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Interventions: bringing the decolonial to political geography

Lindsay Naylor, Department of Geography, University of Delaware

Within and outside geography there is a strong interest in the
inequities between states and peoples. While work in political ge-
ography, particularly in critical and feminist geopolitics, de-
constructs discourse and peoples narratives as we seek to
understand and represent these inequities, in many cases scholar-
ship remains embedded in western ways of knowing and under-
standing the world (see: Sharp 2013a,b). Additionally, even as we
undertake critical analysis we tend to rely on a discourse of a
bifurcated globe, cultivating a problematic north-south divide
(Murphy, 2013; see also; Naylor, 2014). This global division largely
ignores the geopolitics of knowledge production, as well as the
scale of empire, which creates multiple and competing peripheries
and signals the need for a reframing or retheorizing that is attentive
to multiple and diverse ways of knowing and understanding the
world. The main drive of these interventions is to show new ways
to incorporate such ways of knowing and being into postcolonial
discussions in political geography through decolonial theory.

Imperialism and colonialism are the ways in which ‘others’ are
actively constructed. Yet, the economic, political, and social re-
lations enacted during the conquest and colonial period operated
under a system of power still largely present in contemporary
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relations between people and states (Quijano, 2007a,b). Engage-
ments with reframing imperialism/colonialism stretch across dis-
ciplines. Decolonial theory is rooted in the humanities and more
recently is being mobilized in the social sciences and education
studies with varying results (on decolonizing education studies
see: Tuck & Yang, 2012). The decolonial operates as an intervention
in time and space as it deconstructs the idea of a “post” colonial,
which Grosfoguel (2011) and others argue tends to imply an ‘end’ or
‘after’ to colonialism and colonial power/knowledge dynamics,
while in many cases simultaneously reinforcing similar hegemonic
relations (cf. Mignolo, 2000, 2002; Mora~na, Dussel, & J�auregui,
2008; Tuhiwai-Smith, 1999; Walsh, 2007). Indeed, Walsh notes
that “while colonialism ended with independence, coloniality is a
model of power that continues” (2007:229). Decolonial theorists
argue that colonial power/knowledge dynamics remain embedded
in scholarly work and that an encounter and dialogue which
reconfigures knowledge production is necessary.

The recognition of the subjugation of knowledge and the crea-
tion of artificial difference in the colonial/imperial is part of the
project of thinking through the colonial difference, which is put
forth by decolonial scholars who seek to dismantle the geopolitics
of knowledge and advance knowledge from alterity (cf. Mignolo,
2002). The colonial difference is the site of othering whereby sys-
tems of knowledge are hierarchized (Mignolo, 2000). To think from
the colonial difference then is to not only acknowledge centuries of
imperialism and contemporary ‘othering,’ but also to recognize and
speak from the underside. Thus, contributors to this set of in-
terventions were asked to address the question of how the colonial
difference might provide better understandings of political entangle-
ments across space? The broad purpose of this set of interventions is
to bring new voices and perspectives to the decolonial through
geography, something that we arewell-positioned to do as scholars
seeking to understand and explain difference across space.

For decades geographers have sought to critically engage an
imperial/colonial past. Since the 1990s postcolonial theory has
been deployed by geographers as part of this project (Gilmartin &
Berg, 2007). The use of postcolonial theory in political geography
assists with locating the violence of imperialism, empire, state-
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1 The Royal Geographical Society theme for 2017 explicitly focused on decolo-
nizing the discipline of geography and two forums discussing the theme were
published in anticipation of the conference (see: Noxolo, 2017; Radcliffe, 2017).
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formation, and global trade. In seeking to illuminate the uneven
relations between states over time postcolonial scholars attempt to
make visible marginalized peoples and places. However, in political
geography, the postcolonial is critiqued for relying on, in many
cases, western knowledges and a western, post-structuralist canon
(e.g. Foucault, Derrida, and Gramsci). Furthermore, as Gilmartin and
Berg note, Anglophone postcolonial geographies are “less likely to
refer to the writers and theorists of anti-colonial struggles, and
more likely to refer to a triad of postcolonial theorists: Edward Said,
Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Spivak” (2007:120). It has mostly, if
inadvertently, set-up a western/non-western binary that privileges
the west. In relying on this canon, political geographers may be
construed as using the ‘master's tools' to emancipate the ‘other’ (cf.
Koopman, 2008). This theoretical framing and binary thinking
tends to neglect the political and economic agency of the so-called
‘other,’ as well as non-Western ontologies and epistemologies.
Indeed, postcolonial political geographies often perpetuate an
asymmetrical geopolitics of knowledge, producing studies about
the ‘other’ rather than co-producing knowledge or generating
knowledge fromwithin sites of alterity (see: Dowler & Sharp, 2001,
p. 170; Gilmartin & Berg, 2007).

As early as 2001, Dowler and Sharp recognized the pitfalls of
postcolonial theory in political geography arguing: “The experi-
ences of the marginalized are used as the raw materials for post-
colonial theories but this does not require an opening of the process
of theorizing to the knowledges and wisdom of the marginalized
(2001:170).” Sharp (2009) argued for a more critical approach (and
removed the oft used hyphen), which examines knowledge pro-
duction. Such critiques suggest that additional avenues for theo-
rizing political entanglements across space and scale are necessary.
These interventions are an attempt to build on/branch out from
earlier criticisms of the post- and postcolonial through a decolonial
approach. The contributions to this set of interventions use existing
critical work, which assists with deconstructing normalizing dis-
courses and also reinvigorates discussion building fromwork done
in the past two decades on the postcolonial and subaltern in ge-
ography more generally (cf. Blunt & McEwan 2003; Coombes,
Johnson, & Howitt, 2013; Escobar, 2001; Gregory, 2004;
Koopman, 2011; Radcliffe, 1997; Sharp, 2009, 2011; 2013a,b;
Sidaway, 2000; Slater, 2004). The contributing authors offer the
decolonial as a way to make visible and address ontological and
epistemological violence of scholarship (cf. Sundberg, 2014).

The decolonial requires rethinking/retheorizing from alterity
and multiplicity in knowledge production. Put simply, we need
more and different perspectives and to more deeply consider
privilege over knowledge and where it ‘sits.’ The decolonial is
foremost an attempt to think outside the western canon and
western ways of knowing to advance multiple knowledges
(Grosfoguel, 2011). A decolonial approach is one that recognizes the
differences created by the conquest and perpetuated in contem-
porary unequal relations between people and states. Grosfoguel
argues that viewing the underside of the colonial difference “forces
us to look at the world from angles and points of view critical of
hegemonic perspectives” (2002:209). Thinking from the colonial
difference does not negate western ways of knowing, or specify
thinking from a “fixed geopolitical place,” but is instead a
rethinking of space and time that is multiple and varied (Vallega,
2014, p. 175).

