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Reflections on Late Identity
In Conversation with Melanie J. Newton, Nirmala Erevelles, 

Kim TallBear, Rinaldo Walcott, and Dean Itsuji Saranillio

S A M  S PA D Y

When I joined Critical Ethnic Studies as one of the managing editors 
for this special issue, “Late Identity,” my first task was to read, think 

through, and reconsider the problematics of identity. Although I had been 
exposed to many of these critiques when I first entered graduate school, 
reading them again reinforced what a problem identity presents us, particu-
larly in the way it so often gets taken up in the academy, activism, and the 
world more broadly. Important interventions by scholars such as Glen Sean 
Coulthard, Joanne Barker, Rinaldo Walcott, and Alexander G. Weheliye, to 
name just a few, show us the ways in which identity can entrap us within the 
binaries created by white supremacy.1 They highlight that identity is tied  
to forms of state- enforced identification and recognition, and how it works 
to collapse, individualize, and homogenize both experience and meaning. 
This body of work identifies several crucial understandings of where iden-
tity holds us and the work it cannot accomplish. Yet, as I engaged with these 
ideas, my first reaction to this body of work was that we already know a lot 
about identity. We know how it limits us, and the way it frames our theori-
zations in restricting ways. We know this, and yet identity remains such a 
preoccupation. Why then should we discuss it further? Can we just open up 
new lines of inquiry and leave the limiting functions of identity behind?

We brought these questions and the central question of the call for papers 
(CFP), “what has identity done for me lately?,” to Critical Ethnic Studies 
(CES) editorial board members Nirmala Erevelles and Dean Saranillio. We 
also asked scholars whose work discusses identity in important ways: Mela-
nie Newton (Caribbean studies), Kim TallBear (Native studies), and Rinaldo 
Walcott (Black studies). Each of these scholars continues to grapple with 
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identity in very different ways and generously offered to think through 
these questions with us.2 Erevelles and Walcott are wary of “throwing the 
baby out with the bathwater” and letting go of the concept that continues  
to function as a necessary shorthand in many critically important political 
conversations and movements. They demonstrate that identity might func-
tion in Black and disability studies differently, offering more nuance than 
how the term has become a catchall in ethnic studies. TallBear and Newton, 
however, choose to refuse identity, wanting more specificity and meaning 
than what the term “identity” offers. Resisting the way identity is used to 
represent too much and yet describe too little, they ask: what do you mean 
when you use “identity”? TallBear presses for the specificity of relations, an 
idea shared by Saranillio, who argues for a move to a politics of affinity in 
place of identity: a politics needed to build solidarities that honestly inter-
rogate the complexity of genealogy, settler colonialism, and land- based rela-
tions. This tension between identity’s easy use and its sometimes- political 
necessity, and these now well- understood and deeply felt critiques, was 
echoed again and again throughout these discussions.

Our contributors remind us that while we may use and critique “iden-
tity” as a term to describe subjectivities, possessive categories, and genetic 
lineages, we often use “identity” to implicitly describe more complex relation-
ships to others, to histories, and to place. Making these implicit connections 
explicit is one possible move away from the confining effects of identity in 
both our thinking and our writing. The explicit naming of these relation-
ships instead of taken- for- granted “identities” becomes a generative exer-
cise, one that forces us to define what we really want to talk about when we 
begin at identity. Moving past identity also allows us to examine the onto-
logical and epistemic assumptions identity so often relies on. Instead, by 
choosing to pay attention to different paradigms and ways of knowing, we 
will end up with alternatives that offer more than identity ever could. Track-
ing identity’s appeal alongside our desire for something more can create 
opportunities to find our way out.

CAN ONE WORD DO ALL THAT WORK?

Melanie J. Newton with Eve Tuck

I have with my students what I call the identity talk. I explain to them why 
it would be in their best interests whenever they are planning to type that 
word, as they hover over the keyboard, why it would be a useful exercise, 
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rather than typing “identity,” to think about what you would write if that 
word was not available to you. I look for two things. How long did it take 
you to say what you would have said if this word was not there? Is it ever  
the same in the different places in the essay where you were going to use 
that one word? I can almost guarantee that it will be something very long 
and complicated that probably cannot be said in one word, at least not in 
English, because that is not how the language works. Pretty much every 
time you were planning to use it, you would have said something com-
pletely different. That raises the question: can one word do all that work?  
I think the answer is no. If you write this word throughout your essays to 
say all these different complex things, how do you assume that whoever is 
reading your essay understands it to mean exactly what you think it means? 
Probably, they cannot. Perhaps your essay would be much stronger if you 
said the more complex thing rather than simplifying it to one word.

In the field of Caribbean studies I have tracked, when does this word 
begin to appear in writing on the Caribbean? The earliest use of it, at least 
in English, that I have come across is in 1963 in The Black Jacobins by C. L. R. 
James.3 He uses it in the context of the early 1960s. It is the moment of 
decolonization. He is using it in a very specific context to talk about the 
struggle to create a political union in the Caribbean that could bring to- 
gether all these very complicated societies that shared so much in common 
but also had so many things that pushed them in different directions. He 
used it in that context. It was a particular political moment in a set of polit-
ical struggles in terms of what the decolonized future was going to look like, 
and how it could be made most just for everyone. I think that what has hap-
pened, certainly in my field over time, is that it has become unmoored from 
that very strategic and specific way of using the term.

I think students now think of it to describe any experience of being human 
in the world, practically. They use it to talk about communities, individuals, 
processes, states. I think they do not really know, but they use it in ways that 
reflect what they see in the material that they read, which is pretty much 
everything. These students are doing with the word often what scholars are 
doing. We assume that students are somehow less sophisticated. I think 
actually my students’ fairly unsophisticated and unthought- through reliance 
on this word is a reflection of the work that it is doing in scholarship. I actu-
ally do not think that— certainly in a lot of the work I have read— when it 
does get employed, it is actually being used in any more of a thoughtful or 
helpful way. I recognize that scholars do see that there is a difference between 

This content downloaded from 137.110.192.10 on Mon, 10 Jul 2017 12:19:31 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



P  Reflections on Late Identity •  93   O

processes and things, that those two things are not necessarily the same. I 
think scholars use the word, and there is an assumption that the audience 
will also somehow see through the use of the word to some kind of deeper 
meaning. I do not think that is actually what happens with this word. Despite 
the efforts of scholars to use it often to describe quite complex things, it 
circulates in ways that desimplify, and they collapse processes and states of 
being. They, even with the best intentions not to do this, are reifying catego-
ries of being or categories of collectivity. That is kind of inevitable.

Now, I understand why, in the moment in the 1960s in the Caribbean and 
elsewhere, and in the wider world of political action, this word was appeal-
ing. I recognize that it is, in fact, its uptake— its popularity in the realm of 
politics, in social activism, of scholarship— and that it reflects in many ways 
the democratization of popular politics, the influence of social movements, 
the challenge to heteronormative, racist, misogynist orders of things, the 
demand that many different forms of subjectivity be given their democratic 
space in the world, that that is where this has come from.

“Identity” is like a code word, similar to other forms of academic jargon 
that serve to exclude people from a certain conversation. If, for example, 
you are reading the work of some scholar, and they use a particular word 
that has meaning within a particular set of conversations, and unless you 
are really familiar with that set of conversations, you are not necessarily 
going to understand what that word means. It becomes a way to mark off 
territory among a set of people who assume they understand what each 
other is saying.

