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Land and Liberty:
Settler Acknowledgement in 

Anarchist Pedagogies of Place

!eresa Warburton*+

Introduction

In the summer of 2012, much of the activism in Western New York 
State (WNY) was rooted in the practices and language that had 
emerged from Occupy Wall Street about a year earlier. As in many 
other cities across the country, the Occupy movement had a signi"-
cant impact on activist communities in Bu#alo and Rochester, where 
the local encampments and related organizing bodies grew quickly, 
bringing anarchist principles and practices more into a mainstream 
public than they had been since the 1999 protests against the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) in Seattle. 

As the harsh winter conditions for which WNY is known for gave 
way to warmer weather, the store of energies collected during those 
months continued. One particularly well-attended and well-covered 
event was the Rochester Anti-Capitalist March, held in July of 2012. 
With reports of between 75 and 150 participants, the march became 
a ‘hot-button’ item of the summer in the region a$er Rochester
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police pepper-sprayed and arrested 18 peaceful protesters during the 
event. As local anarchist organizer Shane Burley, who later authored 
Fascism Today: What It Is and How to End It, observed “Rochester 
Police Department today attacked a stream of peaceful protestors 
with chemical weapons without provocation, arresting 18 people. 
Many of these people were attacked, thrown on the ground, pep-
per sprayed when in handcu#s, and done so without being asked to 
comply with any requests.”1 

!e incident in Rochester ignited a regional debate about the mili-
tarization of police and their confrontational relationship with 
ever-growing groups of activists a%liated with both speci"c Occupy 
encampments and a national movement centered on anti-capitalism. 
But this narrative does little to re'ect some of the challenges of orga-
nizing in that expressly anarchist space, especially in pushing orga-
nizers to consider what it means to do anti-capitalist work on oc-
cupied territory—in this case, that of the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) 
Confederacy. And though this does not show up in coverage about 
the abusive treatment of protestors, there was at least one relatively 
contentious discussion about this topic that has remained in my 
mind as a small, rough grain wearing away at something more sig-
ni"cant lurking beneath. In it, I started to see not only the structure 
of settlement being expressed in distinctly anarchist terms but also 
the way that this structure was being willfully obscured not through 
a denial of it but through its acknowledgement.  

About a week before the march itself, organizers communicated 
across the region using a Facebook event page. In one post, an or-
ganizer suggested an aesthetic choice for marchers: “Just a thought, 
anyone not covering their face can put on war paint.”2 !e ensuing 
conversation, though perhaps marginal and inconsequential now 
to many of those involved then, profoundly shaped my engagement 
with anarchism because of how perfectly it captured the enduring is-
sue of how settlement as an ongoing process of colonialism becomes 
normalized and re-made within anarchist spaces. In what followed, 
I began to identify a form of engagement that I later came to under-
stand as “settler anarchism,” or a form of anarchist praxis that re-
makes the structure of settlement using anarchist logics.  
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I am not particularly surprised or concerned by the initial use of the 
term ‘war paint’ in an anarchist space. A$er all, these spaces exist 
within rather than outside of the structures of settlement through 
which the United States is constituted. To assume that anarchists, 
simply by virtue of being anarchists, manage to avoid any socializa-
tion into racialized, gendered, and settler structures would move 
us away from the more di%cult conversations necessary to address 
how such structures of violence and dispossession persist in spaces 
expressly committed to eradicating them. In this way, the use of the 
term itself is less my concern since its invocation is a relatively ubiq-
uitous one that is part of American discourse. 

As I sit writing this, the celebration parade for the Kansas City 
Chiefs’ victory in Super Bowl LIV is underway, complete with an 
appearance from the team’s horse, “Warpaint.”3 And around the time 
that this conversation concerning the Rochester Anti-Capitalist 
March was happening, the American indie-rock band “Warpaint” 
was enjoying worldwide success, projecting an aura that matched the 
implications of their name, which founding member Emily Kokal 
described this way: “It just feels intense…we wanted the band to 
have a provocative kind of name…the idea of putting on war paint 
to prepare for battle…it’s very seductive.”4 In each case, the use of 
the term signals an invocation of broader tropes about Indigenous 
peoples that have constructed them as hypersexualized and war-like 
in an e#ort to justify violent repression through both implicit and 
explicit claims to the moral superiority and civility of white settlers.5 

It is no surprise that various anarchists working in the U.S. have 
picked up and reproduced some of these tropes in our own spaces, 
since their origins are both deeply engrained and purposefully ob-
structed — much like settlement itself. !us, it is not my goal here to 
simply point out that some anarchists in Western New York got into 
a "ght on the Internet about the use of this pejorative term almost a 
decade ago and that it is this utterance that provides cut-and-dry evi-
dence about the persistence of settlement in anarchist spaces. In fact, 
this would only provide evidence of the persistence of settlement in 
the American cultural discourse and anarchists’ interpellation into 
that discourse. Not so insightful. Instead, what this conversation 



46

Anarchist Developments in Cultural Studies, 2021.1

shows us is that the structure of settlement is maintained in anarchist 
spaces through what happens a$er we recognize this interpellation. 
!at is, it is not the utterance itself that shows us something impor-
tant: it is the subsequent acknowledgement that there is a lack of 
active engagement with and responsibility to Native nations coupled 
with a failure to engage that lack through the praxis being evidenced 
in the conversation itself. 