A number of strategies are mobilized by decolonial theorists in
thinking from the colonial difference. These approaches include
(but are not limited to) relational ontologies, which attempt to
erase nature/culture divides (Escobar, 2008); transmodernity,
which liberates subjugated knowledges (Dussel&Mendieta, 1996);
border thinking, which implores a rethinking from multiple ‘sides’
(Anzaldúa, 1987; Mignolo, 2000); and those that theorize a
geopolitics of knowledge that (re)considers spaces of knowledge
production (Daigle& Sundberg, 2017; Mignolo, 2002; Naylor, 2017;
Walsh, 2007).1 These interdisciplinary perspectives offer opportu-
nities to reframe examinations of multi-scalar and multi-sited
processes and interstitial spaces from the global to the body.
Decolonial analyses make visible the cracks in universals while
simultaneously opening up pluriversal spaces.

The decolonial however, does not erase the problems of the
postcolonial. This set of writings, while launching an intervention
in political geography also provides a platform to critique and
reimagine decolonial theory through a geographic lens. While
decolonial approaches provide an arena to redirect our thinking,
Asher (2013) argues that it does so via conflating the theoretical
and the political, which undermines the project. Moreover, the
writings in decolonial scholarship are in many cases populated by a
heterosexual and heteronormative male gaze (Mendoza, 2015, p.
100; see also: Ramírez's contribution here), sidelining the position
of other genders. Compounding this issue is that decolonial theory
is very rarely used to engage gender, sexual identity, nature, or
economic difference (Asher, 2013; Escobar, 2007; Lugones, 2007;
an exception includes the writings of Anzaldúa). How then can we
critically engage political questions around identity, race, gender,
and sexuality using a decolonial framework? Such political ques-
tions are already underway in the sub-discipline, however, a key
component of these interventions is to reemphasize calls for
scholars to address these questions in a way that is attentive to the
geopolitics of knowledge production, which is fundamentally
concerned with power. In these ways political geographers can
contribute to dismantling colonial/imperial power relations within
and beyond the discipline.

In thinking through the aftermath, or the “post” of colonialism,
the contributors to this set of interventions advance a number of
approaches to think through questions raised by political geogra-
phers and to argue for an approach that moves away from uni-
versalizing knowledge production and toward many knowledges
through attention to: border studies and border thinking, sexuality
and gender, settler colonialism and indigenous sovereignty, and
embodiment.

Using settler colonialism as an analytical entry point, Michelle
Daigle discusses indigenous political geographies and argues for a
decolonized approach to indigenous/researcher positionalities.
Indigenous sovereignty and futurity form a key feature of this
analysis and Daigle urges recognition of, and accountability to,
indigenous ways of knowing, understanding, and embodying citi-
zenship, diplomacy, and nation. She pushes for a decolonial praxis
that is attentive not only to how we produce knowledge, but how
we can simultaneously dismantle colonial/imperial power re-
lations. The decolonial here assists with teasing out the everyday
realities of undoing settler colonial experiences.

Sofia Zaragocin notes that the settler colonialism experienced by
indigenous peoples globally is not only racialized, but gendered.
She notes that the body-politics of a postcolonial world are un-
evenly written across space. Zaragocin argues for a decolonized
feminist geopolitics that is attentive to the plurality of knowledges,
genders, and bodies and that is tied to place. Drawing fromwork in
feminist geopolitics and Latin American feminist theory Zaragocin
depicts an indigenous, decolonial geography that promotes a body-
territory. This framing allows for a decolonial feminist geopolitics
that is attentive to the violence of subject and territorial formation
(particularly as it relates to gender and sexuality) and the
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invisiblization of difference.
A decolonial approach cannot be in name only and Margaret

Ramírez argues that theorizing from place in ways that are
embodieddespecially with attention to being uninvited settlers on
stolen landdis necessary to all decolonial work. Furthermore, to
strengthen ties to place and create belonging, strong relations with
people must be built. Building on a Chicanx perspective Ramírez
imagines a decolonial political geography that allows for a multi-
plicity of being in and experiencing place. Both Ramírez and Daigle
articulate a decolonial praxis, which is a messy process, and raise
important questions about accountability for political geographers.

In her contribution, Mary Gilmartin pushes political geogra-
phers to move beyond a border ontology, which both challenges
and accepts borders and walls and instead consider a border epis-
temology that opens up the possibilities for examining borders and
how we produce knowledge about them both through body- and
geo-politics. Decolonizing border studies draws attention to how
imperial/colonial power is written in space and time while also
through relations between land and people. This is a critical
conjuncture as the border continues to be a key site for discussions
about the ongoing migrant ‘crisis.’ Although Mignolo’s (2000)
concept of border thinkingdwhich is the site of recovery of sub-
jugated knowledgesddoes not necessarily have to be applied to
sovereign borders per se, Gilmartin demonstrates how it can be
applied as part of a border epistemology (see also: Gilmartin, 2009).

When we ‘write the earth’ as scholars we are enacting a form of
representation, something that Asher (2017) enunciates as an
inherently violent process. As political geographers we are
informing on omnipresent body- and geo-politics. In a decolonial
(and also feminist) framing representation is not apolitical.
Through a decolonial lens we can offer multiple readings and many
representations, and the practices, performances, and ways of
knowing and understanding the world can be re-inscribed.
Together, these interventions offer a number of opportunities to
reconsider how we question, research, frame, and represent the
postcolonial in political geography.
2 The intended audience for this article are geographers, and academics more
generally, who live and work on stolen and occupied Indigenous lands in settler
colonial contexts. My intention is not to overlook other forms of colonialism in
other contexts, or the experiences of academics in these places. Rather, a focus on
stolen and occupied Indigenous territories should bear significance with those
living in nations that are not usually defined as settler colonial, something which
Zaragocin also alludes to in these interventions as she applies settler colonial theory
to the colonial difference in Latin America. Furthermore, the insistence on being
accountable to decolonization movements in the places where we live and work
bears significance for academics around the globe, including those in Europe, as
there is a surge of decolonial activism led by Indigenous and other racialized
peoples across various geographies. Finally, the focus on settler colonialism should
urge geographers in countries of the ‘north’ not deemed settler colonial, such as
those in Europe, to address how they are connected to ongoing settler colonial
dispossession in other countries of the ‘north’ such as Canada and the U.S.

3 My intention here is not to discount the unique experiences of academics from
the ‘south’ who have Indigenous and/or genealogical ties to their field site in the
‘south’, and currently live and work in the global ‘north.’
Embodying relations of accountability in settler colonial
contexts

Michelle Daigle, Department of Geography, University of British
Columbia

“Decolonization is accountable to Indigenous sovereignty and
futurity”

(Tuck & Yang, 2012: 3; 35).

The theme of this intervention demands that geographers not
only think about, but embody the relational accountability that is
tied to living and working on one's own Indigenous territory, or as
a(n) (uninvited) visitor on stolen and occupied Indigenous lands.
Further, bringing the decolonial to political geography requires
geographers to decolonize knowledge production, academic
praxes, structures and institutions (Esson, Noxolo, Baxter, Daley, &
Byron, 2017). More than this, however, if we are to truly center,
listen to, and be accountable to Indigenous knowledge on decolo-
nization, “bringing the decolonial to political geography” requires a
rupture to the ostensible boundary between scholars, and the po-
sitions that scholars embody in settler colonial contexts along the
lines of Indigenous-settler, colonized-colonizer, even as the settler-
colonizer position is a highly complex and variegated one.

