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From	“Our	colonial	history	from	the	discovery	of	America	to	the	close	of	the	revolution,”	1915.	French	trading	with	Native	

Americans.	
Robin	DiAngelo’s	brilliant	2018	manifesto	on	white	fragility	was	a	much-needed	truth	
bomb	at	a	time	when	it’s	more	clear	than	ever	that	we	are	light	years	away	from	the	“post-
racial	state.”	Perhaps	most	important	about	the	book	was	its	clarity	that	racism	is	systemic	
and	structural,	that	no	white	people	are	immune	from	it,	and	that	their	fragility	about	it	is	
based	on	a	belief	that	they	are	being	judged	as	bad	people	(the	good-bad	binary).	In	this	
second	part	of	a	two-part	series	(see	part	one	here),	I	take	on	the	similar	but	very	different	
concept	we	in	Indian	country	call	settler	privilege	and	its	companion,	settler	fragility.	

Settler	fragility	stems	from	settler	privilege,	which	is	similar	to	white	privilege	in	that	it	is	
systemic,	structural,	and	based	on	white	supremacy,	making	it	difficult	to	identify.	Only	in	
some	ways,	settler	privilege	is	far	more	covert	and	cunning.	The	reason	is	because	of	the	
ubiquitous	ways	the	US	is	normalized;	that	is,	the	US	settler	state	is	the	“water	we	swim	in.”	
US	citizens	of	all	races	and	ethnic	groups	have	been	indoctrinated	their	entire	lives	with	
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messages	designed	to	foster	a	sense	of	national	pride	and	belonging	in	the	making	of	what	
has	been	called	an	“imagined	community,”	which	always	occurs	on	Indigenous	lands.	Their	
citizenship	and	their	very	identity	are	taken	for	granted	without	critical	consciousness	
about	the	US’s	contradictory	foundational	structures	and	narratives.		

Settler	colonialism	is	said	to	be	a	structure,	not	an	historic	event,	whose	endgame	is	always	
the	elimination	of	the	Natives	in	order	to	acquire	their	land,	which	it	does	in	countless	seen	
and	unseen	ways.	These	techniques	are	woven	throughout	the	US’s	national	discourse	at	all	
levels	of	society.	Manifest	Destiny—that	is,	the	US’s	divinely	sanctioned	inevitability—is	
like	a	computer	program	always	operating	unnoticeably	in	the	background.	In	this	
program,	genocide	and	land	dispossession	are	continually	both	justified	and	denied.	

Like	white	fragility,	settler	fragility	is	the	inability	to	talk	about	unearned	privilege—in	this	
case,	the	privilege	of	living	on	lands	that	were	taken	in	the	name	of	democracy	through	
profound	violence	and	injustice.	Like	white	privilege,	white	supremacy	is	also	at	the	root	of	
settler	fragility.	The	difference	is	that	foreign	invasion,	dispossession	of	Indigenous	lands,	
and	genocide	were	based	on	(white)	European	religious	and	cultural	supremacy	as	
encoded	in	the	doctrine	of	discovery,	not	racial	supremacy.	And,	unlike	for	other	people	of	
color	who	have	made	significant	legal	gains	in	the	US	legal	system,	the	nearly	two-
centuries-old	doctrine	of	discovery	is	at	the	foundation	of	the	legal	system	that	still	
paternalistically	determines	Native	lives	and	lands.	

Settler	privilege	thus	simultaneously	implicates	and	is	beyond	racism,	which	is	one	reason	
why,	paradoxically,	even	non-Native	people	of	color	can	experience	a	type	of	privilege	and	
fragility.	Fragility	stems	from	the	need	to	distance	oneself	from	complicity	in	settler	
colonialism,	in	what	some	scholars	have	called	“settler	moves	to	innocence.”	The	good-bad	
binary	is	part	of	this	distancing	impulse,	because	like	racism,	nobody	wants	to	be	
associated	with	genocide	and	injustice,	especially	in	a	country	that	touts	its	democracy	and	
equality,	and	especially	for	people	who	have	been	oppressed	by	it	in	other	ways.	But	
compared	to	white	privilege,	this	is	what	makes	settler	privilege	so	much	more	beguiling	
and	difficult:	it	cuts	to	the	core	of	American	identity	in	all	its	iterations,	subtly	calling	into	
question	the	legitimacy	of	the	US	and	the	sense	of	belonging	on	the	land.	

Here	are	some	of	the	ways	settler	fragility	can	be	seen	in	all	ranges	of	the	political	
spectrum.	On	the	liberal	end	we	see:	

1. “I	love	Indians	and	Indian	culture.	I	believe	I	have	Native	ancestry	somewhere	in	my	
family	tree”	(I	have	been	oppressed,	too,	even	though	I’m	white).	

