
A Glossary of Indigenous Studies/Settler Colonial Studies 
 
This is a collaborative Indigenous studies glossary. It offers basic definitions of foundational 
concepts, and offers suggestions for further reading. Because the stakes of our intellectual work 
include the survival of our peoples (and also our friends and family and relations), we do not 
have time to teach you about the basic conditions of our structural oppression. We have urgent, 
difficult work to do, yet we are still stuck doing settler colonialism 101. We offer this document as 
a way for you to catch up, so we are all on the same page, so we can move forward. If these 
concepts and readings are new to you, you will have work to do after we are done. Education, 
and the academy in particular, have not done justice to Indigenous scholarship, so we would not 
be surprised if much of this is new. Because Indigenous peoples are meant to disappear, our 
presence, voices, struggles, and scholarship has been structurally disappeared from the 
curricula. You are not supposed to learn about us or the colonial present.  
 
In this sense, the marginalization of Indigenous scholarship precedes you, though your positions 
offer the opportunity to reproduce or disrupt this marginalization. We have always been 
scholars. We have been thinking and writing and theorizing and acting since the beginning. If 
you are behind, this is not our fault. Our writing has been available and we have engaged a 
multitude of other intellectual traditions in our work. We hope that this document is a starting 
point for a new level of engagement and respect for Indigenous studies. We hope it takes some 
of the burden from other Indigenous scholars as we struggle to make ourselves legible in ways 
that benefit our peoples. We hope it helps provide an entry point into our work.  
 
The entries in this glossary are related but not reducible to other concepts you may have seen 
in critical theory -- from the Frankfurt school to contemporary affect theory. These schools of 
thought have often puzzled over the construction and limits of the humanist tradition, seeking to 
move beyond the anthropocentrism of liberalism while using Indigenous peoples as Others 
against which to define progress or barbarism. It is not that this tradition has not provided useful 
analytical frameworks and tools; it is that it is fundamentally insufficient because it ignores the 
basis of capitalism, environmental devastation, white supremacy, and heteronormativity in 
settler colonialism. 
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Settler Colonialism 
Settlement is a distinct form of colonialism. Under settler colonialism, those who move to an 
already-inhabited area disrupt and supplant existing political, legal, economic, social, and 
environmental systems. In what we (for now) call North America, settler colonialism took many 
different forms through European empires: from Columbus attempting to expropriate gold and 
enslave the Taino; the British use of debt and speculation to claim large tracts of Indigenous 
land; to the French establishment of military outposts and vast global commodity chains for 
beaver furs. At issue is always land, whether configured as territory, resource, or accessible 
terrain. Therefore, settler colonialism requires supplanting existing Indigenous modes of 
governing, using, and caring for land with settler governing principles and structures that justify 
the asymmetrical, unjust, and violent dispossession of Indigenous people. A settler, then, is not 
in the first place an identity, but a position within a political-economic order. See also 
sovereignty. 
 
Originally peripheral colonies in the British empire (especially considering the profits of the 
Caribbean plantation colonies and the Atlantic Slave Trade), the United States and Canada 
became independent settler nation-states, which then developed their own settler colonial 
national myths and projects in the 18th and 19th century. The United States and Canada 
developed economies based on the debt-fueled accumulation of land for financial capital, land 
development and agriculture, control of waterways for transportation and energy, while also 
extracting precious metals and energy resources from coal to frakked oil. Through ongoing 
encroachment of sovereign Native treaty lands across Turtle Island and the unceasing 
degradation of the land, settler colonialism as defined above remains in full force today. 
 