A decolonial praxis urges geographers to think of how their
work and everyday practices-scholarly and otherwise-actively
dismantle colonial structures and relations of power, while build-
ing (re)newed ones that are accountable to the Indigenous political
and legal authorities of the lands that many geographers occupy.2

In this way, we should think of the theme of these interventions
not merely as an intellectual project, but a radical and trans-
formative politics that actively ruptures the colonial political ge-
ographies that shape our everyday lives within and beyond the
confines of the academy. It is only then that the decolonial can be
constructively and radically taken up in political geography, and
beyond.

My concern here lies with the colonial difference within settler
colonial nations of the so-called “north,” such as Canada, the U.S.
Australia and New Zealand, which have largely been omitted from
political geography's imminent conversations on the decolonial,
thus blunting the sub-field's examination of the entanglements of
coloniality, Indigenous resistance, and self-determination across
the globe. As such, limited attention is directed towards the
ongoing dispossession of Indigenous lands, bodies and nationhood
in settler colonial contexts, and what decolonization “wants and
requires” in such places according to Indigenous peoples (Tuck &
Yang, 2012, p. 2).

Political geography, and the discipline in general, has and con-
tinues to be shaped by a large number of academics from the ‘north’
who examine colonialism in the ‘south.’ Such an observation is not
meant to discount the critical geographic scholarship that examines
colonial dispossession and resistance in such places, or to overlook
crucial geographical examinations of the re-territorialization of
Indigenous space in settler colonial nations (Hunt, 2014; Johnson,
2010; Fabris, 2017). Rather, it is to point out an overwhelming
pattern within the discipline, and what appears to be a willingness
to examine, discuss and contend with the impacts of colonialism in
the places that are removed from one's day-to-day life, even as
academics might spend extended periods of time in the ‘field’ and
thus feel deeply connected to those places.3

The erasure of settler colonialism and Indigenous resistance and
liberationwithin political geography becomes particularly apparent
when one considers the lack of scholarship on decolonial ac-
countabilities to Indigenous peoples in settler colonial contexts,
even though the discipline has generated extensive theorizations of
geographies of responsibility across multiple scales. With a few
exceptions, geographers have mostly grappled with responsibilities
to spatially distant neighbors, and spatially proximate strangers
along the lines of class (Noxolo, Raghuram, & Madge, 2012).
Meanwhile, there is an absence of the unsettling and discomforting
reality of settler colonialism, and what responsibility means in such
contexts when one is occupying stolen Indigenous lands, or is
connected to such dispossession through the uneven power ge-
ometries of global colonial-capitalist development. It is perhaps
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easier to call for geographies of responsibility to colonialism in
places where one does not reside, or along the lines of a Marxist
class-based analysis, than it is to contend with local Indigenous
peoples’ demands for decolonization, with all of the messy and
uncomfortable political implications involved, including land
restitution and socio-political transformation of settler colonial
hegemony.

While decolonization is a requirement given the historical and
ongoing structure of settler colonialism, it is a radical politics of
resistance, reclamation and resurgence that emanates from the
longstanding and multiple political and legal orders across diverse
Indigenous landscapes. Although variously impacted across space
through colonial regimes of dispossession, Indigenous political and
legal orders continue to be the foundation of Indigenous sover-
eignty and futurity, as they are renewed throughout time to ac-
count for the realities that shape Indigenous peoples' everyday lives
(Coulthard, 2014; Simpson, 2011). Indigenous political and legal
orders are not rights and entitlements granted by settler colonial
authorities (even though theymay be drawn upon to deliberate and
negotiate with the settler state), nor are they confined or locked to
the space of Indigenous peoples' ancestral territories. Rather, they
are mobile and continually renewed as Indigenous peoples’ move,
from regional to global scales, whether voluntarily or not.

There is an internal politics to decolonization which speaks to
the everyday work that Indigenous peoples embody at all scales
dincluding the scale of the intimated to reclaim and renew po-
litical and legal relations of accountability (Hunt, 2015). This entails
the regeneration of Indigenous forms of citizenship and inter-
nation-al diplomacy through the rebuilding of Indigenous nation-
to-nation relationships, which defy, refuse and rupture settler
colonial boundaries and geopolitical borders (Goeman 2017;
Simpson, 2014). As scholars Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (Nish-
naabeg) and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark (Anishinaabe) elucidate
in their respective works, renewing relational accountabilities
through the rebuilding of Indigenous kinship relations includes
those with non-human kin, such as the land, water and animal
nations (Simpson, 2011; Stark, 2010). Moreover, as feminist and
queer Indigenous scholars and activists insist, the rebuilding of
Indigenous kinship relations must account for how they have been
structurally and intimately reshaped through the heteronormative
patriarchy of the settler colonial project (Hunt, 2015; Hunt &
Holmes, 2015), which disproportionately impacts Indigenous
women, youth, queer, two-spirit and transgendered peoples.
Hence, as Zaragocin argues in this intervention, relations of
accountability must directly confront colonial patriarchy while
rebuilding the gendered and intimate politics of Indigenous sov-
ereignty and futurity. In this way, the rebuilding of Indigenous
political relations across nations and clans can only happen if more
intimate forms of decolonization are embodied, including the
renewal of Indigenous women and two-spirit peoples' political and
legal authorities in everyday life, and the self-determined protec-
tion of all Indigenous peoples' bodies, as sovereignty over the land
is deeply entangled with sovereignty over the body (Women's
Earth Alliance and Native Youth Sexual Health Network, 2016).

Decolonial relations of accountability are embodied by Indige-
nous peoples every day. We recently witnessed this as Indigenous
peoples from around the globe travelled far distances to support
the Standing Rock Sioux nation's protection of water and refusal of
the Dakota Access Pipeline (NYC Stands with Standing Rock
Collective, 2016). Further, many Indigenous peoples and those
connected to Indigenous communities, witness and embody these
relational accountabilities on a daily basis, oftentimes away from
the colonial gaze. In all these instances, whether visible or not,
Indigenous women, youth and two-spirit peoples are leading such
movements and everyday practices by (re)claiming their legal and
political authority, and holding industry, the colonial state, settlers,
and their own community members accountable to the ongoing
workings of settler colonial capitalism.

Resisting, refusing and resurging against settler colonial
violence, however, should never be framed as the sole re-
sponsibility of Indigenous peoples who have been embodying
relational accountabilities all along. That is, the lack of the
decolonial in settler colonial nations is not due to a lack of long-
standing Indigenous leadership, nor is it due to a lack of Indigenous
peoples constantly demanding accountability amongst one
another, and from those occupying their lands. Rather, account-
ability to Indigenous sovereignties and futurities continues to be
denied and refused through capitalist industry and settler gov-
ernments’ ongoing violations of Indigenous law and political orders
to secure access and ownership of land, as well as through the
structure of white supremacy and “settler moves towards inno-
cence” (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 9).

