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Settler common sense

Mark Rifkin*

University of North Carolina, Greensboro, USA

Settler colonialism has been characterized as a structure, a system, and a logic. However, how
do varied administrative projects of settlement and accompanying legal categories,
geographies, and subjectivities become part of the everyday life of non-Natives? How do
they come to shape settler self-understandings in ways that are not experienced as falsifiable
philosophical propositions or as an integrated public policy program? Affective networks
need to be explored as part of understanding how settler colonial governmentality comes to
be lived as the self-evident conditions of possibility for (settler) being. This essay addresses
that feeling of givenness and the kinds of social trajectories from which it emerges and
which it engenders – a set of dynamics that can be described as settler common sense.
Instead of suggesting that quotidian forms of settler sensation, self-hood, and possession
follow axiomatically from policy formulations and official legal geography, it argues that the
(shifting) parameters of settler governance help provide orientation, inclination, and
momentum for non-Native experiences of the everyday.

In Walden (1854), Henry David Thoreau offers a vision of personhood divorced from the state,
characterizing his experience of “Nature” during his time at Walden Pond as providing him
with a sense of his own autonomous embodiment and a related set of ethical resources that
enable him to reject the demands of contemporary political economy.1 The invocation of
“Nature” appears to bracket the question of jurisdiction, opening into a different conceptual
and phenomenological register that displaces the problem of locating oneself in relation to the
boundaries of the state. However, the very feeling that one has moved beyond geopolitics, that
one has entered a kind of space that suspends questions of sovereignty or renders them moot,
depends on the presence of an encompassing sovereignty that licenses one’s access to that
space. If the idea of “Nature” holds at bay the question of jurisdiction so as to envision a kind
of place for cultivating a selfhood that can oppose state logics/politics, it also effaces the ways
that experience/vision of personhood itself may arise out of the legal subjectivities put in play
by the jurisdictional claiming/clearing of that space as against geopolitical claims by other poli-
ties, specifically Native peoples. Thoreau offers an example of how settlement – the exertion of
control by non-Natives over Native peoples and lands – gives rise to modes of feeling, generating
kinds of affect through which the terms of law and policy become imbued with a sensation of
everyday certainty.

This affective experience productively can be characterized as an instantiation of what more
broadly may be characterized as settler common sense. The phrase suggests the ways the legal and
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political structures that enable non-Native access to Indigenous territories come to be lived as
given, as simply the unmarked, generic conditions of possibility for occupancy, association,
history, and personhood. Addressing whiteness in Australia, Fiona Nicoll argues that “rather
than analysing and evaluating Indigenous sovereignty claims…, we have a political and intellec-
tual responsibility to analyse and evaluate the innumerable ways in which White sovereignty cir-
cumscribes and mitigates the exercise of Indigenous sovereignty”, and she suggests that “we
move towards a less coercive stance of reconciliation with when we fall from perspective into
an embodied recognition that we already exist within Indigenous sovereignty”.2 Addressing
the question of how settlement as a system of coercive incorporation and expropriation comes
to be lived as quotidian forms of non-Native being and potential, though, may require tactically
shifting the analytical focus such that Indigenous sovereignties are not at the center of critical
attention, even as they remain crucial in animating the study of settler colonialism and form its
ethical horizon. “An embodied recognition” of the enduring presence of settler sovereignty, as
well as of quotidian non-Native implication in the dispossession, effacement, and management
of indigeneity, needs to attend to everyday experiences of non-relation, of a perceptual engage-
ment with place, various institutions, and other people that takes shape around the policies and
legalities of settlement but that do not specifically refer to them as such or their effects on Indi-
genous peoples.

In order to conceptualize the mundane dynamics of settler colonialism, the quotidian feelings
and tendencies through which it is continually reconstituted and experienced as the horizon of
everyday potentiality, we may need to shift from an explicit attention to articulations of Native
sovereignty and toward an exploration of the processes through which settler geographies are
lived as ordinary, non-reflexive conditions of possibility. In Marxism and Literature, Raymond
Williams argues for the necessity of approaching “relations of domination and subordination”
as “practical consciousness” that

saturat[es] … the whole substance of lived identities and relationships, to such a depth that the
pressures and limits of what can ultimately be seen as a specific economic, political, and cul-
tural system seem to most of us the pressures and limits of simple experience and common
sense.3

Understanding settlement as, in Williams’s terms, such a “structure of feeling” entails asking how
emotions, sensations, psychic life take part in the (ongoing) process of realizing the exertion of
non-Native authority over Indigenous peoples, governance, and territoriality in ways that saturate
quotidian life but are not necessarily present to settlers as a set of political propositions or as a
specifically imperial project of dispossession. In the current scholarly efforts to characterize
settler colonialism, the contours of settlement often appear analytically as clear and coherent
from the start, as a virtual totality, and in this way, the ongoing processes by which settler dom-
inance actively is reconstituted as a set of actions, occupations, deferrals, and potentials slide from
view. We need to ask how the regularities of settler colonialism are materialized in and through
quotidian non-Native sensations, inclinations, and trajectories. Moreover, administrative initiat-
ives and legalities become part of everyday normalizations of state aims and mappings but in
ways that also allow for an exceeding of state interests that potentially can be turned back
against the state, giving rise to oppositional projects still given shape and momentum by the fram-
ings that emerge out of the ongoing work of settler occupation – such as inWalden. The essay will
close with a brief reading of Thoreau’s text that illustrates how its ethical framing emerges out of,
and indexes, everyday forms of settler feeling shaped by state policy but not directly continuous
with it.
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1.

The figure of the vanishing Indian still remains prominent within US popular and scholarly dis-
courses, both explicitly and implicitly. Within this narrative, Native peoples may have had prior
claims to the land, but they, perhaps tragically, were removed from the area, or died out, or ceased
to be “really” Indian, or simply disappeared at some point between the appearance of the “last”
one and the current moment, whenever that may be.4 As against this tendency, scholars who seek
to track the workings of settler colonialism face an entrenched inattention to the ways non-Native
conceptions and articulations of personhood, place, property, and political belonging coalesce
around and through the dispossession of Native peoples and normalization of (the) settler
(-state’s) presence on Native lands. Insistence on the systemic quality of such settler seizures, dis-
placements, identifications responds to this relative absence of acknowledgment by emphasizing
its centrality and regularity, arguing that the claiming of a naturalized right to Indigenous place
lies at the heart of non-Native modes of governance, association, and identity. However, such fig-
urations of the pervasive and enduring quality of settler colonialism may shorthand its workings,
producing accounts in which it appears as a fully integrated whole operating in smooth, consist-
ent, and intentional ways across the socio-spatial terrain it encompasses. Doing so, particularly in
considering the exchange between the domains of formal policy and of everyday life, may dis-
place how settlement’s histories, brutalities, effacements, and interests become quotidian and
common-sensical. Looking at three different models, I want to sketch varied efforts to systemize
settler colonialism, highlighting some questions that emerge when they are read in light of issues
of process and affect.

In Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology, Patrick Wolfe argues, “Settler
colonies were (are) premised on the elimination of native societies. The split tensing reflects a
determinate feature of settler colonization. The colonizers come to stay – invasion is a structure
not an event.”5 Offering perhaps the most prominent definition of settler colonialism, Wolfe’s for-
mulation emphasizes the fact that it cannot be localized within a specific period of removal or
extermination and that it persists as a determinative feature of national territoriality and identity.
He argues that a “logic of elimination” drives settler governance and sociality, describing “the
settler-colonial will” as “a historical force that ultimately derives from the primal drive to expan-
sion that is generally glossed as capitalism” (167), and in “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination
of the Native,” he observes that “elimination is an organizing principle of settler-colonial society
rather than a one-off (and superceded) occurrence”, adding, “Settler colonialism destroys to
replace.”6 Rather than being superseded after an initial moment/period of conquest, however,
colonization persists since “the logic of elimination marks a return whereby the native repressed
continues to structure settler-colonial society” (390), and “the process of replacement maintains
the refractory imprint of the native counter-claim” (389). Yet, when and how do projects of elim-
ination and replacement become geographies of everyday non-Native occupancy that do not
understand themselves as predicated on colonial occupation or on a history of settler-Indigenous
relation (even though they are), and what are the contours and effects of such experiences of inha-
bitance and belonging? In characterizing settlement as a “structure”, “logic”, and a “will”, Wolfe
seeks to integrate the multivalent aspects of ongoing processes of non-Native expropriation and
superintendence, but doing so potentially sidesteps the question of how official governmental
initiatives and framings become normalized as the setting for everyday non-Native being and
action in ways that cannot be captured solely by reference to “the murderous activities of the fron-
tier rabble” (392–3).

In Aileen Moreton-Robinson’s work, whiteness functions as the central way of understanding
the domination and displacement of Indigenous peoples by non-Natives.7 In “Writing Off Indi-
genous Sovereignty,” she argues, “As a regime of power, patriarchal White sovereignty operates
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ideologically, materially and discursively to reproduce and maintain its investment in the nation as
a white possession”, and in “Writing Off Treaties”, she suggests, “At an ontological level the
structure of subjective possession occurs through the imposition of one’s will-to-be on the
thing which is perceived to lack will, thus it is open to being possessed,” such that “possession
… forms part of the ontological structure of white subjectivity”.8 Whiteness, then, instantiates
a property logic in which subjectivity, placemaking, and political belonging turn on the exertion
of a right to untrammelled ownership and in which that process of manufacturing legitimacy for
non-Native occupation appears as a self-evident, unquestionable, and invisible frame through
which to assess Indigenous voices, claims, and presence. She further observes, “it is the
legally defined and asserted territorial sovereignty [of the settler nation] that provides the
context for national identifications of whiteness” while “one benefits everyday from being tied
to a nation that has and continues to constitute itself as a white possession” (85). Tracing a dia-
lectical relation between policy and the everyday, she notes in “Writing Off Indigenous Sover-
eignty” that the “possessive investment in patriarchal white sovereignty is enhanced through
private property ownership. This security produces affect that is encapsulated in a sense of
home and place, mobilising an affirmation of a white national identity” (95). Thus, her work
raises the issue of how the legal discourses that sustain the settler-state’s “territorial sovereignty”
become ordinary through the “affect” of belonging and emplacement generated by “private prop-
erty”, which reciprocally reinvests in the “white national identity” as its condition of possibility.
Yet, “whiteness” names the juridical assertion of authority over Indigenous peoples and lands, the
quotidian experience of selfhood and embodiment as a settler subject, and the movement(s)
between them in ways that can cast settler affect as merely the passive vehicle for a pre-constituted
set of state initiatives which settler subjects, in their investment in whiteness (as identity and/or
identification), inherently extend and realize.9 The processes by which legislative and administra-
tive agendas come to function as an animating part of daily life, the differences such realization
and localization make in the terms and trajectories of those explicit projects, and the possibilities
for forms of disjuncture between the state apparatus and everyday experience are bracketed by the
positing of a clear, direct, and inevitable relation characterized as “ontological”.

For Jodi Byrd, the deployment of Indianness as a mobile figure works as the principal mode of
US settler colonialism. She observes that “colonization and racialization … have often been con-
flated”, in ways that “tend to be sited along the axis of inclusion/exclusion”.10 Doing so places
emphasis on the belonging of citizenship as remediation for past and present violence, thereby
“mask[ing] the territoriality of conquest by assigning colonization to the racialized body,
which is then policed in its degrees from whiteness” (xxiv). Suggesting that the “cacophony of
competing struggles for hegemony … misdirect and cloud attention from the underlying struc-
tures of settler colonialism” (xvii), she argues that the latter work through translating indigeneity
as Indianness, casting place-based political collectivities as (racialized) populations subject to US
jurisdiction and management: “the Indian is left nowhere and everywhere within the ontological
premises through which U.S. empire orients, imagines, and critiques itself”; “ideas of Indians and
Indianness have served as the ontological ground through which U.S. settler colonialism enacts
itself” (xix).11 In presenting Indianization as providing the “ontological premises” and serving as
the “ontological ground” for US identity and policy, Byrd powerfully links the (re)production of
Indianness to a range of political and critical projects and the displacement of the geopolitics of
Indigenous sovereignty. She observes that “imperialism has forced settlers and arrivants [her term
for non-White non-Natives] to cathect the space of the native as their home” (xxxix), but how is
such cathexis contingently engendered in everyday ways? Although Byrd gestures in this direc-
tion, her focus on the foundationality and historical continuity of the dynamics she addresses
emphasizes their role as a coherent and consistent “underlying structure” rather than how they
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gain scope, motion, and force through reiterative yet shifting formations, practices, and
inclinations.