The origins of settler colonialism in European nation-states bound its implementation to 
foundational structures of capitalism, heteropatriarchy, and white supremacy-- particularly the 
violent marginalization of women and the enslavement of Indigenous Africans for plantation 
colonies. Indigenous resurgence thereby entails an undoing of systems of capitalism, 
heteropatriarchy, and anti-Blackness that are imposed on Indigenous lands. See also 
solidarities. 
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Indigenous Feminisms 
Settler states have historically attempted to impose their own vision of gender and sexuality on 
indigenous people in an attempt to eliminate indigenous lifeways and forms of governance. 
Women specifically have been targets of state violence because female centered governance 
was intrinsic to the functioning of many indigenous societies and was incompatible with colonial 
regimes. Indigenous feminisms centers how colonialism and the imposition of patriarchy worked 
as simultaneous and reinforcing processes. Together, these processes have often diminished 
Native women’s power, status, and material wealth in North America. Settler regimes also acted 
to impose Euroamerican ideas about gender identity and sexuality on to indigenous people 
through heteropatriarchal structures. Native feminism and activism is a flexible rubric under 
which political and social organizing can and should take place. This rubric must remain flexible 
because Native women face a variety of connected but distinct issues throughout North 
America. Indigenous feminisms are linked to a profound reverence for all forms of life—a 
foundational principle in indigenous societies. As a result, indigenous feminists work for social 
justice for all forms of life by organizing around multiple axes, such as gender, sexuality, race, 
and class.  
 
“Indigenous feminist theories mean to free Native people from extending the power relations 
required by colonial regimes--which include heteropatriarchy--and to frame gender and sexuality 
as central to work for sovereignty and decolonization” (Driskill et al. 9). 
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“Two-Spirit”/Queer (2SQ) 
The term “two-spirit” was introduced by Cree activist Albert McLeod at the Third Annual 
Inter-tribal Native American, First Nation, Gay and Lesbian American Conference in 1990 as a 
pan-Indigenous replacement of the derogatory, colonial term ‘berdache.’ “Two-spirit” remains a 
widely-used term to denote a diversity of gender and sexual Indigenous identities and 
relationalities now positioned as ‘queer’ as a product of the imperial expansion of Christian 
heteronormative gender and sexual ideologies. Due to the hegemony of European colonial 
scholarship, white settler anthropologists and historians have unaccountably published work on 
queer Indigeneity completely devoid of Indigenous knowledge and context for centuries. 
“Two-spirit,” then, operates not only as a contemporary queer identity marker, but as a symbolic 
reclamation of captured and mistold stories—a reorientation towards decolonized relations 
beyond the confines of colonial gender and sexual expressions. The term “two-spirit” is mainly 
used to translate non-colonial cultural traditions to be legible to settler academia, but many 
queer Native folks more personally identify with longstanding or reclaimed queer identity 
markers in their Native tongue; i.e. nadleeh (Navajo), bote (Crow), winkte (Lakota), aayahkweew 
(Crow), ‘aqi (Chumash), etc.  
 
Queer Native scholar Chris Finley reminds us that the presence and veneration of gender and 
sexual fluidity among a large number of Indigenous nations upon initial contact was quickly 
weaponized as religious justification for proselytization, removal, and genocide of peoples and 
their ‘savage’ traditions. Chumash “two-spirit” writer Deborah Miranda refers to this initial 
violence—followed by decades of federally-funded residential schools that sought to force 
Indigenous children to unlearn this fluidity—as the gendercide of Turtle Island. Today, a 
movement of Indigenous queer youth are forcing a resurgence that labors to excavate these 
stories, reclaim queer cultural identities and roles, and (re)orient us towards an ontology beyond 
the confines of white, colonial cis-heteronormative gender and sexual possibilities. 
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Sovereignty 
Sovereignty has been a key term for settler colonial studies as well as critical studies of 
liberalism as the foundation of Western political orders. Vine Deloria traces the term’s origins 
from East Indian theology into the Christian Reformation, converging with the first colonial 
expeditions into the so-called “New World.” The concept and contests over sovereignty brought 
into reality the political subjects ‘nation,’ ‘citizen,’ ‘rights,’ and ‘jurisdiction,’ tightly coupled to the 
idea of Christian civilization. As fledgling European nation-states developed their claims to the 
continent, they also began developing frameworks for sovereignty over territories occupied by 
those deemed outside Christian civilization. Sovereignty then morphs into a liberal 
political-economic regime that forms the basis of modern nation-states. As sovereignty has 
been defined in United States and Canadian courts, it has been the primary legal mechanism 
whereby settler nation-states claim the land bases of Indigenous peoples, whether claiming 
terra nullius, right of conquest, or the legitimate exchange of private property. Yet these claims 
to settler sovereignty have always been framed as voluntary, excluding from view the colonial 
structures of imperialism, debt, and resource extraction through which settlers seek to increase 
their land holdings.  
 
