Black 
 people as, in Best and Hartman’s terms, “the stateless, the socially dead, and 
the disposable.”119 This dynamic of statelessness gives rise to a theorization of 
fleshly relation that moves  toward a vision of abolition, a post- sovereign or 
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unsovereign transnational imaginary in which other modes of being  human 
emerge beyond the logics of property. When engaging articulations of Indig-
enous peoplehood, though, such formulations often translate the topos of sov-
ereignty as if it necessarily is indicative of a reactionary attachment to the state 
form (or forms of possession that proliferate through liberal governance).

Indigenous intellectuals, however, also have mounted vari ous critiques of 
the concept of sovereignty and the ways it is enacted in Native governance, 
but  these analyses do not contest Native peoplehood and placemaking as such. 
For example, Taiaiake Alfred has argued that articulations of “sovereignty” by 
Native  peoples position them within the terms of settler governance in ways 
that disable the potential for more robust per for mances of self- determination. 
He suggests that “[s]overeignty itself implies a set of values and objectives that 
put it in direct opposition to the values and objectives found in most tradi-
tional indigenous philosophies,” requiring that Indigenous  peoples “conform to 
state- derived criteria and represent ascribed or negotiated identities in order 
to access  these  legal rights.”120 In a related vein, Mishuana Goeman contests the 
tendency to take U.S.  legal and administrative mappings of Native space as the 
frame for Indigenous placemaking. She argues, “We also have a tendency to 
abstract space— that is to decorporealize, commodify, or bureaucratize— when 
the  legal ramifications of land or the po liti cal landscape are addressed.” But 
Goeman also insists, “Unlike the maps that designate Indian land as existing 
only in certain places, wherever we went  there  were Natives and Native spaces, 
and if  there  weren’t, we carved them out.”121 If sovereignty names officially rec-
ognized geographies of Native governance, Goeman’s analy sis suggests the dan-
ger of using it as the definitional matrix through which to understand Native 
 people’s and  peoples’ relationships to land and each other. Moreover, a number 
of scholars have addressed the exclusions and oppressions enacted by certain 
Native governments in the ways they cite and institutionalize sovereignty, in-
cluding sexist definitions of membership, heteropartriarchal notions of mar-
riage and patriotism, and vari ous kinds of disenrollment.122

Indigenous studies scholars also have addressed the roles that antiblackness 
can play in con temporary assertions and affirmations of Native sovereignty.123 
One of the most prominent examples has been the challenge to the citizen-
ship of persons of African descent among the Five Tribes (Cherokees, Creeks, 
Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Seminoles), the  peoples removed from what is now 
the U.S. Southeast in the 1830s. Treaties negotiated and ratified in the wake of 
the Civil War provide for the end of slavery among  these  peoples and for the 
inclusion of Black persons as full citizens of the Native nation with whom they 
had resided or by whose citizens they  were held as slaves. While  people of Afri-
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can descent  were incorporated into the voting citizenry, although not without 
controversy and contention, the censuses of tribal citizens generated as part of 
the allotment process— the Dawes Rolls— listed all persons suspected as being 
of African descent on separate “freedmen” rolls, even when genealogically they 
 were also “Indian.” The governments of the Five Tribes over the course of the 
twentieth  century and twenty- first  century have sought at vari ous points to re-
pudiate the citizenship of the “freedmen,” usually on some version of the claim 
that they are not “Indian” and, therefore, cannot truly belong to an “Indian” 
nation. Such claims come despite the fact that the majority of the citizens of 
 these nations also have vari ous forms of non- “Indian” descent, which is not 
seen as a bar to their status as po liti cal subjects (even leaving aside the question 
of what genealogies have historically been recorded based on extant practices 
of racial documentation). As  others have noted, the concerns about the bound-
aries of racial Indianness seem to be activated most forcefully in relation to 
blackness, which de facto gets understood as beyond the bounds of indigeneity 
even when other genealogical combinations are not seen as preventing identi-
fication as Native. In this vein, attempts to pursue federal recognition as a tribe 
can be stymied by perceptions that a group is  really Black rather than Indian. 
When  peoples who are not currently acknowledged as an “Indian tribe” by the 
federal government pursue that status  under the regulations of what is now 
called the Office of Federal Acknowl edgment (regulations first issued in 1978 
and periodically revised since then), they need to demonstrate, among other 
 things, that “the petitioning entity have been identified by reliable external 
sources on a substantially continuous basis as an Indian entity since 1900.”124 
Ostensibly, this requirement has nothing to do with race per se, but what has 
constituted evidence of Indianness for non- native observers— such as govern-
ment officials, scholars, and journalists— such that a group would be identified 
as “an Indian entity” has never been  free from ste reo typical, racialized notions 
of who Native  people(s) are. In par tic u lar, given the hypodescent logic that 
tends to guide understandings of who counts as Black in the United States (re-
gardless of  actual  legal definitions at vari ous points and in diff er ent locations), 
evidence that a group’s members are of African descent often is treated as a de 
facto indication that they are not  really Indian, including also at times by the 
governments of federally acknowledged tribes.

Native critiques of sovereignty and the way it is institutionalized, though, 
do not suggest that emplaced po liti cal collectivity itself is the prob lem. Thus, 
while raising questions about what citations and enactments of Native sovereignty 
mean in the context of ongoing racializing modes of settler colonial occupa-
tion, the intellectual and po liti cal trajectories of this work remain disjunct from 
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 those at play in much Black po liti cal theorizing. In such work, indigeneity can 
appear to reinforce a vision of rootedness that is understood as itself a racializing 
attachment of persons and  peoples to place by which Black subjects continue to 
be made alien, fungible, and subject to the  will of another. However,  there also 
are modes of Black collective placemaking that could be understood as tending 
 toward sovereignty. Beyond the postcolonial state as such, vari ous proj ects of 
Black communal landedness across the Ca rib bean and Latin Amer i ca (usually 
connected in some fashion to histories of marronage, addressed in chapter 4) 
seek acknowl edgment for  those territorialities as self- governing po liti cal enti-
ties. In  doing so, they raise further questions about the place of place in Black 
po liti cal imaginaries (such as in the critique of sovereignty), the potential for 
horizontal relation among Black and Indigenous po liti cal framings (even amid 
the ways they are oriented differently due to nonidentical histories of racial and 
colonial vio lence), and the difficulties posed by Black assertions of legitimate 
presence in the Amer i cas in the context of Indigenous emphasis on ongoing 
dispossession by non- natives.

Settler

What does it mean to conceive of the Amer i cas as Native space, and where 
does  doing so leave non- native  people of color, particularly the descendants 
of  those stolen and transported across the Atlantic in the African slave trade? 
If the latter are not Indigenous, does that make them settlers? What’s at stake 
in the mobilization and refusal of this term to refer to non- natives of African 
descent? More specifically, what happens when the coerced diasporas of black-
ness created by the transatlantic slave trade are transposed into a conceptual 
structure oriented around Indigenous self- determination and the repudiation 
of a presumptive non- native right to occupy Native lands? The tensions gener-
ated by the use of the term settler in characterizing Black  people’s presence in 
the Amer i cas can be understood as resulting from a clash between articulations 
of ongoing collective injury. How can  people of African descent be settlers 
when blackness continues to operate as a site of fungibility for proj ects of pos-
session, accumulation, and property making? Conversely, how can a group of 
non- natives not be understood as settlers when they participate, often in unac-
knowledged ways, in the colonial occupation of Native lands and for which full 
inclusion in the settler- state sometimes serves as a horizon of po liti cal aspira-
tion?  These framings are incommensurate, and each implicitly seeks to render 
the other transparent, to incorporate it without remainder or difference into its 
own account of the real. Instead, we might highlight the ways  these narrations 
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remain opaque to each other, the ways that their nonequivalent normative ori-
entations produce disjunction and contradiction when they are brought into 
relation. From this perspective, settler might be envisioned as marking less an 
identity than a pro cess of translation in which vari ous groups are brought into 
relation with Indigenous formations, a pro cess that may run athwart of other 
trajectories of po liti cal strug gle and imagination.

