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Introduction

On 2 May 2021, a crew of five members of the Zapatista 
Army of National Liberation (EZLN) set sail for Spain. 
To mark 500 years since the beginning of the Spanish 
colonisation of Mexico, the majority Indigenous Maya 
movement was launching what it called an invasion in 
reverse. However, an EZLN spokesperson noted that 
this invasion would represent the exact opposite of what 
happened five centuries before: ‘We’re following the route 
that they came from 500 years ago.’ However, unlike back 
then, ‘[i]n this case, we’re following the route to sow life.’1

As they disembarked on Spanish soil, Marijose, a trans-
gender member of the group, announced, in a sarcastic 
mirroring of the Spanish invaders’ naming and claiming 
of the Americas:

In the name of women, of children, of men, of elders 
and, of course, of other Zapatistas, I declare that the 
name of this land, which its natives today call ‘Europe’ 
will henceforth be known as: SLUMIL K’AJXEMK’OP, 
which means ‘Rebel Land’, or, ‘Land that doesn’t yield, 
that doesn’t fail’. And thus it will be known by its inhab-
itants as well as by strangers as long as there is someone 
who will not abandon, who will not sell out, and who 
will not capitulate.2
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In a further inversion of the process of European settlement 
in the Western Hemisphere, the Zapatista envoys quar-
antined before leaving Chiapas in order to comply with 
COVID-19 regulations and avoid spreading disease as 
they arrived in Spain. While the trip and its declarations 
were primarily symbolic, the struggle that they repre-
sented is not. The voyagers were using the opportunity 
to raise awareness of their ongoing struggle for liberation 
from the Mexican state, and the connection between that 
fight and those waged by the oppressed and the exploited 
across the globe. In fact, the internationalist element of 
the EZLN’s struggle is long-standing. The movement 
gained renown in 1994 when it launched an insurrection 
in Chiapas, Southern Mexico, that coincided with the 
signing of the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA). In doing so, as the insurgency made clear, 
they resisted not only the Mexican state but also global 
processes of neoliberal reform, as well as US imperialism 
in Central America.

In the first communique about the ‘invasion’, in October 
2020, which announced the group’s intention to voyage 
to Europe, Subcomandante Insurgente Moisés noted the 
many ills that the contemporary ‘socially sick world’ faces: 
ecological crisis, the systematic privileging of profit over 
people, femicides, the growth of nationalism, chauvinism 
and fascism, as well as war.3 Yet, he also noted the ongoing 
‘resistances and rebellions that, even when silenced or 
forgotten, do not cease to be vital indicators of a humanity 
that refuses to follow the system’s hurried pace toward 
collapse’.4 He placed the Zapatista struggle for liberation 
within that global context and announced that the 
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movement would eventually travel to every continent, to 
meet with the world’s people in resistance. The statement 
further noted: ‘You didn’t conquer us. We continue to 
resist and rebel.’5

The Zapatistas are not alone. Indigenous movements 
continue to define much of the current global moment. 
Whether it is the struggle against Israeli colonial expan-
sion and Apartheid, mass mobilisations against pipeline 
construction and natural resource extraction in North 
America, the campaigns in New Zealand/Aotearoa to 
reclaim, protect and recognise the rights of the natural 
world, or the movements across South America resisting 
US-backed coups, right-wing reaction, and the extractive 
policies of local states and transnational companies – 
Indigenous peoples, through their struggles for liberation, 
are at the forefront of the fight against the many crises of 
our age. While the structures of control, dispossession 
and coercion that Indigenous peoples face are local and 
specific, their struggles are neither parochial, discrete, 
nor containable within the nation states and dominant 
economic models that define our world, as a particular 
liberal narrative – of Indigenous recognition without lib-
eration – would have it.6 Instead, they are a crucial aspect 
of the struggles against capitalism, ecological catastro-
phe, racism, sexism and other forms of oppression and 
exploitation.

This is the point that the EZLN’s inverted invasion was 
making in practice, a point also made by Manu Vimalassery, 
Juliana Hu Pegues and Alyosha Goldstein, when they 
argue that, ‘Settler colonial histories, conditions, practices, 
and logics of dispossession and power must necessarily be 
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understood as relationally constituted to other modes of 
imperialism, racial capitalism, and historical formations 
of social difference.’7 This is how this book approaches 
the issue of settler colonialism. Not as a discrete, self-con-
tained structure of domination, but one that interacts with 
– and is co-constituent of – key processes of domination 
that continue to define the present moment, both in and 
beyond settler colonial regimes. Capitalism, racism and 
dispossession, as well as different forms of state violence 
and gender oppression, emerged within, through and/or 
in relation to settler colonial expansion and domination. 
To make sense of them, an understanding of settler colo-
nialism is crucial. Conversely, to understand the latter, 
the former must be included. This also implies that – as 
chapter 5 will draw out more fully – Indigenous struggles 
for liberation from settler colonial regimes should not be 
seen in isolation from other struggles across the globe, 
nor consigned to the specific locales where they unfold. 
These struggles concern us all and are part and parcel of 
everyone’s liberation.

WHAT IS SETTLER COLONIALISM?

