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“Stolen land and stolen labor are the essen-
tial requirements of capitalism. Thinking 
about how most of the world has actually 

experienced capitalist expansion quickly re-
veals the crucial and persistent role of theft 
by coercion, colonization, fraud, genocide, 

and captivity in capitalist society.”1

—Owen Toews, Stolen City: Racial Capitalism and the Making 
of Winnipeg, 2018

“White supremacy is a hierarchy, with 
whiteness at the top. Indigenous peoples of 
the Americas, whose lands have been colo-
nized by white settlers, occupy a low place 
on this hierarchy—white supremacy is try-

ing to replace them. But Black people, whom 
British and French colonists brought to this 
land in chains four centuries ago, are at the 
bottom of the ladder. We are the scapegoats. 
Whiteness is constantly defined and repro-

duced through anti-blackness.”2

—Desmond Cole, The Skin We’re In, 2020



3

No Design on Stolen Land

“Urban settlement has been central to the 
making of European settler-colonial societ-

ies since their inception. Settlement, or more 
sharply invasion, is given material presence 
and organizational shape through processes 
of urbanization. The establishment of towns 

and cities are synonymous with ‘development’ 
and ‘progress’ in the colonialist endeavor, and 
constitute a distinct activity literally building 

the settler-colonial nation. The process and 
materiality of urbanization continues to be 
a primary mechanism operationalizing the 
spatial and economic dispossession of colo-

nized peoples. Further, the racist imaginary 
deployed by colonizers of Indigenous peoples 

has worked to render the urban as a place not 
Indigenous, profoundly spatially and tempo-
rally disconnected from Indigenous histories 
and geographies, despite the obvious fact in 
settler-colonial societies that most cities and 

settlements sit on unceded territories.”3

—Libby Porter and Oren Yiftachel, Urbanizing Settler-Colonial 
Studies, 2019
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E
very single building site—from a house 
to a highway—benefits from the exploita-
tion of a capitalist property regime built 
on the back of broken treaties. Planned 

and engineered, these sites are not only taken from 
stolen lands and unceded territories, they are the 
spatial products of a violent structure and system of 
settler-colonialism that displaced and continues to 
dispossess Indigenous Peoples through more than 
500 years of territorial injustices. Mundus Novus. 
Terra Nullius. Doctrine of Discovery. Manifest Des-
tiny. Since 1492, this settler-colonial system of state 
policies of segregation, assimilation, or extermina-
tion continue today, literally mining squandered 
lands and violating Indigenous Nations through 
forced removal, gendered violence, police brutality, 
cultural appropriation, under-servicing, and over-in-
carceration.4 As cultural genocide, the oppressive 
reality of settler colonialism today is now normalized 
and practically naturalized through contemporary 
urbanism5 precisely because of the “denigration of 
Indigenous culture. Basically, racism… systemic, 
institutionalized, individual, interpersonal racism.”6 
Misrepresentation through spatial erasure is central 
to the non-Indigenous urban project. “Genocide,” as 
Deborah A. Miranda writes in “Teaching on Stolen 
Ground,” “depends upon, in fact, the appropriation of 
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Theodore de Bry, ‘Of [Spanish Colonial Tyranny] in Gua-
temala,’ from Bartolomé de las Casas, A Short Account of 

the Destruction of the Indies, 1598 [1542]
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John Smith, Virginia (State Map), 1606
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the identity of the colonized by the colonizer. Misin-
terpretations and misrepresentations of Native cul-
ture, religion, character, and worldview for consump-
tion by the nonindigenous are the crucial elements 
in such a genocidal agenda.”7 Inalienable Indigenous 
rights denied by privileged descendants of Christian 
Europeans—either by ignorance, neglect, or design.