As Ramirez argues in this intervention, scholars must
acknowledge the place from which they theorize the decolonial.
This call demands that scholars situate themselves in the unequal
power relations that continue to shape, reproduce and legitimate
settler colonialism, so that our theorizing reflects everyday em-
bodiments of what decolonization demands from each and every
one of us, depending on the location we occupy in the settler
colonial project. This call simultaneously demands that we place
ourselves on the lands that we live and work on, by knowing the
peoples, knowledge systems and political and legal orders that
have cared for that land for generations. Personally, my relationship
to decolonization is embodied as a Cree woman living in the settler
colonial context of Canada. While I am informed by Cree political
and legal orders, I am simultaneously mindful of how those orders
come into relationship with those of other Indigenous peoples, and
specifically those on whose lands I currently live and work on–
those of the Musqueam, Squamish and Tsleil-Waututh Nations, in
what is otherwise known as Vancouver, British Columbia. Thus, the
way I embody the decolonial in the day-to-day must not only be in
relation tomy own nation's struggles for land andmyriad efforts for
decolonization. Rather, embodying the decolonial requires that I
am a good visitor on other Indigenous nations' territories that I
have the privilege to work and live on. And, just as Ramirez does, it
requires others living as visitors on diverse Indigenous territories to
consider how they are entangled in complex histories and presents
of colonial and racialized dispossession, and how they will come
into relation with the peoples on whose lands they now find
themselves on.

Indeed, questions of relational accountability are complex given
the entangled histories of racialized dispossession in settler colo-
nial nations. As Chickasaw scholar Jodi Byrd argues, the forced and
violent displacement of various racialized peoples to Indigenous
territories should factor into the ways we address and build re-
lations of accountability (Byrd, 2011). How, for example, might
radical forms of accountability be built on Indigenous lands, be-
tween Indigenous and other racialized communities, to resurge
against the proprietary logics of capitalist accumulation and white
supremacy, while attending to crucial entanglements of ongoing
dispossession and occupation of Indigenous lands? How might
these relations of accountability be built not only along the lines of
dispossession, but according to longstanding radical traditions of
resistance, liberation and freedom across Indigenous and other
racialized communities?

Increasingly, relations of accountability between Indigenous
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and other racialized communities are coming to life, as was also
made evident at Standing Rock, as well as in Black Lives Matter and
No Muslim Ban protests (Kidane & Martineau, 2013). These re-
lationships urge Indigenous peoples to think about and embody
what some Indigenous scholars, such as Glen Coulthard (Dene), call
“radical hospitality.” Radical hospitality refuses the neoliberal
economic logics of the settler colonial border and what Iyko Day
calls the “contradictory promise of settler colonial hospitality” (Day,
2016, p. 172) and, instead, renews a hospitality based on Indigenous
political and legal orders across diverse Indigenous landscapes. “No
bans on Indigenous lands” advocated by Indigenous scholars and
activists such as Melanie Yazzie (Dine), urge Indigenous peoples to
welcome others into their/our ancestral territories according to
Indigenous law, as they become dispossessed of their lands and
bodily sovereignty through racial capitalism. And, with this
welcoming, comes an accountability to place and its’ kin.

As geographers center and learn from Indigenous movements
and everyday acts of decolonization, the larger needs and demands
of the decolonial should become immediately apparent. The
ostensible boundary between academics’ professional and personal
lives quickly crumbles away as Indigenous peoples demand the
dismantling of structural and intimate colonial political geogra-
phies, and advocate for the rebuilding of new ones that are
accountable to the legal and lawful caretakers of Indigenous lands
and waters. Without embodying such radical and transformative
accountabilities–as necessarily unsettling, potentially discomfort-
ing and contentious as they are–geographers risk reproducing a
prevalent trope and buzzword in academia, and the very structures
of settler colonialism and white supremacy that we claim to
dismantle in our calls for decolonization.

Decolonized feminist geopolitics: coloniality of gender and
sexuality at the center of critical geopolitics

Sofia Zaragocin, Latin American Faculty of Social Sciences (FLACSO-
Ecuador); Critical Geography Collective of Ecuador, Ecuador

Within the immense plurality of conversations occurring
around decolonization, there are two analytics that place the col-
oniality of gender and sexuality at their core; Latin American
decolonial feminism and settler colonial studies. In this interven-
tion I propose a conceptual alliance between feminist geopolitics
and the specific critiques made by Latin American decolonial
feminism and settler colonial studies. This approach links the col-
oniality of gender and sexuality with multi-scalar embodied no-
tions of place-space; in so doing it paves the way towards a
decolonial feminist geopolitics. A decolonial feminist geopolitics
considers the coloniality of gender and sexuality of imperialist-
colonialist state-formations while acknowledging gendered and
racialized spatial resistances related to auto-determination or
competing notions of sovereignty (indigenous and others). It opens
a conversation between critical geopolitics and the plurality of
decolonized feminist proposals that are introducing alternative
body-land based epistemologies, ontologies and geopolitics.

As a feminist geographer situated in the global south, I am
purposefully engaging with geographically diverse literature that
converge on placing sexuality and coloniality at the center of multi-
scalar embodied accounts of spatial resistance. Latin American
scholarship rarely takes up settler colonial studies and Anglophone
feminist geopolitics neglects Latin American decolonial feminist
work. Intellectual alliance-building is key to decolonizing feminist
geopolitics, making it truly plural in its geographic reach and not
just relevant to a “global north” audience. Decolonial feminist
geopolitics is not meant only to decolonize Anglophone feminist
geopolitics, but also address present day gender coloniality in
postcolonial spaces. It is in connecting the different existing
decolonial discussions and praxis already in place, that a decolonial
feminist geopolitics can take on many forms and as such its rele-
vance be more widespread.

In what follows, I situate feminist geopolitics as the most
appropriate form of existing critical geopolitics for the conceptual
conversation I am proposing. This analysis is followed by a dis-
cussion of the coloniality of gender and sexuality analysis in Latin
American decolonial feminism and settler colonial studies that, in
convergence with Anglophone feminist geopolitics, results in a
decolonized feminist geopolitics. This serves as an example; it is by
no means the only decolonized feminist geopolitics possible.

The multi-scalar analytic of feminist geopolitics offers an entry
point from which to analyze geopolitical and geo-economic re-
lations (Massaro & Williams, 2013) in relation to everyday experi-
ence and structural violence. Feminist geopolitics scales down to
the intimate, emphasizing the corporal experience of power
determined by place (Naylor, 2017), with particular emphasis on
racialized gender and sexualized spaces (Massaro & Williams,
2013). Recent work concerning intimate geopolitics highlights
bodies, and specifically, women's reproductive functions as
contentious sites over which territories and geopolitical disputes
are negotiated (Smith, 2012), an important analysis for indigenous
women facing ethnic attrition and cultural appropriation under
settler colonialism. Furthermore, the focus of feminist geopolitics
on fear and violence across scales determined by embodied expe-
rience (Smith & Pain, 2008) opens-up discussions of colonial
violence on racialized gendered and sexualized bodies and places,
which are likewise emphasized in Latin American decolonial
feminism.

Nevertheless, despite the endless possibilities for conceptual
engagement, feminist geopolitics carries an Anglophone tradition
based on universal western concerns, ontologies and epistemol-
ogies (Naylor, 2017). Engaging with Latin American decolonial
feminism and settler colonialism will build feminist geopolitics€as
mechanism for investigating difference€(Naylor, 2017, p. 28), and I
would add, difference based on the coloniality of gender and
sexuality as expressed by Latin American and settler colonial
studies scholars. The emphasis of feminist geopolitics on the inti-
mate and everyday lived experience of individuals and commu-
nities furthers the possibility of thinking through the colonial
difference (Dixon, 2015; Naylor, 2017), permitting strategic liaisons
between literature. If, as Massaro and Williams state, feminist
geopolitics unpacks geopolitical power to the everyday scale while
allowing for a resistance that challenge dominant state power
(2013:567), then a decolonized feminist geopolitics is both possible
and desirable. Additionally, a decolonial feminist geopolitics
strengthens feminist geopolitics from ‘below’ while speaking to
more dominant strains of geography.