I think it also can have a fairly conservative political impact, which is  
that it marks off. I think about words in terms of “Black identity” and so  
on. For example, in the context of studying the Caribbean, there is a way in 
which assumptions about what it means to be Black in the modern world, 
because there is so much scholarly production that happens in the United 
States— it has the most universities, it has a lot of publishing power, and so 
on— there is a proliferation of scholarship that talks about blackness in a 
particular way about the United States that is then assumed to be the norm. 
Other articulations in other parts of the diaspora, even within the United 
States itself, are set up as alternative in some sense or feeding into the pro-
duction of that form that is presumed to be some kind of form of blackness 
so that it becomes an endpoint, a point of rival, an ultimate expression. I 
think the language of identity can serve to reify that idea about what is hap-
pening in the Atlantic world, and that sort of long history of the aftermath 
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of the slave trade and so on is the making of a particular form of identity 
that reaches its fullest expression in the United States.

In that sense, it blunts more complicated conversations or forces people 
who want to write in more complex ways— about these different intersections 
between English- speaking parts of the Americas where there are large pop-
ulations of African descendants who may understand themselves differ-
ently or even within the Anglophone Americas where there are all of these 
different complications and forms of migration and so on— that using the 
word “identity” to capture all of that automatically feeds into a set of schol-
arly conversations that are really quite politically and geographically rooted 
in certain experiences in the United States. It is ultimately a simplifying 
move— but if you think about all the political possibilities that come from 
thinking about these interconnections in this other way of doing that kind 
of deep research that would understand those relationships, it ultimately is 
fairly conservative and reifies the power of particular space in the world of 
academic conversation between, and the relation between, those academic 
spaces and the political order with which they engage, which is the order of 
the United States. I feel like that is not useful. It serves a set of political inter-
ests, but at the expense of others. I do not know that we should be playing 
into that kind of politics.

Chilling Effect of Identity

I think there are some other concepts that have come to suffer from a simi-
lar chilling effect, or problematic effect, in different ways. Although the his-
tory of the word is different, the term “resistance” suffers a similar problem 
that identity does. Resistance, like identity, is also extremely appealing to 
my students. I completely understand why. However, what they do not nec-
essarily see with this term is the complexity within an act of resistance. 
What are the politics among the people who are engaged in this resistance? 
Are they engaged in the same way? What is the future that they imagined? 
Do they all imagine it the same way?

The example that I give them for thinking about the dangers of the lan-
guage of both identity and resistance, in terms of understanding a political 
struggle, is the Haitian revolution of 1791 to 1804, where, even as there is a 
war of resistance against slavery and French colonial rule, there is an equally 
important war or set of wars that are taking place among those on the rebel 
side. The rebel side is incredibly complicated, but in terms of then under-
standing what has happened in Haiti since 1804, the internal politics, what 
one scholar calls “the war within the war,” are incredibly important.4
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When you miss that and just speak about the Haitian revolution in the 
language of resistance and resistance in the service of creating an identity, 
which arguably is what the first independent Haitian constitution does when 
it equates blackness and Haitianness in really radical and important ways, it 
becomes incredibly difficult to understand Haiti today. The constitution 
actually says to be Haitian is to be Black; in 1805 that is an incredibly power-
ful statement, when they are facing a world ruled by slave- holding powers 
who do not particularly like Black people. It is incredibly radical, but they 
are also struggling to create a sense of political unity among a group of 
people who had tried to slaughter each other for control of this new society. 
That is important, and when you miss all those complexities or try to just 
subsume them under this language of the creation of a Black identity or 
Haitian identity and pair that with the language of resistance, the creation 
of identity becomes some kind of product of struggle or a resistance move-
ment. Then the current situation in Haiti becomes very difficult to explain 
because it is so simplified. It is as though that struggle for “identity” has 
been a failure, or as though that struggle for resistance has been a failure.

A more complicated way of thinking about things is in terms of politics, 
consciousness. Those are two words that I find much more interesting, 
much more dynamic. To continue with this example— think about what the 
dynamics were like within the Haiti that shaped the state in the aftermath 
of the revolution. What are the sets of political and economic relationships 
that have shaped what has taken place since? All these things are so much 
more complicated and actually more interesting. I think the language of 
identity is a way of thinking that cannot account for that complexity. What 
is true of the Haitian revolution is true in other cases that may not be as 
complex, but it is no less an inappropriate way of thinking about what it is 
that people fight for. It is a whole range of things. It is a translation of really 
complicated struggles for what it means to be human and what it means to 
live in the world and what justice means. I do not think any word can really 
capture all that.

One other piece of advice that I always give my students is you can write 
your essays with the word “identity” if you choose. That is up to you. I will 
probably circle it and ask you what you mean. But also think about this. If 
you submit your essays for my class or any other class and you just avoid  
the word and you use something else whenever you would have used it, I 
guarantee no one will ever circle what you said and say, “You should have 
written ‘identity.’” That will never happen. No one misses this word when it 
is not there.
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DISABILIT Y, THEN, EXISTS IN DISCOURSES OF  
IDENTIT Y AS THE OTHER’S OTHER

Nirmala Erevelles with Sam Spady

In the last few days, everything I have theorized about identity just went out 
the window. All those nuanced and complex theorizations suddenly seem 
ridiculous in face of the simple fact that in the midst of such virulent anti-
blackness, my mind is only on the issue that Black Lives Matter! It has also 
been imperative these last few days that I keep chanting these three words— 
Black Lives Matter— because they just simply have to. How else can one 
come to terms with witnessing even more brutal murders, this time of two 
more black men, Alton Sterling and Philando Castile, by police officers in 
Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and Falcon Heights, Minnesota? But no sooner do 
these three words, Black Lives Matter (BLM), gain a life of their own and 
threaten to take flight, hovering over a simmering national arena, then they 
combust— breaking up into a million shards that intersect and fragment the 
very foundations on which many of us have been hoping to build a revolu-
tionary movement based on radical struggle for racial equality.

Whereas earlier I was willing to let go of the concept of identity in search 
of more nuance, because identity theories are replete with essentialisms  
and exclusions anyway, I am still not comfortable with the new trends in 
identity theorization that rethink and reimagine identity or even discard  
it altogether for more fractured, nuanced, post- all theorizations of frag-
mented subjectivities. But at this very moment, when faced with the reality 
of a relentless antiblackness and its implications for the diverse bodies 
assembled under the banner of this much- disdained identity category (gen-
der, disability, queer, trans, poor, disrespectable), I appreciate that CES is 
insisting that we have this discussion— forcing us to enquire into several 
conundrums that are necessary to think through and that I consider central 
issues: (1) how blackness seems to overwhelm the category of race and yet 
is seemingly inadequate to explain racism by those who refuse to recognize 
the virulence of antiblackness, (2) how the politics of place and the prac-
tices of displacement map Indigenous identities in a way that is both similar 
and different from the ways in which barbed wire fences and the global 
politics of transnational capitalism displace immigrant labor, (3) how white 
privilege dominates queer space, and (4) how the violence of war and capi-
talist production create the conditions for proliferating (racialized) disabil-
ity identities and yet do very little to support the continued existence of 
disabled bodies.
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My own work has struggled with ways to recognize identity and com-
plicate it. I come at theorizations of identity at the intersections of critical 
disability studies, critical race feminism, and transnational feminist theory. 
More specifically, my own work lies in critical tension with late identity 
theorists because I do not see identity as merely a discursive category but 
rather draw on historical materialism as my analytical framework and am 
committed to a relational analysis.

