Abstract

RESTOR(Y)ING ENVIRONMENTALISM:
DECOLONIZING WHITE SETTLERS IN THE UNITED STATES:
(RE)PLACING POST-TRAUMATIC SETTLER DISORDER

Robert Jackson-Paton

Saybrook University

This theoretical dissertation narrates how being a descendent of White settlers in the United States affects relationships with place, and how sense of place affects White settlers. Integrating environmental, cultural, and historical literature—especially the work of Philip Deloria (1998), Vine Deloria, Jr. (1992, 1999, 2001), Denzin, Lincoln & Smith (2008), Greenwood (2009), Harvey (2007), Kremer (2003b, 2011), Morrison (1992), Nadasdy (2005), Nelson, (1998, 2008), Turner (1999, 2002), and Waziyatawin (2005)—this ethnoautobiography places particular emphasis on how environmentalism addresses the ghosts of White settlement. The implications of this literature are interwoven with critical personal narratives—called ethnoautobiographical riffs (Kremer, 2003a, Frankenberg & Mani, 1996)—to create an ethnoautobiographical critique of White culture and eurocentered environmental theory and practice. Ethnoautobiography is grounded in the author’s ecological, cultural, genealogical, and gender identity, and encourages the decolonization of both inquiry and inquirer, making it ideally suited for addressing this research (Kremer, 2003a). Accordingly, seven bardic research protocols are applied to the research question. This dissertation is fundamentally directed toward understanding the processes that separated settlers from the land, of White settlers, in general, as well as, the decolonization of White experience. Narratives of critical, Indigenous inquiry and Native survivance—such as P. Deloria’s (1998) “playing Indian,” Tinker’s (1993) “missionary conquest,” and Turner’s (1999) “settlement as forgetting”—provide entry into societal and personal norms among White settlers seeking greater consciousness and healing. Decolonization of White settlers connects, and seeks to transform, racial privilege and settlement privilege. Awareness is brought to how eurocentered society appears to be suffering from the effects of denying aspects of settler identity, especially in relation to Indigenous peoples and the land. I refer to this condition as intergenerational post-traumatic settler disorder. This document explores eurocentered environmentalism, such as national parks, wilderness, and deep ecology, noting the ways they are embedded in a narrative of White settlement in the United States. Accordingly, this inquiry attends to what aspects of White identity and environmental relationships need to be (re)placed and restor(y)ed to foster healing reconciliation and justice between all peoples, and the land. 
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