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DECOLONIZING SETTLER PUBLIC ADDRESS: THE
ROLE OF SETTLER SCHOLARS
TAYLOR N. JOHNSON AND DANIELLE ENDRES

We argue that decolonization must be a future direction for the study of rheto-
ric and public address. Settler rhetoricians must not only recognize that the
field is founded on settler colonialism but also commit to an ongoing process of
unsettling the field and making both mundane and extraordinary tangible
engagements with decolonization. What the field needs is to begin charting a
path for all rhetoricians to participate with decolonization struggles, particu-
larly settler scholars. Drawing from research from Indigenous scholars and
Native American and Indigenous studies, we focus on tactics for settler schol-
ars to engage with this important research trajectory. This essay teases out the
distinctions between theories of postcoloniality, decoloniality, and decoloniza-
tion; highlights the active role rhetoric plays in settler colonialism; and lays out
tactics for settler rhetorical scholars to enact forms of accountability and
responsibility in their research, at their universities, and in the field of rhetoric.

The offices in which we have written this essay are on stolen land.
We live and work in a place, now called “Utah” by the settler
nation, that belongs to Ute, Shoshone, Diné (Navajo), Goshute,
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and Paiute peoples who populated these lands since time immemorial.
There are now nine Indigenous nations that share borders with the state of
Utah: Confederated Tribes of Goshute, Paiute Indian Tribe of Utah, San
Juan Southern Paiute Tribe, Northwestern Band of Shoshone Nation, Skull
Valley Band of Goshute, Ute Indian Tribe of the Uintah and Ouray
Reservation, Ute Mountain Ute Tribe, White Mesa Community, and
Navajo Nation. The University of Utah and our house/apartment are on
Ute land that was taken by settlers under the name of Manifest Destiny.
One of the privileges underlying our work is our complicity with a system
of settler colonialism and our use of land “owned” by our university, our
landlord, and ourselves. We are not the rightful heirs of this land but what
Hokulani Aikau has called “uninvited guests.”1 Given our positionality as
White settler women living and working on occupied land, benefitting
from the structures of settler colonialism, and also devoting our careers to
studying Indigenous rhetorics, we ask how can we, as well as others in the
field of rhetoric, not only recognize the land and life of Indigenous peoples
but also participate in the destruction of colonial structures and ideas?

It has been eight years since Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang unequivo-
cally stated that “decolonization is not a metaphor.”2 Their essay called for
rejecting settler “moves to innocence” in research and classrooms, to rec-
ognize that decolonization is not a synonym for social justice within settler
society, and to support “the repatriation of Indigenous land and life.”3

Their essay has been taken up broadly within Native American and
Indigenous studies (NAIS) and is part of a larger scholarly conversation
about decolonization as a framework and method for research in the con-
text of settler colonialism. However, scholars in rhetoric have been slower
to adopt this perspective, often linking with related theories of postcolo-
niality and decoloniality.4 Indeed, Tiara Na’puti argues that rhetorical
studies is “a system of knowledge that has overwhelmingly perpetuated
erasure and effacement of Indigenous work.”5 Because of the centrality of
classical Greek theory and democratic deliberation to much rhetorical
scholarship, rhetoricians have struggled to shed ties to the settler colonial
nation-state that, from an NAIS perspective, must be destabilized.

This is not to say that rhetoricians have not taken up Tuck and Yang’s
call nor engaged with settler colonialism and decolonization; there is a
growing contingent of rhetorical scholars calling for sustained attention to
this rich literature, particularly within Indigenous rhetoric. Yet, the field
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needs more. The field needs to begin charting a path for all rhetoricians to
participate with decolonization. We argue that decolonization must be a
future direction for rhetorical scholarship, including public address. This
entails not only recognizing that the field is founded on settler colonialism
but also committing to an ongoing process of unsettling the field and mak-
ing both mundane and extraordinary tangible engagements with
decolonization.