While my initial forays into understanding identity came from the bril-
liant work of critical race and transnational feminists, it is when my work 
began locating itself within the framework of a critical disability studies that 
my own understandings of identity truly took on an interesting edge. My 
understandings of identity come from the critical vantage point of disability 
studies, where I argue that discourses of (race, gender, sexuality) identity 
usually locate disability in Patricia Hill- Collins’s words as an “outsider- 
within” to describe “the location of people who no longer belong to any one 
group,” as well as the “social locations or border spaces occupied by groups 
of unequal power.”5

Disability, then, exists in discourses of identity as the other’s Other— 
where critical race theorists often seek to distance themselves from its 
oppressive historical status as social deviant. Moreover, disability does not 
take kindly to easy inclusion. Disability identity troubles the very core of 
what one defines as identity. Thus, for example, take any of the theories in 
the CFP: “naturalized importance of identity for Indigenous sovereignty,”6 
self determination,7 the politics of place,8 trans/national organizing,9 the 
geopolitics of blackness.10 Place a disruptive disability studies in its midst. 
Tentatively pose questions and in doing so trouble their assumptions under-
girding their alternative/radical conceptions of the normal. What is auton-
omy? When exactly is a life not worth living? Why does rationality have to 
be the sole determinant of our humanity? How do we define limit? Who 
comes to be seen as respectable? Listen carefully to their answers.

Disability is also a category that is both real and apparent and then ephem-
eral and (in)visible. For example, in disability studies, the boundaries of 
identity are questioned. Who really is disabled? What are the (non)relations 
between deaf and disability communities? Are people with chronic illness 
disabled? How does mental illness trouble disability? Where do people with 
learning disabilities place themselves within this pantheon of difference? 
What about those with invisible disabilities? Is “passing” as nondisabled  
an unearned privilege?11 Given its hyper(in)visibility, should the disability 
closet be viewed as an inhospitable location for transformative politics? 
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What are the costs and benefits of “coming out crip”?12 Is it even a choice? 
And how do any of these questions trouble the notion of racial, gendered, 
and queer identities?

Additionally, my own location in a historical materialist and relational 
analysis requires me to pose an alternative set of questions to those who 
may not be able to see critical relationships between racial/ethnic identity 
and disability identity. What does it mean to come to terms with the trans-
gressive vagaries of queer/crip identity as assemblage- precarious/partial/
body- without- organs/liminal/affective/molecular13— within political eco-
nomic contexts imbricated in colonial/neocolonial practices of unrelenting 
social, economic, and militarized violence? Can “lines of flight”14 intent on 
discombobulating the dreary stolidness of the normative subject serve as an 
effective means of deterritorializing subjectivity from its political- economic 
constraints?

More importantly, what are the political implications of such discursive 
maneuvers in articulating the shifting bonds of queer/crip communities  
in global space? What happens if these bonds (timidly marshaling transi-
tory notions of community) are animated by unequal relations of pro-
duction and consumption in aid of transnational capitalist accumulation? 
How do such “toxic animacies”15 complicate utopian notions of community 
where the enablement of some bodies is based on the oppressive disenable-
ment of other bodies separated and yet connected by the material social 
relations of transnational capitalism? And most significantly, how would a 
disability- affirming queer/crip politic engage the material violence enacted 
in “becoming disabled?”16 I believe that posing these questions enables us 
to understand BLM in the current historical context without ignoring the 
complexities of what this all means in a militaristic and police state.

Of particular interest to me is how these questions trouble, extend, and 
nuance some of the arguments of the scholars quoted in the call for papers. 
Take, for insistence, Glen Sean Coulthard’s Red Skin, White Masks. I could 
completely engage with Coulthard’s argument when he is critical of how  
the liberal politics of recognition actually reproduces the colonial, racist, 
patriarchal state power that Indigenous nations have sought to transcend.  
I also felt much intellectual solidarity with Coulthard’s argument that the 
primary motive of settler colonialism is not race but access to territory 
using a quasi- Marxist argument to explain settler colonialism. My question 
to Coulthard, then, is how does this “land- based” argument engage embodi-
ment— a location that disability identity is enmeshed in?17
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My own work has argued, using Hortense Spillers, that disability and 
blackness were constitutive of each other within the historical contexts of the 
Middle Passage, slavery, and in contemporary racialized contexts of police 
violence that I raised earlier. I was wondering about this and thinking that 
it is now necessary work to theorize how disability, Indigenous embodi-
ment, and settler colonialism are also constitutive of each other.18 Here I am 
echoing Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang to argue that a historical materialist 
argument will insist that neither decolonization nor disability are meta-
phors and that this serious work is necessary and important given how the 
discourse of disability has been utilized to enable settler colonialism.19 At 
the same time, there is little engagement of what this means for issues of 
embodied subjectivity (identity) at the intersection of gender, queer identi-
ties, and disability. I realize that much more needs to be done here.

How we might reconcile orientations toward embodiment and land- 
based theorizing offers an interesting line of inquiry. However, I do not think 
that embodiment and place are oppositional binaries. Engaging Coulthard’s 
theorization of land as an analytic within a quasi- Marxist argument enables 
our theoretical movement into thinking of the ways in which a histori- 
cal materialist analysis can foreground the dialectical relationship between 
place and embodiment that has significant implications for a generative 
intersectional politics of solidarity.

For example, using the context of Coulthard’s critical intervention in 
Indigenous studies, we can see how disability and Indigeneity as concep- 
tual categories have a complicated dialectical relationship with place that in 
turn becomes the node around which both disability and Indigeneity inter-
sect. For example, what would it mean to do an analysis that looks at how 
place (e.g., boarding schools, asylums, the Bureau of Indian Affairs, non- 
Indigenous clinics and educational institutions, and the settler- colonial  
carceral state) within the specific historical contexts rooted in the oppres-
sive and exploitative practices of settler colonialism have utilized racist and 
ableist discourses of humanness to enable violence against Indigenous 
communities? There is much critical collaboration needed here.

I also argue that Alex Weheliye’s critical question regarding “the spec-
tacular character of black suffering” and his discussions of how “imagining 
an ethics in which the Muselmann serves not as a template for the inhuman 
within the human” are theorizations that should engage an intersectional 
discourse that is constitutive of race and disability but comes so close and 
then fails to do so in the final instant.20 In this case I am arguing that theories 
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of the human are, in fact, central to theorizations of identity that continue 
to treat disability as a metaphor rather than disability as an actual embodied 
identity category replete with political promise. My work in identity is mov-
ing in that direction, drawing on the analytical framework of a trans national 
feminist historical materialist perspective that uses as its central analytic 
the conceptual framework of critical disability studies.21

Theories of identity and theories of the human share some overlap, and 
it is likely the eviction from the category of the human that continues to 
give identity some enduring usefulness. Instead of throwing out the cate-
gory of identity, I am arguing that the foundational concepts that shore up 
even the most radical (anti)theorizations of identity nevertheless are built 
on very problematic ableist conceptualizations of the human. However, I 
add just another twist that perhaps will nuance this statement; it is not the 
discursive transformations in theorizing the human (and for that matter 
identity) that have transformative potential but rather a focus on the his-
torical conditions that enable both oppressive and transgressive concep-
tualizations of the human. In other words, I am arguing that a historical 
materialist analysis will hold us accountable to the social and economic 
conditions of possibility that will enable us to theorize the notion of the 
human outside its oppressive complicity with ableist structures.

