
Theory 1: Incommensurability
We observe that another component of a desire to play Indian is a settler desire to be made
innocent, to find some mercy or relief in face of the relentlessness of settler guilt and haunting
(see Tuck and Ree, forthcoming, on mercy and haunting). Directly and indirectly benefiting from
the erasure and assimilation of Indigenous peoples is a difficult reality for settlers to accept. The
weight of this reality is uncomfortable; the misery of guilt makes one hurry toward any
reprieve…. Settler moves to innocence are those strategies or positionings that attempt to
relieve the settler of feelings of guilt or responsibility without giving up land or power or privilege,
without having to change much at all. In fact, settler scholars may gain professional kudos or a
boost in their reputations for being so sensitive or self-aware. Yet settler moves to innocence are
hollow, they only serve the settler.

Incommensurability is an acknowledgement that decolonization will require a change in the
order of the world (Fanon, 1963). This is not to say that Indigenous peoples or Black and brown
peoples take positions of dominance over white settlers; the goal is not for everyone to merely
swap spots on the settler-colonial triad, to take another turn on the merry-go-round. The goal is
to break the relentless structuring of the triad - a break and not a compromise (Memmi, 1991).
Breaking the settler colonial triad, in direct terms, means repatriating land to sovereign Native
tribes and nations, abolition of slavery in its contemporary forms, and the dismantling of the
imperial metropole. Decolonization “here” is intimately connected to anti-imperialism elsewhere.
However, decolonial struggles here/there are not parallel, not shared equally, nor do they bring
neat closure to the concerns of all involved - particularly not for settlers. Decolonization is not
equivocal to other anti-colonial struggles. It is incommensurable.

An ethic of incommensurability, which guides moves that unsettle innocence, stands in contrast
to aims of reconciliation, which motivate settler moves to innocence. Reconciliation is about
rescuing settler normalcy, about rescuing a settler future. Reconciliation is concerned with
questions of what will decolonization look like? What will happen after abolition? What will be
the consequences of decolonization for the settler? Incommensurability acknowledges that
these questions need not, and perhaps cannot, be answered in order for decolonization to exist
as a framework. We want to say, first, that decolonization is not obliged to answer those
questions - decolonization is not accountable to settlers, or settler futurity. Decolonization is
accountable to Indigenous sovereignty and futurity…..The answers are not fully in view and
can’t be as long as decolonization remains punctuated by metaphor. The answers will not
emerge from friendly understanding, and indeed require a dangerous understanding of
uncommonality that un-coalesces coalition politics - moves that may feel very unfriendly... To
fully enact an ethic of incommensurability means relinquishing settler futurity, abandoning the
hope that settlers may one day be commensurable to Native peoples. It means removing the
asterisks, periods, commas, apostrophes, the whereas’s, buts, and conditional clauses that
punctuate decolonization and underwrite settler innocence. The Native futures, the lives to be
lived once the settler nation is gone - these are the unwritten possibilities made possible by an
ethic of incommensurability.