A$er the initial post, the "rst comment was made by a local white 
anarchist man pushing against the suggestion and its framing: “it 
would be really sad and fucked up were there to be white people 
wearing ‘war paint’ at this march that they are having on Haudeno-
saunee land.” Other white anarchist men quickly jumped into the 
fray and escalated the conversation. !e person who had initially 
pointed to the pejorative connotations of the term ‘war paint’ re-
sponded to the claim that “war paint does have a historical presence 
in plenty of parts of Europe” with a clear citation of the term’s roots 
in 19th century American discourse about Native peoples. He noted 
that although “plenty of people have painted their bodies throughout 
time for all sorts of reasons, the term ‘war paint’ is a relatively recent 
term invented by white settlers to project warlike characteristics 
onto the Indigenous people who they were trying to exterminate.” 
Even further, he suggested that this conversation lent insight into the 
lack of Native participation in anarchist movements in the region 
and more broadly. Multiple white anarchist men, including one very 
prominent one who would later be outed as a serial sexual harasser, 
took particular issue with this "nal point. 

He noted “this is literally the "rst time I’ve heard the term used 
in anti-capitalist circles…I’d imagine that the low participation of 
Indigenous people in this sort of event runs a good deal deeper than 
the use or defense of the term. To claim otherwise seems like a real 
simpli"cation of a much more substantive problem of connection 
and depth.” And, in a return of the aggressive-internet-anarchist-ac-
tivist participation in the conversation, another local white anarchist 
man (likely unknowingly) o#ered a fairly succinct summary of the 
host of problems with anarchist approaches to settlement framed by 
this conversation:
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“If you’re wondering why the Indigenous [sic] are not 
'ocking to ‘our’ movement it’s de"nitely not because 
people decided to use let alone say ‘war paint’. !at’s 
oversimpli"cation and white liberal guilt bullshit that’s 
been slammed down our throats trying to make me 
guilty for something my ancestor did. Fuck. !at. Shit. 
Why don’t you tell my mixed partner to go back to Eu-
rope right? Or maybe Africa? Or how about she tells you 
to fuck o# because she’s also a tiny bit native [sic].”

What has always been the most compelling part of this conversation 
to me has been this turn — the move from a defense of this kind of 
pejorative term to a de'ection of responsibility for the persistence of 
settler structures within anarchist movements, even as such a prob-
lem is admitted with ease. What is more, both the defense and the de-
'ection are meted out through heteronormative logics, evidenced in 
the invocation of the commenter’s ‘mixed partner’ who is ‘a tiny bit 
native’ but who never comments or speaks for herself. We aren’t even 
certain whether she exists. It is the structure of this engagement, and 
the form of political analysis that it gives us, that interests me most. I 
see it replicated o$en, across time and place. Because of this, it seems 
worthwhile to attempt to unpack it here. 

In what follows, I am interested in exploring how this interaction is 
not unique but, rather, symptomatic of broader engagements with 
the question of settlement in contemporary anarchist spaces. Rather 
than focus on providing an expositional archive of moments like 
this, where it becomes abundantly clear that most anarchists have 
not adequately dealt with the question of settlement within (or with-
out) our movements despite the continued participation of Indig-
enous peoples in them as well as in radical social movements more 
broadly, I aim instead to use this moment as a way to sketch out 
an anarchist form of engagement that ends up informing our praxis 
across a range of issues.

In short, this conversation provides an opportunity to better attend 
to these issues of anarchist praxis and how they limit our ability to 
adequately recognize, account for, and address the persistence of 
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settler structures in anarchist politics. I use the term ‘praxis’ here be-
cause, as I mentioned above, this is an issue of how we choose to live 
the politics we espouse, rather than simply a theoretical rumination 
on why the structure of settlement persists in anarchist spaces. 

In what follows, I unpack the particular issue of land acknowledge-
ments as a pedagogical praxis in order to guide us into a broader 
conversation about how most anarchists in the U.S. have failed to 
reckon with the question of doing anarchist work in a settler colo-
nial context leading up and into the 21st century. I end with a brief 
re'ection on how anarchists might draw on the work of Native sto-
rytellers, activists, and intellectuals to reorient our understanding of 
the relationships between place and politics in ways that enable us to 
better confront the structures of power we seek to destroy.   

Pedagogy, Praxis, and Land

In order to bring out the contours of this conversation, I begin here 
by bringing two things together: pedagogies of anarchist praxis and 
the practice of land acknowledgements. I take the "rst term from 
a symposium organized by Kanaka Maoli scholar and activist J. 
Kēhaulani Kauanui at Wesleyan University in Spring 2019, where a 
version of this paper was "rst presented. For me, this term empha-
sizes a focus on the methods we use to learn and engage anarchist 
praxis, rather than focusing only on the contours of the practices 
themselves. 

I take up the second term because I see land acknowledgements, as 
well, as a pedagogy of practice. What is more, I believe that current 
prominent debates about formal land acknowledgements within 
Native and Indigenous Studies as they become a more ubiquitous 
practice across the U.S. and Canada provide a useful epistemic 
method through which to engage the broader questions with which 
this piece is concerned. In these debates, which I outline more in-
depth below, I locate some of the same core questions that emerge 
from the conversation above: how do we use acknowledgements 
(whether of history, of harm, of presence, of absence, of persistence, 
of responsibility, or of culpability) to shape what comes a$er? !at is, 
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how do they structure our pedagogies of praxis once they have been 
recognized? What are the current limitations of these practices and 
how might we reimagine them to align our methods with our desires 
for the worlds we make together?