Through treaties, sovereignty has also been enforced as the political order of Native Nations in 
Canada and the United States. While both the United States and Canada nominally 
acknowledge the ‘sovereignty’ of Native Nations, legislation like the Indian Act (Canada, 1876) 
and the Marshall trilogy of legal decisions (1823-1832) have worked to circumscribe the 
sovereignty of Native Nations as subservient to the settler state. Therefore while sovereignty 
provides a discursive and legal framework for Native Nations, it is a contested political terrain 
that has been imposed on, and defined in relation to, already-existing Indigenous political and 
social orders/ontologies. 
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Environmental Racism 
Environmental racism is a constitutive feature of racial capitalism. From resource extraction to 
landfills, the global supply chains of capitalism are unevenly distributed along the color line and 
colonial boundaries. Looking at cases in the United States, Laura Pulido theorizes 
environmental racism as state-sanctioned violence, as the state actively resists being 
accountable to poor communities of color. Traci Voyles shows further how settler colonial 
resource extraction on Navajo Nation utilizes a racialized discourse of “wastelanding,” in which 
Indigenous land is first framed as empty or unvaluable space, often because of Indigenous 
occupation, which can only be made valuable through state projects. In the case of Navajo 
Nation, coal, water, and uranium were the targets of state extraction to benefit urban 
development and Cold War militarization, while the negative effects were contained within the 
Navajo Nation. Wastelanding as a strategy of accumulating land and ruining it is not unique to 
the Navajo Nation; as Kristen Simmons notes, there are 532 EPA superfund sites on Native 
reservations, one for nearly every federally recognized tribe in the United States, while  
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Recognition 
Indigenous studies has identified a new era of North American Indigenous politics in the wake of 
decolonization and globalization, which has provoked crises in the white supremacist ordering of 
settler nation-states. Indigenous movements responding to global decolonization movements 
pushed settler states to return land, honor treaties, and dismantle colonial institutions. Instead, 
settler states sought ways to reformulate their policies of colonial governance while continuing 
to rely on resource extraction and land development on Indigenous land. The settler strategy of 
recognition allows for the participation of Indigenous peoples in settler society as one facet of a 
‘mosaic’ of cultural-ethnic differences. Thus, if attempts to incorporate Indigenous people further 
into the colonial state as citizens, rather than members of their own Nations that predate 
colonialism, while at the same time providing cover for the state’s need to continuously acquire 
Indigenous lands for resource extraction and development. 