Thinking about identity has always meant advocating for my own sur-
vival in the intersectional and transnational communities I find myself in  
as well as our collective survival in the many intellectual and political com-
munities I align with— as both member and ally. It has enabled me to think 
through ways of building solidarity across difference even while recogniz-
ing and honoring the particularities/specificities that make identity what it 
is. That is why I am not so eager to throw out the baby with the bathwater. 
Identity is oppressive in its essentialist limiting theorizations but it can also 
have promise in the ways I have shown earlier if we can think it through 
with more nuance but also with much passion. In addition, as pointed out 
earlier, recognizing Black Lives Matter is a critical political move that has 
much transformative potential even as we need to complicate this meaning 
of identity to realize the ways in which this violence touches so many other 
“Black” bodies under the virulent pervasiveness of antiblackness.

RELATIONS BET WEEN WHOM?

Kim TallBear with Eve Tuck

I rarely use the word “identity.” I do not like it. I think it is pretty much 
meaningless. I do not know what people mean when they use that word. 
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One of my students, if they throw it around fifty times in a paper, I will say, 
“You need the context.” I will ask, “What do you mean? Do you mean your 
family? Do you mean your kinship group? Do you mean your race? Do you 
mean your ethnicity or nationality, which you then need to further define 
for me?” Because as you said, I think they are avoiding race when they use 
that word. The words “ethnicity” and “nationality” throw up big red flags 
for me. What do you mean by that? You need to break it down. Then I will 
have a conversation with my students— a very deeply analytical conversa-
tion. I want them to dig down and get at what they really mean. Students 
can use these words really vaguely.

I turn off if I see somebody use the word “identity” too much in a piece. 
It is too big. They are not saying anything. That is my response to it. I tend 
to avoid it as much as possible. Again, I am much more interested in dig-
ging down into what kinds of actual relationships we are talking about. 
Relations between whom? Are there other words or concepts that we can 
use that are going to give us more analytical traction than this vague word, 
“identity”? “Identity” is just not a word that I choose to use. When I do use 
it, if I find another word that I can use, I am a little uncomfortable with it 
because I feel like I am being vague. I would probably go back and find it 
afterward to put scare quotes around it.

The individualistic part of it is probably why “identity” is not so mean-
ingful to me, because what I think about my identity as a Dakota person  
is because I have a mom and siblings and aunts and uncles and ancestors.  
I know Dakota history, and I have a sense of how we came to be in South 
Dakota, what happened in 1862 in Minnesota. We have sets of active rela-
tions that go on right now. We have writers’ groups. We have different kinds 
of educational institutions. When I say I am Dakota, that is what I think  
of: that we can articulate all the relations— the social relations, if not the 
biological relations— that we have between us. The word “identity” is never 
something I would use, because that does not capture what I am talking 
about.

When people use that word, do they mean what I just said? I think “iden-
tity” implies a sense of individualism, a sense of meaning and personhood 
that adheres in one’s individual body and lineage and experience. It seems 
kind of self- actualizing. For me, the project is not to self- actualize, not to 
become most authentically who I am, because that is beside the point. How 
I am going to become most authentically anything— that project can change 
over time. It is very dependent on others outside of me. It is dependent  
on humans. It is dependent on place. Identity seems to be too much like  
the kinds of genetic lineages that the scientists study in Native American 
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bodies, too much about this kind of individual or direct line or lineage, and 
not enough about more lateral relations.

Identity Has Time but Not Place

Identity is very human- centric. If it is just people, you do not get Indigenous 
peoplehood if you are only human- centric. A lot of Indigenous people are 
like that. I think that is about being cut off from place that people forget we 
are not who we are just because of what is in our body, what is in our human 
kinship circles, but we are who we are in part because of where we have 
come from.

BLACK LIKE WHO?

Rinaldo Walcott with Eve Tuck

My undergraduate years and the first couple of years of graduate school 
happened in the heat of the debates around postmodernism, poststructur-
alism, Afrocentrism, and the place that blackness and Black people could 
play within the postmodern. I walked into my first graduate class with the 
late Roger Simon and Henry Giroux in the raging moment of all kinds  
of claims being made about identity politics. In that moment, the question 
of identity became the call to differentiate and the question of blackness 
became the call to differentiate for me. I remember that we had some quite 
heated debates in that course around blackness and around identity and 
among questions of class, who got to speak for who.

That first course really shaped my relationship to debates around iden-
tity, identity politics, and politics. I was heavily influenced by the work of 
people like Hal Foster, as well as the essays and the art of Adrian Piper that 
have always been interested in blurring the line around identity claims. I 
have never been truly interested in totally evacuating the category of iden-
tity. This is where I will often make a distinction between people who work 
on race studies and people who work on Black studies— that blackness is 
not just about the marking of a certain kind of racial language and logic  
but is also a mark under which we can gather some things that we call 
“identity.”

In my first book, Black Like Who, I say the wonderful thing about black-
ness is that it is a sign in which we are not exactly sure what might sit under-
neath it or what might sit within it, but yet there is a history that shapes 
what we mean by it when we invoke it. And that for me is in many ways how 
I come to questions of identity, which means that I might assert a question 
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of blackness, but in many ways, to riff off Stuart Hall, it is a kind of black-
ness always on the erasure.22 It is an anti- essentialist blackness, and for me 
identity is about speaking through historical logics and relations that shape 
how we see ourselves and how others see us in the world. This in and of 
itself then becomes a particular kind of political orientation for me.

One of the things I ask myself continually in my work is, what are the 
things that we want to hold on to and why? In the formulation of critical 
ethnic studies, I am really curious about why we want to hold on to “ethnic.” 
And I am curious about what work we think holding on to “ethnic” will  
do for us. I do not really have an answer to those questions, but I speculate 
that part of what we are trying to hold on to is a set of unresolved histories 
and questions that we use that word as a certain kind of talisman to signal.

Yet, as soon as we invoke “ethnic,” we also invoke not just the messiness 
of an entangled history but also a particular way of thinking about those 
who are not white, which produces the kind of flattening effect discussed in 
the CFP. And so the word “critical” in front of “critical ethnic studies” is to 
me an important move, but it might not be sufficient and it might not be 
sufficient because of the ways in which academic knowledge so quickly 
devours new ideas. It devours new ideas before those ideas could even fig-
ure out what work they want to do themselves. Yet I am not in the business 
of simply throwing away things. I am in the business of wanting to con-
stantly bring pressure to bear on that, to ask what they mean in a particular 
moment, in a specific time.

My first graduate course is where I also first really encountered the works 
of Stuart Hall. I think that what Stuart Hall has always taught us is to think 
of the contextual moment in which we are evoking a word or a phrase,  
and by doing that, we can use it on the erasure but we can also imbue it  
with different and new kinds of meanings. Hall suggests that the task of the 
scholar is to give things new meaning, to overturn them, to put them into 
conjunction of other kinds of things and see what new meanings arise from 
that.23 That is what I think about “identity” and that is what I think about 
“critical ethnic studies.” What will it mean? What will this phrase mean that 
would allow it to be imbued with new kinds of meanings but to also show 
up its limitations and its possibilities? I think the time is young for this 
phrase, but I think that however we proceed with it, we have to keep asking 
ourselves, why do we want to hold on to this term, “ethnicity”? What work 
do we think it is doing for us, given that its overreach in history thus far has 
not been one that has been doing the work necessary for the liberation of 
freedom?
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Comparative Studies

I think, as scholars, we have to encounter the world, study, analyze, work 
with the world as it is, but that does not mean we cannot imagine a future 
that is different. So the world as it is in ethnic studies is a very particular 
kind of world, and it does lend itself to comparative study. If you look at the 
evolution of Black studies in the United States, you cannot help but notice 
that we have Black studies, African studies, and Caribbean studies. And 
they sometimes meet, but most often they do not, and that creates a lot of 
very interesting political questions around what “identity” might or might 
not mean in those studies. In the great debates of the 1980s between Black 
postmodernism, figured by Henry Louis Gates Jr., and Afrocentricity, fig-
ured by Molefi Asante, we see the development of not just Black studies but 
African American studies as a kind of distinct marker.