Developing a notion of common sense that is understood neither as a structure, ontology, nor
logic allows for thinking of settlement as pervasively active without being totalized as a singular,
self-generating, somewhat uniform whole. In developing a notion of “hegemony”, in opposition
to the more mechanical and prefabricated sense of ideology, RaymondWilliams characterizes it as
“a lived system of meanings and values – constitutive and constituting – which as they are experi-
enced as practices appear as reciprocally confirming” (110), but he adds, “A lived hegemony is
always a process. It is not, except analytically, a system or a structure… In practice, that is, hege-
mony can never be singular,” instead needing “continually to be renewed, recreated, defended,
and modified” (112). While one might analytically shorthand the formation and processes
under discussion as a “system”, they remain practically and materially in flux, in need of constant
reiteration and recirculation. He adds, “The strongest barrier to the recognition of human cultural
activity is this immediate and regular conversion of experience into finished products,” such that
“relationships, institutions and formations in which we are still actively involved are converted,
by this procedural mode, into formed wholes rather than forming and formative processes” (128).
Following this line of thought, a “procedural” account of settlement as always-already a “formed
whole” leaves aside the ways the institutions of the settler-state become “actively involved” in the
daily life of non-Natives, serving as “formative” but in ways that cannot be understood as “fin-
ished” – as always taking the same shape and thus known beforehand. If the jurisdiction of the
nation appears as given, that very sensation of self-evidence of the state’s claim to “domestic”
space needs explaining. Flipping over Nicoll’s call for “an embodied recognition that we
already exist within Indigenous sovereignty”, such analysis begins by investigating the conditions
of possibility for the historical and persistent deferral of Native sovereignty, the ways settler
sovereignty continually is activated, circulated, and materialized within and through the “lived
hegemony” of everyday experience. The notion of settler common sense, then, seeks to
address how the legalities, administrative structures, and concrete effects of settler governance
get “renewed” and “recreated” in quotidian phenomena by non-Native, non-state actors, in
ways that do not necessarily affirm settlement as an explicit set of imperatives/initiatives or coor-
dinate with each other as a self-identical program.

In the absence of such a processual (as opposed to “procedural”) methodology, settlement can
appear as a de facto monolith, forestalling discussion of the divergence and attendant (uneven)
relations among its manifestations, the mediums and modes of its non-official proliferation/realiz-
ation, and the character and contours of its abiding influence in situations in which Native people(s)
do not lie at the center. In Reassembling the Social, Bruno Latour argues against kinds of sociologi-
cal investigation in which “the social” functions as an explanatory tool that exceeds and precedes
the particular sets and sites of relations under discussion: “every activity – law, science, technology,
religion, organization, politics, management, etc. – could be related to and explained by the same
social aggregates behind all of them”.12Doing so short-circuits the investigation by a priori positing
an integrated set of connections that is then treated as a sufficient cause for the “activity” in question
which itself functions in the analysis as merely a bearer of that self-same “social aggregate”, not
doing anything on its own. Latour observes, “If inertia, durability, range, solidity, commitment,
loyalty, adhesion, etc. have to be accounted for, this cannot be done without looking for vehicles,
tools, instruments, and materials able to provide such a stability” (35). If settlement operates as a
continuing force – via elimination/replacement, whiteness, Indianization, etc. – characterizing it
in these overarching terms not only can produce the sense that one needs to choose among them
(each presenting itself as foundational in ways that tend to cast the others as secondary effects
rather than as sometimes independent, competing, or interanimating dynamics), but that the dura-
bility, consistency, scope, and consolidation of the phenomenon/a in question inheres within
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settlement as an immanently unfolding entity. How, though, do non-Natives actively participate in
the ongoing remaking of settlement as a shifting assemblage of ordinary actions, occupancies,
ethics, aspirations, dispositions, and sensations in ways that meaningfully affect its operation
and effects, as opposed to merely following a course understood as more or less predetermined?
Forestalling the positing of an always fully coherent and integrated system behind the dynamics
one analyzes, though, does not displace the need to address what happens beneath them, to the “ter-
ritoriality of conquest”. Work on affect, the everyday, and phenomenology tends to emphasize
moments of perception and its possibilities for introducing new or unexpected relations rather
than its capacity actively to enact forms of continuity,13 and they largely do not investigate the
enframing (geo)political ground on which these moments occur. By contrast, the notion of
settler common sense seeks to address how settler occupancy and jurisdiction are realized, regular-
ized, and actively produced as if inert context in everyday articulations, interactions, practices, and
sensations in which Native people(s) may or may not appear.

2.

Without invoking settlement as a version of Latour’s “social aggregate”, we can understand the
settler-state’s existence and legalities as achieving “stability” and “durability” through the
mediation of ordinary, unofficial connections, including forms of feeling. Attending phenomen-
ologically to how the world enters subjectivity and becomes comprehensible as such provides the
means for tracing how the settler-state’s modes of land tenure and governance as well as the dis-
possession, regulation, and effacement of Indigenous peoples are, in Williams’s terms, “renewed,
recreated, defended, and modified” in mundane ways. Settler jurisdiction inhabits the everyday
experience of non-Natives, less determining effects and relationships than inducing inclinations
and coalescing/catalyzing possibilities.

Aspects of law and policy orient, shape the trajectory of, and provide momentum for quotidian
modes of sensation and contextualization. In Phenomenology of Perception, Maurice Merleau-
Ponty suggests, “since sensation is a reconstitution, it pre-supposes in me sediments left behind
by some previous constitution”, adding, “The person who perceives is not spread out before
himself as a consciousness must be; he has historical density, he takes up a perceptual tradition.”14

The “previous constitution” of the space one occupies as part of the US nation-state provides non-
conscious “historical density” to non-natives’ engagement with the landscape, reconstituting
settlement as part of assessing the material “field of possibility” for present action (509): “I do
not so much perceive objects as reckon with an environment” (483). In this way, the assertion
of US control over the space claimed as internal to the nation; the carving of that space into
nested jurisdictional hierarchies; the enactment of privatizing forms of property-law materialized
through practices of documentation, surveying, and sale; and the sequestration and regulation of
particular plots of land as protected or “public” cumulatively contribute to the construction and
experience of an environment in which Indigenous peoples appear to have no place.

