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Part One

CONTACT ZONES 
AND THE SETTLER 
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INTRODUCTION
Settler Colonialism  
and Contested Homelands

The wave of panic in Chatham-Kent, Ontario, began in December 1998 when 
the Canadian federal government announced that it had made an “Agreement 

in Principle” with the Caldwell First Nation to resolve its outstanding land claim 
near Blenheim, Ontario. If the Caldwell members approved the agreement, the First 
Nation would receive $23.4 million to purchase 4,500 acres of land over 25 years 
on the “open market,” land that could eventually be designated a reserve. When the 
government called a public town hall meeting in Blenheim to discuss the agreement 
with “local citizens,” more than 2,500 people came out, and the meeting was vola-
tile and uproarious. Many people attending shouted at the government speakers, 
claiming that they had not been consulted; others yelled that a reserve would drive 
up land prices and destroy local farming. Some residents passed around a petition 
asking Ottawa “not to allow a new reserve in the area,” a petition they said “more 
than two-thirds” of the people at the meeting signed (Crouch 1998). According 
to one reporter, only two Native people were visible at the meeting, and there was 
no presentation by the Caldwell Band. However, three Ontario Provincial Police 
officers were on hand for crowd control (Crouch 1998). Several people told me 
afterwards that one of the most striking moments of the meeting occurred when 
a woman from the area, Jackie Gladstone, stood up in the audience in the midst of 
jeers and yelling. She tearfully apologized to her neighbours for mistakenly selling 
a piece of land to “the Natives.” She said she had not known they were “Natives” 
or that they were starting a reserve.

Immediately after the meeting, a group called Chatham-Kent Community 
Network (ckcn) formed to counter the land claim. They printed signs saying “NOT 
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INTrODUCTION 3 

FOR SALE,” organized local meetings, wrote reports and letters to newspapers, 
sent submissions to government and politicians, hired lawyers and went to court 
to contest the claim. They also set up a “land development” company to “protect” 
farmers by preventing land sales to the Caldwell First Nation.

Around the same time, opposition to the Cayuga Nation land claim was reaching 
a peak in Union Springs and Seneca Falls, in upper New York State. The Cayuga 
Nation had reclaimed 64,000 acres on the northern edge of Lake Cayuga, on 
the basis of an illegal treaty made by New York State. The backlash to their land 
rights case, organized by a group called Upstate Citizens for Equality (uce), was 
volatile, and all over the area, handmade signs sprouted against the claim. In 1999, 
uce organized a well-attended car rally protesting the land claim. Hundreds of 
people in decorated cars gathered in a supermarket parking lot. Like a Fourth of 
July festival, people were dressed in stars and stripes outfits and huge American 
flags flew everywhere. Vehicles were decorated with handmade signs including: 
“United we stand—the land of the free,” “Equal rights under the law,” and “We 
are native Americans.”

When the 20-mile rally route ended in a farmer’s field, participants raised an 
American flag, “pledged allegiance” with hands on hearts and sang the national 
anthem, all while looking upwards towards the fluttering flag. The Master of 
Ceremonies then introduced eight marksmen for the “64-shotgun salute.” He said: 
“Of course the highest salute you can get militarily is the 21-gun salute, but this 
is for our 64,000 acres that are under claim, unjustly! We should be able to own it 
after residing on it for 204 years.” The crowd then cheered as the eight marksmen 
fired 64 shots into the air.

I use these events to begin this book because, as examples from the sites in which 
I carried out fieldwork about local conflict about land rights, they exemplify the 
volatile nature of the images, ideas and emotions that come into play in conflicts 
about Indigenous1 land rights in North America. Land rights conflicts in settler 
nations pivot on the profound and foundational tension between national and 
settler expectations of entitlement to the land, and the repeated and longstanding 
assertions by Indigenous peoples that these lands were most often taken without 
their consent and that they are still their territories.

Images of land rights as dangerous to local people and, more broadly, as a risk to 
the unity and equality of nations, recur in all of these conflicts. Why do protesters 
against Indigenous land rights, in Canada and the United States, so often sing the 
national anthem? How do warlike images of “standing on guard” for the nation 
(including ritual gunshots in New York) figure in anti–land rights sentiment? Why 
and how do land rights—which challenge long-standing relationships between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people as well as the “progress” and mythologized 
history of nation-states—unearth deep-seated desires and brutal angers? What 
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4 UNSETTLED EXPECTATIONS

are the shapes this resistance takes? What kinds of self-evident ideas and histories 
inflect them?

Unsettled Expectations is a critical multi-site ethnography that examines conflict 
over Indigenous land rights in Canada and the United States as a lens through 
which to understand historical and ongoing relationships between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous peoples in settler colonies. The goal of the research is to try to 
understand the lived practices and discourses of people defending and countering 
Indigenous land rights—as a grounded point of departure to examine the limits 
and possibilities of decolonization. It focuses on struggles over land because in 
this way attention is directed to foundational conceptual and material dilemmas in 
settler nations, dilemmas deeply interlaced with historical, cultural and economic 
issues. It forces confrontation with legacies of colonial pasts and the possibilities 
and limits of imagining and building decolonized futures. As Cole Harris (2004, 
168) points out, the “experienced materiality of colonialism” is grounded in “dis-
possessions and repossessions of land.” Indeed, “the actual geographical possession 
of land is,” according to Said (1994, 78), what “empire in the final analysis is all 
about.” Colonial and national struggles for possession of Indigenous land were, and 
continue to be, material conflicts that dispossess Indigenous peoples for the benefit 
of others in settler nation-states. But that process was not only about guns, laws 
and boundaries. It was also necessarily about ideas and concepts that enabled and 
legitimized that dispossession: a range of complex and often contradictory ideas 
about progress, property, entitlement, categories of personhood and relationships 
between different peoples. My research documents how these ideas and practices 
cannot be contained in an historical past. As I explore in this book, they live on 
today in adapted yet strikingly similar form: in law, government policy, the media 
and in the angry and passionate discourses of people who oppose land rights. They 
are also, as my research discusses, actively being challenged.