Design dehumanizes. Infrastructural systems 
are not only planned, engineered, or built on stolen 
lands. They are codified as state systems of era-
sure that lend the appearance of permanence of 
settler-colonial authority. They dishonor the orig-
inal treaties by denying the basic, legal principles 
of consent and community consultation, let alone 
their intrinsic meanings.8 “Considering its impact on 
contemporary urban, political, economic, social, and 
cultural life, the historical experience of colonial-
ism and imperialism is greatly under-researched.”9 
Master-planned forgetting and bureaucratic stone-
walling, set in and between the lines of colonial law 
and settler rule. In the paper world of design—maps, 
plans, codes, symbols, specs, or graphics—urban-
ism is colonialism. Albeit overlooked by a dominant 
white majority, this regime of urban erasure is 
omnipresent, “whether realized or implied [physical 
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violence] is important to the legitimation, founda-
tion, and operation of a Western property regime. 
Certain spatializations—notably those of the fron-
tier, the survey, and the grid—play a practical and 
ideological role at all these moments. Both property 
and space … are reproduced through various en-
actments. While those enactments can be symbol-
ic, they must also be acknowledged as practical, 
material, and corporeal.”10 Upheld by colonial-era 
constitutional rights, the plunder from looted land-
scapes has left behind legacies of broken bodies and 
fractured families across toxic terrains of resource 
industrialization, now in overdrive. The fallout of 
this colonized world, flooded with European (most-
ly Christian) descendants, is a dark hole of endless 
extractivism, a “nonreciprocal, dominance-based 
relationship with the earth, one of purely taking.”11

Design dispossesses. They call it D-E-S-I-G-N for a 
reason. De-sign. Destruction of signs, signals, sym-
bols, signifiers—oral, traditional, territorial, politi-
cal, corporeal. Settler-colonial semiotics. As substi-
tute for signs, place names subdue spatial identities. 
From Alaska to Oklahoma, racist toponomies are 
the white man’s corruption of original places and 
original peoples perpetuated by what Black Cana-
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Map of Indian Territory & No-Man’s Land, 
Atlas of Oklahoma, 1866–89
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dian studies scholar Charmaine Nelson identifies 
as “the colonial, cartographic imagination.”12 The 
moment Amerigo Vespucci touched down in what is 
now Rio de Janeiro or that Christopher Columbus 
hit the shores of present-day Haïti, was the moment 
the ‘Americas’  and the ‘Caribbean’ became occu-
pied territories. Design not only destroys memory, 
it ruptures tradition by imposing techno-scientific 
terms that edify white supremacy through Cartesian 
ideology. Mapmakers as liars. Land use is rational-
ized terrain by racialization: from waste colonialism 
on Navajo Lands in New Mexico,13 to industrial 
capitalism throughout the territories of Quichua 
Peoples in Amazonia,14 to resource extractivism in 
the Athabasca River Delta on Treaty 8 lands that 
are home to Dene, Cree, and Métis Peoples.15 Design 
endlessly captures place names by implanting colo-
nial identities, through the imposition of a body of 
jurisdictional powers and standards on everything 
from deserts, forests, and rivers to streets, parks, 
and sewers.16 Territorial planning, structural en-
gineering, and building specifications are its arms. 
The genius loci of dumps, dams, pits, pipes, and 
mines are its monuments. Radium, mercury, arsenic, 
lead, phosphorus, ammonia—its transgenerational 
poisons.17