To understand Black  people as settlers may entail positing forms of belong-
ing to the nation- state, and participation in legally sanctioned modes of owner-
ship, that do not reflect the ongoing forms and force of antiblackness. If one 
defines settlement as the exertion of possession by non- Indigenous persons and 
groups over the space of the Amer i cas, then Black  people’s continuing subjec-
tion to white- dominated property regimes would trou ble their classification 
as agents of settler colonialism. In “In the Clearing,” Tiffany King offers an 
extended analy sis of the prob lems at play in the “curious conjunction, ‘Black 
Settler.’ ”125 She argues,

Settler colonial relations [have] made it imperative for  people to own 
land or establish a relation to land as property in order to survive. In this 
way, they are certainly implicated in relationships to land that maintain 
a genocidal proj ect against Native  peoples. However, Black  people’s re-
lationship to both land owner ship and Native  people remains diff er ent 
than white/settlers’ relationships to land and Native  peoples. Ongoing 
strug gles against gentrification and disasters like Hurricane Katrina, 
which displaced thousands of Black  people from New Orleans, continue 
to reveal the tenuous relationship that Blacks have to land tenure.126

To fold Blacks into a category formed around whites’ relationships to land 
and owner ship effaces how blackness enacts denials of belonging in ways that 
also are dispossessive. Although non- native Black forms of placemaking in the 
Amer i cas are not expressive of indigeneity, they remain the object of white ag-
gression and proj ects of displacement through direct vio lence, state- sanctioned 
modes of ostensibly race- neutral foreclosure and eviction, and the institution-
alized withholding and retraction of resources of all sorts (making inhabitance 
precarious in spaces deemed Black).127 King observes, “Blackness is a very spe-
cific structural and world ordering position made pos si ble through Conquest 
that cannot inhabit a Settler ontology,” and as a result, “The term ‘Black Settler’ 
represent[s] discursive evidence of a conceptual block.”128 Part of the specific-
ity of blackness as a racial formation, and of antiblackness as a mode of domina-
tion, lies in its rendering of Black  people as ungeographic, refusing to engage 
with Black forms of placemaking or treating Black  people as fundamentally 
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unplaced.129 In this way blackness cannot provide a subjectivity consistent with 
a “Settler ontology” or ga nized around (legally sanctioned) possession.

Moreover, articulations of Indigenous sovereignty can raise questions about 
how Black  people fit within Native geographies. As King recounts with re spect 
to her time in incite Toronto, “We had agreed Native sovereignty must be 
achieved to end Native genocide. However, we had just begun to conceive of 
and envision what Native sovereignty would look like. Right now, it was being 
loosely defined as Native governance or a time when Native  peoples would be 
in charge. This created anxiety for the Black  women in the room. Black  people 
in settler colonial states often imagine themselves as facing a no win situation 
 under the current order or  under Native sovereignty.”130 Although one might 
raise questions about equating Native and settler modes of sovereignty, 
as  discussed in the previous section, the issue of Black place within  either 
form(ul)ation remains. How do the vio lences of antiblackness register within 
conceptualizations and narrations of Indigenous  peoples’ self- determination? 
If the term settler marks the ways Black  people are translated into Indigenous 
po liti cal imaginaries, what room is  there for negotiating modes of recogni-
tion and relation that do not reiterate the normalization of blackness as non- 
belonging? One might understand such questions as animating the equation of 
Indigenous sovereignty with antiblackness at play in some scholarship, such as 
Sexton’s and Wilderson’s arguments discussed  earlier.

While the concept of settler may bracket the ways enfleshment and fun-
gibility contour blackness, including the ways they defer or outright deny ac-
cess to owner ship and landedness, viewed from the perspective of Indigenous 
strug gles the question remains as to how to understand non- native Black 
 people’s relationship to pro cesses of settlement and ongoing Indigenous dis-
possession. Positing the potential for Blacks to be settlers functions as a way 
of holding open this question, forestalling the translation of Indigenous self- 
determination into another po liti cal framing in which it becomes marginal. In 
this vein, Amadahy and Lawrence articulate their aim as “break[ing] through 
and deconstruct[ing] postures of innocence— the ways in which both Black 
and Indigenous  people may insist that the primacy of their own suffering and 
powerlessness is so unique and all- encompassing that it erases even the possibil-
ity of their maintaining relationships of oppression relative to another group.”131 
Such postures entail presenting non- native Black  people as, “in fact, not 
colonizers, but victims, of slave- owning Native  people” while “normaliz[ing] 
relations of colonialism,” including by displacing the politics of Indigenous 
sovereignty: “[B]oth the theoretical and literary writing coming out of Black 
Amer i ca positions Black  people as being at the core of racial oppression and 
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marginality in the United States in ways that exclude the possibility of an In-
digenous presence fundamentally mattering.”132 To the extent that elaborating 
the continuing structural vio lence of antiblackness works to forestall discus-
sion of how Indigenous sovereignty might  matter in relation to Black strug gles, 
such analy sis of Black oppression can operate in exceptionalizing ways that 
 repudiate the possibility of addressing how Black  people as non- natives might 
participate in the dynamics of settler colonialism.133 Put another way, postures 
of innocence—or in Tuck and Yang’s phrasing “moves to innocence”134—do 
more than deny a role for Black  people in the oppression of Indigenous  peoples; 
they orient discussion such that antiblack racialization provides the framework 
through which to figure (or not) the existence and significance of Indigenous 
peoplehood. In that pro cess, indigeneity tends to be relegated to “the ‘position 
of the unthought,’ ”135 and centering blackness in ways that pre sent it as para-
digmatic of extant systems of oppression disables discussion of how settlement 
might shape Black life in the settler- state.136