Attending to the ways settler law operates as a historically dense field of everyday possibility
enables a consideration of what precedes non-Native subjects in their individual inhabitance, how
state policies engender inclinations and tendencies. InQueer Phenomenology, SaraAhmed suggests,

Familiarity is shaped by the ‘feel’ of space or by how spaces “impress” upon bodies….The familiar is
an effect of inhabitance; we are not simply in the familiar, but rather the familiar is shaped by actions
that reach out toward objects that are already within reach,

and she adds, “The work of inhabitance involves orientation devices; ways of extending bodies
into spaces that create new folds, or new contours of what we could call livable or inhabitable
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space.”15 “Orientation” suggests a positioning with respect to other bodies and things, but it also
implies a direction, a disposition toward a particular trajectory through which to navigate that
space. If the familiarity of inhabitance depends less on the inherent character of the place
one inhabits than the iterability and duration of occupancy itself, the sensation of belonging
– of properly extending into the place one occupies – arises out of an “impress” that also
orients, directing attention to some things and not others while providing a working map of
extant relations and potentials in the space of inhabitance as well as an animating impetus in
traversing it. Governmental acts and agencies can be understood as providing such orientation
through mechanisms like property-law, zoning ordinances, rules of inheritance, regulation of
commerce, police presence, and the construction and maintenance of infrastructure. While them-
selves arising out of processes of contestation, negotiation, and compromise, such state-enacted
geographies in their (albeit mutable) implementation help provide shape and structure to the
quotidian networks that individuals engage, and the sense of relative stability they generate
facilitates the normalization and becoming-given of the ways they contour place, association,
and belonging as well as the particular kinds of actions, connections, and dispositions they
incite and incentivize.16

Reciprocally, everyday practice realizes and projects those geographies, materializing them by
drawing on them as a guide in processing and responding to affective and sensory input and thus
(re)constituting them as given in ordinary modes of meaning-making, feeling, and movement.
Ahmed notes, “we do not have to consciously exclude those things that are not ‘on line.’ The
direction we take excludes things for us, before we even get there” (15). The legalities in and
through which placemaking occurs bear a propulsive force, not simply installing something
like a social cartography or diagram but endowing it with a dynamic character that incites
kinds of engagement, practice, and subjectivity. Merleau-Ponty suggests that “the normal
person reckons with the possible, which thus, without shifting from its position as a possibility,
acquires a sort of actuality” (125), and that ongoing process of actualization illustrates the
“momentum of existence” (159). Inasmuch as law and policy help define and delimit the
horizon of the possible, providing a nonconscious frame that informs and guides the phenomen-
ological experience of selfhood, situatedness, and connection to others, they bear a “momentum”

that contributes to their material (re)actualization. To be oriented, then, involves not simply facing
a particular direction but being impelled toward it.17

The legal and political mappings that influence everyday life in the US remain predicated on
the assertion of an underlying and incontestable national sovereignty that itself animates the work
of law and policy-making in putatively domestic space. The routine actualization of state-licensed
mappings depends upon reactivating the jurisdiction-setting procedures that establish settler pres-
ence and governance as given, as a necessary context through which commonplace sense-making
occurs. Merleau-Ponty observes,

it is essential to the alleged fixed points underlying motion that they should not be posited in present
knowledge and that they should always be ‘already there.’ They do not present themselves directly to
perception, they circumvent it and encompass it by a preconscious process, the results of which strike
us as ready made (326),

and in this way they provide “anchorage” in nonconsciously composing varied affective
impressions into a sense of locatedness and possible movement, of the potential for engagement
with the world (326–7). The apparent absence of struggle among incommensurate claims to
sovereignty over one’s space of occupancy, and an attendant’s impression of one’s dwelling in
that place as itself having no inherent political dimension or as not conditioned on state action,
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provides non-Natives with a “ready-made” background against which to register opportunities for
agency and for interaction with their surroundings.

More than simply clearing away or containing Native presence and claims, such sovereignty-
making policies, ideologies, and practices affect the composition of the ensuing/encompassing
legal regime. As Ahmed suggests, “Histories shape ‘what’ surfaces: they are behind the arrival
of ‘the what’ that surfaces” (44). Conceptions of sovereignty, territoriality, and personal identity
inherited from shared Anglo-American legal and philosophical traditions, operative within the
relatively integrated political economy of the transatlantic British colonial system, and recontex-
tualized in the struggle for independence gain new implications and momentum in its wake.18 The
American Revolution emerged out of assertions of the authority to govern the space of the colo-
nies not as subordinate entities and subjects of English imperial rule, in which Native peoples
often were figured as equivalently dependent entities also under the Crown’s protection, but as
autonomous polities filiated to the Crown who properly exert preemptive authority over Indian
lands “within” their boundaries. Such contentions often were legitimated through the citation
of Lockean claims, that the colonists collectively had improved the colonies absent substantive
aid from England and thus held property rights to their lands and the right to govern themselves
as distinct (if not fully independent) polities. While arising as part of an argument about which
government can exert jurisdiction over the colonies, this assertion of a politically unmediated
relation to a place shaped only by one’s own private labor, and of an autonomous pre-political
self who labors, deeply affects notions of placemaking and personhood in the wake of the Revo-
lution, casting both as ultimately extralegal phenomena rather than as themselves dependent on
extant policy and emerging from debates over competing claims to political sovereignty. The
movement for a break with England further was driven by the resistance to taxation that
funded efforts to define and defend the boundary between English settlement and Native
peoples, an imperial project dating from the Proclamation of 1763 that popularly was understood
as thwarting non-Native access to such lands and as penalizing (rather than protecting) existing
settlements in the backcountry. Such communities largely were organized around family-based
agriculture, and given the increasing land crisis in the east as a result of the exponential
growth in population and the organization of land tenure around privately owned and generation-
ally transmitted commercial farms, movement to the backcountry (soon to become “the frontier”)
served as a means of gaining access to enough land for existing modes of agricultural production
as well as to the kind of personal independence (for White men) that constituted the basis for pol-
itical subjectivity and participation (as opposed to being a slave, servant, or apprentice). The chal-
lenge to existing social hierarchies intensified in the early-republic, leading to increased calls for
greater access to land as a pre-political, human right as well as escalating incursions into Native
territories. The desire to satisfy demands for access to Indigenous lands (including extended
speculative claims by elites), along with the need to define national boundaries as against
Spanish and English claims just beyond the borders, galvanized government claims to exert auth-
ority over Native peoples “within” the US. Initially articulated as a right of “conquest”, the gov-
ernment’s exertion of such sovereignty and acquisition of Native territory for non-Native
inhabitance soon comes to depend on the treaty-system, its idioms of contract and consent
largely (though not entirely) replacing those of invasion and military occupation, and these
federal developments did not prevent a parallel process of absorption in the existing states
(absent the sense/scene of diplomatic negotiation), with those states in the northeast claiming vir-
tually complete immunity from federal Indian policy.