Settler colonialism is a particular form of European colonialism “premised 
on land acquisition and population replacement” (Pasternak 2014, 147). Unlike 
colonialists in South Asia and most of Africa, settlers in Canada and the U.S. [and 
Australia and New Zealand] did not go back to live in their colonial metropoles. 
Rather, “they stayed, seeking eventually to replace Indigenous societies with their 
own” (Pasternak 2014, 147). Settlers build “self-sustaining” states, nations and 
legal systems that are “organized around settlers’ [ongoing] political domination 
over the Indigenous population” (Weitzer 1990, in Pasternak 2014) as well as over 
immigrants who are imported as labour by the settler nation. These immigrants 
later become encompassed (although they are still racialized) in the ideologies of 
settler nations during 20th century re-inventions of national identities through ide-
ologies of multiculturalism (Canada and Australia) and the “melting pot” (United 
States). Despite ideologies of cultural pluralism, struggle over territory is central 
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INTrODUCTION 5 

because, as Simpson (2011, 211) argues: “Settler colonialism is predicated on a 
territorial possession by some and, thus, a dispossession of others. In this model 
of colonialism, “the settler never leaves,” so the possession of territory requires the 
disappearance of ‘the native’” (Wolfe 1999, 2006).

Conflict over Indigenous land rights indicates that the “Native,” however, did not 
disappear as planned. Land rights conflicts are therefore deeply embodied, grounded, 
and material disputes that are also about interpretations of history, justice and 
identity, because they raise the difficult question of who is entitled to ownership of 
the national homeland. The conflicts I discuss in this book inspire confrontations 
with problematic questions about what home means in settler colonial societies. 
Such questions about home, I suggest, may help us to understand more deeply the 
limits and the possibilities of Indigenous-settler relationships. Indigenous people 
in settler nations make particular claims for recognition based on “their status as 
colonized people—people dispossessed in their own homelands. Thus the very 
survival of indigenous cultures depends on their survival as a people ‘at home’” (Bell 
2008, 851), home in the lands that settlers now own and call home, in nations built 
upon the appropriation of those very homelands. Contemporary claims for land 
and culture cannot be separated from demands for recognition of past injustices, 
which means colonial and national pasts—how those lands were taken—inevitably 
live in the present. Questions about home, then, raise subsequent, necessary queries 
about past and present injustice and about property, possession and dispossession. 
The question of who calls settler nations home is, as Moreton-Robinson (2003, 27) 
writes, “inextricably connected to who has possession, and possession is jealously 
guarded” by non-Indigenous settlers.

Unsettled Expectations emerges from my repeated observation that, despite dif-
ferences, there are remarkable similarities in the kind of dissent and conflict about 
Indigenous land rights that settler nations have experienced over the last 30 to 40 
years. I noticed these themes first when I was in Australia, after the momentous 
“Wik decision,” when aboriginal land rights were finally a consideration and some 
expressed fears that “Aborigines” would invade backyards in Sydney and Melbourne 
(Mackey 1999a). For Canadians, simply the mention of placenames such as “Oka,” 
“Caledonia,” “Burnt Church” and “Ipperwash” evokes familiar images of violence 
and passionate conflict. Time Canada noted in 1999 that across Canada, “flash 
points of irritation and hostility are erupting as non-natives struggle to come to 
terms with the most sweeping and comprehensive social adjustment in the coun-
try’s history: the attempt to bring justice and legal closure to the frustrated claims 
of Aboriginal people.” The media use common-sense language to describe what 
they often call “roadblocks,” “occupations,” or “blockades,” guarded by “masked 
warriors,” who almost always appear in photographs looking ferocious, waving 
flags or large sticks. Indigenous peoples and their supporters, on the other hand, 
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6 UNSETTLED EXPECTATIONS

often call these actions “reclamations.” While they have undertaken high-profile 
direct actions and negotiations to highlight their historical entitlements, there has 
been a simultaneous increase in local and national groups protesting that no one 
should have “special” rights within nations. Increasingly since the attacks to the 
World Trade Centre in 2001, Indigenous protestors are depicted as “terrorists” 
whose actions “threaten national unity” and/or “security” (Adese 2012a; Wakeham 
2012; Diabo and Pasternak 2011; Monaghan and Walby 2012; Monaghan 2013).

The Canadian government recently passed Bill C-51, an anti-terrorism bill that 
many Indigenous groups argue will further criminalize Indigenous peoples’ activ-
ism in defense of their territories against resource extraction. In the United States, 
until recently many tribes were offered casino deals for their land rights. Indian 
leaders are often presented as money-hungry capitalists, manipulating their special 
rights for high financial returns. They are often seen as un-American because they 
go against the creed of “one nation, under god.” Meanwhile, statewide and national 
coalitions of organizations and pressure groups mobilize against land rights for 
Indian tribes, in the name of “equality.”

Unsettled Expectations emerges from over a decade of ethnographic research 
on local conflict about Indigenous land rights in Canada and the U.S. I have 
interviewed government employees responsible for land rights, and engaged in 
participant observation and interviewed people on all sides of a number of land 
rights conflicts that often come to blows at local levels.2 I have carried out several 
intensive case studies that form the ethnographic core of this book. The case studies 
and examples become lenses through which I develop a broader yet empirically 
grounded critical discussion of how colonial ideas and practices influence settler-
Indigenous relations, and how they can be challenged.