Using the term settler as a way of marking Black  people as non- Indigenous 
can be understood as a means of insisting on the importance of engaging with 
Native strug gles and po liti cal framings, on taking settler colonialism and In-
digenous self- determination as a meaningful background—as a par tic u lar kind 
of problem- space— through which to figure Black- Native relations. Thus, even 
as Amadahy and Lawrence observe that “Black  peoples have not been quin-
tes sen tial ‘settlers’ in the White supremacist usage of the word,” they note that 
 people of African descent “have, as  free  people, been involved in some form 
of settlement pro cess. What seems more impor tant than the semantics about 
 whether or not individuals should be called settlers is the question of the re-
lationships that Black ‘settlers’ have, by virtue of their marginality, with  those 
whose lands have been taken, and what relationships they wish to develop, at 
pre sent, with Indigenous  peoples.”137 While characterizing non- native Black 
 people as settlers may overlook the ongoing (re)production of blackness as fun-
gibility, including the ways that dynamic helps consolidate whiteness as a mode 
of possession,138 this po liti cal semantics highlights relation to Native  peoples 
as the central focus of analy sis, shifting the frame of reference through which 
one maps the sociopo liti cal landscape.139 In Settler: Identity and Colonialism 
in 21st  Century Canada, Emma Battell Lowman and Adam J. Barker suggest, 
“[I]t is impor tant to understand that being Settler Canadian is not necessarily 
predicated on experiencing the benefits or the oppressions of white supremacy, 
nor is it necessary to be accepted by all other Settler  people,” adding, “It is en-
tirely pos si ble— and in fact quite common— for communities of marginalized 
 peoples to buy in to the structures of invasion, to identify strongly with Settler 
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Canadian myths and narratives, and to participate in systemic dispossession 
of Indigenous  peoples, all the while struggling against their own marginaliza-
tion or oppression.”140 Although one might object to the notion that Blacks 
“buy in” to or “identify strongly” with the dynamics of settlement, their char-
acterization as settlers underlines the existence and efficacy of “structures of 
invasion” and the “systemic dispossession of Indigenous  peoples,” approaching 
Black po liti cal goals and strategies in terms of their relation to Native polities.141

Participation within pro cesses of settlement as a non- Indigenous person 
gets shorthanded as being a settler, casting large- scale patterns as a kind of (sin-
gular) subjectivity, but suspending for a moment the justifiable critique of that 
condensation (or, perhaps, reification), one could see the term settler as pro-
jecting an analytical trajectory, as pointing  toward the question, in Tuck and 
Yang’s terms, “[H]ow can we belong in a way that  doesn’t reproduce colonial 
dispossession and harm?”142 If the effort to engage both blackness and indige-
neity generates friction, that dissonance, and the associated intersectional shut-
tling between disparate frames, foregrounds understanding as an open- ended, 
difficult, and potentially conflictive pro cess in which translation is enacted 
through terms, tropes, and modes of narration that may not be flagged as such. 
If, as Byrd suggests, “imperialism has forced settlers and arrivants to cathect 
the space of the native as their home,” engagements with the term settler might 
focus less on the accuracy of its referential scope— such as its capacity to engage 
ongoing histories of Black abjection— than its role in making “colonial dispos-
session” and “the space of the native” paradigmatic as a po liti cal frame, indicat-
ing a par tic u lar direction for analy sis and strug gle. Attending to how colonial 
dispossession is reproduced foregrounds how forms of Indigenous sovereignty 
and self- determination are deferred, contained, denied, and erased through 
non- native action (governmental and other wise, intentional and not). Byrd ar-
gues that “[i]dentifying the competing interpretations of geo graph i cal spatiali-
ties and historicities that inform racial and decolonial identities depends upon 
an act of interpretation that decenters the vertical interactions of colonizer and 
colonized and recenters the horizontal strug gles among  peoples with compet-
ing claims to historical oppressions,” and she  later asks, “How do arrivants and 
other  peoples forced to move through empire use indigeneity as a transit to 
redress, grieve, and fill the fractures and ruptures created through diaspora and 
exclusion?”143 Refusing the singularity (and verticality) of settler as a way of 
characterizing all non- natives does not displace horizontal exploration of how 
po liti cal strug gles by non- natives of color may be oriented in ways that do not 
engage with Indigenous collective formations and self- articulations.
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Centering the dynamics of settlement brings into relief how  people of color, 
in mobilizing against their own “historical oppressions,” may participate in 
settler colonial pro cesses. Byrd  here addresses what might be characterized as 
indigenization, the ways that non- natives explic itly or implicitly claim some 
version of indigeneity as a way of negotiating the par tic u lar modes of vio lence 
that they face. In Creole Indigeneity, Shona Jackson explores how Black artic-
ulations of belonging can take part in pro cesses of Indigenous dispossession. 
Particularly, she examines the ways that figuring  people of African descent as, 
in Sylvia Wynter’s terms, “new natives” in the New World— whose relationship 
to place is forged through enslaved and emancipated forms of  labor— creates a 
sense of anticolonial “indigeneity.” In the context of Ca rib bean decolonization, 
“Creole social and po liti cal subjectivity reflects a dual difference and deferring: 
a difference from the colonizer and a deferring of the existence of Indigenous 
 Peoples.”144 While addressing Ca rib bean modes of postcolonial nationhood, 
Guyana in par tic u lar, Jackson’s discussion of the relation between Black experi-
ences of collective placemaking and Indigenous dispossession point  toward the 
difficulties of trying to think Black and Indigenous strug gles si mul ta neously. 
She points to the way figurations of Black belonging and emplacement in the 
face of institutionalized racisms may erase Indigenous  peoples or may actively 
mobilize assertions of nativeness as a rejoinder to antiblackness in ways that 
erase Native geographies and sovereignties (as well as the po liti cal question of 
how Black  people relate to such geographies and sovereignties).145

Conversely, critiques of Black participation in forms of non- native indi-
genization can implicitly align Black  people with the state, seeing them simply 
as stand- ins for the state or as inherently aligned with its interests in ways that 
are particularly problematic in the context of white- dominated nations (such 
as the United States and Canada). Leroy observes, “Native studies understands 
slavery and emancipation in a liberal, progressive narrative, relegating slavery to 
the past so that Black  people can more seamlessly be cast in the role of settler 
(or arrivant, or appellant). Second, Black politics are subsequently subsumed 
into this narrative, leaving no room to think about how politics which fall 
outside of it— such as Black internationalism and anti- colonialism— relate to 
indigenous strug gles.”146 The translation of Black  people as settlers, then, can 
pre sent Black movements as if inclusion in the state  were their principal (or 
perhaps only) orienting objective, thereby rendering blackness transparent as 
simply an extension of settler nationalisms.

In the U.S. context, accounts that figure Black po liti cal aspirations as prin-
cipally  toward civil rights, particularly understanding them as a mechanism for 
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inclusion in citizenship, overlook the scope and significance of vari ous modes of 
Black internationalism and transnationalism. In Black Is a Country, Nikhil Pal 
Singh argues that “black freedom strug gles have not only been about obtain-
ing market access, equal citizenship, or integrating black  people into common 
national subjectivity. Rather, they represent the counter- statements of po liti cal 
subjects who have strug gled to widen the circle of common humanity” and to 
construct “new universals from the forcible enclosures of racial stigma.” He fur-
ther suggests the importance of “recognizing that perhaps the most consistent 
and enduring strand of modern black activism has been opposition to imperial-
ism and colonialism”: “By refusing to accept the limitations of liberal reform 
at home, and by challenging the depredations of U.S. imperial politics abroad, 
black movements consistently advanced more worldly and expansive po liti cal 
conceptions— toward demo cratic anticapitalism and anti- imperialism— that 
 were regularly disparaged and rejected as un- American.”147 Beyond seeking 
to increase participation within the U.S. nation- state, Black movements have 
understood themselves as participating within a broader challenge to a racial-
ized and racializing international system in which whiteness de facto serves as 
the site of universal value.148 In situating critiques of U.S. policy and society 
within an analy sis of global imperialisms, Black intellectuals have cast criticism 
of the U.S. state less as an expression of desired belonging than as a challenge 
to the state’s legitimacy (and potentially that of the nation- state form itself ).149 
As Cynthia Young observes with re spect to Angela Davis’s work as a scholar 
and activist, “If integration’s po liti cal appeal required an affirmation that Black 
 people  were indeed citizens faithful to the ideals of the nation- state, Davis im-
plicitly reframed civil rights disobedience as an act of re sis tance to the nation- 
state that went beyond challenging Jim Crow segregation.”150 Moreover,  there 
is a long history of African American participation within Black diasporic 
networks that indicate horizons of imagination and organ izing that far exceed 
the bound aries of any given nation- state. In his discussion of the dynamics of 
such networks between World War I and World War II, Brent Edwards notes 
that “in  these transnational cir cuits, Black modern expression takes form not 
as a single thread, but through the often uneasy encounters of  peoples of Afri-
can descent with each other,”  later suggesting that  these networks generate and 
circulate “a common ‘elsewhere,’ a shared logic of collaboration and coordina-
tion at a level beyond par tic u lar nation- states.”151 Axiomatically differentiat-
ing Native Americans and African Americans on the basis of the latter’s sup-
posed investment in naturalizing the nation- state’s claims to “domestic” space, 
then, edits out significant swaths of Black po liti cal theorizing and collective 
self- articulation, and to the extent that naming African Americans as “settlers” 
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requires such a presumption,  doing so can offer a homogenizing misrepre sen-
ta tion of the character of Black movements.