One can see, then, a historical interdependence among the assertion of an ostensibly extra-pol-
itical form of personal independence through landholding (which also indicated qualification for
political participation), the assertion of exclusive US sovereignty over “domestic” space (whose
boundaries were asserted to be self-evident), and the erosion/displacement/erasure of Indigenous
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sovereignty and landedness. That dialectic of individual autonomy and state sovereignty, in which
the former mirrors and is made possible by the latter while being narrated as an extra-political
quality immanent within personhood itself and as the animating basis for and limit of political
authority, further drives assault on and appropriation of Indigenous territory. While perhaps some-
what speculative, one can suggest that the geographic and demographic extension of this nexus in
the nineteenth century (through public land laws, the government-organized and funded construc-
tion of vast transportation networks, and the management of trade and land transfers with Native
peoples) involves an increasing role for the state in making possible forms of non-Native resi-
dence, production, and movement while simultaneously articulating, validating, and implement-
ing such policies in ways that proliferate a sense of selfhood and occupancy as preceding/
exceeding the terms or influence of the government.19 Thus, everyday experiences of dwelling,
relation to others, and (non)relation to the state remain anchored in settler sovereignty, in the
sense of being dependent on forms of state jurisdiction and policy that themselves subsume
and displace Indigenous presence and territoriality. Merleau-Ponty observes, “former experience
is present to” current perception “in the form of a horizon which it can reopen” (26), and state-
endorsed geographies, shaped in their initial construction by extant political discourses and press-
ures, function as such experience due to the ways they are materialized as given in the contours of
everyday occupancy, providing both the background and implicit horizon for present thought,
feeling, and action.

The transmission of such affective orientations also exceeds the more immersive sensory con-
notations conveyed by terms such as “environment” and “direction”. When discussing the
absence of an “underlying hidden structure”, Latour observes, “this is not to say that there
doesn’t [sic.] exist structuring templates circulating through channels most easily materialized
by techniques – paper techniques and, more generally, intellectual technologies being as impor-
tant as gears, levers, and chemical bonds” (196), and he describes the effects of such “techniques”
on the experience of subjectivity as “plug-ins” (207). The intellectual and political technologies
for justifying the assertion of jurisdiction over Native peoples and expropriation of their lands do
not simply disappear when Indians are (declared to be) no longer there. Rather, they remain vital
in the ongoing performance of quotidian modes of inhabitance and selfhood, which rely on the
reiteration of settler sovereignty and its accompanying legal and normative templates (like the
extra-political character of place and personhood). Relevant plug-ins might include narrations
of national history as progress or expansion into politically empty space, stories of Native disap-
pearance, articulations of the extralegal autonomy of individual agency, the categorization of non-
commercial or public land as authentic/pure “nature”, depictions of capitalistic modes of property
(including with respect to land) as necessary for the existence of a polity, characterizations of
domestic issues as necessarily distinct from foreign/international ones, equations of political
existence and peoplehood with the nation-state form, and calls to increase intimacy with one’s
place of inhabitance. These framings reaffirm, normalize, and propel settlement as the “ready-
made” against which new information, sensation, experience affectively is managed.

Reciprocally, the orientations and momentum emerging out of everyday life – including the
templates circulating through and actualized in it – give rise to texts (and other forms of cultural
production) for which US legal and political mappings serve as the unacknowledged frame. Such
texts (including Thoreau’s Walden, to which I will turn soon) certainly do not merely reproduce
experience, instead engaging in imaginative explorations and reflexive meditations that allow for
a reconsideration and refashioning of the everyday (as well as breaks from its contours and nor-
malizations), but while recognizing the ways writing cannot be understood as merely an extension
of phenomenological immersion and processing, it also should not be conceptualized as somehow
untethered from quotidian sensation and the fields of possibility, anchorings, trajectories, and
modes of constancy that shape the latter. Any act of representation foregrounds some things

330 M. Rifkin

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
Sa

sk
at

ch
ew

an
 L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 0

5:
57

 0
5 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

5 



and not others, highlighting particular persons, objects, events, ideas, relations for consideration
while treating others as given, as the background against which the main action occurs. Ahmed
suggests that the background can be conceived of

as produced by acts of relegation: some things are relegated to the background in order to sustain a
certain direction; in other words, in order to keep attention on what is faced. Perception involves acts
of relegation which are forgotten in the very preoccupation with what is faced (31),

and she adds, “The background [can] be understood as that whichmust take place in order for some-
thing to appear,” as “what explains the conditions of emergence or an arrival of something as the
thing it appears to be in the present” (37–8). Characterizing settlement as operating as a form of
embodied “common sense” suggests that the normalized legalities and geographies of settler
policy – its displacement, containment, and erasure of Indigenous landedness and implementation
and routinization of modes of non-Native dwelling – function largely as background, as unacknow-
ledged conditions of emergence for textual representations in which other issues occupy the fore-
ground. Such texts then themselves circulate as possible templates, potentially influencing
ordinary experience by providing part of the “perceptual tradition” through which sense data are
processed.

The kinds of influence I have been sketching, though, suggest less the immanent unfolding of
a coherent program than the work performed by a range of cross-referencing legal and adminis-
trative agendas, mappings, and projects in constructing the “field of possibility” of daily settler
feeling, perception, and agency in moments, relations, and locations in which Native peoples
are not (or at least are not perceived by non-Natives as) central objects of action or participants.
In this sense, non-Natives need not function as agents of the state or as conscious purveyors of
state aims in order to rematerialize state-effects by drawing on extant geographies, discourses,
and normative frames as an anchor in processes of affective sense-making and “reckon[ing]
with [their] environment”. Moreover, such reinvestments in processes of settlement need not
appear, or be experienced as, affirmations of the state, instead operating as the unreflexive,
generic, given conditions of personhood, occupancy, and belonging, and these actualizations,
enactments of “familiarity”, may not be identical or congruent with each other, inasmuch as mul-
tiple histories of state action that inhabit, orient, and stimulate the present “impress” in ways that
might produce different (even incommensurate) forms of engagement. AThoreauvian inclination
toward “nature” as a space of escape from the extant regime of property ownership, comfort in the
(Lockean) privatized autonomy of one’s home(stead), and immersion in the obscure anonymities
of urban dwelling do not resemble each other and arise out of disparate affective – and perhaps
ethical – commitments, but all iterate, to varied effects, the geopolitical self-evidence and security
of the state whose unquestioned endurance anchors and animates them. Yet, inasmuch as they all
continue to depend on treating the “historical density” of the settler-state – including its territorial
coherence and overriding sovereignty in that space – as the “already there”, they participate in the
regularization and becoming obvious of the settler colonial occupation of Native lands. In
addition, that very (re)production of the nation as self-evident, or of its political geography as ethi-
cally neutral, may serve as a shared frame/experience through which to mediate, negotiate, and
reconcile conflicts over land tenure, access to political and economic resources, personal identity,
and membership in the polis. The continuing assertion and exertion of settler sovereignty may be
described, returning to Williams’s formulation addressed earlier, as saturating rather than deter-
mining, as exerting pressures on the everyday life of non-Natives in ways that are formative and
that influence “practical consciousness” without taking a singular form and without producing an
inherent and unchanging alignment of “relationships, institutions, and formations”.
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Given the continued presence of Native peoples, including in areas from which they puta-
tively have “vanished”, the question remains as to how the endurance of indigeneity and non-
Natives’ encounters with Natives intersect with the kinds of settler orientation and momentum
I have been addressing.20 In describing how sensation gets resolved into a coherent perceptual
field, Merleau-Ponty observes,