I started this research because, as a settler-Canadian,3 I wanted to understand, in 
a more complex, nuanced and historicized manner, how and why the same events 
and processes could be experienced and explained so differently by people who 
inhabit the same territory, and yet who are socially located in very different ways 
in terms of power, history and space. How and why can so many non-Indigenous 
people see assertions of Indigenous “rights” as “invasion” of their lands, or even 
“terrorism”? How do legal frameworks, enacted nationally, regionally and locally 
actually function in the context of land claims? Who uses law and how? What are the 
effects? In the context of such conflict over history, colonialism and contemporary 
Indigenous land rights, how might we imagine de-colonized and just versions of 
citizenship, belonging and space? Can we really imagine de-colonizing “our home” 
on “Native land”4 (now seen as property) when property, power and history are 
so contested? What gets in the way? How might it be possible for diverse peoples, 
with complex and overlapping histories of injustice and collusion, to live together 
justly, when history, property and the division of lands, resources and power are 
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INTrODUCTION 7 

so contested? What gets in the way of decolonizing relationships and territorial 
spaces? How is it possible to even imagine a collective project of diverse people 
living together in a settler colony in a way that does not reproduce the brutal and 
subtle violence of ongoing colonialism, modernity and capitalism? This question, 
lately often framed as how to “decolonize” settler nations, has no definitive answer 
(Tuck and Yang 2012). But can we even begin to imagine what it might entail? This 
book is an exploratory examination of such issues that builds from ethnographic 
research on communities experiencing conflict over land rights.

LAND, PrOPErTY, HISTOrY AND THE EMErGENCE  
OF “SETTLEr STrUCTUrES OF FEELING”
My case studies include the conflict over the land rights case of the Caldwell First 
Nation in Southwestern Ontario, Canada, including members of the group fighting 
the land agreement, the Chatham-Kent Community Network (ckcn). At the time, 
the Caldwell Agreement-in-Principle proposed to resolve the specific land claim 
by buying land for sale on “the open market.” The Caldwell could, after purchasing 
enough land, then apply for reserve status. During fieldwork, signs produced by 
the ckcn stating “NOT FOR SALE” were ubiquitous, posted on farms, homes 
and businesses in the area. In New York State I researched the land rights cases of 
the Cayuga Indian Nation and the Onondaga Nation, including interviews with 
members of the anti–land rights group “Upstate Citizens for Equality,” as well as 
the solidarity groups share (Strengthening Haudenosaunee-American Relations 
Through Education) and noon (Neighbours of the Onondaga Nation).

I conceptualize the ethnographic sites of conflict over land rights as “contact 
zones” (Pratt 1992, 6) of ongoing practices of settler colonialism within which I 
could explore structures and practices that maintain and challenge colonialism, 
as well as the construction of settler subjectivities. For Pratt, a “contact zone” is 
a space of colonial encounter “in which peoples geographically and historically 
separated come into contact with each other and establish ongoing relations, usu-
ally involving conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict.” 
Contemporary land rights conflict is a conceptual and material continuation of 
those earlier attempts to “establish ongoing relations.” Although settler nations tried 
to settle “ongoing relations” through ideologies and laws that produce Australia, 
Canada, the U.S. and Aotearoa/New Zealand as settled, secure and legitimate 
national spaces—and not unsettled colonial “contact zones”—ongoing conflict 
over land rights indicates that the process remains “unsettled.”

As I carried out interviews and research, I found that people who rejected land 
rights often defended their own rights to land by mobilizing concepts, frameworks 
and feelings that were powerfully familiar. Similar to the ideas I heard in Australia 
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8 UNSETTLED EXPECTATIONS

during my research there in the 1990s (Mackey 1999a, 1999b), the people I inter-
viewed in North America consistently referred to the threats and dangers of land 
rights to the nation and to a deep sense of entitlement and a supposedly natural right 
(even a responsibility) to own and develop property/land, even if it may have been 
taken from Indigenous people. They felt they had laboured and improved the land 
and helped build the nation and that they were entitled to their private property. 
On these grounds, they felt certain of their entitlement to the land and expected it 
to be ongoing and unchallenged. They also consistently expressed powerful feelings 
of uncertainty, crisis and anxiety about the future within the context of the land 
claims. They felt angry about this uncertainty, treating it as unexpected and unfair. 
The angry uncertainty as a result of Indigenous land rights, I suggest in this book, 
is a result of having those expectations of ongoing entitlement challenged. The 
anger implicitly constructs an opposite normative state of affairs in which settlers 
and the settler nation-state did, or believed it did, have certain and settled entitle-
ment to the land taken from Indigenous peoples. These are what I call the “settled 
expectations” that have been unsettled as a result of land rights.

The angry sense of ongoing entitlement led me to the question of how, on what 
grounds, do settlers feel entitled, settled and certain about their right to own and 
control the territory? How is it possible for the colonizers to claim to have stronger 
and more legitimate sovereignty over the territory, simply through arriving and 
asserting the claim, despite the vibrant collectivities of Indigenous people living 
there who did not consent to the land being taken and owned in this way? Why are 
Indigenous sovereign nations forced to “claim” land from the nation-state when it 
was theirs in the first place? Is it a matter of relying on our nations’ numerical and/
or state “power to justify our legitimacy” (Asch 2014, 6)? On what grounds can 
and do settler nations claim such all-encompassing sovereignty? These questions 
propel this book.

SETTLED AND UNSETTLED EXPECTATIONS
Legal decisions in the U.S. in the last several years have also more explicitly re-
asserted the logic of the “settledness” of settler entitlement, for example, when the 
concept of “settled expectations” became central to the landmark decision in the 
Sherrill vs. Oneida case in the Second Circuit Court of Appeals in 2005. It argued that 
Oneida land rights would disrupt the reasonable “settled expectations” of the other 
residents of the area. In this book, then, I explore how it is made possible, materially 
and conceptually, for the legal, political and cultural defence of the “settled expec-
tations” of current inhabitants (descendants of those who deliberately unsettled 
Indigenous nations over centuries), to almost always supersede the just desires of 
Indigenous nations for recognition of their historic rights to their land. I follow 
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INTrODUCTION 9 

the messy and complex career of some of these ideas, mapping them through their 
earlier incarnations in the colonial Western philosophical frameworks of Hobbes 
(1651) and Locke (1690), to their life in legal frameworks such as the “Doctrine 
of Discovery,” terra nullius and other more recent versions of settler sovereignty 
that are now embedded in national legal systems and land claims policies. These 
ideas were based on a notion of unquestioned European sovereignty over the land 
at the moment of contact, despite the presence of complex Indigenous societies 
living on/with that land. I explore aspects of the centuries-long processes that 
normalized the settled expectations of some subjects and refused the just desires 
of others. The book is called Unsettled Expectations because it explores what hap-
pens when settler colonial expectations of entitlement become deeply unsettled, 
as they have in recent years.