2. “Even	though	the	Indians	didn’t	deserve	what	we	did	to	them,	the	damage	is	done	
and	there	is	nothing	we	can	do	to	right	the	wrongs	that	have	been	done	to	them”	
(We	should	all	move	on	and	forget	the	past,	and	Indians	should	get	beyond	their	
victimization).	

3. “We	are	all	one	people	now”	(The	settler	state	and	all	its	attendant	privileges	must	
prevail).	
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4. “I	am	a	person	of	color	and	am	subject	to	racism,	so	I	don’t	have	settler	privilege”	(I	
have	no	reason	to	be	accountable	to	settler	colonialism	since	I	am	oppressed,	too).			

5. “Since	I	am	poor	and	don’t	own	any	land,	I	don’t	have	settler	privilege.”	

In	the	middle	we	see:	

1. “Neither	I	or	my	ancestors	killed	anyone	to	be	here”	(my	people	are	not	to	blame).	
2. “We	can’t	apply	the	standards	of	today	to	the	behavior	of	our	(European)	ancestors”	

(evasion	of	accountability).	
3. “Most	Native	American	people	have	white	ancestry”	(that	means	they	are	complicit	

in	settler	colonialism,	too;	if	everyone	is	to	blame,	then	no	one	is	to	blame).	

On	the	right	end	of	the	spectrum:	

1. “Indians	were	all	killing	each	other	anyway	when	Europeans	got	here”	(they	were	
uncivilized	savages	anyway).	

2. “I’m	a	‘native’	American	because	I	was	born	here”	(American	Indian	history	is	
irrelevant,	and	the	settler	state	prevails).	

It’s	important	to	emphasize	that	like	white	privilege,	settler	privilege	is	systemic,	so	just	
denying	that	one	doesn’t	possess	it	doesn’t	mean	one	isn’t	complicit	in	it.	This	is	about	
deeply	questioning	all	the	assumptions	we	have	been	raised	with	in	a	society	built	on	
imperialism,	private	property	(which	includes	slavery),	and	capitalism.	Even	for	Native	
people	who	don’t	live	in	their	ancestral	homelands,	the	questions	need	to	be	asked:	who	
are	the	original	people	of	the	place	where	I	live,	and	what	are	my	responsibilities	to	them?	

Here’s	how	some	of	these	ideas	apply	in	my	own	life,	which	are	vexing	and	uneven	but	do	
not	relieve	me	from	accountability.	I	am	of	mixed	European	and	Native	ancestry.	A	
phenomenon	I	have	been	exposed	to	throughout	my	life	is	the	minimization	of	my	
Nativeness	by	others	in	order	to	emphasize	my	Europeanness	(“you’re	not	a	real	Indian”).	
However,	my	non-Native	ancestry	does	not	cancel	out	the	ways	my	Indigenous	ancestors	
were	victimized	by	the	genocidal	policies	of	the	US,	nor	has	it	shielded	me	from	inheriting	
the	negative	impacts	of	that	history.			

At	the	same	time,	I	was	born	and	raised	outside	my	Native	community	due	to	the	policies	of	
forced	assimilation	my	mother	and	her	ancestors	were	subjected	to;	I	live	in	the	Native	
American	diaspora.	This	means	that	as	long	as	I	don’t	live	in	my	ancestral	lands,	even	
though	I	am	Native,	I	am	still	a	guest	in	someone	else’s	homelands	(currently	the	lands	of	
the	Acjachemen	Nation	in	Southern	California).	Based	on	the	way	I	look	I	have	a	degree	of	
skin	privilege,	so	I	rarely	experience	overt	racism.	On	the	other	hand,	as	a	mixed-blood	
Native	person,	due	to	colonial	processes	of	erasure	and	prevailing	stereotypes,	I	cannot	be	
seen	by	dominant	society	for	who	I	am	as	an	“authentic”	member	of	my	group.	

This	is	extremely	complex	terrain,	and	there	are	many	shades	of	grey	depending	on	a	
person’s	own	ancestral	origins.	But	the	most	important	point	is	that	this	is	a	structural,	
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societal	issue	to	which	we	each	have	an	individual	relationship.	The	central	question	is:	
what	is	our	relationship	to	place,	and	what	processes	have	granted	and/or	denied	us	
privilege	in	it?	To	unsettle	settler	privilege,	we	need	to	accept	that	we	have	responsibilities	
not	only	to	the	land	we	live	upon,	but	to	the	Native	community	of	that	place	in	order	to	be	
good	relatives,	accomplices,	and	tenants.	
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