Our perception in its entirety is animated by a logic which assigns to each object its determinate fea-
tures in virtue of those of the rest, and which ‘cancel out’ as unreal all stray data; it is entirely sustained
by the certainty of the world,

providing a sense of “the primordial constancy of the world as the horizon of all our experiences”
(365),21 and he later notes, “My thought, my self-evident truth is not one fact among others, but a
value-fact which envelops and conditions every possible one,” such that the various phenomena
apprehended “must figure in my universe without completely disrupting it” (463). To the extent
that the legal geography of the settler-state engenders ordinary modes of personhood, placemak-
ing, and belonging, it provides “fixed points” through which one “reckons with the possible”, and
from that perspective, Indigenous landedness, sovereignty, collectivity appear as “stray data” that
function as “unreal”, challenging the apparent “constancy of the world” in non-Native experience.
In this way, discourses and accounts of Native disappearance may function as the conscious trans-
lation of disturbances to the perceptual “self-evident truth” of the US jurisdiction and attendant
geographies of everyday life.

Furthermore, following this line of thought, tropes of Indianness may be understood as a kind
of plug-in in Latour’s sense that allows Native presence to “figure” in settler phenomenologies
without “completely disrupting” them. Returning to Byrd’s argument about the ways Indianness
(the racializing construction of Native peoples as a population for assault/management/ inclusion)
displaces indigeneity (place-based polities with legitimate claims to sovereignty over their home-
lands), that process could be interpreted less as “the ontological ground through which U.S. settler
colonialism enacts itself” (xix), than as a form of crisis-management that enables non-Natives to
accommodate and engage with Indigenous presence in ways that contain the threat it poses to
quotidian modes of affective anchorage in which the settler-state and its legal and political map-
pings are lived as given.22 In other words, the deployment of various modes of Indianization
through which Native peoplehood and sovereignty are converted into forms of anomaly – concep-
tually and perceptually segregated from the space of routine experience as a kind of categorical,
geographic, political, and/or temporal aberration – can be understood as an expression of an
ongoing process of making “unreal” Native sovereignties in the ordinary enactment and stabiliz-
ation of US sovereignty as the basis for non-Native sensation. This approach can be distinguished
from the interpretation of such figuration as part of an explicit project of dispossession that articu-
lates directly with existing institutional aims (although such exceptionalization also operates as a
vital mechanism of state practice).23 Moreover, the coding of Native people(s) as Indians allows
for the articulation of propositional statements about them – including expressions of ambiva-
lence, support, sympathy, and guilt – in ways that may still make constant the regularity of the
legalities, jurisdiction, and mappings of the (settler-)state. However, in seeking to manage poten-
tial disruptions to settler certainty, the process of Indianization also may signal possibilities for
reorientation, moments when settler phenomenologies might shift into something new. In this
way, the “Indian” emerges both as a figure of dismissal and foreclosure and of potential transform-
ation: implicitly marking the unacknowledged presence of a quotidian settler phenomenology
which serves as the condition of emergence and circulation for that trope while also holding
out the possibility for opening into an engagement with enduring Native presence, landedness,
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and self-determination as well as the routinized and ongoing violences through which the self-evi-
dence of settler inhabitance is secured. With that very doubleness in mind, I now turn to Walden.

3.

The kinds of sensations, orientations, and momentum I have been sketching enter public dis-
course through articulations of identity, place, and (the absence of) political belonging that do
not take Native peoples and Indian policy as their central topic. In this vein, Thoreau’s Walden
offers a compelling example of how settler law and governmentality informs everyday affects
and experiences in ways that do not necessarily lead to direct affirmations of extant legal struc-
tures and political discourses but in which the mechanisms for securing settler sovereignty
provide the unspoken perceptual frame for ethical imagination. In “Economy”, Thoreau
engages in a process of Indianization that helps throw into relief the ways his critique of the
state relies on the making given of settlement:

Not long since, a strolling Indian went to sell baskets at the house of a well-known lawyer in my
neighborhood. “Do you wish to buy any baskets?” he asked. “No, we do not want any,” was the
reply. “What!” exclaimed the Indian as he went out the gate, “do you mean to starve us?” Having
seen his industrious white neighbors so well off, – that the lawyer had only to weave arguments,
and by some magic wealth and standing followed, he had said to himself; I will go into business; I
will weave baskets; it is a thing which I can do. Thinking that when he had made the baskets he
would have done his part, and then it would be the white man’s to buy them…I too had woven a
kind of basket of a delicate texture, but I had not made it worth any one’s while to buy them. Yet
not the less, in my case, did I think it worth my while to weave them, and instead of studying how
to make it worth men’s while to buy my baskets, I studied rather how to avoid the necessity of
selling them. (12)

As many others have noted, the mention of Thoreau’s “basket of a delicate texture” likely refers to
AWeek on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, which he published in 1849 and which sold extre-
mely poorly. To be an author, from this perspective, is to cultivate a kind of independence without
depending upon the remuneration for one’s efforts, suggesting that the act of imaginative explora-
tion necessitates a space of (self-)cultivation that frees you from reliance on others. This lesson is
precisely what “the Indian” cannot understand. Where, though, is the space of the basket-maker’s
autonomous self-elaboration? Thoreau describes the lawyer and other prosperous residents as the
man’s “neighbors”, so he must live fairly close-by. Moreover, his exclamation – “do you mean to
starve us?” – indicates a collective situation, presumably one he shares with other local Indians.
Who are they (we hear nothing of a tribe living in the vicinity), and what has produced the dire
circumstances that leave them at the verge of starvation?24 The idea that “the Indian” could
inhabit a place apart from the market that would allow him, and others, to “avoid” participation
in it brackets the continuing history of settler occupation and expropriation that directly produces
his starving condition.