Sylvia Wynter has a wonderful essay called “On Disenchanting Dis-
course,” and it tries to think through this problem of what it means to move 
from Black studies to African American studies. She has a profound cri-
tique of the turn from Black studies to African American studies, and part 
of her argument is that “African American” as a kind of ethnic marker cre-
ates a relationship to nation and knowledge that is in some ways proprietary, 
whereas blackness is much more capacious.24 Wynter’s critique about the 
ways in which the profound logic of European categorization continues to 
frame our studies25 is really important to me as a guiding principle of how  
I engage with Black studies, ethnic studies, any of these things that we call 
studies, because what we end up doing most often is replicating the sys- 
tem as it is, not as people like to train it to be. If “Indigenous studies” (as an 
umbrella term) is fundamentally characterized by placeness, one might say 
that “Black studies” (the most capacious sense of Black studies) is funda-
mentally characterized by displaceness. This becomes a space where Indig-
enous studies and Black studies can speak to each other around what those 
two dynamics mean. When we start adding other things to it, we begin to 
see the real limit of thinking only through the lens of identity.

Identity for me has always been in my own work, deployed in service  
of a larger politics that is about freedom and liberation; the identity piece 
allows the noticing of certain kinds of specificities but one cannot end there. 
I think of Édouard Glissant’s Poetics of Relation and the way in which he 
tries to think about what he would call “mutual mutations” because of en- 
counter, or the ways in which he thinks of brutal and violent encounters as 
a certain kind of “chaos- monde,” as he calls it, from which we gather our-
selves and make something new.26 I think that noticing the large categories 
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of our formation, of our initial formation, is useful and important to think 
about a politics of the future that is more than the initial foundation of the 
claim that we make.

These are shorthand terms for us to have conversations, and I think if we 
approach them as such, then there is no fundamental problem of having a 
phrase like “critical ethnic studies,” but the institution has a will solidifying 
and demanding that rigid definition.

“SET TLER” IS MEANT TO UNSET TLE ENTRENCHED IDENTITIES

Dean Saranillio with Sam Spady

Scholar, activist, and poet Haunani- Kay Trask’s article “Settlers of Color 
and ‘Immigrant’ Hegemony: ‘Locals’ in Hawai‘i” has been the starting point 
for much of the work on settler colonialism in Hawai‘i. Arguments that an 
analysis of settler colonialism emerges, instead, from white scholars are 
erroneous or disingenuous, at least in the context of Hawai‘i.27 Trask’s work 
and mentorship has helped many to think of identities or subjectivities as 
pedagogical, as offering us bits and pieces about the historical moment 
within which we find ourselves. At the same time, the political subjectivi- 
ties that we historically inherit require political mediation to address new 
historical understandings and possibilities for resistance. This calls for cri-
tiquing and redefining the terms of identity within which we are born. It 
challenges us to become literate in other histories and struggles besides  
our own, which then helps us to understand how current identifications 
come at the expense of other marginalized groups. Such challenges for more 
robust forms of affinity use an analysis of settler colonialism not for a poli-
tics of blame and accusation but rather to open our worlds to a plurality of 
possibilities outside the constrained realities defined by the settler state.

In her article, Trask gets at the ways that one can be simultaneously 
oppressed while participating in the oppression of another. This kind of 
relational thinking— an opposition to binary analyses of power where one 
is either oppressed or oppressive— requires examining processes of settler 
colonialism and often leads to difficult and uncomfortable questions. But 
much in the same way that identity can be pedagogical, I believe this dis-
comfort is itself a space of learning. In this way, Trask’s use of the phrase 
“settler of color” is meant to unsettle the entrenched identities comfortably 
used in Hawai‘i— local and American— and especially the paradigms of 
colonial thought and structures of feeling that uphold them. “Local” is not 
only a geographical marker in Hawai‘i but a working- class cultural identity 
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formed in the plantations and set in direct opposition to haole (white) rac-
ism. But the limitation of “local’ as a category for solidarity, which is how it 
is often invoked, is that it is premised around a shared victimization from 
haole supremacy, which flattens critical distinctions between Kānaka ‘Ōiwi 
and non- Native groups. As Trask explains:

Today, modern Hawai‘i, like its colonial parent the United States, is a settler 
society. Calling themselves “local,” the children of Asian settlers greatly out-
number us. They claim Hawai‘i as their own, denying indigenous history, 
their long collaboration in our continued dispossession, and the benefits 
therefrom.28

Kānaka ‘Ōiwi face distinct forms of colonial oppression within which 
non- Natives are given every opportunity to participate. While the binary, 
framed within the configuration of haole versus local (collapsing Asian and 
Kānaka ‘Ōiwi together) where haole are oppressive and locals are oppressed, 
flattens Indigenous differences between Hawaiians and non- Hawaiians, it  
is also a common local Asian saying that it is better to not get involved in 
“Hawaiian issues” or that “it’s the haole who overthrew their nation, not us.” 
Indeed, because of this commonly held belief that it was them and “not us,” 
most cannot get past Trask’s use of the phrase “settler of color” to refer to 
Asian groups in Hawai‘i and argue that she is reinscribing a binarism of 
Native and settler. Again, given that Trask does not argue that Asians are 
white, such criticisms of alleged binaries replicate binary analyses of power. 
Trask’s use of the phrase “settlers of color,” in fact, challenges an either/or 
analysis where one is either oppressed or oppressive, revealing how such 
framings allow for what Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang critique as an ever- 
constant “settler move to innocence”: in this context, shielding oneself from 
self- critique by arguing one’s distance from whiteness, and increasingly, 
white cisgendered heteronormativity.29 Asian groups, particularly East Asian 
groups in Hawai‘i, hold political and economic power distinct from most of 
the continental United States. This is not to argue that there are not distinct 
forms of unequal power targeting Asian groups but that the local category 
can often obscure the complex power relations occurring in the islands. 
Seemingly in opposition to all forms of haole supremacy, “local” serves an 
important liberal component in facilitating multicultural forms of settler 
colonialism in Hawai‘i while denying the fact that settlers of color benefit 
and many times facilitate forms of settler colonialism at the expense of 
Kānaka ‘Ōiwi.
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Other settler identifications, for example Filipino American or Japanese 
American, tie oneself to Hawai‘i through one’s U.S. citizenship. But identifi-
cation as an American in Hawai‘i is not a geographical reference— Hawai‘i is 
not in the Americas. Rather, this identity promotes the imagining of Hawai‘i 
as a part of the United States and thus underpins U.S. occupation and settler 
colonialism. Trask argues, “National identification as ‘American’ is national 
identification as a colonizer, someone who benefits from stolen Native lands 
and the genocide so well- documented against America’s Native peoples.”30 
In this way, our resistance— asserting oneself as an Asian American, a seem-
ingly antiracist argument that haole are not the only Americans— actually 
facilitates settler colonialism and bolsters the occupying U.S. state against 
Kānaka ‘Ōiwi.