While “settled expectations” is a term used in the legal case mentioned above, 
here I employ it as a metaphor for the conceptual frameworks that I discuss in 
the first part of the book. I explore how legal, institutional and cultural processes 
support the idea that the settler nation is entitled to the land, and examine how 
non-Indigenous people and governments often unconsciously and unintentionally 
employ and embody common-sense colonial paradigms and relations. As I track 
in Part One of this book, Western philosophy, law and land claims policy have all 
sought, in distinct and flexible ways, to attain certainty in “settled expectations” 
for settler projects. For example, the Crown and the nation-state’s legitimacy are 
based on the legal assumption (or as I call it, the “fantasy of entitlement”) that 
their sovereignty is necessarily superior, stronger and deeper than any claims of 
Indigenous people because underlying title belongs to the Crown. This is settler law, 
even if such claims have not been proven or if Indigenous people are not themselves 
“reconciled” to that interpretation. This is settler certainty, both assumed and 
defended with philosophy, law, legislation and bureaucratic policy.

FANTASIES OF ENTITLEMENT
In this book I use the term “entitlement” in a particular way. In the present, the term 
“entitled” is commonly used to describe an individual with a particular attitude or 
sensibility, communicating that they perceive themselves as deserving of a particular 
kind of treatment by others, or even in the world. I am using it in a slightly different 
way, more specifically in terms of a longstanding, structured, collective privilege. In 
this sense it is more akin to class because it has been socially legitimized as a “right” 
to land and other privileges, historically and in the present, through colonial and 
national projects. In terms of entitlement, whether it be the “settlement thesis”5 
that underlies Canada’s claim to Native land, Australia’s “doctrine of terra nullius” 
or the U.S. “Doctrine of Discovery,” a key assumption underlying most laws that 
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address Indigenous rights to land in settler nations is that the sovereignty of the 
“modern” state will always trump “customary” or “common-law” Indigenous rights.

For example, the Canadian Constitution of 1982 states that “Aboriginal people” 
have an inherent right to self-government. Yet, as pivotal court decisions since 
1982 have interpreted these inherent rights, they only exist as long as they can be 
“reconciled with” Crown sovereignty (Borrows 2002, 8). In law, Indigenous people 
must adapt, adjust and conform to the primacy of state sovereignty. As Michael 
Asch puts it,

In the final analysis, Canada still rests its foundational legitimacy on the 
ideology and legal reasoning of English colonialism. The lynchpin of 
this ideology and legal regime is the firm conviction that the acquisition 
of sovereignty, legislative authority, and underlying title by the crown is 
unproblematic even without the agreement of the Indigenous peoples 
on whose territories we settled. (Asch 2007, 110)

In other words, the nation-state’s legitimacy is based on the legal assumption 
that its claim to sovereignty is necessarily superior, stronger and deeper than 
any assertions of Indigenous people because underlying title—the real “bedrock” 
title—belongs to the Crown.

These so-called “logics” of settler national sovereignty over land are what I 
call the elaborate and illogical (though extensively rationalized) “fantasies of 
possession” and “fantasies of entitlement” that have built settler certainty. Even 
though they are “fantasies” they have powerful effects in the world, often through 
their materialization in law. Although the legal frameworks in Canada and the 
U.S. are both extremely complex and decidedly different from one another, one 
clear similarity in both systems is the legal rationale for the sense of entitlement 
I encountered during my fieldwork. As I show in Part One, laws were developed 
to recognize some aspects of Indigenous rights and the occupation of their terri-
tories, yet such recognized rights are only partial, limited and secondary because 
the ultimate and higher sovereignty always belongs to the Crown or the state. This 
ultimate, supposedly superior sovereignty, as I discuss below, is variously “invented,” 
“conjured” like a “spell,” assumed, asserted and rarely questioned (Borrows 2002).

Settler fantasies of possession and entitlement are also “more than just fantasies” 
(Bell 2008, 862). They are embedded, “unconscious expectation[s]” of how the 
world will work to reaffirm the social locations, perceptions and benefits of privilege. 
These fantasies are expectations of long-standing, settled expectations that have 
been legitimated through repeated experiences across lifetimes and generations 
of being “centered and dominant,” an expectation “sedimented into the practices 
and attitudes” of these settler citizens (Bell 2008, 862).
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This longstanding pattern, in which colonizers assume entitlement to claim 
sovereignty over Indigenous lands, continues to be repeatedly re-enacted post-facto 
in law as well as in the discourses of the people I interviewed. Colonization and 
settler nation-building have entailed the repetitive embedding and realizing of set-
tler assertions of certainty and entitlement, and the repeated denial of Indigenous 
personhood and sovereignty, all of which are embedded in the interpretation of 
early moments of colonial/settler assumptions of sovereignty over territory. This 
pattern emerges from a set of stories that, as I will discuss, are grounded in delusions 
of entitlement based on arguments that should make no sense even to those who 
created them and turned them into laws. At the same time, these rationales have a 
particular pattern and “logic” that I trace throughout this book. They are socially 
embedded, unconscious expectations of how the world will work, and are relied 
upon to reaffirm social locations, perceptions and benefits of privilege that have 
been legitimated through repeated experiences across lifetimes and generations. 
Thus, I find the term “settled expectations” a powerful and polysemic metaphor 
for the taken-for-granted settler frameworks and practices of entitlement and 
expectation of ongoing privilege that I examine in this book.

In Part One, I examine such settler logics and epistemologies as they emerge 
and influence nation building, laws and policies over time. In Part Two, I explore 
the discourses and arguments used by activists against Indigenous land rights, 
demonstrating that although these discourses are flexible and often contradictory, 
they are also underpinned by the colonial and national assumptions of settled 
expectations discussed in Part One.