11

No Design on Stolen Land

Design whitewashes. Laundering land has a long 
history. Planners, engineers, architects, illustrators 
are its bleaching agents. The deep geological repos-
itory for the 10,000-year storage of transuranic ra-
dioactive waste in New Mexico’s Chihuahuan Desert 
on ancestral lands of the Navajo Peoples, a project 
operated today by the American multinational en-
gineering conglomerate AECOM.18 The 10,000-year 
old Willamette Meteorite stolen from the Clackamas 
tribe of Oregon and moved to New York City’s Amer-
ican Museum of Natural History in 1906, then relo-
cated to the Rose Center for Earth & Space in 2000 
proudly designed by architects James Polshek and 
Todd Schliemann.19 The horrific story of Matoaka, vi-
olently taken away from the Powhatan People in the 
seventeenth century by English colonizers, then ro-
manticized in Disney’s 1995 Oscar-winning musical 
animation Pocahontas; directed by American film-
makers Mike Gabriel and Eric Goldberg.20 Baseball’s 
racist Chief Wahoo mascot, unapologetically worn 
by the Cleveland Indians since 1946 and designed 
by then 17-year old draftsman Walter Goldbach of 
the J.F. Novak Patch Supply Company.21 Jeff Bezos’ 
exoticization of the world’s longest river, branded 
and trademarked into the largest corporation in the 
world in 1994 with a smug smile conceived by Turn-
er Duckworth designer Anthony Biles. Senator Eliz-
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Doane Robinson and Gutzon Borglum, Mount Rushmore 
National Memorial, Keystone, South Dakota, 1927–41
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abeth Warren’s self-assigned claims to Native Amer-
ican identity since 1986 and race shifting attitude 
to Cherokee Nationhood in her race for the 2020 US 
presidential election.22 Lies on the land. 

Design alienates & excludes. Representing a 
growing 6 percent of the world’s population, Indig-
enous Peoples live on, care for, and nurture a ma-
jority of the lands and waters on the planet.23 Yet, 
city and territory are strategically segregated by 
the ever-increasing capitalist divide between spaces 
of consumption and production; lands fragmented 
by logistical landscapes. Metropolises. Hinterlands. 
Wastelands. Hardened by tight metropolitan grids 
littered with architectural effigies, lands are criss-
crossed and waters butchered by technological 
infrastructures: “Fine-grained spatial technologies of 
power such as town-planning regulation and polic-
ing … “Imperial expansions [that establish] specif-
ic spatial arrangements in which the imaginative 
geographies of desire hardened into material spati-
alities of political connection, economic dependency, 
architectural imposition, and landscape transforma-
tion.”24 This dominant matrix not only leaves little 
room for the body politic of the under-represented, 
under-serviced communities of Black, Indigenous, 
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and People of Color that live in cities today; the 
concrete realities of the metropolis also functions 
as a brutal reminder of colonization’s accumulating 
monumentality. Designers and engineers, its con-
tractors. The Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor: 
settler-colonial doormat designed by French sculptor 
Frédéric Auguste Bartholdi and French engineer 
Gustave Eiffel in 1876. The General Lee Monument 
in New Orleans: confederate-era edifice designed 
as victory trophy by sculptor Alexander Doyle and 
architect John Roy in 1884. The St. Louis Arch on 
the Missouri River: frontier gateway to the American 
West designed by Finnish-American architect Eero 
Saarinen in 1935. The Mount Rushmore in Keystone 
South Dakota on the sacred Black Hills lands of 
Lakota Sioux Peoples: conceived by Doane Robin-
son and carved out by KKK sympathizer Gutzon 
Borglum between 1927 and 1941. The Central Park 
in Manhattan, New York: African American villag-
es and pasture lands on former Lenape territory 
cleared for bourgeois open space by landscape archi-
tect Frederick Law Olmsted and architect Calvert 
Vaux in 1857. Yellowstone in northwest Wyoming, 
Indigenous hunting grounds evacuated as National 
Public Park on lands of Indigenous Peoples of the 
Great Plains: a wilderness system championed by 
conservationist John Muir from 1872 onwards. 
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Anonymous, Occupation at Alcatraz Island, 
San Francisco Bay, California, 1969
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Michael Heizer, Double Negative, 
Moapa Valley of Nevada, 1970
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Design subjugates. From towering complexes in 
the colonial metropolis, the darkness of settler ur-
banism and its mountains of light casts long shad-
ows on surrounding resource hinterlands. The high 
priests of settler urbanism, a lineage of privileged 
historians, call it “the city”; where more than 75% of 
the world’s population now apparently lives.25 Settler 
urbanism imposes and inscribes in broad daylight 
a spatial code on the oppressed, reduced to users, 
using a geographic information system of distanced 
surveillance (algorithms, biometrics, IP addresses), 
remote control (fixed addresses, fiscal taxes, social 
security numbers), and controlled remoteness (pipes, 
wires, cables) across a strata of different elevations, 
altitudes, and atmospheres.26 Controlled airspace. 
Abused Labor. Plantation logic.27 From Sigfried 
Giedion to Alan Gowans, Lewis Mumford to Henri 
Lefebvre, the intellectual gentry of white men have 
preached the gospel of settlements ad nauseam 
while chronicling and criticizing its many frontiers 
from their academic outposts, rarely if ever setting 
foot on the ground. Ivory towers. White walls. White 
skin. Glass masks. “[Through a colonial lens,] gen-
trification of urban space [is] yet another ‘frontier’ of 
dispossession central to the accumulation of capital. 
Through gentrification, Native spaces in the city are 
now being treated as urbs nullius—urban space void 
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of Indigenous sovereign presence.”28 Urban space as 
white space, on a planetary scale.