Thoreau consistently presents his residence at Walden as divorcing him from the state, casting
it as a particular kind of space from which he can distance himself. Early in the text, he notes, “I
began to occupy my house on the 4th of July” (30), and while he does not elaborate on this fact, it
clearly signals a connection between the act of living in his cabin and the American Revolution.
However, more than presenting his practice of economy as a more truly national way of living, he
draws on the sense of the movement for independence as a transformation in the political meaning
of the space one occupies – as a breaking away from the jurisdictional sphere of an unjust gov-
ernment. His presence in a “solitary” place insulates him from the operation of the state, placing
him beyond its reach such that it only can gain access to him when he returns to “the village”:
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One afternoon, near the end of the first summer, when I went to the village…, I was seized and put into
jail, because…I did not pay a tax to, or recognize the authority of, the state which buys and sells men,
women, and children, like cattle at the door of its senate-house. I had gone down to the woods for
other purposes. But, wherever a man goes, men will pursue and paw him with their dirty institutions.
(115)

The “institutions” of the government may seek to “pursue” him, but they do not actually enter the
“woods”, presenting the latter as a space separate from the workings of the state in which to
achieve a perspective not encumbered by it – a place of independence.25

Being in a place apart from the workings of the state and the sphere of its influence gives rise
to a kind of selfhood that supplants national subjectivity. In speaking of conversations with guests
who visited his cabin, he observes, “Individuals, like nations, must have suitable broad and
natural boundaries, even a considerable neutral ground, between them” (95), but more than
suggesting the need for something like personal space, the use of the idiom of nationhood,
especially in light of the text’s initial declaration of independence, suggests a kind of political dis-
tinction. In presenting his relation to himself and to others as nation-like, Thoreau casts himself as
rightfully having exclusive authority over a delimited area, as living personhood in a way that
resembles statehood. Being like a nation entails embodying a selfhood that has the properties
of sovereignty, occupying a sphere in which the powers of the state are suspended or held in abey-
ance. Walden offers nature as a place in which the self can exercise sovereignty in ways uncon-
strained and unaffected by the policies, interests, and imperatives of “nations” that come and go
around it.

The announcement of his separation from the state invokes nature as beyond the reach of pol-
itical authority, as a kind of place to which legal order does not apply. However, how might we
understand this sensation of separation as, in Merleau-Ponty’s terms, the effects of “institutions as
I carry them within me and experience them” as part of ordinary perception (515)? Thoreau con-
tinually figures himself as in some sense becoming one with his surroundings (“I go and come
with a strange liberty in Nature, a part of herself” [87]), but that supposed merger into the
natural landscape can be understood less as an escape from state sovereignty into the “woods”
than as exercising potentials for settler personhood made possible by state action. Ahmed
notes, “To be comfortable is to be so at ease with one’s environment that it is hard to distinguish
where one’s body ends and the world begins,” but that sense of comfort and fit arises due to the
fact that places are organized around some bodies more than others: “White bodies are comfor-
table as they inhabit spaces that extend their shape” (134). Feeling merged into “Nature”, then,
may indicate the fact that one’s experience of personhood and embodiment takes shape around
legally endowed categories (like whiteness) that allow one to occupy particular places as an exten-
sion of one’s selfhood. Beginning in the 1820s, there was a radical expansion of the franchise to
include all White men, eliminating prior property qualifications and thereby offering legal confir-
mation of the sense of oneself as a self-governing, self-possessed subject.26 The expansion of the
franchise in the east may be thought of as part of an effort to retain people there, given the possi-
bility of both more land and greater political privilege in territory further west.27 This vision/
experience of autonomous personhood derives from the particular kinds of inhabitance made
possible through Indian policy and the Indian wars. By 1850, the federal government held
approximately 1.2 billion acres in public land, not including what already had been granted,28

and all of that landwas gained through purchase from and/or the removal of Native peoples. Inas-
much as political and propertyholding possibilities in the west helped spur the opening of suffrage
in the east (including in Massachusetts, which dropped its property qualification in 1821),29 the
emergence of the institutionally sanctioned kinds of autonomous (White, male) personhood
addressed above were made possible by the potential for settlement opened by the
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exceptionalization of Native polities, the legal and administrative narration of them as other than
fully sovereign polities that allowed for the incorporation of Indigenous territories into US juris-
diction as private property – space that could extend the shape of emergent modes of autonomous
selfhood. The extension of suffrage in Massachusetts and increasing decline in access to land may
have helped engender everyday forms of subjectivity in which the ideal of land was still important
but in which possessing it was neither necessarily feasible nor crucial in the defining of indepen-
dent personhood and full political rights, possibly creating an experience of place in which sup-
posedly already self-possessing individuals long for land but that longing does not (have to) take
the form of ownership. That dynamic is precisely the mode of selfhood inWalden, with the defer-
ral of propertyholding per se portrayed not as a loss but as itself an ethical good. Moreover, the
dearth of available land propelled non-Native intrusion on state-recognized Native lands, in which
Native territory comes to be experienced as “wilderness” available for either usufruct purposes or
for direct appropriation.30 That relation is recast in Walden as immersion in the wilderness rather
than extraction from it.

Thoreau’s conception of “Nature” further can be understood as unfolding from the legal nar-
ration of Native lands as both a space apart and as lacking distinct political status. Native peoples
in New England did not have treaties with the federal government as did peoples elsewhere, and
Indian affairs were considered to be state matters. By the 1840 s and 1850s Massachusetts had
eight reservations whose boundaries had been determined and regulated under colonial and then-
state law, and the maintenance, usage, and sale of such tribal lands were administered largely by
state-appointed guardians or overseers. Written in response to a legislative mandate, the Bird
report (1848) repeatedly describes the legal and political situation of Native peoples and their
lands in the state as “imperfectly defined”, “anomalous”, and “peculiar”.31 These terms refer
not only to the ambiguity of the relevant statutes as to certain key points, but also to the
general fact of having persons and places governed by a set of policies not applicable to the
rest of the population and property in the state. It describes these peoples as “among the ‘stricken
few’ who remain of the once undisputed sovereigns of the Western World. The blood of Samoset
and Massasoit runs in their veins” (5), and in decrying the fact that Indians do not hold citizenship
in the state or the nation, the report observes, “The Indian alone, the descendant of monarchs, is a
vassal in the land of his fathers” (49). Further, as the 1861 report on Indian affairs in the state,
authored by John Milton Earle, notes of the Gay Head Indians,

the whole civil polity of the tribe, … a community residing in the State, and nominally of the State,
and subject to its laws, is yet a sort of imperium in imperio, not governed by the laws to which it is
nominally subject, but have its own independent law, by which all its internal affairs are regulated.32