Building fromNa’puti’s call for rhetorical studies to embrace “Indigeneity
as analytic,” or “addressing the discursive and communicative dimensions of
Indigeneity as ancestry/kinship—not through the logics of blood quantum,
race, ethnicity, or nationality,”we focus on how rhetoricians can unsettle co-
lonial structures, narratives, and processes in the field and align with decolo-
nization, particularly as defined by Tuck and Yang.6 We focus on tactics for
settler scholars to use, building from a substantial scholarly conversation
dedicated to Indigenous research that highlights the need for methods and
approaches grounded in Indigenous epistemologies, rejects forms of colonial
violence prevalent in settler research about Indigenous people, models forms
of ethical engagement with Indigenous people, and discusses how settler
scholars can participate in decolonization.7

It is important to note that the arguments in this essay are neither
unique nor new. Indigenous scholars and NAIS have been calling for atten-
tion to decolonization, settler colonialism, and Indigeneity in scholarship
for years.8 We take the opportunity of this special issue to work in conver-
sation with Na’puti’s call for the field to listen to, learn from, use, and act
on the theories, methods, and contributions from NAIS and an Indigeneity
analytic. We offer to this conversation a set of tactics that settler rhetori-
cians can enact to do so.

In what follows, we tease out the distinctions between theories of post-
coloniality, decoloniality, and decolonization; highlight the active role rhet-
oric plays in settler colonialism; and lay out tactics for settler rhetorical
scholars to enact forms of accountability and responsibility in their
research, at their universities, and in the field of rhetoric.

SETTLER COLONIALISM AND DECOLONIZATION

Theories of settler colonialism account for colonial projects in which the
goal is to eliminate and replace Indigenous peoples in a particular place to
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create a new nation-state, such as what settlers now call the United States,
Canada, or Australia.9 By Indigenous peoples we mean the original inhabi-
tants of places who maintain spatial, spiritual, and relational connections
to those homelands such that, as Patrick Wolfe suggests “where they are is
who they are.”10 Decolonization, in this context, is a means of resistance
to settler colonialism focused on not only rejecting colonial structures and
settler futurities but also envisioning Indigenous futurities. While they
share some assumptions with theories of postcoloniality and decoloniality,
settler colonialism and decolonization also diverge in important ways.11

Postcolonial theory emerged as an intervention in critical theory as late-
twentieth-century thinkers grappled with tensions between the meta-nar-
ratives of Marxist theory and the theorizations of difference forwarded by
poststructural thought.12 Foundational postcolonial theorists drew heavily
from continental philosophy while illuminating and challenging the colo-
nial roots of Western thought.13 Their work tackles important questions
about the role of colonial domination in subject formation and thought
production in the academy. As NAIS scholars have argued, the “post” in
postcolonial is problematic in its implication that colonization is over.14

Decolonial theories call for a move away from Western Eurocentric
thought as a starting point for forms of scholarship that actively support
anticolonial ends.15 They posit that colonialism is central to the production
of modernity itself and argue that scholars must turn toward decoloniality,
or decentering Western epistemologies as the starting point for scholar-
ship. This “delinking” is central to theories of decoloniality.16

Studies of settler colonialism and decolonization are focused more on
relationality, land, and labor.17 Although internal colonialism (bio- and
geopolitical control from within a colonized nation’s borders) and external
colonialism (extraction from Indigenous territories for the benefit of colo-
nizers)—those structures most frequently studied through a postcolonial
lens—necessitate the maintenance of the Indigenous population to further
the aims of the colonizing power, settler colonialism requires the removal,
erasure, and genocide of Indigenous peoples to make way for settlers to
claim belonging to land and nation.18 Thus, in addition to the violent ex-
tractive processes of external colonialism and the biopolitical control of in-
ternal colonialism, settler colonialism is an “inherently eliminatory” system
that “destroys to replace” as nonindigenous people (settlers) arrive for the
purpose of making themselves at home.19 Decolonization in a settler
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nation, then, is the project of unsettling colonialism by restoring
Indigenous authority over stolen and occupied territory and lifeways.20

Decolonization in a settler context may include the sort of critique of colo-
nial structures and epistemologies common in postcolonialism and decolo-
niality but importantly focuses on the repatriation of land and life to
Indigenous peoples.