However, even when connecting strug gles on lands claimed by the United 
States to broader anti- imperial formations, Black movements still can engage in 
po liti cal mappings that efface Indigenous sovereignty and self- determination— 
the kinds of dynamics that the concept of the settler can bring to the fore. Such 
difficulties particularly arise around understanding the ways that non- native 
racial minorities participate within a broader Third World Left, especially the 
extent to which forms of U.S. state- sanctioned vio lence, exploitation, and ex-
traction are understood as making such groups into internal colonies. In ad-
dressing how movements within the United States  were connected to strug gles 
for decolonization elsewhere, Young indicates, “The translation of this theory 
to the United States, of course, meant several substitutions. For ‘national,’ U.S. 
Third World Leftists had to make do with local communities of color. ‘Under-
developed countries’ became U.S. national minorities, and specific incidents 
had to be read as events in a national liberation strug gle,” and  after sketching 
the history of understandings of African Americans as an “oppressed nation” 
within early- twentieth- century communist discourses, she notes, “If the theory 
itself is incoherent in places, it nonetheless constitutes an attempt to resolve at 
the ideological level the situation of U.S. national minorities that are at once 
residents of the United States without being fully enfranchised citizens of the 
nation.”152 The proj ect of seeking to connect the dynamics of institutionalized 
racism domestically to vari ous extant racializing modes of imperial manage-
ment, aggression, and extraction enacted by the United States and other West-
ern powers contests U.S. claims to demo cratic legitimacy while also refusing 
the clear distinction between the inside and outside of the nation- state through 
which the United States often justified its acts abroad (policy supposedly 
undertaken in the national interest to promote the welfare of the American 
 people).

In addition,  these forms of collective identity among the oppressed  were 
not routed through membership in the U.S. state. Even as many Black intel-
lectuals have questioned the value of the concept of nation as a way of framing 
possibilities for freedom in the wake of the history of enchattelment and the 
incomplete work of emancipation (such as in Hartman’s, Brand’s, and Sexton’s 
work discussed  earlier),  others have drawn on the notion of nationhood as a 
means of formulating the significance of blackness in the United States. Singh 
suggests of W. E. B. DuBois’s account of African Americans as a “nation within 
a nation” that “Du Bois did not defend black nationhood in conventional 
terms—it did not depend on capturing state power or achieving territorial 
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sovereignty. Rather, he used ‘nation’ to signify the moral and intellectual co-
herence shared by black  people as [a] result of their common exclusion within 
the United States.”153 Similarly, Cheryl Higashida traces a genealogy of what 
she describes as “Black internationalist feminism,” including the work of Audre 
Lorde, that “challenged heteronormative and masculinist articulations of na-
tionalism while maintaining the importance, even centrality, of national libera-
tion movements for achieving Black  women’s social, po liti cal, and economic 
rights,” and this perspective from “the Black anticolonial Left” “championed 
self- determination for all oppressed nations, including African Americans, to 
bring about worldwide socialism.”154 In  these movements, being part of an op-
pressed nation provides an orienting framework through which to conceptual-
ize Black collective identity— a “we” that has been produced through slavery 
and its aftermaths. Nationality suggests situated coherence, a sense of belong-
ing in displacement. If Hartman and Brand suggest the ways ongoing histories 
of antiblackness frustrate a sense of home, articulations of Black nationality 
make that unhomeliness into a po liti cal proj ect of placemaking within empire. 
Insisting on located Black presence functions as a way of tracking the force 
of antiblack unmapping, of making Black  people disposable, fungible, a tool 
of placemaking for  others (of which the plantation is paradigmatic) but not 
for themselves. In Demonic Grounds, McKittrick argues, “[T]he landless black 
subject is, importantly, anchored to a new world grid that is eco nom ically, 
racially, and sexually normative, or, seemingly nonblack; this grid suppresses 
the possibility of black geographies by invalidating the subject’s cartographic 
needs, expressions, and knowledges.”155 Figurations of Black nationhood in 
the United States, then, can both expose institutionalized patterns that work 
to foreclose Black geographies while also tracing the geographic relevancy of 
the specific understandings of Black collectivity that arise in white- dominated 
states (as they interface with a white- dominated international system).

To the extent that the figures of nationhood and the internal colony do 
not solely diagnose the imperial dynamics of white supremacy and antiblack-
ness, though, what lies beyond state- sanctioned and state- legitimating geog-
raphies, and where do Indigenous  people fit within such alternative po liti cal 
visions and mappings?156 If the designation of Black  people as settlers cannot 
register— and may actively erase— crucial dimensions of Black experience, 
critique, and radical imagination, the use of the term settler does potentially 
(re)focus on the following: the question of Indigenous sovereignty and self- 
determination; the differences between the problem- spaces in and through 
which Black and Indigenous movements emerge; and the difficulties in trying 
to fold Native  peoples into strug gles not oriented around their autonomous 
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self- governance and landed resurgence. In this way, the concept of the settler 
marks the prob lems of (mis)translation at play in moving between sociopo-
liti cal formations— ones whose histories, phenomenologies, and trajectories 
remain distinctive in ways that potentially also make them disjunctive. Or, 
recognizing that movements arising from the situated circumstances of Black 
and Indigenous lives may be irreducibly diff er ent from each other opens the po-
tential for nonappropriative, nonassimilatory, and nonantagonistic modes of 
negotiation, thereby giving rise to, in Hong’s terms quoted  earlier, “co ali tional 
practice based on, rather than in spite of, historical and material differences.” 
What enables such work? As a form of discourse and imagination, the specula-
tive, I  will suggest, opens  toward an ethics of difference that can provide a basis 
for mutual engagement. Or, more precisely, the speculative opens ave nues for 
seeing and acknowledging the pro cesses that block or defer such engagement. 
It offers a medium for recognizing the dynamics of (mis)translation and, thus, 
for generating productive understandings of uncommonality— the equivoca-
tions that arise in moving among Black and Indigenous imaginings.