Design masks. For every city, there is a territorial 
treaty or a land title. Broken or not, unceded or not, 
urban lands were taken by force—either by war, 
invasion, starvation, or surrender. So, there is noth-
ing novel nor revolutionary about urbanism.29 Only 
tricks and traitors.30 Settler urbanism, a war zone 
of occupied territories and contested grounds. De-
signers, terrorists. Urban dwellers, space invaders. 
The hostiles. Washington, DC: on ancestral lands of 
Anacostank (Nacotchtank), Piscataway, Pamunkey 
Peoples.31 Ottawa, ON: on traditional and unceded 
lands of the Omàmiwininìwag (Algonquin) Peoples.32 
New York City: on lands of the Lenape Peoples from 
the Delaware Nation.33 Tiohtiá:ke (Montreal, QC): 
land of the Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) Nation.34 Los 
Angeles, CA: on lands of the Gabrielino, Tongva, 
and Tataviam Nations.35 Vancouver, BC: on un-
ceded territories of Coast Salish Peoples including 
Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh First Na-
tions.36 Quito, Ecuador: on land of the Quechua and 
Saraguros Peoples.37 Santiago, Chile: on land of the 
Mapuche Peoples.38 Rio de Janeiro, Brazil: on land 
of Tupi and Guaraní Peoples.39 If “we are ALL treaty 

https://decolonization.wordpress.com/2012/12/24/we-are-all-treaty-people/
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U.S. DOE, Waste Isolation Pilot Plant, Permanent 
storage facility for defense-generated transuranic 
waste (2,000 feet below ground), New Mexico, 1999
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James Polshek and Todd Schliemann, Rose Center for 
Earth & Space, American Museum of Natural History, 

New York, 2000
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people,”40 then “the evidence of our betrayal lies all 
around us … we [settlers] have … not lived up to our 
end of the bargain.”41 And after all, “it takes two … to 
make a treaty.”42

Design launders. The art world is no exception to 
design’s delusions. Settler artwork (especially Eu-
ropean) precisely depends on physical and political 
erasure of Indigenous bodies and sovereignties to 
fabricate remoteness and emptiness—modern settler 
space. 43 Enter the anti-establishment of land artists 
from the 1970s, founders of the earthworks move-
ment in the so-called “middle of nowhere.”44 Michael 
Heizer’s Double Negative (1969) carved out of ances-
tral lands of the Southern Paiute Peoples. Robert 
Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970) and Nancy Holt’s Sun 
Tunnels (1973) built on ancestral lands and waters of 
Ute, Diné (Navajo), Paiute, Goshute, and Shoshone 
Peoples. Walter de Maria’s Lightning Field (1977) 
planted on traditional territories of Apache and 
Navajo Nations. James Turrell’s Roden Crater (1979) 
sculpted from traditional territories of Hualapai and 
Navajo Nations. Illegitimate earthworks on sites of 
the displaced, rife with art historical traditions of ex-
ploiting the dispossessed. Ideas forced onto politically 
organized Indigenous territories; territories that 