Settler colonialism has received growing attention in both 
academic and activist circles over the last two decades. 
Unfortunately, many of the debates surrounding it have 
largely remained confined to those circles, and have not 
managed to transform broader popular understand-
ings of settler regimes and the struggles against them. 
Palestine, for example, continues to be widely under-
stood either as a fragmented territory under occupation, 
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or as contested by two peoples with equal and conflict-
ing claims over it. Indigenous people in Oceania and the 
Americas are often discussed as defending specific ways 
of life, without an acknowledgement of the ongoing dis-
possession they face at the hands of the different settler 
states that they confront. Moreover, these populations 
tend to be described as ‘disappearing’, representatives of a 
people and a world that is already no longer there, gone 
forever and irretrievable, if not all together backward and 
refusing to adapt to modernity.8 Understanding settler 
colonialism is then a crucial aspect of making sense of the 
world in which we live as well as the ongoing struggles 
to change it.

When colonialism is discussed, it is usually franchise, 
rather than settler, colonialism that comes to mind. While 
closely connected, through flows of labour and goods, to 
say nothing of the colonial powers that rule them, the two 
formations also have distinct characteristics. Most impor-
tantly, if franchise colonial regimes rule the colonised 
through a mixture of military power, colonial adminis-
trators and collaborating local ruling classes, they do not 
try to permanently transfer citizens from the metropole to 
the colony, in order to establish a new colonial society on 
conquered lands. Settler colonial formations, on the other 
hand, do aim to do so, by transferring settlers – hence the 
name – onto Indigenous land. In terms of the former, think, 
for example, of British colonial rule in India or French 
colonial rule in Syria. On the other hand, the establishment 
of European societies in Argentina, Algeria, or Australia, 
are all relevant examples of the latter. Settlers settle. They 
(aim to) make colonised lands their permanent home and 
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in the process enter into continuous and sustained conflict 
with the Indigenous populations, whom they (attempt 
to) dispossess, exploit and/or eliminate. This aspect of 
settler colonialism is often summarised in the words of 
Patrick Wolfe: ‘The colonisers come to stay – invasion is a 
structure not an event.’9

In the process, settlers become a vanguard of colonial 
rule and expansion, as well as a continuous presence on 
Indigenous land. As such, they enter ongoing conflicts 
with Indigenous people, as long as the colonial struc-
tures (states, property regimes, etc.) that give settlers 
access to Indigenous land, labour and resources, persist. 
If franchise colonial regimes focus primarily on extracting 
wealth from the colonies to the metropole, settler colonial 
formations also siphon resources, labour and – crucially 
– land towards the development of settlement. This is not 
to say that the process of colonial plunder to the benefit 
of the colonial power is irrelevant to settler colonialism. 
Quite the contrary is true, as this book will show in greater 
detail. It is however to point out that, as a ‘third factor’10 
in the words of Arrighi Emmanuel, between the colonial 
metropole and the colonised, settlers develop their own, 
autonomous, accumulation of Indigenous land, resources 
and labour.

So rapacious is settler hunger in this process, that it can 
in turn lead to conflict with, and at times also secession 
from, the colonial metropole – as was the case, for 
example, with South African, South Rhodesian, or US 
independence. Settler colonialism remains, in these cases, 
after the colonial empire leaves – and can even intensify in 
the aftermath of settler independence, as chapters 2 and 3 
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will touch upon. It is therefore inaccurate to describe such 
processes as decolonisation or, as is often the case with 
the United States, for example, post-colonial – despite 
its continued settler colonial rule over, and conflict with, 
millions of Indigenous people.11 That said, the primary, 
structuring, conflict of any settler colonial formation 
is not with the colonial power, but with the Indigenous 
people who settlers (aim to) dispossess, exploit and/or 
eliminate. In his 1970 comparative study of settler coloni-
alism in Palestine, South Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) and South 
Africa, published by the Palestine Liberation Organisation 
(PLO), George Jabbour remarked:

Once established in their new settlements, the settlers, 
as befits all colonialists, used to deal with the natives 
inhumanly … Declared espousal of discrimination, on 
the basis of race, colour, or creed, without the need to feel 
apologetic about it, is the distinguishing feature of settler 
colonialism. Because the settlers are well entrenched in 
the lands they acquire, settler colonialism is not as easy 
to dismantle as traditional colonialism. The colonialists 
here were not overseas agents who came to the colonies 
on duty; they were permanently stationed in the colony, 
permanently in control of the natives and permanently 
fortifying their positions of strength.12

In his study, Jabbour developed themes that have remained 
central to understanding settler colonialism, and to 
which we will return throughout the book: the relatively 
enduring presence of settlers and their states, the ongoing 
conflict between them and the Indigenous population, 
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the importance of land and control over it, as well as the 
centrality of racism in structuring social relations in the 
settler colonial world. However, Jabbour was also writing 
from the perspective of an ongoing liberation struggle 
against settler colonial rule. The fact that settler colonial 
regimes are more entrenched does not mean they cannot 
be defeated – as indeed they were, for example, through-
out the African continent.

