
AnarchistArchive
anarchist-archive.org·anarchist-archive@riseup.net

Yes!Throwthatbabyoutwith
thebathwater:Further
reflectionsontheethicof

uncertaintyandsettlerfuturity

2022-11-13



2 7

one’s practices with the practices that are present; being aware of certain anarchist
stereotypes (i.e. the obnoxious white anarchists who seem like they just showed up
to riot), being open to disagreement about some things while knowing where one
is unwilling to compromise on other things, and from there, know when to build
relationships or not. The above reflections are in no way an exhaustive list: they
are simply some things I have been thinking about lately. Regardless, the critique
about “taking leadership” is an important one. At the same time, it’s one among
many aspects to consider when entering into a relationship of solidarity as a white
anarchist.
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ityinthisconstantuprooting,andthesuppressionofthosewhostillremembertheir
roots.”p.4

Thepromiseofsettlerfuturityisintimatelytiedtotheinfrastructural,politi-
cal,andemotionaldimensionsofthesettler-colonialstate.Settlerfuturityoffersa
kindofillusivecertaintyforthecategoryofpeopledescribedabovewhoinbeing
rootlesswerepromisedaworldofprivilegeinexchangefortheircomplicityand
submissiveness.Thisiswhyinthepodcastinterview,wecallforarefusalofsettler
futurity:defendingsuchaconceptisaformofcomplicitythatsettleranarchists
needtoexamineverycloselyinthecontextstheyengage.

Thisbringsmetothelastpartofthesecondexcerptpostedabovewherethe
authorwrites,“Andwhilethispathstillholdsamassiveamountofuncertainty,it
doesn’tthrowouttheideaof“settlerfuturity”altogether.OtherwiseIworrythatthe
wholethingultimatelyfunnelsbacktostrategiesfoundedonwhiteguiltand“taking
leadership”thathavebeeneffectivelycritiquedbyanarchistsandindigenouscomrades
andincreasinglyappropriatedbyliberalsoverthepastdecadeorso.”

Inthepodcastinterview,Italkedaboutthewaysanarchismofferspointsof
connectionwithliberatorytraditionsthatareanarchicinpracticebutdonotcul-
turallyidentifyasanarchistsasunderstoodwithinEuro-Americancircles.Further,
thereasonwhyIemphasizethisnotionof“pointsofconnection”isbecauseiten-
couragesapersontoconnecttoanother’sstrugglesbasedonpoliticaloverlapsthat
makesensetocometogetheron.Forme,havingaclearsenseofmypointsof
connectionregardingsolidarityprovidesabasistoa)beclearabouthow,why,and
whatI’mshowingupfor;andb)examinewhetherornotthereasonsI’mshowing
up,actingup,etc.stemfromepisodesofwhiteguilt–whichis,intruth,areal
wasteofeveryone’stimebecauseitjustendsupre-centeringwhiteness.

Asforthenotionof“takingleadership”,Iagreewiththeauthorthatthisis
animportantdynamicthatanarchistsneedtonavigateonfrontlinesandinthe
spacesthatformtosupportthem.Thisistrickyterrainbecause,ontheonehand,
wedon’tarriveasblankslates,wecometostrugglewithourownexperiences,
understandings,andanalysis;ontheotherhand,asacomradesharedwithmefairly
recently,ournotionsof“takingleadership”aresituatedinaveryparticularsocio-
culturalandhistoricalunderstandingofauthorityandhierarchy.Whatwe(aswhite
anarchists)mightseeassolelyapracticeofhierarchyandauthoritymightalsomiss
thegreatersocio-culturalcontextthatthosepracticesofleadershipcomeoutof.I’m
notsayingthatIndigenouspeoplesdon’thavestructuresofhierarchyandauthority
intheirrespectivemodelsofgovernance.Thereisplentyofthattonavigate(and
beyondthescopeofthepointI’mtryingtoarticulatehere).WhatIamsayingis
this,thewayoneshowsuptoapoliticalstruggle(oftensituatedinsocio-cultural
circumstancesdifferentthanone’sown)requiresarelationalunderstanding.This
kindofunderstandingincludesconsiderations,suchas:havingclarityaboutthe
termsoftheinvitationtoshowup;maintainingasenseofintegritywhilebalancing
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AcoupleofdaysaftertheFromEmberspodcastairedtheepisode,“QuebecNa-
tionalismandSettlerFuturity–RefusingInnocence,”someonepostedathoughtful
andengagingreflectionaboutthisdiscussion.Asoneoftheguestsonthisepisode,
I’vetakensometimetositwiththeconcernssharedinthepostanddecidedtocon-
versefurtherwiththereflectionsofferedonthetopicsofuncertaintyandsettler
futurity.