Speculation

If Black and Indigenous strug gles may be oriented differently in ways that can 
make them opaque to each other, and if such opacity might be understood as 
immanently generated by the trajectories of the strug gles themselves (rather 
than as a conceptual error to be corrected by better and more encompassing 
structural modelling), why turn to futurist fiction as a way of exploring  these 
dynamics and their implications for Black- Indigenous relation? Indigenous 
futurisms and Afrofuturisms draw attention to the power of the speculative 
to challenge the transparency of the real. Futurist narratives explic itly address 
that which has not yet happened, what is beyond the pre sent but what might 
be. They envision what’s to come, and that pro cess of visioning employs the 
backgrounds, princi ples, experiences of the pre sent as a way of imagining a po-
tential real ity. Yet, when staged as an account of the  future (albeit fictional), the 
narrative’s organ izing tropes, strategies, and framings cannot be understood 
as themselves simply reflecting the facticity of the pre sent or the past. That 
very disjunction from the  actual, from casting its vision in directly referen-
tial relation to what is or was, though, helps promote reflection on how  those 
same kinds of framings (in Scott’s terms quoted  earlier, the “tropes, modes, 
and rhe toric” of the problem- space and the “horizon in relation to which it 
is constructed”) play a vital role in producing a sense of the real in other cir-
cumstances.157 Rather than solely pointing  toward the  future, then, speculation 
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broadly considered points  toward questions about what counts as real in the 
pre sent, highlighting how varied ways of envisioning what might be grow out 
of varied ways of living and perceiving now. We might conceptualize specu-
lation as an engagement with the not- known in which the tools of knowing 
and making become vis i ble. In this way, the speculative opens a conceptual and 
narrative gap that allows framings to come into view as such, as forms of ori-
entation, and  doing so dislodges them from the epistemological and phenom-
enological tendency to normalize their perspective as simply expressive of the 
singular facticity of the real.158 Futurisms, then, can serve as a tool for  doing the 
following: pluralizing conceptions of what is; recognizing the existence of such 
differences; and tracking the ways frames of reference shape understandings of 
what is, was, and could be.159

Futurism confronts the difficulties in envisioning Black and Indigenous 
 futures created by antiblackness and settler colonialism. Black  people continu-
ally are cast as backward, technophobic, and incapable of advancement, and 
in this way, blackness is juxtaposed with pro gress and is cast as civilizationally 
regressive rather than as contributing to humanity’s development. As Anna 
 Everett argues, “[T]he overwhelming characterization of the brave new world 
of cyberspace as primarily a racialized sphere of whiteness inheres in popu lar 
constructions of high- tech and low- to- no- tech spheres that often consign black 
bodies to the latter, with the latter being insignificant if not absent altogether,” 
and Alonda Nelson observes, “Racial identity, and blackness in par tic u lar, is 
the anti- avatar of digital life. Blackness gets constructed as always oppositional 
to technologically driven chronicles of pro gress.”160 To the extent that the 
 future entails ever expanding modes of technological mastery and the creation 
and exploration of new worlds through electronic and virtual means, narra-
tives of Black incapacity on this front suggest not just the absence of meaning-
ful contributions to the advancement of society but a permanent belatedness 
in which  people of African descent perpetually lag  behind. The possibility of 
envisioning a  future for Black  people, then, becomes ironic, as blackness gets 
cast as a drag on the possibility of development. Conversely, the obliteration 
of the past enacted by the  Middle Passage creates prob lems for conceiving of 
Black futurities. In the article in which he coins the term Afrofuturism, Mark 
Dery asks, “Can a community whose past has been deliberately rubbed out, 
and whose energies have subsequently been consumed by the search for leg-
ible traces of its history, imagine pos si ble  futures?” In that same piece, Samuel 
Delany asserts, “The historical reason that  we’ve been so impoverished in terms 
of  future images is  because,  until fairly recently, as a  people we  were systemati-
cally forbidden any images of our past. I have no idea where, in Africa, my black 
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ancestors came from  because, when they reached the slave markets of New Or-
leans, rec ords of such  things  were systematically destroyed.”161 The erasure of 
the past for Blacks in the diaspora as a result of the transatlantic slave trade 
produces something like a temporal vacuum, in which the attempt to construct 
usable histories in and for the pre sent can direct attention away from the proj-
ect of imagining potential  futures. On what or out of what could such  futures 
be built? Moreover, what’s the value of such an effort to conceptualize what’s to 
come in the face of known genealogies of racism that continue to (de)form the 
current moment? As Sandra Jackson and Julie Moody- Freeman note, “Explora-
tion of  future possibilities and the fantastic, and speculation about alternative 
possibilities to the world we inhabit now, . . .  have been viewed as iconoclastic, 
trivial pursuits in the face of the harsh realities of the  here and now,  shaped by 
colonialism, slavery, servitude, underdevelopment, Jim Crow terror, segrega-
tion, vio lence and repression.”162 Seen in this way, speculative imaginings less 
offer possibility than provide distraction, deferring engagement with the cur-
rent conditions of antiblack domination.

Indigenous  peoples face their own set of challenges in being seen as hav-
ing  futures. If  people of African descent are cast as retrograde and techno- 
incompetent, Natives often are envisioned as, in fact, already gone, or as im-
minently so. In this way, Indigenous futurity becomes not simply an oddity but 
a full-on paradox. As Jean O’Brien argues, non- natives employ “temporalities 
of race” such that “Indians reside in an ahistorical temporality in which they 
can only be the victims of change, not active subjects in the making of change,” 
 earlier suggesting that in this framework “Indians could only be ancients, and 
refusal to behave as such rendered Indians inauthentic in their minds. Indi-
ans, then, can never be modern.”163 When Native  peoples are conceptualized 
as inherently vestigial, as necessarily belonging to the past, any movement away 
from static, ste reo typical non- native images of Indianness  will be understood 
as a loss of Native identity.164 Change correlates with inauthenticity and the 
abandonment of Indianness as such, including with re spect to the ways Na-
tive identity gets reduced to questions of supposed (and always diminishing) 
Indian bloodedness. As O’Brien notes, “[T]he requirements of blood purity 
and change as criteria of Indianness narrate Indian degeneracy, whereas for 
non- Indians, mixture invigorates the race and change is inextricable from the 
pro gress narrative that signals their difference and superiority.”165 Thus, in ad-
dition to also being presumed to be primitive and technologically inept, Native 
 peoples often are presented definitionally as extinct or as soon to be such, thus 
rendering the  future a nonissue.166 As Lou Cornum observes, “In the colonial 
imaginary, indigenous life is not only separate from the pre sent time but also 
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out of place in the  future, a time defined by the pro gress of distinctly west-
ern technology,” or, as Darcie  Little Badger puts it, “It’s hard to enjoy a  future 
where you no longer exist.”167 The site of Indigenous authenticity, then, always 
lies in the past—in the recuperation of a tradition understood as ever in dan-
ger, as always in decline. In the introduction to his collection of science fiction 
stories, Drew Hayden Taylor observes, “[A] lot of Indigenous novels and plays 
tend to walk a narrow path specifically restricted to stories of bygone days. Or 
angry/dysfunctional aspects of con temporary First Nations life. Or the hang-
over prob lems resulting from centuries of colonization. All worthwhile and 
necessary reflections of Aboriginal life for sure. But I won der why it  can’t be 
more.”168