In the "rst case, I want to turn especially to the term “pedagogy,” 
which I view as central to anarchism. For me, the emphasis on peda-
gogy has been one of the things that elevates anarchism as not only a 
viable political but ethical practice. As David Graeber has observed, 
this is one of the qualities that makes anarchism a more fertile 
method of political organizing than other radical strands because of 
its grounding in particular practices instead of particular luminaries. 
He argues that:

one need only to compare the historical schools of Marx-
ism and anarchism…to see we are dealing with funda-
mentally di#erent things. Marxist schools have founders. 
Just as Marxism sprang from the mind of Marx, so we 
have Leninists, Maoists, Trotskyites, Gramscians, Althus-
serians…Schools of anarchism, in contrast, emerge from 
some kind of organizational principle or form of practice: 
Anarcho-Syndicalists and Anarcho-Communists, Insur-
rectionists and Platformists, Cooperativists, Individual-
ists, and so on.6 

It follows from Graeber that this nomenclature signals a distinctive 
quality of anarchist politics, namely its ability to grow and adapt 
through practice rather than its adherence to a strict ideological 
foundation. I agree with him that this is one of the things that makes 
anarchism a particularly salient form of political and social organiz-
ing in an era of neoliberalism, since it is able to better account for 
di#use, dynamic structures of power and capital.

What I want to emphasize here is how intimately this promise of 
adaptability is tied to pedagogy, both functionally and formally. To 
understand foundational anarchist practices like pre"gurative poli-
tics, consensus-based decision-making, and direct democracy simply 
as examples of practices that are in-line with anarchist theory, is to 
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ignore the pedagogical role that such practices have. !at is, these 
are not merely exercises we learn and then execute as a way of mak-
ing anarchist worlds—they are practices we exercise in order to learn 
how to make those worlds and to care for them as we do. As famed 
scholar of pedagogy Paulo Freire reminds us, “the more radical the 
person is, the more fully they enter into reality so that, knowing it 
better, they can better transform it. !ey are not afraid to confront, 
to listen, to see the world unveiled.”7 !e term ‘pedagogies of anar-
chist praxis’ then, helps us to identify both the practical and didactic 
qualities of our interactions with each other and with the multiple 
worlds in which we live. What is more, it can help us reframe con-
tention away from a focus on how to convince one another that we 
are right and, instead, to focus on the question: how and what are we 
learning to be through this?  !is is what I hope for anarchism, in its 
most realized pedagogical praxis.

Now, let us put a pin in that and pivot for a moment to another prac-
tice connected to pedagogy, that of land acknowledgements. !is 
practice of recognizing the traditional territories of local Indigenous 
communities has become more popular in the U.S., following its 
institutionalization in other settler colonial contexts like Canada and 
Australia. Its purpose is ostensibly making us aware of Indigenous 
presence, to acknowledge that the work we do has a material founda-
tion in the land and its people. Following Lila Asher, Joe Curow, and 
Amil Davis, I also see this praxis as a form of pedagogy or a teaching 
method that, aspirationally at least, aims to anchor our work in not 
only the ideological but also the material realities of doing this work 
on occupied land.8 Such land acknowledgements are acts of protocol 
or procedures that establish the contours of our forms of relation 
with the land and its people in a dynamic way. !at is, these ac-
knowledgements are not a static naming of a given place but, rather, 
a commitment to respecting the protocols of relation that live with 
the land and its people. !ey are not a quick resolution of settlement 
in a given space, uttered at the beginning of any event so that we may 
move on to what was important to begin with.

Except, of course, when they are. And o$en, they are.
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Many universities, including my current institution, have established 
formal land acknowledgements that are meant to be printed and 
read aloud at campus events; people have started putting traditional 
territories in their email signatures, along with their pronouns, titles, 
and o%ce phone numbers. In Canada, land acknowledgements are 
popular before hockey games or at meetings of Parliament. And, 
more and more, radical groups are opening meetings and events 
with some form of land or territorial acknowledgement.9 As numer-
ous scholars and activists have pointed out, this proliferation of land 
acknowledgements across the U.S. and Canada has not necessar-
ily transformed the ways of relating manifested through and in the 
service of settlement. In fact, for many, it has further entrenched the 
structure of settlement through what Eve Tuck (Unangax) and K. 
Wayne Yang have termed “settler moves to innocence.”10 As Asher, 
Curow, and Davis note “by taking what has been, in some nations, 
a diplomatic protocol, gutting it of its ontological and relational 
context, and repurposing it to legitimate settlers’ continued presence 
on stolen land,” land acknowledgements act as a reinscription of set-
tler control over Native land rather than a pedagogical practice that 
foments the return of Native land to Native people and an adherence 
to local protocols and relations.11 

!is is precisely the kind of discomfort that Anishinaabe scholar 
Hayden King noted when he spoke recently on his regret at having 
participated in writing a formal land acknowledgement for Ryerson 
University. In an interview with Cree writer and poet Rosanna Deer-
child for Unreserved, a CBC radio show focused on stories and music 
from across Indigenous Canada,12 King discussed how the life that 
the acknowledgement took on a$er he helped to pen it helped him 
to “see how the territorial acknowledgement could become very su-
per"cial and also how it sort of fetishizes these actual tangible trea-
ties. !ey’re not metaphors—they’re real institutions, and for us to 
write and recite a territorial acknowledgement that sort of obscures 
that fact, I think we do a disservice to that treaty and to those na-
tions.”13 What King highlights here is a question of pedagogy. !at is, 
his worry is not that acknowledging the territory and its people is an 
inherently alienating practice but that the way it is being done is not 
accomplishing the task for which it has ostensibly been adopted. !is 
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is precisely what Cree and Métis writer Chelsea Vowel has pointed 
to in her argument that territorial acknowledgements must be “sites 
of disruption” and that, to do this, perhaps we must move “beyond 
territorial acknowledgements to ask the hard questions about what 
needs to be done once we’re ‘aware of Indigenous presence.”14