If a coloniality of gender is place dependent, then a decolonized
feminist geopolitics must also be. Latin American decolonial femi-
nism builds on postcolonial feminism to emphasize the coloniality
of gender defined by the fact that gender relations, like race, were
created in and by the colonial encounter and are still present at the
very intersections of gender/class/race in contemporary Latin
American societies characterized by postcolonial intersectional
hierarchies (Lugones, 2010; Radcliffe, 2015). This feminist frame-
work extends earlier work of Black feminism and Third World
feminism, in alliance with indigenous and Afro-descendent Latin
American feminist's interpretation of the region's relation of colo-
niality/modernity (Curiel, 2007; Espinosa-Mi~noso, Correal, &
Mu~noz, 2014). In doing so, Latin American decolonial feminism
bridges different scholarly critiques of coloniality (Critical Indige-
nous studies, postcolonialism/post-colonialism, modernity/colo-
niality/decoloniality), promoting a plurality of epistemologies,
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political alliances and embodied ontologies. Place is important in
this feminist construction, whereby Abya Yala, an Indigenous
decolonial imagined geography of the region offers a site to pro-
mote alternatives and spaces of struggle (Zaragocin, 2017). Abya
Yala, in the Kuna language, is the pre-conquest name of contem-
porary Latin America: a utopic territory (Gonz�alez, 2012:13), a
counter-geography (Casta~no, 2007 in Gonz�alez, 2012), and a
geopolitics of the past and present within counter-hegemonic po-
sitions (Espinosa-Mi~noso et al., 2014, p. 6).4

Abya Yala is a geopolitics that reaffirms pre-conquest territory
and a desired futurity of decolonized space in which Indigenous
and Afro-descendent women's politics are encouraged and
created.5 Abya Yala space serves as an imagined counter-geography
defined from a plurality of feminist positions that seek metaphor-
ical and material politics of decolonization (Zaragocin, 2017). As
such, Abya Yala is an epistemological and geopolitical place of
decolonial feminism and it is from this place of enunciation that
embodied ontologies are promoted. Cuerpo-Territorio (Body-Terri-
tory) for example, has become a central tenet of contemporary
Latin American feminist theory and politics based on Indigenous
ontologies of space and decolonial understandings of the gendered
body. It is a decolonized embodied ontology. Cuerpo-territorio
places the community and territory as a single subject of political
agency that resists and identifies violations against women's bodies
and territories as part of the same process (Cabnal 2014; Miradas
Criticas del Territorio desde el Feminismo, 2017). This merging of
body and space questions hegemonic feminisms on the one hand,
and on the other, furthers discussions of the possibility of a
decolonial turn in political geography. For Anglophone feminist
geopolitics, Latin American decolonial feminisms envelop multiple
peripheral geographies (postcolonialism, Black feminism, Chicano
feminism, Indigenous feminism, and communitarian feminism)
fromwhich to further create new conceptual alliances that facilitate
decolonization. Abya Yala highlights the importance place can also
have in creating alternative epistemologies, while the example of
the embodied ontology of cuerpo-territorio demonstrates how
decolonization calls for alternative epistemologies that create or
engage other ontologies. As such, Latin American decolonial femi-
nism affirms both a specific geopolitics and multiple feminist-
situated epistemologies. What settler colonial studies can add to
this framework is attention to the link between present-day
Indigenous elimination and the coloniality of gender and sexu-
ality; it is a historicized approach that speaks to the attrition and
slowdeath of racializedwomen in Latin America.Weaving different
place-based decolonial feminist perspectives together maximizes
their epistemic and geopolitical potential.

For settler colonial studies, decolonization starts with
acknowledging how gender and sexuality are embedded in the
continuing colonization of Indigenous peoples and the promulga-
tion of European modernity by modern-day settlers (Morgensen,
2010; 2012). The coloniality of gender and sexuality is the main
condition in the formation of gender, sexualized and modern queer
subjects, cultures, politics and spatial imaginaries in the United
States and other settler states (Morgensen, 2010). Central to these
discussions is the structural logic of Indigenous ‘elimination’
through amalgamation and territorial replacement (Wolfe, 1994,
1999) and the indigenization of settlers whereby settlers appear
as naturally belonging to Indigenous land through legal, cultural or
violent processes of forced territorial dispossession (Morgensen,
2012; Veracini, 2010; 2011). Decolonizing requires exploration of
4 An indigenous group that lives in Panama and Colombia.
5 Bi-yearly regional gatherings of indigenous women of the Abya Yala are held in

different countries of Latin America.
the contemporary colonial conditions of everyday life that are
naturalized under settler colonialism. As Morgensen states “the
indigenization of settlers and the universalization of the west are
one” (2012:13) based on gendered and sexualized power relations
we call ‘settler colonialism’” (Morgensen, 2012). Racialized sexu-
ality and gender are not side subjects but part of a larger history
that conditions contemporary forms of coloniality (Morgensen,
2012). These discussions are particularly pertinent with regards
to decolonized spatial constructions of auto-determination and
Indigenous sovereignty whereby Native autonomy threatens na-
tional territorial and jurisdictional imagery even when Indigenous
territoriality and governance precedes the state (Rifkin, 2009). Like
feminist geopolitics, settler colonialism studies is conceptualized at
the everyday scale through attention to what Rifkin (2014) calls
‘settler colonial common sense.’ Surprisingly though, feminist
geopolitics seldom engage with the settler colonialism literature
despite the immediate consequences of contemporary forms of
Indigenous elimination and settler indigenization. Conversely,
Native studies scholars are utilizing critical geopolitics scholarship
to further analysis of spatial injustice and Native feminist practices,
connecting multi-scalar analysis with gendered and sexualized
violence in settler states (Goeman, 2017).

Latin American decolonial feminism and settler colonial studies
take into account gender and sexuality at the core of their analyses,
indicating that embodied decolonized approaches are underway.
When these intellectual traditions are ignored, such silences reso-
nate with Sundberg's critique of posthumanist geography and its
Eurocentric silence on the location and epistemologies of Indige-
nous peoples (2014). In this way, it is not up to political geography
and critical geopolitics to ‘discover’ and determine new ways of
decolonizing place and bodies; these embodied everyday experi-
ences are already occurring and being theorized in these places and
by those previously considered subaltern. Much as Koopman's
celebrated alter-geopolitics pointed to a geopolitics from below
(Koopman, 2011), this piece suggests a different approach for crit-
ical geopolitics to understand coloniality as dependent on place. A
decolonial feminist geopolitics requires engaging with existing
traditions that invoke decolonized feminist notions of place and
embodied epistemologies. The ability and humility of feminist
political geographers to gather knowledge and praxis fromwhat is
already happening and re-elaborate existing feminist geopolitics
will determine the course of decolonization in critical geopolitics.
Latin American decolonial feminism is an important feminist
framework from which an emerging geopolitics is occurring, and
key for further developing a decolonial feminist geopolitics. In this
case, the responsibility lies with Anglophone feminist geopolitics,
but wide-spread conversation on existing decolonized epistemol-
ogies and geopolitics across diverse geographies is beneficial for all
involved. A decolonized feminist geopolitics does not stay silent
about the role of coloniality of gender and sexuality in defining
contemporary subject formation and spatial imaginaries that pro-
voke cultural and physical elimination of Indigenous others. Rather
it engages fully with these decolonial traditions.