 
Recognition has been theorized as a deeply affective mode of politics, relying on liberal 
gestures of apology or good intention. It is connected to state programs meant to aid Indigenous 
communities, though it relies on pathologizing Indigenous people as wards of the state, 
incapable of caring for themselves. Indigenous youth, sex workers, and survivors of residential 
schools especially have become targets for settler state intervention. This “psychic life of 
biopolitics” (Stevenson 2014), however, is often experienced as murderous because it 
perpetuates or holds in place institutions of colonial governance. 
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Resurgence 
Glen Coulthard writes how resurgence “draws critically on the past with an eye to radically 
transform the colonial power relations that have come to dominate our present” (Coulthard 157). 
More specifically, Siku Alloloo describes Indigenous resurgence as strictly about Indigenous 
nationhood and directing energy “toward the revitalization of our nations, our homelands, ways 
of life, systems of governance and values, the restoration of healthy families and communities, 
and the restoration of our respective nations’ autonomy” (Alloloo 198). Leanne Simpson further 
examines how resurgence does not “literally mean returning to the past, but rather re-creating 
the cultural and political flourishment of the past to support the well being of our contemporary 
citizens;” it means reclaiming “the fluidity of our traditions, not the rigidity of colonialism” 
(Simpson 52).  
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Indigenous Methodologies 
Indigenous methodologies’ represent the intellectual work Indigenous people can take up in 
order to decolonize both knowledge and the methods producing it. A methodological turn to 
Indigenous knowledges opens up accounts to the multiplicity, complexity, contestation, and 
change among knowledge claims by Indigenous people” (Driskill et al. 4). It also speaks to the 
ethical relations undertaken in conducting research; of how knowledge is gathered, codified and 
made available. It also demands reimagining pedagogical assumptions and engaging in 
anti-colonial educational practices. 
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Solidarities and Decolonization 
It is frequently assumed that Indigenous people’s liberation or decolonization comes at the 
expense of other subjugated groups. In particular, claims to re-occupy or heal the land are taken 
as movements to evict white settlers as well as racially oppressed peoples. This interpretation of 
decolonization obscures the deep histories and powerful contemporary social movements that 
seek to undo all oppressions by centering the logics of capitalist extraction and exploitation on 
Indigenous land. These social movements work to acknowledge and end all structures of 
oppression and identify their common roots in white supremacist capitalist heteropatriarchy in 
North America and its imperial-colonial projects. 
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(Basic terms written for the inter-racial dynamics cluster contribution by Mishuana 
Goeman) 
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Biological determinism  
Doctrine of biological inheritance asserting that some racial groups inherit specific 
characteristics that make them ‘inferior’ or ‘superior’ compared to other racial groups. Biological 
explanations are at the root of racist thinking/doctrine/ideology and believed to explain 
differences in intellectual and temperamental between racial groups. When the belief in 
biological inheritance fuses with, and is reinforced by, racial prejudice, the result is racism. 
 
Cult of domesticity/True Womanhood 
An ideal that defines what it means to be a woman according to one’s capacity for piety, purity, 
and domesticity. It is a gender convention most strongly associated with white, middle-class 
women. Historians date its origins at least as far back as the 19th century but it continues to be 
relevant to current notions of femininity. (See also domestic feminism). 
 
Doctrine of discovery  
Doctrine of Discovery was used in the colonial period to claim land already occupied by 
Indigenous, read non-Christians and deemed soulless, to pass title only among European 
nations. Doctrine of Discovery developed from the earlier Terra Nullius, which literally translates 
as empty land, ignoring the presence of Indigenous peoples (see definition below). 
 
Domestic feminism  
A term used by American historians to describe how women’s authority, beginning the mid-19th 
century, was situated within the “separate sphere” of the home. This emerging discourse 
allowed (primarily) northern, middle class, white women to connect new ideas about gender 
roles within the family to their growing participation in abolitionism. (See Cult of domesticity/True 
Womenhood). 
 
Terra Nuillus  
Terra Nuillus literally translates from Latin and Roman Law as nobody’s land which ignored the 
presence of Indigenous peoples and their systems of governance. The concept was used in the 
1095 Papal bull to allow Christian states to claim the land of non-Christians in the first crusades. 
At the moment “of discovery” however, the European Nations treatied to agree that acquisition 
and title would also be done through first Christian contact. In the early 1800’s, Chief Justice 
John Marshall would use the premise of the discovery doctrine in his Marshall trilogy to lay claim 
to land belonging to American Indians. 
 
White nationalism 
A type of nationalism which holds that white people, as a race, develop and maintain a white 
national identity and identify with and are attached to a white nation. White nationalists seek to: 
ensure the survival of the white race, maintain their majority in majority-white places, uphold 
their political and economic dominance, and make their culture dominant. (In addition: Many 
white nationalists believe that miscegenation, multiculturalism, immigration of nonwhites and low 
birth rates among whites are threatening the white race, and some argue that it amounts to 
white genocide.) See nationalism. 
 
Whiteness  
According to Lipsitz, an unmarked category against which racial difference is constructed, and a 
structured advantage that produces unfair gains and unearned rewards for whites. 
 



White supremacy  
A racist ideology based upon the belief that white people are superior to people of other races 
and that therefore white people should be dominant over other races. White supremacy has 
roots in scientific racism and often relies on pseudo-scientific arguments. Like similar 
movements (such as neo-Nazism), white supremacists typically oppose people of color as well 
as people who are members of most religions. 
 
 