So now, unpinning this question of pedagogies of anarchist praxis, 
I am interested in how anarchist pedagogies, or methods of shar-
ing knowledge and skills, have been limited by the things to which 
the scholars I mentioned above have pointed to in their discussions 
of land acknowledgements. Additionally, I am interested in how 
we might move beyond that limit to create the sites of disruption 
of which Vowel speaks. In the example I provided at the beginning 
of this article, those anarchists pushing back against the critique of 
the use of the term ‘war paint’ never underwrote their resistance 
through a claim that relations between local Native communities 
and local non-Native anarchists were strong. Rather, they acknowl-
edged that a problem existed, and it was this acknowledgement that 
they used to eschew responsibility for it. Put another way, they used 
their acknowledgement of the poor relationship between anarchism 
and Native peoples as a way to mark their defense of both the term 
and practice of donning ‘war paint’ in their anti-capitalist march on 
Haudenosaunee land. 

It is this tendency that I see replicated on a larger scale, so large that 
it has become a de"nitive characteristic of a particular kind of anar-
chism that emerged in the U.S. and Canada in the 21st century. What 
is more, I see this as a failure to acknowledge the pedagogical imper-
ative of praxis. Pedagogy, as Freire notes, is inherently dynamic — it 
transforms what comes a$er the moment of learning so that learning 
becomes an unending continuum rather than a static location. In 
the case of land acknowledgements, a pedagogical approach requires 
the same: that we acknowledge and engage the land and its people 
in a set of on-going relationships rather than as static surfaces upon 
which we act. In what follows, I turn to a more extensive analysis of 
the development of this particular anarchist tendency, which I refer 
to as “settler anarchism,” in order to explore how this, as a form of 
engagement, limits the ability of anarchists to reckon with the persis-
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tence of structures of violence within our own communities.
‘Settler Anarchism’ in Seattle

What I aim to bring out through the comparison of pedagogies of 
anarchist praxis and land acknowledgements in both the discussion 
above and the example with which I began this article is a centering 
of the question of how anarchists respond to the material, political, 
and cultural realities in which we practice.  Or, more pertinently, 
how we don’t. In this case, I want to focus on what Graeber and 
Andrej Grubačić have dubbed the ‘New Anarchism’ or the particu-
lar strain of anarchism that emerged in the late 20th and early 21st 
centuries in North America, usually associated with the type of mass 
protests epitomized by those against the WTO in Seattle in 1999.15 
As scholars like Graeber, Grubačić, Barbara Epstein, Richard Day, 
and Todd May argue, this particular form of anarchism is usually 
understood as arising alongside the shi$ towards a neoliberal global 
political and economic order in the late 20th century and the crisis 
of communism as a radical political alternative following the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.16 

!is genealogy of ‘New Anarchism’ is largely fomented around a 
series of large-scale protests throughout the 1990s and 2000s aimed 
at the World Bank (WB), WTO, and International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), including the interruption of the 50th celebration of the IMF 
and the WB in Madrid in 1994; the “Carnival Against Capital” coin-
ciding with the meeting of the G8 (Group of 8 Industrialized Coun-
tries) and the third ministerial conference of the WTO in 1999; pro-
tests against the meetings of the WB and IMF in Washington DC in 
2000; protests against the “Summit of the Americas” in Québec City 
and the meeting of the G8 in Genoa in 2001; and protests against 
the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) negotiations in Miami 
in 2003. !e proliferation of anti-capitalist organizing committed to 
horizontalism signaled the arrival of a new era of global resistance to 
neoliberalism that has been referred to by numerous names includ-
ing ‘anti-globalization,’ ‘alter-globalization,’ and ‘global justice’.17 

!is resurgence of anarchism as a primary mode of social movement 
was particularly in'uential in North America. Fresh from the back-
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lash in the 1980s against the advances of the radical struggles of the 
1960s and 1970s, the resurgence of radical social movements in the 
1990s evidenced a renewed tradition of le$ist uprising. Due in part 
to the success of large-scale protests, this era of social movements 
became de"ned both by anarchist commitments to anti-statism and 
anti-capitalism and to anarchist tactics of direct action and a%nity-
based organizing. In this sense, resurgence marked the emergence of 
a new form of anarchism in North America. In terming the myriad 
participants in these events ‘New Anarchists,’ Graeber sought to 
emphasize an emphatic commitment to anti-state and anti-capitalist 
politics in tune with, earlier generations of North American anar-
chists. However, ‘New Anarchists’ had moved away from the foun-
dations of syndicalism and transatlantic immigration upon which 
many mid-nineteenth and early twentieth-century anarchist move-
ments had been built. Incorporating the legacies of radical social 
movements in North America, ‘New Anarchism’ was de"ned instead 
by its inherently globalized character, epitomized by the o$-used 
tag-line “as global as capital.” 