In addition to the difficulties in envisioning Black and Indigenous  futures 
generated both by extant forms of racialization and the demands to respond 
to histories of oppression as they manifest in the pre sent, speculation itself 
can be understood as intimately part of antiblack and settler colonial modes 
of domination. The attempt to secure the  future for white supremacy, settle-
ment, and capital involves a range of speculative technologies that proj ect 
forward current conditions of subjection as the basis for what’s to come. As 
Aimee Bahng observes in Mi grant  Futures, “As of December  2014, approxi-
mately $710 trillion of the world’s capital was circulating in the global financial 
derivatives market, a metamarket of trading in commodity  futures, options, 
and swaps” that “render[s] value out of the not yet,”  later adding, “Financial 
speculation, extrapolation, and prediction rely on mathematical models and 
probabilistic logics to transform quantitative data into a narrative arc” in ways 
that can be understood as a “colonization of the  future.”169 Datafying modes 
of financial futurism, what Kodwo Eshun refers to as the “ futures industry,” 
function alongside efforts to mobilize surveillance information and biomet-
ric data  toward forms of predictive profiling that work to define (racializing) 
kinds of personhood understood as inherently posing an imminent threat.170 
 These forms of investment and securitization build on long histories of seeking 
to capture and control the  future in order to stabilize regimes of vio lence in 
the pre sent. For example, the rise of the insurance industry in  England made 
pos si ble the economies of the slave trade, and trade in the probable value of ter-
ritories prospectively or recently appropriated from Indigenous  peoples drove 
massive expansions in the po liti cal economies of settler occupation.171 One 
might understand policing practices and technologies, mass incarceration, and 
the expanding seizure of Native lands and  waters as themselves predicated on 
forms of speculation, extending carceral control supposedly to protect the gen-
eral public from danger and accessing natu ral resources as the basis for energy 
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and development  futures.172 Moreover, science fiction itself has participated 
in such racializing and imperial proj ects and projections. Eshun refers to “the 
positive feedback between future- oriented media and capital” as “sf capital,” 
adding, “[I]t would be naïve to understand science fiction, located within the 
expanded field of the  futures industry, as merely prediction into the far  future, 
or as a utopian proj ect for imagining alternative social realities.”173 Character-
izing popu lar mid-  to late- twentieth- century fictionalizations of the  future as 
“astrofuturism,” De Witt Douglas Kilgore observes, “Within astrofuturism’s 
discursive field, they have no alternative but to follow the course of empire and 
to prove that they can repeat its history without its flaws,” including deploying 
settler tropologies of space as terra nullius or a New World awaiting discovery, 
and andré m. carrington contests the presumption that “ doing cultural work 
in a marginal genre is tantamount to identifying within an oppressed social 
formation.”174

Responding to  these challenges in imagining  futures of decolonization and 
freedom, Indigenous futurisms and Afrofuturisms contest racialized tempo-
ralities but also offer a power ful medium for representing pre sent possibili-
ties beyond  those available within dominant narratives and formations. Lisa 
Yaszek suggests, “Afrofuturism is not just about reclaiming the history of the 
past, but about reclaiming the history of the  future.”175 In this sense, it is less 
about the  future per se— what actually lies beyond the pre sent— than the pat-
terns by which  people conceptualize what is pos si ble.176 In the introduction to 
Walking the Clouds, her collection of Indigenous futurist writing, Grace L. Dil-
lon suggests, “It is almost commonplace to think that the Native Apocalypse, 
if contemplated seriously, has already taken place. Many forms of Indigenous 
futurisms posit the possibility of an optimistic  future by imagining a reversal of 
circumstances, where Natives win or at least are centered in the narrative,” but 
that  future itself arises out of a reconceptualization of the trajectories flowing 
from the past: “It might go without saying that all forms of Indigenous futur-
isms are narratives of biskaabiiyang, an Anishnaabemowin word connoting the 
pro cess of ‘returning to ourselves,’ which involves discovering how personally 
one is affected by colonization, discarding the emotional and psychological 
baggage carried from its impact, and recovering ancestral traditions in order 
to adapt in our post- Native Apocalypse world.”177 To turn  toward the  future in 
this case entails “returning” to possibilities for being and becoming that have 
been disowned, disparaged, deferred, or dismissed in the pre sent due to the 
imperatives and impositions of colonization. Thus, rather than approaching 
such speculative imaginaries as inherently pointed  toward what’s yet- to-be, we 
might understand them as disrupting pro cesses of reification through which 
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trajectories of racial and colonial vio lence continue to be materialized. In Free-
dom Dreams, Robin D. G. Kelley notes, “[T]oo often our standards for evalu-
ating social movements pivot around  whether or not they ‘succeeded’ in real-
izing their visions rather than on the merits or power of the visions themselves,” 
adding, “[I]t is precisely  these alternative visions and dreams that inspire new 
generations to continue to strug gle for change.”178 As with Dillon’s discussion 
of biskaabiiyang, the kind of vision Kelley addresses is not so much of the  future 
as one that does not conform to dominant orientations in the pre sent. The 
speculative power of such visioning lies less in reaching beyond the current mo-
ment than in harnessing intellectual and imaginative resources that provide 
an alternative to the normalization of antiblack and settler colonial formations 
as the self- evident structure of the pre sent out of which the  future inevitably 
 will flow.

This refusal of forms of institutionalized continuity— the mechanisms of 
stabilization through which current modes of social order and oppression are 
projected as the inevitable basis for  future life— has been theorized as the erup-
tion of utopian thought and energies. José Esteban Muñoz suggests that “hope 
is spawned of a critical investment in utopia.” He juxtaposes the advent and 
articulation of such possibilities with “straight time,” which “tells us  there is 
no  future but the  here and now of our everyday life” extending endlessly for-
ward, but the force of the utopian does not arise from something other than 
ordinary experience, instead it “is an impulse that we see in everyday life.”179 
Furthermore, in Archaeologies of the  Future, Frederic Jameson describes the uto-
pian impulse as the form taken by “disruption” of the notion “that  there is no 
alternative to the system.” Characterizing that disjunction with existing institu-
tional and ideological structures as a “break” that creates an “ability to imagine 
a diff er ent  future,”180 Jameson pre sents it as a negation, one that offers a “repre-
sen ta tional meditation on radical difference,” and Muñoz describes utopian 
potentials as arising from and bearing within themselves a “radical negativity” 
that “becomes the resource” for alternative conceptions of what is and could 
be.181 Although  these accounts might be taken as describing the utopian as a 
break with the pre sent, they perhaps more fruitfully could be read as point-
ing  toward a break in the pre sent, opening onto the radical difference of mi-
noritized and subjugated knowledges. In negating the dynamics of dominant 
accounts of real ity (how the world supposedly is and how it, inevitably, must 
continue to be),  those forms of feeling and narration that Jameson and Muñoz 
name as utopian, and that also might be seen as a kind of speculation, emerge 
from quotidian princi ples and practices. Understanding them as part of an 
alternative “history of the  future” or a pro cess of “returning to ourselves” ap-
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proaches the disruption they generate as an expression of existing oppositional 
orientations (or, in Raymond Williams’s terms, structures of feeling) that are 
affected by dominant frameworks but irreducible to them, creating the sense 
of a break when viewed from the perspective of the tendencies and momentum 
of straight time. The negative force of the utopian bears within it an implicit 
insistence on the ongoing existence as well as legitimacy of other ways of being 
and becoming than  those materialized as the self- evident basis for everyday 
modes of oppression.