Whentalkingaboutuncertainty,IrealizenowIoughttobetterqualifywhat
ImeanwhenItalkaboutit,soI’mgratefulforthepossibilitytoengagefurther
withthisnotioninrelationtoanti-colonialsolidarityorganizing.First,Ithinkun-
certaintyitselfisavalue-neutralconcept.Itisthestoriesthatareprojectedonto
thisconceptthatascribeittoapositiveornegativevalue.Second,whenIspokeof
uncertaintyintheFromEmbersinterview,Ididnotsimplymeanthatuncertainty
impliesanabsenceofinitiativetakingorexperimenting.WhatImeant,butfailedto
clarifywasthatuncertaintycanofferaguidingethictonavigatethroughthetightly
woundknotofcoloniallogicandreason.Morespecifically,toengagewithanethic
ofuncertaintyistoengagewithacommitmenttowardsthewayoneattemptsto
actualizethevisionsanddreamstheyandtheirpeoplewanttoseecometofruition.
So,inpractice,forexample,Iwouldremainopentomyvisionoranalysisbeing
wrongordisoriented,andI’dexaminehowmywillingnesstomakesomethinghap-
penmightbeshapedbycoloniallogic,reason,orjustifiedbyitsrationale.Third,an
ethicofuncertaintydoesnotprecludeawillingnesstobuild,dream,experiment,
and/orvisionotherwise,thoughitdoesaskofonetobewillingtoburnitdown,
walkaway,andstartoverifsuchthingsnolongerservethebroadergoalsofliber-
ationviatheroutesofabolitionanddecolonization.Thisisnotaneasypath,andI
oftenscrapemykneesbecauseIstumbleallthetime.

Iargueforanethicofuncertaintywhengrapplingwiththeconceptofsettlerfu-
turitybecauseofthepossibilitiesitprovidestodestroythetrappingsofthecurrent
settler-colonialsociety.Iadmit,unnuanced,thepositionofuncertaintyappears
tofunctiononlyasanegationistpositionwithregardstosettlerfuturity,thuses-
capinganinherenttensionofwhatand/orhowonecan–asawhitesettler,for
example–fightagainstvariousformsofexploitationanddominationbeyondcre-
atingruins.Whereliesthesourcesofsustenance,nourishment,andhealingifin
suchaframeworkofstrugglevisionsofthefuturesareneglected?Certainly,sucha
negationistpositionavoidspositinganyvaluesthatdrawalineastowhatawhite,
anarchistsettlermightbefor,andthus,astanceofuncertaintycanappeartostand
inforliterallyanything.Andso,thisiswhyIofferaresponse:anethicofuncer-
taintyisnotintendedtoreducepeopletoapuddleofnihilism,thoughIseewhy
theauthorexpressesthoseconcerns.Ithinksuchanethicisatooltonavigate
thedeeplyingrainedwaysthatsettler-futurityholdsmanyofusindead-end,toxic
categories.Settlerfuturityisintrinsicallylinkedtothecontinuanceofthesettler-
colonial-capitalistparadigmthatshapesthedailyintricaciesofpeople’slivesacross
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North America.
At the end of his book, “The Nation On No Map,” Anderson makes some con-

cluding arguments as to why revolutionary change will never arrive via state ap-
paratuses. He writes “a lesson here is that abolishing or readjusting one aspect of
the systematic state violence we face [as Black peoples] is never enough; it allows
oppressive structures and violence room to expand and become more effective in
other areas” (p. 180). There is a parallel argument to be made here about settler fu-
turity and settler colonialism; in that, trying to hold onto a notion of a future rooted
within policies, legislation, and governing strategies designed to displace, exploit,
conquer and subdue permits the colonial-capitalist Canadian state and society to
adapt, recuperate and streamline its forms of repression, control, and exploitation.
There is nothing recuperable about settler futurity, and holding onto any part of
this notion while fighting forms of exploitation and domination seems to sabotage
any real chance at liberation. To this point, I turn to Anderson again where in talk-
ing about the futility of state reform, he declares “Themap, the nation, and the state
must go. We did not draw them, and they do not serve us. They never did. To exist
on their map in any way can only diminish us and undermine everything that we’re
capable of” (p. 184). Whereas Anderson is directly appealing to Black peoples and
their respective struggles against the United States, this appeal also resonates with
the reasons to discard the notion of settler futurity: it will always keep those who
defend it tied to a settler colonial paradigm. And for this reason, this baby needs to
be thrown out with the bath water. There is nothing of value to preserve from this
position.