Here, I am interested in ‘New Anarchism’ in particular because it 
helps us to point to a form of anarchism that developed in response 
to a particular historical moment within the context of a particular 
place. Of course, contemporary anarchism does not belong to anar-
chists in the U.S., but ‘New Anarchism’ is a useful term for asking the 
questions: what is particular about this form of emergent anarchism, 
especially in the U.S., during this period? And how is it related to 
the material conditions in which it rose?  Much of the talk about the 
rise of ‘New Anarchism’ has centered on questions of neoliberalism, 
globalization, and imperialism. One of the ways that scholars and ac-
tivists have sought to answer these questions has been to emphasize 
the central role that the U.S. has played in establishing a global neo-
liberal order. Scholars like Naomi Klein, Edward S. Herman, Noam 
Chomsky, and Joseph Stiglitz have documented the central role that 
the U.S. played in the development of this global order while anti-
war and anti-militarism activists mobilized around the deep connec-
tions between American corporatism and imperial war, especially in 
Iraq and Afghanistan.18
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In these cases, radical U.S. scholars and activists took seriously the 
responsibility they had to critique their own government’s inter-
ventions in the global world. In doing so, they also sought to make 
horizontal connections with other activists and organizers around 
the world that subverted hierarchical models for engagement across 
the Global North and Global South mirroring the supra-national 
organizations on which the proliferation of global neoliberalism 
depended. As a young person coming to political consciousness 
during this time, these connections had a profound in'uence on my 
own political growth and understanding of the global world. How-
ever, I have begun to worry about the how the continued suturing 
together of the stories of ‘New Anarchism’ and neoliberal globaliza-
tion actually serves to obscure, rather than illuminate, the question 
of how anarchism in the U.S. is related to the material conditions in 
which it rises. Namely, I think the urgency of needing to place ‘New 
Anarchism’ within this narrative of global justice, and to insist on its 
participation in a transnational movement, has meant ignoring the 
necessary questions of place that come with doing work in a settler 
colonial context.

As a result, I fear that many U.S. based anarchists have not only 
ignored the question of how settlement a#ects our work, but have 
come to depend so heavily on the assumption that anarchism is in-
herently in con'ict with settlement that we have ended up remaking 
settlement paradigms within anarchist spaces using anarchist logics. 
!at is, what I see is that the commitment to taking up the respon-
sibility of U.S. activists to engage critically with the state that acts 
globally in their name has meant consistently locating the exaction 
of U.S. empire out there without recognizing the structure of settle-
ment in here. In doing so, we have reinscribed an ordering of space, 
time, and nation that does the work of the U.S. settler state in anar-
chist terms, using the critique of U.S. imperialism to create distinct 
ideas of what count as a ‘domestic’ or ‘foreign’ space which, as Amy 
Kaplan has pointed out, has been essential to the maintenance of the 
particular brand of exceptionalism that denies the existence of U.S. 
empire.19 In the case of ‘New Anarchism’, this has meant a critical 
insistence on confronting the central role that the U.S. has played in 
the proliferation of global neoliberalism without su%cient concomi-
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tant recognition of how settlement provided the literal foundation 
for the resources, both material and ideological, that the U.S. has 
used to mobilized this power since its founding.

As shorthand, I have come to refer to this as ‘settler anarchism’ or 
a version of anarchism in the U.S. that not only replicates but has 
remade dominant narratives and structures of settlement within our 
own politics. !is is not about a politics of purity — I agree with 
Alexis Shotwell that to commit to such a politics is to base our at-
tempts at ethical life on the assumption of a pure past to which we 
can return. Of course, there is no ‘there’ there. As she argues, “all 
there is, while things perpetually fall apart, is the possibility of acting 
from where we are…!ere is not a pre-racial state we could access, 
erasing histories of slavery, forced labor on railroads, colonialism, 
genocide, and their concomitant responsibilities and requirements.”20 
My use of the term ‘settler anarchism’ is a way of pointing out that 
anarchists in the U.S. too rarely ask the question of ‘where we are’ 
and that this, is turn, has limited our ability to frame both our theo-
retical and practical engagements in transformative ways. To build 
on the example I gave at the beginning, let me turn to an instance 
of this form of engagement in a more substantive place: in the very 
origin story of ‘New Anarchism’ itself. 

!e 1999 protest against the WTO in Seattle looms large in the story 
of ‘New Anarchism’, where it is ubiquitously invoked as a type of 
origin story. If you are reading a text about contemporary anarchism, 
check the index—I bet Seattle is there. And this makes sense—it 
is a great story. It’s a triumphant story, one that highlights the pos-
sibilities of coalitions, of solidarity, of creativity, of radical a%nity, 
and of direct action. It’s something to hold onto. But rarely in this 
constant retelling of the protests is ‘Seattle as such’ anything more 
than a backdrop. It becomes the setting, the material upon which 
the action happens rather than a place with a history, people, and set 
of relations that belong to it. Besides a few comments that suggest 
the success of the protests owed something to the labor and radical 
environmentalist history of the region, very few re'ections on the 
protests and their organization consider the role that the place and 
its life played in the events of those "ve days. 
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For instance, why was Seattle chosen as the meeting place for the 
WTO in the "rst place? Why were local lawmakers and politicians so 
compelled to host this global meeting? What role did Seattle play in 
the development of a global neoliberalism? How was this connected 
to local political, economic, and social issues? What were the hot-
button issues in Washington State at the time and how might that 
have a#ected the organizing strategies and outcomes of the protests? 
!e specter of settlement unwrites each of these questions since, 
as Tlingit writer Ernestine Hayes has pointed out, “place is not the 
stage upon which events occur but is rather an active participant in 
those events.”21 !at is, Seattle doesn’t just happen to be the place that 
either the WTO meeting or these protests occurred. And, without an 
engagement with these questions, we limit our understanding of the 
role that the city and the region have played in both the structures 
the protests were meant to confront and the ones that we still haven’t 
be able to address. 