In Part Three, and in the book as a whole, I suggest that the possibility of finding a 
way to genuinely share contested geographical, conceptual and legal spaces between 
Indigenous and settler peoples and governments is profoundly problematic within 
settler frameworks, which are predicated upon self-evident Western enlightenment 
ideals and concepts of property, personhood and entitlement. Undoubtedly, legal, 
political and economic acts of redistribution are necessary, yet as I argue, may not 
be possible or sufficient without a fundamental shift in settler common-sense 
frameworks, a shift in concepts for thinking about and experiencing relationships 
and power within spaces. In other words, it is necessary to unsettle “settled expec-
tations.” The change we need, I contend, has to do with how we—and by “we” I 
mean relatively privileged non-Indigenous citizens of settler nations—think and 
act when it comes to the dominant and self-evident frameworks that many of us 
share. These frameworks, as I discuss in the chapters that follow, are so longstand-
ing and self-evident that they are most often invisible (as other than truth and/
or “common-sense”) to those who share them. Indeed, to even begin to imagine 
meaningful structural changes in Indigenous-settler relationships may first require 
the kind of epistemological shifts I discuss here.
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12 UNSETTLED EXPECTATIONS

In the final section of the book (Part Three), I also explore what such an epis-
temological shift might look like as I build on ethnographic research I undertook 
with groups including Indigenous and non-Indigenous people who were working 
to create alliances in support of Indigenous land rights. I explore these alliances as a 
lens through which to imagine what it might mean to respond appropriately—as a 
settler Canadian or U.S. citizen in the 21st century—to the past, present and future 
of our nations’ relationships with the Indigenous peoples who lived here before 
we did, and who continue to live here. What roles can and should non-Indigenous 
people play in decolonizing processes? Who is responsible for the hard and neces-
sary work of decolonizing relationships? Colonization and decolonization are about 
relationships, and therefore the possibility of decolonization depends on all parties 
changing how they relate to one another. For too long, decolonization has been 
seen as an Indigenous issue. Thus, it makes sense that we, as settler descendants, 
take responsibility and engage in learning how to participate in this process. In 
exploring these questions, I build on my case studies by engaging with Indigenous 
and feminist philosophy in order to explore how we might imagine and theorize 
the building of such relationships more broadly. I argue that they require settlers 
to move beyond the sedimented frameworks of settled expectations of certain 
entitlement to land and control over Indigenous people in their efforts to imagine 
and build new kinds of relationships to land and with Indigenous peoples.

My discussion here is not, however, offered as a general model of decolonial 
practice. Nor do I suggest that a change in settler viewpoints could ever, on its 
own, obliterate colonial relations. Clearly, having a few settler people change the 
way that they think about Indigenous-settler relations will not immediately chal-
lenge the centuries of common-sense political, economic and legal oppression that 
Indigenous peoples have faced, nor the ontologies and epistemologies that have 
supported it. It could not suddenly solve the many problems Indigenous peoples 
face in terms of lands and sovereignty, education and health, poverty, racism, or the 
Indian Act. I suggest that fundamental shifts in settler perspectives must happen 
not instead of but in addition to serious structural, economic and political changes. 
However, if settlers are ever to fully engage with decolonization, and actually work 
mindfully on developing solutions to some of the above issues without reproduc-
ing the kinds of overt and subtle colonialism discussed in this book, it must begin 
somewhere. This book is offered as a gesture towards possible ways to imagine 
some of that necessary work. It is a small first step towards viewing how settlers 
might begin to deal with the “settler problem.” This book, therefore, is an explora-
tory contribution to the important journey—both imaginative and practical—of 
learning how to unsettle expectations and move beyond the traps and limitations 
of ongoing settler colonialism, in order to learn new ways of building relations of 
both autonomy and interconnection with our Indigenous neighbours.
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THE “SETTLEr PrOBLEM,” INDIGENOUS  
SOVErEIGNTY AND DECOLONIZATION
Although Unsettled Expectations addresses the politics of historical and present-day 
relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples, the centrality of the 
theme of certain entitlement to land and jurisdiction means that it takes the relation-
ships between Indigenous sovereignty and ongoing settler colonialism as its pivotal 
problem. Such a focus on sovereignty means that material relations (who got the 
land and how?) stay at the centre of questions about human relations. Examining 
the grounds upon which settler colonial nation-states feel entitled to, and certain 
of, sovereign jurisdiction means that instead of conceptualizing Indigenous people 
as the problem for the settler state, I focus on the “settler problem” (Epp 2003; 
Regan 2010),6 critically examining what Andrea Smith (2012) calls the “the logics 
of settler colonialism.” These “logics” are the “social, ideological, and institutional 
processes through which the authority of the settler state…is enacted” (Rifkin 
2011, 343). Keeping Indigenous sovereignty at the centre of my analysis provides 
a key foundation of my critical project, because I hope to undercut the ubiquitous 
and self-evident assumption that the settler state was and is entitled to assert sover-
eignty over Indigenous peoples and territories. Thus, I do not proceed by critically 
assessing and evaluating Indigenous sovereignty claims, as this is something the 
state and the anti–land rights activists that I interviewed felt entitled and even 
responsible for doing consistently (as I discuss in Part Two, Chapters 3 and 4). This 
self-ascribed and long-standing sense of entitlement to know and assess Indigeneity 
underpins settler colonialism, and is one of its foundational epistemological logics. 
As I show throughout this book, the long history of the construction of supposedly 
authoritative knowledge about Indigenous peoples provides settlers with what has 
become a self-evident right to assess, control and manage Indigenous lives and 
sovereignties, thus bolstering the fantasy of uncontestable settler sovereignty. I 
therefore focus on settler sovereignty, and how entitlement to sovereignty was cre-
ated and continues to be legitimated through attempts to circumscribe, extinguish 
and manage Indigenous sovereignty in specific ways (Nicoll 2004b, 19). Based on 
my ethnographic material, I also explore how settlers’ “structures of feeling” and 
relationships are shaped inevitably by the legacies and ongoing processes of the 
knowledges, logics and practices of settler colonialism.