The reports continually suggest that they should be made citizens even as they repeatedly note that
the peoples who continue to hold tribal lands themselves do not wish to see the existing system
changed.33 The reports circle around a conceptual impasse: Indian tribes once were “sovereign”,
but now they are not; they cannot live as subjects of the state/nation and not be citizens, but they
do not desire citizenship. That disjunction, and the threat it poses, is narrated as an oddity they
and their lands bear, literalizing them and the space they occupy as anomaly. The sovereignty of
the state of Massachusetts here depends on the production of Native peoples and their lands as a
kind of alegal limbo within the jurisdiction of the state/nation. Such a description of Indian spati-
ality resembles almost exactly the contours and function of “Nature” inWalden, suggesting that the
latter (especially in its repeated connection to Indianness in the text)34 gestures toward and draws on
the prior translation of Native sovereignty as a space of apolitical anomaly.

In Thoreau’s observations about the basket-maker, they occupy parallel positions (“I too had
woven a kind of basket”) in which he can learn a lesson of independence lost on the unnamed
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“Indian”. What would it mean for him to see the act of writing/weaving not as an opportunity to
sublate the Indian, but as a chance to understand his relation to this person (and the “us” who are
“starv[ing]”) as the condition for an investigation into the contours of settler selfhood? Thoreau
notes in the “Conclusion”, “I left the woods for as good a reason as I went there…It is remarkable
how easily and insensibly we fall into a particular route, and make a beaten track for ourselves,”
adding, “How worn and dusty, then, must be the highways of the world, how deep the ruts of tra-
dition and conformity” (215–6). Introducing a similar idea earlier, he observes in “The Village,”

if we go beyond our usual course we still carry in our minds the bearing of some neighboring cape…
till we are completely lost, or turned round…Not till we are lost, in other words, not till we have lost
the world, do we begin to find ourselves, and realize where we are and the infinite extent of our
relations. (115)

Getting “lost”, losing one’s bearings and becoming “turned round” within an otherwise well-
known space, opens the potential for a new sense not only of the place but also of one’s position
within it – “where we are”. In “Where I Lived, and What I Lived For,” Thoreau insists that

we inhabitants of New England live this mean life that we do because our vision does not penetrate the
surface of things. We think that is which appears to be. If a man should walk through this town …
[and] give us an account of the realities he beheld there, we should not recognize the place in his
description. (65)

The text suggests the need to alter bodily dispositions in ways that break one out of one’s
entrenched experience of place such that it can be made strange, allowing for a resurveying of
“relations” to the world around you.

As opposed to the sense of withdrawal into a space divorced from contemporary political
economy, the text also proposes a reframing of perspective, altering the physical sense of relation
to one’s surroundings via a suspension of their givenness. In this vein, Ahmed suggests, “If orien-
tation is about making the strange familiar through the extension of bodies into space, then dis-
orientation occurs when that extension fails” (11). These moments in the text suggest how the self
can become the site for an imaginative break with routine that produces a sensuous reorientation
(getting “turned round”). The critical project of the text appears here less as locating a space apart
in which to discover the fullness of the self than as the making alien of an already occupied place,
such that “we should not recognize” it. The act of turning round, of shifting one’s orientation and
redirecting the momentum by which one previously was impelled, offers possibilities for perceiv-
ing differently, for seeing and engaging in ways that less take for granted the jurisdictional matrix
of the state and in which contemporary Native peoples can be acknowledged as themselves
important “inhabitants of New England” whose indigeneity compels a reconceptualization of
the terms of occupancy for everyone.

Becoming conscious of the everyday enactment of settlement involves relinquishing the
notion of an autonomous, extra-political selfhood existing in a place apart, instead opening
onto a recognition not only of enduring Native presence within contemporary political
economy but of the effaced history of imperial superintendence and displacement that provides
the continuing condition of possibility for the sense of settler escape into the wilderness. To be
clear, the absence of a declared set of imperial commitments does not suggest non-Natives’ exon-
eration from continuing histories of violence perpetrated and perpetuated by the settler-state.
Returning from a different direction to Nicoll’s critique discussed earlier, there may be an
absence of sentiments hostile to Native peoples in non-Natives’ speech or writing, or non-
Natives may adopt a particular viewpoint supportive of Indigenous sovereignty on delimited
plots of land when considering Native peoples as such. However, that absence of malice or
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declaration of support does not address the ways quotidian experiences of space (with respect to
jurisdiction, occupancy, and ownership) and subjectivity (as modular, self-identical, and extrale-
gal) affectively register and iterate settler sovereignty in ways that shape the generation of, for
example, ethics, ideals, and political projects that do not take Native nations, voices, and lands
as their direct object. While arguments about the structural quality of settler colonialism – its
scale, density, duration, and centrality to US life – remain important, their very insistence on
its pervasive and systemic operation can create the impression of an integrated whole.
However, as Latour observes, if “the body politic” is taken “to be virtual, total, and always
already there”, then “the practical means to compose it are no longer traceable; if it’s total, the
practical means to totalize it are no longer visible; if it’s virtual, the practical means to realize,
visualize, and collect it have disappeared from view” (162–3). How is the settler body politic com-
posed, collected, and realized in everyday ways through the experiences, perceptions, associ-
ations, emplacements, and trajectories of non-Native bodies? How do settler jurisdiction and
governmentality shape the material possibilities available to non-Natives in scenes and sites
apparently disconnected from Native peoples and Indian policy, and how do non-Natives in
their quotidian feelings and interactions (and the cultural productions for which ordinary sen-
sation serves as background) actualize the political and legal geographies of the settler-state?
Attending to settler common sense in this way does not so much bracket Indigenous self-deter-
mination as draw on it as ethical inspiration to investigate the ways it is deferred through ordinary
action whose aim is not such but whose effect is to reiterate the self-evidence of settler geopolitics.
Reciprocally, such analysis also seeks to suggest how non-Natives might disorient and reorient
themselves, how they might come to understand not only that Indigenous peoples remain part
of the social landscape of life in the US but that the very terrain non-Natives inhabit as given
has never ceased to be a site of political struggle.
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