Turning now to the content of the post, the first excerpt I wish to en-
gage states, “I think more people increasingly feel we now live in “uncertain times,”
amidst major threats to the global neoliberal order (predominantly coming from a
resurgent right wing nationalism), as well as the existential threat of climate change
and associated events. And while this uncertainty opens up many possibilities for
anarchist intervention, I also believe it is leading a lot of people to embrace either
reactionary positions or apathetic-passive nihilism.”

There are many spaces, locations, and social settings where a struggle or front-
line might emerge. My interest specifically in this discussion about settler futurity
is talking with, and to anarchists about our relationship to the concept of settler
futurity. I’m less interested at this juncture in how to engage with a wider scope of
people about this question because I realize even amongst anarchists the concept
of settler futurity is a stumbling block. In particular, I’m interested in hearing how
anarchists grapple with such a concept amongst their peers, their networks of or-
ganizing, and in their lifestyles. While the point raised in the above excerpt is a
considerable one, I find it deflects from the question I’m posing specifically to anar-
chists: that is, what does it mean, for settler-anarchists, to fathom in their respective
struggles and world-building a future that does not include settler-futurity? For me,
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this is where an ethic of uncertainty plays an important role.
In the second excerpt I want to engage, the author states: “In this context [uncer-

tain times], I think it’s actually very important for anarchists to emphasize possible
futures that are neither technocratic green authoritarianism nor reactionary national-
ism … I do believe there’s a way to do this while weaving anti-colonial solidarity into
the core of our efforts, allowing for a multiplicity of futures, avoiding blueprints, etc…
And while this path still holds a massive amount of uncertainty, it doesn’t throw out
the idea of “settler futurity” altogether. Otherwise I worry that the whole thing ulti-
mately funnels back to strategies founded on white guilt and “taking leadership” that
have been effectively critiqued by anarchists and indigenous comrades and increas-
ingly appropriated by liberals over the past decade or so.”

I agree that anarchists need to imagine futures absent of authoritarianism and
reactionary nationalism. Though I would like to understand more about how the
author views the possibility of a multiplicity of futures that weave anti-colonial
solidarity into its core. I want to understand more about the author’s reticence to
let go of settler-futurity – what ideas are clung to and why? Beyond the concerns of
reactionary nationalism and technocratic authoritarianism, what holds the author
in place to defend any notion of settler futurity?

I’m reminded of some excerpts from the Witch’s Child that poetically address
the existential dread, grief, and longing of the descendants of those ancestors (un-
derstood in present-day aswhite people) who became rootless throughout centuries
of war, monarchies, and state governance across Europe. That, in turn, led their de-
scendants to drift onto other peoples’ territories via imperialism and the governing
structures of settler-colonial capitalism. This text also points out that by remaining
tethered to such worlds, we continue to enact the violence that might have once
been enacted on our ancestors so long ago:

“It is the tragedy of some in this world to be uprooted, of others, to be rootless. This
is the story of the rootless ones. Your bones already know the story, though your mind
does not yet understand it. One day, in the waking world, this story will come back to
you.” p.3

“They needed our help in these new wars of conquest, and above all, they needed to
prevent our defection. So they told us we were white, which was immutably different
from being black, or being [Indigenous]. The lords and their priests, cops, and explorers
could not build new cages fast enough, so they built categories, and taught us that we
were born into them, and could never choose who we were. And who we were was an
army, mobilized to assault all those who still had roots in the world.” p.8

“So they negotiated with us and gave us some privileges, gave us some fancy clothes
so we could pretend to be like them, and they let us decorate our lives with their abun-
dance of objects. But more and more are beginning to realize that this project we’re
invited to participate in is the war against all of us. It allows us anything but mutiny.
It keeps us alive as long as we do not nourish ourselves. It demands only our complic-