A problem of the critique of Asian settler colonialism, however, is that it 
politically leaves no space for people who want nothing to do with the term 
“settler.”31 Although I critically identify as a Filipino and Japanese settler,  
I have argued in an article titled “Why Asian Settler Colonialism Matters” 
(often miscited) that I believe that one’s identification is one’s own personal 
choice. While current debates around settler colonialism often do so in the 
form of positivist questions or arguments— Is this is a settler? Is this an 
arrivant?— Linda Tuhiwai Smith argues that positivist forms of knowledge 
structure colonialism through the production of entrenched categories and 
hierarchies.32 As opposed to iterations of settler colonialism that argue to 
“recuperate binaries,” or other arguments that offer “arrivant” as a third  
category, how is it beneficial to us all, regardless of how you self- identify, to 
question the political and pedagogical work that intersectional analyses of 
settler colonialism do to open one’s political imagination to the genocidal 
consequences of aligning oneself with the settler state?33 Taking into account 
Native epistemes, histories, and knowledges can transform ways of know-
ing with implications for ways of observing the material force of settler 
colonialism, particularly injustices that are often obfuscated or ideologi-
cally invisible to non- Natives, the particular groups who stand to benefit. 
Indeed, positivist discussions over who is and is not a “settler” often dis-
solve into arguments where one cites their oppression like a badge of honor 
to shield themselves from having to contend with self- critique. Recent 
scholarship arguing that Asian Americans are “arrivants” voice the impor-
tant differences between Asian arrivants and white settlers while remaining 
oddly silent on the relationship of Asian arrivants to Native peoples. Such 
forms of escapism often take us everywhere but ultimately nowhere, sani-
tizing the critique of settler colonialism while sidestepping the important 
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questions posed by scholars such as Trask. This is not to be mistaken as  
a dismissal of the term “arrivant” but rather is meant to challenge those  
who invoke this term to not mistake arrivant as an invitation “to inno-
cence.”34 Indeed, while an arrivant subjectivity has traveled in such circles, 
it is a phrasing tied to what Chickasaw scholar Jodi A. Byrd argues as “arri-
vant colonialism,” a relational component to Byrd’s overall argument that 
remains conveniently absent.

In different colonial situations, multiple historical examples of groups 
refusing to be used as agents in a system of colonial violence exist.35 Filipino 
American studies scholar Nerissa S. Balce shows that during the Philippine- 
American War— to be clear, a U.S. occupation where only certain areas share 
characteristics of settler colonialism— many Black soldiers of the Twenty- 
Fourth Infantry Colored Regiment deployed to the Philippines defected 
from the U.S. military to fight alongside Filipino “insurgents.”36 According 
to Balce, Apolinario Mabini, who lost the use of both legs to polio at the start 
of the war and was a critical intellectual during the Philippine revolution 
against both Spain and the United States, wrote letters that were dropped in 
villages that U.S. soldiers were passing through addressed specifically “To 
the colored American soldier.”37 Mabini asked them to consider fighting  
on their side: “You must consider your situation and your history, and take 
charge that the blood of Sam Hose proclaims vengeance.”38 At the time that 
Black soldiers were deployed to the Philippines, Sam Hose had been vio-
lently lynched in Georgia in April 1899. Prior to arriving in the Philippines, 
members of the Twenty- Fourth Infantry Regiment caused a race riot in 
Tampa, Florida, after they saved the life of a young Black boy who had been 
forced to hold a can atop his head as target practice for white soldiers.  
Critical ethnic studies scholar Dylan Rodríguez argues that through com-
plex political and creative acts, those whose every day is constituted by the 
genealogies of “Manifest Destiny, Middle Passage, racial chattel plantation 
order, Philippine- American War,” and genocide are able to reckon and cre-
ate within this genealogy by embracing the impasse between themselves 
and a “racially genocidal state.”39

This is to say that distinct modes of veridiction— notions of truth deter-
mined by one person’s subjectivities— primarily within conditions of geno-
cide, lead some politics of affinity to argue that liberation is not to reform 
the state from corruption but rather to urgently liberate oneself from the 
state. Black soldiers “defected” from service to a genocidal state, turning 
themselves into “fugitives” and identifying their life chances as better served 
in affinity with those who were also the targets of a genocidal state. In this 
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way, learning how one is being used and then refusing to be used as such in 
a system of violence is a form of both radical affinity and self- care. As Manu 
Vimalassery argues, in thinking simultaneously about Black liberation and 
Indigenous resurgence, specifically through the notion of the “fugitive,” and 
tracing the movement of Harriet Tubman across territorial dispossession 
and enslavement: “Tubman moved against police powers that protected 
and served the interest of property claims in her flesh. She moved against 
declarations of independence, efforts to secure slavery and colonialism that 
operate under the rules of occupation. . . . The fugitive position is itself a 
crime against property.”40 This tactic to identify and recognize other people 
who refuse the terms of property and a national identity that would other-
wise have us bolster the U.S. settler state’s permanent conditions of war  
and genocide informs my current presence as a settler of color on Native 
lands, living in the assemblage of multiple genocides and the numerous 
temporalities set by such intersecting yet nonformulaic events of complic-
ity, refusal, recognition, and grievability. Such forms of justice and solidar-
ity require grounding in the Native histories and stories beneath one’s feet, 
thus foregrounding Native forms of knowledge, governance, and ethics, 
what Dene scholar Glen Sean Coulthard calls “grounded normativity.”

Indigenous struggles against capitalist imperialism are best understood as 
struggles oriented around the question of land— struggles not only for land, 
but also deeply informed by what the land as a mode of reciprocal relation-
ship (which is itself informed by place- based practices and associated form 
of knowledge) ought to teach us about living our lives in relation to one 
another and our surroundings in a respectful, nondominating and non-
exploitative way.41

Likewise, Michi Saagig Nishnaabeg storyteller, scholar, and activist Leanne 
Betasamosake Simpson argues that “Indigenous resurgence, in its most 
radical form, is nation building, not nation- state building, but nation build-
ing, again, in the context of grounded normativity by centring, amplifying, 
animating, and actualizing the processes of grounded normativity as flight 
paths or fugitive escapes from the violences of settler colonialism.”42

I end this discussion of identity by invoking genealogy to make more 
material what it is that I believe is at stake or possible with this set of poli-
tics. While Indigenous resurgence of land- based economies is considered 
unthinkable, if not romantic and idealistic, I turn briefly to alternative his-
tories of Hawai‘i’s plantations, particularly those set on the margins of the 
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state, to illuminate that alternative land- based economies were, in fact,  
central to many of the victories in Hawai‘i’s labor movement. In 1951, on the 
island of Lāna‘i, primarily Filipino laborers organized a strike. The pine-
apple industry refused a raise for its workers, and all Hawaiian Pine Inter-
national Longshore and Warehouse Union (ILWU) units, except those 
from the island of Lāna‘i, ratified the contract. Deciding to go out on strike 
alone, Lāna‘i strikers were openly mocked by ILWU leaders and were said 
to be as uncontrollable as “wildcats.” Lou Goldblatt, the ILWU international 
secretary- treasurer, pointed out that the 1947 strike had the entire support 
of the ILWU and failed after only five days: “If you guys are thinking about 
a 30- day strike, or something like that is gonna win, forget it!”43 The 1951 
Lāna‘i pineapple strike was, according to Jack Hall— a key labor organizer 
and political insider— doomed to failure because it went against the major 
strategy of the ILWU: forming unified strikes across plantations that could 
then pressure planters to negotiate. Ninety days into the Lāna‘i strike, Hall 
attempted to speak on the strikers’ behalf and negotiate a deal, which was 
later rejected by the workers. The strike, in total, lasted far beyond what was 
imaginable to ILWU leaders, totaling not 5 days but 201 days. There are 
stories on Maui, the island near Lāna‘i, that the unharvested and rotting 
pineapple could be smelled all the way from Lahaina, Maui.44