https://decolonization.wordpress.com/2012/12/24/we-are-all-treaty-people/
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were appropriated by the U.S. Department of Interi-
or between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
Federally-disposed lands that were then spread out 
across a Cold War laboratory landscape of military 
bases, testing sites, and dumping grounds often in 
the headwaters of Indian Reservations.45 Twenti-
eth-century con-artists—whose alibis are blanched in 
environmental histories and carved-out nation-state 
boundaries—complicit in the forced exile and duplic-
itous contamination of Indigenous bodies. No justice, 
nowhere. 

Design destroys. In this settler-colonial plot, conser-
vation is the con job that normalizes extinction and 
naturalizes domination. For the naturalist junta—
generation after generation of regional preachers like 
Muir, Turner, Roosevelt, Thoreau, Emerson, Pin-
chot, Leopold, Mackaye—preservation of nature was 
inherently the preservation of the nature of white 
supremacy. The naturalism of nationalism.46 The 
picturesque, an imperial gaze. Conservation, hetero-
patriarchal heroism. Obsessed with eurocentric maps 
of New World – Old Word divisions, missionary men 
like George Perkins Marsh weaponized the crude 
and rude term ‘nature’ in his 1864 biblical Man & 
Nature. Heteropatriachal man, conveniently univer-
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Proposed Thirty Meter Telescope, TMT, 2015
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Bunky Echo-Hawk, Not Your Mascot, 2016
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salized to consume and colonize the New World by 
disarming and destroying Indigenous sovereignties, 
nations, and kinships to re-arm a “wilderness” for 
“the civilized” and the “superior,” free of “savages” 
or “blacks” and recounted in racist, frontier fantasy 
novels.47 Ernest T. Seton’s 1912 The Book of Wood-
craft and Indian Lore, fake lore. For naturalists, con-
servationists, foresters, ecologists, even presidents, 
wilderness weaponized as “the raw material out of 
which man has hammered the artifact called civili-
zation.”48 Predators.

Settler-colonial statecraft. The Christian wreck-
ing ball that cleared forests not only made way for 
an imagined emptied wilderness that was quickly 
re-populated, like in Seton’s 1903 fiction Two Lit-
tle Savages, with young boys playing cowboys and 
pretend Indians “with all that is bad and cruel left 
out.”49 Colonial tropes re-enacted, primitive living 
invoked, and extinction narratives replayed. Riding 
the coattail of George Catlin’s ethnographic writings 
of Indigenous encounters and paintings of Ameri-
can colonial exploits, the British imperialist Robert 
Baden-Powell epitomized colonial conservationist 
ideologies by scouting for boys across the Common-
wealth, from Australia to Canada. After escapades 
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in Rhodesia and South Africa, Baden-Powell brought 
along the wild, frontier fantasies of Canadian sto-
ryteller Ernest Thompson Seton and the wilderness 
survival skills of American outdoorsman Frederick 
Russell Burnham. Together, their mission led to the 
foundation of the Boy Scouts of America; a brother-
hood that has grown to over 30 million scouts and 
volunteers worldwide since its creation in 1907. 
Pledging allegiance to God, Country, and Self, its 
patriotic oath and nationalistic emblem are like 
the architect’s north arrow: a divine ethos pointing 
upwards as a sign and symbol of the heavens; the re-
vival of colonial-era heteropatriarchy and entrench-
ment of white male savior complex at the precise 
moment of the decline and fall of the British Em-
pire.50 The paradox of “playing Indian,” as Standing 
Rock Sioux Tribe scholar Philip J. Deloria observes, 
is that “the self-defining pairing of American truth 
with American freedom rests on the ability to wield 
power against Indians—social, military, economic, 
and political—while simultaneously drawing power 
from them.”51 Scoutcraft, as masquerade for state-
craft. 

