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alter Hixson’s America Settler Colonialism is based upon a simple proposition: 
“American settler colonialism was a winner-take-all proposition that 
demanded the removal of indigenous peoples and the destruction of their 

cultures” (197). In the final analysis the United States continually pursued a policy of 
colonial genocide, targeting indigenous North Americans, Hawaiians, and Filipinos.  
 
In this highly revisionist work, Hixson finds America the most sweeping, violent, and 
significant example of settler colonialism in world history, executing policies that 
resulted in displacing millions and killing more millions. He argues that unlike 
colonialism proper, which aims at exploiting the indigenous population for economic 
gain, settler colonialism seeks physical removal in order to grab land, violently 
establishing facts on the ground in order to trigger involuntary exodus (4). The author 
lists certain other countries-- namely Argentina, Brazil, Australia, Canada, Israel, New 
Zealand, and South Africa-- as such settler colonies. Yet the breadth and scope, and the 
intensity of the violence of Euro-American society, make it unique in his regard, even 
surpassing the Australians. 
 
Hixson does not shy away from such terms as genocide and ethnic cleaning. As with all 
such settler colonies, the American variety was marked by denial, disavowal, and 
rationalization, with stress placed upon the ‘civilizing mission’ of the invaders and the 
‘barbarism’ of the conquered ‘savages.’ His work is one of synthesis, bringing together 
so many published primary sources, monographs, and scholarly articles that the 
endnotes (sadly there is no bibliography) are invaluable. Occasionally the author uses 
manuscripts located at the U.S. Army Military History Institute in Carlisle, Pennsylvania.  
 
Hixson ably defends the inclusion of his quest as part of the broader field of American 
diplomatic history, writing, “the long and bloody history of settler colonialism laid a 
foundation for the history of American foreign policy-- and especially its penchant for 
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righteous violence” (ix). He sees the creation of the American colonial empire as long 
preceding the Spanish-American War and its subsequent annexations, for it was rooted 
in the original settlement of the U.S. Furthermore, Indian removal, which takes up the 
bulk of Hixson’s account, illuminates patterns of counterinsurgency and indiscriminate 
warfare to the present day.  Hixson describes his effort as a venture in postcolonial 
studies, which link “the colonized past with the present and the future, thereby 
facilitating analysis over a longue durée of history.” Here history, culture, and 
geopolitics are blended together.  
 
This reviewer has always focused on American foreign relations from the late-
nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century. He therefore cannot critique the wide span of 
this work with the same thoroughness as scholars steeped in the history of Native 
Americans, the ‘new western history,’ or subfields of the American narrative ranging 
from the colonial period through Reconstruction. He can hopefully, however, highlight 
certain themes in Hixson’s narration, pointing out how the author is particularly apt in 
breaking old stereotypes.  
 
The book begins with the age of Western exploration. Unlike the Spaniards, whose 
authority was limited to the mission and the presidio, and unlike the French, who 
initially sought fur, not land, the agrarian-minded British stressed settling families and 
creating communities. Viewing the Indians as savage heathens, both Virginians and 
New Englanders engaged such dispossession as to make the Anglo-Powhatan and King 
Philip’s wars inevitable. The Proclamation of 1763 was issued less to protect Indian 
rights than to permit the debt-ridden Crown to regroup and get its imperial home in 
order. The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 laid the ground work for the removal of the 
region’s actual residents. While much attention has been given to ‘Mad Anthony’ 
Wayne’s victory at the Battle of Fallen Timbers in 1794, it was a scorched-earth 
campaign against Indian homes and crops that shattered the Shawnees. William Henry 
Harrison, governor of Indiana and later U.S. president, was particularly relentless in 
dispossessing Native Americans, claiming divine sanction in the matter. Andrew 
Jackson’s Indian Removal Act of 1830, which resulted in the infamous Cherokee ‘trail of 
tears,’ involved nothing less than a national campaign of ethnic cleaning, eventually 
resulting the formation of isolated Bantustans.    
 
Challenging the mythology created by white Texans, Hixson finds their state 
particularly prone to ethnic cleaning. The much-touted Texas Rangers were really a 
vigilante assault force, engaging in sheer slaughter in an effort to spread terror. The 
author cites the historian David Clary’s  Eagles and Empire: The  United States, Mexico, 
and the Struggle for a Continent 1 finding that the Mexican War marked “robbing and 
killing priests, raping nuns, looting altars, and desecrating holy buildings” (96). After 
the Battle of Buena Vista, northern Mexico became subject to vicious guerilla attacks by 
Mexicans followed by an American scorched-earth response. Even Winfield Scott, the 

1 David A. Clary, Eagles and Empire: The United States, Mexico, and the Struggle for a Continent 
(Bantam; 2009). 
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American general who conducted the Vera Cruz campaign and took Mexico City, 
admitted that the U.S. had committed atrocities “sufficient to make heaven weep” (100).  
 
An inordinate amount of attention, Hixson writes, has been given to formal Civil War 
battles, while indeterminate blood feuds and the forcible relocation of southeastern 
tribes has been relatively neglected. Arguing against historians John M. Gates and and 
Brian M. Linn,2 Hixson sees the indiscriminate violence used to suppress Philippine 
insurgents as intrinsic, not aberrant, to the colonial project. During World War II, U.S. 
authorities subjected indigenous Alaskans to the same internment program imposed on 
Japanese-Americans living on the West Coast.  
 