If Afrofuturist and Indigenous futurist narratives can be interpreted as en-
acting forms of utopian negation in and for the pre sent, how do we conceptual-
ize the function of the  future setting in them? If speculation ultimately is about 
what gets to count as real, how does turning to what might be facilitate and 
frame the strug gle over what is and was, and more specifically, how could narra-
tives of the not- yet enable negotiation between Black and Native articulations 
of the past and pre sent? Perhaps more than any other author of futurist fiction, 
Samuel Delany has produced a rich body of criticism in which he theorizes 
such fiction’s character and aims. In The Jewel- Hinged Jaw, he suggests that sci-
ence fiction is marked by “a distinct level of subjunctivity,” noting, “Events that 
have not happened are very diff er ent from the fictional events that could have 
happened.”182 As a grammatical mood, the subjunctive speaks of actions, feel-
ings, desires that have a qualified relation to the indicative. If the latter refers 
to what is, the subjunctive comprises what might be, what should be, what one 
wishes  were the case, and in this way, it marks a mediated and complex relation 
to the real. Or, put another way, levels of subjunctivity convey less a sense of 
unreality than the vari ous ways what’s described does not conform to exist-
ing grammars of facticity, norms of being. In this vein, the futuristic as a mode 
stretches the sense of the real. We can think about the futuristic orientation of 
science fiction as enacting and emphasizing an intentionally disjunctive rela-
tionship with dominant understandings of the world as it is. As Delany argues 
in Starboard Wine, “Science fiction poises in a tense, dialogic, agonistic rela-
tion to the given.”183  Here, the given refers not simply to pre sent circumstances 
but also to social arrangements that are treated as self- evident (including attri-
butions of Black backwardness and Indigenous disappearance). The power of 
the narrative move to the  future, then, lies in leveraging accepted notions of 
what is  actual and highlighting the pro cesses through which such notions are 
  (re)materialized in the world. Delany observes, “Science fiction is not ‘about the 
 future.’ Science fiction is in dialogue with the pre sent. We sf writers often say 
that science fiction prepares  people to think about the real  future— but that’s 
 because it relates to the real pre sent in the par tic u lar way it does.”  Earlier, he 
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stresses the need to distinguish “between the science- fictional world and the 
real world: for  those differences are precisely what constitutes the tales’ science- 
fictional aspect.”184 The fact that the setting is in the  future marks the narrative 
as decidedly not determined by the practices and princi ples that govern con-
ventional ideas of what exists now or is immediately pos si ble (to the extent the 
latter is thought simply to unfold from the pre sent), and its futuristic orienta-
tion enables the story to inhabit a tense and agonistic relation to what is taken 
to be “the real world” of the pre sent.

While at times Delany speaks about science fiction as if its primary goal 
is to offer alternative horizons  toward which  people might move, “an image 
of tomorrow” or an “impetus for . . .   human pro gress,” he most forcefully the-
orizes the work of futurist narrative as a vehicle through which to pluralize 
the potentials of the pre sent. He suggests that science fiction “uses the  future 
as a narrative convention to pre sent significant distortions of the pre sent.”185 
However,  those distortions are less articulations of something utterly new that 
breaks with  things as they are than a means of raising questions about the abil-
ity of par tic u lar ways of knowing to grasp extant forms of being and becoming 
in the world. Describing his own writerly practice, Delany notes, “What I, as 
an sf writer, do continually is to take a real relationship I have known or seen 
that I also know is, collectively, unbelievable and try to pre sent it believably,” 
“relight[ing] the relationship so that it becomes vis i ble to  those to whom it 
would have been ‘unbelievable.’ ”186 Narrative invocations of the  future serve 
as a means of dislocating readers from their habituated frames of reference— 
within which certain formations and relations in the pre sent would appear to 
be unbelievable—in order to turn their attention  toward possibilities for being 
and becoming that other wise would not be granted recognition as real (that 
do not appear as given). However, the goal is not to provide a more repre sen-
ta tionally adequate account of the world, one that would seek to capture what 
has not been properly acknowledged in dominant accounts. Delany insists 
that “science fiction does not try to represent the world”; rather, it engages in 
a pro cess of “redescription”— altering the background against which one un-
derstands  things and relations in the world.187 The “science- fictional aspect” of 
such narratives lies in the ways they distort readers’ sense of the real.

Drawing on the subjunctivity of the  future enables  these texts to challenge 
the princi ples and perceptions through which readers usually would engage in 
everyday sense making, but rather than trying to institute a new, more expan-
sive sense of “the real world,” such futurisms proliferate potentials for seeing 
differently, for having one’s orientation shifted.188 As Delany notes, “In science 
fiction the world of the story is not a given, but rather a construct that changes 
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from story to story.” Science fiction, therefore, draws attention to the pro cess 
of such construction, the multiplicity of ways in which both a world and the 
world can be and are (re)made. This kind of speculation contests the notion 
of the given by holding open what Delany describes as “the concept of value 
plurality.”189 Routing redescription through the  future draws on its sense as 
the not- already- known to open possibilities for engaging other accounts of the 
real, while si mul ta neously refusing to generate a supposedly more encompass-
ing and putatively accurate picture of the pre sent. The goal of valuing multi-
plicity is aided by futurism’s refusal to try to stabilize the speculative/the sub-
junctive into a singular explanation of what is.

Interpreted in this way, Afrofuturisms and Indigenous futurisms work to 
destabilize the normalization of racializing and colonial frameworks by offer-
ing alternative accounts of how the world is and could be constructed. Among 
the ways they do so include contesting the logics of racial typology (chapter 2), 
mapping the carceral dynamics immanent in modes of data aggregation (chap-
ter 3), suggesting the situatedness of all life and the necessary relation between 
 humans and the nonhuman world (chapter 3), and displacing the nation- state 
in  favor of other historical and ongoing forms of collective territoriality (chap-
ter  4).  These futurist texts forgo their claim to “the real world” in order to 
open rhetorical and imaginative space in which to challenge the obviousness 
of the given. In  doing so, they illustrate and enact pro cesses of (re)orientation 
without presenting them as simply a description of what is/was. The specula-
tive form of Afrofuturist and Indigenous futurist fiction stages minoritarian 
and subjugated knowledges by disorienting readers from habituated perspec-
tives, and that pro cess of disorientation also enacts an ethos of multiplicity and 
openness to alternative framings (or constructions). Ahmed suggests, “When 
we are orientated, we might not even notice that we are orientated: we might 
not even think ‘to think’ about this point. When we experience disorienta-
tion, we might notice orientation as something we do not have,” further noting 
that “[b]ecoming re oriented . . .” involves the disorientation of encountering 
the world differently.”190 The forms of futurist redescription, distortion, and 
antagonism Delany describes draw on that which is not (yet) real— such as 
extraterrestrial contact/invasion (chapter 2), genocidal robot uprisings (chap-
ter 3), or  human emigration to other planets (chapter 4)—to challenge nor-
mative orientations and to offer ways of encountering the world differently. 
The disorientation created by  these narrative devices opens the potential for a 
re orientation that brings into the foreground past and current forms of institu-
tionalized vio lence (pathologization of blackness, mass incarceration, de facto 
urban apartheid, expropriation of Indigenous lands, commodification of Native 



70 chapter one

lifeways), as well as possibilities for alternative sociopo liti cal arrangements 
(transnational Black mobilities, collective Black landedness, expanded concep-
tions of  human and nonhuman relations, Indigenous self- determination be-
yond settler  legal regimes). In this vein, Greg Tate observes that science fiction 
narrative “devices reiterate the condition of being black in American culture. 
Black  people live the estrangement that science fiction writers imagine,” and 
Grace Dillon suggests that science fiction narratives about Native survivance 
“are about per sis tence, adaptation, and flourishing” in contrast to “creeds of 
isolation and victimhood, the apprehension of hopeless, helpless entitlement 
to an extirpated past.”191 Futurist fiction’s ability to offer an alternative vision 
of the believable— including attending to the analyses offered by oppositional 
movements— depends, though, on taking part in a narrative mode that is 
explic itly not “the real world.”