So, what if the design world52 brought an end to its 
“[conditioning] of active unawareness”53 by honoring 
and actively engaging the responsibilities of historic 
treaties drafted over the course of the past five cen-
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Oil Sand Lease Ownership, Northern Alberta, 2016
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City of New York, Official Seal, 2016
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A Tribe Called Red, Great Seal of the Halluci Nation, 2016
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Water is Life, 2020
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turies that binds us all? What if the current genera-
tion of designers defied the cult of personalities and 
its failures to own up to the unbreakable agreements 
that treaties represent? Could that ensure a ground 
to live on and a future to fight for the next five 
centuries by unbuilding the structures of settler-co-
lonialism?

Surrender. This counter-design claim54 confronts 
the urgency (cautiously) and inseparability (urgent-
ly) of climate change55 that are embedded in the 
racialized urban spaces and capitalist structures of 
settler-colonialism. The claim is conceived for settler 
designers and scholars in reaction to the near-total 
apathy, ignorance, marginalization, suppression, 
and erasure of the identities, histories, territories, 
and rights of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color 
that form a complex, conflicted, and entangled web 
of urban and territorial ecologies upon which the 
professional disciplines of design—from architecture 
and urban planning, to civil engineering and graphic 
design—intervene… as if representation matters.56 
It entails concessions, a kind of disciplinary weaken-
ing. As a counter-disciplinary crossover, this claim 
also emerges from different communities and dis-
courses that landscape architect of Maori descent 
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Rod Barnett aptly summarizes as “intersectional 
discourses of race and ethnicity, sexuality, and ma-
terialism [that] have challenged … self-conceptions 
[of scientific or professional practices] and opened up 
more radical modes of practice.”57

Rereading & Listening. But, to do this, the sys-
tem and structures of settler-colonialism—including 
the technocratic standards of design disciplines and 
spatial orders of design projects—need to radically 
and fundamentally change. To unmask the set-
tler-colonial fantasy requires a re-reading of treaties 
and engaging with the inherent roles and responsi-
bilities they carry from the ground up. Treaties chart 
anti-colonial, anti-racist futures.58 This is the project 
of undesign, forming a language and way of working 
to overwrite the present by underscoring the past. 
“How can settler society,” asks Nick Estes, “which 
possesses no fundamental ethical relationship to 
the land or its original people, imagine a future 
premised on justice? There is no simple answer. But 
whatever the answer may be, Indigenous peoples 
must lead the way. Our history and long traditions 
of Indigenous resistance provide possibilities for 
futures premised on justice. After all, Indigenous 
resistance is animated by our ancestors’ refusal to be 
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Christopher Columbus Park, Boston, MA, 2015
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Line 3 Pipeline, Superior, WI, 2017

©
2017 R

ob W
ilson

 P
h

otograph
y



35

No Design on Stolen Land

forgotten, and it is our resolute refusal to forget our 
ancestors and our history that animates our visions 
for liberation.”59