This perspective on decolonization offers valuable contributions to rhe-
torical studies. Rhetoric itself functions as a tool of settler colonialism, pro-
viding logics of justification for elimination and replacement. Discourses
of proper land use, appropriate familial relations, and civility have all
undergirded genocidal policies of removing Indigenous people from their
lands, removing Indigenous children from their families, and forcing
Indigenous people to assimilate to settler society.21 Further, as Na’puti
argues, while some rhetorical studies have begun tracing genealogies that
challenge rhetoric’s Whiteness by attuning to race as a central feature of
rhetorical history, these genealogies do not center Indigeneity and rarely
distinguish colonization from race.22 This distinction is necessary to avoid
the ways that Indigenous people’s unique claims to territory, sovereignty,
and a distinct political identity are obfuscated by understandings that
attend only to race without considering the specific histories of settler colo-
nization. Na’puti argues for “Indigeneity as analytic” as a way of opening
up rhetorical studies to different insights that center settler colonialism and
Indigenous epistemologies.23 This will require rhetoricians to question the
legitimacy of the settler nation-state as a rights-granting institution, the
value of engaging in deliberative rhetorics invested in “settler futurities,”
and the reliance of our scholarship on centering settler logics. 24

DECOLONIZATION IS NOT A METAPHOR

As noted above, Tuck and Yang’s article begins with a premise that decolo-
nization is not a metaphor, primarily to make their point that decoloniza-
tion as a term should not stand in for all forms of struggle against
oppression and to maintain a specificity about decolonization within settler
colonial structures. While we wholeheartedly agree with Tuck and Yang’s
caution about turning decolonization into a metaphor and making decolo-
nization meaningless through endless analogy, we do want to highlight
how decolonization, while not metaphor, is still in part a rhetorical project.
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Metaphor, of course, is not synonymous with rhetoric in Tuck and Yang’s
essay, yet there is a risk that in following Tuck and Yang’s admonition,
decolonization is taken by readers to be divided into material versus sym-
bolic forms. Tuck and Yang note: “in our view, decolonization in the settler
colonial context must involve the repatriation of land simultaneous to the
recognition of how land and relations to land have always already been dif-
ferently understood and enacted; that is, all of the land, and not just sym-
bolically.”25 This call for a nonsymbolic repatriation of land, or what might
be termed “decolonization as material, not metaphor,” risks eliding the
crucial role of symbolism, or rhetoric, in decolonization efforts.26 To be
clear, we do not think that Tuck and Yang are arguing that rhetoric and
symbolism do not play a role in decolonization. Yet, we want to make sure
that the analysis of rhetorics of settler colonialism and decolonization are
included in a material/symbolic project of decolonization. As rhetorical
scholars frequently argue, material change generally does not happen in
the absence of rhetoric. Decolonization must navigate the tension between
outright refusal of rhetoric as a tool of settler colonialism and engaging in
“decolonizing appropriation” by developing rhetorical tactics that contrib-
ute to the repatriation of land and life.27