My focus on the “settler problem” is also informed by thrusts within feminist, 
whiteness, settler-colonial, Indigenous and queer theory.7 In these fields, although 
bringing silenced and subordinated knowledges and experiences to light was and is 
important, it also became clear it was and is necessary to examine “unmarked and 
yet normative” categories (Mackey 2002, 3) in order to understand how “regimes 
of the normal” and “normalizing logics” (Smith 2010, 41–2) work to create 
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authoritative knowledge about “others,” and in this way subtly (and sometimes 
violently) exclude, encompass, and establish implicit grounds of comparison. The 
study of such normalizing logics is a vibrant and fruitful field of critical inquiry 
within the academic disciplines and interdisciplinary fields above, as well as for 
political thought and activism. Here, I explore the “normalizing logics” of settler 
colonial entitlement, within which sovereignty is the critical ground.

Non-Indigenous citizens of settler nations might not see sovereignty (either 
their own or Indigenous sovereignty) as a central concern. Most of us go about 
our daily lives as if questions of ownership of land and jurisdiction of territory do 
not need to be asked or answered. We take it for granted that we are citizens of our 
countries, and that these countries have sovereignty and jurisdiction over these 
territories we live in (see Asch 2014). If we think about Indigenous people, it may 
be that we wish to help them become “equal” to other Canadians or Americans, and 
yet also able to maintain their “cultures,” not imagining or understanding that their 
vision of this land and their place in it and relationship with it is not encompassed 
or erased by the settler nation-state’s jurisdiction. These are the tricks enacted by 
the “normalizing logics” of settler colonialism that I discuss throughout this book: 
settler sovereignty and jurisdiction are assumed to be always-already settled, over, 
complete. Indigenous sovereignty appears to have been silenced, except in moments 
of “crisis” such as the conflicts that I explore in this book, when settler certainty 
and “settledness” become deeply disturbed by its vibrant re-emergence. I discuss 
and define this sense of “settler anxiety” in more detail in the next chapter.

Many Indigenous peoples, however, do not share this sense of the self-evident 
nature of settler sovereignty and jurisdiction, or a desire to “belong” to settler-
nations in the manner permitted. As Audra Simpson argues:

Indigenous peoples did not lay down and die; they persist, and in so doing, 
they defy all expectations—working resolutely to assert their nationhood 
and their sovereignty against a settler political formation that would have 
them disappear or integrate or assimilate. It is that very desire and that 
political formation that some may hope will instead die—or, at the very 
least, be subject to deep revision. Indian sovereignty is real; it is not a moral 
language game or a matter to be debated in ahistorical terms. It is what they 
have; it is what, in the case of the United States, they have left; and thus it 
should be upheld and understood robustly—especially as Indians work 
within, against, and beyond these existing frameworks. Indians continue 
to exercise their sovereignty through the moment of empire and within 
an empire that is of such hyberbolic force and self-definition that it can 
imagine itself as deterritorialized, global, all the while retrenching its ter-
ritorial force within borders. They do this within the geopolitical borders 
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of nation-states that cut through their land and across which they must 
now ask permission to traverse. (Simpson 2011, 211–212)

Instead, as we see, their own sovereignty is central to their individual and collec-
tive lives, identities, spirituality and politics and, as a separate matter, to negotiating 
nation-to-nation relationships with settlers and the settler state. It is important 
to point out that in my analysis, when I use the term “sovereignty” with regards 
to Indigenous peoples, I do not understand sovereign in exactly the same way as 
Western nation-states do. Taiaiake Alfred has made a compelling critique of the 
ways in which Indigenous assertions of sovereignty may trap aboriginal politics 
in a Western state paradigm, doomed to fail. He argues that sovereignty is itself a 
Western concept, implying, most dangerously, a state model. According to him, 
Indigenous politicians, by making a claim to sovereignty are (“even if they don’t 
really mean it” and are using it as a political “bargaining chip”), “making a choice 
to accept the state as their model” (Alfred 1999, 80). He says that Indigenous 
traditional nationhood “stands in sharp contrast to the dominant understanding 
of ‘the state’: There is no absolute authority, no coercive enforcement of decisions, 
no hierarchy, and no separate ruling entity” (1999, 80). Here, accounting for the 
distinctions made above, I use the term “sovereignty” based on my interpretation 
of how the Onondaga Nation (discussed in Chapter 6) use the term. I use it to 
indicate a parallel version of established community and sociality that is as equally 
valid as, yet distinct from, Western state sovereignty. Such a concept includes 
autonomous relationships to territory, law, spirituality, ontologies and lifeways, a 
form of autonomy (and difference) that cannot be encompassed as simply another 
“minority” within an overarching Western nation-state sovereignty paradigm.

In terms of relations with nation-states, Alfred points out that Indigenous people 
seek justice, and that means building a “framework of respectful coexistence on 
the fundamental acknowledgement of the integrity and autonomy of the various 
elements that make up the relationship” (Alfred 1999, 86). Thus, the grounding 
of territory, land and the respect for Indigenous sovereign relations to territory is 
essential to settler processes of decolonization. Sium, Desai and Ritskes (2012, 1) 
argue that despite the “certainty that decolonization centers Indigenous methods, 
peoples, and lands, a decolonized future is a ‘tangible unknown,’” a site of con-
testation. Decolonization cannot affirm “settler futurity” (Tuck and Yang 2012, 
1–3). Decolonization, however, will require what Taiaiake Alfred calls “radical 
imagination”:

In order to decolonize, Canadians and Americans have to sever their 
emotional attachment to their countries and reimagine themselves, 
not as citizens with the privileges conferred by being descendants of 
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colonizers or newcomers from other parts of the world benefitting from 
white imperialism, but as human beings in equal and respectful relation 
to other human beings and the natural environment. This is what radical 
imagination could look like. (Alfred 2010, 6)