Transgression & Transfiguration. To undress 
this carceral landscape requires the unmasking and 
unmaking of settler urbanism. It means destroying 
the dispossessive categories that sanction exclusion, 
exploitation, extraction, and erasure. Un-naming the 
colonial place names, to dislocate them, to displace 
them, to then re-locate them, to re-place them, to re-
base them. Drawing new legends to debase old base 
maps. Displacing survey stakes to debunk bench-
marks. Dismantling the structures that obviate the 
legal landscape of treaties that are constructed to 
sever, rupture, and break relations between lands, 
waters, beings, cycles, communities, and futures. 
De-presentation—découpage, démontage, décollage—
not only bends the rules or rewrites settler-colonial 
code, it breaks law. From flora to fauna, lifeforms do 
not confine to the boundaries or logic of straight lines 
and sharp angles. Biota resists reducibility. Sen-
tient beings both move and carry maps of knowledge 
and intelligence in their patterns, their colors, their 
blooms, and their scents. Ecologies of flora and fauna 
subvert the linear, positivist dead-ends of Darwinian 
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evolutionary tendencies through natural selection 
and Linnean hierarchies60 of growth by charting 
alternate pathways and relational trajectories that 
resist categorization, captivity, or conquest. They 
leave traces. Like families, they build relations. 
They create connections. Rivers, waters, streams, 
and seeds carry meanings that invoke these inter-
connections.61 They pollinate. They fertilize. They 
catalyze. Defying the singularity of individual speci-
mens or identifiable species, lifeforms embody geo-
political histories. Lifeforms track climatic data and 
mark territorial sovereignties. To seed and to plant 
is therefore to un-plan and unravel the wonders of 
emergence and reproduction. To let grow and to let 
flow is to transgress. To let be is to be in relation.62 If 
“every relationship of domination, of exploitation, of 
oppression, is by definition violent,”63 then to let life 
live and breathe, is to respect and to love. 

Unbuilding. Structures and systems of whiteness 
that continue to erase Indigenous voices and mar-
ginalize Indigenous land rights must be confront-
ed, challenged, and reconfigured. Essential to this 
project is the declaration of unqualified support 
for adopting, enacting, activating Free, Prior, and 
Informed Consent (FPIC) from Indigenous Nations 
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Projection of Hariett Tubman by Dustin Klein on Confede-
rate General Robert E. Lee Monument, Richmond, VA, 2020
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Indian Reserve No. 14, Garden River First Nation, 2019
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based on the principles of the United Nations’ Decla-
ration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples64 as base-
line way of practicing; a professional and verifiable 
protocol before any environmental planning, site 
design, building construction, or built work takes 
place. The current and future climate for generations 
in the twenty-sixth century depend on it. Resonating 
with Clayton Thomas-Muller’s 2016 statement in 
“Change the System, Not the Climate.”65

Whose lands are you on? Who invited you? Who are 
you accountable to? Whose stories and histories are 
you privileging? Who are your collaborators? Are wa-
ters, rivers, estuaries, streams, fishes, grasses part 
of that team?66 What exactly are you fighting for?

 

These concluding questions may seem extraordinari-
ly banal, but they remain essential in unbuilding 
the structure of settler urbanism and weakening the 
system of whiteness that have destroyed so much. 
These questions are catalytic. But we can also build 
alliances and become its counter-measures so long 
as land remains at the base of our endeavors. Until 
design becomes a ghost of its former dehumanizing 
self, the project of dismantling its predatory nature 
will never end.

* * * 
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matter of some police being too rough, or some government programs be-
ing too poorly funded. They have nothing to do with the political leaning 
of a particular government or the intentions of powerful people. We’re 
talking about a system of power that seeks to benefit white people above 
all others” (pp. 7–8).

59. Nick Estes, Our History is the Future: Standing Rock versus the 
Dakota Access Pipeline, and the Long Tradition of Indigenous Resistance 
(London, UK: Verso, 2019), 256.

60. See Janet Browne, “A Science of Empire: British Biogeography be-
fore Darwin,” Revue d’histoire des sciences 45, no.4 (1992): 453–75.

61. See Elizabeth Hoover, The River Is in Us: Fighting Toxics in a 
Mohawk Community (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 
2017).

62. Winona LaDuke, All Our Relations: Native Struggles for Land and 
Life (Cambridge, MA: South End Press, 1999).

63. Brazilian educational theorist Paulo Freire, Education for Critical 
Consciousness (London, UK: Continuum, 2007 [1970]), 17n9. Further-
more, “whether or not the violence is expressed by drastic means. In 
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such a relationship, dominator and dominated alike are reduced to 
things—the former dehumanized by an excess of power, the latter by 
lack of it. And things cannot love” (ibid.).