One key contribution that rhetoricians can bring to NAIS is a deep and
detailed attention to how language and other symbol systems reflect domi-
nant ideologies, can support a radical revisioning of the present and
futures, and importantly have material consequences. Rhetorical work
engaged with settler colonialism and Indigeneity can come in numerous
forms, such as Na’puti’s call for both/neither thinking, Qwo-Li Driskill’s
use of Cherokee doubleweaving to theorize two-spirit rhetorics, and Scott
Lyons’s assertion of the importance of rhetorical sovereignty, or self-repre-
sentation.28 The field’s historic and contemporary engagement with
Indigenous rhetorics and rhetorical colonialism provides examples of rhe-
torical analysis that focus on decolonization and demonstrate the survival
and resilience of Indigenous peoples.29 Yet, as Na’puti argues, the field can
do much more to center Indigeneity and address erasures. She argues that
a key part of the rhetorical work of decolonization entails rhetorical schol-
ars listening to and learning from Indigenous scholars and NAIS conversa-
tions on decolonization and settler colonialism.30 Rhetoricians should
embrace and enact forms of scholarship, relationality, and engagement in
the field that actively confront settler colonialism and center Indigeneity.
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Settler scholars can seek to be accomplices with Indigenous people, stand-
ing in solidarity with their inherent rights to sovereignty, land, and life
while also appreciating and celebrating the rhetorical tactics that underlie
those rights.31 Settler scholars must also be willing to act against the institu-
tions that support settler futurities.

SETTLER ACCOUNTABILITY AND RESPONSIBILITY

As settler scholars, it is our responsibility to understand that our work is a
direct result of settler colonialism. Our universities, living spaces, and
property—conditions that make our research possible—are produced and
sustained through Indigenous dispossession, exist on stolen land, and are
thoroughly invested in settler futurities. Metaphors that settlers use and
study are embedded in settler imaginaries that structure relationships with
territory and people.32 The images and names with which some institu-
tions of higher education represent themselves draw on depictions of the
Indigenous people on whose territory they reside, such as our own univer-
sity’s use of the “Utes” nickname.33 Na’puti argues: “We cannot deny the
colonial legacies and white influences that have anchored our discipline,
and we all have a responsibility to address our field’s embedded
Whiteness.”34 We are particularly interested in the responsibilities of
settlers.

The field of rhetoric is predominantly White (recognizing that
Whiteness can extend beyond phenotype) in the norms, assumptions, and
cultural practices of the field. As two White women settlers that do
research on Indigenous rhetorics, we often ask ourselves what role we can
play in decolonization and how we can work toward supporting
Indigenous peoples and decolonization without “playing Indian” or enact-
ing settler moves to innocence, which Tuck and Yang define as “those
strategies or positionings that attempt to relieve the settler of feelings of
guilt or responsibility without giving up land or power or privilege, without
having to change much at all.”35 To better address settler colonialism and
support decolonization, rhetoricians must engage in forms of settler
accountability, responsibility, and action toward the goal of being accom-
plices in decolonization.36

Before laying out some possibilities for enacting settler accountability
and responsibility, we want to pause on an example of how our

DECOLONIZING SETTLER PUBLIC ADDRESS 339

[1
55

.9
8.

13
1.

2]
   

P
ro

je
ct

 M
U

S
E

 (
20

24
-0

1-
25

 2
0:

31
 G

M
T

) 
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f U

ta
h



positionalities as White settler women, particularly when unchecked, can
harm our ability to act in support of decolonization. It is nothing new to
argue that White women often work against the interests of People of
Color.37 White women’s role within settler society has always centered the
production of settler colonial home.38 As such, White women’s rhetoric
and advocacy can function to support Indigenous replacement, White set-
tler homemaking, replacement of Indigenous territory as settler colonial
home, and forms of civility that work against Indigenous futurities.39

When called to account for Women of Color’s experiences, White women
often turn to an extractive model that fails to deeply listen to and account
for the theories of Women of Color.40 This points to the ways in which our
particular positions as White women need to be interrogated and subject
to self-reflexivity and accountability in our research about Indigenous and
settler colonial rhetorics. Likewise, settler researchers in rhetoric coming
from other positionalities should account for their relationality to settler
colonialism.