Reckoning with decolonial praxis

Margaret Marietta Ramírez, Department of Geography, University of
Washington

Decolonization must mean attending to ghosts, and arresting
widespread denial of the violence done to them. Decolonization is a
recognition that ‘a ghost is alive so to speak. We are in relation to it
and it has designs on us such that we must reckon with graciously’
(Tuck & Ree, 2016:647, citing Gordon, 1997:64).

As an epistemology and as a practice, the decolonial resists and
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rewrites colonial conceptions of land and embodiment. If colo-
nialism denotes the conquest of land and the dispossession and
erasure of Indigenous peoples, then to decolonize is to reconnect
and re-embody the relationship to land. In this piece, I tease out the
decolonial from the intersections of North American Indigenous
genealogies and Chicanx feminist epistemologies.6 While the
decolonial theory that often gets taken up in geography stems from
the Latin American context, I intentionally choose not to center
these in my analysis for I am deterred by the masculinist framings
of the decolonial in these literatures, and how the writings of
Indigenous and Third World Feminist genealogies are often
considered accessorial citations rather than engaged with as the-
ories in their own right.7 Therefore, in this piece, I draw primarily
from Indigenous and Chicanx feminist theorizing to argue for a
decolonial epistemology and practice that is embodied in place.8

This decolonial praxis, I argue, insists upon accountability from
academics as embodied subjects, in their writing and in their
practice. As Ananya Roy elucidates, “to speak is to speak from a
place on the map … and yet theory is so often characterized by its
disembodied voice and unmarked location” (2015: 201). We all
theorize from our experience, and yet it is only those who make
their experience visible in their theorizing that are accused of
“identity politics,” while whiteness and masculinity remain un-
marked and unquestioned voices of authority. In the following I
consider how, by speaking their position and implicating their
work in place, scholars may engage in a decolonial praxis. How
might an accountability to the places we reside and our relation-
ships to the peoples that live and have origins there, create
expanded notions of place, and relationality in the colonial pre-
sent? And how might academic praxis extend beyond the page to
be accountable to the countless crises underway, as Daigle and
Gilmartin attest to in their pieces, as these words are written?

Decolonial praxis is not something simple to engage e to
practice decolonial accountability is politically and emotionally
fraught yet invaluable work. Like anti-racist praxis, it is a process, a
state of becoming. As I center decolonial epistemologies fromNorth
American Indigenous genealogies, I will first outline the decolonial
from the site of North American settler colonialism, and then go on
to consider how Chicanx feminist conceptions of the decolonial are
both complimentary and at times incongruous to Indigenous the-
orizations. If settler colonialism is the conquest and ongoing
occupation of land and erasure of Indigenous peoples from and
their relationships to that land (Barker, 2012; Grande, 2013; Wolfe,
1999), the decolonial then is ultimately the re-appropriation of land
in a way that centers Indigenous resurgence and confronts the
hauntings of coloniality (Alfred 2005; Corntassel, 2012; Coutlhard
2014; Simpson, 2011). This makes decolonization in a settler colo-
nial state such as the United States, from where I am born and
situated, especially fraught, for, “empire, settlement, and internal
colony have no spatial separation … [which makes] settler colo-
nialism in the U.S. context … a site of contradictory decolonial
desires” (2012:7). As Tuck and Yang explain, the settler colonial
6 Chicanx is a term that stands in for Chicano/a, in which the X is a means to un-
gender the Spanish language and make the identity inclusive of female, male and
gender-non-conforming identities.

7 I engage with decolonial theories that might fall into what Maldonado-Torres
describes as the “third premise” of the Decolonial Turn that “in its skepticism
and attitude, are arguably most at home in spaces such as ethnic studies and gender
and women's studies departments in the Western academy and … among
decolonial activists, independent scholars and artists across the entire spectrum of
Global South, including the south in the north.” (2011:1). While I am an admirer of
Maldonado-Torres’work, once more Third World Feminist and Indigenous theorists
are framed as afterthoughts to the masculinist project of the “Decolonial Turn.”

8 Here I follow Sara Ahmed's declaration: “Feminism is at stake in how we
generate knowledge; in how we write, in who we cite” (2017:14).
state functions to uphold white supremacy, and was formed
through the enactment of Indigenous dispossession and Black
enslavement and landlessness. Therefore, the decolonial in the
American settler colonial context requires a political commitment
to decolonization, the acknowledgement of one's fraught position
as a settler on Indigenous lands and the end goal of the repatriation
of land. A decolonial practice must also be attentive to anti-
blackness and how plantation logic remains a function of colo-
niality (McKittrick, 2013; Woods, 1998), and decolonial work needs
to function in tandem with abolitionist visions of borderless
futures.

This fraught space of contradictory decolonial desires “impli-
cates and unsettles” in a way that, while difficult, carries political
possibility in how it demands that one be attentive to their
embodied implication in settler colonialism. If academics are to
harken the decolonial in their theorizing, I argue that there is a
need to take on a decolonial accountability in this work. The
decolonial requires a re-embodiment, an acknowledgement of the
space from which we theorize, and how our location within the
colonial project too shapes the theorizing and politics we exude.
When the decolonial becomes metaphor, contradictory decolonial
desires are allowed to coeexist without requiring accountability.
This makes decolonization into an empty signifier, and, I argue,
perpetuates the disembodied voice of theory. More and more the
decolonial is becoming a buzz word in academia (Tuck & Yang,
2012), the way ‘social justice’ is used to represent any decon-
structive efforts to re-frame/re-envision power structures. There is
danger in the appropriation, co-optation, and domestication of the
decolonial ( Esson et al., 2017; Noxolo et al., 2012; Tuck & Yang,
2012), and I argue that to prevent this slippage into metaphor,
scholars can locate their theories from their position in the place
they reside. As example, I will now delve into my own engagement
with decolonial literature how this relates to my positioning within
the stolen and occupied territory called the United States.