64. UNDRIP is an official resolution (61/295) adopted by the United 
Nations General Assembly on September 13, 2007, https://www.un.org/
esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf.

65. At the 2016 World Social Forum, Clayton Thomas-Muller (360.org, 
organizer and member of the Mathias Colomb Cree Nation, Pukatawa-
gan in Northern Manitoba, Canada) stated: “When we talk about climate 
change here in Canada, we have to talk about colonization. We have to 
talk about reconciliation. Because fundamentally this country’s economy 
is based on the marginalization of Indigenous people, the suppression 
of our collective rights, and the dispossession of our peoples from land. 
So that they can give open door access to multinational corporations to 
come in an extract those resources, and sell them to the highest bidder 
on the international market. And so, when we talk about climate change, 
we have to talk about reconciliation … about healing the wounds of the 
past … to defend our collective future.” During “Change the System, Not 
the Climate,” (Montreal, QC, August 9–14, 2016), video, 22min:23sec 
(19:40–20:25), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rIHzhlZoyk8&ap-
p=desktop.

66. For a greater understanding of the spatial and political agency 
of human-animal relations in a relational framework for Indige-
nous-State discourses, see Zoe Todd, “Refracting the State through Hu-
man-Fish Relations: Fishing, Indigenous Legal Orders and Colonialism 
in North / Western Canada,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & 
Society 7, no.1 (2018): 60–75. See also Hoover, River Is in Us.

https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf
https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf
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settler colonialism: an ongoing system of power that perpetuates 
the genocide and repression of Indigenous Peoples and cultures; in 
other words, settler colonizers do not merely exploit Indigenous Peo-
ples and lands for labor and economic interests; they displace them 
through settlements.*

white supremacy: the belief that white people are superior to those 
of all other races—especially the Black Race—and should therefore 
dominate society.�

heteropatriarchy (hetero [sexuality] & patriarchy): a socio-politi-
cal system in which the male gender and heterosexuality have prima-
cy over other genders and over other sexual orientations.†

cultural appropriation: when somebody adopts aspects of a cul-
ture that is not their own and trivializes violent historical oppres-
sion. A deeper understanding of cultural appropriation also refers to 
a particular power dynamic in which members of a dominant culture 
take elements from a culture of people who have been systematically 
oppressed by that dominant group.‡

racial erasure: the practice and process of collective indifference 
that renders certain communities of people and political groups 
invisible, based on race. If typical casualties of ‘erasure’ constitute 
familiar gender communities and economic classes such as women, 
minorities, queer communities, and the poor, racial erasure targets 
underrepresented minorities and racial groups that can and often 
include communities of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color.§

environmental justice: the fair treatment and meaningful involve-
ment of all people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income 
with respect to the development, implementation, and enforcement of 
environmental laws, regulations, and policies.˜

sovereignty: referred to in terms of ‘aboriginal self-government,’ ‘In-
digenous self-determination,’ or ‘Native sovereignty’; it is founded on 
an ideology of Indigenous nationalism and a rejection of the models 
of government rooted in European cultural values. Sovereignty is an 
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uneven process of re-instituting systems that promote the goals and 
reinforce the values of Indigenous cultures through land reclamation 
against the constant effort of settler-colonial governments to maintain 
the systems of dominance and patterns of control imposed on Indige-
nous communities for centuries.**

UNDRIP: acronym for The United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples adopted by the General Assembly on September 
13th, 2007, by a majority of 144 states in favor and 4 votes against 
(Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United States).

FPIC: acronym for Free, Prior, and Informed Consent; a principle of 
the UNDRIP and protected by international human rights standards 
stating that “Indigenous peoples have the right to self-determination 
… and [to] freely pursue their economic, social and cultural develop-
ment.”

BIPOC: acronym for Black, Indigenous, and People of Color.

2SLGBTQIA+: acronym for Two-Spirit, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, Queer and/or Questioning, Intersexual, Asexual, and the 
countless affirmative ways in which people choose to self-identify.
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