LIBERATION

In their critique of many existing analyses of settler colo-
nialism, Corey Snelgrove, Rita Kaur Dhamoon and Jeff 
Corntassel point to the danger of overstating the stability 
of settler regimes and, in doing so, presenting colonisation 
as a done deal. Indigenous resistance, let alone liberation, 
is then sidelined, and settler colonial power is, indi-
rectly, assumed and reinforced. They therefore ask their 
readers: ‘What good is it to analyse settler colonialism if 
that analysis does not shed light on sites of contradiction 
and weakness, the conditions for its reproduction, or the 
spaces and practices of resistance to it?’13 Understanding 
the workings of settler colonial regimes cannot simply 
be an intellectual exercise. It must be connected to the 
ongoing struggles for liberation and decolonisation waged 
against such regimes across the globe.

Making sense of how they emerged and developed, and 
how settler colonial processes connect to others – such 
as capitalism, imperialism, racism, sexism, nationalism – 
must also mean setting out to think through how these 
structures of domination can be dismantled. In fact, this 
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goes to the core of the intellectual traditions that have 
written about and theorised settler colonialism. Jabbour 
was writing from the perspective of liberation and decol-
onisation. As Rana Barakat has noted, in the 1960s and 
1970s, an analysis of Zionism and Israeli settler colonial-
ism was put forward by a variety of Palestinian authors, 
writing from the perspective of, and with a commit-
ment to, the liberation of Palestine.14 She points out, for 
example, that Fayez Sayegh did so in Zionist Colonialism 
in Palestine,15 and that the concept of ‘elimination’, so 
central to contemporary analyses (see below), was put 
forward by Rosemary Sayigh in her book The Palestinians: 
From Peasants to Revolutionaries.16 These analyses took 
as their starting point the ongoing struggle for liberation 
from settler colonial rule, and aimed to make sense of it 
within this framework.17

Palestinians were not alone. In the same period, the 
Red Power movement, through organisations such as 
the American Indian Movement (AIM), re-energised 
the Indigenous liberation struggle and launched a new 
wave of militant actions against the US state.18 Much like 
their counterparts in Palestine, Indigenous activists and 
scholars in North America developed political and histor-
ical analyses of settler colonialism, which were part and 
parcel of their engagement with Indigenous struggles, 
history and intellectual traditions. They also centred the 
subject of land as key to both their political and scholarly 
concerns, and prioritised Indigenous epistemologies as 
the framework for their writings, an issue reviewed in 
chapters 2 and 5. Nor were these concerns developed in 
isolation or particularistic. These movements were also 
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influenced by, and connected to, the wider liberation 
movements that were taking place, both in North America 
and around the world. The civil rights and Black Power 
movements, the campaigns against the war in Vietnam, 
and the anti-colonial revolutions across Africa and Asia, 
influenced Indigenous activists as well as scholars, and 
shaped the politics of their own re-emerging liberation 
struggle.19 Engagement with, and study of settler colo-
nialism in the second half of the twentieth century took 
place within a context of both local and international 
waves of resistance and revolution. It was to understand 
the specific circumstances faced by Indigenous peoples, 
and thereby participate in the liberation process itself, that 
these analyses emerged and were developed.

Moreover, as Omar Jabary Salamanca, Mezna Qato, 
Kareem Rabie and Sobhi Samour point out, just as analyses 
of settler colonialism were connected to the struggles 
against it, so there was a connection between the retreat 
of these analyses and the defeat of the movements that 
had developed them. Writing in the context of Palestine, 
the authors point out that as the Palestinian leadership 
increasingly turned towards (quasi-)state building, and in 
so doing abandoned anti-colonial liberation, the analyti-
cal framework of settler colonialism receded also:

[T]he Palestinian liberation movement has seen a series 
of ruptures and changes in emphasis, and in many ways 
scholarly production accurately mirrors the dynamics 
of incoherent contemporary Palestinian politics. Recent 
Palestinian political history has been a long march 
away from a liberation agenda and towards a piecemeal 
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approach to the establishment of some kind of sover-
eignty under the structure of the Israeli settler colonial 
regime. In this environment, it is not surprising that 
even scholarship written in solidarity with Palestinians 
tends to shy away from structural questions.20

The authors therefore also identify the importance of the 
settler colonial framework within a political project that 
seeks to recapture crucial elements of the struggle for lib-
eration: international alliances and unity across different 
sections of the Palestinian people. The contemporary 
remobilisation of settler colonial analytics in Palestine, 
including the work of the authors mentioned above, is 
therefore part and parcel of a wider political reorganisa-
tion (see chapter 5).

My hope is that this book, and the references through-
out, will serve as a first step for readers to engage with the 
issues it raises – and make a different understanding of 
our contemporary world possible. Indeed, to understand 
settler colonialism is also to start engaging in a different 
way with a number of local and international social 
movements, political struggles and solidarity campaigns. 
It means connecting the specific to the universal, the 
contemporary challenges to settler power to ongoing 
Indigenous liberation struggles, as well as the latter to the 
freeing of us all. If this book can contribute, in however 
modest a way, to clarifying readers’ understanding of the 
world and encourage them to participate in the fight to 
change it, it will have achieved its purpose.