As a Chicanx scholar-activist, my own position amidst these
contradictory decolonial desires is complex. I was initially drawn
into decolonial epistemologies through Chicanx feminist theory,
which has been critiqued as slipping too deeply into decolonial
metaphor without being accountable to Indigenous theorizations.
The writings of Gloria Anzaldúa (1987), Emma P�erez (1999), Chela
Sandoval (2000) andmany others, theorize how Chicanx and Latinx
peoples imagine and create decolonial spaces from the same
colonial fissures that dismember us. Colonialism created the
fissured mestizx body, offspring of both colonizer and colonized,
and the migration across national borders further complicate the
Latinx’ relationship to land and place, belonging neither here nor
there. While fraught, this in-betweenness makes possible a differ-
ential consciousness, enabling mestizxs to weave between and
among places, creating imaginaries beyond rigid notions of nation
and identity (Sandoval, 2000). The space of possibility that mes-
tizxs build from their fissured identities creates a third space that is
represented by the borderlands (Anzaldúa, 1987), where a
decolonial imaginary emerges (P�erez, 1999) and new epistemol-
ogies are imagined.9 Chicanx feminist theory spoke to me not only
in how I saw my own identity imagined and empowered on the
page, but in how from the colonial fracturing of bodies and land
was born a space of possibility e a decolonial space. And from this
embodied space, Chicanx decolonial theories emerged; theories
that spoke from a place on the map, the in-between space of the
U.S.-Mexico borderlands that many Chicanxs inhabit. The decolo-
nial desires of Chicanx feminism are, however, not always
9 This imagining resonates with Gilmartin's conversation in these interventions
on border epistemologies.
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harmonious with Indigenous decolonization projects, nor do Chi-
canx/Latinx peoples always fit neatly into the position of settlers
(Barker, 2012; Byrd, 2011).

The challenge in where Chicanx feminist theory and the Chi-
canx/Latinx positionality is situated amid the settler colonial state,
is in their mestizx positioning, and their differential experiences
within and of the settler state.10 Latinx are racialized in a multitude
of ways, from Afro-Latinx to Indigenous-Latinx to white-passing
Latinx; this diversity gives Latinx’ complex positionalities that
complicate conceptions of settlers. Chicanx feminist theory,
particularly Anzaldúa's writing, is critiqued as appropriating and at
times over-simplifying Indigenous epistemologies. Yet, as Keating
contests in Anzaldúa's posthumous publication, Light in the Dark,
“Anzaldúa does not claim an authentic indigenous practice but
instead develops a decolonizing ontology” in which she articulates
how our imagination and our situatedness in in-between spaces
enable us to re-invent reality (2015: xxxiii-xxxiv). In this sense, the
decolonial ontology that Anzaldúa and many Chicanx scholars
employ, channels the landlessness that Anzaldúa reflects upon,
takes up the space of in-betweenness that Chicanx navigate, and
sculpts a space of transformative possibility from this placelessness.
This placelessness becomes less metaphorical and even more ur-
gent as I write these words, the day that a fraudulent administra-
tion in the U.S. has revoked the Deferred Action for Childhood
Arrivals (DACA) immigration policy, and Dreamers are left violently
in flux. These are the day-to-day embodied politics of decolonial
work, and this is where efforts to build solidarity amidst decolonial
desires may face an uneasy, but healthy, friction. Decolonial praxis,
as I mentioned at the beginning of this piece, is a process: how
might we bring conflicting decolonial desires into conversation
while remaining accountable to the Indigenous project of
decolonization?

The decolonial holds abundant possibility in how by being
accountable to Indigenous epistemologies, one cultivates a groun-
ded or embodied relationship to the land. The feeling of landless-
ness or placelessness I experience is something inherent to the
ideologies of the settler state I live in, embedded in the white su-
premacist myths of Manifest Destiny and melting pots. These
settler-colonial myths have instilled in Americans a racial-capitalist
relationship to place, in which white supremacy requires that
Indigenous, Black, and other people of color remain dispossessed
from the land. Yet by engaging in a decolonial politics that is
accountable to Indigenous land rights, we enrich our sense of
placed-ness and belonging. By coming to terms with the ways that
we inhabit and produce space, with how we are embodied, we
build richer relationships to the land and to peoples in relation to
us. A politics of decolonial accountability is something to be prac-
ticed in tandem with abolitionism, with the struggles of undocu-
mented peoples, with movements for liberation. These struggles
may have competing or contradictory decolonial desires, but
fraught conversations are necessary to envision decolonial futures.

A decolonial praxis requires re-embodiment, interrogating one's
relationship to colonialism, racial capitalism and the land we live
upon. A reckoning of the ghosts that haunt us. By this I mean that
decolonial theorizing and decolonial politics require an attention to
how we inhabit space, require us to be accountable to our fraught
interrelations to all beings and to the land itself, regardless of
10 Zaragocin furthers this conversation in these interventions, discussing how
decolonial feminism considers the coloniality of gender and sexuality amid settler
colonial states.
11 “It was cultural anxiety that drove white working class voters to Trump: A new
study finds that fear of societal change, not economic pressure, motivated votes for
the president among non-salaried workers without college degrees” (Green, 2017:
np).
positionality. Perhaps this argument will cause ‘cultural anxiety’ for
many geographers, as was found to be the primary reason white
Americans voted for Trump in 2016,11 but I urge scholars to not fall
back upon a possessive investment inwhiteness (Lipsitz, 1998), or a
possessive investment in “universal grammars” (Roy, 2015).12

Rather, I encourage scholars to reckon with their ancestral his-
tories and to act with a sense of accountability to decolonial futures.
To “radically embody” decolonization, as Daigle argues in this
intervention, by rupturing white supremacy and settler colonialism
in all aspects of their praxis. If all scholars theorized and acted with
accountability from the place they reside, with an attention to that
place, its histories, and one's interrelations, how might praxis be
radically reimagined? How might theorizing be more engaged in
the urgent politics we reside in and a decolonial praxis of
accountability enacted?

Beyond walls: border epistemologies and the politics of
migration

Mary Gilmartin, Maynooth University, Ireland

We are living through a contemporary migration crisis, though
the contours of that crisis are blurred. From one perspective, the
crisis is understood as the dangers that migrants endure as they
seek refuge from war, conflict, or poverty. From another perspec-
tive, the crisis is the perceived threat that migrants pose to the
stability of states. In both cases, numbers intensify the strength of
the reaction: the numbers dying on the Mediterranean crossing to
Europe; or the numbers ‘flooding’ into the US, the UK, France,
Hungary, or any of the other states where politicians are exploiting
migration flows for electoral expediency. Within political geogra-
phy, both the contemporary migration crisis and migration more
generally are based on border ontologies, which take the existence
of borders as an accepted starting point. This has important, and
limiting, consequences for how we see migration and migrants. In
this short piece, I argue for the importance of decolonial thought e
specifically the concept of border thinking e for our understanding
of migration, particularly because it illuminates and challenges the
primacy of border ontologies.

In political geography, border ontologies are evident in the
significant body of work that focuses on borders and walls. This
focus includes the growing number of physical walls that are being
built to mark state boundaries, such as the razorwire fence along
Hungary's border with Serbia, or the planned 30-foot-high border
wall between the US and Mexico (Minca & Rijke, 2017). It also in-
cludes the sites away from state boundaries where borderwork is
increasingly taking place, such as “corridors, camps and spaces of
confinement” (Jones& Johnson, 2016:1). In all of this work, borders
and walls are “symbolic and material manifestations of political
boundaries” (Till et al., 2013:52). Borders and walls also provide a
clear focus for political geographers concerned with the contem-
porary migration crisis, whether that crisis is framed in terms of
enabling or restricting migration. In the face of the crisis, the ma-
teriality of borders and their consequences for migrants have again
taken center stage, whether this is the securitisation of migration
through enhanced and often militarised border controls (L�eonard,
2010), or the “violent consequences for migrants” (Jones &
Johnson, 2016, p. 187). As Reece Jones suggests, it is difficult to
imagine life without borders (Jones, 2016, p. 186). This matters for
migrants, because of the way in which borders “have become
inextricable from migration” (De Genova, 2013, p. 253). A border
12 See Van Sant and Bosworth's (2017) intervention on the need for radical ge-
ographers to engage with the politics of rural and working class whiteness.
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ontology thus reinforces what Harsha Walia names as border
imperialism: “the entrenchment and reentrenchment of controls
against migrants” (2013:38). While critical research highlights the
howand speculates on thewhy of border imperialism, it also serves
to assert, again, the colonial difference.