In what follows, we reflect on some ways to embody and enact settler
accountability and responsibility that we have learned from reading
Indigenous scholars and NAIS research. Importantly, these actions should
be accomplished in collaboration with Indigenous faculty, students, and
staff based on listening to the specific concerns about particular depart-
ments, campuses, and disciplines. Simply acting on our own as settler
scholars risks replicating settler colonial patterns of paternalism and know-
ing what is best for Indigenous people.

INTERVENTIONS IN SCHOLARSHIP

• Settlers can and should engage with Indigenous rhetorics, settler colo-
nialism, and decolonization scholarship in their research, teaching,
and engagement in the field. This does not mean that all public
address research needs to study the rhetorics of Indigenous people or
the rhetorics of settler colonialism, though we do hope for more wide-
spread work in this area. Rather, analogous to what Lisa Flores argues
in relation to racial rhetorical criticism, settler scholars must recognize
that all rhetorical work—whether or not it is explicitly focused on
Indigenous rhetoric—is embedded within settler colonialism.41 As
Na’puti argues: “Beyond shallow and intermittent dips, rhetorical scholars
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must take deep dives that center and rethink Indigeneity—and how
Indigeneity has always been in relation with our work, even though the
field rarely speaks of it.”42 No matter the topic of research, settler rhetori-
cians should always interrogate its relationship with settler colonialism.

• At risk of belaboring the point Na’puti has already made, settler schol-
ars must read, listen to, and learn from Indigenous scholars and NAIS.
Yet, scholars cannot stop with listening, reading, and learning. It is set-
tlers’ responsibility to actively incorporate Indigenous analytics in
research, teaching, and thinking processes.

• Settlers should be reflexive about the use of metaphors and resist using
ones that further entrench settler colonialism, including frontier, dis-
covery, exploration, Manifest Destiny, and pioneering. Ashley Cordes,
for example, has called on communication scholars to question the
“last frontier” metaphor in describing cyberspace.43 Rhetoricians are
uniquely qualified to understand why metaphors matter, turn critical
focus toward metaphors, re-valence problematic metaphors, or invent
new metaphors.

• Settler rhetoricians should avoid the settler moves to innocence that
Tuck and Yang detail.44 These moves to innocence function to assuage
guilt about complicity within settler colonialism but do not lead to
tangible moves toward decolonization and repatriation of land and
life. They do more harm than good.

• Those who do research about Indigenous rhetorics should, in line with
Indigenous research methodologies protocols, ask for permission to an-
alyze Indigenous texts before starting projects. This may look different
depending on the project; in some cases, particularly rhetorical field-
work, it may involve working with both university institutional review
boards and Indigenous government research boards; in other cases, it
may involve communicating with Indigenous leaders, authors/rhetors,
and non-profits about projects and seeking approval to analyze their
publicly available texts.45 In rhetorical analyses, scholars should consider
the forms of refusal that Audra Simpson describes, including recogniz-
ing participants’ right to engage in refusal to reveal and refusing to
reveal things from our research that do not align with the needs of the
communities and that do not support their sovereignty and decoloniza-
tion goals.46 Finally, settler scholars should also work with Indigenous
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nations and organizations to meet their goals through publicly engaged
work or participatory action research.47

INTERVENTIONS ON CAMPUSES

• Settlers must call on institutions to not only make land acknowledgements,
given that all universities and colleges are on stolen and occupied
Indigenous land, but also develop meaningful relationships with local
Indigenous governments.48 In addition to its [referencing University of
Utah] recently released land acknowledgment statement, the University of
Utah has a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with the Ute Tribe of
the Uintah and Ourey Reservation that not only codifies the Ute nation’s
permission for the university to use the “Utes” nickname but also lays out a
series of tangible educational outcomes.49 While not perfect, the MOU
importantly recognizes Ute sovereignty and lays out mechanisms of influ-
ence and participation in the university. Depending on the specific goals of
the Indigenous nations involved, MOUs could also offer free tuition to
Indigenous students, provide space for Indigenous students and scholars,
codify monetary and institutional support for Indigenous research, affirm
sovereignty, and give land back to Indigenous peoples.