This book is framed as a study that examines relationships between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous peoples in settler nations through the lens of conflict over land 
rights. Through examining the ethnographic materials and writing this book I have 
come to the conclusion that if Indigenous sovereignty continues to be dismissed, 
erased, extinguished and delegitimized there can be (Nicoll 2004a, para 35–6) “no 
ground for better relationships” between Indigenous peoples and other citizens in 
settler nations. The “ground of Indigenous sovereignty” must be the starting point 
for all people who live on these lands to “come into relationship” with each other 
and Indigenous peoples (Nicoll 2004a, para 35–6).8 The important question to 
begin with is not, therefore, Is there Indigenous sovereignty? but instead, What is 
the relationship of other citizens of Canada and the United States (in whose name 
those national sovereignties are claimed and defended) to Indigenous sovereignty? 
(Nicoll 2004a, para 35). As I argue (in Part Three), decolonization and entering 
“into relationship” will require the kind of “radical imagination” Alfred calls for 
above, as well as what Nicoll calls an “embodied awareness of ‘being in Indigenous 
sovereignty’” (2004b, 19).

Nicoll argues that “being in Indigenous sovereignty” is a difficult task for settlers 
because “investment in white sovereignty is compulsory on the basis of our national 
identity. We are conditioned to exercise our sovereignty against that of Indigenous 
Australians” (2004b, 19). My ethnographic discussions in Part Two show how the 
citizens of the United States and Canada fighting land claims whom I interviewed 
resist “being in Indigenous sovereignty” by drawing on a complex and often con-
tradictory range of settler colonial and nationalist frameworks in order to assess, 
contain and delegitimize it, at the same time dehumanizing Indigenous personhood 
and, most importantly, naturalizing settler logics of superior and certain sovereignty. 
In Part Three, I discuss Indigenous–non-Indigenous alliances, suggesting that, in 
these specific cases, people engage in epistemological shifts that unsettle their “set-
tled expectations” of certainty, allowing them to experience “being in Indigenous 
sovereignty” and preparing the ground for new decolonizing relations.

LAND rIGHTS/LAND CLAIMS AND DECOLONIZATION
When I began this project, it seemed that the government land claims process 
held promise as a site that could potentially promote decolonization. Given 
the focus on material reparations (land) and autonomy (“self-government”), I 
thought that “land claims” might indicate the possibility of a more substantial 
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shift in Indigenous-settler relationships than the politics of cultural recognition I 
had analyzed in House of Difference (Mackey 2002). This was a “recognition” that 
promised, at most, limited symbolic inclusion in the liberal nation-state. However, 
over time, during fieldwork with the Indigenous groups involved in land claims 
processes, I began to see the negative effects of engaging in land claims, whether 
they be what the Canadian government calls “specific claims” or “comprehensive 
claims.”9 During the same time, the Conservative Government of Canada has 
increased the push for land claims agreements through their version of “negotia-
tion,” instead of “rights-based claims,”, in courtrooms, hoping to promote resource 
development. As part of the same “First Nations Termination Plan” (Diabo 2012), 
the government has also introduced legislation detrimental to Indigenous rights and 
governance. In addition, many scholars and activists have now demonstrated that 
engaging with the state through government-sponsored programs, including land 
claims, is not a route to autonomy or to decolonization (Alfred 2009, 2001; Alfred 
and Corntassel 2005; Christie 2007a). These programs are instead, as Coulthard 
(2007, 438) argues, most often based on an assimilative logic of incorporation into 
existing power structures that “promises to reproduce…configurations of colonial 
power.” For this reason, although “land claims” cannot promise decolonization, a 
topic I discuss in more detail in Chapter 2, struggles over land rights are fruitful sites 
(“contact zones”) for analyzing both the deep tensions and possibilities of change 
within Indigenous-settler relations. They are also excellent sites for examining the 
“states of feeling” of the people with whom I did fieldwork.

UNCErTAINTY, ANGEr, AND SETTLEr STATES OF FEELING
Many of the people I interviewed who opposed land claims were angry and resentful 
about what they saw as their unexpected and dangerous emergence. As I discuss 
in more detail in Part Two, they saw the situation as unexpected and unfair. Many 
made arguments that the economic uncertainty brought on by Indigenous land 
rights meant they could not carry out business and farming properly; they could 
not plan or develop their businesses and their communities. They organized pro-
tests, arguing that their cultures and communities were “at risk” (Mackey 2005). 
Others spoke longingly of a time “before,” when they had been certain and secure in 
their lives, land and futures. The way that they argued against land rights appeared 
to be underpinned by the feeling that never before had their faith in their secure 
ownership of property, and their trust in the territorial integrity of nation, been 
betrayed in this way.

One goal of this book is to show that the deep feelings that I encountered 
when interviewing people should not be conceptualized as extreme or abnormal 
responses. I argue that instead they should be seen as “normal” responses to land 
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rights actions, if they are conceptualized within the context of longstanding axi-
omatic frameworks of settler colonialism. These responses must be taken seriously 
in any efforts to decolonize, especially because the beliefs that underpin them are 
also pivotal in jurisprudence and broader dominant culture. Indigenous land rights, 
I suggest, understandably disrupt their longstanding “settled expectations” of enti-
tlement. Critically examining such feelings helps us to see how ongoing colonialism 
and processes of settlement become naturalized and self-evident, and how they 
move from being what I call “fantasies of entitlement” to becoming embedded in 
law, in material worlds, and in the emotions of citizens.

The passionate anger expressed by the non-Indigenous people that I interviewed 
should not be surprising. It makes sense that, if people feel that their property and 
their expectations of a particular life and future might be suddenly and unexpect-
edly destroyed, they feel endangered, uncertain and angry. We can imagine that 
generations of settlers have grown up steeped in ubiquitous narratives about how 
their families (and other families like them) have worked hard on the land to build 
the nation. Such narratives have never before seemed to be at odds with the national 
narrative, or with the settled laws of the land. The people I spoke to appeared to 
feel as though they had been thrown into a state of vertigo: their settled worlds 
seemed to have been turned upside down.