While speculative redescription might be said to aim for a new real (one 
that engages with minoritarian knowledges and critique), it relies on a medium 
that necessarily defers the referential realness of the repre sen ta tions generated 
through it. In this way, the subjunctivity of speculative fiction helps us see the 
conceptual and po liti cal frames it employs as frames while it also enacts an eth-
ics of equivocation at the level of form. In the previous sections, I’ve addressed 
how varied understandings of the concepts of sovereignty and settler can fore-
close or displace each other and how efforts to avoid or sublate such tensions 
through encompassing structural modeling often end up recreating the same 
prob lems. Entering into science fiction’s subjunctivity creates a conditional 
connection to the real that suspends the exclusivity so often claimed in critical 
and po liti cal accounts. Instead of insisting on a par tic u lar vision of what is— 
recalling de la Cadena, a specific set of “onto- epistemic terms”— speculation as 
a mode opens the potential for  there to be multiple “ways of making worlds,” 
all of which are real but not all of which can be engaged when each pre sents 
itself as the real. 192 Such speculative imaginings hold open a space for the kinds 
of difference that Lorde addresses: that varied strug gles may have disparate 
ways of interpreting and perceiving the world that can render each other in-
visible. The speculative, then, appears  here less as a genre than a mode of rela-
tion, one that opens the potential for acknowledging a plurality of legitimate 
yet nonidentical truth claims— none of which should be taken as singularly 
foundational. Conversely, attending to the ways Afrofuturist and Indigenous 
futurist narratives redescribe the world foregrounds, in de la Cadena’s terms, 
the kinds of worldings they perform— the backgrounds, princi ples, and forms 
of  “we”- ness from which they emerge and that they then employ. Tracing the 
contours and dynamics of such Black and Indigenous worldings enables one to 
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see how they open onto each other and (mis)translate each other, thereby also 
suggesting the ways they remain opaque to each other.193 In other words, Black 
and Indigenous futurisms both engage in a proj ect of challenging dominant 
conceptions of the real, offering their own accounts and analyses of what is 
through narrative stagings of what might be, but such futurisms employ exist-
ing frames of reference that are oriented by divergent histories of strug gle and 
collective po liti cal aspiration.

Rather than presenting speculative fiction as a site for reconciling Black 
and Indigenous imaginaries, I am suggesting that the speculative as a mode al-
lows us to see such frames of reference at work while si mul ta neously seeing 
them as nonidentical ways of worlding that do not need to be resolved in a 
single, structural sense of the given. Freed from the imperative to declare one 
po liti cal imaginary or structural framework as expressive of the singular truth 
of “the real world,” speculative fiction offers conceptual resources for marking 
tensions and the dynamics of translation among movements.194 The specula-
tive, then, suggests an ethos, or an ethics, of hesitation in the drive to analytical 
and explanatory closure, an openness to  others’ potential redescriptions and the 
disorientations they enact but without the need for it all to be combined in a 
single story or structure. More than merely suggesting that  there are other pos-
si ble ways of understanding past and pre sent circumstances, speculation can 
engender a critical reflexivity that attends to how operating within a par tic u-
lar frame of reference may shape ways of mapping extant forms of domination 
and of envisioning what a more just  future entails. Investigating how futur-
ist narratives seek to (re)orient readers within Black and Native histories and 
po liti cal imaginaries allows for charting the diff er ent problem- spaces out of 
which they emerge and to which they respond. Such analy sis can also attend to 
the equivocations that occur when issues and formations related to one move-
ment/struggle are engaged within the problem- space of the other. Thus, while 
I am suggesting that the speculative as a mode opens intellectual, po liti cal, and 
ethical possibilities for thinking and valuing the differences among Black and 
Indigenous po liti cal imaginaries, the possibilities of the speculative as a mode 
do not mean that any given (set of ) text(s) of speculative fiction can resolve the 
tensions between  those movements or necessarily offer a way through or beyond 
such tensions. Instead, futurist texts when engaged as forms of speculation in 
this way help reveal the existence and contours of such tensions, and in  doing so, 
they open possibilities for exploring forms of mutual engagement, translation, 
and accountability that do not require a shared set of terms or horizons.

In turning to futurist fiction, and more broadly to speculation as an intel-
lectual and po liti cal modality, my aim is to increase the potential for thinking 
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how Black and Indigenous movements may be oriented differently in ways that 
cannot and should not be reduced to each other or  imagined as inherently tri-
angulable into some third model. If it  were even pos si ble to do so, does seeking 
to merge all frames of reference into a systemic account actually address the 
significant differences among social movements and strug gles— their varied 
tendencies and horizons? If, in Lorde’s terms quoted  earlier, “difference must 
be not merely tolerated,” how might embracing the nonequivalence between 
Indigenous and Black po liti cal imaginaries (as well as among them) open up 
possibilities for relation not predicated on an implicitly assimilatory impulse to 
unify varied perspectives into a single structural account(ing)? Rather than try-
ing to resolve disjunctions (such as over the meanings and implications of sover-
eignty, nationhood, and belonging) by articulating an encompassing structural 
framework, this approach works to trace how disparate backgrounds, framings, 
and trajectories give rise to accounts that are potentially equally real although 
nonidentical. Speculative hesitation facilitates attention to the ways forms of 
conceptual and perceptual orientation affect pro cesses of understanding and 
engagement— shaping how persons,  peoples, historical patterns, and social for-
mations emerge into view and become meaningful from within nonidentical 
frames of reference. Foregrounding the dynamics of such relation across differ-
ence less defers “the real world” (or the prospects of our knowing it) than seeks 
to pluralize it, pointing to possibilities for being disoriented in encounters with 
 others’ articulations, experiences, and phenomenologies. Such disorientation 
also would entail coming to understand how the oppressed within one frame 
can be the oppressor within another, without  those frames needing to be fused. 
Solidarity, then, involves being accountable to how one’s own position and ac-
tions might be understood within another movement’s (re)description of what 
is, was, and might be. If  there is no view except from within a par tic u lar frame 
of reference, increasing the capacity for disorientation— for acknowledging the 
potential disparity among such frames— opens possibilities for intersectional 
analy sis, solidarity, and engagement that do not a priori require the production 
of unity. Recognizing that po liti cal strug gles  will vary from each other, includ-
ing in their assessments of domination and projections of desirable futurity, 
can validate them in their mutual opacity, facilitating forms of negotiation and 
transformation predicated on complex, uneven, open- ended, and necessarily 
unresolved efforts to listen for difference.