Indeed, the Lāna‘i workers were deliberately quiet about their strategy 
for waiting out the plantation. At the first meeting after voting to go out  
on strike, the chairman of the Strike Strategizing Committee, Pedro de la 
Cruz, who ILWU leaders described as a man “who couldn’t talk,” began by 
asking those in attendance to divide themselves according to those who 
knew how to fish, hunt, and plant, and these three committees were charged 
with feeding the strikers. Furthermore, according to Noboru Oyama, a 
Hawaiian Pineapple Company manager at the time, Filipino laborers by  
the 1930s had already established the Federation Camp, a fishing village 
with homes made entirely out of driftwood and scrapped lumber but more 
importantly, capable of subsisting entirely through fishing and planting. My 
great- grandparents, Sabas and Crispine Bibilone, were a part of establishing 
this camp, which I believe is akin, not equitable, to the marooned societies 
talked about in the Black radical tradition.

The Strike Strategizing Committee, with the support of the Federation 
Camp, had already anticipated the tactics of management and utilized a 
wholly different strategy than the ILWU leaders, one that allowed their re- 
sistance to be literally fed from the land and in this way allowing the condi-
tions of possibility to be set by the land. Thus, because Filipino laborers 
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were able to anticipate the tactics of management and create a land- based 
economy, what the Zapatista refer to as the “material conditions of resis-
tance,” they were not vulnerable to plantation managers who alienated them 
from their wages. The strategy of the Lāna‘i workers was considered so 
“brilliant” that plantation managers believed it was developed by the ILWU 
union leaders, not the Lāna‘i laborers themselves. Ultimately, the Lāna‘i 
strike managed to gain a fifteen- cent increase, three cents higher than their 
original demand, and secured industry- wide bargaining with all pineapple 
workers receiving the same benefits as the Lāna‘i strikers. In all the inter-
views I conducted on Lāna‘i, this strike is remembered as a “happy strike.” 
While some of this might be attributed to a kind of nostalgic “memory 
without pain,” workers were not living according to capitalist time and had, 
in fact, built a large bamboo structure where more than three hundred were 
able to communally share their meals.

Such alternative histories not only articulate Indigenous and labor aims 
together but build on past struggles in ways that allow non- Native peoples 
to be accountable to present Kānaka ‘Ōiwi movements that engage in the 
alternative worlds that are often disqualified as nonsensical. Candace Fuji-
kane has recently argued: “New modes of nonstatist organizing emphasize 
that settlers can also cultivate aloha ‘āina and a national consciousness, but 
it is one that must be informed by an understanding of our positionality 
under the operations of settler colonialism and occupation.”45

I end this article on identity with an attempt to reconsider what is pos-
sible in place- based struggles that take a capacious nonhuman centric and 
nonstatist view of a politics of affinity. Ways of seeing are often guided inti-
mately by ways of knowing, which are themselves shaped by a pedagogy  
of history, culture, and one’s position within the cultural politics of the 
everyday. I gesture away from a positivist analysis that examines individual 
groups and toward a kind of relational thinking that moves from a politics 
of identity to a politics of affinity.

S A M  S PA D Y ’ S  research examines labor and race in Northern Alberta’s tar 
sands. She currently organizes with UofT Divest!, the University of Toron-
to’s Boycott, Sanctions, and Divestment committee, and with CUPE local 
3907, representing Graduate Assistants at the Ontario Institute for Studies 
in Education.

M E L A N I E  J .  N E W T O N  specializes in the social and cultural history of the 
Caribbean. She is the author of The Children of Africa in the Colonies: Free 
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People of Color in Barbados in the Age of Emancipation (2008). She is cur-
rently working on a monograph that explores histories of Indigenous sur-
vival and exile in the Caribbean. She sits on the editorial collectives of the 
journals Small Axe and the Canadian Journal of Latin American and Carib-
bean Studies and is an executive member of the Association of Caribbean 
Historians.

K I M  TA L L B E A R  is the author of Native American DNA: Tribal Belonging and 
the False Promise of Genetic Science. She combines Indigenous studies, sci-
ence and technology studies, and feminist and queer theory to interrogate 
the nature/culture split in Western society and its role in producing related 
- isms— colonialism, racism, speciesism, sexism— and homophobia, and 
accompanying violence done to diverse bodies. She blogs on Indigeneity 
and technoscience at www.kimtallbear.com. She is coproducer of the new 
Edmonton sexy storytelling show Prairie Confessions, a northern franchise 
of the popular Bedpost Confessions based in Austin, Texas. She is working 
on a book that interrogates settler- colonial (and now Indigenous people’s) 
commitments to private land ownership, state- sanctioned marriage, and 
monogamy. A citizen of the Sisseton- Wahpeton Oyate in South Dakota, she 
is also descended from the Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes of Oklahoma.

R I N A L D O  WA LC O T T  is a cultural and political critic living in Toronto. He is 
cofounder with Akua Benjamin of the Anti- Black Racism Network. His 
new book, Queer Returns: Essays on Multiculturalism, Diaspora, and Black 
Studies, maps over a decade of intellectual interventions into debates on 
Black expressive culture and Black life. Rinaldo is a Black studies scholar 
whose work engages academic and general audiences.

N I R M A L A  E R E V E L L E S  is a single mother and faculty of color struggling to 
bridge scholarship with the transformative politics of raising a politically 
thoughtful multiracial twelve- year- old daughter in intersectional commu-
nities that show so much transformative potential while existing in a state 
of so much violence. Although Erevelles would not call herself a scholar- 
activist because she has much to learn from her communities of chosen 
kinship, her ongoing life and work is in solidarity with these struggles.

D E A N  I T S U J I  S A R A N I L L I O  was raised on the island of Maui. His research on 
Hawai‘i statehood was planned to coincide with its fiftieth anniversary in 
2009. Throughout the year, he worked with the Hawaiian Independence 

This content downloaded from 137.110.192.10 on Mon, 10 Jul 2017 12:19:31 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