Saying that such responses are not surprising is not to condone them. Nor is it 
to blame people, individually or collectively, for experiencing or acting on them. 
The point here is that no matter how emotionally potent or understandable these 
emotions may be, they are also not simply individual emotions that occur naturally 
or spontaneously. In settler nations, one “pernicious aspect of colonial power is 
that it shapes perceptions of reality,” and in doing so creates an illusion of the deep 
“permanency and inevitability” of existing power relations (Waziyatawin 2012, 
72). This is an illusion or fantasy of certainty as the predestined nature of “settler 
futurity” (Tuck and Yang 2012, 1).

Such feelings undoubtedly reflect numerous intersecting anxieties and contexts. 
In part, ubiquitous popular interpretations of the dangers of land rights for “equal-
ity” and economic prosperity are promoted widely by mainstream media and 
other sources. In the public imagination, they are often perceived as embodying 
a myriad of catastrophic and unpredictable risks and dangers to existing relation-
ships and political and economic arrangements. Anger about uncertainty also likely 
reflects how late modern subjects may experience precarity in this era of flexible 
accumulation and neo-liberal economics, and should thus be understood within 
a proliferation of “a broader set of anxieties over economic security, citizenship 
entitlements, and national sovereignty” (Blackburn 2005, 587).

In this book I propose that such feelings are important to take seriously, not 
only for the above reasons, but also because they are entry points to understand 
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important characteristics of how emotions and social structures are connected, and 
how individuals become enmeshed in broader collective ideologies and practices. I 
consider them to be “structures of feeling” and specifically, what Mark Rifkin (2011) 
calls “settler structures of feeling.” Raymond Williams’ concept of “structures of 
feeling” pinpoints “the ways in which ideologies reflect emotional investments 
that by and large remain unexamined during our lifetimes, because they have been 
insidiously woven into the everyday fabric of common sense” (Boler 1999, 181). 
The concept names the “simultaneously cultural and discursive dimension of our 
experience,” but does not “neglect that these experiences are embodied and felt” 
(Boler 1999, 29).

Rifkin suggests that longstanding institutionalized frameworks and material 
relations of settlement create certain “modes of feeling” amongst non-Indigenous 
people in settler colonies. He argues that:

Processes and institutionalized frameworks of settlement—the exertion 
of control by non-Natives over Native peoples and lands—give rise to 
certain modes of feeling, and, reciprocally, particular affective formations 
among non-Natives normalize settler presence, privilege, and power. 
Understanding settlement as a structure of feeling entails asking how 
emotions, sensations, and psychic life take part in the (ongoing) process 
of exerting non-Native authority over Indigenous politics, governance, 
and territoriality. (Rifkin 2011, 342)

Importantly, he asks, “How does that feeling of connection to this place as 
citizens of the state actively efface ongoing histories of imperial expropriation and 
contribute to the continuing justification of the settler state’s authority to super-
intend Native peoples?” (2011, 342). In two ethnographic chapters (3 and 4) I 
explore how particular characteristics of affect/emotion make these specifically 
“settler structures of feeling” (Rifkin 2011), and not some other kind. Given that 
the making of Indigenous lands into settler homes is an “experienced material-
ity” (Harris 2004) of broader global processes of hierarchical identity-making 
and material appropriation, tracking them in this book has involved examining 
how individual and collective emotions—as well as their broader social and legal 
common-sense frameworks—both reflect as well as reproduce key assumptions 
and “logics of settler colonialism” (Smith 2012), including the certainty, uncer-
tainty and anxiety that land rights conflict engenders. I discuss notions of certainty, 
uncertainty and anxiety in more detail in Chapter 2.
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DISMANTLING AND rEBUILDING
Unsettled Expectations draws on and contributes to critical streams in many 
intersecting fields. Given that conflict about land rights concerns belief systems, 
policies and laws at local, regional, national and global levels, in both the past and 
the present, Unsettled Expectations takes an interdisciplinary approach10 that began 
with ethnographic research. My background in anthropology and critical feminist 
theory means that I tend to think of research in terms of how to explore a problem 
that materializes in face-to-face encounters, and yet links up to broader systems 
of power. For this reason I began this research with ethnography on the problem 
of settler-Indigenous relations. I focussed on settler practices and concepts as the 
critical object of inquiry, building on decades of work in feminist theory, critical 
anthropology, settler-colonial studies and Indigenous studies and queer theory, 
showing that it is necessary to examine our own social locations, and to critically 
analyse normative and authoritative power structures and subjects. In this way, the 
study of affect is linked to material and historical processes.

Although it is now more acceptable for anthropology to examine colonialism 
within the context of “settler societies,” Simpson (2007, 68) argues that anthropo-
logical “analyses of Indigeneity may still occupy the ‘salvage’ and ‘documentary’ slot 
for analysis,” and thus participate in the “endurance of categories” from moments 
of “colonial contact.” Except for notable examples, anthropologists carrying out 
ethnographic work have a tendency to construct the field of enquiry as the local 
community (or Indigenous community) and create a form of “local community 
study.” They do not, as I have attempted to do here, conceptualize the local sites 
as case studies of broader settler projects, nation-states and the possibilities of 
decolonization. This book could also be seen as a contribution to political and 
legal anthropology, specifically as what Nader (1997, 712) calls an anthropol-
ogy of “controlling processes,” because it focuses on the “transformative nature 
of central ideas” in a range of sites, it “brings political and economic issues more 
prominently into present-day anthropology,” and it has a methodology “rooted in 
fieldwork” (Nader 1997, 712). It begins with attention to the “micro-processes” of 
conflict over land rights to explore how individuals and groups use key concepts 
as political “common sense” in their everyday lives (Nader 1997, 712). Within 
this field, it brings ongoing settler colonialism—in the present—into the lens 
of political ethnography, showing how Western concepts of possession, private 
property, personhood, certainty and uncertainty are mobilized and contested on 
the ground in face-to-face human relationships, but also in philosophy, law and 
government policies.

However, in order to locate this book within its academic context it is necessary 
to move away from anthropology and look to interdisciplinary analyses. Simpson 
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