In the 1990s Seattle was undergoing yet another arc of redevelop-
ment in the cycle of boom and bust that had characterized the city’s 
identity since settlement began in the 19th century. When Seattle 
beat out 40 other cities to host the 3rd ministerial meeting of the 
WTO, this was part of a broader arc of redevelopment in which 
multiple visions of what Seattle could be were coming into con'ict as 
the city emerged from the Boeing Bust of the 1970s and 1980s into 
the twenty-"rst century. As Sam Howe Verhovek noted in an article 
covering the announcement of Seattle as the host city, “local leaders 
were exultant. Here in what is o$en called the most trade-dependent 
region of the nation, they said the meeting would be a chance to 
show o# Seattle as a world-class center of high-tech innovation and a 
friend to global trade.”22

In fact, establishing Seattle as an important terminal in global trade 
networks was essential to the process of settlement in both the 
region and the city itself. !roughout the 19th and 20th centuries, 
the development of Seattle depended on this sense of it as a global 
city, from the arrival of the transcontinental railroad in the 1880s, 
to the successful "ght to become the southern site of the path north 
during the Klondike Gold Rush in the 1890s, to the hosting of the 
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Alaska Yukon Paci"c Exposition in 1909, to the region’s central role 
in U.S. military intervention during both World Wars. Claiming Na-
tive space and resources was always in the service of this globalized 
vision of the city.23

!is is the history upon which politicians and businessmen drew 
when they lobbied so hard to attract the WTO meeting to the region. 
However, organizers tapped into a ‘narrative of place’ as well, keen to 
show-o# the globally-minded nature of the city’s progressive heart. 
As anti-WTO organizer Michael Dolan put it in 1999, “I was thrilled 
when Seattle was selected… It’s almost like they’re giving us home-
"eld advantage. !ere are great labor unions here, great labor energy, 
all these environmentalists.”24 !is sense of Seattle as a progressive, 
environmentalist city whose disposition linked into broader global 
sentiments was an essential one that the 1999 protests tapped into. 
However, it was also rooted in associations of the region with a 
Western frontier consolidated through settlement, with both coming 
together in what famed author Tom Robbins’ has termed a “frontier 
metropolis.”25 Robbins’ term captures the perception of Seattle as a 
simultaneously ‘wild’ and ‘urban’ space on the edge of the world that 
those inviting the WTO and opposing the WTO tapped into.

In this sense, ‘settler anarchism’ in the region persists through a 
failure to consistently identify the connection between manifest 
destiny and environmental conservation in the establishment of the 
economic, political, and cultural ‘norms’ of the region. What is more, 
this structure is constantly re-inculcated on a broader scale when the 
speci"city of Seattle is unfailingly removed from the retelling of the 
story of the 1999 protests across anarchist spaces as an origin story 
of ‘New Anarchism’. 

Let me o#er a speci"c example here to illustrate this point about how 
a lack of attention to place has enabled the structure of settlement to 
'ourish in ‘New Anarchism’. During the same year as protests against 
the WTO in Seattle, Washington State was embroiled in the contro-
versy over Makah whaling. !is controversy had reignited tensions 
over treaty rights that had characterized many Native and non-
Native relationships in Washington since the Fish Wars of the 1960s 
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and 1970s.26 A$er the grey whale was removed from the endangered 
species list in 1994, the Makah made an appeal to the International 
Whaling Commission (IWC) for the right to resume their traditional 
whale hunt as secured in the 1855 Treaty of Neah Bay. As the Makah 
moved to hunt a gray whale in the spring of 1999, the backlash 
against their renewed hunting practices saw willful collusion be-
tween right-wing politicians, radical environmentalists, and animal 
rights organizations. As scholars Zoltán Grossman and Joshua L. 
Reid (Snohomish) have documented, this resistance was character-
ized by a distinctly anti-Native sentiment at worst and an ignorance 
regarding sovereignty, indigeneity, treaty rights, and the law at best.27 

!is is the context in which planning for the 1999 ‘Battle in Seattle’ 
was occurring. !is was a heated issue in Washington State, bringing 
to the fore debates about tribal sovereignty, indigeneity, and envi-
ronmental conservation not only in both state and federal contexts, 
but also on the international stage. It was closely covered by na-
tional news media (including articles by the same New York Times 
journalist who covered the protests) and was watched across Indian 
Country since the outcome promised to set precedent for other chal-
lenges to the limitation of Native treaty rights not only on national, 
but supra-national stages. Despite both the intensity and prevalence 
of the Makah whaling controversy in Washington State in 1999, it 
rarely comes up in any of the materials re'ecting on the emergence, 
e#ects, or legacy of the 1999 ‘Battle in Seattle’. !is is notable largely 
because it was connected to the region in many ways, including an 
overlapping of participants. 

For instance, late environmentalist and animal rights activist Ben 
White was intimately involved both in the WTO protests and activ-
ism against the renewal of the Makah whale hunt. White “lived in-
side WTO week in Seattle for at least ten months before it happened” 
and the images of White’s sea turtle brigade, with protestors decked 
out in cardboard sea turtle armor, are some of the most lasting from 
the protests.28 During this time, he was also working with the Makah 
to try to prevent them from resuming the whale hunt, issuing ad-
vertisements in local newspapers from the organization “People for 
the Makahs and Whales” that o#ered money to stop the whale hunt 
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as well as organizing presentations to the Makah Whaling Commis-
sion to provide “historical background” related to protests against 
the Makah that took place a$er the whaling permit was granted.29 
He appears o$en in interviews about the controversy, speaking as a 
“longtime environmental activist” who believed that the Makah had 
not “considered the worldwide social and political consequences of 
their actions.”30 And though White’s understanding of the topic isn’t 
representative of the feelings of the diverse array of participants at 
the 1999 protests, his ardent participation in both the planning of 
the mass protests and resistance to the revitalization of the Makah 
whale hunt demonstrates that these issues were overlapping. 