Hixson presents certain historical figures, often perceived in American culture as 
heroes, in a far more negative light. Conquistador Hernando de Soto, who explored the 
lower Southeast (1539-43) embarked on a four-year long policy of total destruction, 
killing thousands of indigenous people. Spanish Franciscans exploited Indian laborers, 
creating such revolts as the Pueblo uprising of 1680. William Penn, the Quaker founder 
of Pennsylvania and a man best known for his peacemaking efforts, pursued the 
incompatible goal of selling off lands to gain revenue. George Washington’s 1779 
campaign in Pennsylvania’s Wyoming Valley led the Iroquois to dub him, quite 
accurately, “the Town Destroyer” (59). Thomas Jefferson, whose Declaration of 
Independence indicted “merciless Indian savages” (60), called for driving the Cherokees 
beyond the Mississippi. Daniel Boone, the noted “pioneer” of Kentucky, burned the 
villages of the very Shawnee tribe that had adopted him after he had been captured.  
The ‘Great Triumvirate’ of Civil War generals Ulysses S. Grant, William T. Sherman, and 
Philip H. Sheridan urged blanket warfare against Native Americans, continually 
engaging in collective punishment.                   
 
Seeking to show continuity in American foreign policy, Hixson makes analogies to 
twentieth-century practices. He compares Major Robert Rogers’s 1759 assault of the 
Abenaki village of St. Francis, located north of Montreal, and the 1864 massacre at Sand 
Creek, Colorado, to the Vietnam War atrocity of My Lai. Deeming all dead Mexicans as 
rebels was a practice later used in America’s Indochina War, when any dead 
Vietnamese was counted as a Viet Cong. When William Tecumseh Sherman said that the 
Indian problem “will exist as long as the Indians exist” (120), according to the author he 
adopted logic later used by Nazi leader Adolf Hitler. The ‘long walk’ of eight to ten 
thousand Navaho to the barren land of the Bosque Redonjo region of New Mexico 
foreshadows the Bataan death march of 1942. During the Philippine insurrection, 
American troops used the “water cure,” claiming that such tortures “got results” (175). 
An inadvertent precedent was thereby set for similar tactics in George W. Bush’s Iraq 
War.  
 

2 John M. Gates Schoolbooks and Krags: The United States in the Philippines, 1899-1902 (Praeger: 
1973), and Brian M. Linn, The Philippine War, 1899-1902 (University Press of Kansas: 2002). 

3 | P a g e  

                                                        



H-Diplo Review Essay 

Some of Hixson’s demythologizing is quite interesting. Geronimo’s last stand obscures 
the fact that most Apaches had long acquiesced to U.S. authority. The prototypical 
‘school for savages’ in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, was essentially a primary school. Because 
of disease, a substantial number of students died there while its conscious efforts at 
destroying indigenous culture created dysfunctional personalities, alienated from both 
white or Indian culture. The Dawes Act of 1887, backed by a myriad of reformers, led to 
cultural genocide, breaking up families while removing Indians from lands sought by 
settlers. The law provided for the dissolution of Indian tribes as legal entities and 
divided tribal lands among individuals. The native-born Hawaiian population (Kanaka 
Maoli) did not passively accept the erosion of their culture and loss of their nation. 
Contrary to textbook slogans concerning ‘Seward’s folly’ and ‘Walrussia,’ most 
Americans welcomed the Alaska purchase. The anti-imperialists of 1898-1900 shared 
with their expansionist opponents a consensus that God had chosen the white 
Protestant U.S. to embody the cause of freedom.    
          
Hixson does seek to avoid romanticizing the Native Americans. A culture of violence 
permeated pre-Columbian society, ranging from wholesale slaughter to ritual sacrifice. 
Certainly the Europeans did not introduce warfare to the Western Hemisphere, though 
admittedly their “frenzy of slaying” (25) profoundly intensified it. The Five Nations of 
the Iroquois launched major wars of aggression against the Huron, Shawnee, and Erie, 
and the Erie itself became a lethal tribe.  While some Indians were themselves enslaved, 
others played such an integral role in the slave trade, both as captors and middlemen, 
that “the system would not have worked without them” (37). The Comanches were 
particularly enthusiastic slave traders, who lived by blood revenge. 
 
American Settler Colonialism has a minuscule number of errors but they should be 
noted. Artist George “Caitlin” is “Catlin.” He probably was not a “burned out” artist when 
he switched from creating miniatures to drawing Indians but was seeking a more 
exciting venue (84). “Karl” Schurz’s first name is “Carl” (140). There is one sentence of 
absolute jargon, though this admittedly is a quotation of another scholar: “Captured 
women and children served as objects of men’s contestations for power while 
simultaneously they enriched the cultures in which they found themselves lodged 
through their own social and biological reproductive potential” (129).        
 
If Hixson’s language can convey a certain shock value, he argues his case well. Each 
specific claim is documented. Certainly many of his findings should be incorporated in 
high school and college textbooks. Even professors who have taught survey classes for 
decades should update their lectures to incorporate his data.  
 
It would be good if scholars drew upon Hixson’s and similar U.S. studies, as well as upon 
those of other settler colonial states, so as to offer a comprehensive comparative 
account, analyzing where and why patterns are similar and where different. Do such 
empires as Russia (expanding to the south and east), China (expanding to north, south, 
and west), and Japan (expanding beyond its own islands) fit into the author’s equation? 
As Hixson offers a severe indictment, one wonders if there could have been alternative 
scenarios. Indeed, does history offer any alternative and more humane precedents? 
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Does history show any great power that has, or is today, acting differently? In other 
words, does massive alien settlement always have to take such an ugly turn? 
Admittedly, as Hixson concludes, “a more honest reckoning with the past is an 
indispensable prelude to the construction of a more peaceful future” (200). But after we 
have confronted this reckoning, what else is needed?       
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