P  Reflections on Late Identity •  1 13   O

Action Alliance speaking at numerous events and helping to organize dif-
ferent public actions that framed the history of Hawai‘i’s admission as a  
U.S. state within a context of U.S. occupation and settler colonialism. He is 
currently working on a manuscript on Hawai’i statehood that offers a kind 
of “history of the present,” a genealogy of the complex interplay between 
Kānaka ‘Ōiwi, different Asian communities, and whites within historical 
flashpoints of interaction shaped by opposing versions of history.
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 1. Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2014); Joanne Barker, Native Acts: Law, Recognition, and Cultural 
Authenticity (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2011); Rinaldo Walcott, Black 
Like Who? Writing Black Canada (London, Ont.: Insomniac Press, 2003); Alexan-
der G. Weheliye, Habeas Viscus: Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and Black 
Feminist Theories of the Human (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2014).
 2. The following sections are transcribed conversations and written submis-
sions between the contributors and either Eve Tuck or Sam Spady that have been 
edited for this article.
 3. C. L. R. James, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L’Ouverture and the San 
Domingo Revolution (London: Penguin, 2001).
 4. Michel- Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of His-
tory (Boston, Mass.: Beacon, 1997), 40.
 5. Patricia Hill Collins, Fighting Words: Black Women and the Search for Justice 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), 5.
 6. Shona N. Jackson, Creole Indigeneity (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2012).
 7. Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks.
 8. Bonita Lawrence, Fractured Homeland: Federal Recognition and Algonquin 
Identity in Ontario (Vancouver, B.C.: University of British Colombia Press, 2012).
 9. Walcott, Black Like Who?
 10. Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartogra-
phies of Struggle (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006).
 11. Ellen Jean Samuels, “My Body, My Closet: Invisible Disability and the Limits 
of Coming- Out Discourse,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 9, no. 1 
(2003): 233– 55.
 12. Robert McRuer, Crip Theory: Cultural Signs of Queerness and Disability 
(New York: New York University Press, 2006).
 13. Jasbir K. Puar, “‘I Would Rather Be a Cyborg Than a Goddess’: Becoming- 
Intersectional in Assemblage Theory,” PhiloSOPHIA 2, no. 1 (2012): 49– 66.
 14. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian Mas-
sumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987).
 15. Mel Y. Chen, “Toxic Animacies, Inanimate Affections,” GLQ: A Journal of 
Lesbian and Gay Studies 17, nos. 2– 3 (2011): 265– 86.
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 16. See McRuer, Crip Theory; Alison Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip (Blooming- 
ton: Indiana University Press, 2013); Nirmala Erevelles, Disability and Difference  
in Global Contexts: Enabling a Transformative Body Politic (New York: Springer, 
2011).
 17. Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks.
 18. Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar 
Book,” Diacritics 17, no. 2 (1987): 64– 81.
 19. Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor,” Decoloni-
zation: Indigeneity, Education & Society 1, no. 1 (2012): 1– 40.
 20. Weheliye, Habeas Viscus.
 21. Erevelles, Disability and Difference in Global Contexts.
 22. Stuart Hall, “When Was ‘The Post- colonial’? Thinking at the Limit,” in The 
Post- colonial Question: Common Skies, Divided Horizons, ed. Iain Chambers and 
Lidia Curti (London: Routledge, 1996), 246.
 23. Ibid.
 24. Sylvia Wynter, “On Disenchanting Discourse: ‘Minority’ Literary Criticism 
and Beyond,” Cultural Critique 7 (Autumn 1987): 207– 44.
 25. Ibid.
 26. Édouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation, trans. Betsy Wing (Ann Arbor: Univer-
sity of Michigan Press, 1997), 94.
 27. J. Kēhaulani Kauanui intervenes in common genealogies of settler colonial-
ism that begin with Patrick Wolfe and Lorenzo Veracini. Kauanui argues that there 
are different genealogies of settler colonialism, including those that originate in 
Palestinian activism and scholarship, and for Hawai‘i the work of Haunani- Kay 
Trask. Trask often explained that she was informed by the same scholarship and 
activism in Palestine. Kauanui argues that the Amerasia Journal and the anthology 
Asian Settler Colonialism: From Local Governance to the Habits of Everyday Life in 
Hawai‘i, edited by Candace Fujikane and Jonathan Okamura, “took up Trask’s chal-
lenge by documenting the role of Asian locals in Hawai‘i in relation to Kanaka 
Maoli.” See J. Kēhaulani Kauanui, “‘A Structure, Not an Event’: Settler Colonialism 
and Enduring Indigeneity,” Lateral: Journal of the Cultural Studies Association 5, no. 
1 (2016). Studies that narrate the critique of settler colonialism without acknowl-
edging Haunani- Kay Trask not only decenter a Native feminist scholar but actively 
erase her numerous contributions. Examples of such work include Judy Rohrer, 
Staking Claim: Settler Colonialism and Racialization in Hawai‘i (Tucson: University 
of Arizona Press, 2016); Corey Snelgrove, Rita Dhamoon, and Jeff Corntassel, 
“Unsettling Settler Colonialism: The Discourse and Politics of Settlers, and Solidar-
ity with Indigenous Nations,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 3, no. 
2 (2014): 1– 32, esp. 11– 12.
 28. Haunani- Kay Trask, “Settlers of Color and ‘Immigrant’ Hegemony: ‘Locals’ 
in Hawai‘i,” in Asian Settler Colonialism: From Local Governance to the Habits of 
Everyday Life in Hawai‘i, ed. Candace Fujikane and Jonathan Okamura (Honolulu: 
University of Hawai‘i Press, 2008), 46.
 29. Tuck and Yang argue that “settler moves to innocence are those strategies or 
positionings that attempt to relieve the settler of feelings of guilt or responsibility 
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without giving up land or power or privilege, without having to change much at all.” 
Tuck and Yang, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor,” 10.
 30. Haunani- Kay Trask, “Settlers of Color and ‘Immigrant’ Hegemony,” 61.
 31. I am informed by the conversations taking place in critical disability studies 
around the use of the term “crip.” See Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip, 14.
 32. Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous 
Peoples (New York: Zed Books, 1999), 42, 163– 66, 169, 186, 189.
 33. Patrick Wolfe, “Recuperating Binarism: A Heretical Introduction,” Settler 
Colonial Studies 3, nos. 3– 4 (2013): 257– 79; Jodi A. Byrd, The Transit of Empire: 
Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2011).
 34. Tuck and Yang, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor.”
 35. Candace Fujikane, “Asian American Critique and Moana Nui 2011,” Inter- 
Asia Cultural Studies 13, no. 2 (2012): 192.
 36. Nerissa S. Balce, “Filipino Bodies, Lynching, and the Language of Empire,” in 
Positively No Filipinos Allowed: Building Communities and Discourse (Philadelphia, 
Pa.: Temple University Press, 2006), 43– 60; see also Rene G. Ontal, “Fagen and 
Other Ghosts: African- Americans and the Philippine- American War,” in Vestiges of 
War: The Philippine- American War and the Aftermath of an Imperial Dream, 1899– 
1999 (New York: New York University Press, 2002), 118– 33; Patricio N. Abinales, 
Making Mindanao: Cotabato and Davao in the Formation of the Philippine Nation- 
State (Manila: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2000).
 37. Balce, “Filipino Bodies,” 57.
 38. Mabini, quoted in Ontal, “Fagen and Other Ghosts,” 125.
 39. Dylan Rodriguez, “Inhabiting the Impasse: Racial/Racial- Colonial Power, 
Genocide Poetics, and the Logic of Evisceration,” Social Text 33, no. 3 (2015): 33.
 40. Manu Vimalassery, “Fugitive Decolonization,” Theory & Event 19, no. 4 
(2016).
 41. Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks, 60.
 42. Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, “Indigenous Resurgence and Co- resistance,” 
Critical Ethnic Studies 2, no. 2 (2016): 22.
 43. Sanford Zalburg, A Spark Is Struck! Jack Hall and the ILWU in Hawaii (Hono-
lulu: University Press of Hawai‘i, 1979), 312– 13.
 44. Noboru Oyama, interview by Dean Itsuji Saranillio, Lana‘i City, August 5, 
2013.
 45. Candace Fujikane, “Mapping Wonder in the Māui Mo‘olelo on the Mo‘o‘āina: 
Growing Aloha ‘Āina Through Indigenous and Settler Affinity Activism,” Marvels 
& Tales 30, no. 1 (2016): 63.
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