The colonial difference is the starting point for understanding
how border ontologies work, and how theymight be challenged. To
begin, borders and walls represent the colonial difference, defined
by Walter Mignolo as “the space where the coloniality of power is
enacted” (Mignolo, 2000:ix). Maria Lugones insists on making
visible the violence of coloniality in “the powerful reduction of
human beings to animals, to inferiors by nature” (Lugones, 2010, p.
751), a statement that will resonate with the work of critical
scholars of migration (see Vaughan-Williams, 2015). Yet, Mignolo's
understanding of the colonial difference is not limited to a unidi-
rectional operation of power. Instead, Mignolo also sees the colonial
difference as the site fromwhere border thinking can emerge: “the
space where the restitution of subaltern knowledge is taking place”
(2000:ix-x). Mignolo's border thinking echoes the earlier work of
Gloria Anzaldúa, who described the new consciousness that can
emerge from what she calls the Borderland (Anzaldúa,
1987:9e101). The Borderland, “vague and undetermined … in a
constant state of transition” (Anzaldúa, 1987:3) is the colonial dif-
ference: the space where power is enacted and where restitution
can take place.

How might thinking from the colonial difference change how
we understand political entanglements, like migration, across
space? My argument is that rather than accepting border ontol-
ogies as inevitable, we should instead use a border epistemology to
address both the contemporary migration crisis and migration
more generally. Despite the best efforts of critical scholars to expose
the politics of borders and bordering practices, they are constrained
by the inevitability that a border ontology implies. In contrast, a
border epistemology e or border thinking, to use Mignolo's term e

moves beyond this inevitability to suggest an alternative geopo-
litical imaginary and future.

Border thinking e “the moments in which the imaginary of the
modern world system cracks” (Mignolo, 2000, p. 23) e thus pro-
vides an explicit challenge to the border ontologies that shape our
understanding of migration. It does so in three key ways. First, it
takes on the categorization and hierarchization that is integral to
border ontologies. Second, it draws connections between those
who are affected by the dominance of border ontologies, specif-
ically those who are placed ‘outside.’ Third, it offers an alternative
to a contemporary global politics that “gives us two renditions of
life and a being rendered by them” (Lugones, 2010, p. 751). The
migrant is central to border thinking because of the role of
“immigrant consciousness” in providing that alternative (Mignolo,
2011, p. 274. See also: Anzaldúa, 1987:99e101). As an example,
Ramírez (these interventions) shows the power of immigrant
consciousness in her discussion of Chicanx/Latinx in-betweenness
in the United States.

The process of categorization creates hierarchies of humans.
Anzaldúa asserted this as central to the creation of borders, set up
“to distinguish us from them” (1987:3). Quijano argued that it was
central to coloniality, particularly through the lasting effects of the
social classification of the world's population by race (Quijano
2007a,b). These hierarchies are clearly evident in the politics of
migration management, where people are distinguished on the
basis of ascribed attributes such as race, and on the basis of learned
behaviours such as ‘highly-skilled’ (Anderson, 2013). Critical
migration researchers challenge this through an emphasis on the
border. As De Genova points out, “if there were no borders, there
would be no migrants” (2013), while Bauder argues for both open
borders and no borders (2013; 2017). Calls for the removal of
borders begin to challenge border ontologies, because they suggest
that borders are socio-spatial constructions and thus not inevitable.
However, these calls are less useful in articulating a border epis-
temology, because they do not challenge the practices of differen-
tiation e particularly racial and ethnic differentiation e that
underpin border ontologies. Specifically, the removal of borders is
not sufficient for the end of hierarchization, a significantly more
entrenched process. As Grosfoguel et al. (2015) point out, the
ongoing categorization of the migrant “problem” in Western soci-
eties has clear roots in the colonial era. Identifying and highlighting
the lasting and pernicious effects of hierarchization in relation to
humans and human mobility provides a starting point for border
thinking.

The second, more radical, approach to border thinking requires
us to recognize what Mignolo calls the body-politics and the geo-
politics of knowledge production: the claims to universality of
certain types of local knowledge production, and the denial of the
significance of other forms of local knowledge. Border thinking
links together those who have been marginalized in this process; it
acts as “a connector between different experiences of exploitation”
(Mignolo, 2007, p. 498). In relation to migration, border thinking
thus foregrounds what Mignolo calls immigrant consciousness:
specifically, the grounded geo- and body-politics of knowledge that
originates in one place and is dispersed elsewhere. Mignolo is
particularly concerned with migrants fromwhat he calls “the Third
World”, rather than migrants who are more privileged on the basis
of race or place of birth. However, the focus on immigrant con-
sciousness e particularly on what Mignolo describes as “world-
sensing” (2011:276) e allows for a more expansive understanding
of border thinking. Specifically, it emphasises commonalities in
experiences, emotions and thinking that move beyond catego-
risations and hierarchies of migrants and non-migrants. The im-
plications of this are clear in the work of Harsha Walia (2013), who
blends together academic, movement, and experiential knowledge
in a powerful call for decolonization. In particular, Walia's discus-
sion of No One Is Illegal (NOII) e a migrant justice movement in
Canada e emphasises the importance of solidarity between mi-
grants of color and Indigenous people, and between migrants and
the labour movement (2013:97e156).

The third approach to border thinking is future-oriented.
Mignolo describes this as the decolonial option: the emergence of
a delinked “global political society” (2011:280). Walia argues for
decolonization, which she describes as “the imagining and gener-
ating of alternative institutions and relations” (2013:249). Regard-
less of the different ways of framing this future-oriented approach,
a key aspect is the prioritization of the experiences, perspectives,
and insights of those e like migrants e who occupy the colonial
difference. As Mignolo suggests, “for a white European body to
think decolonially means to give” (2011:280). That act of giving,
which could also be framed as giving way or giving up, is chal-
lenging for those ewestern academics included e who are used to
framing their insights as global, while disregarding the local geo-
politics of their own knowledge production.

In arguing for border thinking, Mignolo is at pains to insist that
it is not an attempt to create a new global or “abstract universal”
(2011:282). Instead, he argues that it is an alternative, pluri-versal
vision, where many worlds will exist (2007:499). Here, it will be
possible to considere as many political geographers do todaye the
material and symbolic significance of borders and walls, and the
performance of bordering. But that is not enough. A border
ontology accepts life with borders, or struggles to imagine life
without them, even when the nature or performance of those
borders is challenged. A border epistemology, in contrast, high-
lights the borders of our current geo- and body-politics, and the
ways in which they dehumanize humans as migrants (Lugones,
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2010). Through border thinking, which happens from the colonial
difference, we can begin to imagine and make our world, and the
place of migrants, very differently.
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