!e legacies of this local Indigenous context are lost in the collective 
recollection of the protests in ‘New Anarchist’ texts, especially those 
dealing with the Battle in Seattle such as Eddie Yuen, George Kat-
sia"cas, and Daniel Burton Rose’s collection "e Battle in Seattle: "e 
New Challenge to Capitalist Globalization or Janet !omas’ "e Battle 
in Seattle: "e Story Behind and Beyond the WTO Demonstrations. 
In fact, I looked in every text about anarchism in North America in 
the 21st century that I could "nd and while the majority of them had 
reference to (and o$en started with) the story of the 1999 Battle in 
Seattle, none had a concerted attempt to reckon with the contem-
poraneous history of the Makah Whaling Controversy—few even 
mentioned it.31

!e fact that this is absent is not only a problem of omission but one 
that demonstrates a lack of serious consideration of a core ques-
tion: What was happening in Seattle and in Washington State during 
the lead up to the protests? How did this impact the structure and 
legacies of the events that followed? Neglecting this question in the 
"$een or so years of commemoration has meant an extended dis-
avowal of the important connections between trade, settlement, and 
neoliberalism at the turn of the 21st century. !e fact that the Makah 
whaling controversy and the meeting of WTO in Seattle were hap-
pening simultaneously is no coincidence. Rather, they rose together 
as part of the attempt to advance the long-lasting desire to secure for 
Seattle a position as a central locus of trade in the global world. 
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Global trade was an important dimension of the public discussions 
surrounding the renewal of the Makah whale hunt. Both animal 
rights activist Paul Watson and White routinely focused their resis-
tance to Makah whaling on their perception that the Makah would 
attempt to sell whale meat to Japan — a charge that the Makah 
Whaling Commission consistently rejected. Citing this as a matter of 
international trade law, environmentalists like Watson invoked the 
sovereignty of the U.S. settler state to intervene in the trade activi-
ties of Native nations. In this way, anti-whaling activists drew on 
long histories of using settler governance to restructure international 
trade in ways that bene"tted the newly emerging U.S. state. As Reid 
points out, attempts to prevent tribes from developing or maintain-
ing independent trade relationships with other nations was an essen-
tial part of the treaty process during the late nineteenth century in 
what was then Washington Territory. Reid reminds us that a$er the 
territorial governor Isaac Stevens was unable to muster strong mili-
tary power through territorial militias, he “turned to the treaties to 
encode some method of control,” which included preventing tribes 
such as the Makah from trading with long-standing trade partners 
and kin relations.32 In this sense, transnational trade issues were of 
great concern to agents like Stevens in the mid-nineteenth century as 
the U.S. was trying to establish itself as a global economic power; just 
as they were for politicians, businessmen, and protestors alike at the 
turn of the twenty-"rst century. 

What would it mean to integrate this story into the story of the 
Seattle protests? Why isn’t it deemed important, and what is at 
stake? My sense is that part of the answer to this question is that the 
Makah whaling issue belies what many assume is an easy parallel 
between anarchism and Native sovereignty movements. However, 
this assumption is relatively easily to do away with if one looks to 
the plethora of work in anarchist studies more generally and real-
izes how little, until recently, it dealt substantially with questions of 
settlement in North America, particularly the United States. 

Indeed, activists and scholars like Adam Gary Lewis, Adam Barker, 
Craig Fortier, Nick Montgomery, and carla bergman, have o#ered 
other critical approaches to these questions by exploring how non-
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Native activists might work to build more accountable and sus-
tainable relationships with Native nations, there is little work that 
considers what it means to do anarchist work in a settler colonial 
context.33 And the special issue of A#nities: A Journal of Radical 
"eory, Culture, Action titled “Working Across Di#erence for Post-
Imperial Futures: Intersections Between Anarchism, Indigenism, 
and Feminism” edited by Glen Sean Coulthard (Yellowknives Dene), 
Jacqueline Lasky, Adam Lewis, and Vanessa Watts (Mohawk and 
Anishnaabe) brings together articles that explore the connections 
between anarchism, feminism, and indigenism; Indigenous femi-
nism and the nation-state; anarch@-Zapatismo; urban indigeneity 
and international relationships; and Hawaiian nationhood within 
activist spaces.34 

In each of these cases, however, the focus is o$en on the intersection 
between anarchism and indigeneity rather than anarchism and settle-
ment. So, then we need to get into the more complicated answer to 
my question: that though there are important intersections between 
anarchism and indigeneity, there might also be a relationship be-
tween anarchism and settlement as well. And, if we acknowledge this 
is an uneasy relationship, then we need to ask more di%cult ques-
tions, such as how anarchists have at times slipped into upholding 
the structure of settlement in the e#ort to advance anarchist politics. 

!is seems to me exactly the kind of concern that people like King 
and Vowel describe when they talk about land acknowledgements 
becoming super"cial or fetishized. !at is, their vision for land 
acknowledgement as a place-based pedagogy is one that draws on 
the multiple stories that live with a place. !ey implore us, as settlers, 
to center our relationship to that place, its people, and the promises 
that have been made on our behalf. !e criticism is how acknowl-
edgements can be ‘managed’ in order to create a narrative that either 
eludes the question of how to live up to the responsibilities of being 
in relation to the land and its people or assumes that the answer is 
a foregone ‘already taken care of ’ conclusion. !is is precisely what 
happens when we de-link the story of the 1999 protests in Seattle 
from any examination of the place itself, including complicated 
histories of activism and settlement in the region, and allow the story 
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of ‘Seattle’ to become a broader stand-in for the story of ‘New An-
archism’. !e relationship between the place and the movement that 
emerged from a complicated set of long-standing relationships is no 
longer part of the story. What is more, pedagogically, this perspective 
doesn’t ask the necessary questions that can teach us to reckon with 
the structure of settlement and what it means to do anarchist work 
on Native land.