• All campuses should provide a dedicated place, ideally a building, for
Indigenous faculty, students, and staff to gather, work, relax, and engage
in ceremony. Although not repatriation of land, creating this sort of
space is a step in the right direction.50 It is important, however, that
these places are carefully chosen. For example, the American Indian
Resource Center at the University of Utah is located in the repurposed
Ft. Douglas military outpost (established in 1862), which is not only on
the outskirts of campus but also stands as a symbol of U.S. military con-
tributions to colonization of Indigenous peoples. In addition to creating
places, we should also encourage campuses to assess and redress the
ways that campuses physically and spatially celebrate settler colonialism
through building names, statues, and imagery.

INTERVENTIONS IN THE FIELD

• As noted above, the field needs to encourage and celebrate research
that accounts for settler colonialism and Indigenous analytics. The
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tradition of American public address is a tradition of settler public
address. Settler scholars need to rethink the field of study to better
account for structures of settler colonialism, not just including more
Indigenous theory and scholarship but using that theory and scholar-
ship to change approaches to research and teaching.51 For example, on
the first day of each rhetoric course we teach, we have displaced a lec-
ture on the classical origins of rhetorical theory with a discussion of
settler colonialism and rhetorical sovereignty, the Indigenous peoples
on whose land we are holding class, and the responsibilities of settlers
on a campus with a “Utes” nickname.

• Beyond acting on Indigenous scholars’ and NAIS research, the field
should also work to recruit, retain, and celebrate Indigenous scholars
in the field of rhetoric. This necessitates careful consideration of how
White norms; position announcements; retention, promotion, and
tenure standards; and scholarly climates often exclude or alienate
Indigenous scholars.

• Settler scholars should call on disciplinary organizations and conferen-
ces to call attention to settler colonialism through land acknowledg-
ment statements and other tangible actions. The most recent Public
Address Conference at the University of Colorado Boulder, for exam-
ple, was the first rhetorical conference we attended in which every ses-
sion included a land acknowledgment. The field of rhetoric can create
institutionalized spaces, such as caucuses or interest groups, that are
dedicated to Indigenous and settler colonialism research, such as the
newly formed Indigenous Caucus in the National Communication
Association.

This is not an exhaustive list of the possible actions that settler scholars can
take to support decolonization in settler nations and act to support what
Gerald Vizenor has called Indigenous survivance.52 We recognize that our
advocacy does not sufficiently address intersectionalities of oppression and
the ways that rhetoric and public address are also founded on enduring
structures of racism, patriarchy, heteronormativity, class, anthropocen-
trism, and other relations of power. We do not encourage erasure of these
relations of power, nor do we assert that settler colonialism is worse than
any of them. While our suggestions are specific to settler colonialism, we
hope the field will engage in productive conversation across the many
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relations and structures of power that undergird the foundations of rhetor-
ical studies and public address. As the field does so, we should consider
Tuck and Yang’s argument “that the opportunities for solidarity [across
social justice and human rights] lie in what is incommensurable rather
than what is common across these efforts.”53 Recognizing the specificity of
settler colonialism and Indigeneity is one step toward such work.

CONCLUSION

We wrote this statement as a way to take Na’puti’s call seriously and think
about our own responsibilities as settlers. We have reflected on how settler
scholars can make moves toward supporting decolonization. Eva Mackey
argues that, “how we might decolonize is not prescripted,” meaning there
is room for a robust conversation about how the field of rhetoric can con-
tribute to these efforts.54 We invite further conversation, including cri-
tiques and challenges to the arguments we have made in this essay. In
doing so, we hope that everyone will take this advice from Tuck and Yang
to “be more impatient with each other, less likely to accept gestures and
half-steps, and more willing to press for acts which unsettle innocence.”55
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