So, in my example, the story of the 1999 protests in Seattle does not 
really become about Seattle at all, but rather about ‘New Anarchism’ 
itself. !is has implications beyond how we narrate the rise of ‘New 
Anarchism’. What I’m interested in is how this example evidences 
issues with how we structure the very questions we ask, how these 
questions work pedagogically as a model for engagement, especially 
when we think about the relationship between anarchism and other 
movements or bodies of thought. In this example, an assumption 
that anarchism and Native sovereignty are inherently aligned against 
the state in Seattle-related literature has resulted in the replication of 
the structure of settlement within anarchism itself, not because it has 
made them one and the same but because it has prevented anarchists 
from critically evaluating our movements as part of structures of 
settlement. Recall the vignette with which I began this article: this 
method of engagement has prevented us from being vigilant about 
how we remake society even when we acknowledge structures of 
settlement are an issue. 

As in the rote repetition of a land acknowledgement, lack of criti-
cal engagement leaves intact the foundation of ‘settlement’ in all 
our ethical commitments. !e pedagogical form that emerges, one 
of simultaneously acknowledging settlement without allowing such 
an acknowledgement to lead us to a place-based method that trans-
forms our politics, prematurely settles transformative conversations. 
Again, this is not an issue of purity but one of pedagogy. What hap-
pens when we don’t center a place-based pedagogy in our approach 
to anarchism? What happens when we don’t reckon with the mate-
rial reality of the U.S. as a settler colonial project in our praxis? What 
happens when we use this pedagogical imperative only as a form of 
acknowledgement instead of as a way of restructuring our relations? 
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Conclusion

!e day before giving an earlier version of this paper at the Pedago-
gies of Anarchist Praxis conference, I had the honor of chairing a 
panel of Native students, sta#, faculty, and community members on 
Narragansett and Wampanoag territory at Brown University. Dur-
ing this panel, Lorén Spears (Narragansett/Niantic), Nitana Hicks 
Greendeer (Mashpee Wampanoag), Niyo Moraza-Keeswood (Diné 
and Chichimeca), Ruth Miller (Dena’ina Athabascan), and Raelee 
Fourkiller (Cherokee) all spoke about how to center land and its 
people beyond the process of rote acknowledgement. What struck 
me most during this conversation was the speci"city with which 
each person spoke to their relationship to place; to particular shore-
lines and horizons; to particular plants and their tastes and smells. 

As I drove down to Mattabesett (Middletown) in Wangunk territory 
the next day to give my own talk about pedagogy and land ac-
knowledgement, I thought about how the people on the panel, who 
came from a variety of tribal and national locations but were drawn 
together by the fact that we all had some relationship to the institu-
tion at which the event was held, emphasized the persistence of their 
forms of acknowledgement. From describing joy at "nding wild 
onions on campus to talking about recognizing the contours of the 
land during a daily commute, all methods of acknowledgement were 
rooted in a relationship to place that had to be developed through 
consistent, concerted engagement. 

!is is what I understand Simpson to mean when she talks about 
“land as pedagogy.” It works against the type of acknowledgement 
and subsequent disinvestment from responsibility that character-
ized the discussion about ‘war paint’ with which I began this piece. 
I want us, as anarchists, to be able to develop a pedagogy that not 
only acknowledges the history of settlement, but also foregrounds 
our continued responsibilities to the land and its people—not just 
because there were promises made on behalf of many of us by settler 
institutions that we are obliged to uphold, but because this is the 
literal foundation of the work that we do. 
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Each place where I have resided and learned, I’ve sought an example 
of pedagogy that lives with the people of that place as a way to orient 
me to my responsibilities. For example, while living on Narragansett 
and Wampanoag territory, I considered Narragansett elder Dawn 
Dove’s essay, “In Order to Understand !anksgiving, One Must 
Understand the Sacredness of the Gi$.” Rather than reject the narra-
tive of !anksgiving itself, a story whose repetition remains a central 
myth whereby the U.S. justi"es its claims over Native territory, she 
reminds us that !anksgiving is an Indigenous ceremony that signals 
relationship to the land. In the narrative of giving that characterizes 
Wampanoag and settler exchange during the First !anksgiving, 
Dove locates the promise and responsibility of reciprocity — a prom-
ise and responsibility that settlers have consistently betrayed. 
As she notes, the Wampanoag men whose interaction with the Pil-
grims has become the basis for the story of the First !anksgiving, 
were “o#ering [a] sacred gi$…the gi$ of Friendship, Respect, Equal-
ity, and Justice, the gi$ that would have made this country truly a 
land in which there was freedom and justice for all. Unfortunately, 
the gi$ was refused because of greed and racism.”35 What Dove 
describes is a pedagogy, a method of engagement, a way of relating 
that emanates from the land and lives with its people. As anarchists 
doing work on land that is claimed by the U.S. settler state, we must 
not only recognize that these pedagogies exist but allow them to 
transform the work we do. In this way, we need to be attentive to the 
speci"city of the place where we do our work since, by virtue of our 
presence, we are imbricated in these relations. 
 
As anarchists, we must recognize that any to attempt to confront the 
U.S. state without addressing settlement is not to confront the U.S. 
state at all. In fact, neglect to do so reinforces some of the very foun-
dational claims to sovereignty upon which the U.S. state depends. 
But what if, as anarchists, we adopted a pedagogy that recognized, as 
Dove puts it, the sacredness of the gi$? How might our movements 
be transformed if we took seriously a method of engagement that 
centered place? One that recognized that not only are other worlds 
possible, but that there are other worlds here — other worlds that 
live with the land and for which we already have models for relation, 
if only we would honor them.
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